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In appreciation for my favorite four-letter word and the four people who make HOME my favorite place to be

—B. F.

To Toasty, Ivy, and Arthur, and to the evergreen spark of imagination

—E. F. and T. F.
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Prologue

NUMBER 3 RAMSHORN Drive was a modest, respectable-looking house. It didn’t have a set of fearsome stone lions like the house to its left. It didn’t have a fancy circular driveway like the house to its right. There were no rams to be found there. No sheep, either. Which was perfectly acceptable to the owners of the house, who were not really fond of rams or sheep or animals in general. The only thing to note about Number 3 Ramshorn Drive was the big oak tree in the front yard—and what went on inside. I can promise you it won’t be what you are expecting. Unless of course you are expecting a story about two plants, a spider, and a magical fish tank. Oh, and cheese puffs—lots and lots of cheese puffs. If you’re expecting that, then this is the story for you.





PART 1 The Beginning
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Chapter 1

TOASTY THE GOLDFISH lived at the Number 3 Ramshorn Drive we were just discussing.

He lived there with some very nice humans.

Three, to be exact: Mrs. Tupper, Mr. Tupper, and their daughter, Jillian.

Toasty was, and would always be, the only pet allowed at Number 3 Ramshorn Drive.

“Goldfish can’t chew the credenza,” Mrs. Tupper liked to say.

“And just look at his fabulous tank!” Mr. Tupper added.

Toasty lived in an antique fish tank. A fancy golden tank sitting high on a pedestal. It had been in the Tupper family for generations.

At first, Mrs. Tupper hadn’t been wild about the idea of a pet, even a goldfish, but she finally agreed because Mr. Tupper insisted.

He said, “A fish tank without a fish is like a toaster without any toast.” And that was how Toasty got his name.

Mr. Tupper liked when things were used for their designated purposes:

He liked his can opener to open cans.

He liked his measuring tape to measure things.

He liked his toaster to make him a crispy piece of toast every morning.

And he liked his fish tank to tank fish.

The antique fish tank that held the Tuppers’ only pet was unusual not only for its color, but for its shape. It was not round or square or rectangular. It was octagonal. A word that’s hard to say, but not hard to understand. A word that feels antique but is not. Octagonal means eight-sided. Think stop sign. Or octopus.

Now, an octopus would be the perfect inhabitant of an eight-sided tank, but everyone knows they’re escape artists, and Mrs. Tupper wasn’t about to have an octopus squelching around her house. A goldfish was more than enough to worry about. And the Tuppers had plenty of worries. They didn’t need any more.
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Chapter 2

FROM HIS EIGHT-SIDED antique fish tank, Toasty had a clear view of the entire first floor. He could see Mrs. Tupper adding things up on her adding machine. He could see the mail dropping through the mail slot and the dust motes landing gently on the old typewriter. He could see Mr. Tupper sneaking downstairs for some ice cream after everyone else had gone to bed.

Toasty liked these midnight snack-sneaks because Mr. Tupper never failed to drop a few frozen peas into his tank. You might not think that frozen peas sound delicious, but take Toasty’s word for it—they are! And as they both nibbled their noshes, Mr. Tupper talked to Toasty about anything and everything on his mind.
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Just yesterday, he told Toasty about a scandal involving a dishonest auctioneer at a famous auction house. Mr. Tupper’s voice was all hushed and excited as he told Toasty the details. It was shocking! But most of Mr. Tupper’s stories were not nearly as exciting. They were mainly about things like curio cabinets and copper pepper mills and credenzas.

Mr. Tupper loved these kinds of things because he and his wife were antiquarians. Another word that’s hard to say, but easy to understand—the Tuppers bought and sold old things. Antique things. Things that were once new and revolutionary, but now were obsolete—replaced by newer, more modern inventions. Old things like pocket watches and sundials and fountain pens.

In fact, the only thing that the Tuppers were interested in that was not antique was their daughter, Jillian.

Jillian had been a surprise to Mr. and Mrs. Tupper, but in a good way, like finding a 1943 copper penny in mint condition. If you’ve never found a 1943 copper penny in mint condition, take my word for it, it is a fantastic find.

Jillian was an easy baby and an accomplished sleeper. This was not a surprise to Mr. Tupper, who was also a very good sleeper. From the day she was born, Jillian accompanied her parents to auctions and estate sales, which were really the best (and only) places to search for old things, especially one-of-a-kind old things.

They traveled far and wide to find these things, traipsing through old houses and barns and sometimes even castles. They often headed out in the wee hours of the morning to avoid being followed by any of their competitors. There was stiff competition in the field of antiques, and many outlandish players.

There was rumored to be a buyer named “the Billable Buyer,” who charged his clients $1,000 an hour to find exactly what they were looking for. And another rumor about a buyer who would somehow remove a single piece from a set—like a teacup or a fork—making that set incomplete, and then buy it for a fraction of its worth. There were even rumors of dealers who would steal items from other dealers who had just won them. The antiques trade was serious business because, let’s face it, when it’s one of a kind, there’s only one.

So, you can understand how Mr. and Mrs. Tupper spent almost all their time looking for these rare and unique objects. And when they weren’t looking for them, they were cleaning or sanding or restoring them. Then they sold them at Re-STORE-ation, their antique store. If you’ve never been to an antique store, it’s probably because you don’t like old things. Most kids don’t.

Jillian was no exception.





Chapter 3

JILLIAN DEFINITELY DID not enjoy old things. Old things were… old. Sometimes they smelled. And they always took up so much room. Jillian decided that lots of old things were BIG because they were trying not to be forgotten.

She couldn’t wait to be big. When she was big, she would only own new things. Shiny things. Things that smelled like flowers instead of mothballs. When she grew up, she would have a chocolate fountain in her dining room, a greenhouse, and a purple car. Oh, and a little sister.

Mr. and Mrs. Tupper were too busy with their antique store to even consider having another child, but hope is like a hook. Once it catches hold of you, it doesn’t easily let go.

And speaking of hooks, let’s get back to Toasty, the family goldfish, who had luckily never met a hook in his life.
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Toasty was happily nibbling on his peas as Mr. Tupper talked about Hepplewhite chairs, tea wagons, and bills. The never-ending bills.

Toasty wasn’t sure why Mr. Tupper was worried about bills. Although he shivered at the thought of a duck’s bill scooping him up and swallowing him down, he knew Mr. Tupper was far too big to be eaten by any kind of waterfowl. For those of you unfamiliar with the term waterfowl, think goose or duck or swan.

Toasty didn’t understand a lot about what humans did or said. So, while Mr. Tupper talked, Toasty swam the path of the infinity sign that was painted on the bottom of his tank, doing fishy figure eights.

Whenever he swam this specific route, small silver bubbles swirled out behind him. They looked a bit like soda bubbles.

Toasty had never noticed them, of course, not being a rabbit or a parrot. Rabbits and parrots can see behind themselves, but goldfish most assuredly cannot. All Toasty could see was the magnificence of his tank.

Of all the antiques that cluttered Number 3 Ramshorn Drive, and there were plenty, Toasty’s tank was the most elaborate. The most unique. And as a result, Toasty felt a certain superiority, a certain idea that he, of course, should be the favorite of the family, and more specifically of young Jillian.

But he was not. No.

Somehow Jillian chose Ivy.





Chapter 4

IVY? WHO, YOU may ask, is Ivy? You thought you’d met everyone living at Number 3 Ramshorn Drive, but you haven’t.

Ivy was the small houseplant who sat on the kitchen table. She had three speckles on each leaf and three letters in her name.

“Good morning, Ivy!” Jillian sang. “Who’s ready for some sunshine?”
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Jillian had never actually announced to anyone that Ivy was her favorite, but Toasty could tell. Actions speak louder than words. So do singing and dancing and kissing. Jillian picked Ivy up and danced her to the window, where the sun could kiss her leaves. The sun had never kissed Toasty’s fins or his face or his tail. Not once. Not ever.

Jillian liked Toasty well enough but never really thought of him as her pet. Her father had bought him and named him years ago. It’s always easier to love something that belongs to you. And Ivy belonged to Jillian.

She had chosen Ivy as the one special treat she was allowed at the grocery store. Jillian didn’t even consider choosing candy or ice cream. One look at Ivy and it was love at first sight. Mrs. Tupper was certain the plant wouldn’t last the week, but now, months later, Ivy was thriving under Jillian’s care.

“Look at me, Toasty,” Ivy called. “I’m swimming.”

“I’m swimming, Ivy. You’re sunbathing.”

“Can’t I be swimming in the sunshine?”

“No. The only one who can swim is me.”

“Okay,” agreed Ivy. She was always agreeable. Who wouldn’t be agreeable with sunshine warming their face?

Jillian sprinkled some food into Toasty’s tank. She gave some to Ivy, too.
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“Look at us,” Ivy said. “Having breakfast together.”

“Humph,” said Toasty. “Wasting good food on you. You’re just a plant.”

“But I’m Jillian’s favorite.”

“Rub it in, why don’t you?”

“I will!”

Ivy rubbed the fish food into her soil.

“Yum!” she said.

“I must agree,” Toasty reluctantly admitted. “Shrimp has always been the best flavor. At least when Jillian feeds me, she gets that right.”

As Jillian ate her breakfast, she said, “Ivy! I have a big surprise for you right after school. You’ll be so happy!”

“Surprise?” Her mother peeked into the kitchen. “Jillian, you know I don’t like surprises.”

“Don’t worry, Mom, it’s not for you. It’s for Ivy.”

“Who?”

“Ivy!”

Jillian pointed to the plant.

“You named the plant?”

“I didn’t name the plant, Mom. A botanist did. I’m going to be a botanist when I grow up.”

“Oh, well, that’s wonderful. Now grab your backpack. There’s a big auction today. We don’t want to be late.”

Mrs. Tupper actually did think that Jillian’s goal of being a botanist was wonderful, but somehow never found the time to talk to her about it. She was always rushing around, late for this or that, and sometimes when you’re rushing, you forget the most important things.

Ivy, on the other hand, never rushed. Plants don’t rush. Where would they rush to anyway?

So as Jillian and her parents hurried out the door, Ivy was left with the most delightful thought to nibble on.





Chapter 5

“OOH,” IVY SAID to Toasty. “What do you think it will be?”

“Unless it’s a bag of cheese puffs, I don’t care.”

“Toasty! That’s not very nice.”

“Well, it’s not very nice to NOT be the favorite.”

“But I can’t help that, Toasty dear. I didn’t ask to be the favorite. I didn’t ask to be the perfect shade of green with perfectly shaped leaves and three speckles on each that match Jillian’s freckles.”

“They do not!”

“They do too! I have three speckles on every leaf, and Jillian has three freckles on her nose.”

“Hmm. I guess you’re right.”

“Ooh, I don’t know which I like more,” Ivy said, “being the favorite or being right. Let me think: Favorite or right? Right or favorite? I just can’t decide.”

Toasty had decided that he had had enough of Ivy, so he tucked himself away inside his castle to think about soccer. Thinking about soccer always relaxed him.

“Toasty! Don’t be like that. Why don’t you splash me? You know you want to.”

Toasty perked up. He did love a good splash every morning. It was the perfect way to start the day.

Toasty swam a few figure eights to warm up, then leapt into the air, splashing Ivy with a substantial amount of water. Neither fish nor plant commented on the distance the water traveled. Neither realized that it was impossible for the water to travel so far and to land so neatly in Ivy’s planter. What do fish and plants know about mathematics? Or physics, for that matter?
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All they knew was that it felt good to them both.

“Hooray!” Ivy cheered. “Splashing always makes you happy.”

“You’re right! It does!”

“I do enjoy being right!”

Ivy also enjoyed being splashed. It made her feel like she could do anything.

And she could.

The first time Toasty splashed her was because she had dared to say she thought soccer was boring. Before she knew it, she had been drenched!

“Toasty!” Ivy had blubbered, spitting water out of her mouth. “Why would you do such a thing?”

“Because you can’t say things like that about soccer.”

“I can say anything I want,” Ivy declared.

“And I can splash you anytime I want,” Toasty replied.

Ivy saw his point.

But then she had seen a sequin sparkling on the floor. It had fallen from one of Jillian’s tiaras. And Ivy so wanted it. She forgot about silly soccer and focused on the sequin.

The next thing she knew, she was touching it.

“Woo-hoo!” she had sung, tucking it deep into her soil like treasure.

She was so thrilled with her acquisition that she didn’t spend a second contemplating how she had reached the sequin. That would come later. Much later.

But from that moment on, Ivy just accepted that she could move all around the first floor of the house. It was…

“Exhilarating!” Ivy said.

“Exhausting!” Toasty replied. “Splashing you is exhausting! I need a nap.”

“You just woke up!”

“Fish need more sleep than plants. It’s a fact!”

As Toasty napped, Ivy stretched over to the refrigerator to see if there were any clues as to what her surprise would be. There weren’t. So she let her imagination run wild. Would it be a new pot? Something big and sparkly? Or maybe it would be a new name. Something more exciting than Ivy. Maybe Peony or Esmerelda? Ivy definitely felt more like an Esmerelda. She was beside herself with excitement. She couldn’t wait for Jillian to come home.





Chapter 6

DESPITE BEING A very small plant, Ivy had a very specific routine. She spent hours and hours alone after the Tupper family headed out to work and to school, so she needed to fill those hours somehow. When she had first arrived, she just assumed that she and Toasty would talk.

And play games.

And talk.

And play games.

And you get the picture.

But it was nothing at all like Ivy had pictured.

Toasty was not interested in playing games, and he never wanted to talk about the things Ivy wanted to talk about. It was very disappointing. And a bit selfish of him, if Ivy was being honest.

But Ivy was not a plant to focus on the negative, so she had decided to begin her days with a goal of the day.

Today was no different.

Yet.

“A goal of the day keeps the boredom away!” she said.

Toasty popped up.

“Goal? Was there a goal? Who scored?”

“Toasty! There are other goals beside soccer goals. I am talking about my goal of the day.”

“Oh, that.”

Toasty was not interested in Ivy’s goals. It was always “Learn something new” or “Do one hundred leaf lifts.” Toasty was not interested in any of that. Now, a soccer goal—that was another story.

“Is the game on yet?” he asked Ivy. “Turn on the TV. And bring me a cheese puff.”

Toasty was not big on manners. Possibly because he did not have parents to teach him how to say please and thank you. Goldfish parents are not very involved in the lives of their fry. Yes, you read that correctly. Baby fish are called fry, but don’t tell them. They wouldn’t like it if they knew they shared a name with a potato.
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“Say please,” Ivy requested.

“Please, Ivy, speckled with freckles, favorite of Jillian, would you please get me a cheese puff?”

“Of course I will, since you asked so nicely.”

Ivy stretched across the kitchen and plucked a cheese puff from the bag. If she had wanted to, she could have brought over the whole bag and a few oranges as well, but she had never tried to carry anything heavier than a cheese puff. She dropped it neatly into Toasty’s mouth.

“Yum,” Toasty said. “I love cheese puffs. Now can you turn on the TV? I’m ready for soccer.”

“I’ll turn the TV on after I decide on my goal of the day.”

“Fine, but don’t take all day.”

Toasty returned to the comfort of his castle, as happy as a fish with a cheese puff and a soccer game to look forward to.

“I think today I will focus on ROY,” Ivy said to herself.

“Who’s ROY?”

“I thought you were sleeping.”

“I can’t sleep. Somebody’s talking very loudly,” Toasty said.

“ROY is the beginning of the rainbow,” Ivy explained. “It stands for red, orange, and yellow. I’ve decided my goal of the day is to find something for each color of the rainbow.”

“Count me in for gold.”

“Oh, Toasty,” Ivy clucked. “You know you’re not gold, don’t you?”

“What? Of course I’m gold. I’m a goldfish, aren’t I?”

“Goldfish are orange.”

“Goldfish are not orange. Goldfish are gold. It’s right there in my name.”

“Don’t get snippy, Toasty. Facts are facts. I am looking right at you. You. Are. ORANGE!”

“Facts schmacks! I don’t want to be part of your rainbow anyway. And that’s a fact!”

“Orange is a beautiful color,” Ivy said. “Cheese puffs are orange.”

“Oh!” Toasty gasped, not having made this connection before. “Do you think I’ve turned orange because I’ve eaten too many cheese puffs?”

“No,” Ivy said. “You’ve always been orange. A perfectly orange goldfish.”

“Orange you a know-it-all?” Toasty grumbled. “Now you’ve totally ruined my morning!”

“Why would being orange ruin your morning?”

Toasty did not know how to answer this. It was obvious, wasn’t it?

“Because I’m a GOLDfish! That’s why! Humph!”
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