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Dedication

	 

	To my nephews, the Mellos.

	 

	I first wrote this story for my two oldest nephews, who inspired the twins. Now, I have two little nephews. They are their big brothers’ twins in so many ways. I just know that these four will continue to inspire me.

	 

	To my nephew, Connor, who I think will get a kick out of zombie frogs.

	 

	And to my niece Darcy, who is a very cool little girl. I bet you’ll be even cooler than Fay one day.

	 

	****

	 

	Thank you to my museletter subscribers: Joni Gustafson for naming Deadoak, and Sarah Rush for naming Winchester Middle School.

	 

	And a huge thank you to all my subscribers and readers under my other pen names. I do this for you!
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	F


	ay Williams eyed the stacks of cardboard boxes in her new bedroom. Before her family moved, she had scrawled labels on the sides of each box with black permanent marker to identify the contents, but now she couldn’t find what she was searching for—her Journal of Weird, a source for all the strange things she had encountered and solved in her hometown, the town her family had left yesterday. Forever. Deadoak was her home now, and it was bound to be full of weird things, too. A town couldn’t be called Deadoak without a boatload of strange. And if there was any, Fay was prepared to document it. 

	“If only I can find my Journal of Weird.”

	She lifted a heavy cardboard box off a tower and set it on the floor. With a pair of scissors, she sliced open the packing tape. Books filled the box. She extracted them one by one—paranormal books, urban legends, mythology, astrology, peculiar mysteries, and science books. At the bottom of the box, she found nothing but cardboard. Her Journal of Weird wasn’t there. Sighing, she peered up at the tier of boxes. Three more were labeled as “Books.” In one she found Frankenstein and The Legend of Sleepy Hallow, but still no journal.

	A knock on her bedroom door had her turning. 

	Jay, her twin brother, sat in a wheelchair in the doorway. “I’d come in but…” He waved a hand at her cluttered floor. 

	“Sorry about that.” She picked up a pile of books and set them on a bookshelf. “Hey, have you seen my journal?”

	Jay lifted her black and purple backpack off a handle of his wheelchair. “Maybe it’s in here. Mom found our backpacks beneath a bunch of blankets, which means we have to go to school in twenty minutes.”

	Fay popped off the floor. She was not thrilled having to go to a new school, but she hated to go anywhere without her journal. Excitement building, she unzipped her backpack and searched through the binders and folders. Among them she found the hardbound journal. “Yes!” She snatched it out, let her bag drop to the floor, and hugged the journal to her chest. 

	“Do you really expect there to be so many strange things for you to solve here? It’s not like New Orleans.”

	She shrugged. Deadoak wasn’t New Orleans, but the weird was attracted to her, and her to it. If she didn’t have unusual cases to crack, she wouldn’t know what to do with herself or her spare time. She’d have to find another hobby. Perhaps I’ll start writing stories based on the weird things I’ve seen and researched.

	“Fay, Jay, let’s get going,” Mom shouted.

	Fay made a face at her brother.

	“I know. I’m not looking forward to going to a new school, either. They always view the kid in the wheelchair as a pariah.”

	“But once they get to know you, you’ll be popular all over again. And I’ll be back to being the nerdy girl. That’s not something I’m looking forward to.”

	“Just tell me who’s picking on you, and I’ll run them over.”

	She laughed. “Thanks.”

	Jay backed out of her room and headed down the hall. Before she joined him, she glanced in the full-body mirror. Her corkscrew, dark brown hair was fashioned in a ponytail. A pair of black-rimmed glasses framed her green eyes and sat atop her bronze nose. Being mixed, she took after both her parents—her dad was a Black man, and her mom was white. Fay straightened her purple top and dusted off her jeans. Taking a deep breath, she gripped her journal to her chest, hefted her backpack onto one shoulder, and headed to the front door. 

	Mom stood next to Jay. “Are you ready, sweetie?”

	Fay nodded. “As ready as I can be.” She hopped over to Dad as he drained his coffee. “Bye, Daddy.” She kissed him on his freshly shaved cheek.

	“Bye, baby girl. Have a good day.”

	“You, too. You’re going to be the best manager they’ve ever had at Deadoak Electronics.”

	“The first one, anyway. It’s a new store. They haven’t had a manager there before me.”

	“Still. You’ll do great. I know it.”

	“Thank you, baby girl. Now get going.”

	Fay hurried to catch up with Jay and Mom on the driveway.

	Mom dropped them off in front of Winchester Middle School. Together, they entered the courtyard. They made their way past groups of students who stared at them, whispering to each other, no doubt speculating about the new kids. Insecurity wrapped Fay in a blanket. She kept her gaze down. Her first day was just beginning, though. Unfortunately, she had six classes, one of which was gym, as well as a lunch period to deal with yet. 

	“Hey, slow down!”

	“What?” She peered over her shoulder to see she had been speed-walking and left Jay behind. “Sorry.” But she hadn’t stopped walking and blindly ran into a solid body. She fell backward onto her butt. Her journal, notebook, and class schedule scattered onto the concrete around her. A couple of textbooks and a red binder joined her supplies. She blinked at the boy sprawled on the ground in front of her. Wavy, golden hair fell across his eyes. 

	“I’m sorry, I wasn’t paying attention,” they said at the same time.

	Fay scrambled onto her knees to collect her things. The closest book wasn’t hers, though. It was a chemistry book. She picked it up, along with a biology book, and held them out to the boy she had smacked into. “Here. I think these are yours.”

	“Thanks.” He tucked them under his left arm.

	She lifted a brow. Who would be in two science classes? She stood and righted her backpack on her shoulder. 

	“This must be yours.”

	Fay looked to the kid in front of her to see him holding her Journal of Weird. And flipping through the pages! Panic rushed through her. No! Not that!

	“This is cool.” He pointed at the page he was viewing. 

	Mortified, she snatched her journal back. “That’s nothing. Just research.”

	“Research on a voodoo monkey?” He squinted his blue eyes.

	She glared. “Yeeeeeeah.” 

	He smiled, revealing a neat row of white teeth. “The two of you are new, huh?”

	“What gave it away?” Jay asked. “Not many guys on wheels?”

	“That, and I was the last new student. My family moved here from Paris a month ago. So, I’m aware of how everyone likes to stare at the newbies.” He pointed at a group of teens. All of them were sneaking glances at Fay and Jay.

	Fay wanted to bury her head in her backpack, but then a horde of cheerleaders in black, purple, and silver uniforms strutted past. They eyed Fay up and down, snickering to each other. It was at that moment Fay realized her fashion crime. Now, she didn’t want to hide her head in her backpack anymore, but pretend it wasn’t hers.

	What kind of a nerd wears a backpack of her school’s colors? Her face burned with mortification. This one.

	As if that weren’t bad enough, she also wore a matching shirt. She tried to use her journal as a shield to cover her purple tee, but there was only so much her Journal of Weird could do. On her first crucial day she was already showing an embarrassing amount of school pride. 

	The cheerleaders’ gazes hopped from her to the boy in front of her. Their pinched faces changed, and they beamed radiant smiles as they called out, “Hey, Frances!” 

	Jay chuckled. “Your name is Frances and you’re from France?”

	Fay elbowed her brother. The last thing they needed was to make fun of a boy who was apparently in with the entire cheerleading squad.

	“Frances, my man.” A jock in a letterman jacket gave Frances a fist bump.

	And apparently the football team.

	Fay exchanged glances with Jay. His brows hit his razor-straight hairline.

	She faced Frances. “You’ve been here a month and you’re already in with the in-crowd?”

	Frances shrugged. “I guess so. I don’t care about all that, though.” He shifted the books from under his right arm to his left.

	And Fay almost agreed with him. Someone with two science books couldn’t be all that concerned with being popular. Unless it came naturally to him. And judging by the girls blushing as they tried to catch his eye, that was the case with Frances. He didn’t seem to pay them any mind, though. Actually, he appeared embarrassed by the attention. Frances and her were like two peas in a pod. Except, he was getting all the good attention, and she was getting the not-so-good attention
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