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One

The House on Katydid Street

The house stood a little apart from the rest of the block, as if it did not quite fit in. Perhaps it was wary of the other houses, or perhaps it was the other houses that wished to keep their distance from it.

If only houses could talk, then one of them could tell us which it was.

Of course, if houses could talk, they could also lie.

Maybe that explained why the house at 1664 Katydid Street sold so suddenly after sitting empty for so long. Maybe it had grown tired of standing there, apart and alone. Maybe being apart and alone is what comes of telling people the truth.

Whatever the reason, Caitlin Hart and Eliot Eddington started putting together an offer as soon as they walked out of the house. That offer was made and accepted before their kids even had a chance to see it.

“We got an amazing deal,” Ms. Hart had said.

“We couldn’t wait,” Mr. Eddington affirmed.

Why not, when the house had been waiting for so long? Something about contingencies and loopholes, timing and today’s market. The price had just been reduced, you know. If they hadn’t acted now, someone else would have snapped it up, and it was so hard to find a house in their price range that would give them all the rooms they needed. So they had to do the snapping.

They were apologetic; after all, when they started looking for a new home for the family, they’d promised that they’d let the kids see the house before they made a final decision, though Owen was barely three and really only had opinions about zoo animals and cheese.

Yes, they’d promised, but at eleven years old, Violet Hart knew that promises from adults always came with contingencies and loopholes.

Still, they had to move, Violet knew. Their home didn’t hold them anymore. It was meant for a family that no longer existed. Violet’s parents had bought it a few months before she was born; Violet had lived there with her mother, father, and her older sister, Mia, until Violet was in preschool. Then her father left, and it became a house of three. A few years later, Eliot moved in, and the new family of four decided to stay put, to maintain a sense of normalcy for the girls. Then Owen was born, so Violet moved into Mia’s room, because we have to make do with what we have. This worked for a while, until it didn’t anymore. That was when Eliot and Mom started looking for a new home, to hold the family we are now.

So now the whole family was loaded in the car—in the front, Violet’s mom and stepdad chatting to each other; in the back, Mia studying her phone, as she was so often found doing; Owen in the middle, softly singing to himself, as he was so often found doing; and Violet staring out the window, as she was so often found doing—all heading to see the house that would soon be their new home, the place where their puzzle-piece family would have room to join together as one whole.

It was the beginning of September in Minneapolis, the time of year when summer made its last stand, and as the car turned a corner, the sunlight, seeming to resent Violet’s inquisitive gaze, suddenly flooded through the car window. The trees that lined the street did their best to hold the brightness back, their branches pressing against the encroaching sky, but there was only so much that they could do.

Violet’s eyes stung. She turned toward Owen, who grinned at her from his throne of a car seat.

“Bunny?” he whispered to her.

Violet made a fist, put up two pale fingers to make bunny ears, and bounced her hand up and down.

Owen clapped his hands and giggled wildly, and then let out a loud, wet cough. Since he’d started preschool two weeks ago, he was constantly surrounded by a cloud of germs so thick it was nearly visible, a shimmering, infectious aura gleaming just beyond the capabilities of human perception.

“Owen!” snapped Mia so loudly Violet started. “Cover!”

“Mia, be nice,” their mom said.

“He’ll get us all sick, Mom!”

At that, Owen let out another giggle, then coughed again, wet as a swamp. Violet’s bunny backed slowly away. She turned back to the window, eyes closed against the sun. Sixth grade had just started, and she would not get sick. She could not miss school now. Yes, everything was changing at the same time—new school, new classmates, new house—but change was not bad, necessarily, not if you looked at it like an adventure. And if you pretended you were the sort of person who liked adventures.

“Almost there,” said Mom. “You’re going to love it, I promise.”

“There’s magic in an old house,” said Eliot.

“Of course, there’s work to be done,” said Mom. “Some of the rooms need updating.”

“That’s part of the magic,” said Eliot.

Soon, the five of them were gathered on the sidewalk, squinting up at the three-story structure. In the pictures on the realtor website, the new house was a tall, thin, somewhat wobbly-looking wooden blue-gray Victorian with a spindly porch and a steep roof that seemed like it was designed for a slightly larger house. (Not a cookie cutter house, Eliot had said. This house has character.) Now, though, with the sun blazing directly behind it, the house loomed above them, a tall shadow holding firm against the light.

“It looks like the other houses don’t like it,” Mia said, gesturing up the block where the other houses all stood watching them from a polite distance.

“Maybe it’s just shy,” Mom said.

Mia snorted. Since she’d entered high school a year ago, Violet’s sister communicated largely in sighs, shrugs, and snorts, so Violet had worked hard to understand this new language of noise and gesture.

“Nothing wrong with shy,” Eliot said, winking at Violet. “Come on, let’s go see our new home.”

Violet could feel her heart speeding up a bit. Change is not bad, she reminded herself. Not necessarily. It was elementary school Violet that lived in the little house; middle school Violet lived in a house with character.

And as they walked in, the new house greeted them warmly, its chestnut-brown wooden floors, matching trim, open rooms, and forest-green walls presenting themselves as something familiar, comfortable, welcoming. Violet found herself exhaling, a release.

“What do you think?” Mom whispered to her, clutching her hand.

“It’s . . . nice,” Violet whispered back. Light streamed through the windows as if to affirm her.

Her mom grinned, her hand squeezing Violet’s tight.

Yes, it was nice. And they needed a change desperately. There had been a time when Mia loved being an older sister; three years ago, she’d been excited for Violet to move into her room and had roped her into helping her with all her projects. Violet was a willing, if giggly, assistant, and they sat up late at night scheming. Their mom always had to come in to tell them to keep it down, you’ll wake Owen.

Then, something shifted, and no one had to tell them to be quiet anymore. Mia worked alone. Silence hung thickly over the room like a bad smell, only broken by the occasional Can you do that more quietly? or Don’t touch that. Yes, they needed a bigger house, one that promised them enough space for Mia to have her bad moods by herself so maybe when she saw Violet she didn’t mind her so much. Violet did not love the idea of sleeping in a room all by herself, but surely being alone was better than being an annoyance.

“There are four bedrooms,” Mom reminded them now, motioning up the massive wooden staircase. “Ours is the big one on the right at the top of the stairs. Owen’s will be the one next to ours. There’s another across from the bathroom. The last one is in the attic on the third floor, and it has its own bathroom. I’ll let you girls figure out who wants what room.”

Of course Mia did not hesitate. She ran up the stairs, long legs guaranteeing her the pick of the rooms. Violet could do nothing but follow. It didn’t matter anyway; Mia would certainly want the attic bedroom, which was fine with Violet, who had no desire to be on the top floor of a creaky, old house all by herself.

As Violet got to the top of the wide wooden staircase, Mia glanced into the last bedroom on the second floor, muttered something to herself, and then dashed up the narrow staircase next to it.

When Violet caught up with her, she was standing in the doorway of the attic bedroom, mouth agape. Then Violet saw why.

The rest of the house—as much as she’d seen, anyway—looked like someone had remembered to care for it within the last century. This room, however, had clearly been condemned to the realm of the forgotten. A musty smell hit her all at once, like a malodorous moat. The low, sloped ceiling was all cracked, and the wooden floor was so scratched it looked like it had been attacked by several angry bears. Though the sun was bright outside, shadows seemed to linger in the room, as if condemned there.

But Violet hardly registered any of that; all she could look at was the wallpaper. The pattern on it was a tangled riot of flowers and leaves and vines, swirled together with seemingly no rhythm or sense to it. And the color—maybe once it had been bright yellow, but those days had passed long ago and now it had dulled and faded into something that was somewhere between mustard and vomit, or perhaps the color of an old bruise.

Mia inhaled, shook her head slightly, and then proclaimed declaratively, “Nope.”

Then she headed back down the stairs.

Violet just stood and stared at the hideous wallpaper, dimly aware of the sound of Owen’s feet pattering around downstairs, the adults calling to each other, and of Mia announcing that she would be taking the second-floor bedroom and Violet could have the nineteenth-century sanitorium in the attic.

“Gross,” Violet muttered to herself.

Whatever the room thought about her, it did not say.

She took one more look around, as if maybe there were some redeeming quality hidden in a dusty corner somewhere. As if the cracks might heal and the bear scratches might fade and the wallpaper would resolve itself into something slightly less horrific.

They did not.

So, chewing on her lip, she gently closed the door to her new bedroom and went back downstairs, musty smell still hanging in her nose, blinking away the impression of the wallpaper behind her eyes. What if it stuck there? What if all she could see for the rest of her life was that nauseating, puke-yellow disaster?

Owen ran up past her on the stairs yelling something about his bedroom and elephants. He, at least, seemed pleased. Violet headed to the spot on the first floor where she first saw the house, waiting for it to reach out and greet her again.

Her mother sidled up next to her. “I hear you get the attic room! Do you like it?” Her eyes were shining with excitement, her face fixed in that look she had that said so clearly, Be happy. Please.

“It’s okay.”

Her mom’s eyes dimmed, rounded, took on that soft yes this is hard but we’re in this together look. “I know that the room’s a little . . . dated,” she said. “I’m sorry. I thought for sure Mia would look at it like a project, and you know how creative she is.” She closed her eyes for a moment, clearly hearing her words now that she’d said them. “You can do whatever you want with it, and I promise Eliot will fix it up just as soon as he’s done with the kitchen and our bathroom.” Her mom reached out a hand, placed it on her cheek. Be happy. Please? “Anyway, you’ll have so much privacy. A whole floor to yourself! I’m sure that will be a nice change, right?”

“Right,” Violet said with a nod.

“Good,” her mom continued, a smile spreading across her face. “It will be an adventure.”

After they all drove away—Mia looking at her phone, Owen softly singing to himself, Violet staring out the window, the adults chattering brightly in the front seat—the house settled back into itself. The sun moved behind clouds. The woodwork dulled, the walls faded, the air cooled, and the shadows lengthened and twisted so what once looked familiar now felt quite strange indeed.

But the attic room did not change at all; the wallpaper was as it ever was.

Remember this: The family came as one to see their new house. Most of the house lied, but one room told the truth.

Remember this when you think about who the villain is.
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Two

The Three Peas

The house on Katydid Street had waited this long for a family to live in it; it would wait a little longer. The Eddington-Harts could not move in yet. The sale would not be final until their little house sold, since they needed that money to finance the new house—which made no sense to Violet. Hadn’t they already bought the new house? But she didn’t ask. Generally the answers to these kinds of questions only made things more confusing.

Violet’s parents, too, were happy to wait a little longer. Violet was just starting middle school, after all. They wanted to be thoughtful, give her time to settle in before changing everything again. Even though no one had said that to Violet directly, Violet knew it to be true. But the thought made her skin itch. She did not want to cause problems. She was supposed to be the one who made things easy.

Perhaps that was why she didn’t say anything about the attic room, about how the last thing she wanted was to be all by herself, way up there in that big room. She only had half an ordinary-size room now. Sure, their room was crowded; the shelves were packed with books—half Violet’s, half Mia’s, they each had an allotted amount of bookshelf space, and if they surpassed it, they donated some books to the library—and Violet kept nearly all her earthly goods in plastic bins under her bed, while Mia’s side was filled with towering stacks of storage containers for her endless sewing projects. There was also the computer. It was supposed to be for both of them, but once Violet had knocked over a figurine Mia was using in a stop-motion animation project and Mia had privately forbidden her from ever going near the desk again. Since the computer was on the desk, it made it hard for Violet to use.

Violet lay in bed the night after they saw the house, contemplating their room while Mia worked at that computer. She was used to being crowded. What would it feel like, to be in a place so empty?

She eyed her sister, who was in her usual position—hunched over her computer, giant headphones over her ears. Her long, black hair acted like a protective wall, with purple streaks hanging down like banners. This is Castle Mia. Visitors not welcome.

Still, Violet could not help herself. She sat up, grabbing her stuffed bear for moral support.

It took saying her sister’s name three times for Mia to even hear her. When she did, she whirled around in her desk chair. “What is it?” She nudged back one ear on her headphones, eyeing Violet suspiciously as she did so.

Though Violet had always been the pale one—Mia had once told her that her skin was ecru—somehow over the last year, Mia had cultivated an extreme pallor of her own, or maybe she had absorbed so much light from her computer monitor that her skin itself now gave off an uncanny glow.

“About the new house, I wondered if you might like the attic room better,” she said casually, like you might wonder if someone would prefer pizza or grilled cheese.

Mia’s black eyebrows shot up. “Ew, no thank you.”

“Well,” Violet said, rubbing one of the bear’s ears with her fingers, “it’s just that Mom said that Eliot would fix it up when he had time. And then you’d have the whole floor to yourself. You’d like that.”

She scoffed. “Do you know how much work they have in that house? It’s going to take Eliot forever to get to that room. And I wouldn’t have time to do it until, like, next summer. Also, sorry, but that room creeps me out.”

Violet blinked. “Why?”

“Just, you know”—she flashed her hands in the air—“vibes.”

“What does that mean?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “Vi, I have homework.” She turned back to her computer, which was currently displaying a very Mia-looking sketch of a stegosaurus in a straw hat, striped jacket, and bow tie. This was not homework, unless Mia had convinced some teacher that her magnum opus, Extinction: A Musical, should be her class project.

Violet flopped back on her bed. She should have known; Mia thrived on beautiful things, and ugliness always put her in a bad mood. Really, one week in that room and she’d turn into a literal monster.

So that’s the way things were going to be. For now, Violet could push it all to the back of her mind. She had middle school to think about.

Which was plenty. Everything was so much more than it had been in elementary school: more teachers, more classes, more space, more noise, and most of all, more kids, everywhere—the classrooms, the hallways, the lunchroom, the gym.

More, it was a week into school, and she had barely seen Paige and Ally, who had been her best friends through elementary school. The days of recess on the climbing bars were over now, replaced by twenty-minute lunches, gym locker rooms, and quick dashes from one class to another. And Paige and Ally both did figure skating, so they were busy outside of school a lot.

Phyllis Root Middle School brought together kids from three elementary schools: Lovelace, Erdrich, and of course, Barnhill, where Violet and her friends had gone. For sixth grade, Root divided the incoming class into teams, so the students would mostly have classes with the same group. To the administrators, that meant students from all the area schools would have exciting opportunities to forge new connections. To the students, it meant if you didn’t get into a team with your friends, you were basically doomed.

Paige and Ally had been placed in Team Yellow. Violet was in Team Blue. Team Blue was two-thirds kids she’d never seen before, and even the kids from Barnhill’s faces were ones that, over the summer, seemed to have warped into those of strangers.

And there was the phone thing. Paige and Ally had both gotten phones at the end of fifth grade, as their parents believed phones were essential to surviving the social pressures of middle school, so they only communicated by text. But Violet’s mom had no such interest in her survival, so Violet had only been able to chat with them when she could get on Mia’s computer. They had a group chat going, but also Paige and Ally were constantly texting each other outside of that. She’d hoped when they got their school laptops, she’d be able to text but the school had blocked all messaging because apparently they, too, had no interest in her survival.

Still, they’d been friends for years. They’d find a way. Violet and Ally had been in the same class in first grade. Ally barely spoke a word to anyone for a month, but one day in gym, a freak capture-the-flag accident sent them both to the nurse’s office, and somehow after that they were friends. Then Paige moved to Barnhill in November and, in Paige fashion, immediately decided that the three of them were best friends.

Then came March and COVID, and they weren’t going to school anymore. By April the three girls had somehow become a pod (the three peas, Paige’s dad called them), spending the days in Paige’s family room watching educational videos and doing worksheets while their teacher and the rest of their classmates appeared to them in tiny framed boxes on their computer monitor. In second grade they were all in different classes, with different tiny framed boxes—but their friendship was set. Once a pod, always a pod.

Now even that was about to change. Paige had come back from her annual August cabin trip with a plan: This year, they would expand their friend group. To make it through middle school unscathed, she posited, you needed something like a crew or a squad, and—as it was widely known—three people were just not enough for a crew or a squad. Three girls can be outcasts, she had said. But four or five? That’s a group.

Violet had agreed, of course; it was Paige’s idea, after all. But the thought sat in her head strangely, a poster that hung uncentered on the wall. What would they even talk about? She’d been friends with Paige and Ally for half of her life. They knew each other so well; how would you even begin with someone else?

Yes, it was enough to occupy her thoughts. It was all so big. So at dinner on Sunday, when Eliot asked her to give a report on her first week of middle school, Violet’s brain froze up.

Sunday nights were always for family dinner at the table in their small dining room. They got pizza, Owen played with his crusts, and Mia gave one-word answers when required.

Mia’s monosyllabic interaction was clearly hard on Eliot, so it was generally Violet’s job to answer his questions. She didn’t want Eliot to feel bad.

But now, she had nothing to say. She wasn’t even monosyllabic; she had no syllables. And Eliot and her mom were staring at her so expectantly.

“It’s okay,” Violet said finally, eyes fixed on her pizza.

Eliot’s warm brown eyes settled on her. “It’s a lot, I know.”

Violet nodded. Yes. It was a lot.

Eliot turned to Mia. “What about you? Any tips for your sister for surviving middle school?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Violet saw Mom shake her head very slightly, as if by making her movements really small they would be imperceptible to everyone but the person they were intended for.

Violet shifted in her seat. Something had happened to Mia’s friend group in middle school, some catastrophic event that had remade everything. Violet had been nine at the time, and all she really knew was that the friends Mia had had for years, the ones who came for sleepovers and birthday parties, had suddenly vanished from Mia’s world.

“Yeah,” Mia grumbled, not making eye contact. “Take cover.”

“What about Paige and Ally?” Mom asked Violet. “How are they doing?”

Violet shrugged. “I pretty much didn’t see them all week.”

“Oh, that’s hard,” Mom said. “Well, maybe we could have them over this weekend for pizza or something?”

Violet put her pizza slice down. “Could we have a sleepover?”

The three peas had had dozens of sleepovers over the years but hadn’t had one since June, with Paige away for so much of the summer, first at camp, then at her cabin. And Violet hadn’t hosted one since third grade.

Mom glanced at Eliot. “Well . . . I don’t know.”

“But . . . it will be like one last hurrah in the house? You know, before we move?”

“Yes, but you know we don’t really have the room—”

“We used to have sleepovers here all the time!”

“That was before the baby was born.”

From his booster seat, Owen looked up at her, holding a mangled bit of pizza crust in one hand. “Baby!” he exclaimed.

“That was three years ago,” Violet said. “He’s not a baby anymore.”

At this, Owen looked at her reproachfully, eyes troubled. If he was not a baby, what was he?

Violet gave him a quick wink and he giggled and went back dismembering his dinner. Sometimes, it felt like Owen was the only one who understood her.

“We’ll be quiet after he goes to sleep, I promise,” Violet said. She could hear the urgency in her voice, probably because it felt urgent. They were going to go from a pod to a squad soon. But maybe she could get one last pod night in.

“Oh, just let her,” Mia said, sounding extremely bored by the conversation.

Mom’s eyes went from Mia to Violet. “Well, maybe we could keep Owen up with us for a night.”

“Sure, we’ll have our own sleepover,” Eliot said cheerfully as Owen let out a squeal that morphed into a cough.

“Really?”

“Why, Catie,” Eliot said, “I think our girl might be glowing.”

Mom laughed. “All right, Violet. One last hurrah.”

Now it was Violet’s turn to squeal. “Mia, can I please use your computer?”

Mia scowled. She could not very well say no now. “Fine. For a little bit. But”—her eyes narrowed—“don’t. Touch. Anything.”

Violet ran to their room and sat down at Mia’s desk. It was difficult to use a computer without actually touching it, so all she could do was tread on the keyboard as softly as possible. Fortunately, her message to Paige and Ally was immediately met with a request from Paige to video chat. Both girls were at Paige’s, as they were on Sunday nights after skating competitions, and sure enough, a moment later they popped up on Violet’s screen sporting tight buns, traces of glitter lingering on their cheeks.

“How did it go?” Violet asked.

“I fell out of my Lutz,” Paige said, sounding apocalyptic. Paige was quite pale and had white-blond hair, and when her hair was pulled so tightly against her head, she tended to look vaguely otherworldly.

“She was wonderful otherwise,” Ally added, eyes full of loyalty.

The girls were such contrasts from each other: Paige, short and muscular; Ally, tall and lean; Paige with her whole Snow Queen look; Ally with her light brown skin and cascading dark brown curls. Where Paige was in constant motion, bouncing around rooms like a Superball, Ally tended to sprawl everywhere, long limbs splayed nonsensically. Paige was focused; Ally scattered; and when Paige’s moods got too big for the room around her, somehow Ally always knew how to contain them.

“So,” Paige said, clearly recovered, “how was the house? You saw it Friday, right?”

“It’s okay,” Violet said. “It has . . . character.” She cringed. She sounded like an old person. But no one seemed to care. That was the good thing about having a pod; you could sound like an old person, but no matter what, you were still a pea.

“You have your own room!” Paige exclaimed. “You must be so excited.”

She shrugged. “Well, it’s all the way in the attic away from everyone. And the room is . . . kind of old.”

Paige inhaled excitedly. “We can fix it up! A project!”

“Okay!” Violet said, a grin spreading across her face.

“And maybe you can get a cat finally!” Ally said.

“Maybe.” Paige had one cat, and Ally, two. Her mom had always said they needed more space before she could even think about getting a pet. So maybe when they moved, her mother would think about it? “But,” Violet added, pressing her hands on the desk and leaning forward, “I got my mom to agree to let us have a sleepover this weekend, before we move.”

Ally’s eyes widened. “A last hurrah!” she breathed.

“I’ll see if I still have any Mianimals,” Paige said, bouncing. The last time they’d slept over at Violet’s—the last last hurrah before Owen was born—Mia had sculpted a series of neon clay monsters for the girls. By the time the girls went to bed, the Mianimals had built an entire tropical island society and were planning to branch out into tourism. “And maybe,” Paige added, “we can start our squad plan! I know who I want to ask.”

“Oh,” Violet said. “I don’t think I could convince my mom.” She tried to keep the disappointment out of her voice. It was their last hurrah. You did not invite new people to a last hurrah. “We just don’t have that much room.”

“It’s a sleepover,” Paige said. “How much room do we need?”

“I don’t think my mom is going to see it that way,” Violet said.

“All right,” Paige grumbled. “Anyway, it is a last hurrah, right?”

Violet grinned. It was. They would get dinner from Hello Pizza, they’d have snacks, they’d watch a movie, they’d tell scary stories, and mostly they would talk—Paige fidgeting, Ally sprawling. Maybe later they would find more peas, maybe everything would change, but for now, she was hosting a sleepover with her best friends. And that was enough.
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Three

The Sleepover

So Violet began the week feeling much better about things. She could be with her friends for the first time in ages and hear all about camps and skating and life in Team Yellow. Plus, she could focus on movies and snacks, instead of moving and squads.

This good feeling lasted until Wednesday after school. She and Mia were in their room doing homework when Mom came in, beaming like the sun. “Girls, something exciting happened!”

Mia and Violet exchanged a glance. While they could not agree on much, they knew they tended to have a very different definition of something exciting than their mom.

“Our house sold!” she continued. “But they want to move in right away. So we’re going to move next week!” She grinned at them and then went on, something about the new buyers and their own wonderful luck and all the things that would need to be done in such a short period of time, but don’t worry, they’d get it done and then they’d all be safe and sound in their new house.

“And, Violet,” she added, “I’m so sorry, but we just can’t have Paige and Ally over Friday. We’re so swamped. I’ll make it up to you in the new house, I promise!”

Violet’s heart floated slowly downward, a balloon losing air.

When she broke the news to Paige and Ally, they were undaunted. Paige said she would host, no problem. “And,” she proclaimed, “then we can start our squad plan!”

Paige already had decided on who their new friends were going to be. There were two girls in Team Yellow, Kennedy and Quinn, who Paige and Ally already knew from skating once upon a time, and they had pronounced the girls good squad material.

Violet vaguely knew them from gym class. Kennedy was hard to miss, with her waterfall of dark red curls, like Black Widow had in Iron Man 2. And Quinn was always with her, her long, thick, straight black hair just as striking as Kennedy’s red curls, and while there was probably more that united them than spectacular hair, when you saw them together it seemed like enough.

Really, they seemed okay. Quinn was always smiling and Kennedy laughed a lot. Anyway, Violet trusted Paige’s and Ally’s judgment. She just would have preferred it if they hadn’t made that judgment quite yet.

So on Friday night, Violet escaped the chaos of her soon-to-be former house for what might be the first hurrah of this new friend group.

Over the course of the last week, their house had devolved into chaos. It was now an explosion of stuff, as you’d expect when your parents spent every available moment ransacking their own house. Boy, the criminals sure did a number on this place, the police detectives would say. It’s going to take the people who live here a lifetime to clean up, the poor saps.

Though there was so much ransacking to be done, Violet was allowed to go to Paige’s on the condition that her mother could pick her up first thing in the morning so she could spend Saturday preparing for the movers. It would mean missing Paige’s dad’s chocolate chip pancakes, but it was better than not being able to go at all.

Eliot drove her to Paige’s house, along with Owen, who sat next to her, cheerfully coughing in her face. Over the last week that cough had morphed into something low and sandpapery—still gross, but now with a bronchial resonance. It seemed like half the kids at school were sick with something similar, so Violet basically was going about her life trying to breathe as little as possible.

When they arrived, Kennedy was walking up Paige’s front stairs with her mother; Violet could tell she was Kennedy’s mother because she had the exact same Black Widow hair. They all made their introductions, Kennedy’s mom’s eyes sliding from Eliot and Owen to Violet in confusion. She and Eliot always got these looks when they were together, puzzled expressions like the person was beholding a particularly difficult question on a math test, because Eliot was Black and she was white, and people could not seem to solve for x on that particular equation. When she referred to him as her stepdad, she could see their faces settle; ah, yes, everything balances in the end.

After the grown-ups had greeted Paige’s parents and left, Paige’s mom indicated a basket that contained Paige’s, Ally’s, and what must have been Quinn’s phones. “You won’t be needing your phone this evening.”

Kennedy placed her phone delicately into the basket, as if it were a living thing. Paige’s mom’s eyes landed on Violet, who just mumbled, “I don’t have a phone.”

“Oh, I forgot,” Paige’s mom said, squeezing her shoulder. “It’s really nice to see you, hon. We missed you this summer! And so did Sir Bertram.”

Violet giggled. She and Paige’s giant tuxedo cat had a special understanding.

Paige met them just outside the family room. “Hey, Kennedy! Hey, Vi!” she said brightly. Her eyes flicked to Violet. “Let me guess. Those were Mia’s too.”

Violet looked down. She’d come in wearing a pair of yellow overalls that had been Mia’s when she was Violet’s age. Mia lived in overalls back then, and Violet had all her old pairs. “Yeah! Aren’t they great?”

Soon, all the girls were settled on the U-shaped sofa in Paige’s family room, surrounded by bowls of snacks, the smell of cheese dust hanging thickly in the air. It was both so familiar and so new. There was Paige, legs bouncing as she sat; and Ally, who was lying with her head lolling off the couch so her hair hung in a thick curtain that brushed the ground. She’d seen this exact scene in this exact place hundreds of times before. But now there were new characters: Quinn, brown skin glowing, sat elegantly, posture perfect, looking rather like how a swan might sit if a swan could sit cross-legged. And Kennedy was positioned in the center of the couch, the center of the room, and somehow gave the feeling of being in charge of it all.

For a while, Violet just watched from her usual spot in the corner of the couch as the other girls jabbered away. She didn’t have anything to say yet, plus when you met new people, it was a good idea to be quiet, to listen, to figure out their edges so you didn’t accidentally stumble into them.

Meanwhile, Sir Bertram had settled in on Violet’s lap and was purring contentedly, as he always did soon after she arrived, and Violet complimented his whiskers, as she always did soon after she arrived. Violet and Sir Bertram just got each other. Neither liked to draw attention to themselves. Both liked to sit quietly. One of them liked to have his ears scratched.

At some point, Kennedy leaned over toward her. “Do you want some?” she asked, motioning to the big bowl of white cheese puffs in her hand.

Violet glanced down at the bowl. Hadn’t Kennedy noticed how half the school was sick?

“No, thanks,” she whispered.

“Violet doesn’t like to share food,” Ally added brightly. “Germs!”

Violet pressed her lips together. It was true: she did not like germs. She’d been seven when COVID hit, and all the adults acted like touching anything might be immediately fatal to you and your entire family. Then when they had in-person school again, they spent the whole first week hearing that if you shared anything with anyone, you could be getting them sick. Then Owen was born and had bad lungs, and she and Mia had to be super careful about everything. What’s a cold to you could be fatal to him, their mom had said.

Who would want to share food after all that?

Kennedy frowned. “I don’t have germs.”

Violet considered the girl; she clearly had not watched the same videos during lockdown. “Everyone has germs,” she said. Her voice sounded oddly cheerful to her, as if informing a class of preschoolers that they were all special in their own ways.

Paige caught her eye and gave her a look that clearly said, You’re being weird.

Violet gave her a little shrug. What was she supposed to do?

“Violet!” Ally exclaimed suddenly, sitting up. “Are you excited about the new house?” Ally’s dark eyes were wide and bright, her smile big. “Violet’s moving next week,” she proclaimed to the other girls, as if she had not already provided enough context clues for Kennedy and Quinn to put that together themselves.

Violet straightened, positioning herself so she was tilted slightly away from the germ bowl. “Um, yeah. It’s . . .” She was going to say it was big, but Paige’s house could swallow it easily and still have room for dessert. “It’s old so . . .”—do not say it has character, do not say it has character—“it’s cool.”

“Violet finally gets her own room,” Paige declaimed. “She’s been sharing with her sister for years. Mia’s in high school and she used to be really cool but now she’s all, like . . .”—she waved her hands around—“Emo Hulk.”

Violet saw what they were doing. Her germ thing was weird, so now they were trying for a do-over.

“Yeah,” Violet said, hands on the cat. “It’s in the attic. I get the whole floor to myself.”

“Nice,” said Quinn.

“You know,” Paige added, “I’d have thought Mia would have snapped that up.”

“Well, um”—Violet shifted—“she didn’t want it. She thinks the room is creepy.”

Now all four girls were paying attention. “Like . . . haunted creepy?” Kennedy asked.

“I don’t think so,” Violet said. Though, truthfully, she hadn’t considered that possibility. “Maybe?”

“That is so interesting,” Kennedy pronounced. Her hand casually rose to her hair, where she began twisting a curl thoughtfully. Then her head snapped to Paige. “Do you have a Ouija board? We could ask if there’s a ghost in Violet’s new house. We could try to talk to it, see what it wants!” She turned to the room. “That’s what you do with ghosts.”

Ally, who had flopped against the couch again, lifted her head. “What’s a Ouija board?”

“It looks like a board game,” Paige explained, “but it’s not. It lets you talk to ghosts. The spirits move this pointer around and spell out words. A girl brought one to camp this summer and it was soooo creepy. The ghost, like, knew things.”

Violet’s heart gave a little flutter. She did not want them all to try to summon whatever ghost may or may not live at her new house. She wanted to sit quietly and observe, with Sir Bertram at her side. Besides, there were only two ways using a Ouija board could go: either there’s no ghost in her house and everyone is disappointed in her or a ghost somehow does respond to them and she discovers her new house is haunted. There was no winning here.

“No,” Paige said, shifting a little. “We don’t have one.”

Violet sank back into the sofa.

Kennedy deflated. “Too bad. That would have been fun.”

“Maybe there’s an app,” Ally said brightly.

“You can’t summon spirits with an app,” said Kennedy. “Anyway, we don’t have our phones.”

Now Violet could see calculation in Paige’s eyes. She did not want to disappoint Kennedy, who seemed to think the idea of maybe summoning an evil ghost at their sleepover was a good idea and not the sort of thing people made scary movies about. It was odd, seeing Paige like this; she never bothered to try to please anyone; she was the one who everyone else tried to please.

Fortunately Paige’s mom came in carrying pizzas then, and everyone seemed to forget about Violet’s supposedly haunted house. And as they ate, Violet felt herself slowly easing into the group, though there was a small hiccup when she went to get a glass of water while the hiss of four pop cans being opened simultaneously filled the room.

“Does pop have germs too?” Kennedy asked when she came back, eyebrows raised.

She blinked. “Bubbles make my mouth itch.”

“That’s so Violet,” Paige said to the other girls, giggling.

“What?” Violet asked. But Paige had moved on.

After they were done, they got into their pajamas. This was the point in the sleepover when Paige, Ally, and Violet usually told each other scary stories about menacing hitchhikers with hooks for hands and vindow vipers who had come to vipe your vindows; at least it had always been that way.

Instead, Paige looked to Kennedy. “What do you want to do?”

Was Kennedy in charge all of a sudden? Violet tried to catch Ally’s eye, but Ally did not look back.

Violet’s eyes fell on Kennedy’s legs then, which were perfectly smooth. Had she started shaving them?

Kennedy tugged on a perfect red curl, considering. As she let go, it just bounced right back where it had been. Violet remembered the Ramona book she’d read dozens of times in second grade, with Susan and her boing-boing curls, which Ramona could not resist boinging herself.

“We should play truth or dare!” Kennedy said finally. “It is a sleepover,” she added, as if she were reminding them of an immutable truth. It is gravity, after all.

Violet actually felt her heart plummet, like the words were an anchor that pulled her heart down into the depths of her abdomen, where it would be slowly consumed by gastric juices.

“Great!” Paige said, so soon they were sitting in a circle, lights dimmed, legs crossed, faces expectant, as if they were about to conjure something. And maybe they were—their new friendship, their sixth grade selves.

Kennedy explained the rules. “We go around the circle. You pick truth or dare. Then we ask you a question or dare you to do something, and you have to answer or do the dare. No changing your mind.”

Kennedy was so confident, as if there were no truth nor dare that could possibly faze her. Nothing fazes you, Violet suspected, when you have boing-boing curls. She did not have boing-boing curls. She had brown frizzy hair, and her mind was frizzy too. Was it better to admit something embarrassing or do something embarrassing?

And why did she have to ask herself such a question?

Quinn went first. She tilted her head, posture still perfect. “Truth,” she said.

Violet watched carefully, her pillow tight in her hands.

Paige straightened. “Okay.” All eyes went to her. With a glance at Kennedy, she asked, “Tell me someone you hate.”

Violet’s eyebrows went up. Paige’s words didn’t usually have spikes.

“Oh!” Quinn said, cocking her head. “Well, Snoopy.”

“Snoopy . . . the dog?” Paige asked.

“Yup. He’s so mean to Charlie Brown. That’s, like, the first rule of dog. Be nice to your kid. And Charlie Brown really needs someone to be nice to him because the rest of them are such jerks. Snoopy is the worst.”

“That doesn’t count!” Paige said, bouncing. “Snoopy’s not real.”

Quinn shrugged, a small smile on her face. “You didn’t say they had to be real.”

The girls all looked at each other. Kennedy, who seemed to instinctively understand that they considered her the arbiter of all things truth or dare, shrugged. “She’s right. You didn’t.”

At that, Quinn giggled madly, and Kennedy threw a pillow at her. “She loves a technicality,” she told the group with a laugh.

Paige picked truth as well, and Quinn turned to her. “What was the last lie you told?”

Paige’s pale face turned suddenly tomato red, and everyone leaned in.

“Um,” she said, her right leg bobbing up and down, “that we don’t have a Ouija board.”

A moment. And then everyone burst out laughing, Quinn dissolving into giggles and Kennedy laughing so hard she snorted.

“My mom made me promise I wouldn’t use it!” Paige said. “One of her friends gave it to her and she can’t get rid of it because the friend comes over a lot. But she has a firm policy about not messing with ghosts.”

It was Ally’s turn next, and she picked truth, as that seemed to be the way of things. Kennedy asked, “What’s the most embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to you?”

Violet flushed, as if the question had been asked of her. She knew the most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to Ally. And she knew Ally did not want to ever think about it again, let alone say it out loud.

Ally’s eyes filled suddenly. “I don’t . . . I don’t know. Can I . . . ? I mean . . . ?”

“I don’t think we should make her answer that,” Violet said softly. She tried to catch Paige’s eye.

But Paige only shrugged. “It is truth or dare,” she said in the same way you’d say It is a contract signed in blood.

“Paige!” Violet exclaimed.

But Ally had made her choice. She closed her eyes and said, words a rush, “In fourth grade I got sick to my stomach in the middle of gym. Our gym teacher was scary and I didn’t want to ask him if I could go to the bathroom. But it got real bad, so I got up and started running for the gym doors and he yelled at me and . . . I didn’t make it.” She was staring at the ground in front of her, voice low.

“You threw up?” Kennedy asked quietly.

Ally winced and shook her head.

The girls were silent then. Kennedy’s eyes were big. Quinn’s cheeks went dark. Ally swallowed. And Paige was assiduously not looking at anyone. But Violet knew Paige could probably feel the look she was giving her.

What was Paige doing? For two weeks after the Incident, Paige went around stomping on the feet of anyone who tried to make fun of Ally. Mikey McMahon limped for a whole day afterward.

“Um, I guess it’s my turn,” Kennedy said, shifting. “I’ll pick . . . dare.”

“Violet,” said Paige. “Go.”

“What?”

“Give Kennedy a dare,” she said.

“Fine,” Violet said, suddenly full of edges. She turned to Kennedy, and the words came out as if she’d been considering them all night. “Cut off one of your curls.”

Kennedy stared. “What?”

Violet’s eyes widened into moons. A burning feeling flooded her stomach. What had she done?

But all she said was, “That’s the dare. Cut off one of your curls.” Ally, who seemed to have recovered, stared at her. Paige’s face had gone completely white. Quinn just raised her eyebrows and shook her head slightly, face impossible to read.

Truth or dare. You pick. There’s no going back.

“Fine,” Kennedy said, sticking her chin up in the air. “Do you have scissors?”

Nodding mutely, Paige sprung up, but not before casting a dark look at Violet.

Then, with her eyes fixed on Violet, Kennedy picked up a curl from the base of her skull, stretched it out, and cut it off just above her ear. “Here,” she said.

Violet held up her hand and Kennedy placed it there, where it lay like a dead thing.

“It’s your turn,” she added.

Violet looked at the ground. “Dare,” she said, voice tight.

“I’ve got one,” Kennedy said, a grin spreading across her face. She opened up a pop can, the hiss filling the room. With a showy glance to all the other girls, she took a long drink and swished it around in her mouth as if it were a plaque rinse. Then she made some strange slurping sound, leaned back over the pop can, and noisily spit into it.

“Drink this,” she said, handing the can to her. “The whole thing.”

“Fine,” said Violet. Fine.

She closed her eyes, put the pop to her mouth, and drank it down.

It is an unfortunate truth that no matter how hard you might wish to fall into a portal at certain moments, portals never materialize when you need them. So Violet did the next best thing, which was to go hide in Paige’s bathroom for as long as was socially acceptable, or perhaps longer.

When she finally did emerge, Paige was waiting for her. “What was that?” she hissed as soon as Violet opened the door.

“I don’t know,” Violet said. “It just . . . happened.”

“How could something like that just happen?”

It was an excellent question—one Violet had no answer for.

“What is wrong with you?” Paige continued. “You’ve been so weird the whole night!”

“What?”

“And what’s with the overalls!” Paige stomped her foot as if this was the most offensive thing of all.

Violet looked down, as if she were still wearing them. “What’s wrong with the overalls?”

Paige huffed and shook her head. “Do you want to ruin everything?” she spat, and then she stalked into the bathroom and closed the door.

When Violet got back to the family room, the girls were all settled in their sleeping bags, Quinn telling some story about a slime-making incident involving her Pomeranian, some Elmer’s Glue, and a container of glitter. Violet glanced at Kennedy to find the remnants of her shorn curl sticking straight out of her head. Kennedy did not glance back.

Violet crawled into her own sleeping bag and buried her head in her pillow. She pretended to be tired, not that anyone was paying attention. So she flipped over and tucked into herself, the other girls’ voices suddenly far away. A few minutes later, she felt the reassuring weight of Sir Bertram as he settled on top of her.

That, at least, was the same.

Everything else was changing.

There was no going back.
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Four

Artifacts

As you can imagine, Violet did not sleep very well that night, and when morning came, she was quite happy to see her mother pull up before the other girls had woken up. If her goodbyes to Paige’s mom and dad seemed hasty, well, it was because they were.

Naturally, when Violet got in the car, her mom asked how the sleepover was, and all Violet could do was shrug and say, “It was okay.”

“Just okay?” Mom asked, eyes flicking to the rearview mirror.

“No, it was good.” Violet tried to give the mirror an enthusiastic look.

“Vi, what’s going on?”

“I’m just . . . worried about the new house,” Violet said quickly, turning her full attention to the process of buckling her seat belt.

“Right,” Mom said. “I completely understand, sweetie. There’s so much change all at once.”

“It’s not that,” Violet said as her mom began to drive down the street, the familiar trees of Paige’s block passing by. “It’s an old house, isn’t it? Couldn’t something go wrong? The wiring?” Wiring felt like a thing that always caused fires in stories.

She didn’t know why she was saying this. She hadn’t worried about it at all before. But now that the words were out of her mouth, worry rose up like a wave inside of her.

“Well,” Mom said carefully, glancing back at her, “we got an inspection done on the whole house, including the wiring. We’ve made sure everything is as safe as possible. That is our first priority.”

Violet found herself clutching her seat belt. “But what if there is a fire? And I’m up on the third floor?”

Mom glanced back at her. “We’re already handled it,” she said soothingly. “Eliot’s bought an escape ladder for you. You just attach it to the window and it unfurls. He’s even going to build a shelf in the bathroom for it. And the good thing about old houses is they’re well made. This house is over a hundred years old, and it’s been standing all this time.”

It made sense; she could tell it made sense. But things didn’t always work in ways that made sense. Sometimes you go somewhere familiar expecting everything to be safe and predictable, and then by the end of the night, you’re curled up in a ball in your sleeping bag pretending you don’t exist.

“I promise you,” Mom added gently, “that there is not a thing you are worried about that we haven’t also thought of.” She hit the turn signal, the sound a gentle rhythm underscoring her words. Which were mostly comforting, though Violet doubted her parents had anticipated her friends trying to summon potential house ghosts at a sleepover. “Listen, instead of worrying about all the things that could go wrong, why don’t we think of some things that could go right?”

Violet looked out the window, as if the answers might be found there. “Mia will be happier,” she said finally.

“Well, Mia does seem to need her own space, yes. What about you?”

“Me?”

“Yes. You. What could go right for you?”

She snapped her head forward. “We could get a cat.”

“Violet!” She laughed reflexively. “That wasn’t really—”

“You were always saying we just needed more space before we could get a pet, right? Well, we have more space.”

Mom shot the rearview mirror a look. “Eliot would have to agree.”

“Of course,” she said solemnly. Eliot, she knew, would be the easy part. Whenever Mom needed space to work on a Saturday, Eliot would often take her to Feline Rescue to visit the cats. He always liked the overweight ones that made little grunting noises when they slept.

“I’m not saying yes.”

“I know,” Violet lied. “I do think it would help me feel better. About the change.”

Was that too much? Mom’s face looked like maybe it was too much, and maybe they both knew it.

Then, her mouth quirked. “Honestly,” she said, “it would probably help me too.” With that, she squeezed Violet’s knee. “This is going to be a good thing. And I promise, once we’re all settled, you can have your friends come over for a sleepover finally.”

“Yeah,” Violet said after a moment. “That’ll be great.”

When they got home, Violet wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed for the rest of the day, but there was work to be done. The movers were going to do all the packing for them, but the girls were supposed to go through their things and see if anything could be donated. Mia was in charge of Owen for the day, so Violet had their room to herself to go through her half of it. A good thing, as cleaning it out would involve doing lots of things that annoyed Mia, like making noise, moving, and breathing.

Violet really didn’t want to feel annoying today.

It was easy to get the sleepover out of her mind at first. She’d been instructed to go through her books to see if there were any she would never read again, as if such a thing were knowable. Yes, maybe Violet had read Orphan Island seven times already, but who was to say that one night she wouldn’t want to read it again? So she didn’t end up making a pile of books to give away as much as pulling the books off her shelf, flipping through them, and putting them back.

She didn’t have to do her drawers; the movers were going to move her bureau and Mia’s wardrobe as is.

Her closet was a different story. It was the one place in their shared room that was truly Violet’s, the one place where things actually could pile up over the years. Cleaning out the closet meant excavating the layers of her life—old puzzle and game pieces, coloring books and maze books, a plastic zebra, a locket from some book fair purchase, and bits and pieces of costuming material she’d collected when Mia used to spend every day after school making superhero clothes for their Stuffed Animal Cinematic Universe movies. The chief villain was a small beanie snow leopard named Baby Cat whose megalomaniacal plans frequently threatened stuffed-animal kind. He tended to wear purple jumpsuits and jaunty berets.

And naturally there were many artifacts from her years of friendship with Paige and Ally. Here’s when they were in their owl-socks phase, here’s when they got really into sticker trading (a puffy sticker was worth five regular ones, even though they had a tendency to peel off and end up in the bottom of one’s closet), here was the Barbie-shoe-collection phase, which they traded just like stickers.

Reflexively, Violet squeezed a strappy purple sandal between her fingers, the pointed heel pressing against her finger pad. She always used to do that when she was younger. That’s so Violet, as Paige might say.

Violet leaned backward and exhaled. What had happened last night? That dare was not so Violet. It belonged to somebody else, somebody Violet didn’t want to be. She hadn’t been herself in that moment. But then, if she wasn’t herself, who was she?

And who was Paige all of a sudden? Why had she been trying so hard to impress Kennedy and Quinn? More importantly, why was she doing it at the expense of Violet and Ally?

How could your entire personality shift in one night?

It was just when she was thinking this that she found a small photo book at the bottom of the closet. Since Owen was born, her mom had gotten family albums printed up every year because physical photos are just better. This one, though, was quite a bit older. It was nine years old, to be exact, from a summer trip to a resort in central Minnesota that Violet had no memory of. She’d been two at the time.

And her dad had still been her dad.

Violet froze, staring at it. The photo on the front was Mia and Violet on the beach, Violet stubby-legged and chubby-cheeked, wearing a big orange hat with a duck on it, a grinning Mia holding her hand, a bright plastic bucket at her side.

It was like the thing was burning in her hands, but she could not put it down. There were pictures of their family inside—pictures of her dad inside, a year before he left. She didn’t remember what he looked like. She didn’t want to remember what he looked like.

She’d googled him once. She was over at Paige’s one night in fifth grade, a sleepover that Ally couldn’t come to for some reason. Somehow, when the lights were off, they started talking about secret things. Paige told her all about how her friends had abruptly dropped her before she went to Barnhill, that it was so ugly that her parents moved into an entirely new school system. And Violet told Paige about her dad, how he’d left them, how she didn’t even know where he was.

It was Paige who suggested she google him; it was Paige who snuck them both into her mom’s office; it was Paige who sat with her while she typed his name in and held her breath.

He lived in Arizona. He had a wife and three kids.

It was a little worse to know. But also it was a little better. And also it was better to have Paige carry it all too, so she was not so alone. It was their secret.

There’d been a picture, but Paige held her hand over it so Violet did not have to see.

And now, here he was, unasked for.

Why did she have this album? Why was it in the bottom of her closet? This hadn’t even been her room when they took the trip.

Had she found it and hidden it at some time and forgotten? Had Mia?

She would not open it. She could not open it. It was like there was a demon inside, waiting to be released. What was she supposed to do with it now? She didn’t want this. But she couldn’t throw it away.

So instead, carrying it as if it was a cursed thing, she tucked it into the back of the overflowing sock drawer of Mia’s wardrobe. Mia had already gone through her stuff, but it didn’t look like she’d touched this drawer. Violet didn’t know if she’d ever cleaned it out. Maybe Mia would find it someday. If she’d hidden it in Violet’s closet, well, now she could have it back.

That night, she went to bed in her room for the last time, Mia sitting at her desk, headphones on, sketching on her tablet and humming to herself.

What would it be like to sleep in a room without the glow of Mia’s devices, the clacking of her keyboard, the way she tapped her pencil against her tablet screen when she was thinking? It seemed so lonely in that moment, the sort of loneliness you feel in your bones.

But it was the only company she’d gotten from Mia for a long time. Their relationship was a broken thing. Maybe this would heal it. Maybe when she wasn’t around anymore, Mia would miss whatever small piece of Violet she liked having in her room. Maybe she would come up to the attic, show Violet whatever she’d been drawing. Maybe it would be worth living on the third floor for that.

Sunday morning, they left their home for the last time. Soon the movers would arrive, put all their things in boxes, and empty out the house. As Violet got into the car, she looked behind her, chewing on her lip. Her house looked small now. Tired. It had borne a lot in the unmaking and remaking of their family. Violet understood that more than she remembered it; after all, she’d only been three when their father left. She didn’t remember too much from before, just glimmers of memory that the house held—there he was in the bathroom drawing a razor through a field of shaving cream on his face, some sharp and minty scent hanging in the air; there he was at the computer in the kitchen, eyes locked on the screen, not to be disturbed; there he was in the dark living room, slumping in the old brown chair, the flicker of the TV lighting his face.

She did remember after, though. Their mom crying softly at night, the sound creeping behind the walls like mice. Did Mia hear it in her bedroom too? Violet never asked; they never talked about it. Instead, like you sometimes did with mice, she just pretended she didn’t hear anything.

Mia changed too—from the girl who scattered color everywhere she went to a clenched thing. She stomped around the house, slamming doors and cabinets, flopping into chairs and into her bed. She became a giant, one who didn’t understand its strength, banging her cups on the table, her hangers on the closet rack, her toys and books on the shelves. Her forceful percussions reverberated through the house. Fee, fi, fo, fum. I exist, I exist, I exist.

And Violet? What did she do? She listened for the mice; she reverberated with the floors and the walls. She hid in the quiet spaces, tucked away.

Her first room, the one she had all to herself, had been a bright purple. In the summer it shone like a flower in bloom, and in the winter the walls seemed to fold around her protectively. She remembered playing with her farm set on the soft beige carpet, the squishy plastic cows, pigs, and sheep always helping the hapless farmer out of various scrapes. Now that room belonged to Owen, it was a light blue color, and he had his own farm set. Violet would find the animals stashed in impossible places: on the top shelf of the tall bookshelf, in the freezer, in the toilet tank. Owen’s farm animals had seen more of the house than any of them.

Would Owen even remember this house? Would it flicker in his memory? Would the shape of it remain the shape of home for him, or would it just disappear?

Then there was her room with Mia. It was almost large enough for two people, or so they had thought when it became necessary for Violet to move in there. Eliot built cabinets all over the walls so the girls had storage and privacy. For a long time, Mia would let Violet play with the fabric and washi tape and tissue paper. Violet didn’t know how to turn her sister’s supplies into beautiful things, but she knew how to imagine they had become beautiful things.

She’d imagined many beautiful things in that room.

But it was over now. Now their new house would hold them. This one was just a memory.
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Five

The New House

As the houses up and down the block watched, the moving van pulled up in front of 1664 Katydid Street. Four men emerged from within it and began to unload the contents of the Hart-Eddington household. As for the house itself, it flung open its arms to the movers and embraced them, casting off the gloom that had coated everything for so long. Welcome. Come in, come in!

In and out of the tall, blue-gray house the men went, carrying furniture and boxes, their feet traversing the same path again and again, a ritual. With each passage over the threshold, the house went from being a barren thing to something like a home. It was, after all, what a house was for.

Meanwhile, Violet, Mia, and their mother went out for breakfast, then ran a week’s worth of errands in one day while Eliot met with the plumber, then the electrician, all the time keeping one eye on Owen, who had woken up in the morning with a small fever and was stationed in a corner on top of some hastily gathered bedding before a propped-up iPad watching episode after episode of PAW Patrol. And when Violet got to the house in the afternoon, the truck had been emptied and the movers were going from room to room unpacking all the boxes they’d packed up this morning. The front door was still wide-open, as if calling to them.

There on the curb, Violet gazed up at their new house, and it gazed back down at her. Before, the sun had shone so brightly that the house was hard to look at directly, but now even under gray clouds, it still didn’t seem quite comprehensible. The spindles on the white porch seemed too thin, the roof precarious, and the third story sat awkwardly upon the second, as if squashing it slightly. The windows were tall and thin and surrounded by white trim, except for the ones in the third story, where an arched window sat in between two smaller rectangular wings, which all together gave the impression of a watchful eye.

“It still looks like the other houses don’t like it,” Mia muttered under her breath.

Their mother did not hear or at least pretended not to hear. “Come on, girls,” she said. “Let’s go home.”

For a moment, Violet stopped.

But, no, Mom meant this house. This was home now.

The inside of the house looked different with all their things in it. Before it had felt like the whole place wasn’t quite real yet, that it was just an empty box waiting for an enchantment so it could become something. But now it looked like a place people might actually live in. Like a place they might live in.

The front hall was framed by two archways on either side. To the left was the living room, where the big purple sofa they’d had Violet’s entire life faced the fireplace. It looked surprisingly at home against the green walls and the warm reddish-brown of the hardwood floors and wood trim. The big mirror that had hung in their front entrance was above the fireplace now, the blue patterned armchairs and glass coffee table all arranged as if guests might sit themselves there at any moment.

On the other side of the hall was a large dining room with a heavy iron chandelier in the middle, arms swooping down, then up again to support the eight candle-like lights reaching back up to the ceiling. Here, their old furniture didn’t fit quite as well; their table seemed quite inadequate for such a grand room.

“We’ll get another one eventually,” Violet’s mom said, squeezing her shoulder. “Do you want to see your room? All your stuff’s up there now, books on the shelves, everything. I’ll be up in a second—I just want to check on Owen.”

“Okay,” Violet said. Mia was already gone.

The wide cherrywood staircase cascaded down into the front hall like an invitation, the smooth banister gleaming eagerly, waiting to help her ascend. At the top, on the other end of the hall, the steep, narrow attic staircase with the small wooden handrail was less inviting, as if it wasn’t sure it was ready for guests quite yet. The stairs creaked all the way up.

Something in her stomach turned itself around, trying to figure out how to feel. Maybe the room wouldn’t be so bad now. Maybe with all her stuff in it, the wallpaper wouldn’t look so awful.

The solid wooden door was partially open, a dust-filled sunbeam reaching through the crack to welcome her, maybe to lure her inside. So Violet took a deep breath and then pushed it open.

As soon as she got into the room, her eyes went immediately to the wallpaper. And it turned out that, no, she had not been exaggerating. She might, in fact, have failed to fully grasp the magnitude of its hideousness upon her first view.

There were several different kinds of flowers, all in various shades of some unfortunate yellow/orange/brown color. Some were garishly large and all were overly detailed, which is fine for a drawing of flowers in a vase but bad when there are a few hundred of them on the walls of your room. They were connected by a convoluted snarl of swirling vines and leaves, these in more the yellow-puke-green-brown part of the color wheel. But that wasn’t all—there were these circular things scattered among them that were probably supposed to be berries but looked more like eyes. Everything was twisted and tangled together so it looked bizarrely three-dimensional, like the plants might have been left untrimmed so long that they’d separated themselves from the sad mustard-yellow background visible beneath.

So lost was Violet that she did not register the creaking of the stairs. She noticed nothing until a hand fell on her shoulder and squeezed.

Violet yelped and whirled around to find her mom and Eliot standing behind her.

“Someone’s jumpy!” Mom said.

“I guess,” Violet said. “How’s Owen?”

“He seems perfectly fine, but we’ll need to keep him home tomorrow because of the fever. There’s nothing to worry about. It’s just a bug.”

“Okay.” Violet nodded. She was still going to worry.

“So”—Mom motioned around them—“what do you think?”

Violet finally tore her eyes from the wallpaper to take in the rest of the room. It was just as she’d feared it would be. With only half a bedroom’s worth of furniture in it, this sprawling space looked half-abandoned. And the furniture itself—the dresser, the twin bed, the bookshelves, the bedstand—just didn’t seem to fit. They’d given her a cushy dark green armchair that had been in the little family room in their old house and hung up an old-fashioned full-length mirror Eliot had found at a garage sale to make the space feel a bit more full, if not exactly coherent.

“I like the shape of the room, you know?” Mom said. “With the roof lines and everything? It’s cozy.”

“That’s true,” Violet said.

“All the windows? From the dormers? They let in so much light. Doesn’t it just look like the light is welcoming you into the room?”

“Yeah,” Violet said. She did not know what a dormer was.

“As soon as I’m done with the big projects, I’ll build you some more bookshelves,” Eliot said. “And maybe a desk! And I can strip the wallpaper and repaint if you want.”

She nodded. Yes, she wanted that.

“Just give me some time. There are a lot of projects in this house,” he added, rubbing his hands together.

Mom squeezed her shoulder. “In the meantime, we’ll pick out some things you really like soon, okay? A rug, some curtains? We want to make this room yours.”

Violet nodded, gazing around the room that was hers and not hers. Then Eliot took her into the small attic bathroom and showed her how to use the fire escape ladder he’d bought.

“Just open the window, hook it up, unfurl it, and you can climb all the way to the ground. Easy!”

“See?” Mom said. “We’re making sure everything is safe.”

“Safe as houses,” Eliot said, patting the escape ladder.

When they left, Violet set to work making her bed. It was oddly quiet up in the attic. She knew her family was downstairs ripping packing tape off boxes and putting things away, and yet it felt like she was somehow all alone in the house.

Or was it quiet? As she put the sheets and pillows on the bed, she heard a strange scraping sound and maybe some kind of rustling too. She froze for a moment, body suddenly cold.

Yes, there was a noise. It was coming from one of the boxes she hadn’t yet unpacked. Violet approached it carefully. Was it a mouse?

The box lurched.

Way too big to be a mouse. A rat? Something else?

Her entire body willed her to run into the other direction. Whatever it was, she did not want to know—she would not know, as she could no longer move.

And then the box burst open, a small furry creature propelling itself upward, right into Violet’s face.

She shrieked and reeled backward as the creature fell with her, falling into her arms.

“Meow?” the thing said.

You see, the house had not been the only thing waiting for the family.

There are all kinds of magic in the world. Most of the large magic has faded away, dissolved in the lights and sounds and smells that are the byproducts of humanity’s desperate attempts to wrestle the world into submission. But the small magic remains, hidden in pockets outside of human understanding. There are bad kinds, the sort that makes ships disappear in the fog and milk curdle in the night. And there are good kinds, the sort that grant whispered wishes and that ensure that two people who need to meet each other do.

And the sort of magic that ensures that when someone has decided that they would like a cat, a cat finds their way into their life.

So as the movers worked that afternoon, the small, stray, caramel-and-black tortoiseshell slipped in through the front door, up one staircase, then another, and into the attic bedroom where, after availing herself of some of the water handily waiting in the toilet basin, she curled up in a box of bedding and fell asleep. No one noticed a thing.

The cat was no fool. She knew if she played her cards right, things were about to turn out extremely well for her. So as Violet cradled her in her arms and carried her down the attic stairs, she purred emphatically, rhythmically bumping her head against Violet’s chest. What a good cat she was, those head bumps said, so loving and cuddly, and though she had lived her life outside, she really was much better suited to being someone’s pet. How grateful she was to this girl with the warm arms for saving her from the oncoming winter outside. She would be loyal to her forever.

Violet rushed down the next set of stairs, and when she arrived in the kitchen, all she could do was say, “Look!”

Her mom turned. Eliot turned. Both stared.

“Where—” said Mom.

“What—” said Eliot.

“She was in one of the boxes.”

“How—” said Mom.

“The door,” Eliot said. “It was open for the movers. Maybe she just . . . moved in too.”

“Well,” Mom said finally, “I did say you could get a cat.”

Over the next few days, Violet’s parents would do everything you are supposed to do when you find a stray cat—take her to the vet, get her scanned for a microchip, call the shelter—and would discover what both Violet and the cat already knew from the moment Violet picked her up: this was her home now. Her name was Trixie, Violet decided, and the cat seemed to agree.

By nighttime Trixie had settled herself in Violet’s room, happily attacking stray bits of packing tape as Violet set the room up. Soon, it would be bedtime, and after that Monday morning and school, and whatever awaited Violet there. She did not know. They had no house phone yet, so Paige or Ally could not call—not that they did that sort of thing anymore. She’d had no access to a computer, so she did not know if they’d messaged her. She had no idea what awaited her on the other side of sleep, so if she worked in her room a little later than she should, it was understandable.

Still, eventually sleep pulled at her. And despite the fact that the rest of her family felt so far away, despite how low and weird the ceiling was, despite the wallpaper, despite the fact that there was school tomorrow and she’d have to face her friends again, Violet fell asleep easily, cat at her side.

She had a nightmare.

She was in her new room in some grand four-poster bed covered in thick, luxurious blankets, like a queen in a movie. She was sleeping in her dream too, and Violet was somehow both watching it and living it at once. The watching Violet saw that the patterns in the wallpaper had begun to move, and then a tendril from one of the vines separated out from the others, slithering down the wall, and then across the room toward the bed.

Violet tried to wake herself—both in the dream and in real life—but sleep would not release her.

The vine slithered its way up the bed and reached out toward Violet—

Then Paige and Ally were there, all three sitting in a circle around a Ouija board. The pointer thing—which Violet did not know was called a planchette—was moving around wildly.

“Violet, your turn,” Paige was saying. “Touch the wallpaper.”

Ally nodded solemnly, adding, “It’s truth or dare, after all.”

Violet looked down then to find she was completely tangled up in vines while Paige and Ally peered at her.

“What should we do?” Ally asked.

“We can’t do anything,” Paige said. “There’s no going back.”

When she woke, she was covered in sweat and clutching her bear for dear life. Everything ached, as if she truly had been trapped by the wallpaper all night or perhaps run over by a wallpaper machine, if such things existed.

But no. This was something else. Her throat hurt. Her eyes burned.

Violet groaned. She was sick.

She closed her eyes. Mom had been very clear; she wasn’t to blame herself when she got sick. It wasn’t that she was careless. People get sick, that’s all. And sometimes you’re at home and your little brother is sick, or you’re at school and everyone around you is sick.

People get sick. That’s all.

It’s not your fault, Violet.

At least she had another day before she really had to worry about what was in store for her when she went to school.

Eliot was already staying home with Owen, whose fever from the day before was gone but preschool rules meant he had to stay home for a day, so her illness didn’t cause too much of a disruption. The biggest problem was getting herself back up the two flights of stairs—a difficult prospect when you’ve been run over by a wallpaper machine.

Violet went back to sleep for the morning, awakened occasionally by Trixie pouncing on her feet. Sometime midday she woke up to the sound of footsteps on the attic stairs. Eliot appeared in her doorway, rubbing his jaw with his hand and studying her.

“Hey, kiddo,” he said gently. “I was just wondering if I should wake you. How are you?”

Violet shrugged.

He tilted his head, considering her. “Let me take your temperature.”

Ten minutes later he was giving her something to reduce her fever and apple juice to wash it down—one of the benefits of having a three-year-old in the house meant there was always apple juice.

“How’s Owen?” she croaked. Her throat hurt when she talked.

Eliot gave her half a smile. “Better than you,” he said.

She swallowed. “Did I get him sick?”

“I don’t think so. More likely he got you sick. He spends his whole day bathing in a vat of germs, you know.”

“I know,” Violet mumbled.

“Your mom wants me to give you a COVID test, if that’s okay?”

“Okay,” she said, voice tight. Violet had had COVID in third grade, along with half of her class. For her it was a slight fever and sore throat for a few days, nothing terrible. But she’d given it to her whole family. Eliot and Mia didn’t get too sick, but her mom was in bed for two weeks and Owen ended up in the hospital for three days.

Eliot refilled her apple juice. “Do you want to come downstairs with me and O?” he asked. “We’re going to watch PAW Patrol until our eyes bleed.”

She flopped back on the bed. “I don’t think so.” She would love to be with both of them, snuggling up with Owen and watching cartoons. But downstairs was so far away, and she didn’t want to breathe on Owen. What if she had something else and gave it to him?

“Okay. But if you change your mind, there will be no shortage of problems in Adventure Bay that need attending to.” He glanced around the room. “You know, it already looks so much better up here.”

“I think it’s Trixie,” Violet said.

“It might be,” he said softly, mussing up her hair. “I’ll let you rest. I hope you feel better soon. Just call me if you need anything.”

Violet wondered idly if he would even be able to hear her if she did.

She wanted to ask him for his iPad so she could check for messages from Paige and Ally, but the words would not come. Maybe, right now, she didn’t want to know.

Violet spent most of the day sleeping. Her weird dreams continued, this time with the PAW Patrol theme as a soundtrack. Now her friends were running through the house calling for her. They sounded so scared, but no matter what she did, she could not find them.

She woke up to find her mom knocking on the doorframe. “Listen, Vi,” she said, “I just got a text from Paige’s mom.”

Violet sat up. “What’s wrong?” Her head felt so heavy. Next to her, Trixie chirped and popped her head up.

“Oh, it’s not terrible, but . . . one of the girls who was at your sleepover apparently has mono.”

“Which girl?” Violet asked, though she knew the answer.

“A girl named Kennedy? She didn’t get sick until yesterday, but she probably was contagious on Friday.”

Violet sank back into her bed. The backwashed pop, long since digested, nevertheless felt like it was churning inside her.

“So if you don’t feel better tomorrow, I think we should probably go to the doctor.”

Dread crept its way into her stomach. It was bad enough being sick, worse to go into the doctor’s office. She always felt like a turkey being prepped for Thanksgiving dinner.

What she said was “Okay.”
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Six

The First Appointment

Violet did not feel better on Tuesday. If anything, she felt worse; her throat went from the dull ache of the first day to feeling like it was burning, and every time she moved in bed, her muscles protested violently.

So Eliot took her to the doctor Tuesday afternoon. Owen was back at preschool, so she didn’t have to worry about him sitting in the waiting room absorbing ten different illnesses. It would just be her absorbing all the illnesses and then maybe giving them to Owen.

She’d explained about the pop to her parents—saying she and Kennedy had shared the same can, which was, in a way, true. They both knew that she didn’t like (a) pop or (b) sharing but didn’t ask questions.

They sat in the waiting room, Eliot reading something on his phone, Violet trying to ignore the curious stares of the people around her as they worked to solve for x.

Really, she didn’t look like her biological family either. Her mother and Mia both had the same thick straight, dark hair, blue-green eyes, and tall, lean builds, while Violet had none of those things. She did not match.

Across the waiting room, a kid exploded in a fit of coughing. Violet winced. There were four other kids in the waiting room. That one was coughing so hard the sides of his mask were puffing away from his face. Another was coughing less hard but had her mask down under her nose. The third had a gray-green tinge to his skin, like an indisposed lizard, and the fourth was slumped down in her chair as if her bones were slowly melting.

All Violet could do was press her mask against her face.

So it was a relief when the nurse called them back. She’d been seeing Dr. Reynolds all her life, though what she remembered most were the years she’d repeatedly gone in thinking she had an ear infection only for him to pronounce her ears clear and healthy. He made a joke about it once, about how he seemed to magically cure her just by walking into the room. “Maybe she’s just here for the lollipop. Ha!”

Soon, she was sitting on the crinkly white paper the nurse had laid on the exam table, her legs dangling off of it like a little kid on a playground bench. It was cold in the room; Violet could feel it working its way into her body as if it wanted to possess her. Eliot sat in a folding chair in the corner, pretending not to exist.

Dr. Reynolds was a short white man who had a drift of thick, white hair on his head and a nose that was curiously small, as if his face were always midway through a game of Mr. Potato Head. He had been Violet’s father’s pediatrician when he was a kid. Her father left; the pediatrician stayed.

“Violet,” he said, adjusting his bow tie, “what brings you in here?”

So she told him. Fever, sore throat, very tired. As Violet talked, a nurse in the corner took notes on a keyboard—clackity clack clack—a dim percussion underneath their conversation.

“Also,” she said, “um, I was at a sleepover last weekend with a girl who had mono, and we drank from the same pop can.”

“Well, that’s a good way to share germs,” he said.

Heat rose in her face.

Clackity clack clack.

“Okay,” he said, “I’m going to look in your throat. Open wide for me?”

There was so much poking involved at a doctor’s visit, tools in your mouth and ears, bright lights in your eyes, cold stethoscopes against your skin, cotton swabs scraping your throat and the insides of your nostrils. Everything was an intrusion, and she was so tired.

Poke.

Poke.

“Can you open a little wider? I need to take a sample.”

Poke.

“I’m going to put this in your nostril.”

Poke.

“Now, this will be cold.”

Poke.

“Breathe in, breathe out.

“Hold still now.

“Let me feel your abdomen. Does that hurt?”

All the while, the nurse typed, the rapid clacking of the keyboard getting louder and louder. Dr. Reynolds muttered things to her—red throat, redness in the ears, swollen glands, inflammation in the nose—while the cold gnawed away at Violet.

Some of the test results would be ready in a few minutes. She didn’t mind waiting, did she? No, he thought not. That’s a girl.

When he left, Eliot stood up and wrapped his hoodie around her shoulders. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Mm-hmmm.”

“That’s what I thought,” he said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “You did good.”

She did not have mono, according to the tests, though the doctor said they should test again next week if she wasn’t feeling better. She did not have COVID. And probably not strep, though they’d get final results in a couple of days. It’s almost certainly a viral infection, the doctor proclaimed. It’s that time of year, there’s something going around, his whole day is filled with this sort of thing. Rest and fluids, fluids and rest.

When she left, the woman at the front desk motioned to the container of lollipops. She took an orange one. It was thin and it broke just after she put it in her mouth.

When they got home, Eliot made Violet a nest on the sofa and gave her his iPad to watch movies, since they hadn’t set up the TV in the living room yet. Trixie immediately jumped up to join the nest, settling on Violet’s chest and purring. When Eliot was gone, she finally logged into her group chat with Paige and Ally, stomach churning.

“What if nothing is there?” she whispered to Trixie.

Trixie stared at her, big-eyed. She had no response.

Or, she thought, what if something was there, but it was Paige telling her off again?

But no. The chat was full of messages.

Ally: Oh nooooooooooo, are you sick?

Ally: OMG did you hear about Kennedy?

Ally: OMG do you have monooooooooooo?

Paige: (mask face, scream face, mask face, scream face, mask face)

Paige: (flower bouquet, flower bouquet, flower bouquet)

Paige: When are you coming back? We miss you! (donut donut)

Paige: Do you need (soup)?

Violet exhaled, and for a moment her whole body felt nothing but relief. This was the way things were supposed to be. Ally using excessive vowels, Paige relying heavily on the language of emoji. They missed her. They wanted to bring her soup.

Violet: So sick! I went to the doctor today.

Violet: No mono though. Is Kennedy ok?

Violet: We have all the (soup) here. But (heart, heart, heart)

She stared at the screen, chewing her lip. She had about hundred more questions, none of which she felt like she could ask. So she settled on:

Violet: Write me back I miss you!

And then remembered the most important thing:

Violet: Guys, I have a cat!!!! (cat heart eyes, cat heart eyes, cat heart eyes)

“I think it’s okay,” she whispered to Trixie after typing out the whole story and logging off. Whatever had happened, apparently they’d decided to pretend it didn’t, in fact, happen. A weird night. Paige was weird, but so was Violet. New people. Everyone nervous. The stakes were high.

But once a pod, always a pod.

It was weird being in their new living room. She’d lived in the house for roughly forty-eight hours and had spent most of that time in the attic—and most of that time asleep. Unlike her room, this one really did look nice; the woodwork made the room feel warm, and their old furniture and rug looked like it was finally at home here, like it had been waiting for this house the whole time.

This was not true for the rest of the house. They were waiting on that new dining room table, on a rug for the front hall, on some built-in bookshelves Eliot planned to build. There were still piles of boxes in every room, especially in the kitchen; Eliot was repainting the cabinets, which meant nothing could be put away. Not that there was much point; they didn’t yet have an oven, so they were only eating microwave food.

Violet dozed awhile on the sofa, accompanied by the sound of Amphibia on the iPad and of Eliot puttering around the house or talking on the phone. It felt like a whole different world down here; for one, this world had people in it.

Still, somewhere in the place between sleep and awake, her mind could not quite catalog the things around her as ordinary. Eliot dropped something upstairs and she jolted upright as if the whole house had shaken. Later, her eyes caught on the mirror above the fireplace as it reflected a flash of movement behind her. She whirled around to find Trixie, zooming down the stairs.

Later in the afternoon, Eliot woke her to say that he was leaving to get Owen but would be back in twenty minutes. “You can come if you want to, or—”

“I should go upstairs,” Violet said.

“You don’t have to,” Eliot said. “I’m sure it’s lonely up there.”

“But what about Owen? I don’t want to give him this.”

“Vi,” he said, as he sat on the couch and took her hand. “First of all, Owen might well have had this already. But while, yes, we still want to be careful, it doesn’t mean you have to exile yourself every time you’re sick. It’s not COVID.”

Violet swallowed. When she’d gotten COVID before, there was nowhere for her to truly quarantine. They’d moved Mia to Owen’s room, and Owen in with his parents, but it wasn’t enough. She got everyone sick. Owen had to go to the hospital.

Still. That wasn’t what Eliot meant. She knew it wasn’t, and yet—

“I’ll just go upstairs,” she said.

On Wednesday, the cough started, already with a bronchial resonance. On Thursday, her mom called Dr. Reynolds, who told her that this thing going around really knocked people out. Be patient. He’d put in an order for another mono test and they should go to the lab if she wasn’t feeling better soon. She won’t be sick forever.

But what if she was, Violet wondered. Her fever was gone, but everything still hurt, and she felt like she was made of concrete.

A few days ago, not having to go back to school seemed like a gift, but now it was almost a whole week—which was probably three months in middle school time. What if there was someone else sitting at her desk in all her classes when she got back? What if there was just no room for her anymore?

She should be better. She needed to be better.

Still, Paige and Ally both sent her messages every day and she responded when she could, though she never could seem to get on at the same time as them. And Thursday afternoon, Eliot produced a basket that had been left on the front porch with soup from Turtle Bread, a couple chocolates, a bag of cat treats, and the latest Preeti Chhibber Spider-Man book, along with a note from Paige. Feel better soon! Xoxoxo

Violet spent the days downstairs in the half-moved in house, while Eliot had meetings on his computer, but she went back upstairs when Owen and Mia got home from school. In the evenings her mom brought her up dinner and sat for a while on the green chair, while Violet ate in bed. But otherwise there was not a lot to do up there, not when you’re too tired to do anything. She read a little and slept a lot. And sometimes she just lay there, as she did Thursday night after her mom had gone back downstairs.

Tucked into her bed that evening, she let her eyes fix on the cracks in the ceiling. You could follow the lines around the room like a maze—go straight here, turn right here, then another right. It was like a map, guiding her through some strange, off-white world. That kept her occupied for a while.

Eventually, though, her eyes fell on the wallpaper.

It looked different in the dark of the evening—muddier and blotchier. The details in the flowers were lost, so they just looked like blobs. And the way the vines interlocked, from the position of her bed, started to look like some kind of fence.

The berries still looked like eyes.

Violet stared at them, and they stared back. Rows and rows of eyeballs, watching, unblinking. Even Trixie seemed agitated all of a sudden. She walked the perimeter of the room and would only sit in the corners or up on a table pressed against a wall, presumably where nothing could approach her from behind.

The eyes watched Trixie too.

“You’re seeing things,” Violet muttered to herself. She realized dimly that now she was both seeing things and talking to herself.

She looked away from the wall. Being up here all alone was clearly getting to her. There was nothing weird happening in her bedroom.

Everything was all right.

Except, of course, for Violet.
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Seven

The Girl with No Hustle

What Dr. Reynolds had said to Violet’s mother was not wrong. Some people who got the virus that had infected Violet felt well enough after a day or two to go back to school, where they could cough on people as much as they pleased; others were out for a week or more. Different viruses affect people differently. Nothing to worry about.

And sure enough, Violet finally started to feel better during the day on Friday. By Saturday, she seemed to be a human being again. She even got to spend some time playing trucks with Owen while her mom and Eliot worked on the house and playing not-fetch with Trixie. Mostly, though, she got to use her regained energy to address the homework that had flooded the inbox of the school laptop: a unit of math, another of language arts, read three chapters of One Crazy Summer, do a worksheet on the scientific method, do two worksheets on Mesopotamia.

The good news was Trixie seemed to have made herself a member of the family. She didn’t seem to mind Owen chasing her around the house, and even Mia seemed delighted by her. At Sunday dinner, she mused on what kind of Trixie-themed animations she might make.

But mostly, Trixie was Violet’s. She slept by Violet’s side at night, and during the day she frequently interrupted her regular zoomies sessions to check on Violet’s whereabouts.

Monday morning it was time to go back to school. Violet surveyed her closet, chewing on her lip. Should she not wear overalls?

She shook the thought off. Paige had just been weird, that was all. So Violet picked out the pair that had been Mia’s favorite: black, with a pattern that looked like chalk doodles. Anyway, Mia was an artist, and that meant she had good taste. If she’d worn them in sixth grade, then there was nothing wrong with them.

When Violet walked into school Monday morning, everything looked bright and sharp, the way places always look before familiarity darkened and dulled them. And her locker was covered in bright, flower-shaped Post-its with glittery notes in Paige’s perfect bubble lettering:

Welcome back, Violet!

We missed you!

Grinning, Violet patted one of the Post-its. Now, if she could get through the first day back without somehow making a spectacle of herself and then spending the rest of middle school being That Girl Who Faceplanted in the Hallway or The One Who Sat in Milk, everything would be okay.

She didn’t see Paige and Ally until she went into the girls’ locker room for third period gym and was greeted by enthusiastic hugs from both, and Quinn too. Violet had expected Quinn would never want to speak to her again, but there she was, acting like she was actually happy to see Violet. Had Paige and Ally spent a week doing repair work? Sure, Violet was a complete freak last Friday, but usually she’s only a partial freak, we swear.

They kept chatting while Violet took her school-issued gym shorts and T-shirt out of her locker, glancing around to see who else was near them. After sharing a room with her sister for years, Violet was used to a complete lack of privacy. But changing in front of your older sister really didn’t prepare you for stripping down in a cold locker room in front of a couple dozen other girls. This was another whole new middle school dynamic; they had school-issue shorts and T-shirts now, with sweatpants and hoodies for the winter. Last year they’d just run around in their clothes and the teacher started writing increasingly urgent emails to all the parents about sending deodorant in with the students.

“Let’s go, Vi!” said Paige.

“I’m coming,” Violet said. Then her eyes fell on her friend’s legs. “Did you . . . shave?”

Paige glanced down as if to double-check. “Yeah! They were getting so hairy!” She giggled, as if at some joke Violet did not understand. Then, Paige’s eyes fell to Violet’s own legs sticking out from the gym shorts—white, covered with goose bumps, and downy. She leaned in and whispered, “Maybe you want to shave your legs too?”

Blinking, Violet looked down and then at the other girls around her. It wasn’t just Paige. It seemed like, in the week she was gone, over half the girls had shaved their legs.

Now she was going to be The Girl with Sasquatch Legs.

In the gym, the sixth graders all crowded on the big mat, waiting for the day’s instructions. The main gym teacher, Mr. Bell, had informed them all on the first day that gym in middle school was nothing like gym in elementary school, that they would no longer be playing games but learning sports. There was a difference, and the difference mattered, at least to Mr. Bell.

Mr. Bell looked like a very well-packed snowman in both hue and body shape. Gym was his kingdom. He was supposed to have an assistant teacher, but they hadn’t found a replacement after the last one had abruptly moved to Belize at the beginning of September—probably, the girls suspected, in order to get away from Mr. Bell.

Now Mr. Bell stood in front of the bleachers, the scent of sweaty mats swirling around the gym like agitated ghosts, clapping his hands in that pay attention, young scamps pattern that seemed to be requirement for graduating from teacher school. “All right everyone, partner up!” he proclaimed.

At this, Violet deflated. The downside of being with both Paige and Ally for gym meant she was automatically partnerless; some ineffable gravity had ensured that her two friends always partnered with each other. In elementary school, she’d partnered with Bonnie Meguid, who was really nice and unusually adept at badminton but had moved to Los Angeles. She’d spent the first two weeks scouring the rest of the class for potential partners for when the inevitable day arrived. What about that one girl with the exuberant freckles—might she be in need of a partner? What about the ponytail girls—there were three of them, weren’t there? And maybe that day had come while she was gone, and the exuberant freckle girl and the third ponytail girl had paired up already, and now she was doomed to a whole year of being the one left, the one who made the teacher say, Oh, I guess we need a group of three or, worse, Violet, you can be my partner.

“Do you want to be my partner?”

Violet turned to see Quinn grinning at her.

“Really?” Violet bit her lip. “I mean, yes!”

The sport they were learning this week was soccer. In terms of not making a fool of herself, soccer seemed to be a promising unit; there were way too many sports that involved the potential for a ball landing on your head, and at least with soccer, the ball mostly stayed on or near the ground.

Apparently an important part of learning sports was practicing skills, which today would involve working on dribbling and passing. The students stood in two rows, Quinn opposite Violet, and they started kicking the ball back and forth to each other.

“I’m sorry you were so sick!” Quinn said brightly, kicking the ball to her.

She swallowed. “Yeah, it wasn’t fun. I probably had it better than Kennedy, though.”

“Right? I FaceTimed with her this weekend. The glands in her neck were so swollen, she looked like she swallowed a hanger. Oh, nice kick!”

Quinn proved to be a disarmingly positive partner, as if the only thing she loved more than learning sports and practicing skills was learning sports and practicing skills with Violet. Violet could not quite match her enthusiasm. She was just tired, so tired her legs started to feel rubbery.

“Sorry,” she said to Quinn, holding her hand up. “I just need a sec.”

Quinn took a step in. “Are you okay?”

Slumping over, Violet took a big breath. It felt a little like the life was draining out of her muscles slowly. “I think I’m still tired,” she said quietly. “From being sick.”

Mr. Bell appeared behind them at that moment, clearly possessing an internal alarm that went off whenever someone was not practicing a skill. “Girls, what’s the holdup?” he said in a voice much louder than strictly necessary. Violet could feel the eyes of the kids around them move to her.

Violet straightened. “Sorry, just needed a second.”

“I can see that,” he proclaimed. “If you’re getting winded from kicking the ball around, we’re going to have to work on your fitness.” He seemed to find this hilarious.

More eyes fell on her. A couple of kids snickered.

She flushed. “I’m fine.”

“Good, good,” he said. “Glad to hear it. Because now we’re going to kick things up a gear!” He winked and then blew his whistle.

“Was that supposed to be a joke?” Quinn muttered, sidling along Violet. “‘Kick things up a gear’?”

Violet could only shrug. She was thus far not a big fan of Mr. Bell’s sense of humor. Or of the idea of any kind of gear besides the one that would let her lie down.

The next gear proved to be jogging back and forth across the gym with your partner, passing the ball whenever Mr. Bell blew his whistle, something he seemed to be really fond of doing. One by one, the pairs jogged down and back while Violet moved slowly closer to the front of the line.

“Are you okay?” Quinn whispered.

“Sure,” she said.

“I don’t think you are.”

“I’m a little tired.”

She was a lot tired.

“Just tell him,” she urged.

Violet shook her head. “He’ll just make fun of me.”

“Look,” Quinn whispered, “you were sick for a whole week. Maybe you can’t do gym today. That’s okay.”

The whistle blew, ringing through the gym. “Get a move on, boys!” Mr. Bell yelled to the pair currently doing the drill. They seemed to have their move on just fine.

“I don’t think he’ll be sympathetic to that argument,” she said.

Quinn tossed her hair. “Fine! Mr. Bell?”

“No!” Violet whispered, her heart plummeting to the floor.

But Quinn didn’t hear her. “Violet’s doctor told her it would be dangerous for her to participate in strenuous activities while she is still recovering from her illness. She wants to do the drills anyway, but I’m really worried about her. Don’t you think she should rest?” Quinn blinked, eyes innocent.

The whole class was looking at her now, some faces concerned, some confused. Paige’s head was cocked and she was looking at Violet searchingly.

Mr. Bell looked from Quinn to Violet. His whistle fell against his chest. “Violet! Why didn’t you tell me? Go to the library for the rest of the period.”

Violet glanced over at Quinn, who nodded encouragingly. Violet shot her a small smile and headed back to the lockers. But not before Mr. Bell called after her, “Violet! Don’t take chances with your body. It’s irreplaceable equipment!” With that, he gave his whistle an extra-long blow and yelled at the rest of the group, “Now, I want to see some hustle!”

Dinner that night was lasagna from the freezer. Since their microwave wasn’t that big, Violet’s mom had to carve the frozen lasagna block so they could microwave it in pieces, a job that proved so difficult Eliot offered to get his handsaw. They were still eating on paper plates, so the microwaved lasagna was served on a bed of soaked-in melted-cheese oil.

Mia was explaining to their parents that there was some animation software that she could no longer live without, while Owen chattered to Trixie, who was waiting patiently for him to drop some food. Violet just sat there, listening. She was too tired to do anything else. School had been exhausting; it felt like someone was slowly adding weights to her body so by the end of the day she was dragging around the equivalent of a small elephant.

And when there was a slight pause in the conversation, Mia announced, “Wow, Violet looks like death.”

“Mia!” Mom exclaimed.

Mia waved her hands at Violet. “I mean, look at her.”

At that, little Owen shot Violet a worried look, so she gave him a smile and flashed their bunny signal at him. He exhaled, dimples resetting. Anyone who was near death could not flash bunny signals.

“You do look tired, honey,” Mom said gently. “Do you want to go rest?”

Violet looked at her plate. “I have homework,” she said.

“Yeah, sixth grade homework must be really pressing.” Mia’s sarcasm came through clearly around the mouthful of lasagna.

“Mia, please.” Mom exhaled. “Her point stands, though, Violet; I’m much more worried about your health than your homework. That was a nasty virus you had. If there’s some kind of problem with the school”—she gave a tight smile—“I’ll handle it.”

“Can I take a bath?” Violet asked. Violet’s third-floor bathroom just had a sink and toilet in it so even though she could brush her teeth up there or use the bathroom in the middle of the night, she had to bathe in the second-floor hall bathroom next to Mia’s room. Whenever she used it, she knew it was only a matter of time before Mia started knocking on the door, but she was still achy, and a bath sounded nice.

“Of course. We can bathe Owen in our tub if you want to relax in there for a bit. He won’t mind the old tile, I don’t think.”

The bathroom on the second floor was one of the few places in the house that looked completely moved into; there weren’t even boxes anywhere.

Violet filled the tub, giving it an extra healthy pour of strawberry-scented bubble bath, though Mia constantly told her that she used too much. She settled in, the warmth of the water and faux-strawberry smell welcoming her, and the ache of exhaustion eased a little.

It seemed like the day could have gone a lot worse. Though nothing was precisely working out to plan, it was still working out. Spending half a period in the library instead of gym wasn’t ideal, but that wasn’t the sort of thing that stuck to you for the rest of your days. Anyway, the only people in there to notice were the librarian and a light-brown-skinned boy with black hair and tortoiseshell glasses who looked at her vaguely suspiciously when she came in but did not bother her. Everything was okay with her friends, and life was so much better with Trixie in it.

So why did she still feel awkward?

Her eyes went to Mia’s array of the bottles, poofs, tubes, and assorted items that were suddenly an essential part of her sister’s life. At the end of the row was a small pink plastic razor.

She’d never seen either Mia or her mother shave their legs, and neither of them had ever told her how it was to be done. But she’d seen people do it on commercials, and it seemed simple enough. Put cream on your legs, point your toes like a dancer, and draw the razor up slowly and smoothly.

So Violet lifted her right leg slowly out of the bubbly water and pointed her toes.

Deep breath. No big deal. People do this all the time. The women on the commercials seem quite enthusiastic, even.

She dragged the pink razor up from her ankle up to her knee, leaving a trail of smoothness behind her.

Actually, it didn’t hurt at all. It didn’t feel like anything, really.

It wasn’t until the second strip that she noticed a bloom of bright red blood coming from the top of her calf. She barely felt it. This would happen; people cut themselves shaving all the time.

By the time she finished the whole calf, a few more blooms had arisen. There was a nick on her ankle too, and the front of her leg had a long scrape on it. It occurred to Violet then that you were probably not supposed to cut yourself this much.

She dragged the razor over her knee and felt a small pinch. This time, she’d really sliced herself. How were you supposed to shave your kneecaps?

Biting her lip, Violet studied her leg. This was definitely not the way it was supposed to go. A few of the spots stung a little, but really, it was the blood that was the issue. Why were they bleeding so much?

She’d only done the bottom part of one leg. Was she supposed to do the whole leg, all the way up? She hadn’t looked that carefully at the other girls. It seemed like a lot of real estate to cover.

Still, Paige had said Maybe you should shave your legs, not Maybe you should shave up to the kneecaps and then just stop there.

By the time she was done with the right leg, there were several long open scrapes on her thigh, on both the front and the back. The scrape at the knee was bleeding a lot—and now that she was looking at it, so was the one on the very front of her calf. Even the little cuts were bleeding a lot; how was this possible?

Violet stared at her leg, blood dripping from pretty much everywhere, the water around her turning pink. The other leg remained, waiting. What was she supposed to do now?

It was at that point that Mia knocked on the bathroom door. “Can I come in? You’re taking forever.” But before Violet could answer she’d opened the door and strode in.

Violet stared up at her, holding the razor the way you might hold a knife when someone catches you standing over a body that’s been stabbed.

Mia let out a little yelp, gaping at Violet. “That’s my razor!”

Violet nodded slowly.

“Did you . . . Were you . . . . What happened?”

“I . . . wanted to shave my legs,” she squeaked.

Mia shook her head disbelievingly. “Why?”

“Because . . . Paige told me I should?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t you ask me for help?”

At this, Violet gaped back at her sister. There were so many reasons she hadn’t asked Mia for help, first and foremost that her sister had made it pretty clear over the last year that she wasn’t supposed to ask for anything, ever.

Mia let out a long, tragic sigh. “Come on,” she said. “Since you’ve already done this, I’ll teach you how to do the other leg.”

“Okay,” Violet said.

“Just . . . don’t tell anyone. I don’t want someone to think I’m responsible for . . .”—she waved her hand at the crime scene that was Violet’s right leg—“that.”
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Eight

The Second Appointment

Mia guided her through the process of shaving the other leg, suggested she not make a second attempt until eighth grade at least, reminded her that she didn’t actually have to shave her legs at all if she didn’t want to, and then explicitly forbade her from ever using her razors again. So the next morning Violet had one relatively healthy-looking leg and one that looked like she’d dragged it through a field of kitchen knives.

She could hide her legs for most of the day, but of course there would be gym class and the terrible shorts. Everyone would see; everyone would know. Of all the possible disasters she’d foreseen, being The One With the Curiously Mauled Right Leg hadn’t even crossed her mind.

But as she got to school she found that tiredness still clung to her like a needy ghost, so there would be no gym for her today. She and her curiously mauled leg went to the library, where she worked on the homework she’d been too tired to do the night before. The only other kid in there besides her was the black-haired boy who had been there the previous day. Today, he did not look at her suspiciously; in fact, he was so focused on whatever he was doing on the computer, he did not look up at her at all.

The (only) trouble with missing gym was that she didn’t even see her friends until lunch; at least, she didn’t expect to. But today when the period was over, Paige was waiting for her by her locker.

Paige wore her moods the way some kids wore designer hoodies—casually but so everyone around could read the label. Now her cheeks were flushed and her blue eyes dark.

“Are you okay?” Violet asked.

“Are you?” Paige said. “You weren’t in gym! I thought you were sick again.”

“Oh, no. I’m just . . . I dunno, still recovering. I went to the library.”

“So you ditched gym?”

“Um, no.” That would require an entire personality change. But maybe Paige thought she was prone to those now. “Mr. Bell said I could go to the library again today. I went to see him before class.”

“Okay.” She considered. “But . . . why didn’t you tell me about the doctor?”

“The doctor?”

“What Quinn said yesterday? The doctor said you’re not supposed to exert yourself? What’s wrong?”

“Oh!” Violet flushed. “The doctor never said that. I was too tired to run but didn’t want to tell Mr. Bell because he’s, you know, so Quinn just said that.”

“Ahhhhhhh.”

“I would tell you.”

“I thought you told Quinn and not me for some reason.”

“No.” Violet blinked.

“Good,” Paige said. She blew air out of her cheeks. “You need to get a phone. I never talk to you anymore.”

“Tell that to my mom,” Violet grumbled.

“I’ll text her,” Paige said with a grin.

Violet grinned back. “Can you say that in emoji?”

She tossed her white-blond hair. “If anyone can, I can.”

Paige could be sensitive at times. Her mind was like a conspiracy board; every person had their place and their connections, and she didn’t like it when people started moving around the strings willy-nilly.

One thing was clear: the lack of a phone was going to destroy Violet’s life. That evening while her mother was making Owen’s lunch, she perched herself at the kitchen table. Beside her, her brother seemed to be playing pirates with two popsicle sticks.

“Mom,” she proclaimed, “I really need a phone.”

At this, Violet could actually see her mother wither a little, a plant in need of water. “Violet, we’ve talked about this,” she said.

“But I think we should talk about it again. You don’t understand. Paige and Ally both have phones, and that’s how they talk all the time now!”

“Well, that’s how they talk to each other, not to you.”

“But that’s the point. They don’t talk to me at all because I don’t have a phone.”

“We have a landline. People used to actually call people, you know.”

“You don’t call anyone! You text them.”

At that, Owen giggled wildly. “Mommy texts!” he exclaimed.

The chopping stopped again. Mom pressed her lips together. “That may be true,” she said. “But I am an adult. There’s so much research showing phones are bad for kids’ mental health, I am going to delay as long as I can.”

“Mom. Please. I’ll lose all my friends.”

She hadn’t meant to say it; she didn’t even know she thought it. But once the words were out of her mouth, she was certain they were true. She swallowed, tears suddenly in her eyes.

Mom turned to her then. “My girl,” she said, words now soft. “I understand why it feels that way. But you’re the three peas. You’re not going to lose Paige and Ally because you don’t have a phone.”

“Mom.” Violet closed her eyes. Suddenly, a wave of exhaustion crashed into her. She sagged in her chair.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m tired,” Violet said.

“Still?”

“Yeah.” She was so tired all of a sudden, like she might just need to curl up on the floor.

Mom studied her. “I don’t like this. This is too long to be sick. I’m calling Dr. Reynolds. And let’s stop at the lab after school tomorrow and get that mono test.”

“But . . . what about the phone?” she asked quietly.

“You’re eleven years old. You don’t need your own phone.”

“But Paige and Ally—”

“I don’t know why Paige and Ally have phones,” said Mom, sounding as tired as Violet felt. “That’s between them and their parents. But you don’t need one and I am not talking about this anymore. Now, I’m going to go make an appointment with Dr. Reynolds.”

Violet really did mean to go to gym on Wednesday—even though her leg still looked like a horror movie, she didn’t want to miss one of the two periods a day she got to hang out with her friends—but by third period, she felt like a tire that was losing air. This meant going into Mr. Bell’s office and telling him, which meant he took the opportunity to tell her that it was okay today but if she was going to miss any more gym, he would need to see a note from the doctor. Can’t just be skipping out on class. There are skills to learn.

After stopping at the lab, Violet and her mom had a virtual visit with Dr. Reynolds. Her second mono test was also negative, but he told them that it’s not uncommon to have lingering fatigue after a viral infection, and Violet should get rest when she can. Without her even asking, he offered to write her a note to excuse her from PE until the end of the following week. “But only until then,” he said with a low chuckle. “I don’t want Violet thinking she can just use it to get out of gym forever.” In the meantime, rest, fluids, fluids and rest. She would feel better soon.

After the visit, she sent a message to Paige and Ally, explaining that she’d seen the doctor again, she’d still be out of gym for a while but everything was fine, and Paige instantly sent back a long string of emojis (crying face, mask face, face with thermometer, flexing bicep, red heart, and a donut).

Violet: How’s gym?

Paige: (angry face, guy kicking soccer ball, eye roll)

Violet: that good?

Paige: (nerd face)

Violet: did Quinn have a partner?

Paige: (twin dancing girls, girl with a ponytail)

Violet: she partnered with one of the ponytail girls?

Paige: (thumbs up, alarm clock, place setting, taco, drool face)

Violet: yeah here too. (place setting) See you at lunch?

Paige: (donut, donut, donut, donut)

The next day during gym period, she headed straight for the library, where Ms. Roy greeted her with a grand gesture toward the study area, as if to say Your chariot, mademoiselle. The same boy was there again, looking at a pile of books suspiciously—or was it skeptically? And as Violet went to put her books down on a table she found herself staring at him in a manner that probably also seemed—suspicious.

“You look suspicious,” the boy confirmed.

Violet glanced over at Ms. Roy, who did not seem at all perturbed by this disruption in the peace of the library, and then back at the boy. “You look skeptical,” she told him.

He blinked. “That’s just my face. Whenever I’m thinking, I look skeptical,” he added with a shrug. “My dads say I’m supposed to warn people of that, otherwise they’ll think I’m like”—he made his hands into claws—“grr.”

She considered him again. He didn’t look skeptical anymore. Really, with his horn-rimmed glasses and round face, he looked a little like an owl. Violet liked owls. “Well, anyway . . .” She gestured vaguely at the other tables, as if that meant something.

“You can sit here,” he said, motioning to the seat next to him. “If you want.”

“Okay, thanks.” Should she have done that in the first place? Was she being rude as well as suspicious?

“Are you here now too?” he asked, as she settled into the hard wooden chair.

“I . . . What?”

“Like, are you here for this period now? You’ve been in here all week.”

“Oh, yeah. I was sick and, um, I’m recovering so I’m not going to gym.”

“Is that good or bad? I mean, being sick is bad obviously. But if you like gym, it’s like, Oh no, I’m missing gym! Or if you hate it, it’s like, yay, no gym!”

“I don’t . . . love gym?”

“I don’t go to gym.” He pointed vaguely at his chest. “So I’m supposed to do a project for the semester instead.”

Her eyes fell on his chest, as if there would be an explanation written there. It took her a moment to realize that it was probably not his chest itself that was an issue, but something like his heart or his lungs, one of those organs that you really needed to work correctly, especially if you intended to learn sports.

“The project can be whatever I want,” he continued, while Violet rearranged her face so it did not look like she was wondering about things that were none of her business. “I just have to get one of my teachers to agree to advise me. So I’m writing a report on ghosts.”

“Ghosts?” she repeated. She looked at the pile of books next to him. They were brightly colored, with titles like Haunted America and Supernatural Secrets of the South. “You’re doing this for school?”

He nodded cheerfully. “For science. Ms. Wertz said she’d advise me. I’m reading about ghost hunters right now, the methods they use to try to detect spirits and other such phenomena.”

Violet raised her eyebrows.

“I might try to tie it into social studies too, if Ms. Entrada will agree to advise me. I thought it would be cool if I could do something that covers lots of subjects.”

“I thought you only needed one teacher to approve it?”

“Yeah, but I could do so much more. For social studies I could do investigations into hauntings. Ghosts are so tied to specific places and specific points in history, and I could explore that. And of course there’s a connection to English as well.” He shrugged. “Ghosts are rather interdisciplinary when you think about it.”

“I guess?”

“Then I might do a podcast.”

“So you’re just in here during gym doing intra—”

“Interdisciplinary.”

“Interdisciplinary research on ghosts. And that’s just okay with everyone?”

He looked around the room. “So far!”

She gaped. How was this possible? What other secrets was the school hiding? Were there kids who taste-tested cake recipes instead of doing math? Kids who spent lunch period studying the psychological effects of puppy-cuddling?

“Do you like ghosts?” Will asked.

“Do you mean ghosts as a concept or literal ghosts in my house?” She did not want Will to break out a Ouija board.

He laughed. It was a warm laugh, and Violet could not help but smile back. “As a concept,” he affirmed. “Most of the stories I read,” he added, motioning to the books, “well, ghosts in your house can be really bad.”

“Like what?” she asked, resting her elbows on the wooden table. This was so much better than gym.

“Oh, like”—he glanced down at the pile of books—“this one woman in New York who was telling people for years that she had a poltergeist—the whole deal, like terrible smells and cold spots and stuff levitating or flying across the room or dropping to the floor and breaking. She had all these fires, and one day a bookshelf almost fell on her. Anyway, one day they went into fix the heating and discovered a skeleton behind the wall. It had been there for decades. And when they removed it, all the weird stuff stopped.”

Violet stared at him, unblinking.

“Right? Anyway, if you finish your homework and want to research ghosts with me, I’ll be here. I’m Will, by the way.”

“I’m Violet.” Right. Names. This was a thing people did when they met each other, usually before they asked for scary ghost stories. “Which elementary school did you go to?”

“I didn’t. I was homeschooled. But I wanted to try going to school, and I convinced my dads that middle school wouldn’t kill me.”

She almost laughed, but then recalled that he was here during gym because one of those organs that you really wanted to work right didn’t. Perhaps he wasn’t joking.

“I know, I know,” he continued. “Why would you want to go to school? But it wasn’t like I was just sitting around playing Animal Crossing all day. I was still doing school; it was just at home. Home. School. And there are really cool homeschooling classes and clubs out there, but I didn’t get to do much of that anyway, and it was just—”

“It was lonely,” she finished. She had not meant to say it; after all it was a strange thing to say, especially to someone who was basically a stranger.

He adjusted his glasses. “Yeah. It was.”

“I get it,” she said.

His lips quirked, a half smile, then he motioned around the empty room. “You know, as opposed to school-school, with all the other kids around.”

Somewhere in the gym, all those other kids were learning soccer, Paige and Ally partnered together, Quinn being disarmingly positive with one of the ponytail girls, all under the watchful eye of Mr. Bell and his whistle. Dozens of kids, all running up and down the gym, all kicking balls back and forth, all together.

“I could help you,” Violet said. “Researching ghosts. If you want.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. My homework won’t take long.”

He grinned. “See? This never happened in homeschooling.”
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Nine

Get It, Millicent

The lunchroom was the only place where the entire sixth grade gathered at once, and so far, for Violet, walking into it felt like that second after you land in the water after jumping off a diving board, where you don’t know where your legs and arms are, where you don’t know which way is up to safety and which will take you farther into the airless depths. Except instead of water, you’ve plunged into an unfathomable pit of noise and smell and motion and germs, and there is no surface to be found. You’re stuck here. With curly fries.

Today, as she did every day after getting her food, Violet worked her way through the noise and smell and motion to the table where her friends were. The first two weeks of school, they’d sat in a couple different places, waiting for the invisible centers of gravity in the cafeteria to pull the students into their formation for the year. Now the map was set; their new squad would sit at a table next to the wall about halfway down, next to a group of extremely excitable Dungeons and Dragons kids.

It was their space, the Dungeons and Dragons kids the threshold guardians, and when Violet put her tray down, their little square was complete: Paige, Ally, Quinn, Violet.

Today as Violet sat down, the other girls were deep in conversation about something that happened in gym, and Violet could only put a bite of grilled cheese into her mouth and chew slowly.

“And did you see Liza?” Paige was saying, waving her sandwich in the air. “She tried to shave her legs? They were covered in these, like, stripes of scabs. It was so gross!”

Violet reached down and scratched at her ankle, her own scabs hidden beneath her overalls. If the scars never healed, it would be a lifetime of long pants for her. It’s my signature look, she would say, with the sort of knowing smile that someone with a signature look would have.

“Honestly,” Paige continued, “if you don’t know how to do something, just check the internet. Literally everything is on there.”

An explosion of laughter came from the D&D kids at the next table. A girl with a riot of freckles spread across her face stood up and proclaimed, “Get it, Millicent!”

Violet scratched her other ankle.

“I don’t know why everyone’s so obsessed with who’s shaving their legs now,” Quinn said, shaking her head. “It’s just the patriarchy.”

Violet’s fingers froze. All three heads whipped to Quinn, who was chewing thoughtfully on an apple.

“Like, people’s dads?” Ally asked.

“No,” Quinn said simply. “Like the system that keeps girls so worried about their appearances that they don’t use their brain power to take over the world.” She took another bite.

The other girls stared.

“Maybe we want smooth legs,” Paige said after a moment.

Quinn gave a small shrug. “I mean, that’s cool.”

Paige blinked. “That’s all?”

“Yeah, I mean, do what makes you happy. But I don’t get why people act like every female-identifying person has to do it. What if Liza just thinks she’s supposed to do it because society tells girls that hair on their body is gross? And now she’s covered in scabs? It probably hurts a lot.” With that, Quinn picked up her knife and fork and started delicately cutting a piece off of her grilled cheese sandwich.

Violet glanced from Paige to Ally, who were looking at each other. Ally blinked rapidly, while Paige chewed on her lip. Quinn speared a piece of sandwich with her fork and ate it.

“I don’t think I want to shave my legs,” Violet said.

Quinn dinged her fork on her plastic glass. “Get it, Millicent!”

Violet glanced at Paige, who was reaching down and scratching her own leg. When Paige looked up, their gazes met for a moment. Something flickered in Paige’s eyes that Violet could not read.

“Who’s Millicent?” Ally asked.

“Anyway,” Quinn said, spearing another piece of sandwich. She glanced between them, smiling. “Guess what. Mom says I can have people sleep over on Saturday night! And guess what else? Kennedy can come. She’s feeling better. She’ll be back at school on Monday.”

“Cool,” said Paige and Ally.

Violet did not say anything. The shapes in her head were reshuffling themselves. There were no hexagons at lunch tables, so they’d have to sit three and two, which was not a real shape. It meant one of them would be pushed to the side, and that person was probably her.

Plus, Kennedy probably hated her.

“Kennedy’s not, like, contagious or anything?” Ally asked.

Violet gave her an appreciative glance.

Quinn shook her head. “Though probably she shouldn’t kiss anybody.”

“Or make Violet drink her backwash,” added Paige.

The other girls giggled as heat rose in Violet’s cheeks. Well, she would not do that again. Maybe she could come up with some ideas for truths and dares beforehand so she could behave like a normal person, the sort everyone would want to be friends with. There had to be lists on the internet; literally everything was on there, after all. She would do such a good job that Kennedy would forget all about the incident with her hair, that they’d never see her as an add-on, that it would only be a real sleepover if Violet were there with her scintillating truths and her dastardly dares.

That is, if her mother let her go. The house was in constant chaos, and she and Eliot spent all their free time running errands or cleaning or installing or taking something apart or putting something back together. Mia had been put on Owen duty while Violet was sick, but this weekend Mia was to help paint, and Violet was supposed to watch Owen.

“Maybe Paige can bring the Ouija board now,” Ally said, giggling. “We can finally talk to Violet’s ghosts.”

Violet sucked in her lips. She said quickly, “So, you know, I’m going to the library during gym—”

“Because,” Paige clarified quickly, “Quinn made up a story that you had a doctor’s note, and now you have an actual doctor’s note.”

“Right. Anyway, there’s a boy who’s there too. Will Something. He doesn’t go to gym, so he’s in the library every day too. He’s supposed to do some kind of project. So he’s working on a project about ghosts during gym. All semester.”

Now all the girls were focused on her. “Like, a school project?” Paige asked.

She nodded. “For science.”

“Wow,” Quinn breathed. “You can do that?”

“How are ghosts science?” Ally asked, nose wrinkled.

“You know, like ghost hunting,” Violet said, pretending she knew what she was talking about.

“Makes sense,” said Quinn, who probably did know what she was talking about. “That kid might be in our team,” she added, looking at Paige and Ally. “He looks kind of like an owl?”

“Yes!” Violet said. She hadn’t thought about it, but Team Yellow and Team Blue were paired for gym, so he was obviously in Team Yellow.

“He looks . . . skeptical,” Ally said.

“Oh, that guy?” Paige interjected. “He doesn’t talk to anybody.”

Violet frowned. He talked to her just fine.

Where was Will, anyway? She looked around the cafeteria. The whole sixth grade was supposed to be here.

“If he’s getting credit for gym, shouldn’t he be exorcising the ghosts?” Ally asked.

Everyone turned to look at her, bewildered.

“Get it? Exorcism? Exorcise? Gym?”

She giggled wildly, and Paige threw a napkin at her. Quinn grinned happily at Violet. Violet’s heart filled, and she grinned back.

A sleepover at Quinn’s. A do-over.

Her mom would let her go. She had to.

When she got home, her mother and little brother were in the dining room, Owen sitting in his booster seat eating macaroni and cheese one noodle at a time. All food-related activities had moved to the dining room, since Eliot had started replacing the tile on the kitchen wall and everything was covered in tarps and white dust, plus the whole place smelled weird—sour and chalky at the same time.

“Can I talk to you for a second?” Violet asked Mom, motioning over to the stairs in the front hall.

“Um.” Mom glanced at Owen. “Okay. We just started mac and cheese so that’s”—Owen picked up another macaroni elbow and began to chew on it thoroughly—“going to be another four or five hours.”

A few moments later, they were sitting side by side on the bottom stair, her mom keeping one eye on Owen. “What’s up?”

Violet explained about the sleepover, about the whole squad plan, about Quinn and how much Violet liked her. She’d already gotten their home phone number, so her mom could call Quinn’s moms and make sure they weren’t hiding bodies in their basement.

“Sweetie, you’re still not feeling well,” Mom said, eyeing her.

“I feel a little better,” Violet said.

This was true sometimes. Sometimes she felt perfectly fine, and sometimes she felt like she’d been run over by a garbage truck. But none of that meant she couldn’t go to one sleepover.

“Dr. Reynolds says you have to get rest.”

“It’s literally called a sleepover, Mom,” Violet said. Her mother raised her eyebrows, which meant Violet had to adjust her strategy quickly. She took a deep breath. “The thing is, Quinn’s really nice and I want to be her friend and I missed so much school and it’s all so weird and Paige and Ally will be there who I never talk to anymore since I don’t have a phone. Please.”

Mom studied her. “This is really important to you, isn’t it?”

Violet nodded.

“We still need you to watch Owen all day Saturday and Sunday.”

“I will.”

“And if you don’t feel well, you have to promise to call me. I’m trusting you.”

“I will.”

“All right.” Mom put her arm around her and squeezed. “I’m glad you like this girl.”

From the second floor, the sound of Mia opening and closing drawers floated downstairs and mixed with the sour chalk smell wafting through the air. A burbling noise came from the dining room, Owen exclaiming about something. Mom straightened. “Owen!” she called. “How many macaronis do you have left?”

A pause. Violet knew Owen was counting under his breath, though he had a tenuous grasp of the way numbers worked. Her mother raised her eyebrows and waited.

“Eleventy-four macaronis!” he called back finally.

Mom grinned and squeezed Violet close. “We can probably sit here a little longer,” she whispered.

On Saturday morning, Violet parked herself in Owen’s room ready for a full day of staging stories for their plastic farm animal rescue service. Playing with Owen was fun because he was delighted by everything she could come up with—a panicky pig! A cursed cow! Sheepish sheep!

Trixie seemed to want to be part of the stories too. She kept batting the animals around, then picking them up with her teeth, trotting to Violet, and dropping them at her feet.

Sure, tiredness was nibbling at her as they played, but it wasn’t awful. Not enough to stop and certainly not enough to keep her from the sleepover tonight. It was a chance to make things up with Kennedy too; Violet would just be super nice to her. And she could definitely empathize about being sick for so long.

But after a while, Violet could feel her energy start to leak out of her. She tried so hard to ignore it; she didn’t want to tell Owen she couldn’t play with him. She had barely spent any time with him since they moved in. So she kept going, hiding sheepish sheep all over the room, but her energy kept leaking, and finally it was all gone.

Suddenly, she was dizzy, so dizzy she thought she might faint. Black spots appeared before her eyes. Her skin went cold, her stomach churned, and she sank to the floor.

“Violet?” Owen asked, running to her, plastic horse in hand, followed by a chirping Trixie.

Gathering herself, she held her arms out and squeezed him tight. “Sorry, I just got weird for a second,” she said.

That was one way of putting it.

He nodded solemnly. “Are you still weird?”

“Give me a minute, okay?”

She closed her eyes and took deep breaths, while Owen took the opportunity to settle into her lap. What had happened? Was she really going to faint?

Her head was settling, but everything in her body was telling her not to stand up. Plus, all the energy had leaked out of her.

Owen was staring up at her, biting his thumb. She didn’t want to worry him. She didn’t want to leave him. But she could not play anymore.

“Weirdness done,” she said, gathering herself. “Is it okay if I read to you now?”

So after Owen grabbed a pile of books and snuggled into her, she started to read.

But in the middle of the third book, exhaustion slammed into her. She gasped and reeled back as if she’d actually been hit. Her head spun. Her body sagged.

“O, can you get Mom for me?” she whispered.

When her mother came in, Violet was sitting on the floor hugging The Scariest Kitten in the World close. She felt like she’d been emptied out. “Mom,” she said, looking up, “I don’t think I can do this anymore.”

“Vi, we had a deal. You watch Owen today and you can go to the sleepover.”

Violet swallowed. And swallowed again. “I don’t think I can do that either.”

“Oh.” Mom pressed her hand to her forehead. “Are you sick again?”

“I don’t know,” Violet said. She had no idea what was happening. How was it possible to feel this exhausted? “I feel really faint and . . .” She blinked. “I don’t know.”

“All right.” Mom studied her. “I want you to go upstairs right now and lie down. Then I’m going to bring you some water and crackers, and if you still feel faint, we’ll figure out what to do.”

Violet pressed her lips together. Her whole body felt woozy. “Um,” she started. “I’m sorry, but . . . can you help me up the stairs?” Her voice was a squeak.

Now it was her mother’s turn to press her lips together. “Of course, baby.”

Violet’s mom helped her up to her room, got her some food and water, and then called Quinn’s home to give them the news. Violet could tell that she was trying not to look worried, but the worry was there behind her face.

Violet should be upset about the sleepover, she knew. She knew she was missing everything. Now it would be just the four of them, and they could play truth or dare without fear of anyone losing a chunk of hair. Maybe Quinn’s moms wouldn’t collect their phones and they’d just sit there and send each other pet photos and memes, and then make memes out of pet photos. All next week, they’d converse exclusively in pet photo memes and when Violet asked what they were talking about, they would say, “Oh, it’s a sleepover thing.”

But she was too tired to be upset. Being upset took energy, and she didn’t have any of that. All those thoughts floated around in her mind, and all she could do was observe them, as if they belonged to someone else.

Anyway, it was better to observe her thoughts than worry about what had just happened to her.

Meanwhile, the vines on the wallpaper stood there, watchful. She picked out a vine and tried to trace it through the mess of other vines and flowers, but she couldn’t do it for more than a few feet without losing it. Shouldn’t patterns be understandable? Shouldn’t it look like wallpaper, not the decaying remains of an abandoned secret garden?

She studied them as they sprawled around the room. There had to be logic. But she could find none. There was something almost hostile about the way the vines swooped and plummeted, knotted and contorted, coiled and jumbled; the way the berry eyes seemed to watch warily; the way the largest flowers faced outward, as if beckoning to anyone who dared approach it.

So this was the way the night was going to go: while Violet’s friends were all at Quinn’s house, having fun, creating a language of jokes that only they could speak, Violet would be alone in her attic room trying to find sense in wallpaper.

Violet woke up in the middle of the night to the sound of Trixie growling.

She shot up in bed to find the cat on her haunches, tail puffed out like cotton candy, a ridge of fur running down her spine. She was making terrible noises, something between wailing and groaning and grinding. Violet’s skin crawled at the sound of it.

“What is it?” she whispered.

Her breath caught, and she could hear the pounding of her heart in her ears.

She could not move. She had to move.

She scanned around the room frantically. She could barely see anything; there was just a little bit of moonlight sneaking past the window shades. All else was dark against dark. But the shapes resolved themselves: there, that one was the cushy armchair from their old family room; that over there was the bureau; the thing on the wall was the mirror. All ordinary things, everything belonged.

The last thing to resolve itself in the darkness was the wallpaper. At first, the shadowy shapes of the vines and flowers seemed to almost separate themselves from the wallpaper itself, as if stepping out from the mist. But no, that wasn’t real either. Just a trick of the moon.

Violet exhaled again, and this time, her heart slowed. She put a hand, tentatively, on Trixie’s back, rubbed the fur that still stood on end. “It’s okay, kitty. There’s nothing there.”

Eventually, the cat seemed to calm a little. She settled herself down, her head on her paws. And so Violet settled herself back under the covers as well.

But the cat did not stop staring at the wall in front of her. She lay there, unblinking, until long after Violet was asleep.
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Ten

Cafeterias Are a Thing

On Sunday morning, Eliot and the kids gathered at the too-small dining room table for pancakes. This was a tradition that Eliot started when he first moved in with them, to give their mom a little time to work (or watch Top Chef), and they rarely missed a Sunday. On pancake day, they always ate in the dining room, and Eliot set up his electric griddle on the table, so the fact that they still couldn’t use the kitchen didn’t matter.

It was a ritual, one that now belonged to the new house too. The house felt itself settle, as if it were finally, truly lived in. It was so good to hold a family again, and it would hold them close. Yes, the house had its secrets, but didn’t everyone? It doesn’t mean you don’t deserve a family.

If Violet did not feel the warm glow of the house around her, you could not blame her. She felt like she had not slept at all. Her throat ached. And she felt like sitting upright in her chair was taking a lot more effort than it should.

Trixie appeared at her usual spot underneath Owen’s booster seat, waiting patiently for bits of pancake to fall to the floor.

“Are you all right, Vi?” Eliot asked.

“Oh, it’s just . . .”—her eyes went to the cat again—“something scared Trixie. In my room, last night. She was all puffed up and growling.”

Now the other three turned their attention to her, though each in their own way. Eliot looked puzzled, Mia intrigued, while Owen was doing his best puffed up and growling cat imitation.

“Huh,” Eliot said, throwing some more batter on the griddle. “Maybe there’s something in the walls.”

Owen looked up. “A monster?”

“No, silly.” He grinned at Owen. “Like mice.”

“Or maybe something creeped her out,” Mia said. “I mean,” she added with a shrug, “I told you that it’s a creepy room.”

“Mia,” Eliot said, voice gentle. “Maybe that’s not the most helpful thing to say right now.”

“It is! You think it’s creepy, right, Violet?”

“Monsters, probably,” Owen proclaimed confidently.

Violet turned to Eliot. “I don’t want mice?”

“I didn’t mean there were definitely mice,” Eliot said, holding up the spatula. “Maybe there was some kind of strange shadow or something and it scared Trixie.”

“A shadow monster!” Owen said, eyes wide.

“Listen, Vi,” Eliot said, flipping a pancake, “just walk into your room, head held high. Show the shadow monster”—he looked at Owen, who nodded encouragingly—“that you’re not afraid of it. It’s your room now.”

She flushed. She sounded like a little kid. She might as well be Owen, puffing herself up like a cat. She was supposed to be the easy one, the sensible one, not the one who got scared by shadows.

When breakfast was over, her parents sent her to the living room for the day. She would still be on Owen-watching duty—she insisted she could be—but she would do it from the relatively restful position of the couch, watching Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood with Owen for hours on end.

“Your body needs rest,” her mom said, though Violet thought it sounded more like a question than a statement. “If you’re not completely better by the end of the week, though, I’m calling Dr. Reynolds again.”

Maybe if her mother hadn’t said that, Violet would have stayed home from school on Monday, but the last thing she wanted was to be back in Dr. Reynolds’s office, gagging on wooden sticks and getting her nose peered into. She felt fine, she told her mother in the morning, and if her words were now sounding like more of a question than a statement too, Mom did not say anything.

Fortunately she still had another week left on her doctor’s note, and so Monday morning during gym she headed back to the library, where Will was already positioned at the computer bank, deep in conversation with Ms. Roy. When he saw Violet, he waved her over.

“Guess what?” he said as she sat down next to him. “Ms. Entrada said if I added a social studies aspect to my project, she’d advise me on it.”

“Wow,” Violet said. They were currently learning about the Mesopotamians for social studies. The Mesopotamians were fine, but she’d much rather research historical ghosts.

“How are you feeling, Violet?” Ms. Roy asked.

Violet shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”

Ms. Roy’s eyebrows twitched. “Yeah, you sound really great.”

“Ms. Roy is very sarcastic,” Will said. “You get used to it.”

A group of eighth graders entered the library, chattering loudly. “Well,” the librarian said, straightening, “if you kids need anything, you know where I am. And, Will? If this school is haunted, I don’t want to know, okay?”

As she headed back for her desk, Will twisted the computer monitor so Violet could see it. “So I’m going to look at places around the country that are supposed to be haunted and do research into their histories. Want to help?”

She nodded. She did. It was their fourth day in the library together, and Will was so open, like they were friends already. Violet was doing her best to respond in kind. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be friends; it was just she didn’t quite know how to show someone that anymore.

“Fantastic. I found a bunch of stuff yesterday already. I probably should have been doing my actual homework, but I found a story about Mesopotamian ghosts, so it was almost like homework.” Eyes alight, Will typed something into the keyboard. “Check this out: the British Museum has a tablet from 1500 BCE that they think is the first depiction of a ghost. It’s instructions for an exorcist.”

Will had found an article from Smithsonian Magazine that showed a tablet with a drawing of a woman leading a man into the underworld. The man’s hands were bound. “He looks sad,” Violet said.

“Keep reading,” Will said.

She did. Apparently the tablet suggested that if you wanted to exorcise a ghost, all you had to do was find a young woman to lead him into the underworld with the promise of marrying him there.

“That’s dark,” Violet said.

Will shrugged. “He just wants some company. It says that, to the Mesopotamians, ghosts aren’t scary, they’re just . . . lonely and stranded. They need help getting to the underworld, that’s all.”

“It’s gross if you’re the girl, though,” Violet said. “You’re supposed to lure ghosts to the underworld by promising to marry them? You just walk up to an old man ghost and say, Hey, old sad ghost guy! Wanna get married? And the old sad ghost guy is like, Sure, like he thinks this young woman who is actually alive would definitely be into him. And then she’s like, Great! To the Underworld! Like bait?”

“Okay,” Will said, “that’s a little gross.” He thought for a moment. “It also makes a lot of assumptions about the ghost.”

Violet nodded. Normally all that was the sort of thing Violet might think instead of say, but there was something about sitting with Will in the library, talking about ghosts while the rest of the school went about its business, that felt like they were in a secret tree house somewhere.

At lunch on Friday, Paige had said Will never talked, but of course that wasn’t true when he was with her. But it was just them talking; it had to be so much harder in class when everyone was new. He’d never gone to actual school before after all.

“Hey,” she said carefully, “I haven’t seen you at lunch. Do you . . . Are you . . .” Does whatever’s wrong with you mean you don’t go to lunch either? “Do you go to lunch?”

He cleared his throat. “Well . . . I’m supposed to, but I haven’t gone yet.”

“To lunch?”

“The cafeteria. I bring my lunch every day.”

“That’s okay, people bring lunch and still eat in the cafeteria.” Had no one explained to him how school works?

He shifted. “I know, but it’s like a thing, isn’t it? Cafeterias. Like in all the books—everyone’s got a place to sit, and . . . you’re the new kid and you were homeschooled and . . . I thought maybe I’d just eat by myself the first week, while I tried to get to know some people, then when I did go into the cafeteria . . . I mean, I have talked to some kids, but no one’s really . . . I mean, I just didn’t want to walk in there clutching my wrinkly lunch bag and then it’s like—”

“You can sit with us,” Violet said.

Will’s owl eyes opened wide. “Oh, no, I wasn’t trying to—”

“No, it would be totally fine. I sit with my friends. I was telling them all about you last week.”

“Okay,” he breathed.

“Here.” She got out her notebook and drew him a map of the lunchroom so he wouldn’t have to stand there looking for them.

“So you’ll come today?”

He glanced at the computer screen, as if the sad old ghost guy might give him guidance. “I have an appointment today,” he said.

“How about tomorrow then?”

He closed his eyes. “Deal.”

When she carried her tray to the squad table at lunch the next period, no one was there but Kennedy. Her red hair shone across the cafeteria as Violet approached, the shorn bit hidden by careful barrette placement. It would be the first time they’d seen each other since Violet had given her cause to place her barrette carefully, a fact that lodged in Violet’s chest as she sat down across from her.

“Hi,” Kennedy whispered.

“Hi?”

“Listen,” Kennedy said, leaning forward, “I’m sorry about the sleepover. I was really nervous and weird about the germs because I was sick a lot when I was little and kids made fun of me for it and—”

“Oh!” Violet was so used to people pretending things had never happened, she didn’t expect this. “I’m sorry too. I was weird.” She motioned to Kennedy’s barrette. “I’m really sorry.”

And Kennedy grinned at her. “It’s okay. I’m pretending this is my signature look.”

The other girls appeared then, Quinn placing her tray on the other side of Violet, Ally next to Kennedy, and Paige next to Ally. Ally waved at her, but Paige seemed preoccupied by something on her tray.

“Violet, how are you feeling?” Quinn asked as she sat down. “We missed you on Saturday!”

“I’m okay,” she said, cheeks reddening.

“Are they sure you didn’t have mono?” Kennedy interjected. Apparently you can just”—she flashed jazz hands—“get that.”

Violet shook her head. “No. Just some ridiculous virus. Anyway, how was the sleepover?”

“Quinn has the cutest dog,” Ally said. “He’s basically a tiny polar bear.”

“And Quinn’s sibling gave us manicures,” Ally said, displaying her hands, tipped in shiny dark purple nail polish. Violet looked around the table to find that all the girls had nails that looked like polished gems. “They do makeup on TikTok.”

“Nic has a channel,” Quinn said. “They always want to use me to demonstrate on, but I’m not letting them anywhere near my eyes with those brushes. They have this eyelash curler that looks like it came from torturedevices.com.”

“Now we know what to use for the next truth or dare,” Kennedy said.

Ally sat up. “Oh, Violet, you missed it. Kennedy dared Paige to—”

“Hey!” Paige interjected sharply, suddenly looking up. “What happens in truth or dare stays in truth or dare.” Everyone turned to look at her. Her hands were poised in the air questioningly, jet black nails shining in the cafeteria light.

“I mean, Violet would have been there,” Ally said. “She just got sick.”

“But she wasn’t there, was she?” Paige said. “We had a rule. It’s the rule, right, Kennedy? You told us that.”

Kennedy was looking from Paige to Violet. “Um . . . I guess, yeah, it is.”

Violet eyed her friend, who was distinctly not looking at her. There was a heaviness to Paige’s posture, as if her tiny bit of the cafeteria had a slightly different relationship with gravity than the rest of it.

Quiet then. Quinn’s eyebrows knotted. Kennedy shifted.

Violet opened her mouth to say something, anything—Did I do something wrong? or It’s okay. I don’t need to hear about truth or dare or Did you know about Mesopotamian ghosts? But before she could say anything, a boy appeared at the table, holding his lunch bag.

Will.

“Hi!” Quinn said brightly. “We know you!”

“Hi,” Violet breathed.

“My appointment got canceled,” Will said, still standing there, still clutching the paper bag. It crinkled loudly.

At the next table, one of the D&D kids let out a whoop, and Violet jumped.

“This is Will,” Violet said brightly, recovering. “From the library?”

“Yeah!” Quinn said, face breaking out in a smile. “You’re in our team.”

“I said he could sit with us,” Violet said. She glanced at Paige, almost by reflex. But the air around Paige had only grown heavier, more compressed. And the empty seat was across from her, of course.

Will sat. The D&D kids cackled. Violet glanced at Paige, who’d muttered hey to Will and then set to work eating her carrot sticks with great concentration.

It was Quinn and Kennedy who chatted with Will, asking him about homeschooling and school schooling and his ghost project, while Violet tried to participate. But she could not help but notice that Paige was not talking at all. Instead, she kept looking from Violet to Will suspiciously.

And Will seemed to notice something was amiss, that the girl across from him was very much not talking to him at all. How could he not notice? It was one of Paige’s moods, after all. Even Kennedy and Quinn seemed to notice, casting glances at Paige and losing threads of the conversation.

Violet herself felt like she was growing smaller and smaller, like she might actually disappear during this lunch period and maybe that would not be such a bad thing. It’s not you, she thought at Will. She’s angry at me.

Though she still wasn’t quite sure why.

Will finished his lunch and folded his bag—once, twice, three times—and then smoothed out the small white paper rectangle in front of him. “Well, I have to go,” he said. “Thanks for letting me eat with you.”

With a tight smile, he got up. Violet tried to say something to him, but she was too small. One of the D&D kids called his name, and a grateful expression crossed Will’s face. He headed over to them, holding tightly to his little paper bag rectangle.

Paige’s eyes met Violet’s. Something burned behind them. “Were you hanging out with him on Saturday?”

“What? No! I was sick!”

“Right. Just like how you can’t go to gym so you go to the library, but you’re healthy enough to go to everything else.”

Violet could only gape at her. Her words weren’t making sense. Nothing was making sense. It was so bright in the cafeteria, and so loud. It was like the room had decided to attack her. Her head hurt, a dull pain behind her eyes that was growing in intensity, much like the light and sound around her. She blinked and blinked again.

“I have to go,” she whispered.
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Eleven

The Power of Suggestion

When Violet got home that afternoon, the smell of fresh paint assaulted her, and for a moment she thought she might vomit. It turns out you can feel yourself turning green, and it is not a good feeling.

After she gathered herself, she went into the dining room, where her mother sat at the table staring at her laptop as if had started quacking at her. “Why does it smell so bad?” Violet asked, voice tight.

“I—what? I’m sorry, sweetie, I didn’t hear you come in. How are you? How are you feeling?”

How was she feeling? Well, after she’d left lunch feeling awful, she’d slept for an hour on the cot in the nurse’s office. But when the nurse offered to call someone so she could go home, she went to science instead. They were talking about the water cycle today, the entire whiteboard covered in an elaborate dry-erase-marker landscape. As Ms. Wertz drew arrows tracing the snow melt’s path from the top of the mountain to the ocean to the clouds to snow again, Violet tried to copy it all in her notebook. But she couldn’t grab on to the teacher’s words; somewhere between when she spoke them and when Violet was going to write them down, they slipped away from her. She was left writing scraps of concepts down—evaporation, condensation, precipitation—but they just floated around on her notebook, stripped of any kind of context, like fragments from a poem she didn’t remember writing.

But her mother didn’t need to hear any of this.

“Okay,” Violet said.

She closed her laptop. “You look sick.”

“It’s the smell. It’s awful.”

“Violet, the paint is from our bathroom upstairs. The door is closed. You can barely smell it down here.”

Violet just shook her head. She could definitely smell it.

Mom eyed her. “You’re so pale. Maybe you should stay home tomorrow?”

“I don’t need to stay home.”

“Should we go back to the doctor?”

“No!” That came out louder than she intended. “I mean, I’m just recovering. I really am getting better. Dr. Reynolds said it would take a while,” she added, though it was more to remind herself than her mother.

Another mom look. Violet tried to appear as healthy as she could.

“Any more feeling like you’re going to faint?”

“No!”

“We’ll see about the doctor, Violet,” Mom eventually said. “Now, why don’t you go rest?”

She did not really want to go up to her room alone, but if she smelled the paint anymore, she might actually die.

She tried to hold her breath as she walked up the stairs, but the smell only grew worse, as if it were trying to actively repel her. And as she climbed, she got more and more short of breath, so when she hit the second floor she had to stop and rest.

Her eyes fell on Mia’s door, which was, of course, closed. For a moment, she wanted to call for Mia to help her, but Mia almost definitely had her headphones on and would not hear a thing. All Violet could do was shoot thoughts at her. I need your help. Open the door.

She missed her sister. Mia was like an extra in a movie now, or a ghost who occasionally haunted the corners of her world. It would be nice to be able to talk to Mia about what was happening with Paige. It was hard to fix something when you didn’t know what had broken. Mia had had a friend group blow up; she might be able to help.

It would be nice to be able to talk to Mia about school, about the way the concepts Ms. Wertz explained seemed to slip out of her grasp. It had happened in math too; she had known how to multiply fractions last week but now she couldn’t remember. It was just gone.

It would be nice to be able to talk to Mia about Mr. Bell, and Dr. Reynolds, and how she never wanted to have to talk to either of them again.

It would be nice to talk to Mia about how weird she felt, how tired, how her head kept hurting, how the cafeteria tried to kill her today. How when everyone asked her how she was feeling, she said “okay” because she didn’t really have the words to explain that she wasn’t.

It would be nice to talk to Mia about how scary it all was.

It would be nice to talk to Mia at all, about anything.

But the door stayed closed. So Violet pulled herself up, held her breath, and made the trek up to her attic.

The smell, like everything else downstairs, seemed to fade away up in her room. But still she turned on the fan in the bathroom and opened up the windows. Suddenly, the grossest room in the house was the only one she could tolerate.

All that done, she crawled into bed. The flowers in her wallpaper seemed unsettled—interconnected but indiscernible, like the words on the pages of her science notebook—and she closed her eyes until sleep took her into its clutches and pulled her down.

She had one of those weird sleeps where you keep dreaming that you’re struggling to wake up. Or maybe you actually are struggling to wake up, but your dreams refuse to let you go. Sometimes, she dreamt that she was watching herself sleeping. She was both in her body and watching it at the same time. And when she did wake up, her brain was still half-stuck in sleep, so everything was tinged with the aura of a dream.

It was then that the wallpaper almost seemed to come to life, the vines wriggling like snakes. They looked like some kind of barrier, like an enchantment on a sleeping castle that meant no one could approach.

And oddly, there was a pattern now, something in the tangle that perhaps she could only see when the light hit the wall just so.

It wasn’t even a pattern really. Just a shape that appeared here and there. A shadow.

In her dreams, the shadow skulked behind the vines. Both there and not there. A phantom of her mind.

Like the paint smell. Which didn’t bother anyone else.

Was she even awake? She did not know.

But, she told herself, when she woke up, everything would be normal.

And when she did eventually wake up, it was to a perfectly normal room. There was no hidden pattern to be found within the snarl of vines on her wall. All this talk of ghost projects had gotten to her, she told herself, and so her mind was telling her stories in her dreams.

Even if it felt very real.

She sat all the way up in bed. She felt okay. Rested. When she stood up, the blood stayed in her brain, where it belonged.

And at school, she felt like herself again. Her brain didn’t feel like it was made of wool. She could connect one thought to the next as she took notes in class. She could walk through the hallways without getting winded. Her body was actually working like it was supposed to.

Sometimes fatigue can linger, Dr. Reynolds had said. You will feel better soon.

She felt better. For the first time since after the sleepover. It was a strange and glorious feeling, one that buoyed her through her first couple of periods and right into the library.

Where she stopped.

She’d been so busy feeling better about feeling better that she’d forgotten about the whole lunchtime disaster yesterday. A picture of Will folding up his paper bag into that tiny rectangle manifested in her head.

She could not move. It was as if the library itself might expel her.

But Will just waved her over as if nothing had gone wrong at all.

“I figured out my social studies project,” he said as she sat down. “I’m going to do it on Minnesota hauntings. I want to find a few good local stories with a lot of history behind them, and maybe I can visit the sites and maybe make the project that podcast I wanted to do, and use the science stuff Ms. Wertz is advising me on. I’m supposed to run a list of specific ideas by Ms. Entrada soon.”

“Cool,” she said, sitting down. Pretending that lunch had never happened was fine with her. And it was also fine that he didn’t ask her if she wanted to help because he knew she did. They were in a rhythm now, like friends. He sent her his search listings and the Google Doc he was using for notes, and she got to work looking through her half of the search results.

Next Monday, this would be over. Her doctor’s note would have expired, and she would be back in gym, away from this secret tree house hidden in the school library. This space, this weird little bubble in the middle of school with Will and his ghosts, would be gone, and she’d be back worried about partners and keeping Mr. Bell from ever noticing she existed.

After clicking on a few links, she sat back in her chair. None of the articles really said anything. They were all, oh, everyone thinks this place is haunted, they’ve reported seeing shadows or cold spots or red eyes or whatever. But those weren’t ghost stories. Ghost stories were supposed to be about people. Who was the ghost? What did they want? Why were they haunting that specific place?

She clicked on a video clip from the local news about an exhibit for an old shipwreck in Red Wing. It started with several long seconds of a man wandering around the museum asking if there were any spirits in the place. She watched for bit, waiting for something else to happen.

“What?” Will asked. She’d apparently made some kind of noise.

“This video. The guy says this museum is super haunted, and then just walks around asking ghosts to talk to him. And that’s it. We’re supposed to take his word on it? Plus, this is an exhibit about the shipwreck—where’s the actual shipwreck? People didn’t die in the museum. This doesn’t make any sense.”

Will watched the video, frowning. “Well, maybe . . .” he started hesitantly, “there’s all these objects from the shipwreck. Sometimes ghosts are tied to objects, so I guess— Wait, play that again.”

The ghost hunter said he’d captured audio of one of the ghosts saying Sophie, which, he pointed out, was the name of one of the passengers on the ship. Some staticky sound played, and SOPHIE displayed on the screen.

“Do you hear it?” Will asked, frowning. “I’m not sure I do.”

“Sort of?” She played it again.

“I guess I heard it that time?” he said.

“Yeah?” It did sound like Sophie if you listened carefully.

“Don’t underestimate the power of suggestion,” Will said, adjusting his glasses. “They told us it said Sophie, so we heard Sophie. If they’d told us it said pizza, we might have heard that too.”

She nodded slowly. The power of suggestion. Just what she was thinking this morning; when everyone around you was talking about ghosts and Ouija boards and how creepy your room is, then you start seeing things in the wallpaper.

The video continued, the ghost hunter assuring them that this is a very haunted building. “Also,” Violet said, pausing the video, “he just said he captured that, right? But how do we know he didn’t just whisper Sophie into the microphone?”

“We don’t,” Will said. “That’s the problem. People fake things all the time. They want attention or whatever.”

“Wait.” Violet turned to him. “You don’t believe in ghosts?”

He shrugged. “The best ghost hunters are skeptics,” he said. “You have to look at everything like it can be explained by natural phenomena or trickery—and then the ones you can’t explain, that’s what you take seriously. But here people act like every story is, like, just the sounds of an old house or whatever, a fake, or the person’s just ridiculous. Meanwhile, there are plenty of cultures in which ghosts are considered part of reality, and we just dismiss them as superstitious. Plus, you know,” he added, motioning to the computer, “people have actual experiences that can’t be explained away! Sometimes lots of people have the same experience! It’s just obnoxious to tell them that the things that happened to them aren’t real.” He exhaled. “I guess it’s . . . I believe the people who have experiences that can’t be explained.” He stopped. Glanced at her. Tapped on the computer keyboard. “Sorry. That was a lot.”

“No! It’s really interesting!”

“The people who fake stuff are ruining it for everyone else, basically.” Will leaned back. “Anyway, for now just make a note of any stories that look interesting. We’ll sort it out later.”

We. Her lips pressed together. There was no we, not after Friday.

But she didn’t want to think about that. She clicked on another link. This one seemed to be a message board where people would write in with their experiences. So many stories of things that couldn’t be explained: hauntings at hotels, an old theater, a bunch of mansions—rich people had a lot of ghosts, apparently. There were reports of cold spots and whispering voices, apparitions and strange smells, floating orbs and random footsteps, and people who had chills running down their backs, which, according to one poster, meant a ghost had attached itself to your neck.

Which gave Violet a chill down her back.

She couldn’t help herself. She typed into the message board search bar the address of their new house, 1664 Katydid Street.

There were no results.

She typed in haunted wallpaper. Just to check.

No results.

“Did you find something?” Will turned his neck and eyed her screen.

“No!” She closed the page quickly. “We just moved into a new house, so I was checking if it was . . . haunted.” She felt herself flush.

“Wait, you moved?”

She nodded.

He shifted to face her. “You’re not moving schools, are you?”

“No, it’s not that far from our old house.”

He nodded like her answer was good news, like he might nod if he’d just run his own address through a haunted house website and found nothing.

And that’s when she realized that maybe Will would miss her too. Maybe he didn’t have a lot of people to talk ghosts with.

Or to talk to at all.

She swallowed. Everything from yesterday came flooding back, everything she tried to pretend didn’t happen.

She typed into their Doc:

I’m sorry about lunch yesterday.

Will looked at the Doc, then looked at her. He typed:

Oh. Yeah. It’s okay.

It wasn’t, though.

I don’t know why Paige acted like that. Except she was mad at me.

Will considered for a moment and then typed:

Okay. I understand.

He pushed his glasses up on his nose and shifted in his seat and then added:

Some other kids invited me to sit with them. They play a lot of D&D?

“Oh, they seem cool,” Violet said.

“Yeah.”

She was bright red again, she could feel it. She’d done this all wrong.

“I have to go back to gym next Monday,” she said.

“Gross,” he said.

“Yeah—but maybe I could still help with your project sometimes? Like after school?”

He grinned. “That would be great.”

It was strange; it had been so long since she’d felt like she really needed a friend outside of Paige and Ally. And the sea of new faces in middle school hadn’t exactly felt like something she wanted to dive into and pluck a friend out of, if she even knew how to do that. Now there was the squad—but that still wasn’t outside Paige and Ally. But Will was her friend; at least, she wanted him to be. And he seemed to want to be hers.

So maybe she could have a squad and a tree house too.

Suddenly, that didn’t seem so strange at all.
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Twelve

The Fall Harvest Fest

Violet continued to feel better all week, and it was like whatever energy-sapping, dizzy-making creature had attached itself to her was just gone now. And she wasn’t going to let it back. What had Eliot said? She’d hold her head high and show that creature that she was not afraid of it. She made it through each day without incident, just tired enough to fall asleep as soon as she got to her room at night—no time to imagine shadows creeping around the walls.

Whatever had happened with Paige, she seemed to have forgotten all about it on Tuesday, and for the rest of the week, the five girls had completely normal lunches together. Just as the plan had been all along. And she could see Will happily placed with the D&D kids; he even seemed to talk sometimes.

And on Saturday, they were all going to the Fall Harvest Fest. It was the middle school’s big fundraiser—and, for the students, a celebration of surviving until October. Of course, Violet, Paige, Ally, Kennedy, and Quinn were all going to go together. She wasn’t going to have to miss hanging out with them again. Her body was done messing things up for her.

In the car on the way to the festival Saturday night her mom said, “I haven’t seen you with this much energy in two weeks!”

Really, Violet hadn’t seen her mom smile that big in two weeks either.

She and the rest of the squad met in the school lobby just as the festival started. This was not supposed to be a costume event, but both Quinn and Kennedy wore cat ears and had elaborate cat eye makeup that was half–runway model, half–actual cat.

“You look . . . amazing,” Violet told them.

Quinn giggled. “Nic would be happy to do this for you anytime!”

Violet grinned. “As long as I don’t have to be on TikTok.”

“I promise,” Quinn said.

Meanwhile, Paige sidled up to Violet, squeezed her hand, and whispered, “You look like you feel good!”

“Thanks,” Violet whispered back. “I do!”

And just like that, Violet was spending Saturday night with her group of friends, old and new. The missed sleepover was a distant memory. And together, they surveyed the festival options on the poster in the front hall:

Carnival in the Cafeteria

Slime-Making in the Science Lab

Ghost Stories in the Library

Field Activities in the Gym

And something called Clown Game in the art room.

“We are not doing that,” Ally said.

The girls decided to head to the cafeteria first; that was where most of the candy would be. None of them wanted to go anywhere near the gym on the off-chance Mr. Bell had decided to turn sack races and egg-and-spoon relays into some kind of Hunger Games–type elimination contest.

Inside the cafeteria were rows of tables staffed by eager-looking parents, each with its own theme—pumpkin decorating and scarecrow stuffing, raffles and carnival games, face painting and temporary tattoos, bake sales and popcorn machines. They were early enough that it wasn’t too crowded yet; arriving precisely when it started was part of Paige’s carefully thought-out plan for getting the most candy.

“There’s a fortune-teller this year,” Paige said. “We should go before the line gets long.”

“Maybe she has your mom’s Ouija board,” Kennedy said brightly.

The fortune-teller booth was in the back of the cafeteria, easily recognizable by the purple gauzy scarves hanging from the ceiling, framing a small table covered in a black glittery fabric. And sitting behind the table with a foggy crystal ball, plastic candles, and a deck of tarot cards in front of him was a dad-aged man wearing a purple velvet tuxedo, a black cape, and a sequined superhero mask.

“Young folk!” he proclaimed when they approached. “I am Doctor Chance, and I have great psychic gifts. Would you like your fortune told?”

Paige squinted at him. “Are you a real fortune-teller?”

“Not remotely,” he said cheerfully. “May I tell your fortune anyway?”

“Sure!” Paige said.

They lined up, so first Paige, then Kennedy, then Quinn, then Ally sat on the tall stool underneath the scarves. Though he was not a real fortune-teller, the other girls still hung back to give them privacy. It was only good etiquette. And when each girl emerged, she looked happy.

Still, when it was Violet’s turn to take her place, she found her heart pounding a little, as if maybe he might suddenly get actual fortune-telling powers and tell her something terrible and true.

“I like your outfit,” Violet said as she sat.

“Thank you. My son does not like it.”

“I think it’s nice. Very fortune-tellery. But why are you Doctor Chance? If you’re a fortune-teller, shouldn’t you be Doctor Fate?”

He grinned. “That is just one of my mysteries. Now, would you like to see what the cards have to say?”

“Yes, please.”

“Very well.” The cards flew through the air as he shuffled them so rapidly they blurred together.

“Wow!” Suddenly, Violet realized she was no longer nervous.

“Yes, Doctor Chance does not do anything by half,” he said as he waterfalled the deck from one hand to another. “He has studied with the best masters of the mystic arts that YouTube has to offer.” Violet giggled. “Now, what questions do you have? Career recommendations? Marriage advice? Investment strategies?”

“Ummmm . . .” Her mind was completely blank. She had no questions, never had a question, never would have a question.

“Say no more,” he said, holding up a hand. “Let’s see what the cards want to tell you.”

He laid out three cards from his tarot deck in front of her, each with cartoon cats on them.

“It’s hard to find a tarot deck that is 100 percent school appropriate,” he said. “I still took a couple of cards out so I don’t get angry emails. Now, let’s see. Ah, very interesting . . . This one,” he said, pointing to a picture of a cat chewing on a paper heart, “is the Three of Swords, and that means that sometimes in life, your heart is going to get chewed on. And this one, here”—he pointed to a picture of a cat sitting on a fence in the night with two dogs barking at her, and also a lobster?—“is the Moon, which means that sometimes the dogs bark at you, so you must remember that you can always walk on the fence. And here”—a tabby sitting on an elegant cat-size chair—“is the Queen of Swords. See how her claws are extended? So, taking them all together, I would tell you that maybe your heart will get chewed on, and sometimes the dogs will bay and the lobsters will . . . do whatever it is lobsters do. But if they do, remember, you are a queen and”—he leaned in conspiratorially—“you, too, have claws.”

He sat back. Violet looked at the cards before her and up at him. Where once her heart was pounding, now she just felt warm. A cat on a perfectly sized chair. “Thank you,” she said.

“You’re welcome. Please send in the next victim.”

“How was it?” Ally asked when she emerged. “What did he say?”

“It was really cool. I’m supposed to remember that I have claws.”

Ally nodded. “I’m to drink from the toilet bowl of life!”

“The world is my yarn ball,” Quinn proclaimed. “Nic does tarot, so I took a picture of my spread so they could interpret it, like, for real.”

“Does that work?” Violet asked. “Like, if the reading is done by someone who doesn’t really do tarot, does the spread still mean something?”

“I have no idea,” Quinn said cheerfully.

The girls wandered over to the ring toss, where the prize was candy, and the pirate duck pond—more candy. The cafeteria had begun to fill up now, and lines were getting long, so they went over to the pumpkin painting booth. The best three pumpkins of the night received a gift certificate to this donut shop that made donuts as big as your head, and even if Violet dwas definitely not going to win anything, Ally was a really good artist, and she promised to split her head-size donut with all of them.

While they stood in line, however, a wave of strangeness passed over Violet. The blood drained from her head, and what was left was just this fuzzy, prickly feeling. Her stomach turned, and black spots appeared before her eyes, and it suddenly seemed very possible that she would vomit on the spot.

“Are you okay?” Quinn whispered, grabbing her arm.

“I just . . . I’m dizzy. I need to go sit down for a minute. I’ll be over there.” She motioned vaguely at some chairs against the wall.

“Do you want me to come?”

Her head felt full of static now. Sweat lined her skin, cold and slippery. Her leg muscles felt like they were going to give out, as if they had just decided they were done working for the day.

The other girls were watching her, their eyes pressing against her.

“No. I’ll be okay. I just need to sit for a bit.” She motioned over to the back corner of the cafeteria. “I’ll come find you soon.”

She wasn’t sure how she made it to the corner, but next thing she knew, she was sitting on the floor, head in her hands, trying to will all the blood back where it was supposed to go.

Tears pricked at her eyes.

Why was this happening again?

Her friends were out there somewhere. They had plans for the night, a whole Paige-approved schedule. She was not going to ruin that. She was not going to make them sit in a corner with her while she tried to will her body to be normal again.

Around her, the cafeteria buzzed—laughter and squeals and shouts. She felt only half-there, like she might have faded somehow. And in that moment, she would have liked to fade; here she was looking ill in a cafeteria full of people. She’d tried to tuck herself into a spot where no one could see her, because looking ill was a very good way to get noticed, and she did not have the energy to be noticed right now.

And yet, there was a hand on her shoulder, a quiet voice whispering, “Violet?”

She looked up. Will was crouching next to her. “Are you okay?” he was saying.

“Um.” She wiped a tear away. “I got dizzy. I needed to sit down.”

“My dad’s here. Should we ask him for help?” He motioned over to the booths along the far wall, and it took Violet a moment to realize where he was pointing.

“Your dad is the fortune-teller?”

Will sighed. “Yeah.”

Violet found herself smiling a little despite it all. That was definitely a conversation for later. “I’ll be all right. I just need to sit a minute.”

“Okay,” Will said, plopping down next to her.

So they sat together, Violet with her head in her hands breathing through the dizziness—in, out, in, out.

“Better?” Will asked when she looked up.

“I think so,” she said. She squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them again. No black spots in front of her eyes, no fuzz in her head. Okay. Okay. “I didn’t know you were coming to the Fall Fest.”

Will shrugged. “My dad wanted me to. Since he was going to be here.”

“Did you come with the D&D kids?” She looked around for them.

“No. They’re . . . playing D&D. Anyway, Other Dad is out of town and they get weird about leaving me alone for too long, so . . .” He eyed her again. “I should have gotten you water. You probably need water, right?”

Normally, Violet would have told whomever was offering to get her something that she was fine. But water sounded exactly like what she needed, and Will seemed like exactly the person she wouldn’t be embarrassed to ask to get it for her.

“I’ll be right back.” He popped up and disappeared into the crowd.

With a sigh, Violet leaned back against the wall. The smells of the cafeteria reached out for her like an encroaching spell—popcorn and caramel and something vaguely chemical, punctuated by whiffs of perfume and body spray. Kids swarmed around, supercharged by a steady flow of candy and enthusiasm. She had been a part of it all a few minutes ago, but that felt far away now, a memory she once had.

“There you are!”

Paige and Ally were standing over her now, Ally with a half-eaten caramel apple in her hand and Paige sporting bright blue lips, as if she had just come out of deep freeze but had likely simply finished something blue-raspberry flavored. “Are you okay?” Paige asked.

“Yeah,” Violet said. She stood up slowly, bracing herself against the wall should any limbs decide to give out on her. But her head stayed steady.

“Good. Come on, let’s go to the slime lab!”

It was then that Will appeared holding a paper cup. He nodded awkwardly at Paige and Ally, and then handed the cup to Violet.

Paige crossed her arms and looked from Will to Violet.

“He saw me sitting here and got me some water,” Violet said.

“That was nice!” She smiled at Will awkwardly, then turned back toward Violet. “Anyway, slime lab?”

Next to Paige, Ally was chewing away on her apple, watching them all as if they were street performers whose show she was vaguely interested in.

Violet looked from Paige to Will, then back at Paige, eyes big in a way that said I am trying to send you a message right now and that message is: Don’t you want to invite Will to come with us?

It had to be Paige. After the cafeteria incident, it wouldn’t mean anything coming from her.

But Paige just said, “Come on, Vi. Kennedy and Quinn are there already.”

Violet swallowed. Her heart hurt. “I’m going to go around with Will,” she said quietly. If she had to make a choice, she would choose the person who had no one else.

At this, Paige’s blue lips tightened. She cocked her head. Crossed her arms. “Can I talk to you a second?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Violet saw Will slowly back away, as if pretending he’d never been there at all. Ally suddenly seemed to realize something real was happening; her eyes grew big, then she, too, disappeared into the crowd.

“What’s going on with you?” Paige asked, voice high and tight.

“What?” Violet straightened. “Nothing!”

“Is that why you came tonight? To hang out with him?”

“What? No?” She blinked. “I came to be with you.”

“You have a funny way of showing it.”

“Will doesn’t have anyone to hang out with, and he’s my friend too.” Violet heard how tight her voice sounded, like it might snap any moment.

“I don’t understand. First you’re doing everything Quinn says, now you want to hang out with this boy who’s obsessed with ghosts instead of hanging out with me?”

Violet could only blink rapidly, to keep her eyes from doing anything else.

And now Paige was blinking as well, as if it was her heart that was being broken. “How come whenever you’re supposed to hang out with us, you act like you’re sick?”

“I . . . What?”

“You’re always sick when it’s time to hang out, and then you’re magically better when it’s not.” She was bright red now, fuming. “That’s not how sickness works.”

Violet’s mouth hung open. She wanted to say something, anything, but all the words had left her head.

Paige stared, blue lips tight and twitching. One moment. Two.

“Whatever, Violet.”

And she turned and walked away.

Violet called Eliot to come get her. She was done with the Fall Harvest Fest, done with middle school, done with the entire world. She wanted to go home—not to the new one where she was all alone in the dingy attic, but back to her home home, the house that knew her and had held her for her whole life.

In the car, she replayed the conversation with Paige in her head. She should have handled it differently, she should have said so many things, but she’d been caught completely off-guard. She’d expected Paige to be mad that she was choosing to hang out with Will instead of her. She had not expected Paige to accuse her of pretending to be sick just to avoid spending time with her.

That’s not how sickness works.

It would have been quite the plan: to go to the Fall Harvest Festival with them and then fake a dizzy spell, at which point Will would come over so they could sit by the wall away from all the activities. Did Paige really think that’s what she had done?

Violet put her head in her hands.

“Anything you want to talk about?” Eliot said gently from the driver’s seat.

She forgot that he could see her in the back seat through the rearview mirror. When she was little, she thought her mom had magic powers to see behind her.

“No,” Violet said. “Just . . .” She couldn’t say tired again. But it was the only word she had, so she said nothing.

“Okay, honey,” Eliot said after a moment. “Let’s get you home.”
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Thirteen

The Mile

All Sunday, Violet dreaded going back to school the next day. She dreaded it the way a mouse dreaded slowly being digested by a snake.

It would have been easy to say she needed to stay home. But if there was any chance of repairing her friendship with Paige, she would have to do it now, in person. She could not let this sit anymore. Plus, she could not bear to tell her mom that she wasn’t feeling well, even if it meant she would have to deal with gym again. The idea of running around felt completely impossible; they might as well ask her to fly through mud or swim in concrete.

On Monday morning, she dressed in her favorite pair of Mia’s old overalls—the purple ones with the big pink flowers. She told herself that it was going to be okay. Maybe Paige would have realized she had been so wrapped up in her plans that she had forgotten about being an actual human being. Maybe Ally would have talked to her, reminded her that they were a pod and that Violet would never do something like that to her. Maybe Ally would even have told her that she was way out of bounds. And then she could just go back to being Paige, and everything would be the way it was.

She adjusted the straps on her overalls in the mirror that hung on her wall, cradled by the wallpaper’s vines. She ignored the voice in her head that was saying, Paige doesn’t believe you were really sick. Maybe none of them do.

As she made her way to social studies for first period, the other kids filed into the room chatting and laughing like they had no concerns at all, like they had an amazing time with their friends at the Fall Harvest Fest and were looking forward to many amazing times to come.

Today, they were moving on from Mesopotamia to Ancient India. Ms. Entrada always began the day with what she called a “Quickfire Round,” throwing questions out based on the homework they’d done. For Violet, it was scarier than any pop quiz because at least that was between her and her notebook paper. Here, it was the whole class who could see whether or not you’d done the reading. It took three minutes into class for Violet to realize that the brain problem she’d had the week before last had come back, risen from the grave with new and more terrifying powers, like a horror movie baddie in a sequel. She usually tried to answer the questions in her head as Ms. Entrada called on people, but this morning she couldn’t even follow the questions. Ms. Entrada was clearly talking, but what was coming out of her mouth was insubstantial, like smoke dissipating into the air. Her classmates said things: Pakistan! Harappa and Mohenjo-daro! Mountains and desert! But they floated in the air, disconnected, and soon she could not remember whether they’d actually been said or if she’d just thought them. She wrapped her arms around herself and squeezed and tried to keep the tears from showing.

“Violet?” Ms. Entrada said.

Her arms fell. It was her turn. And a couple of moments later, Violet knew that Ms. Entrada had asked her a question, and that Violet had answered it, though whatever it was, her brain immediately erased it. But no one was looking at her weirdly, so it must have gone okay.

Then Ms. Entrada asked Violet another one—an unfortunate habit of hers. This one she took in: “Tell me another thing the Harappans were known for.”

Okay, she knew this; she could do this. “Sanitation?” she said.

A pause. Giggles erupted around her. “Violet,” Ms. Entrada said gently, “you just said that.”

“Oh.” Heat flooded to her face, like she’d been lit on fire. And for the rest of class, all she could think was, What is wrong with me?

Why wasn’t her mind working anymore?

The fact that her brain seemed irreparably broken was enough to occupy her thoughts until gym time arrived. As she trudged to the locker rooms, she glanced longingly down the hall toward the library, but then walked toward the locker rooms.

If the locker room smell had been so overwhelming before, Violet hadn’t noticed it. It was like someone had just poured bleach over everything in order to cover up some weird old sneaker smell, but it didn’t really work, so what was left was excessive bleach layered with eau de feet.

The squad was there at their lockers, though suddenly they didn’t look much like a squad at all. Kennedy and Quinn seemed like they’d built a bubble around themselves that no one could penetrate, while Paige was talking to Ally in a voice so bright it was almost blinding.

“Hi?” Violet tried.

Kennedy and Quinn exchanged a quick look. “How are you feeling?” Quinn asked loudly. “We missed you after you left.”

“I’m okay, I think.” Out of the corner of her eye Violet could see the air around Paige darken.

“Hey, I saw your dad at Target on Sunday,” Kennedy added, getting her shoe out of her locker. “He remembered me from dropping you off at the sleepover. He was buying out the bathroom fixture section. He’s so nice.”

Paige straightened. “That’s not her dad,” she said.

Quinn froze. Kennedy dropped her shoe.

“Her real dad left when she was three,” Paige continued. “He’s a dentist in Arizona now with a whole new family.”

Violet gasped.

The other girls were gaping at Paige, while Ally looked carefully away.

“Eliot is my dad,” she whispered, and then added, as if it meant something, “and he’s not a dentist.” And then she grabbed her gym uniform and ran into a bathroom stall.

She might vomit. She might have a heart attack. She might vomit and have a heart attack at the same time. The air was suddenly so cold. Her head was spinning; she closed her eyes.

She sat like that for a full minute, then gathered herself. There was nothing to do but keep going. She could not hide in the bathroom. Mr. Bell would notice if she didn’t show up in the gym and he would definitely make a scene, and she did not want any scenes right now. So once everyone else was out of the locker room, she tightened her laces and made her way to the gym.

“Here’s our invalid, back again!” Mr. Bell said when she walked in, voice booming. He laughed, and out of the corner of her eye, Violet saw Paige smirk.

Heat rose up in her cheeks. She was not an invalid, whatever that even meant. It didn’t matter what they had to do, she would do it, and he would never call her that again.

She could not think about Paige. If she thought about Paige, she would not be able to do what she needed to do. And what she needed to do, more than anything, was to survive the day without any further incident.

They would not be starting a new sport quite yet, Mr. Bell proclaimed, as it was fitness assessment time. Fitness assessment, he told them, was not a competition but an opportunity for students to get more information about their bodies and learn how to improve their health. It was the exact same speech they’d been given in fourth and fifth grade, but from Mr. Bell it sounded vaguely sarcastic, as if he longed for the good old days when kids were pitted against each other in mortal combat.

Today, they’d be running the mile.

Violet set her jaw. She could do this. It was not her favorite activity, but she’d done it twice a year for the last two years and had survived every time.

Anyway, if she said she couldn’t do it, Paige would clearly accuse her of faking. Mr. Bell had set up a quarter-mile course in the park across the street from the school, which they would run four times. So she ran, feet crunching on leaves. The fall air was tinged with the smell of smoke. Around her, the other kids chatted and laughed, but she kept to herself. She assiduously avoided noticing Paige and Ally, or Kennedy and Quinn. She had running to do.

The first lap was fine, and she did not even think about stopping. The second, her legs began to feel rubbery, her chest began to ache, but that was natural. She was not going to stop.

The third, she started to feel dizzy. Black spots swarmed before her eyes. Her heart was going fast, but it didn’t seem to be powering her body. Everything ached. But she would not stop.

The last lap her head was swimming. She could not see straight. She could not catch her breath. But she could not stop.

No more doctors. No more of Mr. Bell’s jokes. No more friends freaking out. No more of any of it.

And then it was over.

All the blood drained from her head down through her body. Her skin was wet and cold. Her lungs desperately sucked in air. Her heart was galloping. It seemed suddenly very likely that she might faint in front of all of these people, so she sat down right where she was. If anyone had a problem with that, she did not hear it.

Gradually, Violet’s breathing slowed, her heartbeat calmed, her lungs grew less desperate, her head steadied. She did it. She said she was going to do it, and she did it.

In the locker room, she grabbed her clothes and got dressed in the bathroom again, then headed right to her locker to drop her backpack off before anyone else was done changing. She would get through this day.

The next hurdle was lunch. She was not going to go sit with the squad, that was clear. She hadn’t brought a lunch, so she couldn’t go eat somewhere else. And she knew she might actually faint in front of everyone if she didn’t eat.

She thought of going to find Will and the D&D kids, but she didn’t want to get so close to the squad table.

It’s okay, Violet, she told herself. You’ll find a place to sit. Just get your tray.

But she did not get that far. For when she walked into the cafeteria, the smell of oily beef slammed into her like a semitruck. She stumbled. Her stomach flipped over, her skin went cold, and she actually felt herself turn green.

A teacher grabbed on to her arm to keep her from falling. “Are you okay?”

“Um?” she said. She looked at him wildly. She had to get out of there.

“Come on,” the teacher said. “I’m taking you to the nurse.”

Violet’s mom picked her up a half an hour later, lips tight, and then drove her home and helped her up to her room, where Violet sat in bed with Trixie and watched episode after episode of The Owl House. Violet slept hard that night, surrounded by the vines and flowers, and if there were shadows among them, she did not see them.

The next morning, Violet did not have the energy to get out of bed.
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Fourteen

The ER

People like to believe that there is nothing we do not know. The human body, for instance: people tell themselves that all of its mysteries have already been uncovered. The genome has been mapped. The systems studied. Everything is known.

Just like the world, they tell themselves. The mysteries have all been solved. There is nothing that could possibly lurk beyond what humans can apprehend.

They are wrong.

When a virus slips its way into a body, sometimes that body reacts in unexpected ways. It marshals all its defenses and attacks; after all, the virus does not mean well—and then, sometimes, even when the intruder is gone, it keeps attacking. It doesn’t even remember why.

It doesn’t make any sense. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.

And sometimes, something slips into an abandoned house, something not quite knowable, something that does not belong there. The house sees it and marshals its defenses. It was built to be a home for a family—but this, this is an intruder and it does not mean well. So it reacts in the only way it can think of.

Maybe it doesn’t make sense.

But that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.

As soon as Owen, Eliot, and Mia were all off for the day, Violet’s mom helped her downstairs, bundled her into the car, and headed for the ER.

Violet tried to argue. It wasn’t an emergency. It wasn’t like she had gotten into a car accident or was bitten by a snake or gotten stuck in a well. It wasn’t like she was very little and her lungs were bad and then her sister gave her COVID.

But her mom said emergency rooms weren’t just for those kinds of things, and sometimes when you are very sick, it’s the right place to go. “This,” she said, “has gone on long enough.”

“That’s, like, the very opposite of an emergency,” Violet muttered, head resting against the back seat window. It was so bright outside that she had to keep her eyes closed. How could her mom even drive?

“Violet, I know you can’t really see how sick you look. But I can. It’s time to get serious about getting you some help. These doctors see people who are very sick all the time, and they have access to all kinds of diagnostic equipment. They can figure out what’s wrong with you, and we’ll go from there. And it’s the children’s hospital; they’ll be kind.”

“Okay,” Violet said.

She would very much like someone to figure out what was wrong with her. Because something was wrong. Something was broken. And she could not pretend anymore.

When they parked in the hospital lot, her mom got out of the car and opened up the back door for Violet. Violet stared up at her. She swallowed. She felt like a collection of old bones.

“Mom,” she said quietly, “I don’t think I can walk that far.”

Her mother gazed at her then, face completely still, as if she were afraid what it might show if she moved it. “Okay, baby. I can get a wheelchair,” she said. “Just wait here.”

So Mom wheeled her into the ER, checked her in at the desk, and steered her into some chairs in the very back of the waiting room, while the kids around them coughed and clutched limbs and napped. None of them seemed cheered by the robin’s-egg-blue and sunshine-yellow walls. Across the way from them, a woman held a bloody compress to a little boy’s head while the boy clutched a teddy bear and watched cartoons on her phone. “He needs stitches,” the woman said to Violet’s mom, gesturing to the compress. “Again. I’m hoping they have some kind of punch-card rewards program.”

Both mothers seemed to find that very funny. Violet could feel the woman’s gaze rest on her, take her in, this collection of old bones slumped in a hospital wheelchair. Her eyes went back to Mom’s, and they had an entire conversation at a pitch that apparently only mothers could hear.

After a bit, a tall, sparkly-eyed South Asian man in Batman-themed scrubs called them back into a little room. Violet’s stomach flipped over. She was not bleeding. Or coughing. Or clutching an arm or her stomach or anything else. This was the point where they would kick them out, put Violet’s face on a poster to be hung in all the area ERs:

SHE CAME IN WHEN IT WASN’T A REAL EMERGENCY.

“I’m not actually Batman,” the man said. He explained he’d be taking her vital signs, promising it would be painless. And it was: he took her blood pressure, her temperature, and then attached some kind of pinching thing to her finger.

“I’m happy to tell you that you are very much alive,” he told her with a smile. “We’ll call you when we’re ready.”

“That wasn’t it?” Violet whispered to her mom as she pushed her back into the waiting room.

For a place that was supposed to tend to emergencies, people seemed to have to wait for a long time. So Violet leaned back in her wheelchair and watched Moana, which was playing on the big TV hanging on the wall. The volume was too low for her to hear it, but since she’d seen the movie approximately 500 times, she could supply the dialogue for herself.

Eventually, the Not-Batman guy called them again, and he wheeled her down a vast hallway into a massive central area filled with people in scrubs and ringing phones and beeping things, and into a little walled-off cubicle. The little room had a hospital bed, some fancy monitors, a couple of chairs, a computer and desk, and another TV on the wall. Not-Batman showed her the remote control—which somehow worked not just for the TV but to adjust the bed and to call the nurse if she needed anything—then gave her a hospital gown and robe, and two blankets. “They’re freshly warmed,” Not-Batman said with a wink. “The gown doesn’t do a lot to keep in heat.”

“He’s so nice,” Violet whispered to her mother, who had parked in one of the chairs after he left.

Her mom squeezed her hand. “They’ll take care of you here,” she said. “That’s what they do.”

A nurse came in—a Somalian woman in kitten scrubs—and asked her some questions, then offered to re-warm her blankets for her. She, too, was so nice. It was almost reassuring. But while they waited for the doctor, the conversation in the next room filtered through the walls. The kid in there had eaten something out of the medicine cabinet. He sounded really young. Someone was asking him very gently if he remembered what he’d eaten—liquid? Pills? What did it taste like? An adult seemed to be on the phone, pacing back and forth next to the wall. Violet heard, “From the bathroom, above the sink . . . yes, bring everything in there.”

“Are you sure we’re supposed to be here?” she whispered.

“I promise,” Mom said.

“Aren’t they busy with . . . serious things?”

Mom looked at the ground for a moment. Pressed her hands together. “Listen,” she said. “You barely have the energy to walk. You almost fainted yesterday, and it’s not the first time. I think this qualifies as serious.”

“Okay.”

“Violet,” she whispered, clutching her hands, “it’s okay. They’re not going to be mad. I promise. They can help you.”

The doctor strode in then, a young white woman with straight brown hair and freckles all over her face. She smiled at Violet and asked, “So, why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

Violet glanced at Mom, who nodded encouragingly.

It was hard. There was so much going on, and yet it felt like nothing at all. She was so tired. She hurt. She’d just be standing there and then her body would suddenly announce it was going to faint. Her brain didn’t work. She was a collection of old bones.

“Light-headed, huh?” the doctor said, cocking her head. “What else?”

Her mom sat in the corner, arms folded, eyes on the doctor.

Violet looked at her, and she nodded.

“Headaches. I get really short of breath, like, walking up the stairs. And . . . I just . . . I’m so tired.” It was the only word she had, but it was so inadequate. Tired was when you didn’t get enough sleep, or the school day was really long, or your little brother wanted to you to play tag for two hours straight. This wasn’t just tired—it was like the world had turned to near-solid goo and she still had to move through it, like the air was trying to crush her from every direction, like her body was made of weights, like some vacuum had sucked most of the life out of her. Like she was broken.

“You said that already,” the doctor said kindly. “How’s your sleep?”

“I sleep . . . a lot. Like, I can’t get enough. And it doesn’t help.”

Dr. Carlson eyed her. “All right, Violet. Here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to do a quick exam, and then I’m going to order some blood work. I want to check for an iron deficiency, among other things.”

At that, her mom perked up. “Anemia,” she said, in the way someone on a cartoon says, Eureka!

“That’s right. It happens to kids a lot these days. And I’ve got a few other ideas.” She winked at Violet. “We should also do a COVID test and a mono test.”

“My doctor did those a couple weeks ago,” Violet said.

And then she realized: that appointment was four weeks ago. She’d been sick for an entire month.

Something rose in her throat and she swallowed it down. Do not cry, she told herself. The doctor won’t take you seriously if you cry.

“Your glands are quite swollen,” Dr. Carlson said, as she pressed her cold fingers on Violet’s neck. “That could be a sign of a virus.” After the doctor listened to her heartbeat, listened to her breathe, checked her ears and throat, and pressed on her belly, she left, saying the lab tech would be there soon. “We’ll see if we can’t get you feeling better, Violet.”

When she was gone, Violet collapsed against the pillows.

Her mom leaned back against the wall. “See?” she said. “She’s going to help.”

“What’s anemia?”

“It just means that your blood doesn’t have everything it needs. It would make you tired. Probably light-headed. It could explain a lot.”

Violet swallowed. “Can it be fixed?”

“Oh, yes. You would need more iron, that’s all.”

“That’s it?”

Her mom nodded.

Violet looked at her hands. She’d been so busy worrying about whether or not she was having an actual emergency that it didn’t really occur to her that they might actually be able to help. And that everything might actually go back to normal.

The nurse came and took Violet’s blood—using what seemed to be an unnecessarily large needle—and then hung a clear squishy bag on what looked like a coat rack. “In case the doctor wants to give you an IV,” she said. “We’ll wait and see what she says.”

Violet eyed the bag, and then looked at her mother, who gave a little smile. It will be fine.

After that, Violet must have fallen asleep, because the next thing she knew, the doctor was striding in again, holding her tablet.

Her mom straightened. Violet sat up in bed. She could feel her heart race.

“So, Violet, can you tell me what exactly brought you in today?” Her voice was tighter than it had been before.

Violet’s eyes went to her mother. Hadn’t she already told her?

“I had her come,” Mom interjected, eyeing the doctor. “Because this has been getting worse and worse, and she could barely get out of bed this morning.”

“And how long did you say this has been going on?”

“Off and on for a month.” There was an edge to her mother’s voice suddenly. “Too long.”

“I see,” the doctor said, turning back to Violet. “It must be difficult to go to school. When’s the last time you went?”

“Yesterday.”

“So you felt well enough to go to school yesterday?”

Sort of? It was too complicated to explain. All she could say was “Yeah.”

“And you were able to do the things expected of you. Like gym?”

Violet looked up at the doctor. “Um, yeah, we were doing fitness testing, so we ran the mile?”

“And were you able to finish the mile?”

“I . . . um, yes?” Everything was coming out like a question.

“You were able to run a mile yesterday, but now you can barely walk?”

“Yes?”

“I had to go get her from school,” Mom interjected.

“Right after gym?” She was still looking at Violet.

“Well, um, after lunch. I walked into the lunchroom, and the smell hit me, and I felt sick, like I was going to vomit or pass out. A teacher helped me to the nurse.”

“Was there anything that made you anxious about going to lunch? Do you have people to sit with?”

Violet could only look down.

“And today you woke up and couldn’t go to school.”

“Yeah.”

At this, Dr. Carlson nodded. “May I speak with you outside?” she said to her mother.

Mom’s face had completely changed. It looked all closed up now. She drew herself up very straight as she followed the doctor out.

What was happening? Was it an actual emergency?

She heard the two women talking, but she couldn’t make out any of the words. But her mom didn’t sound like the doctor was telling her Violet was dying. She sounded angry.

When Mom finally came back in, her face was set in an expression Violet had never seen before.

“You can get dressed,” she said. “I’m going to find someone because I have to do some paperwork, but then we’re going home.”

“What happened?” Violet asked. “What did she say?”

“Your test results are all normal.”

“I don’t have . . . anemia?”

“No.”

“COVID? Mono?”

“No.”

“Then what did she want to talk to you about?”

“Nothing relevant.”

“Does she want to do any more tests or anything?”

“No.”

“The IV?” Violet glanced at the bag.

“No.”

“But . . . does she know what’s wrong with me?”

At that, her mother looked her in the eyes. Her face softened. Her eyes rounded. “I’m sorry, Vi. We’re not going to get any help here.”

Violet’s mom refused to tell her what the doctor had said, so Violet was forced to try to read her face in the rearview mirror. She still didn’t look scared or upset. She looked mad.

At home, Mom set her up on the couch in the living room with a blanket and the remote control, then went up to her room to call Eliot. Trixie quickly read the situation and hopped up next to her.

It still smelled like paint; now Eliot was painting in the basement and the smell had infiltrated the whole first floor. She did not want to be down here, she did not know how much longer she could be down here, but she had reason to be. So she held a blanket to her nose and waited.

As soon as the bedroom door closed, Violet turned down the volume on the TV. Mom tended to be very loud when she talked on the phone. She had no idea that (a) she was very loud and (b) her children had ears. And neither Mia nor Violet had ever told her either of these things because sometimes it was the only way to find anything out.

At first, Violet could only make out little scraps of what her mother was saying, but as she went on her voice got louder and louder, and soon Violet could hear almost everything.

“. . . just because she can’t diagnose something at a glance! So she tells me that there’s nothing wrong with Violet medically and I should consider that she could be having school avoidance or something. Meanwhile Violet can barely sit up! The doctor noted how swollen her glands were, but once the tests came back the doctor was like, oh it’s probably nothing. I told her that just because there was nothing on her test results doesn’t mean there’s nothing medically wrong, and she said parents are often in denial, but usually when they think about it, they want their child to feel better more than they want this to be a medical problem.”

Violet gaped at the staircase, as if her mom were standing there telling her this, instead of yelling it to Eliot on the phone.

“She seemed so certain! No doubt in her mind, no further questions. This is a woman doctor too! She just does a quick exam, some blood work, and when everything comes back normal she pronounces my Violet hysterical.” There was a pause for a moment. “No, that was not the word she actually used . . . Eliot, this is one of those times when you’re just supposed to agree with me.”

A few minutes later, her mom was back down the stairs asking Violet if she needed anything, and Violet had to pretend that she’d heard nothing. She had so many questions, but how was she supposed to ask them?

Her mom would feel terrible if she knew Violet had overheard.

Instead, she asked if her mom could just help her upstairs.

For once, Violet wanted to be alone.
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Fifteen

Several Unexpected Things Happen

As soon as she got to her room, Violet crawled into bed. It was all she had energy for. Even with her mom helping her, she had to stop and catch her breath three times on her way upstairs. It felt like her muscles in her legs had somehow melted away. Her body hurt everywhere.

She still did not understand what had happened at the hospital. How could the doctor have said there was nothing medically wrong with her? She spent all that time explaining all the things that were wrong. Did the doctor not believe her?

Maybe it was her fault, then. She’d tried to describe how bad she felt, but she didn’t explain it properly. The words just weren’t enough.

And still, all she could hear was Paige saying: Illnesses don’t work that way, Violet.

Violet wrapped her arms around her chest and squeezed. The truth was: No one understood. Even her mother, who believed her, didn’t understand. Not really.

And if no one understood, no one would be able to help. She was alone.

That evening, Violet’s mother came up to her room with a tray on which sat milk, a bowl of mac and cheese, and a bright green smoothie.

Violet stared at the smoothie suspiciously.

“Eliot made me do it,” Mom said. “He said you needed some vegetables.”

“So I’m supposed to drink vegetables?”

“There’s some other stuff in there too. He stopped at the co-op. There are . . . powders.”

She grimaced. “What kind of powders?”

“I don’t think you want to know. But if you drink that, I’ll get ice cream tomorrow.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“So while you’re thinking about it”—her mom sat on the bed—“I made a plan.”

“Does it involve powders from the co-op?”

“No. That’s Eliot’s plan. My plan is: I’m going to make a long appointment with Dr. Reynolds, and we’ll sit down and explain everything that’s been happening, and then we can make another plan. If he can’t diagnose you, we’ll get a referral to a specialist who can.”

“What kind of specialist?”

“Well, I don’t know. That’s for Dr. Reynolds to tell us. If he doesn’t have answers, then there are doctors he can refer us to who specialize in the brain, in the immune system, in all kinds of things.”

Violet blinked rapidly. “But isn’t that what the ER doctor was supposed to tell us?”

She didn’t because she didn’t believe you.

The words popped into her head, almost as if a voice had spoken them.

Mom frowned. “I wish I had a good answer for you. But Dr. Reynolds will want to help. In the meantime, I want you to just rest. Every time we pretend this is going away, it gets worse. Eliot and I will make arrangements so one of us can be home with you every day.”

“Wait, you mean I’m going to miss school for a while?”

“Yes. I’ll call the school and work something out.”

“But . . . how can I not go to school?”

“I’ll make a plan with your teachers. Maybe you can make up some assignments. If you feel up to it.”

“I can’t. I don’t have my laptop. I left my backpack in my locker.”

“Okay. Give me your combination. I’ll find a way to get it for you, okay?”

Her mother was in fix-it mode now; whatever problem Violet could lob at her, she’d smash it back. “How long do I have to miss school for?”

Mom’s lips pressed together. “Let’s not worry about that right now. In the meantime, I want you to listen to your body. If you don’t feel like you can come downstairs, we’ll bring you food. I’ll give you my e-reader and you can check out books from the library, and we’ll hook up Eliot’s comics subscription. We can put the kitchen TV up here and you can watch all the cartoons you want. We’ll bring you whatever you need.”

Listen to your body. It was such a strange phrase. Wasn’t it her body that was supposed to listen to her?

“I’m way up here, though. You can’t even hear me if I call you.”

“I’ll get you a phone.”

Her eyes widened. “An iPhone?”

“Don’t push your luck. Now”—she leaned in and put her hand on Violet’s arm—“how does that all sound to you?”

Overwhelming. Scary. Impossible. Lonely.

“Okay.”

That night, she had terrifying dreams. The vines from the wallpaper had slithered out and were holding her against the bed while a voice whispered horrible things to her: No one will listen. No one will believe you.

Then it was a figure holding her down. A girl who looked like a decaying corpse, with melting skin and ice-cold hands. She wore a hospital gown and had massive, terrible white hair that shielded her face, and as awful as that was Violet knew she did not want to see what was behind the hair.

She struggled and struggled, but the girl kept pressing down as if she were trying to drown Violet in the bed.

You’re not using it anyway, she hissed.

Violet started awake, trying to catch her breath. The room was empty. Was Trixie even there? She turned on the lamp and looked all around the room.

There—movement. Right against the wall, where she had been yesterday.

No. The movement was not Trixie at all.

That thing behind the pattern in the wallpaper; she saw it again.

It was a figure, on all fours, prowling around the room.

Violet sprang out of bed—how did she have the energy to spring?—and dove toward the wallpaper, ripping it off the wall with great strength—

She woke up for real this time, still in her bed. Her heart was pounding and her whole body felt cold and electric.

But behind the electricity, she felt hollow, like her brain wanted to run but her body was just a useless lump.

It was so dark in her room. There could be a decaying corpse girl sitting in the corner staring at her and she wouldn’t be able to see it. Violet clicked on her lamp and shone it around the whole room.

There was nothing there. Everything was still.

The next morning, Eliot brought her some oatmeal with what he called “fixin’s” (blueberries, bananas, and roasted pecans), another suspicious-looking smoothie, and a cell phone with a tiny screen and massive buttons, like a child’s toy. “All our phone numbers are programmed in here, and the house phone too. And your mom got you unlimited texting, so you can text your friends if you want.”

“Oh,” she said. “Thank you.”

“We don’t want you to get lonely up here. I’m just working downstairs, so if you want company and don’t feel you can come down, just shoot me a text and I’ll come up and work here, okay?”

“Thanks, Eliot.”

“How are you feeling today?”

“Okay,” she said.

“Do you want company?”

Yes. And no.

“I’m just going to nap, I think.”

“Okay, Vi. Text me if you need anything.”

“Wait. Did Mom call school yet? What did they say?”

“She’ll give you more details later. But she spoke to the office and told them you would be out the rest of the week, and she has a meeting scheduled with your principal. She’s . . . handling it. You know your mom. Don’t worry.” He gazed at her a moment and then gave her a small smile. “Take care, kiddo. Call or text anytime.”

When he was gone, she turned to Trixie, who was bathing herself. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. Trixie sniffed.

Violet worried. It didn’t feel like just not going to school for a while was a thing someone could do. She’d already missed so much. Didn’t kids get arrested for stuff like this? Would she have to repeat sixth grade? How would she repeat sixth grade from jail?

Trixie seemed less concerned. Bath completed, she got up to sniff at the suspicious smoothie Eliot had brought. Then she turned her back on it.

“That good, huh?” Violet asked.

It was after eleven when Eliot woke her up. She didn’t feel rested at all—how could you sleep so much and still want to sleep?—but she changed out of her pajamas and into some leggings and a T-shirt in order to feel somewhat like a human being, albeit a human being who got tired brushing her teeth and putting on leggings and a T-shirt. She piled up her entire Baby-Sitters’ Club graphic novel collection, then curled up in the reading chair.

She wanted to go downstairs, but she didn’t know if she could make it back upstairs. Besides, at least up here, she could have feelings without worrying about anyone else’s feelings.

It was quiet in the attic. No bad smells. She couldn’t even hear the rest of the house. And no one was watching her to see if she was too tired to sit in her chair and had to go back into bed, which happened after a while.

She intended to keep reading her books but mostly stared at the wallpaper. Images from her dreams the night before came into her head. She remembered the girl—what was she supposed to be? Not a zombie. Not a wraith. Not a ghost, not quite. Just this . . . creature with monstrous hair and a hospital gown.

Out of the corner of her eye, within the wallpaper, something flickered.

“Violet?”

Violet jumped. Mia was standing in the doorway. She hadn’t heard her come up the stairs at all.

“Whoa! Okay!” Mia said. “Sorry for startling you. You have a visitor.”

It took Violet a moment to process that the person standing in her room was not a wall monster but her older sister. And it took another moment to realize who was standing behind her.

Ally.

She was clutching her backpack to her chest like a shield, looking like she wanted to run the other direction.

“Anyway,” Mia said, holding her hands in the air as if she was about to back away slowly, “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Okay,” Violet said, not taking her eyes off Ally. “Thank you.”

Mia disappeared down the stairs.

Silence. Violet stared at Ally. She was lingering in the threshold, and even that was an intrusion. This was her room. Ally didn’t belong.

Violet exhaled. “Hi?” she said finally.

Ally blinked rapidly. She looked like she was glitching. “Your mom called my mom and asked if I could get your laptop from school and we could drop it by. So that’s what I’m doing.”

“Oh,” Violet said. “Okay. Thanks.”

More blinking. “How are you?”

“Okay,” Violet said.

“I met Trixie. She’s so cute.”

“Yeah,” Violet said.

Ally detached her backpack shield and got the laptop out, while looking at everything in the room except Violet. “This wallpaper is . . . wow.”

Anger flared up in Violet’s chest. Ally had no right to talk about Violet’s wallpaper or anything else of Violet’s. Not anymore.

“Listen,” Ally said, still not looking at her. “About Paige. You know, she’s just sensitive. She thought you were avoiding us to hang out with some boy.”

Violet crossed her arms. “She accused me of faking being sick.”

“Well, her feelings were hurt.”

Closing her eyes, Violet leaned back against the bed, clutching the arm of her stuffed bear. “I’m not faking sickness to hang out with a boy,” she said flatly.

“Well, I know that,” Ally said, sounding almost offended.

“Then why didn’t you tell Paige?”

“Because . . . it wasn’t like I was going to change her mind. She doesn’t like being told she’s wrong. You know that.”

“Well, I don’t like that you clearly don’t care about my feelings at all,” Violet snapped. It turned out that it took energy to hold everything in all the time.

Ally’s arms wrapped around her chest. After a moment, she said, “Paige is my friend.”

“Right. I get it. Have fun with that. Quinn and Kennedy can too.”

Ally rolled her eyes. “They said they didn’t think they wanted to be friends with us anymore. Can you believe it?”

Violet exhaled, long and slow. “Actually, Ally, yes, I can.”

Ally chewed on her lip a moment, trying to decode Violet’s words. She narrowed her eyes and then said, “Okay, anyway. See you.”

As her friend’s footsteps went down the stairs, likely walking right out of Violet’s life, Violet closed her eyes and collapsed back onto the bed. Her body felt like a trunk had been dropped on it.

It was the end of their friendship, and she did not have the energy to care.

“Hey!”

Violet’s eyes popped open to find Mia leaning against the doorway, watching her.

“Hey?” Violet said, propping herself up. It was only the second time Mia had been up in her room since they moved in. The first time was five minutes ago.

“Ally seemed real weird.”

Violet sighed. “Yeah.”

She took a step into the room. “Did something happen with you guys?”

The words tumbled out of her mouth. “Paige got mad at me because she thought I was faking being sick to get out of hanging out with them. And Ally just does whatever Paige does, so . . . they kind of dumped me.” Something rose up in her throat and she tried to swallow it back down.

Mia’s eyebrows knotted. “Wow,” she breathed. “What buttheads.”

At that, the laugh rose up from Violet’s stomach, burst out of her mouth, filled the air.

“Look,” Mia continued, “middle school sucks. It’s just buttheads everywhere. A butthead-o-rama.”

“A butthead explosion!” Violet agreed.

“Buttheadapolooza.”

“It just sucks when those buttheads are your only friends.”

At that, Mia strode into the room and sat in the chair. “Look, Vi, I totally understand how you feel. But you need to understand this: Those girls are not your friends. Friends are the ones who don’t take it personally when you’re sick.”

But, said the voice in Violet’s head, those are the only friends you have.

“Some people don’t stick around,” Mia continued. “Especially when things are hard. But those aren’t the people you want in your life.”

Silence for a moment. The late-afternoon light was low and it bathed the room in a warm glow. Sun streamed in from one of the windows, the dust dancing in the sunbeam.

Violet hugged her pillow close and whispered, “Paige also told people about Dad. Stuff she promised she wouldn’t.”

Mia looked at Violet intently. “What kind of stuff?”

Violet squirmed. “That he left us. And, um, where he lives. I googled it once.”

She glanced up at Mia, face hot. But Mia only smiled sadly. “Yeah, I know. Arizona. I’ve googled him too. Read all the reviews of his dental practice. I thought about leaving him a bad review. Good dentist—if you don’t mind having someone who abandons their children stick their hands in your mouth.”

Violet snorted. They never talked about their father, ever. He was there, and then he wasn’t. That’s all.

“Do you know . . .” Violet started. She closed her eyes for a moment. Took a deep breath. “Do you know why he left?”

Mia looked down. “I don’t know,” she said. “Mom only said that he was not very good at being an adult, that he was selfish, and that he didn’t deserve us. When I was little . . . When I was little I thought it was because I kept getting in trouble for drawing in class. My teacher called Mom and Dad to talk about it, and he left a few days later.” She shook her head. “Stupid, I know.”

Violet stared at a spot on the comforter in front of her. “I thought it was me. I mean, later, when I was older. I thought I must have been too much for him.”

“I think . . .” Mia said slowly. “I think our dad might have been a butthead.”

A banging noise came from somewhere downstairs, followed by a squeal and tiny footsteps. Mia shook her head back and forth. “Anyway. Paige is awful for doing that to you, and Ally is awful for sticking by her and not you. The end.” She left then, but as she walked down the stairs Violet heard her mutter, “Buttheads.”

When she was gone, Violet curled up in a ball in her bed. She did not know what to think. She could feel the empty spaces where her dad was supposed to be, where her friends were supposed to be. The first, she’d carried with her for so long that she learned to live with it; she was the girl with that empty space, that’s all. The second, though, was new, and it hurt, and it made the first one hurt too. Really, there were so many empty spaces now.

Unbidden, the image of the awful corpse girl from her nightmare appeared in her mind.

Apparently, it was just Violet and her now.
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Sixteen

The Third Appointment

The next morning, Violet woke up to the smell of cinnamon toast and the sound of her mother saying her name.

“It’s eleven thirty, honey. We have an appointment with Dr. Reynolds in an hour.”

Violet groaned. She’d been asleep for fourteen hours, apparently, and it didn’t feel like enough. “No gross smoothie?” she muttered, looking at the tray.

“Fortunately, Eliot does not like anyone else to touch his blender. I’m sure you’ll get one for dinner, though.”

“Promise?” Violet muttered. She sat up, wincing as the sunlight hit her eyes. While she ate, Mom sat in the reading chair. “So I had a conference with your principal this morning.”

Violet set down her toast, all her nerves standing at attention.

“You can eat your toast. It’s all fine. For now, your job is to rest. If you end up missing more than a couple of weeks of school, we have options. Sound good?”

Violet’s stomach turned. “You think I’ll have to miss more than a couple weeks of school?”

Mom’s face softened. “Well, we just don’t know, do we?”

Something swelled in Violet’s throat, filled her eyes.

Did her mom really think she wasn’t going to get better?

“Listen, baby girl.” Mom leaned in. “We’re just accounting for every possibility. That’s all. But we’re seeing Dr. Reynolds in an hour, okay?”

Violet drank some orange juice quickly, trying to urge the lump in her throat to melt away. She would not cry.

“What’s wrong?”

“What if he can’t help?” she whispered. “Like that ER doctor?”

“Dr. Reynolds has known you your whole life. He’ll take care of you.”

Violet nodded.

A little over an hour later, she was perched on the same exam where she’d been just one month before, worrying that she had mono and might have to miss a week or two of school. This time it was her mother, not Eliot, sitting in the corner looking encouraging. When Dr. Reynolds came in, he gave Violet a friendly look, and that alone made Violet’s heart lift. Her mom was right—he knew her; he’d known her, her whole life.

“So, Violet,” he said, voice steady and smooth, “why don’t you tell me what’s been going on?”

Violet inhaled. She had to say it right this time. She had to find some kind of story to tell.

She did the best she could while his assistant typed everything out. Clackity clack, clackity clack.

She told him as much as she could but left out the stranger things. The lunchroom attacking her. Her brain. The lights. The smells. She stuck to the things that sounded real.

He glanced at his tablet. “I see you went to the ER. Was there something that made you feel this was an emergency?”

“I . . . My mom says they could help diagnose me.”

He chuckled. “Well, I can do that too!”

“Of course, we should have just come here,” Mom said smoothly. “But since she could barely walk, it seemed urgent. I’m sure you understand.”

“Mmmm” was all he said. “It seems all your blood work was normal. That’s good.”

Violet bit her lip.

“All right,” he said, “let me take a look at you.” Again with the lights and the poking and the swabbing. Again with the things that did not seem to yield any answers.

“At the ER, she said my glands were swollen,” Violet said.

“Yes,” he said. “That can happen for all sort of reasons.”

Mom interjected, “I feel like maybe Violet has something that isn’t going to show up on a standard exam. We hoped you might be able to look a little deeper? Could she have Long COVID?”

He shook his head. “If she’d had COVID recently, it would have shown up on the PCRs she got this month.” He added, “I’d stay away from the internet if I were you.”

Violet felt her mom straighten, could feel the air around her tighten, could feel her gathering herself.

Then her mom’s phone buzzed. As she glanced at the screen, she swore to herself. “It’s Owen’s preschool. I have to take this.” She looked from Violet to Dr. Reynolds. “I’ll come back as soon as I can.”

Violet’s heart slowly drifted downward, as if falling to the bottom of the sea.

When she was gone, Dr. Reynolds turned back to Violet. “There’s a lot going on for you, isn’t there?” he asked conversationally.

She nodded slowly. There was. It was nice of him to say.

“How’s school been going?”

“Um, I haven’t gone since Monday. Before that—some days were okay. Others I couldn’t make it through the day.”

“Were you keeping up with your classes all right?”

“Uh, I . . . I’ve been having trouble concentrating? Everything’s so . . . I don’t know. Fuzzy.” She flushed. For some reason the assistant was still typing down her words.

“Middle school is a big transition. It must be overwhelming. It’s such a change. All those new kids, new teachers.”

“I guess?”

“How are things with your friends?”

She exhaled. “Um. Not great. You know. Middle school.” She looked down. She didn’t even know what she was saying. Really, she wanted to lie down. Sitting up on the counter like this, trying to figure out the right story to tell, when she was too tired to even think, was hard.

“I hear it all the time,” he said. “You have these friends your whole life and then middle school hits and they just disappear.”

Violet felt how much her body needed to melt into the examination table. She couldn’t hold it up anymore. But she couldn’t just lie down in the middle of a conversation. So instead she rested her head against the wall. It would do for now.

“And what about home? You just moved. That’s a big change.”

“Yeah.” How long was he going to chat with her? She just wanted her mom to come back so they could go back to the exam part.

“It must be weird having that cute little brother running around. I’m sure he gets all kinds of attention.”

“Okay.”

He folded his arms and studied her. “Violet, listen, there’s nothing wrong with you that I can see. And your symptoms are really . . . vague. Sometimes when kids come into my office with a lot of symptoms like yours but no signs of illness, I have to wonder what else might be happening. Sometimes a lot of transitions can make us worried or sad, and our minds convince us we’re sick. Sometimes maybe we subconsciously want more attention than we’re getting.”

He was speaking so gently while he said these things. Violet’s heart turned to lead, but all she could do was lean against the wall and use everything she had to not burst into tears.

He thought she was doing this for attention?

Violet closed her eyes. Her heart cracked. He was not going to help her. No one was. She could go to doctor after doctor, and they’d only tell her one way or another that she was making this all up.

He cleared his throat. “When your mother is done with her call, have her tell the front desk, okay? I’d like to talk to her. In the meantime, you can stay in here for a bit if you’d like.”

When he and the assistant left, Violet lay on the exam table. She wanted nothing more than to find her mom and go home right now, but she couldn’t manage on her own. It was the demon girl holding her down all over again.

Finally, Violet’s mother came rushing back into the room. “Owen is fine but there was an incident, and—” She stopped when she saw Violet on the examination table. “What did he say?”

“Can we just go, please?”

“Vi! What happened?”

“I’ll tell you in the car. Please. Let’s just go.”

In the car, slumped against the back seat, Violet told her what Dr. Reynolds had said. She kept her voice low, her words careful, because she was not going to cry. Her mom was the one who believed her, and she could not bear it if that changed.

“Wait.” Her mom held up her hand. “He said you were doing this for attention?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I’m going to give him a call and tell him what I think about that.”

“Mom, please don’t.”

Her mom glanced at her, then sighed. “Okay. I will not call him and tell him he is a disgrace to the medical profession and possibly humanity without your permission. Now, tell me everything he said, as much as you can remember.”

When they got home, her mom helped her back up to her room. It was the only place she wanted to be right now. She was too tired to talk to anyone. And all she wanted to do was sleep.

She slept for hours, and when she woke up the sun was setting. A tray rested on the table with a plate covered with tinfoil and, of course, a strangely hued smoothie, along with a note that read Didn’t want to wake you. If you want company, call us! Love, E.

She did not want company. She wanted to be alone with her broken body and broken brain. Anyway, she couldn’t make it downstairs. She wasn’t even sure she could change out of her clothes. Her body would not allow her to do such things.

She texted her mom and said she was just going to watch TV and go to sleep, and she’d see her in the morning. After propping herself up with pillows, she grabbed her bear and turned on an episode of Ms. Marvel. She’d watched the series roughly one hundred and four times but was in the mood to watch it for the hundred and fifth.

It was Mia who had gotten her into Marvel. When her dad left, the two girls spent a lot of time together, and Mia introduced her to the whole wide world of Spider-Man cartoons. Eventually they started watching the movies together, and sometime after that she came up with the idea to do Avengers movies of their own. The little snow leopard Violet had just gotten from the zoo and named Baby Cat was quickly drafted as the main villain, and thus the Stuffed Animal Cinematic Universe was born.

That was a whole lifetime ago, but at least yesterday Mia had called the girls who dumped her buttheads. That was something.

She settled into the show, letting Kamala Khan’s problems distract from hers. Or she tried. Halfway through the second episode, she caught a flash of something at the edges of her vision. Her head whirled around.

The design on the wallpaper seemed to have altered, as if all the vines had pulled closer together, as if all the knots had been tightened, as if all the eyes had grown bigger.

Violet clutched at her chest, her heart now burning. She was seeing things. Her mind was telling her stories.

Did that mean her mind was telling her stories about her body too? Was everyone right?

She couldn’t think about that for too long because the wallpaper was still writhing.

She looked around the room for Trixie, as if the cat could give her answers, but she had not come up yet. Now her heart was in her throat, her breath hiding somewhere in her chest, refusing to come out. Something cold ran down the whole length of her spine, like icy fingertips.

Then, she saw it. Something within the pattern of the wallpaper. Something that was very much the shape of a person.

The thing that was very much the shape of a person was standing behind the vines, facing Violet.

It was perfectly still. Just part of the wallpaper.

And then, the thing turned its head.

Before Violet’s eyes, it crouched down, slowly. One hand went to the floor and then the other. It held still like that for moment, like a tabletop.

The head swiveled away from Violet—slowly, slowly—and stopped for a moment. Two moments. Then it swiveled back—slowly, slowly—and all the way to the other side. Like it was staring at Violet.

She could not scream. She could not move. She just clutched the stuffed bear close to her chest and watched.

The head swiveled back. And then one arm lifted, moved forward, then the other.

The thing started crawling.

And that’s when Violet screamed.
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Seventeen

The Yellow Wallpaper

Footsteps from downstairs. Doors opening. A rush of noise. First Mia appeared in her room, then Mom and Eliot. Questions burst from their mouths: What is it? What happened? Are you okay?

“I—” Violet’s head whipped back to the wall.

There was nothing there. The wallpaper was still.

Her chest was heaving, her body was buzzing, her heart was running wild. She looked at her family, all standing in front of the doorway, thrumming with panic. Her mother, who had not once doubted that what Violet was feeling was real. Eliot, with his smoothies. Mia, who had just taken her side when she so desperately needed it.

They were the ones who believed her.

What would they think, though, if she told them there was something crawling around inside the wallpaper?

“I—I had a bad dream.”

Both her mom and Eliot put their hands to their chest, nearly simultaneously. Mia’s eyes widened. “That must have been some dream,” she said, and disappeared back down the stairs.

“I’m going to make you some warm milk,” Eliot said, following Mia.

Her mother strode toward her. “My poor girl,” she said, sitting on the bed and taking Violet’s hand in hers. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No.”

Mom looked her up and down. “Oh, baby, you fell asleep in your clothes. Let me get your pajamas.”

Violet nodded. She did not have the heart to tell her mother that she hadn’t had the energy to put them on earlier.

Mom was in full caretaking mode now. She helped Violet change and brought over her toothpaste. Violet kept glancing over to the walls, waiting for the thing in the wall to reappear.

It didn’t.

Finally Mom asked, “Do you want to come sleep downstairs? We could put your sleeping bag in Mia’s room, or ours. Or Owen’s!”

Yes. She wanted to, so badly. She wanted to leave this room and never come back.

But Mia had just painted her room and she could not bear the smell on the second floor. More, even changing clothes and brushing her teeth brought on an incapacitating wave of dizziness. She could not get downstairs. Her body would not allow it.

“That’s okay,” she said to her mother. “I’ll be okay.” She would not cry. “But could you find Trixie and bring her up?”

Once her mom was gone, once Eliot had dropped off the warm milk, once Trixie was back on her bed where she belonged, Violet turned on Ms. Marvel again. She was obviously not going to sleep tonight, and maybe ever again.

You’re seeing things, she told herself.

This isn’t real.

This isn’t real.

This isn’t real.

It must be so nice to be a superhero. To be Captain Marvel, Ms. Marvel, Ironheart, America Chavez, Photon. To know your body—to know it could fight evil. What would it feel like to be that strong and powerful? To know you could fight?

If there was something evil in her room, what could Violet even do about it?

It was then that something prickled in her mind, something that very much wanted her to turn her head toward the other side of the room. And even though Violet did not want to see whatever had caused that prickle, she found herself slowly, slowly turning her head.

Her eyes went right to the wallpaper, though everything in her body was telling her not to do it.

The wallpaper still looked altered. Still more intricate, knottier, denser than it was. Her family had not noticed, but it wasn’t like they spent whole days up here as she had. How would they know?

No, there was no figure crawling behind the thicket in the wallpaper. But she did see something on the surface of the mirror, something that absolutely should not be there.

Before Violet’s eyes, a streak of fog was appearing on the upper half of mirror, as if someone or something were dragging their finger down the surface, as you would a fogged-up car window, except writing with fog instead of in it. It stopped for a moment, leaving just a straight line.

Now the finger started drawing again, this time a perpendicular line from the middle of the first.

Pause. A breath. Then another line, parallel to the first.

Violet watched, eyes wide, mouth open, chest tightening, stomach plunging as the lines appeared slowly, slowly, one after another. Trixie leaped off the bed and began prowling around the room, as if looking for something. Or hunting something.

A few moments later, the lines stopped. And what was left behind was this:

HELP

Violet started shaking, and the shaking would not stop. She wanted to scream again, except her voice was stuck in her throat, possibly forever. She could not breathe. Her body was contracting, like fear was going to turn her inside out.

She could only stay there, waiting for whatever was going to happen next.

But everything was quiet.

The letters in the mirror confronted her, undeniable.

“Who’s there?” Violet whispered. “Who are you?”

A smudge appeared in the mirror then, behind the words. No, not a smudge—a shadow. A shadow in the shape of a person. Two arms emerged from the shadow, then two hands, palms out. They pressed against the surface of the mirror, as if the thing were just on the other side of a window, peering through.

It pulled its hands away slowly, first one, then the other. And as Violet watched, it turned, crouched down, and began to crawl.

It moved off the side of the mirror frame, where Violet could no longer see it. For a moment, nothing. Then it appeared inside the wallpaper again. It crawled slowly, slowly, all the way down that wall and around the corner, so it was on the wall facing Violet.

Trixie bounded over to the shadow, leaned back on her haunches. Her tail poofed out like a feather duster, her ears went flat on her head. A sound like grinding metal emerged from her, filling the room.

This was not a hallucination of Violet’s, then.

As she stared, the thing turned its head toward her and then lifted its left arm and grabbed hold of one of the wallpaper vines. It did the same thing with the right. Then it slowly, carefully began to pull itself up.

Violet was still in bed, still gaping. She could do nothing but watch. She wanted desperately to run out of the room, but she could barely lift her head up without dizziness knocking her back down again. Her heart felt like it was going to punch its way out of her chest.

Now the thing had pulled itself up to standing and was facing straight out at Violet. Trixie still growled and hissed, her face like a snake’s.

“What are you?” Violet breathed.

It rotated its hands, so they were perpendicular to the floor, and then clutched the vines again, wrapping its fingers around them with extreme deliberation.

Standing there like that, clutching the vines, the shape had changed. It was shorter than it had been before. Thick rope hung down from either side of its head to just above its shoulders.

No, no, not rope. Braids.

It looked like a girl, about her age.

A girl who clutched her hands around the vines like they were bars of a jail cell and had started shaking them.

Shake. Shake. Shake.

Trixie had settled into a crouch now and was eerily still, eyes locked on the figure.

Violet had once thought the pattern on the wallpaper looked like a thicket protecting a magic castle from intruders. But now, it looked like something else. It looked like a barrier, to keep something, or someone, trapped inside.

Shake. Shake. Shake.

“You’re stuck in there,” Violet whispered.

Who was she? A ghost? An actual girl?

This, Violet thought, was absolutely the time she was supposed to shout for help, but she couldn’t. The shadow had disappeared when her family came into the room; it would surely disappear again. And then her family would think everything was in her head and then she’d have no one.

“Help,” a voice now said. Hushed, like it was trying to keep someone from hearing.

Violet swallowed. “Did someone trap you in there?” she said thickly. “Is there . . . something else in there with you?”

A pause. Then:

“It.”

Violet squeezed her eyes shut. She did not know what It was, but one thing was for sure: she really, really didn’t want to find out.

“Is there something you want me to do?” Violet asked, trying to sound brave.

Another pause. The girl was completely still for a moment. Then she began to work her way back into a crouch, using the vines to let herself down.

Why did she move so slowly? What had happened to her?

Now, she was hunched on the ground, still clutching at the vines, as if it feared letting go.

“You’re hiding from something?”

“Shhh. It will hear you.”

“What can I do?” she asked again.

“Rip.”

“What?”

“Rip.”

“Rip? The wallpaper?”

The figure’s head moved up and down. A nod.

“I can’t,” Violet said, her voice cracking. “I can’t stand up.”

“Help.”

What could she do? What was she supposed to do? She couldn’t make her body move, but she couldn’t just lie there. She had to do something.

The girl shadow turned her head to look behind her then.

It.

Violet took a deep breath and, with a great effort, crawled out of her bed and—slowly, slowly—made her way across the room. It was impossible. Her arms didn’t have anything in them.

The girl in the wall waited, watching, unmoving.

Trixie clearly did not like the way Violet was moving and pounced on her back, claws out. Violet yelped.

“I know,” she whispered to the cat. “This looks really strange. But I’m me, I promise.”

And she moved forward again.

She was at the wall now, right in front of the girl. Just as the girl had, she put her palms up on the wall, against the vines, and worked her way up.

And stopped.

Dizziness overwhelmed her. She was going to faint. She pressed her hands against the wall, tucked her chin into her chest, and breathed in and out, in and out.

The girl was still. Watching.

Growling again, Trixie pawed at Violet’s leg.

There was a seam in the wallpaper where two sheets were joined. So Violet—body firmly on the floor—picked at it with her thumb until the corner released.

This was going to be hard to explain to her parents.

Taking a big breath, she pulled upward, a strip of wallpaper in her hand.

She was wondering how much she needed to rip when the shadow within the wall changed.

It grew. Taller. Thinner. As Violet watched, frozen, it reached a long, white spindle of an arm through the hole in the wallpaper, grabbed her wrist, and began to drag her into the wall.
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Eighteen

The Mirror

Violet opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came out. Her head must have been inside the wall now, because all she saw was fog, white and swirling. It filled her mouth, worked its way down her lungs. The fog turned burning cold when she inhaled it, as if it was trying to freeze her from the inside out.

The long arm continued to pull her forward, its grip hot and firm. In a panic, Violet swung her free arm forward before her right shoulder got dragged in too and held on to the wall with everything she had. Her lungs burned.

She could not fight this creature, whatever it was. Her body was a useless thing. All she could do was hold on as tightly as she could while her shoulder was being slowly squeezed through the wall.

The fog was starting to work its way through her now, slowly numbing her mind and her body. Soon, there would be no hope.

Then, an inhuman yowling sound and ten white-hot needles went into her leg. She screeched—or tried to—and the sudden pain caused her to jolt so violently that, for a moment, the thing within the wall lost its grip. Adrenaline surged in her body, and Violet pulled with what little energy she had left.

She was out, then. She threw herself backward into the middle of the room and collapsed on the floor, panting and shuddering. Her eyes came into focus on the exposed gap in the wallpaper.

There was nothing to see. No opening in the wall. Just a bit of exposed glue-stained wood. A small rip in the wallpaper, roughly the size of Trixie.

She kept her eyes fixed on the spot. What if the thing came through? What if the arm reached out and grabbed her again?

Trixie jumped on her chest, stared into her eyes, and began to—there were no other words for it—chew her out.

“I know,” Violet said once she could get words out. “You tried to warn me. I’m sorry.”

Trixie was undeterred.

“You saved me. You’re a superhero. You saved me.” With tears streaming down her face, Violet squeezed the cat to her chest, ignoring the small mrrping noise Trixie made as she did so.

Ten tiny pinpricks of blood were blossoming on the exposed skin of her leg. She should probably do something about them. But that would involve moving from the spot where she was, and she was never going to be able to move again.

Her eyes went back to the rip in the wallpaper—so small that she might not even notice it if she didn’t know where to look. Maybe, she thought, you needed to be touching the exposed wall for crack to open. Or at least be close to it. Maybe the thing, whatever it was, was still trapped. But that wasn’t a theory she felt like testing.

She needed to get out of this room, and she could not get down the stairs. There was only one option. She gathered what remained of her strength and slowly pushed herself over to her nightstand where her phone was.

Her mom picked up immediately.

“Mom,” Violet said, still breathless. “No, I’m okay, it’s just—you were right. I, um, I don’t want to sleep in here tonight but”—she swallowed—“I don’t think I can get down the stairs. Do you think Eliot could . . . help me?”

The truth was, she needed more than help. But Eliot seemed to know, carrying her gently from her room down two flights of stairs. Violet ended up spending the night on the couch in the living room, air filter running on high. Both Eliot and her mom did everything they could to make her feel comfortable, including bringing her blankets and pillows from her room.

There was no way she was going to be able to sleep. As exhausted as she felt physically, her mind was so charged it might explode. So she lay on the couch, staring at the ceiling, with the TV on to lessen the creep factor of being in the open living room alone.

What was she going to do? Could she never go into her room again? And if so, how would she explain that to her parents? And what room, then, would be hers? There were no extra rooms in the house. It was how she got stuck in the attic in the first place.

Violet didn’t know when exactly she fell asleep. When Owen woke her up in the very early morning, it felt like she’d slept for approximately thirty seconds, but there was no going back to sleep for the time being because her little brother was bouncing on the couch and shouting.

“Vi-wet! Vi-wet!”

She didn’t mind. She had not seen him for days, and pretty soon he’d crawled into her arms. He smelled like baby soap and strawberries.

“Why are you sleeping on the couch?” he asked.

“So I could see you,” she said, booping his nose.

He nodded thoughtfully. “Wanna play?”

Violet exhaled. “Want to watch cartoons?”

“Yes,” he declared simply. “Daniel, please.”

So she and Owen watched Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood until everyone else came downstairs one after another, a sleepy parade. When Mia emerged, she eyed Violet’s nest on the sofa. “Did you sleep down here?”

“Yeah,” Violet said.

Mia’s face scrunched up into something that looked almost sympathetic. “Yikes.” She didn’t move, just studied Violet. “Mom said Dr. Reynolds thinks it’s all in your head.” The words hit Violet like a punch. But Mia gave an eye roll. “Butthead,” she proclaimed, and then drifted off to the kitchen.

“Butthead!” Owen dissolved in laughter.

It all served as a good distraction, but eventually Violet was on her own again, everybody gone except for her mother, who was up working in her room. And so the events of last night flooded her mind again.

Everything that her body had been through—the terror, the adrenaline—had left her so exhausted she felt like she could barely move. Which meant all that she could do was relive everything that had happened the night before: the shadow changing shape, the arm shooting out of the wall and grabbing her, the terrible feeling of being pulled in, the swirling fog—all these images played in her head again and again, and nothing would push them away.

She needed to distract herself somehow, so she got out her school laptop to check in on any homework—not that she likely had the energy to do any. There were a few emails from her teachers—and one notification that she’d been invited to a shared Google document by William Sommers-Medina.

She almost gasped. She hadn’t talked to Will since Saturday at the Fall Fest, and with everything happening, it hadn’t occurred to her that she actually had some way of writing to him. Will existed in the library, and the way you talked to him was to sit next to him there.

The Doc he’d sent had exactly one line on it:

Are you okay?

She exhaled. Will, at least, did not think she was faking.

I’ve been sick, she typed. I don’t really know with what, but I don’t think I’ll be back at school anytime soon.

Will, she knew, wouldn’t see the message for a while. He wouldn’t be in the library yet; at Root Middle School, there was a whole school day happening.

The cursor blinked at her expectantly.

She could tell him what had happened.

Blink, blink.

Her fingers froze.

What if he thought she was making it up? Doing it for attention? The people who fake stuff are ruining it for everyone else.

What if he stopped being her friend?

Blink, blink.

“Are you doing homework?

Her mom’s voice came from behind her. Violet jumped.

“Oh, no, this guy . . . Will . . . he just asked how I was.”

Her mom glanced to the computer. “In a Google document?”

“Yeah.”

After giving a kids these days shrug, Mom sat on the edge of the couch. “So I’ve been working on finding another doctor for you to see.”

Violet deflated. She closed her computer. “I don’t want to go to any more doctors, Mom,” she said quietly.

“Oh, honey.” She grabbed Violet’s hand and squeezed it. “I completely understand why you’d say that. But we have to try. We need to know what’s going on.”

“But we won’t know! They just think it’s all in my head!”

“Not every doctor is going to act like that. We’ve just had bad luck. We just need to find someone who’s going to look deeper, maybe get some referrals to specialists. And I have some things I’ve found on the internet to ask about.”

“What kind of things?”

Her mom waved her hand. “Just questions. I’m going to get a little work done. You call up if you need anything.”

Violet was too tired to argue. But she didn’t see why it would be any different this time. The doctors didn’t care how she felt—they only cared about the lab results on their tablets. And apparently the lab results said Violet is ridiculous.

Her mom did not understand. She was doing everything she could, but she could not understand. Nobody could. They could not feel what she was feeling, could not know what it was to be in this body.

And so, she was alone.

The truth of it pressed against her so hard, it felt like she might drown in the couch. She was alone, and she was sick, and she was haunted, and there was nothing she could do about any of it.

She was able to at least put clothes on and move around a little bit the next day, and she slept on the couch that night as well. How long she was going to be able to do this, she had no idea, but she would stay here for as long as she could. The girl in the wallpaper could have the attic to herself.

Trixie seemed to have gotten the message and slept curled up on top of Violet’s chest. As if she could not be trusted to not float away unless a cat was there to weigh her down.

In the morning, Owen was up early again, this time waking Violet by crawling on top of her and snuggling in. He clearly thought that having his sister on the couch was delightful. Violet had seen him so little since all this happened, and the weight of him was comforting, even if it was it was a bit harder to bear than Trixie’s. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed cuddling with him until now. She hadn’t been worried that whatever was wrong with her was contagious; it clearly wasn’t that kind of illness—but she’d just felt so awful.

There was more Daniel Tiger to watch, though eventually Owen moved over to his extensive collection of toy trucks so he could multitask. He had some system set up involving using the digger to put plastic boulders in the dump truck, dumping them out, and then doing it all over again.

Eventually, Violet’s sleepy gaze drifted from Daniel Tiger, and that’s when she noticed the mirror above the fireplace.

Or rather, what was in the mirror.

It was her.

She was like a shadow again, tall and thin. And in the mirror’s image, she was standing over Owen, head tilted down, watching him.

“Owen!” Violet exclaimed, so loudly he knocked over the digger.

He looked up at her, his big eyes round and filling with tears.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “Something just startled me. Come here, okay?” She held her arms out, and Owen crawled up the couch into her arms hesitantly. Violet squeezed tight, tighter.

“I’m sorry,” she said again, then adjusted so she could see him. She tried to keep her voice steady. “There aren’t any mirrors in your room, right?”

He bit his lip and thought, his little round face a mask of concentration. “No mirrors,” he proclaimed.

She exhaled. “Okay. Now, you know you shouldn’t ever touch walls in this house, right?”

His eyes went round. “I didn’t know that before.”

“Yeah, you know the house is so old,” she said, putting particular emphasis on the last two words, “that if you touch a wall, it might crumble into bits!”

Owen inhaled. “Oh no!”

He believed her entirely. She realized with a sick feeling that she was probably giving him a complex. He would be afraid of touching walls for the rest of his life now, and when he finally went to therapy at forty-nine, he would explain that his sister told him if he touched walls, he would cause the whole house to fall down, and the therapist would tell him not to worry, that there was clearly something seriously wrong with his sister.

But better a complex than getting dragged into a wall.

At the thought, she shut her eyes. She never knew until that moment that people weren’t being metaphorical when they said their heart was breaking. But she could feel her heart shatter into pieces in her chest.

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” she whispered.

Owen patted her on the shoulder. “I won’t let anything happen to you either.”

She did not want to look away. She wanted to keep her eyes focused on her little brother, in this little cocoon that was just theirs, where everything was safe.

But she had to.

Slowly, slowly, she lifted her eyes again to the mirror.

The girl in the wallpaper was still there. She had lifted her head, and though she did not have eyes, Violet knew she was looking at her now.

Violet stared back, clutching Owen to her.

The shadowy head moved its gaze slightly, from Owen back to Violet.

Violet understood then exactly what the thing was trying to tell her:

Come back upstairs, or I will find someone else.
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Nineteen

The Haunting

You can’t blame the house. It had done its best. Sometimes, when a house sits empty for a long time, an intruder slips in and begins the process of making it their own.

The house at 1664 Katydid Street did not want to be lost to such an infection, to be condemned to an eternity of watching people move in, gradually sink into madness or despair, and then abandon it in the dark of night.

When the intruder came, the house did not have the strength to repel it. It had been empty for too long. So it did the only thing it could: it tried to contain the infection before it spread. Trap it in the walls of the most isolated room. But such defenses don’t always work like they’re supposed to. And infections only want to spread.

Violet did not know any of this, of course, but she felt it, enough to be convinced that there was nothing she could do. Nothing except to go back upstairs.

It was Eliot who was home with her today, so she told him she was over the nightmare now and would like to go back to her room, and he carried everything back up for her.

Meanwhile, she had something to do.

She went to the kitchen, where Owen’s easel was tucked in a corner displaying his latest experiment with color and line. This, she removed, leaving a little note for Owen: I love this one! I’m going to put it up in my room.

By the time she reached the staircase to the attic, she was beginning to regret her choices. She was huffing like she’d run a half-marathon, she was light-headed and seasick, and she needed to use the railing if she had any hope of pulling herself up. Eventually, she crossed the threshold into her room where Eliot was making her bed.

The terror of the other evening came slamming back into her, fear suddenly flooding through her entire body. Still, she could not show it. She collapsed into the easy chair, conveniently on the opposite side of the room from the bare spot on the wall, and hugged herself.

“All set!” Eliot said, motioning to her bed with a grin. “Freshest bed in Minnesota. Possibly the entire Midwest.”

“Thanks, Eliot,” she said. Her voice sounded vaguely normal somehow. She was getting good at pretending. “I think I’m going to stay up here now.”

“All right. If you change your mind and need help, though, text me. And hey, I was thinking, since you’re up here so much, maybe I could get to work on the wallpaper? Strip it and paint the room? It would take about a week, so we’d have to move you to another room, but—”

Violet found her voice. “No!”

He fell silent at the force of her words, and she flushed. “Okay, no problem. I’m sorry. I thought you weren’t exactly a fan.”

“No, I’m not, it’s just—I want to be up here. For now.”

“Gotcha. Well, if you change your mind, let me know.” He cocked his head. “Are you all right? All things considered?”

“I’m okay.”

“Good.” He nodded. And then he was gone.

When Eliot was safely downstairs, she taped Owen’s art over the bare patch, careful to only touch the wallpaper itself.

She could see the search result: A Haunting in Minneapolis: Ghost in Wall Thwarted by Preschooler’s Painting, Scotch Tape.

Maybe it wouldn’t help, but at least she wouldn’t have to look at that terrible wound anymore.

That done, she collapsed into her bed. The room was quiet. Still. No creeping, no mirror writing, nothing. The wallpaper had reverted to its normal state.

She can’t hurt you, Violet told herself. The girl in the wall could crawl around and write things in the mirror and whisper in her horrible voice. But she had needed to lure Violet over to the wall in order to grab her. And so, Violet continued to tell herself, if she stayed away from the wall, the girl couldn’t do anything, really.

Violet stayed upstairs all day. Even if she felt like she could manage going up and down the stairs, she was not going to risk leaving the attic. She was used to being up here now anyway.

She tried to nap. She tried to read. She tried to watch movies. But she kept seeing movement at the edges of her vision— Was that something crawling between the vines? Did that shadow in the mirror move?

The answer, always, was no. But it did not mean she could stop looking.

Trixie spent the day up with her as well, even forgoing her afternoon living-room-chair time. When she didn’t come down for dinner, Eliot brought some cat food upstairs. “Since Trixie is working full-time as a nurse,” he said, “union rules said we need to feed her on-site.”

And the cat was working, though not as a nurse. Every once in a while, Trixie patrolled the perimeter of the room or sometimes positioned herself right behind the bathroom door and peered out into the room with one eye.

“You’re a good girl,” Violet whispered, scratching her as they lay together on the bed. It was getting dark now, dark enough that Violet had turned on every possible light, including the bathroom one.

Suddenly, Trixie started. Violet shot up then, gasping. In a flash, the cat sprang out of the chair and began to prowl around the room like a jungle cat stalking prey. Violet looked around the room frantically. But she could see nothing—no movement anywhere. Nothing but Trixie slinking next to the walls, eyes fixed firmly on the wallpaper.

Violet waited.

Slink, slink.

Minutes went by. She was frozen, breath trapped in her lungs. Trixie would not stop moving. There was something there, and the cat would find it.

“Trixie,” Violet whispered finally.

She did not stop.

“What’s happening?” she asked, as if the cat could answer.

“Trixie,” she said, pleading.

“The cat cannot help you.”

The voice was at once a whisper and a screech, a gasp and a growl. It echoed through the room, as if coming from the walls themselves. Violet’s body convulsed with shock.

Trixie bared her teeth and hissed.

The voice screeched then, a wordless wail, and Trixie shot under the bed. The sound drove Violet down to the floor, hands pressed against her ears.

The noise, she thought, would bring people up. At least then they’d know something supernatural was happening. Then they could all leave the house and never come back.

She waited for the sound footsteps, rushing toward the attic staircase.

Five seconds.

Ten.

But there was just silence.

Then, the voice, now a terrible whisper.

“Do you think someone is coming to help you?”

Was she supposed to answer that? “They did before,” she breathed.

“And then what happened?” The sound had resolved itself into a girl’s voice, fluttering between a screech and a caress. “You told them you had a bad dream.”

“Well, now I’ll tell them otherwise.” It took a few moments for the thing’s words to sink in. The girl had heard everything that had happened in this room.

“They won’t believe you. You know they won’t. What will it feel like when they leave you?”

“They won’t leave me!” Violet shouted as loud as she dared.

“Your father did.”

The words hit her like a slap. She reeled backward.

“Your father left. He could see what you were.”

It was like someone had taken the breath from Violet’s lungs and yanked it out. Whatever she was going to say in response, all that came out was a whimper.

“Now your friends are gone too. Who wants to be friends with someone who doesn’t show up?”

Violet flung her arms over her head, as if that would protect her. “Stop it.”

“I’m just telling you the truth, Violet. Someone has to.”

“Stop!”

“This is what it’s going to be like now that your body no longer works. You and me, up here together.”

She was huddled on the floor now, a little bug all curled inside its husk, pretending to be a dead thing. “What do you want?” she whispered.

“I want what you want. I want you to stop lying. To others, to yourself.”

“Stop it.”

“It’s just us, up here, Violet. We can tell the truth to each other, can’t we? You can stop pretending. You can stop making a fool of yourself.”

“Why are you doing this to me?”

“I can make it end, Violet.”

“By dragging me into the wall?”

“No, no,” the thing said, voice like toxic ooze. “You want to come in here.”

At this, Violet sat up, eyes fixed on the blank spot on the wall. “Excuse me?”

“You do. So I can free you from your body.”

“What?” Violet gasped.

“Your body,” it hissed. “I can free you from all this.”

“But . . . I don’t want that,” Violet said, blinking rapidly. “Why would you think I want that?”

“Why would I not?” the voice spat. “You’re not using it.”

Heat spread through Violet’s body. “I am using it,” she whispered, all defiance gone from her voice.

A laugh filled the room. “To what? Lie in bed all day?”

Hot tears filled her eyes. “I’m sick right now.”

“They haven’t been able to find anything wrong with you, have they?”

Violet would not answer—she would not let the girl or whatever the horrible thing was trap her. She pressed her lips closed tight, shook her head, as if that conveyed strength, as if that didn’t make her look like a terrified and weak child.

“You’re so sick you can barely move around the house by yourself, but no doctor can tell you why. Doesn’t that strike you as strange, Violet?”

“We just haven’t seen the right doctor yet,” she said. Even she could hear how empty her words sounded.

“We just haven’t seen the right doctor yet,” the girl repeated in a perfect imitation of her mother’s voice, and Violet’s breath caught in her throat. “Like your mother knows more than the doctors,” it continued, once again a ghostly scratch. “What’s more likely, Violet? That you have an illness that somehow eludes the technology and expertise of every doctor you’ve seen so far? Or that you’re not really sick?”

“I am,” she gasped. “I am sick.” She could not do it anymore, she could not be defiant, she could not argue. All she could do is whimper.

“You know the truth, Violet.”

Violet could not respond anymore. All she could do was let tears run down her face, hot and biting.

“You’re wasting your life.”

“Stop.”

“I’ll stop if you come in here. Let me have your body.”

“No.”

“You’re all alone. No friends. No one to help you.”

“Please stop,” Violet whispered. “Please.”

“I could take your body. I could be the friend, the sister, the daughter that you won’t be.”

“Please.”

Silence for a moment. Two. Slowly, Trixie peered out from under the bed.

“I’ll stop,” the voice hissed, “when you give me what I want.”

“I won’t,” Violet said, a whisper.

More quiet. The vines on the wallpaper began to sway.

“Oh, yes,” said the voice, a shriek. Trixie disappeared again. “Yes, you will.”

Violet was huddled up again, listening to the words reverberate in the air. Every bit of her was trembling. What could she do? She was a prisoner to this room like she was a prisoner to her body.

And the girl in the wall was not wrong. Violet’s body was useless, a lump. She was useless, a sack of bones and parts. And no one could figure out what was wrong with her.

No one could help her. Not with whatever was wrong with her body. And not with the thing in the wall.

She was helpless.
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Twenty

Powers

At some point, Violet found her way back to the bed; at some point, she slept. Morning came, and with it, sunlight and quiet.

Though there was nothing quiet about Violet’s mind. The girl in the wallpaper wanted her body, that was clear. Something had happened to her and she was trapped inside the wall of this house, and she needed Violet’s body in order to get out.

And then what? Whoever (or whatever) had trapped her in the wall in the first place had done so because they really didn’t want her out in the world. So then she’d be running around in Violet’s body doing evil spirit-demon-monster things, while Violet herself waited behind the yellow wallpaper until she found someone to haunt.

She knew how this story went. Evil spirit wants girl’s body. Girl says no. Evil spirit launches campaign to make girl’s life so unbearable that the girl decides to give her what she wants just to make it all stop. What strength could she use to fight back when she had no strength at all?

A knock on her doorframe startled these thoughts out of her head.

Mia was in the doorway, looking at her sister as if she might already be possessed. She was holding a breakfast tray. “Can I come in or is that going to make you freak out?”

“Sorry,” Violet said. “I just didn’t hear you on the stairs.”

“Yeah, these stairs are pretty quiet,” she said, leaning back and forth on the floorboards. The creaks echoed through the room.

Violet was about to ask her why she wasn’t in school, but then she remembered: it was Saturday, a day when people who actually went to school stayed home.

“Eliot was going to bring this up to you but there’s a whole plumbing thing happening so I said I would. Apparently you’re supposed to drink this?” She nodded at the smoothie, which today was somewhat of a mustard color. “Matches the wallpaper, anyway.”

After placing the tray down, she scanned the room. “Is that Owen’s painting?” she asked, motioning to the wall. “Do you want me to put it up somewhere . . . else?”

“I like it there,” she said, as if putting a picture six inches above the floor was a perfectly normal thing to do.

“All right.” She glanced at Violet in a way that read your isolation has made you strange. “Anyway, I wanted to show you something. I found it in my bureau.” Out of her sweater pocket she pulled out the photo book that Violet had hid. Apparently Mia went into the back of her sock drawer more often than Violet had thought. “It’s a family trip we took up north before dad left.” Mia looked at the book and let out a dark laugh. “Honestly, at first I wanted to shred it. But . . . I don’t know. It feels different in this house. He’s not—”

“Haunting it,” Violet interrupted.

Mia raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. For some reason I could just . . . observe him. And in the pictures, it looks like he loves you. A lot.”

Violet gulped. “Okay.”

As she set the book on Violet’s bedside table, she said, “I mean, he’s still a butthead. You can shred it if you want. I might come shred it tomorrow. I’m sure Trixie would poop on the scraps.” With that, Mia blew air out of her cheeks, as if to expel all semblance of feeling. “Okay, anyway, I gotta go play trucks.”

When she was gone, Violet stared at the photo book, then in one quick motion grabbed it and stuck it underneath her mattress.

Coward, said the voice in her head.

Violet sat up, holding her pillow close. She did not want to look. She did not want to look. She did not want to look.

What are you so afraid of?

As if by its own will, her hand reached under the mattress and grabbed the book, like maybe her mind had decided that the only way to avoid thinking about the girl in her wall was to find something even worse to think about.

There it was: the glossy cover with the photo of tiny Mia and much tinier Violet and her duck hat. The caption read Cragun’s Resort Trip, Summer 2015. It still felt like a cursed thing in her hand, but she’d had a lot more experience with cursed things since the last time she held it. So she opened it up and began to flip through.

A flash: sitting in Paige’s mom’s office while Violet’s father’s dental practice popped onto the screen, Paige’s hand over his big glossy picture on his practice’s website because Violet could not bear to look at it.

But now, here, she was staring at him. Her father. He was only in three pictures—one of the whole family on the beach, one of him grinning hugely and tossing Violet in the air in the swimming pool, and one where he was standing by himself on the dock looking at something in the distance.

It was this one that Violet studied.

There was a reason she’d had Paige block the photo with her hand beyond the fact that she did not want to behold him. After all, she did not look like her mother or Mia. And it was true: she looked like him. Round face, light brown hair, wide-set brown eyes. You could see it in the family photo too: Violet and her dad, Mia and their mom. It was the first time Violet felt like she looked like she belonged in the family.

But that family was broken now. He’d left them. He’d left her.

You’re just like him.

She slammed the book shut, threw it on the floor.

Why would anyone rather be sick and alone than with the people they’re supposed to care about?

She shoved these thoughts away, lest the girl somehow pluck them out of her mind and make them even worse.

This happened in the movies. Captain Marvel is on her knees, held down by the power of the Supreme Intelligence, forced to relive every moment in her life in which she failed, in which she fell. And then, suddenly, she remembers: Yes, she fell, but she got up again, each time. And so she gets up again and wins.

Of course, Captain Marvel had absorbed the power of an infinity stone. She had photon blasts. But mostly, Carol Danvers, even before she got her powers, had a body that was actually capable of getting up.

At that point, Trixie jumped on the bed and settled in. She basically lived in the attic full-time now, watching over Violet. That was one thing she had in common with Captain Marvel, at least: they both had a great cat.

Captain Marvel also had her best friend, Maria Rambeau, who believed in her even when she’d forgotten who she was. Violet’s friends were gone.

Except for Will.

He’d helped her when she was sick at the Fall Harvest Fest. He’d written to ask how she was. He believed her.

She needed help. And he was her only hope.

Violet grabbed her laptop. She had no idea what Will did on Saturdays—play D&D? Forage for mushrooms? Practice code breaking?—but opened up the Google Doc in case one of those things involved being online.

He’d responded to her last message asking if he could do anything. He was probably not expecting this.

Are you there? she typed.

And there, a moment later, his icon appeared. The relief in Violet’s body was a tangible thing.

Violet! What’s happening! Are you still sick?

Yes, she typed, breath held, but I need to talk to you about something else.

Okay.

Violet’s fingers hovered over the keys. What was she going to say? How would she explain this?

Okay, she typed quickly. I’m going to say something and I know it might sound unbelievable, but I’m not making it up, I promise.

A moment. Then:

Okay.

There were a lot of disadvantages to communicating by Google Doc.

Deep breath.

So, I think my house is haunted.

She stared at the screen. In the silence of the blank page, she could feel Will across the way, doing the same.

And then, finally:

Like, actually?

Yes.

Biting her lip, she hunched over her laptop. The girl in the wallpaper could hear everything. Could she see what she was typing too?

There’s something in my walls. It actually grabbed me. It wants to take my body.

All she could do was wait. And breathe. And wait. A burning sensation spread from her gut all through her chest.

Can you hold on a second?

Okay, Violet typed.

She waited some more. One minute. Two. The burning sensation spread.

And then: I can come over at one?

It wasn’t hard to get her mom to agree. As long as Violet promised that she felt comfortable enough with this boy to tell him when she was tired and that she wouldn’t strain herself. But it was nice, she said, for Violet to have some company. Nice, too, to that she had found a new friend in middle school.

While Violet waited for Will to arrive, she tried to sort through everything that had happened, so she’d be able to answer his inevitable questions accurately. But the thoughts were all rushing around her brain at such velocity that she was having trouble catching them, let alone putting them in order.

And then Will was in her room, her mother behind him. She hadn’t heard the doorbell or his shoes on the stairs, but that hardly surprised her now. She tried to act normal, and Will also seemed to know that that was important, though he was scanning the room warily. Her mom chattered brightly at him—Let us know if you need any snacks!—while Trixie trotted in a figure eight around Will’s legs, brushing against them occasionally as if to test their sturdiness.

After her mom left, Will and Violet just stared at each other until the sound of her footsteps disappeared. Then Will began speaking like he’d been holding his breath the whole time.

“Violet, what—”

She held up her hand, eyes full of warning, and then made a show of picking up her phone. She can hear us, she texted.

Will glanced at his phone and nodded, eyes round. He looked around the room again, then adjusted his glasses.

“Um, how are you feeling?” he asked.

“Oh, you know,” Violet said, as if that said anything.

He frowned at her, shifting. “Does your doctor know what’s wrong?”

Violet’s ears turned red. She shook her head.

“You should talk to my dad,” Will said.

The fortune-teller from the carnival? “You’re funny.”

With a shrug, he held up his phone again, eyeing it, and then asked her pointedly, “So, want to watch a movie?”

Gratitude flooded through her. He understood. He was playing along.

They put on Into the Spider-Verse, then Will sat next to her on the bed while she got out her laptop and opened up a document. Trixie hopped onto the bed between them, eyes fixed firmly on the screen. And slowly, Violet typed out the story as best she possibly could, from the first time she saw the wallpaper to her dreams of the monstrous girl, the messages on the mirror, being dragged into the wall and saved by Trixie, the threat to Owen, and finally what she’d said last night to Violet.

Will watched the screen, waiting, face blank, taking in each word as she typed. She could feel him stiffening the more she wrote. But all she could do was keep typing.

When she was done, he swallowed noisily, took the laptop, and wrote:

You think she’s a ghost?

I don’t know. I really don’t know what she is. Her arm was . . . solid. Do ghosts try to steal your body?

Maybe? There are lots of possession stories, but I’ve never heard of one where they just . . . remove the person who is already there. This seems different.

She’d been hoping Will would know, that given all the research he’d done, he’d be able to classify the thing, like one of the Ghostbusters. Maybe he’d even know how to defeat her. It was not a rational hope, sure, but things had gone way beyond rational.

Have you told anyone else? Your sister?

No, Violet typed. I can’t tell her.

Will did not press. What’s the deal with the wallpaper? Do you have any ideas?

I think it’s keeping her in the wall somehow.

He nodded. Let’s make a list of what we know.

1) The wallpaper traps her.

Violet added:

2) She only comes out when it’s dark.

It was true. Every appearance had been when the sun was down. It was still dark the other morning when she threatened Owen.

After thinking a moment, Will added:

3) She can appear in mirrors and maybe can travel between them?

Violet hadn’t thought of the girl’s appearance in the living room that way, but perhaps Will was right. She typed:

4) She can grab you if you’re next to exposed wall.

At that, he looked at Violet, and then began to type quickly, face scrunched in concentration.

Okay so you were downstairs for two nights, right? And you hadn’t covered up the gap in the wallpaper?

Right.

And when she grabbed you, you were right against the wall, right?

Yes.

So maybe she can’t survive outside the wall without a body. Because if she could, she could have just come out at night, wandered downstairs, and dragged you back into the wall, right? Or if she couldn’t go beyond this room she could have just laid in wait for you to come back?

Grimacing, Violet typed, That’s something it didn’t occur to me to be terrified of.

Sorry. But maybe you knew that, somehow. Maybe you sensed that she still couldn’t escape for some reason, even with the ripped off wallpaper. She had to try to drag you in to steal your body. He thought for a moment and added, I guess it could just be that she can’t come out, that the wall won’t let her.

Violet chewed on her lip, staring at the words. The thing had reached out of the wall to grab her. She’d tricked Violet into ripping off the wallpaper so she could do just that. Yes, she could, physically, break the barrier of the wall if the wallpaper wasn’t there. But she would not come out, not even when there was a gap to go through.

I don’t think so, she typed. I think you’re right, that it’s that she doesn’t come out because she can’t survive long without an actual body.

Right. Maybe she’s like a parasite or a virus. She can’t survive long outside a host.

Violet sat back in bed, eyes fixed on the TV screen, considering. In the movie, Miles Morales was wearing one of Peter Parker’s Spider-Man costumes, which he’d spray-painted to make his own and stood on top of a skyscraper looking at the city far below. With the voices of Peter, Aunt May, Uncle Aaron, and his mom in his head, he jumped. At first he dove down between buildings, then started to tumble toward the concrete. But Aunt May had given him web shooters; he pressed them, and the webs arched up to the top of skyscraper—and then he was no longer falling. He was a new Spider-Man, soaring through the city.

Violet typed, I think I have a plan.
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Twenty-One

What’s Up, Danger?

They typed back and forth for a while, trying to make the plan solid, to leave no room for error. But the fact was, there wasn’t that much solid to be had. If the girl in the wallpaper could not survive outside the wall without a body, Violet would have to get her out.

The how, though, is where things got tricky. She wouldn’t come out willingly; they were pretty sure. So Violet would have to lure her.

It was not a good plan, but it was the only plan.

Will would not let her do this alone—though she was not sure what exactly he could do, but there’s only so much arguing you can do on a Google Doc. So he said he would come up with a reason to come back tonight after dinner, but his dads were so excited that he’d made a new friend in school that they wouldn’t ask too many questions.

So he left after putting his number into her new phone, promising to text as soon as he had a plan.

But of course, she was never going to let him come. She was not going to put Will in danger.

So a half hour later, she texted him:

Will, I’m sorry. My mom says I can’t have anyone over because I need to rest.

It could well have been true. If Violet had actually asked her.

oh no

what do we do?

maybe I could sneak in?

I don’t think that would work.

She said maybe tomorrow night.

Okay. Okay. Tomorrow night. Okay. But what are you going to do tonight?

I’ll sleep downstairs. I can watch over Owen for one day.

Are you sure?

Yes. It will be fine.

A moment.

Okay but text me in the morning?

I promise.

She very much hoped she could keep that promise.

The afternoon had been exhausting, so she rested until her parents brought up dinner, then her mother got out her pajamas and put her clothes away, and if Violet’s request for a good-night hug seemed unusual to her, she did not comment.

Then came the worst part.

Trixie was there on her bed as she always was at nighttime. Violet picked her up, buried her face in her fur, whispered many loving and apologetic things to her, and then carried her to the staircase and shut the door.

She was not going to put anyone else at risk.

She settled into the corner of the reading chair with her blanket and her bear, feet on the pillow, legs pressed against her chest, eyes fixed on the wallpaper.

Darkness settled softly over the room. Everything was still. She could hear nothing from the rest of the house, as if the floors below, and the Earth entirely, had dropped away, leaving the attic, and Violet, drifting in space. Even with all the lights on, everything still felt strangely cloaked in shadow.

The pattern on the wallpaper was unmoving, unchanged. Still, the air felt charged, like it was waiting for something. The more nothing happened, the more anxious Violet became, until her whole body was thrumming and her lungs had to work to breathe in all that charged air.

“You can do this,” she whispered.

At that, the vines on the wallpaper snapped into taut lines crisscrossing each other, like a chain-link fence. Violet froze. A horrible hissing sound filled the room, as if behind the wall writhed hundreds of angry snakes.

“Hello, Violet.”

She’d been waiting for this, prepared for this, and yet when the voice came, she recoiled.

“What? Are you scared of something?”

“I’m not afraid of you,” she lied.

That terrible laugh again. “Of course you’re not,” she said, as if to a child. “That boy seemed very nice. Did he come over because he feels sorry for you?”

Violet pressed her lips closed as if to seal them. Arguing would do nothing.

“The last friend of yours who came over never came back, did she? How long is it going to be before that boy does the same? How long is it going to be before he gets sick of how you’re never around?”

Still, she kept her lips closed.

“You seemed to be up to having visitors. Strange how sometimes you can’t stand up and other times you seem just fine.”

Now Violet scrunched up her eyes.

“Maybe that’s why everyone thinks you’re faking it. It’s such a peculiar malady. Do you remember when you couldn’t go downstairs because of a smell?”

Yes, it sounded ridiculous. Even Violet thought it sounded ridiculous.

“That’s it, right? You get sick from smells? You get dizzy sometimes? You’re so tired? Do you know how you sound?” Her voice went up into a terrible whine. “I’m just so tiiiiired!”

Once again her hands flew up to her ears, pressed in tight.

“You know who’s tired, Violet?” Once again, the voice was just as loud, just as clear. “I’m tired. I have to be here with you all day watching you mope around.” The whole room gave a shudder. Then her voice growing until it filled the room, she added, “You want to be sick.”

The sick hit her like a slap, and Violet flinched.

“You want to be sick so you don’t have to deal with the fact that your friends outgrew you.”

“That’s not true,” Violet exclaimed.

“It is true, and you know it. Somewhere there’s a voice in your brain whispering You know she’s right, Violet. You’re not sick at all. You’re just afraid.”

Violet’s heart twisted.

“You’re so afraid, Violet. Afraid of everything. So you hide.”

It was too much.

“You are broken, Violet.”

“Leave me alone,” Violet said weakly.

“You know it’s true.”

“Please,” she repeated, hands clenched into fists.

“You are broken. You are alone. Except for me. I am your best friend now.”

“Stop.”

“Get out of that chair. Come closer.”

“I can’t,” Violet said.

“You can. It will be so easy. Just come closer. It will be so much better in here. I promise.”

Violet squeezed her eyes shut. Sucked air in. Held on to everything solid she had. It was not enough.

“Will it hurt?” Violet said quietly.

“No,” she purred. “Not at all. And everything you’re feeling now will be gone.”

The thing in the wallpaper had won in a way. Violet wanted to hold out as long as she could, but she could not stand it anymore.

“You can’t hurt my family.”

“I promise.”

She swallowed. Gathered herself. Tried to look brave. “What do I do?”

“Come to the wall.”

Violet inhaled. They had been right. She would not come out, not without a body.

Right now, it was small comfort.

She got up from her chair, her head flooding with dizziness, as if to remind her how much her body was not up to this. When it cleared, she moved slowly toward Owen’s finger painting. The wallpaper began to writhe again, and she felt something like a push toward it, the room like a mother giving a child an encouraging nudge on her first day of preschool.

“Good, good,” the voice said as Violet crouched near the wall. “This is just right.”

“And then what?” Violet’s voice was so small.

“Then, I will bring you in here. You’ll move out. I will move in.”

Just like a house.

“Okay,” Violet whispered.

She positioned herself in front of the gap in the wallpaper so she could brace her legs against the wall as soon as the picture was down. The thing in the wall would reach out to pull her in, just as she did before, and Violet braced herself to pull back. She’d pull the thing out, propel them both backward, scamper away, and then—

And then, the girl in the wall would disappear.

It was at this exact moment that Violet realized how flimsy this plan was. Her body had to perform just as she needed it to, to be quick and strong and agile, not a useless sack of bones and parts.

Still, she was ripping Owen’s picture down, positioning her feet on either side of the gap, bending her legs, and then—

A long, spindly, yellowed arm reached out of the wall, a hand unfurled, extended toward her gracefully. An invitation.

Already, this was wrong—somehow in Violet’s head she would have both arms for leverage. But there was no time to adjust. So Violet clasped the thing’s wrist with both hands—it was ice-cold and Violet shuddered. But there was no time. Adrenaline flooding her, she pulled back with all her might.

The girl in the wall was not expecting it. It was the only advantage Violet had.

The girl’s arm tensed, and it was strong, yes, and solid. But she also felt weightless, like Violet was pulling on the arm of a giant stuffed animal from the state fair. And so she emerged, half her body breaking the plane of the wall.

There was no time. Adrenaline coursing through her veins, Violet sprang up and kept pulling, until she was in the middle of the room and the thing in the wall was—

There.

She was human-shaped, but she was no human. She was the color of old bones, from her terrible face to her sticklike limbs. A simple rotted dress hung from her unevenly.

Yellowed hair curtained her face, thick and rigid, like from the brush of an old broom. Unlike the apparition in her dream, her hair did not cover her face enough to hide the fact that her eyes looked like they’d been hastily stitched shut with thick black thread and there was a violent gash across her lower face where the mouth should be.

She was not quite a ghost, not quite a girl. She smelled of mildew and decay, and when she opened her gash and screeched, it was so loud that it rattled the walls. And no one downstairs would hear a thing.

“Clever,” she hissed. “I didn’t think you had it in you.”

Violet scampered backward while the creature stalked toward her, feet thudding against the floor—slowly, inevitably.

She can’t survive out here forever, Violet told herself. Otherwise, she wouldn’t need you.

But perhaps the thing could survive for long enough.

Violet was backed against the wall now. There was no time. The thing grabbed Violet’s collar, hand icy enough to cause shocks of cold to run through her body, then threw her to the floor. Grabbing Violet’s leg with one hand, the thing turned and began to drag her toward the exposed wall.

Violet thrashed around, but the thing kept walking. She drew a breath—she was going to be tossed into the wall, the terrible fog would wash over her, her mind and body would slowly let go, and the thing in the wall would evict her from this body—

The thing stopped suddenly before the wall, picked Violet up by her shirt, and opened her mouth. Before Violet could make sense of what was happening, she was flooded with a sense of horrible wrongness.

And then it was as if she was being wrenched apart from the inside.

“This will hurt,” the thing whispered. But the voice wasn’t in the room anymore. It was in her head. And Violet knew: the girl in the wall had moved in.

The pressure was unbearable.

“You would have had a chance inside the wall,” the thing hissed as the pressure and pain grew. Violet’s hands flew to her head. The voice was so loud, it made her skull feel like it was going to fly apart.

There were two beings inside a body only designed to hold one. If Violet didn’t leave, she knew, she would eventually be squeezed out.

What a terrible plan this had been.

She would miss her family. She would never be able to tell them.

“Get out.”

“No,” Violet said. At least she would fight. Her mom deserved that.

“I can make this hurt more.”

“I won’t go,” she said, louder this time. Eliot, too, who had become her true father. And Owen, her little brother who smelled like baby soap and strawberries. And Trixie, who had chosen her. And even Mia, who would miss her, even if she didn’t act like it.

That terrible laugh, echoing inside her head. “You think you are so strong!”

No, she was not strong. Not physically. Her body was sick, broken, almost entirely useless.

But it was hers.

She was sick. No one knew why. But it was not in her head. It was not about a fear of change or of abandonment. It was not her fault. She was sick, and her mom believed her and Eliot made her smoothies and Mia called everyone a butthead and Will was her friend and she would always be enough for Owen, no matter what.

And it was her body.

“Get out.” It was Violet’s turn to say it.

She could feel the girl in there, like something you’d swallowed that would not quite digest. She gathered everything she had—from her mind, her heart, her memories, and even her body, weak as it was—and she filled her whole self with it.

She pushed and she pushed because there was no room for them both, because it was her body and she wanted it back, because the girl was an intruder.

“Get out,” Violet said again, giving one last mighty shove.

And then—

The thing was outside her again, stumbling backward. Violet was a drowning girl suddenly bursting to the surface, lungs sucking in air.

The girl’s gash mouth opened wide. “No!” she howled, then she shook her whole body like a wet dog, growled, lunged forward again.

Violet, still gasping, hurtled backward, then threw herself toward the bathroom. Everything in her mind and body was buzzing, alit. When she was inside, she slammed the door shut and locked it.

She released a breath but only for a moment.

The door handle rattled. And again. Then, a pounding against the door, loud, slow, and strong.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Violet sucked in a rattling breath. How long would it take the girl in the wall to figure out how to get in there? Her eyes darted to the mirror above the sink—could she come out that way?—then fell on the shelf with Eliot’s escape ladder.

The pounding continued, growing stronger. The door rattled against its hinges.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Violet dove for the window, opened it, unfurled the ladder, crawled out.

Slowly, carefully, she made her way down. No sound came out of the open window. Whatever was happening, she would not be able to hear anymore. She was halfway down when she looked up to see the thing’s head emerge through the window. The girl looked first into the sky, as if Violet might have flown away. But then, her head snapped down, hair hanging, and Violet began moving again, as fast as she could.

Above her, the girl in the wall was through the open window and mounting the ladder. Violet was almost to the ground, so she jumped down, stumbled backward, then fell. She tried to push herself up, but whatever adrenaline had carried her this far could carry her no farther. The thing was moving slowly down the ladder—there was time for Violet to run, if only she could.

Violet looked behind her, looked up again—

And then, the house seemed to almost expand, as if it were taking a breath.

The open window closed.

The thing from the wall’s head shot up.

She flickered for a moment.

And then she was gone.
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Twenty-Two

More Unexpected Things

After Violet collapsed on the ground, after she lay there for several long minutes, after she slowly picked herself up, she tried to climb back up the ladder. But her body simply was done for the night. She’d already asked a lot of it. So she did the only thing she could. She willed herself to the front door and rang the bell.

Eliot, always up late, answered, a confused and concerned look on his face. Violet told him an elaborate story about a vivid nightmare involving a house fire. It was not a great story, but she had gotten good at pretending by this time. Eliot helped her back upstairs, promising he would look into ways to ease nightmares, maybe there were some supplements that might help.

Her room looked completely normal. The bathroom door was open and intact. Eliot returned the fire escape ladder to its home, then tucked her into bed.

“That must have been some nightmare,” he said.

“It was.”

“We’ll do everything we can to help you.”

“I know,” she said.

At this, he smiled and rested his hand on her forehead gently. “You’re a good one, Violet Hart.”

At that moment, Trixie came bounding up the stairs, yowling. When she saw Violet, she hopped up on the bed and proceeded to very articulately express her feelings.

“Wow,” Eliot said. “She really didn’t like that your door was closed.”

“I guess not,” Violet said. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

But when Eliot had left, Violet picked the cat up and held her close. “I’m sorry. I was afraid you’d get hurt. It’s okay now, I promise. It’s over.”

Eventually, Trixie was tucked into her, snoring adorably. The cat clearly felt no need to prowl around the room, and that was enough for Violet to rest. And the room, too, seemed to have unclenched. Even the wallpaper seemed duller, less offensive—mostly.

It was still pretty ugly.

But all this time, it had tried to keep her safe. Which didn’t mean she was going to leave it up forever. But in the meantime, she wouldn’t hate it.

Violet fell asleep and slept all through the night, through the morning, until her mother knocked gently on her doorframe. Midday light was flooding into the room.

“I heard about last night. I just wanted to see if you’re okay.”

“I am,” Violet said, and for once she actually meant it.

“Mia made you something. She says it’s not done yet, but after the other night . . . she wanted me to show you this morning. She’s out right now or she’d show you herself. I’ll fire it up so you can watch, okay?”

Mom sat on the bed next to her and, while Violet cuddled in, navigated to Miapolis, Mia’s private YouTube channel.

This morning, she’d posted a new video called StuffedVengers: Return of the Nightmare King.

Violet swallowed. It was a Stuffed Animal Cinematic Universe movie.

Before, they’d used the stuffed animals themselves—the baby snow leopard, the Egyptian cat from the Science Museum, the Daniel Tiger puppet, all dressed in Kleenex and felt. Mia’s crafting abilities had expanded as the SACU did, so as sequels turned into trilogies and universes into multiverses, the crew started to wear real costumes that Mia had designed and sewn for them.

Violet pressed play. There was an opening montage: quick sketches of the heroes looking heroic, then a graphic:

A Hart Sisters Production

Now a clay baby snow leopard appeared on the screen wearing a Loki-like helmet and cackling.

“I am Baby Cat!” he monologued, as villains do. “I am going to give Violet Hart terrible nightmares! Hahahahaha!”

A minion popped into view: Jerry, a small spotted cow wearing a bowler hat. “No, Baby Cat,” he cried. “You can’t! It’s too evil, even for you!”

“Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?” Baby Cat proclaimed. “Evil is my middle name!”

Another minion—a bat named Boo—popped up and squeaked, “You told me your middle name was Steve.”

It was clearly a rush job; normally Mia would spend weeks or months on a Claymation video.

“I will defeat you, Baby Cat!” shouted the hero, Captain Kitty One, who wore a blue suit with a star on her chest.

“Fool!” said Baby Cat. “When have you ever thwarted my plans?”

“Literally a thousand times,” said Captain Kitty.

Violet watched, tears streaming down her face as Captain Kitty gathered the StuffedVengers together—there was Waddles the penguin, the hardened cynic of the group; Simon, the purple monster who always had a ready quip; and Snoozy, the hedgehog with a sleeping cap on who fell asleep in the middle of every mission.

This was the way of the StuffedVengers: it was hard, all those strong personalities used to working alone, but eventually they came together for a cause greater than themselves. And they always, always won—sure there was that epic two-parter where at the end of part one, Baby Cat had evaporated the stuffing from half the creatures in the universe, but they’d still won in the end.

Violet found herself buried in her mother’s arms, while her mother held her close. She was crying so hard she was shaking, but for once, it was not because she was sad.

Her mother held her for a while, saying mom things to her, until Violet’s crying ceased. And when it did, Violet felt something settle inside her.

Suddenly she could feel Mom sit up. “Violet, what’s this?”

Before Violet could respond, she’d reached to the floor and grabbed the photo album that Violet had thrown.

“Where did you find this?” she asked, hand resting on the book.

“I’m sorry,” Violet said. “It was in my stuff and—”

Mom stared at her. “Why are you sorry?”

“I don’t want to make you sad.” Violet’s throat tightened.

“Oh, Vi.” Her mom sighed. “First, you didn’t make me sad. You never make me sad. Second, keeping me from being sad is not your job.”

“But—”

“It’s not, Violet.” She cocked her head. “It never was your job.”

Now Violet’s eyes were welling up again. Mom didn’t understand.

“My girl. I know it’s all so hard. But looking at something like this”—she motioned to the picture of baby Violet and her father in the pool—“it’s a reminder of how much your dad adored you.”

Violet looked down at the bed. “I don’t think that’s true.”

“Baby, why not?”

Violet kept her gaze firmly fixed on her bedspread. “Because he left when I was little. Everything was fine until I was there.” Her voice sounded so tight, like it was being squeezed out.

“Vi.” Mom took her hand gently, softly. “Everything was not fine. Things were very much not fine between me and your father for a long time, for reasons that only have to do with us. You were so little, and I . . . I should have understood. I should have told you before now.”

Violet was blinking away tears now. “It’s okay—”

“It’s not okay.” She let out a long sigh. “Your father was a very impulsive person. He asked me to marry him right out of college and I got swept up in it. But he wasn’t good about responsibility and . . . he was very selfish. We argued a lot, and he took the easy way out. He always did.”

The words settled on Violet gently, tentatively, as if trying to decide whether or not she would try to shake them off.

But she did not, not this time.

“We had good times too, though. Like this trip. It was our first vacation after you were born. That’s nothing but a wonderful memory for me.” She shook her head. “You have to understand that some people are the kinds that leave. There’s nothing any of us can do about that. We just need to find the kind of people who stay.”

“Like Eliot,” Violet whispered.

“Yes, like Eliot. He loves you so much. He wants nothing but to be a wonderful dad to you, even if he gets overexcited about the blender sometimes.”

At that, Violet laughed, and it felt again like coming up for air.

Her mom wiped her face gently.

“Did somebody say blender?” came Eliot’s voice from the doorway. A moment, then he cleared his throat, voice softening. “Is everything all right?”

“I think so.” Mom looked at Violet questioningly.

“It is,” she said, and again, she meant it.

“Oh, good. I’m sorry to interrupt, but your friend Will is here. His dad drove him over. He wanted to know if you were okay. Should I send him up?”

Will. She’d forgotten.

“Yes, please.”

Her mother kissed her head then and followed Eliot back down the stairs.

Soon, Will was in her doorway, wide-eyed.

“You were supposed to text me!” he whispered, looking around. “I texted and texted and you didn’t write back.”

Violet held her hands up. “I’m really sorry,” she said. “I was asleep all morning. But listen. We can talk. It’s okay.”

“Violet!” He gaped at her. “You didn’t . . .”

She nodded. “Maybe you want to sit down.

So Will pulled up her reading chair and listened as she recounted the entire thing the best she could. It had all happened so quickly, and yet there was so much. The whole time she talked, Will sat perfectly still, staring at her, eyes big.

When she was done, he just kept staring, mouth slightly open. “Violet,” he breathed finally, “you’re amazing.”

“I mean, I didn’t really have a choice.”

He shook his head. “No, you’re like . . . a superhero. They should give you your own solo story arc.”

A warm feeling flooded through her, and she could not help it. She grinned.

“So, what was she? A ghost?”

“I don’t know. Not really?”

“Did she say what had happened to her? How she got in the wall in the first place?”

“No.”

He shook his head rapidly. “I obviously have about nine thousand questions, but my dad is waiting. Can I . . . come over again?”

“Yes, please.”

“One of my dads can drive me whenever. They’re pretty happy I have a friend from school. And I told them you wouldn’t peer pressure me to go on all-day bike rides or something.”

“I promise,” Violet said.

“I’m sorry I can’t stay. We’re supposed to be trying on shoes. I’ll text you.” He grinned and adjusted his glasses. “Anyway, I have a lot of research to do.”

Violet grinned again. “I know.”

He turned to go and then added, “Oh, Quinn wanted to know if she could have your number. I think she and Kennedy wanted to check up on you. Is that okay?”

“Yes,” Violet said. “That would be great.”

Everyone had been right. Middle school was hard. So many changes. And your friendships truly can disappear overnight. But you can find new friends, better friends. The kind that stay.

A little while after Will left, her mother came up with chocolate chip pancakes for her because it was Sunday, and Sundays were for pancakes, even if everyone else had eaten hours ago. While Violet ate, her mom parked in the armchair, which was getting a lot of use. “Will seems like a good friend.”

“He is.”

“So, his father, the one who dropped him off, is a pediatrician. He said he’d heard you’d been sick and asked after you.” She exhaled. “He said he’d be happy to talk to you. He seemed . . . really very kind.”

Violet just stared at her. Do you want to talk to my dad? Will had asked—first at the Fall Harvest Fest, then yesterday. Not because he was a fake fortune-teller—because he was an actual doctor.

“I told him what had happened with the other doctors, and he didn’t have a lot of patience for the way they treated you.”

“Really?” Violet breathed.

“Really. He also said that he had some thoughts on why you might be feeling the way you are and would like to speak with you about it if you’re willing. So what do you think? Would it be okay to set up a call?”

Violet looked at the ground. She did not know what she thought. He might think he had ideas now, but what would happen when he talked to her? Who was to say he would even believe she was sick? And would he then tell Will it was all in her head?

And even he did believe her, he might not be able to help.

She closed her eyes.

But.

He’d been so nice at the carnival, so funny, and everyone had left his booth with a smile on their face.

Remember you are a queen and that you, too, have claws.

Maybe this time, it would be better. Maybe those other doctors were the sort of people who leave. Maybe Will’s dad was different.

An hour later, she was video chatting with Will’s father—Dr. Sommers-Medina—now dressed in a plaid button-down shirt, with no fake fortune-teller vibes about him at all. Her mom sat in the chair and listened, as Violet had requested.

So she told him what had happened, from the time after the sleepover when she woke up with a sore throat and a fever to collapsing her last day at school, after gym. He listened, asked questions, and when she was done, he said, “Violet, I’m sorry. That sounds awful.”

Tears filled her eyes. She blinked them away, nodded.

He asked a few more questions and then said carefully, “I will tell you that I can’t be sure right now what’s causing this, but it could be a postviral syndrome. Sometimes, for reasons we don’t know, the body can overreact after a viral infection, and sometimes that causes the immune system to turn on the body itself, as if there are intruders everywhere. It can also bring with it something called post-exertional malaise, meaning you might wake up very sick the day after, say, running a mile. And perhaps a problem where your heart and blood pressure react oddly to postural change, which would explain the dizzy spells you’re having and some of the other symptoms. But if we determine that’s a possibility, I can refer you to a pediatric cardiologist who can look more closely.”

Violet swallowed. “But . . . my tests don’t show anything. They’re all normal.”

He frowned. “I don’t know for sure, but I am guessing the other doctors you saw just did some basic things. Did anyone test your blood pressure and heart rate lying down and then standing up?

“No.”

“I see. Certainly the cardiologist will want to look carefully at your heart function. But even then, tests don’t tell us everything. Sometimes, you have to look deeper.”

“So,” Violet said, voice a whisper, “you don’t think it’s in my head?”

A pause. He looked away and then back. “Listen, Violet. It is true that our mental state can affect our bodies, and sometimes stress and anxiety can lead to physical symptoms, especially in kids, and a good doctor takes that seriously. These kids are often helped greatly by figuring out ways to manage that anxiety, including help from a good child psychologist. But to me, it’s irresponsible not to rule out every medical possibility before deciding that that’s the diagnosis. And I will tell you that I have never heard of a case of anxiety causing such extreme fatigue that you can barely walk. I am a firm believer in the value of therapy, and if you want to talk to someone about being sick, I know a wonderful person, but I don’t think therapy is going to treat what’s happening with you medically right now.”

He clasped his hands together, leaned in, gazed at Violet. “Some of my colleagues don’t know how or don’t want to look underneath the surface of things, so they come up with easy answers. If they can’t see something wrong immediately, they assume there’s nothing medically wrong at all. This is a failure of education, a failure of empathy, and mostly a failure of the health-care system itself. I’m very sorry that you were treated this way.”

She closed her eyes. Squeezed them tight. Nodded.

“So the thing you think it might be?” she asked after a minute. “A postviral syndrome? Is that . . . Is it something you can make better?”

Another pause. “It depends. I know that’s a frustrating answer, but it’s the best one I can give. Many postviral syndromes we unfortunately know very little about and are generally poorly understood. Which is why so many doctors don’t even recognize it when it walks into their office. But no matter what, there are a lot of strategies we can try to manage the symptoms.”

“But illness doesn’t work that way.”

His mouth twitched slightly. “If anyone tells you that, well, you can safely ignore them.”

After Dr. Sommers-Medina said he would find a time for her to come in next week, she hung up. Then she collapsed back in her bed. She was so tired, it felt like she would never be able to move again.

“What do you think?” her mom asked gently.

“I think I’m glad I talked to him,” she said, voice thick.

Her mom grinned. “Me too. Now, if you’ll excuse me”—she stood up, making a show of brushing off her legs—“I have some googling to do.”

When she was gone, Violet stared up at the wallpaper, following the vines around the room wherever they wanted to take her. They still didn’t make any sense, but maybe they didn’t have to.

The thing that had been in the wallpaper was gone. She knew it; you can tell when a room isn’t haunted anymore. The walls were just walls. She was all alone up here.

And yet, she did not feel so alone.

That night after Owen went to bed, Mia, Violet, and their parents sat in the living room, Trixie settled in on Violet’s lap, and they put on Into the Spider-Verse again. Gwen Stacy came on the screen, flying through the air as if she owned it. She was so agile, strong, capable. Her body did whatever she needed it to do.

Violet’s did not. But it was hers. And today, she was the one who defeated the bad guy.

Though, she thought, maybe not alone.

Violet did not really know why the bathroom window had slammed shut. She would always wonder.

But not all questions have answers.

You know the truth, though: Violet and the house had evicted the girl together.

Maybe the house had been waiting for her all this time.

The house on Katydid Street would keep its secrets.

But it was safe now. It was well. And as the family filled the house together, the house embraced them back.

And perhaps, if you were standing on the curb looking at the house at 1664 Katydid Street, you would find it didn’t look so alone anymore.




Author’s Note

This story was inspired by a novella called “The Yellow Wallpaper,” written by Charlotte Perkins Gilman and originally published in 1892. In it, a woman is prescribed a “rest cure” for her postpartum mental health issues. Her doctor husband makes her lie in bed and do absolutely nothing for weeks on end, and all she has to occupy her is studying the old, extremely ugly wallpaper in her room. The story came out of Gilman’s own medical experience, and when it was published, she mailed it to her doctor. He did not respond.

The main character in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s story is driven mad by her rest cure, and the woman she sees in the wallpaper is a hallucination. For Violet, as you know, there really was something in the wallpaper, and because of her illness, she’s trapped with it. Violet has a postviral syndrome that, if it lasts, would eventually qualify as myalgic encephalomyelitis / chronic fatigue syndrome (ME/CFS). Postviral syndromes are considered invisible illnesses—difficult to see and difficult to diagnose. And this means that some patients are themselves rendered invisible.

I have had chronic invisible illnesses since I was a teenager, first manifesting as what is currently called ME/CFS, though my symptoms have changed and I carry different diagnoses now. The negligence Violet receives in the ER and in Dr. Reynolds’ office may seem improbable, but these scenes match my own experience, and these types of stories are common among ME/CFS patients. And while some doctors and research centers are putting a lot of effort into learning more about ME/CFS, especially in light of its notable similarities with some forms of Long COVID, many patients are still being met with ignorance, dismissal, and even hostility. Our medical system prefers easy answers over hard questions, and in my experience, some doctors are unwilling to acknowledge the possibility of a condition that they don’t know or understand.

But as I have found again and again, there are many doctors out there who do listen, and are comfortable with hard questions. They know that with invisible illnesses, certainty is the enemy of good care. Like Violet, like me, you can find medical professionals who will listen to you and want to help you, even if you might have to go through a few to find them.

If there’s a girl in your wallpaper, though, I’d start with the nearest ghost hunter.
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