
Chapter One 
Corey 

Watching o’er the gnarled limb 
He does not whisper, does not stir 

It’s not her house; it belongs to him 
He has no choice but to get rid of her 

 
 
 

Man, that girl don’t scare, not easy, anyhow. Look how she kicks open the gate, paying 
no mind to the wolf spider. Big and hairy, it is. I’d planted it there earlier, but it ain’t doing no 
good now. She just scrunches her nose and says, “Gross.” She strides through the creaky, rusty 
gate into knee-deep weeds like walking on just-mowed grass, the kind you see on those fancy 
golf courses. For sure, she’s no scaredy cat like the other girls who lived here. Put some a them 
boys to shame too. She could be trouble. But I’m just getting started. I got plenty a other ways to 
scare. 

The girl sits on the swing hanging from the tree. I know she can’t see me. Still, no harm 
in taking precautions, so I’m laid out on a branch like a snake high above her. She gives herself a 
good shove off the ground with her feet and glides back and forth with her legs stretched out in 
front a her. 

She bends her head back, a face full a freckles, and braids hanging down like two pieces 
a twisted red licorice. Closing her eyes, she mumbles, “Wish you were here, Chrissie.” Then she 
rambles off a string a rhyming words, “Wish, dish, fish, squish, swish…hmmm, possibilities.” 

All I’m thinking is, this girl ain’t right in the head. 
She stops swinging, tugs a small notebook and pen from the back pocket of her jeans and 

scribbles something. 
“Pepper. Pepper!” a lady’s voice calls, coming from the front where a moving van just 

pulled up. 
The girl does a big sigh. She stuffs her notebook and pen back into her pocket and 

shuffles to the gate. 
As she heads back down the driveway, I’m thinking, here I go again. More folks to scare 

off. I ain’t worried, though. I got my bag a tricks. 
This is my house. She and her family got to go. 
 
 

Chapter Two 
House of Horror 

Bang in the shed, a yowling cat 
Spiders swarming, furry and fat 

 
 

I pushed the gate with my foot and it swung open on its one rusty hinge. At least there 
was no majorly disgusting spider this time. Wading through the weeds, water and itchy grass 
seed sticking to my calves, I made my way over to the swing. 



Mom, Dad and Sage were in the house unpacking. I’d tried. I really had. At least I’d 
opened one of my boxes. But it was like I’d been zapped of any energy since the move. I just 
couldn’t face seeing all my stuff that would remind me of everything I’d left behind: my friends, 
our apartment that had been my home practically my whole life, the buzz and excitement of the 
city. So I escaped again to the backyard, as good a place as any to hide out for a while. 

The swing, its seat gray and splintery, hung from a thick, scarred branch of the tree. I 
brushed off my calves, unrolled the cuffs of my shorts, and sat down—carefully. One thing I 
didn’t need was a sliver in my butt. 

Twisting the swing left then right, I checked out the house. A horror movie. That’s what 
my new house looked like. Something straight out of a horror movie. Mom’s dream house? More 
like nightmare house. The peeling paint; the crooked stairs and broken railing that barely made it 
up to the warped back door; the spindly branch scratching the awning above the door like a 
skeleton’s hand. Yeah. A horror movie. Bring on the actors and film crew. The set was ready. 

I turned the swing around and around, winding the ropes up tight, and then swung my 
feet in the air and spun loose. I did it again and again, until I finally hopped off the swing, 
swaying and stumbling. Dizzy fizzy lizzy tizzy. I held my head between my hands to keep it from 
spinning off my shoulders. 

I tripped over to a shed tucked way back in the corner of the yard. As I got closer, I 
started to tiptoe. I don’t know why. Maybe because it was so quiet and creepy with the house a 
million miles away. The shed looked in worse shape than the house, if that was possible. Dad 
had told us to stay out of the shed, that it probably crawled with spiders, and maybe even a rat or 
two. I tried the doorknob anyway, but it was locked. Wiping my hand on my shorts, I left a 
streak of reddish-brown rust. 

A window, looking like an infected eye with its gunk in the corners, spider webs, and 
half-closed shade, stared at me from one side of the shed. I crept over to it and leaned close to the 
glass. The window seemed to breathe cold air onto my face as if it were alive. Though the shed 
looked like it could collapse at any minute, there was a feeling of life or energy about it, maybe 
from the rats or whatever else was on the other side of that window… 

ZzzzzzFLAP! The shade snapped open. I scrambled backward, almost tripping over my 
own feet. Then I edged my way back to the window, cupped my hands on the glass, and peered 
inside. Through the layer of dirt on the window, I caught a glimpse of something white, gauzy, 
shaped like spilled milk. Wh-what was it? Turning to run back to the house, I stopped and 
murmured, “Don’t be a baby.” I rubbed some of the dirt off the window and looked again, but 
whatever I’d seen was gone, or it had never been there in the first place. With thoughts of horror 
films and nightmare houses, my imagination was getting the better of me. 

I walked around to the back of the shed. Tangled blackberry bushes were crammed in the 
murky space between the fence and the shed. A netting of webs frosty-looking with dew covered 
the bushes, and a gigantic black spider (the spider?) sat in the middle of one of the webs—
waiting waiting waiting, like it knew if it waited long enough its next meal would show up. 
Obviously plenty of something did show up because the spider was big and fat with long thick 
legs. 

The blackberries were dark and puny, probably not ripe yet, but I reached for one 
anyway, just to see. Then I heard: THUD! Coming from inside the shed. I jerked my hand away 
from the bushes. A thorn scratched me. My eyes watered. And then: BANG! I froze, staring at 
the blood growing into a bright red bead on my hand. I’d been holding my breath and, taking in a 
gasp of air, I came to my senses. Baby or not, I ran as fast as I could around the shed, past the 



tree through the broken gate up the driveway and onto the front porch where I collapsed, panting, 
into a stuffed chair that hadn’t made it into the house yet. 

My heart and breathing gradually slowed to normal. With the shed way at the other end 
of the property, I suddenly felt very dumb. I shook my head and thought, You really are a baby. I 
remembered what Dad had said about rats in the shed, and laughed to myself. California grew 
some majorly big rats. 

Sage walked out onto the porch. The screen door slammed behind her. 
“Whatchya doing, Pepper?” She leaned against the railing and started kicking it with her 

heel. 
“Nothing. Just sitting here enjoying this beautiful weather.” 
If we had to come to California, why couldn’t we have moved to Southern California? To 

Malibu or Huntington or Santa Monica, one of the beaches I’d heard and read about? No, we 
were stuck in Santa Cruz at the foggy end of the state. 

“Oh, a kitty!” Sage said. 
A cat with a white face, chest, and front legs, and a black-and-white striped tail like a 

raccoon slinked up the porch stairs. 
Squatting, Sage held out her hand. “Here, kitty.” 
The cat meowed and rubbed against her thighs. She picked it up, cradled it in her arms, 

and nuzzled its head. “She’s so sweet. Maybe Mommy will let me keep her.” Even though the 
cat was full grown, its rear draping out of Sage’s small arms, she started talking to it as if it were 
a newborn kitten. “You’re a cutesy wootsey, aren’t you? An itsy bitsy baby kitty.” 

Mom came outside, and Sage immediately started pleading. “Mommy, look. This kitty 
came, just like she knew this was her home. Can I keep her? Can I?” 

Mom scratched the cat behind its ears. “It’s not wearing a collar. We’ll have to post some 
signs around town. It might belong to someone. If we don’t hear anything in a few days, I 
suppose you can keep her.” 

Sage’s face lit up into a big smile. She sat down on the porch steps, and the cat curled up 
on her lap. “I’m going to call you Eskimo Pie.” 

“Don’t get too attached, Sage,” Mom said. “We might find the owners.” 
Sage petted the cat, ignoring Mom. 
“Pepper, can you help me get that chair into the house? This fog is going to ruin it.” 
“Sure.” I pushed myself up and together we tipped the chair onto its side. Right when we 

started to pick it up, Mom dropped it and, screaming, pointed at the bottom of the chair. 
Out of the springs and stuffing came one spider, then another, then a swarm scattering 

over the chair and onto the porch. 
The cat yowled and sprang from Sage’s arms. She chased after it, calling, “Eskimo Pie!” 

But it was gone, and she started to cry. 
My mother kept screaming. Poor Mom. Spiders were her total and absolute phobia, and it 

looked like our house was the hangout of choice for every spider in the neighborhood. I grabbed 
her hand and pulled her down the porch stairs into the front yard next to Sage. 

Mom put her arm around Sage, who was still crying and didn’t seem bothered by the 
spiders. I ran to a pile of junk in the middle of the yard, found a broom, and charged back onto 
the porch. Ten or twenty or more thick-legged black spiders, their bodies practically as big as 
prunes, spilled across the planks of the porch, some disappearing over the edge. I started batting 
them with the broom when Dad rushed out of the house. 



“What’s going on?” In a flash, he took it all in: Sage crying. Mom yelling, “Kill them! 
Kill them!” Me swatting the monster spiders. 

He grabbed the broom from me and started swinging it left and right and behind him, 
hitting what spiders he could before they escaped. “Pepper, under the kitchen sink. The bug 
spray. Quick.” 

I ran into the house, found the spray, and hurried back outside. I took aim at a spider and 
hit the nozzle. The insecticide smell hit me. My stomach turned queasy from that and from the 
sight of the spider stopped dead in its tracks. 

“Give it to me,” Dad said, “and go down with your mother and Sage.” 
I gladly handed over the can and, avoiding spiders, tiptoed quickly across the porch and 

down the steps. 
Dad kept spraying, sweeping a continuous mist over the entire porch, shooting some 

underneath for good measure, until the can sputtered and was empty.  
He swept off the porch, and then joined us on the lawn. Putting his arm around Mom and 

gently placing his hand on Sage’s head, he asked, “Are you all okay?” 
Sage pouted and sniffled. I knew she couldn’t care less about the spiders. It was losing 

the cat that upset her. 
Mom nodded, but her lips sort of shook. Her face was pale. “H-how do you suppose they 

got in the chair?” 
“I don’t know,” Dad said. “We shouldn’t have left it out here, though. I’m going to call 

an exterminator and have him spray around the house. We can’t live here with a spider 
infestation like that.” 

Mom rubbed her arms. “Let’s make that call today.” 
“I’ll do it right now, honey.” 
As the three of them walked back inside, Sage told Dad about the cat. “She was black and 

white and I named her Eskimo Pie. She got scared and ran away, but…” 
Before following them, I stood back and looked up at the house. Maybe it was no joke 

about this being a house of horror. The front was just as run down as the back: the same peeling 
paint, the same crooked stairs. Tiny second-story windows, one of the panes cracked, looked out 
onto the street. Just like the window of my room, only mine faced the backyard. Wooden curly 
cues framed all the windows and decorated the porch railing, and I supposed that was one of the 
things Mom liked about the house. But some were broken and gray from the weather and not 
being painted for who knew how many years. A mass of bushes, their branches knotted into dark 
twisted shapes, the leaves half dead, brown and faded green, hid half of the porch. A perfect 
home for those spiders. 

Yeah, straight out of Monster House, The Others, The Haunted Mansion…name any 
horror movie. Our new house would fit right in. 

I remembered the flash of white I’d seen in the shed and had a thought I knew was totally 
dumb, but couldn’t seem to shake—maybe our house did fit right in with those horror movie 
houses. Because maybe, like them, our house was haunted. 


