

[image: ]




[image: ]




THIS IS A BORZOI BOOK PUBLISHED BY ALFRED A. KNOPF

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2011 by Katy Towell

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Alfred A. Knopf, an imprint of Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

Knopf, Borzoi Books, and the colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

Visit us on the Web! www.randomhouse.com/kids

Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at
www.randomhouse.com/teachers

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Towell, Katy.
Skary childrin and the carousel of sorrow / by Katy Towell. — 1st ed.
p. cm.
Summary: In Widowsbury, an isolated village where people believe “known is good, new is bad,” three outcasts from the girls’ school join forces with a home-schooled boy to uncover and combat the evil that is making people disappear.
eISBN: 978-0-375-89931-7
[1. Supernatural—Fiction. 2. Schools—Fiction. 3. Ghosts—Fiction. 4. Merry-go-round—Fiction.] I. Title. II. Title: Scary childrin and the carousel of sorrow. III. Title: Carousel of sorrow.
PZ7.T6488Skc 2011
[Fic]—dc22
2010038830

Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment and celebrates the right to read.

v3.1





For my parents, Gina and Tony





[image: ]


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



CHAPTER ONE New-Librarian Day

CHAPTER TWO Twelve Is an Unlucky Number

CHAPTER THREE The Smell of Fear

CHAPTER FOUR A Letter by Phillip Post

CHAPTER FIVE A Horrible Solution

CHAPTER SIX Something Is Hungry

CHAPTER SEVEN The Woman with the Butterfly on Her Head

CHAPTER EIGHT Something Is Very Displeased

CHAPTER NINE A Friend

CHAPTER TEN Betrayal

CHAPTER ELEVEN A Terrible Spinning

CHAPTER TWELVE Skary Childrin





[image: ]




- CHAPTER ONE -
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There was once, in the Pernicious Valley, a strange little town by the name of Widowsbury. It wasn’t marked on any map. No roads led in or out of it. Only by train could one reach this forgotten place, but few who knew of it ever dared. The engineers spoke of ghosts in the hills, and they called these hills the Devil’s Thimbles.

Just outside the Thimbles, at the point where the highway ended, was a sign that a vandal had altered to read IF YOU LIVED HERE YOU’D REGRET IT BY NOW. No one ever bothered to fix it. There wasn’t much point, and anyway, it was true. Widowsbury was dreadfully cursed.

But even the most dreadfully cursed places were not always so.

There was a time when Widowsbury was the Plum Pie Capital of the World. The skies were still blue in those days. Colorful gardens decorated each storybook house. Laughter and music drifted from the square. City folk would come for the famous springtime parades and say, “What a delightful little town. Perhaps I’ll retire here one day.” But that was before the roads were sealed off. Before everything went wrong.

They say it was a storm that ruined Widowsbury. Some say it wasn’t a storm at all but evil’s kettle boiling over. And when it ripped through the town for twelve straight days, it tore open a gate through which escaped all sorts of foul, rotten things. There were such things as vampires. There were such things as ghosts. There were absolutely such things as mad scientists who reanimated the dead. The once-perfect little haven became a beacon for everything bad in the world. Nothing and nobody unfamiliar would ever be trusted again, for one could never be sure what secrets waited under the surface.

There was peace again for a few years after the Storm. And then, one gray December morning twelve years to the day, a most troublesome stranger came to town.

Adelaide Foss slouched at the breakfast table, her cheek resting in one hand as her other hand poked at the eggs on her toast with fingernails that were just a bit too long. In fact, Adelaide’s nails were alarmingly pointy, much like her ears, which she kept hidden behind twin black braids. At the front of the dining hall, the headmistress, Mrs. Merryweather, gave the Breakfast Lecture. It was an ordinary day at Madame Gertrude’s School for Girls. Which, for awkward Adelaide, meant it would probably be a bad one.

“Posture is of the utmost importance in the civilized world,” Mrs. Merryweather droned. “For a true lady must be recognized as such before she even utters a word!”

Adelaide heard the sound of fabric as someone slid across the bench to her. Without even looking, she knew it was Becky Buschard. One of the older girls.

“What’s the matter with your eggs?” Becky whispered. “Not bloody enough for you?”

There was a smattering of muffled giggles as Becky slid back to her friends.

“Ah-ooooooooh!” one of them softly howled. Adelaide pretended not to hear, though it hardly did any good. In truth, she possessed a freakish ability to hear absolutely everything, sometimes even a mile away.

“A woman without balance in her step is a woman without balance in her life,” Mrs. Merryweather lectured. With her hooked nose and her long black gown, she looked like one of Widowsbury’s crows. Adelaide often wondered how she blinked at all with her silver hair pulled back in such a tight knot.

Adelaide stared off to the right, doing her best to ignore the faces made at her from the left. At the end of her table sat Maggie Borland, with two feet of empty space between her and the others. Nobody ever sat close to Maggie. Her wild brown hair made her look like Medusa, and her jumper was always stained. At the moment, she seemed wholly absorbed in her toast, which she carved into smaller and smaller pieces for no apparent reason. Every once in a while, she stabbed an egg, pounding the tines of her fork into a useless sculpture with each blow. Adelaide was fascinated. But then Maggie glanced up, and Adelaide hurriedly looked away.

There were rumors that Maggie had tossed a teacher through a window at her old school, and that the teacher only survived by catching on to the sill. Adelaide didn’t know if it was true, but she kept a safe distance all the same. This proved difficult, as Maggie was always in detention whenever she was, and Adelaide was in detention every day.

“When greeting new acquaintances, a lady must be reserved with her initial affection,” Mrs. Merryweather went on.

Adelaide turned her attention to the other girl she saw in detention on a daily basis: Beatrice Alfred. Beatrice, simply put, was weird. She looked like a porcelain doll come to life—pale and tiny, with unnaturally dark eyes and short black hair topped with an oversized bow. She was in the Nines class, but she was only seven. Adelaide wondered if this explained Beatrice’s peculiarities. Weren’t really smart people supposed to be kind of odd?

Even now, Beatrice appeared to be whispering to something in her front pocket. Who does she think she’s talking to? thought Adelaide with a shiver.

“Which brings me to my announcement,” the headmistress continued. “Today we are expecting the arrival …”

Adelaide’s breath caught in her throat.

“… of a new …”

Please don’t say what I think you’re going to say! she prayed.

“… librarian,” Mrs. Merryweather concluded.

“Oh no,” Adelaide groaned aloud.

“She is not from Widowsbury,” Mrs. Merryweather explained, “but I assure you she has many references, and she is quite safe. She will, I hope, be joining us shortly, and I would like for you all to be on your very best behavior!”

Adelaide’s palms began to sweat. This, under no uncertain terms, was Very Bad News.

“But there is one more thing!” said Mrs. Merryweather.

Her eyes narrowed. Her jaw clenched. She raised a long, bony finger and pointed.

Here it comes, thought Adelaide.

“You!” Mrs. Merryweather hissed at her.

She did the same to Maggie and Beatrice.

“You three are to be isolated from the others! You will be separated from the other students. You will be separated from each other. I will not give you any opportunity to frighten away this librarian before she even begins!”

Adelaide heard snickering behind her and felt her face grow hot.

“Don’t think I’ve forgotten for an instant what you did to the others,” said Mrs. Merryweather as she moved between the tables. “The incident with the chair …”

She glared at a scowling Maggie.

“The little present you left for Mrs. Elise.”

She paused at a cowering Beatrice.

“Your campaign of terror against Mrs. Elizabeth!”

She watched Adelaide for a long time. Adelaide reddened. I was only trying to warn her! I’m not the one who put the spiders in her bed! Not that she didn’t deserve it, she thought but could not say.

“No, I haven’t forgotten,” snarled Mrs. Merryweather, “and for that reason, I will make an example of each of you! I will show our new arrival that you can and will be controlled!”

Some of the other girls began to laugh.

“Quiet, ladies!” snapped Mrs. Merryweather. “Do not reward these children with your attention. For that is what they are. What they will always be. Rude. Spiteful. Wicked. Children. Their unwillingness to adhere to the vision of the great Madame Gertrude—may she rest peacefully—well, I dare say it scares me.”

Yes, but you scare everybody, thought Adelaide.

“Miss Alfred!” said Mrs. Merryweather. “I want you to move to the small table at the far right corner. Miss Borland! To the table in the far left corner. And you, Miss Foss. To the table in the front center!”

The dining hall erupted with the cackles of three hundred schoolgirls, and this time, Mrs. Merryweather made no attempt to silence them.

“Scary childrennnnnn!” sang Becky as Adelaide marched to her seat in humiliation.

Yes, it was going to be a rotten day. New-Librarian Day always was. Librarians were supposed to read a lot and help you find the books you wanted. But all they ever did for Adelaide was force her to write punishment sentences until her hands turned red. Or yell at her for sneezing. Or make her sit as still and quiet as she possibly could with nothing to distract her from all the little sounds of the old building filling her head like a hundred symphonies playing different tunes at once. For Adelaide, librarians were torturers, and each new one was worse than the last.
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Directly across the street was a squarish tower of red bricks that housed Rudyard School for Boys, the town’s only other school since Widowsbury School had fallen victim to a sinkhole for the sixth time. Outside it stood Steffen Weller, the son of the Rudyard School cook. Today was his ninth birthday, and he was spending it by himself, doodling on the many flyers that were tacked to the wall. KNOW YOUR SURROUNDINGS! REPORT ANYTHING DIFFERENT TO THE COUNCIL AT ONCE! they said. He saw these flyers everywhere, and it seemed like fresh ones were being pasted over the old ones every day. They usually included Mayor Templeton’s official seal beside a photo of the mayor looking very stern. Steffen drew glasses on him and grinned, pleased with his work.

Then he heard a sound like someone dragging their feet. Or perhaps a body. Zombies! he thought with a thrill. He had always wanted to meet a zombie. But it was only a woman coming up the road, her boots caked in mud. She carried a large black leather suitcase upon which she had pasted pictures of flowers. It looked as if it weighed more than she did.

Steffen had never seen her before.

Most Widowsburians feared newcomers, but Steffen never understood this. New people were exciting! Not quite as exciting as zombies, but Steffen’s father said those had all been “dealt with” a long time ago. He supposed he’d never see one now.

“Hello,” said Steffen, but the clearly exhausted woman did not appear to hear him.

He watched her for a while as she trudged wearily toward the enormous white cathedral of the girls’ school. Then he shrugged and went back to drawing on flyers. REMEMBER THE STORM! said this one. KNOWN IS GOOD. NEW IS BAD!

He was drawing a mustache on it when he heard another commotion coming from the opposite end of the road. Steffen turned around and saw a man in a straw hat and a pink-and-white-striped apron approaching, dragging behind him a large wooden cart. The man looked young. Certainly older than any of the Rudyard boys, but definitely younger than Steffen’s father. His cart was full of crates, jars, various tools, stakes, and something that looked like an oversized clock.

“Are you new in town, too?” Steffen asked the man. He hadn’t meant to be rude, but two newcomers in one day! It was unheard of.

The man stopped and held up his hands. “I don’t want any trouble!” he explained. It sounded as if he’d already gotten his share of it.

“Then what are you doing in Widowsbury?” asked Steffen.

“It … seemed like as good a place as any?” said the man uncertainly.

Steffen, remembering his manners, walked over and extended a mittened hand.

“Sorry. I’m Steffen Weller,” he said. “What’s your name?”

The man smiled and shook Steffen’s hand with both of his.

“Zoethout’s the name! Lyle Zoethout! Purveyor of sweets, treats, and delicious delights!” he said cheerfully. “And gosh, I’m glad to hear a friendly voice. Yours is the first I’ve heard since I got in on the midnight train!”

Steffen gaped. “The Midnight? Really?” he gasped, for the midnight train was a thing of legend in Widowsbury. It first passed through about six years ago and had done so every night since. No one ever saw the train, but anyone awake at that hour could hear its clanging and its chugging and that lost, lonely whistle. His dad said it was all nonsense, of course, and that people would see it if they only went outside, but tales of the Midnight still held Steffen’s imagination fast.

Lyle Zoethout didn’t appear to know about those tales. He just blinked in confusion and then got right to his point. “Say, I’m setting up my stand today,” he said, “and I sure could use an extra pair of hands. Do you know anyone who’d be willing to help? I can’t pay except in candy right now, but it’s the best candy there is, and that’s my guarantee.”

Steffen thought for a moment. The only person he could possibly ask would be his own father. But as skeptical as the senior Weller was about Widowsbury’s superstitions, even he didn’t care for new folk. He probably wouldn’t like Steffen hanging around one, either, but he was busy with the day’s lunch preparations, and that was never a good time to bother him.

“I guess I’ve got some time,” said Steffen. He was relieved when Mr. Zoethout didn’t laugh at him. Instead, the latter asked, “How are you with a hammer?”

“I was practically born holding a hammer!” Steffen said proudly.

“Fantastic!” Mr. Zoethout exclaimed. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, by the way. You can just call me Mr. Z. What sort of candy do you like, Mr. Weller?”

“Oh. Um,” Steffen began, fidgeting with his jacket buttons. “I don’t really like candy that much. It makes my stomach hurt. I’d much rather have peanut butter any old day, but that’s okay. You don’t have to pay me anything.”

Mr. Zoethout gawked at Steffen.

“You don’t like candy?”

“I—I’m sorry,” Steffen stuttered. “I’m sure it’s very good!”

“What kind of kid doesn’t like candy?” Mr. Zoethout murmured to himself. Then he shrugged and chuckled.

“Never mind about that,” he said. “I’m just glad to have your help. Say, maybe I’ll come up with a new line of peanut butter treats! I’ll call them Steffens.”

Steffen laughed. He liked this newcomer, and it didn’t matter if he got paid for his work or not. He was just pleased as punch to be of use to someone other than his father for once.

Adelaide sat stiff as a board at her new seat. By now, the mockery of her schoolmates had long been replaced with the sound of their conversations. She glanced over at Beatrice, who was now petting some invisible something in her hand. On the other side of the room, Maggie tipped back in her chair, scowling more than ever, looking exactly like someone who’d throw a person through a window. I’m not like them, thought Adelaide. I’m normal. They’re the scary ones!

Beatrice looked over at her and offered a tiny wave, but Adelaide ignored it. She had enough trouble on her own. If anyone thought she was friends with the other two, all hope of relief from the constant ridicule would be lost.

Then she heard it. The doorbell. Nobody else seemed to notice it, but new librarians didn’t mean to her schoolmates what they meant to her. She saw a maid scurry over to Mrs. Merryweather, who nodded and rushed out of the room.

Adelaide strained to hear, pushing back the curtain of sounds created by her schoolmates as they crunched their toast and talked and talked and talked. If she concentrated, she could hear the staccato clip of Mrs. Merryweather’s steps as she rushed from the dining hall to the main hall with its tall pillars and portraits of dead people. She heard the maid’s hurried breathing as she raced ahead to the foyer to open the heavy doors. She heard Mrs. Merryweather’s taffeta skirts brush past the pedestal that held a bust of Madame Gertrude. And then …

“Miss Peet? Miss Delia Peet?” she heard Mrs. Merryweather ask.

“Please! Call me Delia,” said a younger woman.

At least she’s not old and creepy, Adelaide noted. But then it was often the younger ones who were the meanest.

“That sort of familiarity is for the students, Miss Peet. I am Miriam Merryweather. And you are very late!” snapped the headmistress.

“Oh. I—I’m sorry,” said the younger woman. “I’m afraid the driver never arrived, and I couldn’t get anyone else to stop for me! Perhaps your driver misunderstood? Is there another station?”

“The driver never …!” Mrs. Merryweather exclaimed. “Oh dear. I shall have a word with Elmer Whitley when I see him next. Do come in. The girls are nearly through with their breakfast, which leaves me very little time to orient you!”

Adelaide took a few deep breaths and told herself that she had been through this before and could handle it again. But the pounding in her chest only worsened when Mrs. Merryweather returned to the dining hall with her guest following closely. The new librarian was petite, pretty, and neatly dressed in a brown wool coat and little round glasses. Her auburn hair was pinned back in a bun and decorated with a single monarch-butterfly pin. She had a kind look to her face, but Adelaide had long learned that librarians, like books, could not be judged by their covers.

“Ladies!” Mrs. Merryweather announced. “I would like you all to meet your new librarian. You may call her Miss Delia.”

Adelaide froze. Maggie rolled her eyes. Beatrice tucked her invisible pet safely in her pocket. The other students turned in unison, a sea of gray cotton jumpers and white blouses.

“Good morning, Miss Delia,” they greeted in wary, scattered mumbles.

Miss Delia waved to them, and with a nose as sensitive as her ears, Adelaide caught a whiff of orange-scented hand cream.

“Thank you, ladies. You may finish your breakfast,” said Mrs. Merryweather. She turned to Miss Delia and went on to talk of the endless achievements of other students.

“That is Maria Flores. She earned perfect marks in penmanship last year. I expect she’ll have an excellent future in dictation! That’s Becky Buschard. She’s the pride and joy of our school, Miss Peet, and just yesterday she won the lead part in our annual play! Now, Christine Park—”

“Excuse me, Mrs. Merryweather,” Miss Delia interrupted.

No, no, no. Don’t look at me. I’m not here, Adelaide silently pleaded. But it was too late. The new librarian was staring right at her.

“What about those three?”

“Pardon?” Mrs. Merryweather said.

“The three girls seated away from the others. I couldn’t help noticing that they don’t look well. I know of a lovely tea that would put the color back in their cheeks if … it’s a … cold …”

Miss Delia’s voice trailed off.

Mrs. Merryweather’s lips tightened. “They’re well enough,” she muttered. “Miss Peet, I should tell you now that any attempt to impress me beyond hard work will fall flat in this school.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean—!”

“But it was good of you to point them out, as you will need the advance warning.” Here the headmistress lowered her voice, though Adelaide could hear her all the same. She almost wished she couldn’t.

“Those three, Miss Peet, are my Trio of Trouble,” said Mrs. Merryweather. “This is why I have seated them away from their peers. They are a constant source of grief for me, and no wonder! Their families all arrived in Widowsbury after the Big Storm.”

“The Big Storm?” asked Miss Delia.

“Yes!” snapped Mrs. Merryweather without explanation. “The one with the untamed curls is Maggie Borland. She’s twelve, and a more slovenly, ill-tempered child you will never meet! Her parents ran off to join a circus or some nonsense. At least we’re rid of them for the semester. The little one on the other side—that’s Beatrice Alfred. Comes from a family of ‘celebrity morticians.’ Embalmers to the Stars, they call themselves. Good heavens! What a relief it was when they took to traveling for their work, though it is far too late for their influence to be reversed. Beatrice is an exceedingly bright child. In fact, she is two years ahead of the other girls her age! But she has filled her head with such morbid fascinations that there is little room for more. Her spelling! Mercy, her spelling! We have tried to correct her, but I fear she is simply too disturbed.”

“Disturbed?” asked Miss Delia. “How do you mean?”

“She has a preoccupation with dead animals, Miss Peet, and she has been known to keep them as pets,” said Mrs. Merryweather with a grimace. “She says their spirits are her friends!”

Miss Delia put her hand to her heart. “How very sad! But it’s sweet in a way, don’t you think? What about the one with the braids? My, what big eyes she has!”

Adelaide quickly pretended to examine something on her plate.

“That,” Mrs. Merryweather said with disgust, “is Adelaide Foss. She’s eleven. Wretched girl, it must be said. I have serious concerns about her ability to conform, Miss Peet! Serious concerns!”

Mrs. Merryweather leaned closer to the young librarian.

“She claims she hears things. Things nobody else ever hears. And did you know there are some who say her parents are werewolves? Oh, they claim they are doctors researching medicine abroad, but it sounds highly suspicious to me!”

“Werewolves!” Miss Delia laughed. “Forgive me, but I don’t think I believe that.”

“I would doubt it, too, had I not seen all that I’ve seen over the years. Now I think I would believe almost anything,” said Mrs. Merryweather. “Nevertheless, you will have to become more acquainted with those girls than you’ll care to. Until they learn to behave like the others, they will spend every single recess of their school career in detention!”

“Goodness me!” said Miss Delia.

“And detention,” Mrs. Merryweather added with a dramatic pause, “is always in the library!”

Adelaide’s blood went cold at the mention of that terrible place. Please let this librarian be nice, she wished. Please, please, please let her understand!

“Yes, they are a trying group,” Mrs. Merryweather was saying to Miss Delia. “Therefore, anything you feel must be done to maintain discipline you have my permission to try. Anything!”

She led the new librarian from the dining hall, talking of boring things like rules and wages and where the washrooms were. Adelaide stopped listening. It hardly mattered what they said now. The prospect of renewed library time was enough to ruin her entire morning. More than her mornings were usually ruined! Even so, she was determined more than ever to avoid winding up in detention yet again. There had to be a way.

I am not a scary child, she reminded herself. I’m completely normal and no matter what, I will only do normal things today.

She repeated this to herself throughout the morning, desperately hoping that if she could just avoid notice, she might escape the misfortune that followed her most other days despite her best efforts. By lunchtime, she began to think she had succeeded, for recess would be next and no one had yet mentioned detention. Perhaps this Miss Delia was still becoming acquainted, and there would be no library time today. Or maybe Adelaide would be assigned a few janitorial tasks, just as she had been since the last librarian’s hasty retreat.

She was thinking of all this while searching for a seat in the dining hall when a sudden impact to her left side sent her lunch tray flying. Mashed potatoes somersaulted through the air. Peas scattered about the floor like marbles. The dining hall fell so quiet one could have heard a pin drop or, in this case, the sticky plop of Salisbury steak as it slid from the front of Adelaide’s jumper to the marble floor.

Before her stood none other than Becky Buschard, a smirk of satisfaction creeping across her lips.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t recognize you without fur all over your face,” said Becky in her nasal voice. Her blond ponytail bobbed like a snake hanging from a tall, skinny tree.

The other students went back to their lunches. To them, it was just another day.

“I am not a werewolf,” said Adelaide.

Becky cupped a hand to her ear and bent down.

“Excuse me?” she asked. “Could you say that in English, please? I don’t speak dog.”

“I’m not a dog!” Adelaide insisted, her fists clenched.

But Becky was already laughing and walking away.

“Did you see how red she was?” she snickered to one of her friends.

Adelaide was about to storm after her when suddenly, out of nowhere, something came soaring through the air at impossible speed. All eyes turned to the brown blur, mouths forming an Ohhhh! as it streaked toward its target, striking Becky’s head with a delicious smack. It was a Salisbury steak, the force of which was so great it knocked Becky right off her feet.

“Whoa,” Adelaide whispered. She looked down at her hands. Had she done that?

The dining hall was still again.

A fork clattered to the floor.

Becky’s mouth dropped open as she searched for words, at last issuing a shriek so loud and pitiful it sounded animal. Chaos took over as Becky’s dutiful followers rushed to her aid. Adelaide searched the floor in bewilderment. Her own lunch still lay in a puddle at her feet. But if she didn’t throw the steak, who did? She scanned the crowd for an answer. In the very back stood the scowling Maggie Borland, wiping her soiled hands on her wrinkled jumper.

Adelaide wanted to thank her, but then Miss Patricia—large and square like an icebox—charged to the center of the dining hall and blew her whistle. Miss Patricia was in charge of the Elevens and Twelves dorm, gym class, and enforcement of all rules, and she rarely said anything without including the whistle.

“Maggie Borland and Adelaide Foss!” she yelled.

Adelaide didn’t even have to hear the rest.

“That should do it!” said Mr. Zoethout, and he gently kicked one corner of his stand just to make sure it was stable.

“It looks good, Mr. Z!” said Steffen, standing back to admire his handiwork. He hadn’t done all that much, really. Mostly, he’d just held up some stakes while Mr. Zoethout drove them into the dirt, but it felt nice to be needed. Doing a man’s work, his dad would call it.

Mr. Zoethout’s Candy Time stand stuck out like a bright, gleaming splinter in the middle of dull, brown Widowsbury Park. Its counter was painted in pink and white stripes to match the owner’s apron. Dozens of glass canisters glistened with their sugary contents. Casting a shadow over the whole setup was a huge sign that announced the stand in a shocking rainbow of cotton-candy pastels. It certainly caught attention. People all around the park were staring at the construction with the same look one normally reserves for suspiciously smelly milk.

“I hope you’re able to get some business,” said Steffen.

“Nothing to worry about there. I’ve got it all planned,” said Mr. Zoethout, polishing a jar of gum balls. “First, I’ll send sample boxes to all the shops in town. Maybe they’ll share some with their customers, and then—”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Mr. Z,” Steffen interrupted.

“Why not?” asked Mr. Zoethout.

Steffen pointed to the people watching them now, most of whom immediately turned away again. One mother gave them an unfriendly glare before pulling her child closer.

“You’re new,” said Steffen in a hushed voice. “People here don’t like new. They get upset when you part your hair on a different side, let alone when you come from another town! Let alone when you come in on the Midnight!”

“You know, it might have been the eleven o’clock train, now that I think about it …,” said Mr. Zoethout.

“My point is that you’re not from around here,” said Steffen. “Just for that, they’ll think you’re trouble waiting to happen. But you can prove ’em wrong if you stick around long enough. It’s just not gonna be overnight. You see?”

Mr. Zoethout’s smile faded, and he nodded seriously. Then he brightened and reached out to shake Steffen’s hand.

“Thanks again for the help, Steffen Weller. You’re a good man,” he said.

Steffen beamed with pride.

“Welcome to Widowsbury, Mr. Z!” he said, and he skipped all the way home, not even noticing the disapproving head shakes his townspeople gave him.

The library.

It was one of the darkest, coldest, most depressing rooms in all of Madame Gertrude’s. Its gray stone walls were perpetually damp. The smell of mildew choked the air. And there was always the faint sound of something dripping, but nobody had ever been able to find the source. Adelaide had heard the library was a dungeon before the cathedral became a girls’ school. She imagined the massive wooden bookshelves were once torture racks, repurposed to hold encyclopedias.

She tried to think of something more pleasant as she waited at her assigned table in the front right corner. Maggie sat in the back. Beatrice was there, too, dwarfed by her own table in the middle. This was how they always sat. They’d been in detention so many times there was a seating chart.

The library door swung open. Preceded by the telltale scent of oranges was Miss Delia and a massive stack of manila folders. The librarian dumped the folders onto her desk, producing a cloud of dust that made her cough. Then she cracked her knuckles, pulled a loose strand of hair behind her ear, adjusted the butterfly pin in her hair, and turned around.

“Hi,” she said.

There was a long, uncomfortable silence as the prisoners watched their dungeon master.

“I’m Miss Delia,” she added, bouncing a little on her heels.

She waited for several seconds, and when no one spoke, she grabbed a folder from the top of her stack.

“I understand that you’re all here for detention,” said Miss Delia from behind the folder. “Can anybody tell me why?”

No one answered, of course. Whenever past librarians asked a question, it was usually rhetorical.

“Anybody?” Miss Delia persisted.

Beatrice raised her hand enthusiastically. “Miss Anne said that I scare her in reading class, but I only wanted to know how Peter Pan might die if he ever could,” she answered in her tiny voice. “That’s only today, though. I don’t remember about yesterday.”

“I’ve been coming here so long, I don’t remember why anymore,” said Adelaide.

Maggie just scowled.

Miss Delia replaced the folder and sat on the edge of her desk with an exasperated sigh, which sent a wisp of her hair floating up.

“This is awkward,” she said. Then, thinking for a second, she added, “Would anyone like to ask me any questions?”

Beatrice raised her hand again. “May I ask what you’re going to do to us today?” she asked.

“Do … to you?”

“Yesterday I had to write ‘I will not encourage spectral apparitions’ one hundred times, but I didn’t spell it right, so I had to do it one hundred more times and Mrs. Merryweather got very annoyed and then I had to help Adelaide and Maggie do the mopping,” Beatrice clarified.

“Well … I … that is, nobody told me …,” said Miss Delia.

“Yes,” said Adelaide. “Are you going to make us stand with dictionaries on our heads? Or rap us on the hands with a ruler if we look up?”

“Why would I make you do that? That’s awful!” said Miss Delia. “And a terrible misuse of a dictionary, besides!”

“Then what are we to do, please? I don’t want to get the ruler. It’s made me afraid of math,” Beatrice said with a pout.

Miss Delia blinked.

“Well, I thought we would … read,” she answered.

Maggie burst out laughing.

“Read?!” she jeered. “In the library! That’s stupid.”

Miss Delia looked utterly baffled.

“Oh, I see. You’re being funny, aren’t you?” she said with a nervous laugh. “Aren’t you?”

“That’s not really what the library is for, Miss Delia,” said Beatrice in a motherly tone. “I should know. I’ve been coming here every day since I was six years old. Sometimes I think I shall die here.”

“You’re only seven,” Miss Delia pointed out.

“I know. It’s very tragic,” Beatrice sighed.

Miss Delia paused, scratched her arm, and adjusted her glasses. Then she hummed a few notes and made an odd clicking sound with her tongue.

I think this one’s broken, thought Adelaide.

“I have an idea,” Miss Delia said finally. “Why don’t we get to know each other a little? Your headmistress says you’ll be here every day, and if you’re to be here every day, I should like to know something about you.”

Maggie snorted.

“What’s so funny about that?” said Miss Delia. “I thought, seeing as how you never get any recess, we’d go outside.”

“But we’re not allowed outside,” Beatrice whispered.

“Mrs. Merryweather gave me permission to discipline you however I choose,” said Miss Delia. “Anyway, I’m sure nobody would mind just this once. It’s just that this room is making me itch terribly and—and—”

She sneezed violently and shook her head, which made the wings on her butterfly pin wobble.

“—and I saw a lovely park up the road only this morning.”

Adelaide couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone outside. It must have been before she started school here. Was this a trap?

“But we must strike a bargain,” said Miss Delia. “I’m new here, you know. Not only to your school, but to your town. Your headmistress told me you would all try to frighten me away! I would like to improve her impression of you. So, I’ll tell you what. If you promise to be nice to me, I promise to be nice to you.”

Adelaide eyed her warily. So far, the new librarian appeared to be almost … nice. She hadn’t yet called any of them names like “brat” or “freak” or “insolent mutant.” She hadn’t made any threats. It seemed there was hope in this one, but then Adelaide’s hopes had been dashed so many times before.

“Okay,” she said cautiously.

“I promise!” said Beatrice cheerfully.

Maggie shrugged, which was the closest thing to agreement anyone could expect from her.

Sullen clouds held their breath over Widowsbury while Miss Delia and the girls made the trek to the park. There was no breeze to disturb the bloomless thistles that afternoon. There would be no tumbling for the tumbleweeds that had once been a prizewinning hedgerow. The only sounds were those of arguing crows, and of passersby shuffling to avoid the outsider and her strange young charges.

“What a lovely place to go for a walk!” Miss Delia remarked, though in reality, Widowsbury Park was not lovely at all. It was a vast field of dead grass, marred here and there by long-dead trees, some blackened by lightning. There was one worm-eaten bench near the entrance and a rusty old swing set no one ever approached, an unofficial monument to children lost many years ago. But Miss Delia didn’t know the history of her new home. To her, this was simply a crisp December afternoon.

“What sort of books do you three like?” asked Miss Delia when they had seated themselves under the branches of a naked oak tree. “Surely, you do some reading in the library.”

“Oh! Me! I like romantic stories!” Beatrice cheeped. “My mother gave me a book of fairy tales once, and I read ‘Thumbelina’ twenty times! Even though I felt sad for the mole.”

“I like detective stories,” Adelaide answered, once she was certain she was allowed. “Except I usually figure them out before the detective does.”

Maggie spat out the blade of dead grass she’d been chewing. “I think books are a waste of time,” she grumbled.

“What a shame, Maggie! We’ll have to do something about that,” said Miss Delia. “I like scary ones myself. There’s nothing like frightening yourself silly with monsters right before bedtime, especially if there’s a warm fire nearby.”

Adelaide rolled an ancient acorn husk around in the dirt, contemplating whether or not she should speak her mind.

“I don’t like those stories very much,” she said at last.

“Oh?” said Miss Delia.

“I always feel bad for the monsters,” Adelaide continued. “They’re just lonely, most of them. Who wouldn’t be when everybody calls you ugly and hunts you down all the time?”

Miss Delia looked troubled. “Yes,” she said thoughtfully. “Yes, I see what you mean. I suppose that’s one of the things that make them truly frightening, though. We’re all afraid of something, but we’ve felt like the monsters, too.”

“Some of us are the monsters,” said Adelaide, and she thumped the acorn across the ground.

“That isn’t true! I’d wager you’ve just had a rough start to the school year,” said Miss Delia.

“I’m afraid it’s much worse than that, Miss Delia,” said Beatrice, “but we couldn’t possibly expect you to understand.”

“What about your friends, then?” the librarian said innocently. “Surely, they don’t think you’re monsters.”

Adelaide looked away, stung. “What friends?” she said. “I don’t have any.”

“I’m not the kind of person anyone makes friends with. Not people, anyway,” Beatrice said sadly.

Maggie threw a pebble at some gawkers in the distance.

“Aren’t you even friends with each other?” asked Miss Delia.

Adelaide blushed, ashamed of her own snobbery.

“They don’t usually let us talk in detention,” she mumbled.

Miss Delia frowned. “I see,” she said. “What would you say, then, if I asked you to be friends with me?”

Beatrice’s mouth fell open. “But you’re a librarian!”

“Doesn’t mean I’m not allowed any friends,” said Miss Delia, but then she glanced up and gasped. A few feet away was a tall sign over a small refreshment stand. IT’S ALWAYS TIME FOR CANDY! read the brightly colored sign, which resembled a wall clock with not enough numbers.

“Good heavens, what time is it?” said Miss Delia, jumping to her feet. “I’ve got to get the three of you back for classes!”

“My trusty pocket watch here tells me it’s 12:55 in the afternoon, ma’am,” said a man in a pink-and-white-striped apron behind the Candy Time stand.

“Thank you, sir!” said Miss Delia as she ushered the girls along.

“Name’s Zoethout, ma’am. Lyle Zoethout!” he called after her with a bright smile and a tip of his hat. “Say! Won’t you take a treat for your young friends before you go?”

Miss Delia stopped.

“I’m not sure I’ve got any money with me,” she said, blushing.

“Now, don’t you worry yourself about that,” said Mr. Zoethout with a wink. “You’re one of exactly two people to so much as smile at me since I got started today. In fact, people around here don’t seem to think much of me or my stand at all, which is a shame because this licorice is really something. These are for you and the little ladies, with my compliments.”

He swiftly prepared a small package of strawberry licorice and grinned as he held it over the counter.

“At least try it,” he pleaded.

Miss Delia accepted the package and politely sampled a piece.

“This is very kind of you,” she said. “I’m not sure what to say!”

There was something funny about her voice when she talked to him, and she was blinking a lot. Adelaide noticed the older girls do the same thing whenever they bumped into boys from the other school. It was embarrassing to watch.

“Just say you’ll stop by my stand again,” said the candy man, his green eyes twinkling. This made Miss Delia blink and blush even more.

“Miss Delia,” said Adelaide, “shouldn’t we be going? The teachers will be coming back from recess by now.”

“Oh dear! You’re right! Thank you, Mr. Zoethout! We have to be going now!” said Miss Delia. She pocketed the bag of treats. Then she took Beatrice’s hand and ran, with Adelaide and Maggie right behind her.

“See you around!” Mr. Zoethout called after them, but Miss Delia could not hear him. A crowd of boys from Rudyard School had gathered in the park for a game of rugby, and they were shouting and cheering all at once. But Adelaide heard something else buried in the commotion.

“Someone help me!”

It was a woman’s voice, hoarse from shouting.

“My son is gone! Have you seen Cornelius? Cornelius, come back! Oh, someone help me! HELP ME!”

The voice sent chills down Adelaide’s back, but she brushed the feeling aside and kept running.

Somebody will help her, she thought. Somebody who won’t get in trouble for it.

The girls and Miss Delia ran as fast as their legs would take them. They ran until it hurt to breathe. But for all their running, they were simply too late. Mrs. Merryweather was waiting for them when they returned. Beside her stood Becky Buschard.

“There. You see?” Becky was saying. “I thought I saw them leave the grounds, but I didn’t think those girls were allowed to go anywhere. Was I wrong, Mrs. Merryweather?”

“No, my dear,” Mrs. Merryweather seethed, “you were not.”
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