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For Mom—this book wouldn’t exist without you.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

Dear Readers,

 

When I was a kid antiquing with my mom, she made up a game. I don’t remember the details, but it involved not looking in mannequin’s eyes so you wouldn’t turn into one. That game and the story that accompanied it stuck with me, and eventually, became Junk Junction, a story about a non-binary kid whose mom gets turned into a mannequin.

This, in many ways, is an adventure story. But it’s also a scary story. There are ghosts, both good and bad, and as a result, there are discussions of death. There are somewhat violent moments when the characters have to fight off mannequins and flying objects. But there are also moments of joy, victory, and friendship. Please take care in deciding whether or not this book is for you.

I hope you enjoy reading this as much as I have enjoyed writing it.

 

Thank you,

Sara

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 1

My Top Three Rules for Antiquing:

1.      Never look a mannequin in the eyes. You might turn into one!

2.      Respect the shop dogs. They’re the best and deserve all the treats.

3.      Don’t touch sharp and/or breakable objects. You drop things when you see their stories.

 

— Edi’s Journal of Hauntings and Weird Antiques

 

Sometimes, when I touched old objects—when I let my mind go blank and focused on what I wanted to know about them—I saw their stories. Like a dream. Maybe it was the feeling of a child crying when I picked up an old doll. Or a last meal shared when I sat at a weathered kitchen table. I was never quite sure if these visions were real or if my mom believed me when I talked about them, but they sure left an impression.

You’d think this would’ve been a helpful skill because my mom ran an online antique shop on eBay. Mom and I found hidden gems at stores and estate sales, then sold them for what they were really worth. Jewelry, housewares, weird art—we did it all. But I had to be careful. The object’s stories weren’t always warm and fuzzy.

This morning, we got a month’s notice to move out of our apartment. As much as I complained about how cramped it was, and how it was too hot in the summer but freezing in the winter, I was going to miss it with all its weird wallpaper and creaky boards. But bad news didn’t stop business. If anything, it made work more important.

We packed our snacks, changes of clothes, an old lamp and hit the road for an antiquing trip. Mom and I were going to need a security deposit for a new place soon, so we needed money from the lamp and to find other things to sell online. That lamp! It lurked behind my seat, where I imagined it flickering and buzzing. Lace covered the shade. The base was a woman wearing a ball gown that matched the shade. Its lifeless, painted-on eyes made my muscles tense. I could almost feel the frayed lace scratching my fingers every time I looked at it. That lamp had a story, but I knew in my soul that didn’t want to see it.

“Edi, will you flip me a coin?” called back Mom from the driver’s seat.

Mom got indecisive when she was stressed, but I didn’t want to rely on a coin toss to determine whether we sold the creepy lamp today or Sunday.

Digging into my pockets, my fingers brushed a cracked pen, a skeleton key, and some sticky substance of unknown origin. “Mom, do you have one?”

We were almost to where the highway split. Heading east took us to an area of New Hampshire riddled with lakes and antique stores. West brought us to Vermont and Junk Junction, a shop sure to take the lamp off our hands. I had to get us to Vermont ASAP.

“Here.” A hand, long, graceful and a little wrinkled, passed a coin back to me. “Heads Vermont, tails New Hampshire.”

I held the penny in my dirt-stained palm, focused on a vision of pulling into the parking lot at Junk Junction, tossed the penny, caught it, and slammed it into the opposite palm.

“Heads!”

“Do two out of three,” said Mom.

I hated two out of three.

Again, I held the vision of Junk Junction, this time talking to the owner Mx. Rivers and Mom agreeing to buy me a vintage bicycle, and tossed the coin again.

“Heads!”

“I guess that means Vermont.” She sighed.

Victory! By the end of today, the lamp would be out of our hands. But still. Faster would be better. I leaned my head on the window, smiling as the trees blurred by. “Can we go to Junk Junction first instead of last?”

“Is the lamp bothering you that much?”

Even thinking about spending another night with it conjured goosebumps on my sunburnt arms. But I wasn’t sure what to tell Mom. I couldn’t tell if she believed the lamp was as haunted as I claimed. But after the eBay listing Mom made for the lamp kept vanishing from the internet, she’d called Mx. Rivers, the owner of Junk Junction. They told Mom to bring it in because their sister, who was a psychic, was interested in it.

“Alright, just this once, we’ll start there,” Mom finally said when I didn’t answer.

She prodded the radio. Static burst through it. She turned the knob until she got to a relatively clear news station, where the broadcaster was talking about literal human bones discovered in the town Junk Junction was in:

 

…Police in Sockson are asking residents to avoid the Maple Springs Picnic Area where bones have been washing ashore. Forensic anthropologists estimate the bones are over one-hundred years old and likely washed out of the old Sockson graveyard that flooded earlier this week during a microburst. Many of the people buried there worked in Fairchild Wool Mill. In weather…

 

Mention of the Fairchild Wool Mill caught my attention. That place had a fascinating history! I reached into my pocket and pulled out a faded purple notebook I’d titled Edi’s Journal of Hauntings and Weird Antiques. There were dozens of ghost stories about the Fairchild Wool Mill. The problem was, they were all conflicting. As much as I wanted to believe ghost stories, how was I supposed to when such widely different versions of the same one existed?

An hour later, we pulled into Junk Junction’s gravel parking lot. I was nervous. Antiquing was hit or miss. Sometimes, we’d spend a whole day out and find nothing. Other times, we’d make a month’s rent in one day. And we needed that rent. Bad enough to deal with this lamp. At least this place felt like home. Each item, rusty or shiny, had a history.

I climbed out of the back seat. Mom walked around and picked up the lamp, carrying it like a baby. I kept my distance, following her past bikes of different shapes and sizes, old barn stuff, and lawn ornaments that lined the front of the blocky, brown two-story building. Because ever since our car crossed onto Junk Junction’s property, the lamp’s bulb had been humming and glowing even though it wasn’t plugged into anything.

 

 

 


Chapter 2

Some stories say the ghost of the Fairchild Wool Mill is its former owner, and that he haunts the mill because his wife, Margaret, murdered him to get control of the mill. Some say the ghost is Margaret, who died there in a horrible fire. And others say the ghost is their son, Benedict, who outlived his parents by decades, and never stopped mourning the loss of a forbidden love.

 

— Edi’s Journal of Hauntings and Weird Antiques

 

On the door to Junk Junction, a big purple flyer advertised Sunday’s Solstice Celebration, which would have food, sales, folk music, and psychic readings. Thankful we’d miss it and the huge crowds it drew every year, I grabbed the handle and held the door open for Mom.

I waited for Mom to walk a few feet into the store before I stepped in and took a deep breath. Junk Junction smelled like sawdust and mothballs. Most of it was all one big room broken up by half a dozen aisles, and each aisle was broken into individual booths that various dealers could rent. The one exception was the back room—where Mx. Rivers kept all the mannequins. Thankfully, the creepy things with their glazed-over eyes were all confined to one place. In other stores, they could be anywhere. I could turn a corner, and bam! There would be a mannequin staring down at me with a faded plastic face and eyes that looked frozen in some menacing expression. If I made eye contact, I’d be frozen too.

At least, that’s what Mom had said one day. We had been in a giant antique store in Rhode Island a few years ago and I got in trouble for wandering too far away. Mom liked to tell me stories to keep me entertained while we antiqued, but I never knew when she was making things up and when she was telling the truth.

I searched inside for my friend Mx. Rivers, who owned the place. They helped me realize I was nonbinary a couple years ago when I asked them why they used “Mx.” instead of something like Ms. or Mr. They told me they weren’t a man or a woman, but something else entirely. To them, their gender was like Maple Gorge River: it raged when confined between two stone cliffs, but flowed gently and happily when it was free to wind through open meadows. That metaphor made something click for me. It hadn’t been instantaneous, but over the course of the summer, I’d come to understand that I was nonbinary, came out to Mom, and eventually tried out they/them pronouns. So far, they/them felt right.

A squeaky, scratchy bark caught my attention. Gremlin’s collar’s jingling got louder until a dog’s scruffy black fur and short stubby legs slid around a corner, nearly knocking over an expensive vase, and pranced over to me with his tail wagging.

“Hey, Gremlin!” I knelt down and let Gremlin approach and sniff me. When he leaned his head into my hand, I scratched his favorite spot behind his pointy ears. His beard dripped cold water on my knees, and he left dusty paw prints on my cargo shorts. “You are such a good boy!”

Gremlin stood up on his short hind legs and licked my arm before trotting over to sniff my mom’s feet. She was so intently focused, staring at an old wooden box with a cross carved in the lid that she didn’t notice. The lid was propped up on brass hinges, and inside the box was a large crucifix, a moldy, cloudy bottle of holy water, and three wooden stakes. The surrounding air felt electrified, like the molecules moved extra fast, raising the hairs on my arms. My hand gravitated toward the wood stakes. I wanted to know their story.

“Don’t touch!” Mom said.

“I wasn’t going to.” I crossed my arms and grinned, daring my mom to say otherwise.

Smirking, she tucked her acorn-colored curls behind her ears. “Of course you weren’t. So, tell me, what is this?”

“It’s not obvious?” I pointed at the stakes, the rosaries, and the cracked leather bible. “This is a monster hunting kit, back from when people believed in vampires and thought people got possessed by spirits.”

“Some people still believe.” Mom carefully picked up the stake. “But vampires aren’t real. Those only exist in fiction.”

My heart sped up. “How come you get to touch it?”

She stuck her tongue out at me. “Because I’m a grown-up.”

That was very unfair, but seeing Mom act like a kid conjured giggles from the depths of my belly. She used to act like this all the time, but she’d been more serious lately. The bills were getting harder to pay, and moving was going to make things even more challenging. I missed her being goofy.

Mom put the stake back and pointed at a series of empty depressions in the box. “This kit is not complete. What else might have been in it?”

The shapes were vague, so I thought about what else might go in a monster hunting kit. “Salt? Silver Bullets? Rope? Garlic? A knife?”

Mom rubbed her finger in one depression. “There might have been a candle in this one.”

“There’s chalk, too.” I pointed at a crumbling piece of it that had rolled to the back of the box. “What if they were summoning ghosts or demons?”

“Maybe they were trying to banish ghosts,” said Mom.

“Do you think it worked?” I looked into Mom’s eyes, but she looked away. She always told me ghost stories, but never gave me a straight answer when I asked if they were real.

“I don’t know.” She started walking toward the next booth. “I guess that depends on whether or not you believe in ghosts.”

Gremlin growled as he sniffed Mom’s haunted lamp, half-forgotten on the floor by her feet.

I opened my mouth to ask Mom if she believed, but the words never came out. Her eyes were focused on the next booth, and she was walking away from me. Even if I had asked, I doubt she would’ve given me a direct answer. She never did when it came to the paranormal.

Gremlin sat on my feet and stared up at me with his cute brown eyes. I gave him a treat. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

“Gremlin? Where did you go?” A warm voice carried through the shop. “Gremlin? Your human will be very upset if I lose you.”

“He’s over here, Judy.” Mom’s cheeks turned pink and a smile brightened her face as she walked back past me toward the source of the voice. “How are you?”

Floorboards creaked. I brushed lint out of the tufts of black scruff sticking up above Gremlin’s eyes. Judy almost never worked at Junk Junction, but had a habit of showing up to visit when Mom and I were here, often with her daughter in tow. Delilah, with her pink-hair and know-it-all attitude, was incredibly cool and utterly terrifying. I wanted to be friends with her, but I was always afraid to talk to her. I wondered if she’d be around today, or if she was out on a bike ride.

“Exhausted.” The boards stopped creaking. Judy sighed. “I don’t know how Max runs this place with so few employees. Keeping track of what items belong to which renters seems like a full-time job all by itself because no one labels their tags right and people are always picking things up and then putting them back in the wrong place. Sometimes I think this whole store is haunted, but I can’t seem to find the darn ghost.”

I peered up and studied Judy. Light brown frizzy waves cascaded down to the middle of her back. Her eyes were bright blue, and her skin was pale white. She nervously picked at a loose thread from a half-moon embroidered on her white button-up shirt. A patchwork skirt hung down to her knees, splattered with coffee stains.

“That sounds so stressful.” Mom fidgeted. “Did something happen to Max?”

Max was Mx. Rivers first name. But something about them was more formal, like a teacher. I couldn’t picture using their first name.

“They asked me to watch the shop for them while they went on some antique trip, but I haven’t heard from them in a few days. I’m worried something happened. But they’re probably just busy. I’m sure they’re fine.” Judy frowned down at Gremlin.

“Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help.” Mom reached out and put a hand on her shoulder and gazed into her eyes.

I didn’t get how that was supposed to be comforting. If anyone other than Mom touched me and looked right in my eyes, I got all squirmy.

“That’s kind.” A hint of a smile twinkled on her face. She glanced at me then met Mom’s eyes with one of those looks that was adult for: “I want to talk to you where the kid can’t hear us.” I tensed up. Maybe she knew something bad happened to Mx. Rivers and didn’t want to say it in front of me.

Mom nodded, then handed me the monster hunting kit. “Edi, can you please put this on the counter for me, so I don’t forget it?”

I took the wooden box, surprised Mom was letting me touch it after she told me not to. It weighed more than I expected and hummed with stories—promises of adventure. Both adults watched me as I inched toward the counter. They leaned in and whispered to each other. That never meant anything good. I put the kit down slowly, torn between trying to figure out what its story was or trying to hear whatever Judy wanted to tell my mom.

When I turned around, Mom and Judy were gone.

 


Chapter 3

I broke a snow globe today. I wasn’t supposed to touch it, but it was just so cold. It needed to be warmed up. And when I touched it, buzzing heat danced across the glass. I felt like someone was talking to me, and then I was in the globe, but it was a real town with real people, and there was a car skidding out of control, coming right toward me. I jumped and screamed, and when the globe shattered on the ground, I was standing in the antique store.

 

— Edi’s Journal of Hauntings and Weird Antiques

 

With one last glance at the monster hunting kit, I left it behind and crept into the aisles, listening and looking for where the adults were having their hushed conversation. If they disappeared that quickly, then something was seriously wrong.

Gremlin stayed right beside me as I passed shelves stuffed with old teapots, paintings, and canister sets. In the next booth, a rainbow of My Little Ponies filled the top shelf. A box of vintage Slinkies lurked on the floor.

There was still no sign of Mom or Judy when I got to the open section in the middle of the store.

The floor was arranged like a living room. A trunk like a cross between a coffin and treasure chest stood between two modern couches. Gremlin sat on my feet while I stared at it. The surrounding air warmed, drawing me toward it. I pictured it filled with gold coins and skeletons.

I really wanted it.

My room was a mess because I had so much stuff: worn t-shirts spilling out of dressers, action figures that tripped me when I got up in the middle of the night, and more little dog figurines than I could fit on my dresser. Instead of deciding what to keep and what to get rid of, I could stuff things in this trunk and my room would look cleaner. Well, it could make my next room look cleaner. Packing was going to be a nightmare!

I knelt down. Goosebumps rose on my arms as I tried to open the lid. It didn’t budge. I stood up and looked around, wondering if Mx. Rivers had a key or if a renter did. Maybe no one had the key. Maybe this trunk hadn’t been opened in decades and was full of bones!

I shook my head.

I was on an eavesdropping mission, not day-dreaming about trunks and bones. If I didn’t find out what really happened to Mx. Rivers, my brain was going to start imagining all kinds of horrible things. I needed to hear the real version; the truths adults whispered when they thought kids couldn’t hear. I took a deep breath, trying to figure out where Mom and Judy would go. Upstairs? The basement? The creepy back room with the mannequins? Probably the last one if they were trying to hide from me.

I’d barely taken three steps toward the dreaded backroom when I saw a dagger laying on the floor! It must have made a noise when it fell. How strange no one heard it and picked it up. It lay halfway between the couch and the next booth, right where someone could trip over it. As I reached toward it, my hand trembled. I wasn’t supposed to touch things, but if I didn’t move it, someone could get hurt.

My fingers brushed the worn leather hilt and traced the runes carved into the scabbard. It hummed with the promise of a story. Who made it? What did they use it for? I wanted to unsheathe it, but I would be in so much trouble if I did. I breathed in slowly and tried to empty my mind of everything but my curiosity. If this item had a memory, it would come to me.

I closed my hand around the hilt. Cold crept across my body. The story danced just out of reach…something about severing connections. I focused, holding that idea in my head. The room faded.

“Woof! Woof! Woof!” Gremlin’s bark drew me back to reality before the story had a chance to start.

Floorboards creaked. I put the dagger down on a shelf beside a Little Red Riding Hood cookie jar as Gremlin hit a doll with his paw and woofed, like he was trying to get me to look at the doll.

I wondered what about the doll had gotten his attention. Maybe it smelled like food. Maybe it was haunted, and he had some special animal ability to detect ghosts. The doll was at the bottom of a booth stuffed with dolls. There wasn’t an inch of shelf space without one on it. Some were babies in yellowed cloth, while others were like miniature teenagers with delicate fingers, curly hair, and frilly dresses. Some were naked, showing bodies that looked like pillows with protruding porcelain arms and legs. Some were in mint condition. Others had cracked skulls.

I crouched down toward the one he was pawing, and realized it was charged with stories. Could he sense it too?

Its head was round and cracked in the middle. Its eyes were green marbles. Its nose was missing, and its lips were petite with peeling white paint. It wore a threadbare jacket and had sturdy enough legs to stand upright. I reached out and touched the limbs. They were neither porcelain nor china, but some kind of hardened fabric.

I’d seen something like this before, a Martha Chase character doll. Mom had shown me an eBay listing for one that went for three hundred, but it had been in mint condition—no damage at all. A frayed string connected a price tag to this one’s wrist, but the side facing up was blank. Sometimes the renters knew how valuable their stuff was and priced accordingly. Other times, they didn’t realize what it was and sold it























cover.jpeg
Sara Codair





