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Beware, faint of heart!

It could be that given how wonderful a place Sherbet was, and that four girls all lived on the same street and were all about the same age, you are now expecting a story about girls who are terrific friends, always “there” for one another, eager to help and support one another. Maybe you are expecting to read about their lighthearted adventures, like helping cats down from trees or solving the mystery of the missing hair extensions. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but you may as well know right now there will be no lighthearted adventures. Even worse, the girls on Gumm Street didn’t like one another at all.

Luckily, Sherbet provided lots of entertaining things to occupy the girls of Gumm Street, and so they really didn’t need one another. It had always been that way, and everyone believed it always would be that way.

Well, everyone was wrong.





FOR MY FATHER, WHO IS GONE
BUT WILL NEVER LEAVE ME
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PREFACE

(which means the story hasn’t officially started
but you ought to read this anyway)

On these pages of this book, you will notice a map.

It shows the town of Sherbet. Sherbet has a boardwalk, a candy store called the Colossal Candy Bar, a five-story silver-and-gold ice-cream parlor called the Arctic Ice Cream Palace, a fabulous amusement park, a riding stable with ponies—you name it.

The weather in Sherbet is particularly marvelous, too. It is polite, only snowing in the winter to make things look pretty. It is predictable, raining in the summer every day at exactly 4:00 P.M. for exactly forty-five minutes, followed by a breathtaking rainbow. In short, Sherbet is about a hundred times more wonderful than where you or I live.

Now, go back to the map and look for Gumm Street. It’s very important to the story you are about to read.

There were three girls living on Gumm Street who were all about ten or eleven years old. Prudence Gumm lived at #1 Gumm Street. Pru by nature was very cautious, liked to read, and quoted a lot of safety tips. Her favorite was Safety Tip #9: Look before you leap.

Right next door to her at #3 Gumm Street was Franny Muggs. Franny lived in a house that was circular in shape, seven stories high, and resembled a gigantic wedding cake. Franny never looked before she leaped, but she had a lot of good ideas. One of her best ideas was to turn her bedroom into a lookout tower so that she could see everything that was happening in the town of Sherbet.

Across from Prudence and Franny, at #2 Gumm Street, was Cat Lemonjello. Cat’s mother was the only daughter of eleven children, and Cat was also the only daughter of eleven children, and for this reason (according to Lemonjello folklore), she was believed to possess ESP.

It could be that given how wonderful a place Sherbet was, and that these three girls all lived on the same street and were all about the same age, you are expecting a story about girls who are terrific friends, always “there” for one another, eager to help and support one another. Maybe you are expecting to read about their lighthearted adventures, like helping cats down from trees or solving the mystery of the missing hair extensions. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but you may as well know right now, there will be no lighthearted adventures. Even worse, the girls on Gumm Street didn’t like one another at all.

And why was that?

Pru thought Franny was reckless, what with her lookout tower and her big ideas.

Franny thought Pru was a big baby, what with her safety tips and her inclination to spend a perfectly good day indoors reading a book.

Pru and Franny had nothing in common except that neither one of them liked Cat Lemonjello.

Cat had her own pony, which she rode like she’d been born in the saddle; she could do a one-handed cartwheel; and she could play the piano like Liberace. Pru would have given her eyeteeth to play the piano like Liberace. Franny couldn’t ride a pony if you held a gun to her head; she would have been happy to be able to do any kind of cartwheel; and she wasn’t so hot at the piano, either.

Can you see why Pru and Franny didn’t like Cat? The feeling was mutual, too. Cat thought that Franny was a klutz, and she thought that Pru was just jealous.

Luckily, Sherbet provided lots of entertaining things to occupy the girls of Gumm Street, and so they really didn’t need one another. It had always been that way, and everyone believed it always would be that way.

Well, everyone was wrong.
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Franny liked the tops of things. She liked mountaintops and rooftops, and she wanted to be at the top of her class and a top-notch cartwheeler. Why? Because in first grade Franny became painfully aware of the middle and the possibility that she might be dismally average.

Franny sighed. Now spring break was almost over and, to take her mind off the horrible reality of going back to school, Franny stood at the top of #3 Gumm Street. Up there, she didn’t feel average at all. She felt like Sir Edmund Hillary on the summit of Mount Everest or Amelia Earhart buzzing around in her airplane. Up in her tower she was Fearless Franny Muggs, Queen of All She Surveyed.

She squinted through her binoculars. No sign of Pru. No sign of Cat. Good, she thought. She swung around in the opposite direction to have a look at #5 Gumm Street. Not a trace was left from the rogue blizzard that had blown in from the west a few weeks before. It had surprised everyone in town—a blizzard in Sherbet? No one even owned a snow shovel.

One midnight right after that, Franny could have sworn she’d seen lights flickering about inside the old wreck of a house at #5 Gumm Street. She had ducked behind the railing of her balcony and strained her eyes through the glasses to see, but the lights had disappeared. Probably zombies, Franny had decided.

If you believe in zombies (and you should), #5 Gumm Street was the perfect place for them. The house had been vacant for as long as Franny could remember, and vines had taken over to such an extent that from a distance the house looked like a giant hair ball. It leaned so badly to one side that it appeared as if it were caught in a perpetually stiff breeze.

There were no signs of zombies today, though. Instead, Franny spied a moving van off in the distance. It came closer and closer and halted right in front of #5!

Two men hopped out. They carried a few boxes and some ratty old furniture into the house. A moment later a Ford Fiesta pulled up. A woman and a birdlike girl with a bed pillow tucked under her arm—who, Franny figured, was probably the woman’s daughter—stepped out of the car.

After a few quick trips, the moving men pulled themselves up into the truck and drove away. The woman and girl went inside through the double front doors that hung precariously from their hinges.

Not five minutes had passed when another moving van arrived. The woman came out of the house, and there was a lot of discussion. The moving men kept pointing and shaking their heads yes, and the woman kept shaking her head no. It seemed like she didn’t want whatever it was, and Franny was afraid the moving men were just going to leave—which would be awful, because she was dying to know what was in the truck.

But then the girl came outside and said something to the woman, and she seemed to give in.

With much grunting and groaning, the moving men lifted an enormous, gleaming grand piano from out of the truck and gentled it through the front doors.
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Franny went inside at this point. Her tower room was about the size of a large horse stall. There was a small freezer for her Popsicles, a microwave for her hot chocolate, and a desk with a globe on it. Thumbtacked to the small closet door was a calendar with a picture of Mount Everest and a quotation from Amelia Earhart: “Adventure is worthwhile in itself.”

New people moving into the zombie house—nothing as exciting as this had ever happened on Gumm Street! I’ll bet there’s not even any heat or running water inside that house, she thought with a thrill. Maybe in the winter they’ll have to melt snow to drink, like Sir Edmund Hillary and his faithful Sherpa, Tenzing Norgay, when they climbed Mount Everest! It was time to meet the new neighbors face-to-face. Franny hung her binoculars from a hook and clattered down the spiral staircase that wound around and around the outside of her wedding-cake house.

Within moments Franny was on the threshold of #5 Gumm Street. She could hardly wait. She’d always wanted to see what this house was like on the inside. From behind the door came the sound of someone playing the piano. Franny remembered her own piano lesson days. The endless practicing, the interminable scales, topped off at the end of each week by … The Lesson. It’s true that Mr. Staccato, her piano teacher, was very patient and sympathetic, telling Franny that she wasn’t tone-deaf, just “musically challenged.” But she got worse instead of better, and once she played so poorly she actually thought Mr. Staccato was going to cry. She stopped taking lessons after that. But what she was listening to now … well, it made her sound like Beethoven.

Franny knocked.

The music—if you want to call it that—continued, but the door creakily opened, and the woman Franny had seen earlier appeared.

“Hello,” Franny said. “My name is Franny Muggs, and I’d like to be the first one to welcome you to Gumm Street!”

“Thanks, hon,” replied the woman. “I’m Pearl Diamond, and that’s my daughter, Ivy.” She hooked her thumb over her shoulder in the general direction of the piano behind her.

Only one word came to mind as soon as Franny saw Pearl Diamond—sparkly. She had gleaming blond hair arranged in a complicated way, and on her T-shirt she had rhinestones in the shape of a French poodle. She had sparkly bracelets, sparkly blue eyes, and sparkly white teeth.

“Tell me, hon, you know any piano-type people around here?” Pearl said.

“I’m musically challenged,” Franny replied. “At least, that’s what Mr.—”

“Staccato,” said a man with an English accent from behind Franny.

Franny turned around and there was her former piano teacher, Mr. Staccato himself. He was an older gentleman neatly dressed as always in a three-piece suit. With him were two fat little white dogs, who stood solemnly on either side of him looking suspiciously up into the face of this new neighbor.
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“Miss Muggs,” he said with a nod to Franny. “And Mrs. Diamond, I presume. And that must be Miss Diamond”—he politely cleared his throat—“playing the piano.”

“Pearl Diamond—you can call me Pearl.” Pearl extended her hand, and Mr. Staccato took it by the fingers and made a slight bow.

“Welcome to Gumm Street,” he said.

Pearl thanked him, and her hands fluttered self-consciously to her hairdo. “It’s the darnedest thing. Someone just delivered a piano, and we have no idea who!”

At this point the music stopped. Franny heard footsteps and saw the birdlike girl walk over to the door.

Pearl put her arm protectively around the girl’s thin shoulders.

“This is my daughter, Ivy,” Pearl said. “Ivy, this is Franny and Mr. Stiletto—”

“Staccato,” Franny corrected her.

“Mr. Staccato,” Pearl said with an embarrassed little laugh, tucking a stray curl back in her hairdo where it belonged.

“Um, hi.” Ivy’s eyes darted quickly from Franny to Mr. Staccato to the dogs and finally to her mother, whom she looked at questioningly.

“It must be some mistake—the piano, I mean!” Pearl said, her eyes wide like a game show contestant waiting to see what was behind door number three.

Mr. Staccato leaned forwards, and for a second Franny thought he was going to whisper something in Pearl’s ear, like who sent the piano, for instance— which would have been really weird, because how could he know? Then again, he knew Pearl and Ivy’s last name, which was weird all by itself. Instead, though, he said in a hushed voice, “My condolences to you both regarding your Aunt Viola.”

“Who’s Aunt Viola?” Franny said, but everyone ignored her.

“Thank you, but the last time I saw Aunt V, I was Ivy’s age.” Pearl pulled Ivy a little closer to her.

“We’ve been on the move the last seven years—kinda had a run of bad luck—but that’s all behind us now, right, baby?” Pearl gave Ivy’s shoulders a little squeeze, and Ivy smiled weakly, as if she were not quite so optimistic.

“Most interesting,” Mr. Staccato mused to himself.

Franny thought that whoever this Aunt Viola lady was, Mr. Staccato sure seemed relieved she wasn’t around anymore, because Franny could have sworn he had exactly the same expression on his face as when she had told him she was going to stop taking lessons. She glanced at his two dogs, Fred and Ginger, and they seemed to relax as well. They pulled their tails under, seated themselves, and looked off into the distance, bored.

“Actually, I only met your aunt once, myself,” Mr. Staccato said. His face momentarily darkened.

“Then why are you so interested in her?” Franny interrupted, but again the adults acted like they didn’t hear her.

“But about the piano,” Pearl said, shrugging. “We don’t even know how to play this thing!”

“What a coincidence.” Mr. Staccato said, and making another little bow, he handed her a card.

“Well, I’ll be!” Pearl exclaimed. “If that doesn’t beat all.”

“That just really beats all!” Franny said cheerfully, trying again to be part of what was going on, whatever it was.

“Doesn’t that just beat all, sugar?” Pearl laughed and showed the card to Ivy.

Ivy read out loud, “Mr. Staccato, number seven Gumm Street, Sherbet, piano lessons.” She raised her eyes from the card and for the first time looked straight at Mr. Staccato. “You could teach me to play the piano?”

“You never know….” He held Ivy’s gaze for a moment while the dogs’ ears twitched forwards and back. “You may even have a unique talent for it.”

Fred and Ginger jumped to attention. “Good day, ladies.” With that, he and his dogs turned on their heels and went briskly down the walk.

“What do you think, baby? Would you like to take piano lessons?”

Franny couldn’t believe it when Ivy nodded her head. Better her than me, Franny thought.

Noticing Franny once again, Pearl said, “Why don’t you girls get to know each other?” Her bracelets jingled as she put on a sequined headband and freshened up her lipstick. “I’m just going to talk to Mr. Staccato again for a moment. Show Franny my Miss Venus Constellation of Stars crown, baby,” she called out over her shoulder as she hurried down the steps.

Without a word, Ivy turned and went into the house. Franny followed.

While Ivy rummaged through a few boxes, Franny took the opportunity to steal a look around. It was wonderfully creepy, she thought. The first floor sloped off to the right just like in the fun house at the Sherbet amusement park. In one corner, on the uphill side, was the piano. Its wheels were locked tightly in place and clung to the ancient floor for dear life, so that the piano wouldn’t roll and throw the house any more off-kilter. Crooked stairs with some of the banister missing twisted up to the second floor. On the wall halfway up the stairs was a painting of a lady with a bright pink chiffon scarf around her neck and a beehive hairdo. She wore large earrings in the shape of cherries, or strawberries—it was hard to tell in the gloomy light of the house, but clearly they were meant to be some kind of fruit.

“Who’s that?” Franny asked Ivy.

Popping her head out of the box for a moment, Ivy said, “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it’s Aunt V—Aunt Viola—she’s … um … dead, but she left us this house.”

“Oh?” said Franny, climbing the stairs to get a better look. A portrait of Aunt Viola, mysterious and dead, no less, was interesting. Maybe Aunt Viola was one of the zombies Franny was sure lived in the house.

But as she got closer, Franny suddenly noticed something: a white envelope wedged in the corner between the painting and the frame. The name Pearl was scrawled across it in fancy handwriting.

“Look what I found!” the two girls said at the same time.
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Ivy walked over and handed Franny the rhinestone Miss Venus crown.

Franny handed Ivy the white envelope.

“Wow,” said Franny. She put the beauty pageant crown on her head and looked around for a mirror. “It’s heavy!”

Ivy didn’t say anything. She stood biting her lip, frowning at the envelope. She’d never known one not to contain bad news.

“Aren’t you going to open it?” Franny asked. She decided that Ivy Diamond was just about the skinniest kid she’d ever seen, not to mention one of the quietest. She had nice friendly eyes, but her ears poked out through scraggly dirty blond hair, and her narrow face was an unhealthy shade of tapioca pudding.

“It’s for my mom,” Ivy said, and quickly shoved it into her back pocket.

A second later Pearl came bustling back into the house. “Baby, get ready for some piano lessons!” she said to Ivy. Then she ushered Franny to the door, saying, “You’re gonna have to leave now, honey. Ivy’s got a lot of practicin’ to do, doncha, baby?”

Ivy stood on the porch and watched Franny make her way down the street.

Franny left this first meeting greatly impressed. None of the other mothers were as sparkly as Pearl, and she’d never known a real beauty pageant winner. Franny liked Ivy, too, even if she didn’t have much to say. She thought Ivy was pretty brave to live in a house that had a picture of a dead person on the wall (no way would Pru ever do that), and Ivy didn’t seem at all stuck-up like Cat.

“Hey, Ivy?” Franny waved and called to her from the street. “Can you do a cartwheel?”

Ivy shook her head no and waved back.

“Good!” said Franny happily. “Neither can I!”
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Life was really great for Ivy up until she was four years old. She’d had a nice house and a dad back then. Pearl had just won the Miss Venus Constellation of Stars Pageant, as well as a champagne-colored Cadillac. It was her “crowning glory,” Pearl said, and now she was going to hang up her tiara and take it easy.

That night Pearl wiggled out of her gold lamé gown and sat down to remove her makeup while Ivy played at the counter right beside her. Pearl looked into the large mirror, dipped her fingers in a jar of cold cream, and slathered it on her face.

“Dang it!” she muttered, getting some of it in her eyes. “Now where are those tissues?” Ivy giggled at the reflection of her mother’s white face.

And that’s when it happened.

Suddenly her mother’s reflection was gone. A sickening green oily swirl appeared, and from that emerged a woman wearing a hat that looked like a lamp shade. A long veil made it difficult to distinguish any features on her face. The woman in the mirror grinned, and a mouthful of pointy teeth glittered beneath the black lace.

It is widely known that a person with no reflection in a mirror is a vampire, but a reflection in a mirror with no person?

“Here they are!” Pearl pulled the box toward her, knocking a bottle of moisturizer to the floor. “Oops!” She bent down and blindly felt around for the bottle, while Ivy leaned forwards to get a better look, just in time to see the woman spin her pinky fingers in a circle. Green gems sparkled from rings on her black-gloved hand.

Ivy screamed as spidery cracks formed across the surface of the mirror—and for a second, she thought she saw her father’s face reflected in the shattered glass … but then the mirror broke and he was gone. Breaking a mirror is very bad luck—seven years’ worth, as a matter of fact—and that’s the precise moment when the Jinx showed up.

The bad luck started immediately. Earlier that evening Ivy’s father had gone out for Listerine, mayonnaise, and Pop-Tarts, and he never came home. The next day Ivy got the worst case of chicken pox ever recorded. Pearl gained eighteen pounds in two weeks, could no longer fit into her gold lamé gown, and suddenly developed a mysterious allergy to mascara, dashing her hopes of an easy life as an MC on the beauty pageant circuit. The suddenly fatherless family lost everything—their house, their furniture, even their champagne-colored Cadillac.

Everywhere Ivy and Pearl went, the Jinx followed. A day at the beach meant narrow escapes from sharks and Ivy and Pearl going home with third-degree sunburns. Picnics would feature colonies of ants, swarms of bees, armies of black bears, packs of wild dogs, salmonella poisoning from the egg salad, and a trip to the emergency room. Vacations, holidays, even shopping trips were fraught with flat tires, empty gas tanks, missing wallets and keys, and never-ending episodes of unexplained itchy rashes.

They moved around a lot, hoping that a new location would bring better luck, but it never did. Still, Pearl and Ivy had survived the Jinx—barely—and in just a little over two months, the seven years would be over and, according to tradition, so would the Jinx. Life already seemed to be improving. Aunt Viola, who was Pearl’s only living relative, died—which of course was bad, but it turned out to be good, too, because she left Pearl and Ivy some money as well as her house on Gumm Street.
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But then there was the letter.

Almost seven years of bad luck had taught Ivy that no news is good news, and so she was relieved when Pearl read it, crumpled it up, and threw it in the trash.

“What did it say, Mom?” Ivy asked.

“Your Aunt V was a little off her rocker, darlin’.” Pearl brushed some hair off Ivy’s forehead. “She lived a long life, honey, but in her golden years she was starting to talk to her Dirt Devil and mail her bills in her washing machine. She ended up in the Sherbet Final Rest Home, and that’s where she died.”

Ivy bit her lip, and Pearl went on. “Let’s not say anything about this letter, okay, baby? We’re gonna make a fresh start. Things are gonna be different, sugar, you’ll see.”

Ivy nodded, but as soon as Pearl left the room, she fished the letter out of the trash to see for herself.

This is what it said:


Dear pearl,

You have probably heard by now that I’ve lost my marbles. Well, I may be old, but I’m not nuts!

Anyway, here’s the thing. I’m not really dead; I’m in Boca. Just a little matter of some back taxes I’d rather avoid. See ya soon, kiddo!

Your Loving Aunt,
Viola
P.S. If you hear anything about a pair of silver shoes—low-heeled sparkly numbers with cute little bows on them—they’re mine! I might just be dropping by one of these days to get them, and mum’s the word.…



Wow! Mom is right, Aunt V really was cracked, Ivy thought. She laughed and tossed the letter back into the trash.

But the next morning when she came downstairs and saw Aunt V’s portrait, the line “I’m not really dead” popped uncomfortably into her head. How could you be dead one minute and not dead the next? The thought gave her the willies. Then again, the living were here one minute and gone the next. Ivy thought about her father. He had deserted them and in his place, nothing … nothing but the Jinx, that is.

“Your daddy’ll be back, baby, just you wait and see!” Pearl said all the time. But Ivy wasn’t so sure. In fact, Ivy wasn’t so sure about a lot of things, most of all coming to live at #5 Gumm Street, in a house left to them by a dead—not-dead aunt.

Or maybe I’m just nervous about my first piano lesson, Ivy reasoned as she left the house and walked down the street. Ivy was expected at #7 Gumm Street, Mr. Staccato’s, at 11:00 A.M. The Jinx had not made her especially hopeful about new experiences. But as she climbed the stairs of Mr. Staccato’s front porch, her apprehension began to diminish slightly, for at least she had made it this far without being caught in a torrential downpour, getting run over by a car, or having a bird do something on her head.

Ivy approached the front door and immediately noticed the handwritten note Scotch-taped at about knee height:
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She hoped Mr. Staccato was a better piano teacher than speller. She knocked three times and opened the door.

There on the other side were the same two dogs she’d seen with Mr. Staccato. Turning abruptly, they walked in a deliberate way toward the center of the house. Once or twice they looked over their shoulders and motioned with their heads for her to follow.

They led Ivy to a room that was like nothing she had ever seen before. There were many framed pictures on the wall—posters, really—which looked like they had been taken from old theaters. Some had titles written across the tops in bold lettering from movies Ivy had heard of, like King Kong, and some were of actors she had heard of, like Judy Garland. But all of them were from movies and plays way before her time.

The room was like a little museum. Enclosed in a glass cabinet were odd bits of glamorous clothing—a set of white cotton gloves here, an embroidered satin vest there. There were also shelves filled with old books with gold-embossed lettering on the spines. Although there was a feeling of oldness about everything, there was not a speck of dust or mustiness about the place. On the contrary, the gold frames around the posters twinkled from the light cast by the crystal lamps scattered about the room.

Ivy was brought back to attention by the impatient sneeze of one of her guides. The dog led her to the next room, where there were two comfortable corduroy couches on a deep red Oriental rug. Both dogs jumped onto one of the corduroy couches, which faced a pair of cream-colored doors. By alternately looking at Ivy and then at the empty spot between them, they indicated that Ivy should sit.

Ivy sat. Not knowing what to do next, she turned to the dog on her right, who smiled reassuringly at her.

From behind the doors, Ivy could hear someone—probably a student—playing something that sounded like a show tune from Broadway. The player was pretty good, Ivy decided. She took a deep breath. “Relax,” she said to herself, and looked at the doors and then her watch. It was 10:59. A minute later the music ended and the doors opened, flooding the waiting room with light.

Ivy automatically stood and squinted, waiting for her eyes to adjust.

Out marched a girl just about Ivy’s age. She had chin-length white-blond hair that had been cut in a wispy style. She was thin but wiry, and as she passed, Ivy could see on the back of her lesson books the word Cat in three-dimensional writing. The girl seemed not to see Ivy. Instead, she hurried by coolly, as if she were late for another appointment.

The next moment Mr. Staccato appeared in the doorway. The dogs jumped off the couch and ushered the girl out of the waiting area.

“Miss Diamond,” Mr. Staccato said, and motioned Ivy inside.

The lesson room was cozy and cheerful. The piano stood against the wall opposite a large bay window.

“Right, then!” said Mr. Staccato. His English accent reminded her of a butler in a movie, and she half expected him to start serving tea any minute.

Ivy sat down on the bench in front of the piano.

Mr. Staccato leaned casually against the side of the piano and studied her. “Your mother tells me that you would like to learn to play.”

“Yes, please,” said Ivy, who was on her best behavior.

“And why is that?” he asked. This was said not in a challenging manner, but rather because he seemed genuinely curious, and so Ivy found herself answering in a completely honest way.

“I’m trying to find out what I’m good at.”

“Ah!” Mr. Staccato’s eyes twinkled. “You are trying to find your unique talent!”

Ivy nodded. “Yes, my unique talent … that’s it.”

“It’s a very good thing to know,” Mr. Staccato said.

“Everybody has one.”

“Really?” Ivy said hopefully.

“In fact, some people have several unique talents.” Mr. Staccato paused and straightened a pile of already straight sheet music.

“They must be really lucky.” Ivy already knew she would not be among that group.

“One would think, but along with talent comes a great deal of responsibility, my dear.” Mr. Staccato wagged his long, thin finger like a metronome. “That is, if you look at it from the other way around. Isn’t that right, Fred, old chap?” One of the dogs, who had just wandered into the room, agreed with a nod of his head and then wandered out again.

“I guess I don’t know,” said Ivy. “I haven’t been so hot at anything yet.…” The Jinx had seen to that.

“Well, my dear, I have some very good news for you,” Mr. Staccato said cheerfully.

“You do?” Ivy wasn’t used to very good news, or even sort of good news, for that matter.

“I was one hundred and fifteen before I found out what my unique talent was,” Mr. Staccato said. “My point being that you have plenty of time.”

One hundred and fifteen?! Ivy was shocked. “But you don’t look one hundred and fifteen!”

“You see?” Mr. Staccato folded his arms and raised an eyebrow. “Many things are not what they appear to be. In fact, often they are the complete opposite!”

Ivy thought about this for a moment. “So you mean, if you think you’re having a lot of bad luck, it could really be good in some way?”

“Precisely!” said Mr. Staccato.

Ivy wasn’t so sure, but it did make her feel a little better. “And after you turned one hundred and fifteen, what did you find out your talent was?”

“Recognizing unique talent, actually,” he said, and then added, “Middle C, this is where it all starts.”

“Or sometimes where it all ends, right?”

“Yes, Miss Diamond.” Mr. Staccato laughed softly. “Sometimes where it all ends.” He pointed to a key on the piano, and sensing that there would be no further discussion, Ivy settled down to learn.

The hour flew by, and Ivy was surprised when one of the dogs appeared in the room as if to remind his master the time was up.

“Thank you, Fred,” Mr. Staccato told him. Fred nodded and then trotted off as if he were extremely busy.

“Mr. Staccato … um, sir?” Ivy said. “The dogs?”

“Fred and Ginger.” Mr. Staccato walked over to a supply cabinet in the corner.

“Yes, um … sir, they seem so … like … human.”

Mr. Staccato pulled out some books of scales and walked back to the piano. “They’ve always been this way. I hardly even notice anymore.” He raised one eyebrow and, leaning toward Ivy, said in a low voice, “They came with the house.”

“They did?” said Ivy.

“They belonged to the old chap who lived here before me.”

“He didn’t want them?” Ivy whispered. The dogs were not in the room, but Ivy knew that even normal dogs had extraordinary hearing. These two had an extraordinary command of English as well, and she didn’t want to be the one to spill the beans about their not being wanted.

“It’s a long story” was all Mr. Staccato would say. He handed Ivy the lesson books. “I suggest you practice for an hour every day, Miss Diamond.” He opened the cream-colored doors. “You haven’t much time to learn a piece for the recital.”

“Recital?” asked Ivy.

“Yes,” replied Mr. Staccato. One of the dogs jumped off the corduroy couch holding a printed invitation in his mouth, which Ivy assumed she was meant to take.

“Thank you, Fred,” said Ivy. Or was it Ginger? She wasn’t sure.

Sitting on the couch in the waiting room now was another girl. She had large, round eyeglasses and a long, straight ponytail that she twirled around and around one finger. She was engrossed in a book. Ivy ventured a smile, but it must have been a really good book, Ivy thought, because the girl never looked up from it.

The dogs escorted Ivy back the way she had come, past the posters and the glass cases, past the books with the gilt lettering in the bookshelves, past the glittering crystal lamps.

That’s funny, Ivy thought, pausing in front of an unusual-looking cupboard next to the fireplace. It had a closed window right in the middle of it, just large enough for a person to climb through, but she couldn’t see what was on the other side because the glass was opaque. There was something written above it.…

A wet nose nudged her leg. She was being urged on toward the front door, which opened before her.

Walking down Gumm Street, Ivy suddenly stopped to listen. “Go away!” she shouted at … what? For the last seven years, she’d been hearing it. A sniffing sound, a scratching or skittering noise—it always came from behind her and was never very loud, just loud enough to be annoying. When she looked, there was never anything there, but Ivy was sure it was the Jinx.

“Go AWAY!” she shouted again, shaking her fist. She realized she still had the invitation in her hand. It read:

[image: ]

Reading it, Ivy thought, Wait a minute, the recital is on the same day as the expiration of the Jinx! She counted on her fingers to make sure that she was correct, then folded the invitation and slipped it inside her music books. Her mood lightened. The day of the recital would be the beginning of a whole new life.

Ivy looked both ways and then hurried home. A black cat darted across her path, and a green snake hissed from the weeds, but that was all.

Ivy just hoped that she would make it to the recital in one piece.


[image: ]

Pru pushed her large, round eyeglasses up her nose, smoothed her long ponytail, and shoved the recital invitation into her lesson book as she left Mr. Staccato’s house. Another recital, Pru thought, another chance for Cat to be the big star! Pru sighed. Maybe Franny had the right idea for once in her life when she quit taking piano lessons.

Pru was looking forward to getting home. She knew just what she would do once she got there, and smiled in anticipation. But the next moment she frowned. Before she could put on her thick cushy socks and her favorite snuggly sweater and jump under her quilt, where she could finish reading The Wizard of Oz, she would have to pass by #2 Gumm Street—Cat’s house.

There was absolutely no hope that they wouldn’t be outside—the Lemonjello kids were always outside, all eleven of them. Pru could already hear them hooting and hollering, and sure enough, as she rounded the corner, there they were, gathered under a branch of that awful treehouse of theirs with their backs to her.

Pru crossed the street.

Don’t make eye contact, she instructed herself, and focused instead on her quiet, warm, peaceful, safe bedroom window off in the distance. She was almost home ….

In thirty feet she would touch down on her driveway ….


Al-l-l-l-lmost there …

Twenty feet …

Fift—



“HEY, PRU! WATCH THIS!” Cat called out.

Pru stopped dead in her tracks. Crouching on a branch ten feet off the ground was the littlest Lemonjello. Just looking at him up there made Pru’s legs weak and her palms sweat. With his eyes fixed on the ground below, he stood up, wobbled for a second, and—as Pru’s stomach flipped over—leaped off the branch, his arms windmilling in the air. He landed safely on the ground with a satisfying whump. The other Lemonjellos shrieked with delight.

“Come on, Pru, it’s your turn!” Cat yelled. She knew Pru would never do it, but liked making her squirm.

Pru could think of twenty good reasons in no time flat why she should not jump out of that tree (or any other for that matter). She recited only one: “Safety Hazard Number One Hundred Thirty-Three: Trees are the third leading cause of accidents on the playground.”

[image: ]

“Chicken! Chicken!” the Lemonjello boys chanted.

Pru flipped her ponytail over her shoulder and started down the street again.

“It’s easy!” Cat yelled, and Pru turned to see Cat herself climbing up the tree this time.

Cat balanced on an even higher branch. She bounced a few times on the limb like it was a diving board and then sprang in the air, her white, wispy hair floating around her face like a starburst. Cat hit the ground, and all her brothers screamed and clapped.

“So what!” Pru shouted. Clutching her book tightly to her chest, she started walking toward her house again. Just because they’re crazy enough to jump out of
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