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Disclaimer
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, schools, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Historical figures including but not limited to Cleopatra, William Shakespeare, Napoleon Bonaparte, Marie Antoinette, Julius Caesar, Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, and Frida Kahlo are depicted in fictionalized and humorous contexts. Their dialogue, actions, and opinions in this book are invented and do not reflect the historical record. This book is not affiliated with, authorized, or endorsed by any estate, foundation, or representative of any historical person.

The “3-Question Test” and research methods described herein are presented for storytelling purposes. Readers should consult teachers, librarians, and qualified educators for guidance on academic research and citation practices.

No ghosts, hamsters, bean plants, or cafeterias were harmed in the making of this book. The Afterlife Homework Hotline is not a real service. Please do not call your flip phone for homework help from the dead. Use your textbook. Or ask a librarian. They’re better at citations.

Safety Note
This book contains depictions of mild peril, including but not limited to: triangular gyms, poetic volcanoes, run-on sentences, and excessive use of red pen. Readers sensitive to extreme punctuation or improper fractions are advised to proceed with caution and a calculator.
BART Studio Press is committed to publishing stories that encourage curiosity, critical thinking, and snickerdoodles.

Introduction: When Homework Goes Supernatural

Max Rodriguez had three problems.

Problem 1: He was bad at homework.
Not “forget-to-study” bad. Not “dog-ate-it” bad. Bad like 1/2 + 1/4 = maybe a triangle? bad.
Problem 2: His grandpa died.
And Grandpa Lou was the only person who could explain fractions without making Max’s brain melt. He used pizza. He used cookies. He used jokes that were terrible but made sense. Now the kitchen table was just a table.
Problem 3: Grandpa left him a flip phone.
Bedazzled. Rhinestones that spelled ZAP! Definitely not Grandpa’s style. And when Max pressed 0 for the first time, desperate for help on his math worksheet, the phone didn’t call voicemail.
It called the afterlife.

And the afterlife... answered.

Suddenly Max’s homework help came from Cleopatra, who thinks 2 + 2 = pyramid. From Shakespeare, who believes photosynthesis is a sonnet. From a pirate who says commas are for breathing while you yell.

Every wrong answer they give leaks into the real world. Worksheets turn into obelisks. Bean plants grow quills. Backpacks become trapezoids. And if Max doesn’t fix it in 24 hours, it becomes permanent.

Welcome to the Afterlife Homework Hotline, where the tutors are dead, the facts are fake, and the only way to pass 6th grade is to learn the most important lesson of all:

Who said it? How do they know it? Can you prove it with a real source?

Max didn’t ask for a ghost hotline. He didn’t ask to save the school from run-on sentences and iambic pentameter lava. He just wanted help with fractions.

But with his fact-checker best friend Priya, a bean plant named Kevin, and a whole lot of textbooks, Max is about to learn that the best homework help doesn’t come from the afterlife.

It comes from research. From evidence. From asking questions.

And maybe a few snickerdoodles.

Because when the dead start doing your homework, the only way to survive is to get an A+ in reality.



Welcome to Maple Street Middle School.
Please turn off your phones.
Especially the haunted ones.
Book 1: The Afterlife Homework Hotline starts now.
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Chapter 1: The Flip Phone of Doom
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Max Rodriguez was going to fail 6th grade because of fractions.

Not because of ancient Egypt. Not because of dodgeball. Because of pizza.

Mrs. Pak’s worksheet said: “You and three friends order a pizza. You eat 1/2. Your friend eats 1/4. How much is left for the other two friends?”

Max stared at the paper until the numbers swam. 1/2 + 1/4. Was that... 2/6? That felt wrong. It looked wrong. But what if it was right and he was wrong about it being wrong?

His pencil hovered. The eraser was already a gray nub from all the second-guessing.

“Come on,” he muttered to the worksheet. “Just tell me. What do you WANT from me?”

The worksheet did not answer. Worksheets never did. They just sat there, smug, covered in denominators.

Upstairs, Mom was making her “we need to talk about your math grade” lasagna. He could smell it. Garlic and disappointment. If he went downstairs with 2/6 on that problem, he’d get The Talk. Again. The Talk always ended with “maybe we should hire a tutor” and Max did not have tutor money. He had twelve dollars, a broken GameKid, and a library card with one overdue book about how to train your pet rock.

So Max did what any desperate 11-year-old would do. He went to the attic to scream into a pillow.

Grandpa Lou’s attic smelled like dust and Old Spice and secrets. After Grandpa died last spring, nobody wanted to clean it out. “Too soon,” Mom said. So all of Grandpa’s stuff just... waited. Boxes labeled “LOU’S JUNK” in Mom’s handwriting. A disco ball. A plastic lawn flamingo wearing sunglasses. A shoebox full of buttons that weren’t attached to anything.

Max flopped onto a trunk that said “ARMY STUFF - DO NOT OPEN.” He opened it. More buttons. A medal. A Polaroid of Grandpa Lou at maybe nineteen, grinning, holding a fish bigger than Max.

“Man, Grandpa,” Max said to the fish photo. “You never had to do common core.”

He kicked the trunk closed. Something clattered inside the wall of boxes. Max shoved aside a stack of National Geographic from 1987 and there it was: a flip phone.

Not a smartphone. A flip phone. Bedazzled.

Someone — definitely Grandpa — had glued fake rhinestones all over the back in the shape of a lightning bolt. It said “ZAP!” in glitter. The screen was the size of a cracker. The keypad had actual buttons you could press with your actual fingers.

“Dude,” Max whispered. “This is ancient.”

He flipped it open. The phone lit up. A tinny MIDI version of “My Sharona” played. The battery icon showed two bars.

Two bars. From a phone that had been in an attic for at least a year.

“Holy... how are you alive?” Max poked the screen. It didn’t do anything. Right. Not a touchscreen. He pressed the big green button.

BEEP.

The screen said: GRANDPA LOU - HOME

Max’s throat went tight. He hadn’t heard Grandpa’s voice in eight months. Mom had deleted his number off her phone “so we don’t butt-dial a ghost.” Which was dumb. Ghosts don’t answer phones.

...Do they?

He looked down at his fractions worksheet crumpled in his other hand. 1/2 + 1/4 = please don’t be 2/6.

Max hit “0.” Because that’s what you do when you need help, right? Zero for operator? He’d seen it in old movies.

The phone didn’t ring. It warbled. Like a kazoo falling down stairs.

Then a voice answered. Female. Royal. Annoyed.

“Yes? This is the Afterlife Homework Hotline. State your emergency.”

Max almost dropped the phone into a box of buttons.

“Uh,” he said. “Hello?”

“Do I sound like a ‘hello’ to you?” the voice said. “I am Cleopatra the Seventh, Queen of the Nile, Living Horus, and — apparently — Manager of Mathematics until Horace finishes his smoke break. What is your mathematical crisis?”

Max blinked. “You’re... Cleopatra?”

“Obviously. Do you require a list of my titles? I have many. It will take your entire homework period.”

“No! No, I — okay. I’m Max. I have a fractions problem?”

Cleopatra sighed. The sound crackled through the flip phone like she was gargling gold. “Another one. The living are obsessed with breaking things into pieces. In my day, we simply had more or less grain. If you had less, you sent an army. Problem solved.”

“Right,” Max said. “So my problem is 1/2 plus 1/4.”

“Ah.” There was shuffling. Like scrolls. Or maybe snakes. “One half. One quarter. Carry the... no, not the two. The asp.”

“Sorry, the what?”

“One half plus one quarter,” Cleopatra declared, “equals a lovely obelisk.”

Max waited. “That’s... not a number.”

“It is a shape,” she said, offended. “Tall. Pointy. Excellent for tracking the sun, which is the only math that matters. Your teacher should be grateful. Most children turn in blank worksheets. You are turning in architecture.”

Max looked at his paper. He could not write “obelisk” next to number 3. Mrs. Pak would send him to Mr. Harding the principal, and Mr. Harding had a bell he rang when he was disappointed in you. Max had heard the bell twice. He did not want to hear the bell.

“Can you... check that?” Max tried. “Maybe with numbers?”

“Numbers are for merchants and tax collectors,” Cleopatra said. “I am a queen. Queens do not count. Queens command. Now. What else? I have a Ptolemy on line two who wants to know why his pyramid is upside down.”

“My pizza problem,” Max said fast. “If I eat 1/2 and my friend eats 1/4, how much is left?”

“Left?” Cleopatra sniffed. “If you are a proper host, nothing is left. You give your guests the rest, and then you conquer their land for more pizza. That is the Pharaonic Method.”

The phone beeped. The screen flashed: LOW RECEPTION - STAY NEAR PYRAMID? Y/N

“Uh, no pyramid,” Max said. “I’m in an attic.”

“Attic! Even better. Attics are the pyramids of houses. Tall. Pointy. Full of dead things. You’re welcome.” Click.

The line went dead. The MIDI “My Sharona” played again, then stopped.

Max stared at the phone. Then at his worksheet. Then at the attic ceiling, like it might have answers written in cobwebs.

“An obelisk,” he said out loud. “She told me 1/2 plus 1/4 is an obelisk.”

He wrote it down anyway. Tiny, in the margin: obelisk? With a question mark. And a sad face.

The attic suddenly felt colder. Or maybe that was just the dread. Max flipped the phone shut. The rhinestones spelled ZAP! and caught the light from the single bulb.

He was about to shove the phone back into the box when it vibrated.

BZZZT.

He flipped it open. New text message. From: UNKNOWN

U R WELCOME. NEXT TIME, BRING TRIBUTE. - C

Max deleted the text. Then he un-deleted it. Then he took a picture of it with Mom’s old digital camera that was also in the attic, because if you’re going to fail math, you should at least have proof it was a supernatural fail.

Downstairs, the lasagna timer dinged. Mom yelled, “Max! Dinner! And bring that worksheet!”

Panic tasted like garlic. Max shoved the flip phone into his hoodie pocket. Maybe he could... not turn in the worksheet. Maybe he could say a dog ate it. They didn’t have a dog, but Mrs. Pak didn’t know that.

He clomped downstairs. Mom was already plating lasagna. Dad was setting the table. Normal. Except Max had a bedazzled flip phone from the afterlife in his pocket and the answer “obelisk” on his homework.

“So,” Mom said, too casually. “How’s that pizza problem going?”

Max sat down. He took a bite of lasagna to buy time. It tasted like doom.

“I think,” he said, “I might need to go to the library.”

Dad paused with a glass of water halfway to his mouth. “The library? On a Tuesday?”

“Yeah.” Max’s brain sprinted. “For, uh. Research. About Egypt. Because fractions are from Egypt. Right?”

Mom and Dad exchanged a Look. The Look that meant he’s up to something but we don’t know what.

“Okay,” Mom said slowly. “After dinner. I’ll drive you.”

Max nodded. The flip phone buzzed again in his pocket. He didn’t check it. He knew who it was.

Cleopatra. Queen of the Nile. Worst math tutor in history.

And Max was pretty sure he was going to have to call her again.

Because tomorrow there was a quiz.
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