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“Amadeus?” she screams. Isabelle shoots up out of her bed in a heated panic.
Her hair is matted in soggy clumps around her pale freckled face, her drenched
nightgown, clings to her shaking body. Cold sweat prickles the skin, muscles strangling
the back of her neck. All she can hear is the echo of her heart, the rhythmic thump like
the ominous bellowing of a marching drum in a death march and as its resonance pounds
its way into her head, her eyeballs bulge from the intensity. Temples swelling, veins
begin to appear, plaguing her forehead. The rising pressures expand her in head like a
balloon inflated one breath too far.

She rubs her eyes and ponders her strange night terror as her room comes slowly
into focus. The sun prods her eyes open, bombarding its way through the cracks of the
broken shutter panels as the dust swims in its illuminated streams. Isabelle s
contemplating the scattered puzzle of images as they replay like a bad pop song over and
over in her head.

“Where’s Amadeus?” she says in a panic. Her eyes frantically scarutjte ro
wooden planks of her bedroom floor. With a sudden nudge of motivation, she quickly
thrusts herself over the edge of the bed and peers underneath. No sign of Amadeus
amongst the dust bunnies, forgotten toys, random fragments of a childhood gone by.

Just then, she hears the undeniable high pitched squawk of her bedroom door, the
swish of a commanding paw pushing the oak door open, just enough to slink through.

She looks up in relief to see the green glowing eyes of her favorite four legged monster.
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“Never thought I'd be so delighted to see your ratty little mug. For a moment |
thought your nine lives had been all used up.” Amadeus just strolls by with his usual
aloof demeanor, barely even acknowledging Isabelle’s frazzled state. He then gits dow
primly, with his back to Isabelle and licks his paw. After a moment’'s defidnee
feline’s superior air subsides and the statuesque little cat finallg giydisplaying his
affection with a swift nudge to Isabelle’s leg. He begins to purr.

Still stunned, she sits stiffly on the edge of her bed. She scoops up Amadeus,
gently stroking his back as she stares blankly out her round attic room window, dirty with
a frost-like film softening the harsh morning glare. In the distance beyond the vast
expanse of patchwork farmland is the peculiar old oak tree. Twisted and alone at the
very top of the highest hill in Millington, it's the only mangled tree of its magnitude in a
five mile radius. This is one puzzle she is determined to solve. Ever since they move
here three months ago, her curiosity surrounding its mystery has grown to the point of

driving her to madness.
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“That’s it. Today is the day,” she says. “We're finally going to make thabtri
to investigate a strange old tree. Farmer Gail is getting ready to show hisshesgd
tomorrow so he said | can have the day off work. As soon as school’s out meet me by the
swing sets. Amadeus, you and | are gonna solve this one together no matter what! This is
one secret I'm dying to uncover.”

Interrupting her plan of action, the door opens with an abrupt screech and a heavy
slam against the rotted attic walls. A dramatic entrance, as usualle'saiether
appears from beneath the fog of dust, standing firm in the doorway armed with a broom.
She’s equipped with an arsenal of cleaning paraphernalia, all stuffed in the naistba
her ruffled apron. And with great militant like persuasion, her mother ordersthbes
ready for school in merely ten minutes. Isabelle reluctantly places thgustitig
Amadeus aside, puts a brush through her damp tangled hair and prepares for another
dreaded day of private school misery.

Following the usual routine like a well trained soldier, Isabelle suita bpri
private school uniform. The stuffy navy blazer with the school insignia, theredstie,
white starched button-up blouse, finishing the ensemble with a matching plastpleat
skirt and white knee socks. For a little added touch of defiance she always wears her
obnoxiously bright, lipstick-red Mary Jane’s.

For a pre-teen prankster such as herself,
a day of school would not be complete without
the proper ammunition. To finish off her
morning routine, she unlocks her safe and from

her assorted stash grabs her favorite pea shooter.
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This one in particular, with the end shaped to resemble a serpentine head, isabf speci
significance - she whittled it herself. Inscribed along the length of the long wadaken t
is her favorite saying by Shelley Birnbaum, “It's always the darkest before ddvext

up: her old sloppy sling shot, the rubber cracked like wind blown lips in winter, its base
the gnarled lumps of a stumpy twig. Isabelle then conceals them in her oveedtarc
monogrammed hankie and stuffs them in her duffle.

Isabelle’s routine is then interrupted by the sight of her newly acquired locke
stashed in her open safe beneath her broken sling shots. Its small oval shape is
beautifully decorated with spiraling ivy etchings upon a tarnished silver suifeside
there’s an inscription, but only faint fragments of the fanciful cursivengrére legible.
This is Isabelle’s ultimate treasure. To her it holds the perfect blend beautyystery.

She loves things that have untold stories. At that moment she is so enthrdildtewit
locket that she contemplates wearing it, but decides to keep it stashefds@edearet
piece of evidence to yet another case unsolved.

Her mom pipes in, hollering loudly up the attic steps, informing her of her
tardiness. Isabelle quickly takes a key from around her neck, locks her safe back up and

makes a swift dash out the door.

Every morning Isabelle walks two miles
from her tired old Victorian style country home
to her private school, Alpine Terrace Middle
School. She absolutely loathes the bus and has

elected to walk because there are many more
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interesting observations to be experienced on the way. She’s rather unimpressed by the
bus experience, reminiscent of monkeys juggling bananas at a three ring cirtiis that
typical bus ride has to offer. A poster child of pre-teen angst, Isabelle is a lmgkis

what she sees as a world of conformity ridden followers.

Of course, although neither would ever admit it, much of the reasoning behind the
decision to walk to school has to do with her feline companion Amadeus. Walking
provides endless opportunities for them to embark on mischievous adventures together.
The two of them make quite the pair. While Isabelle is content observing the
eccentricities of others, Amadeus loves to make trouble wherever he can finchitar&ot
indeed pranksters, but Amadeus is trouble through and through. He takes much pride in
the fact that he has never lost a cat fight and is somewhat of a legend amorgstl the |
feline ruffians. As any figure of such infamous character should, Amadeus has some
unique physical qualities that set him apart from the pack. He is of the superstitious
black variety, with a substantial chunk of his left ear missing- a war wound thatans w
quite proudly. Just by the way he carries himself it's obvious that he is aryovertl
confident feline, so much so that one could say he crosses the borders to the snooty lands
of arrogance. He is small but strong and slim. He has a two piercing green eyes and a
white strip down the center of his chest that helps to lend to the illusion tisatvearing
a sort of furry tuxedo.

Together, they pass Farmer Gail's corn fields, where they are usuallydgogete
his warm demeanor and big jovial smile. Strangely though, today Farmer Gail is
nowhere to be seen. They think little of it and wander along as their noses fill with the

sweet scent of corn blossoms. There is a gentle rustling in the morning &sdbee
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stalks lap back and forth in the wind, like the tumble and swell of ocean waves. The sun
showing mercy upon them occasionally retracts its glare behind a pouf of billowing
cloud.

In the distance, Gail's cows graze on the tall shimmering grass. Birdg gnss
the fence posts as they make their way down the dirt trail. Amadeus takes drdetour
pouncing on the plump winged specimens to sample the day’s offering of milk from
Farmer Gail. As she walks past Farmer Gail's pastures, she seesthatightes her a
paralyzing chill of déja vu: She hops the fence and walks over to Gail who is dragging
the mangled carcasses of a sheep back to the barn.

“Your sheep!” she cries. He looks up at her from under his tattered straw hat.
There’s no longer a loving shine in his eyes, but a look of defeat. He says nothing but
continues dragging the piles of matted bloody wool back towards the homestead. At that
moment, she wants with everything in her to ask him what happened, but her heart sinks
so low that all she can manage is a forced smile in an attempt to assuredheadisd
farmer that everything will be alright.

Just then, she remembers how her prior night's dream had started. With a long
history of insomnia, she had tried every method in the book for trying to fall asleep. At
about 4am the night before last she began to get desperate. Nothing was working, so she
just lay there in bed playing with the random images of the day in her head. It all was
making her more anxious, as more and more random thoughts from the day began to spill
recklessly in her mind. There was only one technique she hadn’t yet attempted: counting
sheep. With nothing left to try, she entertained images of sheep jumping over a fence and

quickly became bored with the imagery. So, being of a more morbid nature, she
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delighted in images of horror and started to doze off as she imagined sheep jumping over
the fence into the salivating mouth of a hungry wolf.

“How terrible,” she says softly to herself. “Poor Farmer Gail...” Isaldekls
sorry for her neighbor but she can’t help but be distracted from the awful nightstegror
had. She walks along and decides she’s going to try not to think about it for the rest of
the day.

“What good is it to worry anyway? That's no way to start off a day.” She searches
for something to take her tired mind off the terrible events. Isabelle spetge red
shiny apple high up in a nearby tree. She grabs the slingshot from her duffle, snatching a
proper stone from the lumpy spine of the garbled dirt road. There’s nothing like the
sound of the rubbery creak as the band is pulled taut against the wooden nubs. Isabelle
aims slowly, calculating the projection carefully.
“Trrrrreeeeeeeciiiiiiiiiiiiiikkkkkkkkkkkkk.....SNAP!” Isabelle feels theceatchy smack of
the cracked rubber band as it settles on her guiding hand. A delightful shriek of success
can be heard as the stone whistles through the fresh morning air. Isabelle gimiles w
satisfaction, the stone makes a triumphant smack and must have hit right onSaegyet
walks over to the base of the apple tree and picks up her freshly plucked breakfast. She
opens her mouth ready to indulge in its juicy goodness, “What the...” She clasps her
mouth, squinting with disgust as an enormous worm comes wriggling out from within the
ripe specimen.

“Drat! Well, breakfast is officially ruined.” A glare off the nearby pond calls
Isabelle’s attention to a most unusual sight: A dozen dead cardinals are bobbimgimroun

the in the water like apples in a Halloween contest. She stands motiotilessds
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recalling the images from her night terrors once again. A flash of it comes tikba
snap shot, she cringes as she remembers the awful skewed likenesses of dead birds
floating around in a cereal bowl.

As if by instinct, Amadeus shows up just then, chops fresh with drops of cow
milk, ready to head on with the journey. Amadeus spots the feathered corpses and dashes
off to bob for birdies.

“What iswith my terrible luck today?” she says to a distracted Amadeus, rearing
his hindquarters in the air, already on to his next victim. She’s not sure just vghaut
something in her stomach isn’t sitting right.

Rounding the last stretch before reaching school, Isabelle reluctantly dmsoac
its proud gated frame. Vast stone walls hug the border surrounding the school grounds,
serving as a modern moat of protection around the royal establishment. Ivy oozes from
the rich soil suffocating its shadowy structure, an undeniable air of imprisonment
encompassing its boundaries. Amadeus gives her a nudge goodbye and leaves her to
fend off the misery cultivating savages on her own. A recluse of sorts, Isabelle chooses
to keep her peers at a comfortable distance. Moving more times in her life than she’
willing to count, she has come to one conclusion: every town is the same. “Acceptance”
is no longer a word in her vocabulary, school means war and everyone is the enemy.
From the goodies to the bullies it’s all too predictable.

Her pleasures are not of the social variety, but of a sneakier sort. Pelting
unsuspecting colleagues is one of her absolute favorite of all past times. Swdpss
off nubs of dried gum that were at one time smashed under the desktops by panicked

students as their watchful professor strolled by. These little gems agetmennent
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lumps of glorious impurity, ammunition with a nice little tinge of “ick!” to make her
victims cringe. Her favorite mission is to pick out the prissiest girl shédirnd,
preferably one with shimmering golden tresses, to reap havoc upon. After pelting her
well groomed locks with morsels of miniature mortars, Isabelle thenlgi@dtiges the
blame and pins it on some pea brain schmoe daydreaming over in row three, by passing
him a note with a forged signature of the blonde headed victim. The note reads:
“I like you, do you like me? If yes wink.

Yours,

Cynthia.”

The dolt, oblivious to Isabelle’s plotting, reads the professions of love and smiles
with a pronounced wink at the infuriated priss as she erupts into a tantrum of vanity over
her ruined mane. Overdramatic as usual, she springs out of her desk. Her hands flail
incessantly, as if she were being attacked by a horde of wild beasts, screeching in high
pitched mousy tones as she realizes that the ammo she’d just been carpet hittmbed w
semi-hardened pre-chewed bubble gum.

Their teacher, Mrs. “Spoon” Pardington, quickly grabs the unsuspecting love bird
by the shoulder and drags him to Principal McNally’s office. Isabelle gigglekinsih
pleasure. This is the same Cynthia that has been spreading rumors of the reasoning
behind Isabelle’s strange ways and appearance, proposing a whole slew of ridiculous
theories as to why she is so pale and why she had such dark circles under her eyes. A
fresh new slab of meat had been thrown into the feeding circle last week when they found

out Isa’s father is the owner of the new funeral parlor in town. As if living above a
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funeral parlor weren’t bad enough. Then, of course, the predictable death jokes are soon
to follow.

“Hey look it's the walking dead,” and other lame comments such as this are
common arsenal. These ego feeding frenzies are commonly accompanied by a discord of
delighted snickers from Cynthia and her admiring disciples.

Of course, as sweet as revenge might be, Isabelle’s schemes don't always
manifest themselves without a hitch. “The Spoon” is on to her. That wretched old hag,
who Isabelle suspects needs to have her eyes checked, looks to be something from a
science experiment gone very wrong. Almost everything that makes up her clown face is
artificial. Her hair is permanently molded in what looks to be a beehivewmirgs, two
perfectly symmetrical little flips on each side. Spoon’s eyebrows appbave melted
off and two perfect teardrop shapes have been drawn in their place. Robin’s egg blue eye
shadow intensifies her already disturbingly pronounced features. Protruding from under
layers of waxy red rouged cheeks, are large incisor like lashes clumped with chunks of
black tar. Her forehead is so enormous and shiny that students enjoy using it's sheen as
mirror, trying to cheat off the kids behind them as she flanks the rows during tests. Due
to the disproportionate ratio of her head in comparison to the rest of her tinyezhrive
body, her students refer to her as Spoon, or more formally, “The Spoon Lady.” This is
not all that’s disturbing about the woman. Her smell’'s enough to make one lose their
PB&J lunch all over the checkered linoleum floor. Every orifice of her body wafts the
putrid scent of stuffy old lady who'’s drenched herself in perfume in a vain attempt to

cover up the incessant stench of mothballs underneath.
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A chill comes over her body as
Isabelle feels the bone ridden touch of
Spoon’s hand landing right upon the
pronounced chip on her shoulder. She
tries not to cringe but Spoon’s prune
shriveled finger provokes her loathing to
fester like puss on an infected wound, as
she tap, tap, taps on her shoulder. That
is it, THE last tap. This means war.
“Well, we haven’t had much
participation from our little misfit, here
now have we, Miss Peters? Go on now, missy, get up there. Write down the answer to
guestion number five on the board,” says Spoon in her scratchy, high pitched voice. As if
the tapping weren’t enough salt on the wound, she tops it off with a smirk, revealing a
glint of sparkle from off the caps on her crooked decaying stumps for teeth.

Isabelle walks up to the board, slowly, having paid little attention to the class
discussion. As usual, she hasn’t a clue what subject they were even discussingksShe p
up the dusty chunk of chalk in her sweaty palms and turns to the black abyss. She braces
herself as she manages to squeak the most obnoxious ear piercing nail-on-the-chalk-
board sound out of the quick sketch. Isabelle then puts the chalk down and steps aside to
reveal a drawing of an enormous spoon. In that instant, the entire class was in a joyous

uproar of gut splitting laughter. Isabelle then tops the insult by quickly swiping Mrs.
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Pardington’s shiny red apple and bites into it with a nice crisp crunch. Before Spoon can
even gurgle out the words “Go to the Principal’s Office, NOW, Miss Petisatielle

walks out and begins to make her way down to Principal McNally’s Office.

To Isabelle, this isn’t the dreaded trip to the principle’s office as oglet itinink.
Instead, in some weird way, it's a place of refuge. In fact, Isabelle andlMtidae
developed an understanding in the past months since her arrival. Although her outbursts
don’t go unpunished, a ninety minute detention without break to be specific, still, she
knows who her true enemies are, and he’s not one of them.

“What is it this time, Isabelle?” says Principal McNally.

“l didn’t know the answer to her question, so | drew a spoon on the chalkboard,

Sir.”
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“You've got to try and get along with Mrs.Pardington, Isabelle. She’s your
teacher and that’s not going to be changing for almost another year. And at this rate
you'll be lucky if you pass. So something has got to change if you don’t want to face her
for another round. | know she’s not the most understanding of teachers. But you've got
to at least try and make peace long enough to get by. | can’'t keep saving your hide.
She’s been fighting to get you expelled, you know. This is serious business. | know it's
not easy being new. You're a smart kid, Isabelle. You just need to apply yourself.”
Isabelle’s eyes grow wider as he speaks. She had no idea that Spoon was so seitious ab
getting rid of her.

“This is a private school and we set certain standards, so there’s only so much |
can do if you fall out of line. I'll make an exception for you because | know you are
twice as smart as anyone in that class. If you promise to make an effoyttdlisee that
you get passed on to the next grade, but you've got to work for it. Make use of that
amazing brain you have.”

Isabelle’s head sinks as she realizes the truth of her reality. “I'm somoirl
McNally, | promise tdry and get along. If | promise to be good, can I still come and
visit you?”

“Of course, Isabelle.” He says with a hearty chuckle. “You're welcome in my
office anytime you like. Just try and make it of the voluntary rather than the
troublemaking sort.” Isabelle nods in acknowledgement with a slight smile.

“Well, you know the drill,” says McNally as he lets out a soft sigh and opens the

detention room door, motioning for her to go in. She tosses the apple core in the waste



Gaughell

basket and sits in the near empty room where a few desks are lined up single file. She
stares at the wooden panel walls and begins to think about her day.

“So much for the mangled tree investigation...Amadeus is going to be livid at me
for not showing.” Isabelle thinks to herself. “Maybe McNally’s right.” Isabetiages at
the thought of being nice to the wretched old Spoon. “I'll change alright,” she thought.
This time she meant it. So it was settled, the war with Spoon would have to be postponed,
at least for now, if not indefinitely.

The gnarled tree pops back into her mind, sitting all alone on the top of the large
hill. Isabelle then pulls out her notebook and starts to draw the old mangled tree. No one
in town ever talks about it and that made her even more intrigued as to whyhiesatso
abandoned.

Her thoughts wander once again, as she begins thinking about the strange events
of the day, hoping Amadeus will forgive her for standing him up.

Before she knows it, the door opens and McNally is signaling to her that she is
free to go home.

“Now you remember your promise,” He says to Isabelle as she walks quickly out
of the detention room and out in to the hall.

“Yep, you'll see. | won't let you down.” Isabelle is not one to break a promise.
Especially not to such a valuable ally as Principal McNally.

Leaving the school grounds, Isabelle takes a stroll by the abandoned swing sets on
the far side of the playground. She hopes she’ll find Amadeus, loyally resting under the
shade of the nearby willow. This is wishful thinking and quite out of character for such

an independent spirit as Amadeus, but she looks on with anticipation nonetheless. She
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arrives to the meeting spot. Sure enough, she’s met with nothing but a tangled pile of
rusted chains attached to soft rubber slabs, dangling over dirt pits eroded froshthe r
hour traffic of noon recess feet.

“I'm really gonna get the guilt trip for this one. He probably won't acknowledge

me for a week. If there’s one thing | know for certain, never turn your back on a cat.”
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A melancholy pair of bloodshot eyes and a red nose suggests that she’s been
crying for some time now. With a honk and a squeal, Isabelle tosses yet another
waterlogged tissue into the multiplying mound beneath her.

Flashes of terrible images stab relentlessly at her brain. Shetfighiagoing
onslaught of mind tricks coming at her, shuddering with every glimpse of Amadeus’s
terrified face running from the blades of an enormous tractor. An aggressivelasl|
over her spine.

“There’s something truly wicked about these dreams I've been having.” Shaking,
she tries not to think about the night terrors.

“Where the hecls that cat?” She looks out her round window, but the light from
the old lantern on her bed side table reflects her own image preventing her fnogn seei
outside. Isabelle cups her eyes to block the light as she puts her face up to th&liglass.
she can see is the faint silhouette of the gnarly lonesome old tree on top the hill.

“Oh, Amadeus come home!” she says in defeat as her breath fogs the view and
she gives in, finally slamming the rickety shutters. All that can be heard are thiegvhi
creaks as Isabelle nervously paces the uneven floor boards of her attic room. She
compulsively puts her hands up to her temples as if that moment’s concentration might
help her cat find its way home. Her eyes swell up again with the thought of Amadeus

being in danger- or worse.
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And despite the possible peril her feline friend might be in, her mind is equally
dominated by random images manifesting from the peculiar events of the day. The dead
birds, the mangled sheep, so many bizarre and terrible things unfolding- but theynall se
strangely familiar.

“What's going on with those dreams? Where's this coming from? ...And
Amadeus now too? | can’t take much more of this madness.” Isabelle plops down on the
bed, head in hands. “I know. | just won’t sleep,” she says with a sniffle.

“Bad things are happening when | dream those weird dreams, so | just won't let
myself have the chance to do it.” After a moment she gets up and lights the stumpy
candles of her candelabra, in an attempt to liven up her dark dingy room.

Isabelle then picks up her serpent head pea-shooter and begins pelting her walls
with soggy clumps of tear stained tissue. Her pea-shooter practice is quiclkly asti
she runs out of ammunition. Although not without reward, for a lumpy shape resembling
the silhouette of a cat now decorates the rotting wood panel wall. A tribute to #iegmis
Amadeus, the figure even has his defining chip out of the left ear.

Isabelle sits determined and awake in her lonely room and starts reading her
favorite sonnet by Poe. Her eyelids fight to remain open, having now summoned what
seems to be a will all their own. She closes the book and slams it down on her night
stand.

“Ok reading was a bad idea.” She pinches her cheeks, does some jumping jacks
and decides to play cat’s cradle for a while to try and pass the time. Her olidtvell a
clock seems to sag. Her fatigue is to the point of hallucination. She sedisisgme

moving from out of the corner of her eye and jumps up.
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“Amadeus?” She looks around quickly, as if he’d been in her room all of this time.

“Wretched mind tricks,” she mumbles. The candle’s flames are now fhgker
a blue neon simmer, surrounded by globs of wax drool.

Despite her best efforts, Isabelle begins to fall nod off. She is bombarded by the
dark reaches of her subconscious in the surreal circus that is her dream wortm&he s
images of dead birds floating in an enormous cereal bowl come creeping into her mind
again this night. This time there’s an enormous spoon stirring them up. Not just your
average spoon — it's THE Spoon. Her face is more distorted than usual, like tbd twist
reflection in the warped mirror of a carnival funhouse. She laughs with a high pitched
cackle while frolicking like a young child around the rim of the basin as the dead birds
bob up and down in unison. The whole charade is like a synchronized swimming show
gone mad. Frogs croak on lily pad waffles, periodically extending their long sticky
tongues to snack on the birds. Giant worms wriggle in the mish mashed stew, writhing
around in the white milky liquid. A dark shadow overtakes the mind bending
extravaganza as an ominous black crow swoops down and feasts on the plump squirming
specimens. Suddenly there’s a gurgling noise as the contents of the bowl begin to swirl
inside, spiraling like the last drops of sudsy water in a tub. Everything is s\wedlldown
the drain, including a still cackling Spoon, as the vessel burps with satisfaction.

Isabelle’s dream is interrupted by her mother pounding against the closed door
while noisily sweeping the attic steps. Isabelle wakes up in a confused panic,

“Not again! Oh no! When did I-?” She is jolted by her mom’s sudden intrusion.
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“Isabelle Penelope Anne Pete®ET UP! You're going to be LATE!” Isabelle
quickly gathers her things. Today she decides to leave the sling shots and pea-shooter at
home. Principle McNally’s words are still fresh in her head and she is not keen on the
idea of being held back to face another year with the dreadful Spoon.

She the takes the key to her safe from around her neck and stops,

“The locket...might as well make the day interesting. | don’'t know what I've
been saving this for anyway.” She takes the old tarnished locket from insidéeh@nca
admires the ivy scrolling one more time, slipping it around her long slender neck. The
necklace is a recent gift from her now missing feline friend. She has beenthtesita
wear it, not knowing where Amadeus got it. The mystery of this special trivtkiguies
her.

“It was a gift from Amadeus...maybe it will bring me good luck. Lord knows |
need I; she says, staring at his Papier Mache-like resemblance now recalmdnér
bedroom wall.

“Whereis that cat, anyway? | wish the little bugger would just come home
already. | wonder if he found something good out by the old tree,” Isabelle says to
herself.

“l wish we could have gone out there together. If it weren't for that detention
and that blasted old Spoon. Ehhh. | feel so terrible. | guess he could still be there
waiting for me. On the upside, maybe he’s uncovered some savory secrets! I'm going to
have to take a trip out the to the old tree to investigate after school.” Satigtfieher

plan, Isabelle takes her duffle and heads down the stairs.
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“ISAAAAAAAA! The bus is coming, hurry up! You don’t have time to walk!”

Isabelle’s class is in uproarious chaos. Spoon is slowly wheeling her taft ful
frog carcasses down each row of lab tables. Kids are poking and prodding with their
scalpels, daring each other to take closer whiffs of the stiff dead creatuceewd of
boys is taking their rubber gloves and blowing them up to look like the udders of a cow.
They then take turns slapping each other on the arms with a swift stretch and seap of t
rubber latex, chuckling as they leave red welts on each other’s lanky appendages, a proud
rite of passage for any young gunner.

One notorious class clown, Jimmy, manages to stretch his newly inflated glove
balloon around his narrow head and crows like a rooster at sunrise.

“CooccckkkkaaadOO0O00000000000DdddllleeeDOOOOO00000!” He belts out,
making clucking motions and swinging his elbows up and down, resembling chicken
wings.

Screeching noises can be heard coming from the back corner where Cynthia and
her devotees are flocked, plugging their noses in a dramatic attempt to suggestythat
might vomit in revulsion at any moment. They cling to each other’s arms, squinting in
disgust, “EeeeEEEeeeewwWWww...” The girls whine in harmony.

“It's so slimy...it smells so ggrroowwwssaaahh!” Cynthia squeaks.
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“Hey Cynthia, | hear they’re serving frog legs for lunch in the cafeteria todamihyi
picks up his frog and makes it do the “Can-Can” on the lab table. Cynthia screams in a
pitch so shrill only dogs can hear it and bolts towards the doorway.
“Take the hall pass, Miss Cynthia Lee,” orders Spoon, waving her wiry finger in
between shoveling frog cadavers from her cart, as Cynthia runs to the litdeaprh.
Old Spoon finishes her rounds and signals for the students’ attention with her trademark
“ding, ding, ding” of the class bell until the room silences from sheer annoyance. She
puts on her rubber gloves and begins instructing the class on how to dissect a frog.
Isabelle stands relieved, happy to know that today’s activities are not of the
normal variety. She’s tired from last night’s sleeping strike. Although gbftben all of
the chaos in the class room, Isabelle is confident that she can get through thishdat wi
any Spoon related incidents, and is determined to do anything to keep herself out of the
principal’s office.
“Principal McNally would be proud of me,” she thinks. On a day so ripe with
promise for a trouble maker such as herself, it is quite miraculous thatnsalking it
through with such tempting material for trouble making all around her. On any normal
day, she would have been sure to top Jimmy’s rooster with an even wittier tactic.
“Being held back just isn’'t in the cards. It can’t be. It won't be. | won'tlét i
Isabelle is quite aware that she’ll have to remain strong if she wantsatio ter record
for daily principal’s office visits.
“Just don’t cave,” she whispers under her breath. Isabelle strategically pairs

herself up with a mousy quiet little girl named Edna, certain that she is justkiieto
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staying out of Spoon’s watchful glare. Anyhow, this is one of Isabelle’s favorite
subjects, so naturally, she knows all there is to know. Growing up on a farm, animal life
has always been all around her. Needless to say, dissecting frogs is- iigtéacip-r
Isabelle’s alley. If there is something that Isabelle is familitih Wi the anatomy of

bite size cat treats. Amadeus has inadvertently educated her all abgutidsame side

of nature, often proudly dropping half mangled “gifts” on her doorstep.

“Ok class, everyone pick up your scalpel. Be sure that the sharpened side is
facing down and make a ‘Y’ incision into the frog’s lower torso like so,” says Spoon in
her scratchy worn out old voice. Many gasps and squeals can be heard as the eighth
graders have their very first dissection experience.

Isabelle takes the orders like a trooper, not even flinching when Jimmy chimes in,
sharing his barbeque frog leg recipe: “One part frog intestine, then add two gegdr
ball, makes a great marinade, then...” He banters on, trying to inflict more gagging
reflexes in Cynthia’s -now green- back corner group. Spoon begins to march briskly
around looking to make sure everyone is gouging the amphibians properly, pushing her
cart and handing out more tools for further mutilation.

Jimmy continues to harass Cynthia, “Kiss me! Kiss me Cynthia, I'm your prince!”
Jimmy teases as he dangles the creature in her face. His sidekick is qupekito pi
“Pucker up, Princess” he mocks with a snicker.

Spoon returns to the head of the class, raising her eyebrows after waiting a few

long moments without a response from the distracted students.
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“Listen UP!” Her high pitch squeak of a tantrum gets everyone’s attentiaw “N
that we have peeled back the muscle layer of the frog, who can tell us what this organ on
the top layer is called?” Spoon’s eyes shoot around the room looking for her next victim.
Isabelle, in a burst of determined spontaneity, raises her hand to answer the question.
Spoon walks over to her. They share a long stare cold stare fit for any western
showdown.

“Alright missy, if you think you're so smart, why don’t you go right ahead and
tell us then?”

Isabelle is about to reply when out of nowhere, Jimmy’s partner accidentally
knocks over a glass jar. When the bottle hits the floor, some type of oily liquid begins to
ooze out from between its broken shards. Spoon stops mid-sentence, pushing her cart
over to Jimmy’s table.

Not realizing that the cart has just slid into the slippery mess, Spoon lmerials
their general direction, determined to reprimand the boys for interrupting herctiosir
The wheel shimmies violently as her sunken old body makes contact with the goo,
causing her to fly up in a swoop-like motion. Gravity is soon to intercept, as she falls
plummets to the floor beneath her with great momentum.

A jumbled mess of wrinkly stocking clad legs, stick arms and beehive pouf go
breezing by the wide eyed onlookers in a scattered blur. The wheels continue whirring
around as she slips along the slime ridden path.

“Aahhhh....aahhhhhaaaaahhaaaa!!!!” Spoon belts out a perpetual scream as she

continues her slip ‘n slide motion towards the other side of the room, where thewart
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stands still, stacked with left over frog corpses. A sound similar to a sfrkas at a
bowling alley is soon to follow.

“‘EEEEeeeEEEEeeeeehhhhhhhhhhh” Her tone of voice changes as the still
squealing teacher collides with the cart at full force, sending the cadanemse. The
ongoing cry is then silenced by a muffled shrill as one of the four legged amphibians
becomes lodged in the Spoon’s shriveled gullet. The class remains in a silent shock,

frozen stiff, not unlike the poor frog in the old woman'’s throat.

Isabelle is overtaken by a paralyzing mixture of shock and fear as she and her
classmates stand over Spoon’s mangled mesh of a body. Spoon’s face turns an unnatural
shade of blue while the veins on her head leap up like tulips in spring time. Sheswitc
grasping for her throat. Pans full of dead frogs are sprinkled on her boney old lady arms,
obscuring her reach. Her eyes are expanding by the second, bursting out from her
oversized spoon shaped head.

The stunned silence is broken when the asthmatic kid, Martin, begins to wheeze

uncontrollably, “Heeeeuuuuuhhhhheeeeuuhhhhhhheeeeeuuuuuhh.”
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His facial expression, not unlike the choking teacher sprawled out on the greasy
floor: a frozen stiff, panic stricken, look of utter terror. With the loud spritsatinis
inhaler, the class seems to be suddenly shaken back into reality.

Isabelle gets a sudden urge to help the one person who was once her worst enemy.
She runs up, recalling a CPR video she had seen and decides to pull the frog cadaver
from Spoon’s mouth. Just as she begins to pull the slimy creature from the slobbering
mess of teacher, McNally bursts in the door. McNally bursts in the door. Students fr
other classes start to gather in the hallway to get a glimpse of the draceaic
unfolding before them. Isabelle stands motionless, staring at Spoon’s lethaggic eye

McNally regains his composure, “Ok kids, | want you to calmly grab your things
and clear out of this rooimmediately Secretary Macdonald has called for an
ambulance, so we need you all to be out of their way. No one will be allowed to go
anywhere yet. We’re going to need to talk to the police and figure out how to handle this
situation. Please waiuietlyin the hall. Anyone who so much breathes too loud will be
suspended for a week. Now go, get your things and line up single file in the hallway.
Isabelle I'd like to talk to you privately when this is all over.”

“Yes s...sss...irrrr..." Isabelle mutters nervously. “What a terrible fione
McNally to walk in. Now I look like some sort of criminal,” she thinks to herself.
Isabelle sits against the cold metal lockers and wraps her arms around hewtkus
her head down, trying to hold back the insatiable urge to cry. “Why did this have to

happen? Why me?”
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The students wait uneasily in the long, frigid hallway. Not a sound can be heard
but a few faint wheezes from a frantic Martin, curled up in a fetal positiderneath a
nearby water fountain.

It isn’t long before the sounds of howling sirens can be heard. Their menacing
shrill becomes deafening as the ambulance approaches Alpine Terrace. Téseone
storming in- determined and on a mission. Escorted by Secretary Macdonald, they
quickly haul their equipment on a gurney down the long locker lined hall, rolling it into
the classroom with an abrupt slam of the door.

Minutes seem like hours. Every moment torments the shaken students with
guestions yet to be answered. They all sit perfectly still, staring at thedieaiting the
verdict. All except for Jimmy, that is. He gathers his cohorts in a huddle. Devisieg som
sort of mischievous plan of action, they disband and take positions. One of his minions
cups his hand around his ear as he attempts to eavesdrop on the adults conversing inside.
Jimmy then carefully climbs his sidekick’s back and tries to see through the door’s
frosted window. The hellions waver back and forth, attempting to remain stable for long
enough to catch a good peek. Jimmy begins flail, trying to regain balance. The attempt
is unsuccessful and the two boys fall quickly to the ground with a loud smack on the
linoleum floor.

Just then, McNally opens the door, not noticing the pile of mischiefs at his feet.
He begins to address the class, “Children, Mrs. Pardington...is...de...well- she has
passed - God rest her soul.” The class of Room 13 lets out a synchronized gasp of
astonishment. “Alright everyone, listen up. Your parents will be informed of this tragic

situation without delay. We have no choice but to send you all home immediately. |
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expect you to be back tomorrow morning promptly at the regular time. There will then
be councilors for you to talk to if need be. And the police have requested that you each be
called in for questioning on the matter.”

The class gasps in horror at the news. Although no one particularly cares for
Spoon, certainly no one wishes her dead either. At least in Isabelle’s case, not
consciously. The class would normally celebrate such an order of freedom framtsthe t
of school, but not on this a grim day in the history of Alpine Terrace. Going home to
“think on it” is not something any of the classmates of Room 13 are looking forward to.
McNally motions to Isabelle who is still shaking from the trauma. She walks@¥éem
trying not to cry.

“Isabelle, I'm afraid the death of Mrs. Pardington is going to have to be
investigated. | suggest that you go home and think on this. | don’t know what on earth
you were doing to her but you are certainly suspect. | recommend that you be prepared
for questioning tomorrow. I'm going to personally phone your mother and tell her what's
happened. Run along now. And for God sakes, get some rest child.”

Isabelle’s lump in her throat has now grown to the size of the poor frog lodged in
Spoon’s throat. She tries to reply but can’t bring herself to speak. Her one and only ally
seems to have turned on her too.

Cringing at dream memories of Spoon being sucked down the drain, Isabelle
shakes her head in disgust with herself. “How could | have thought such horribl€ things
And why do they keep coming true?” Isabelle then thinks of Amadeus, “He’s doomed.
What have | done? Why...oh why did | have to dream about him too? This is awful. |

need to look for Amadeus. But I'm never going to get out to investigate that tree now
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that McNally is calling all of our parents. My mom is going to expect me to come home
right away for sure.”

Isabelle reluctantly packs up her things, knowing that the day’s events will
eventually lead back to her house- the small country town’s one and only mortuary.
“How strange that she’d end up in my house of all pladesan’t believe | was ever so
hateful towards the old coot anyway. She may deserve a life of misery fortadhef i
gives out, but she sure didn’t deserve this.”

Isabelle walks home, alone, no Amadeus in sight. She’s distracted from the
terrible events with Spoon, thinking about the strange connections between her wacky
dreams and the equally crazy events of the past couple days.

Isabelle decides to take the long way home, through the middle of the small
country town, in no hurry to face the music at home. She walks down Main Street. It's
nearly empty and so quiet- if she didn’t know any better- she’d think it was a ghast tow

A house snuggled on the outskirts of town catches her eye. She’s seen it in the
past but thought little of it. Something about it beckons her. This petite, hut-like abode
sits alone under a clump of wispy weeping willows. In front of the house stands a small
crooked wooden sign that squeaks noisily in the wind. It is adorned with the symbol of
the psychic - a hand with an eye inside.

“I guess one little side trip wouldn’t hurt. Maybe a psychic will know what'’s
going on with me. These dreams can’t just be coincidence.” Isabelle walks quickly up
the crooked steps. She tries to look through the door’s rippled stained glass window and
can see nothing but warped black shapes. Isabelle then notices a tarnished copper

knocker shaped like a crescent moon just below the window. Her heart begins to pound
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loudly in her ears as she reluctantly picks it up and gives a swift “tap, tap, tapg on t
door.

It opens slowly, as if the door has a will of its own, revealing a small, dimly lit
den. Inside, the room is alive with a sea of gentle flames as candles danceyanguidl
the breeze. Adorning the wall are countless sconces. Candles are nestle@ignsbelf
and in every crevice. Weightless fabrics of crimson reds, royal blues and deep plums
waver from the ceiling and drop fluidly to the floor in a curtain-like fashion. Long,
skinny lanterns hang at varying heights and at a glance, appear to be floating in mid air.
A deep and penetrating voice startles Isabelle,

“Come in, my dear. Madame Melba has been looking forward to your arrival.”
Isabelle’s eyes search the room frantically. They stop at a faint round digure at the
far end of the room behind a small wooden table. As Isabelle walks closer, the psychic’s
features become clearer. She is a short, stumpy woman with a massive crookaainose
enormous piercing green eyes. Her ripe old age is evident on her wrinkle stricken body
and by the cascading chins that surround her face. She wears a turbin-like head piece
with an enormous pearlescent jewel in the center and matched by a pair of gold hoop
earrings. Her bony hands are finished with long claw-like nails, adorned withzeegrsi

gaudy rings on every finger.
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“Come, child, have a seat with Madame Melba. What brings you here today, my
sweet?” She beckons Isabelle closer with her claw. Isabelle sits ddvensanall table
in front of Melba but finds herself at a loss. She tries to find the right words torexpla
her troubles, but doesn’t know where to begin.

“Tell me about these nightmares you've been having.” Isabelle looks to her in
surprise, having said nothing about any of her dreams. “How...how...did you...”
Isabelle stumbles in amazement.

Madame Melba lets out a cackle. “It doesn’t take a psychic to noticedhdse
circles under your eyes, darling. Oh how rude of me. It's Isabelle, right? Madalive, Me

or you can just call me Aideen,” she says with a wink and extends her hand.
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Isabelle gives her a quick shake in amazement. She smiles at Madame Melba’
strange approach to hospitality, finding herself feeling a little more ctabfer “It all
began yesterday. See, I've always had trouble sleeping. But lately I've been having
these really creepy and terrible dreams. The weirdest part thoughttarigatthat
happened in my dreams have been coming true. | guess what | want to know is...well...I
was just wondering if I...If | have-”

Madame Melba interrupts, “Oh child, | think what you’re trying to say is that you
think you havehe gif?”

Isabelle nods her head sheepishly.
“My dear, I'm sorry to be so frank but that’s jusit possible. You don’t just wake up
one day andPOW! You have psychic powers. These recent happenings you speak of
are coming from another source entirely. Perhapstemsrom something you have
recently acquired. HmmmYes...Yes | can see...” There’s a long pause as Madame
Melba’s hand wavers back and forth over her crystal ball.

“It's something once treasured by another...yes. gtidenone knows where to
lead you. Follow the golden one, my dear. The golden one is your only hope,” Melba
opens her eyes and with a snap she’s looking intently at Isabelle with her hypnotizing
emerald eyes once again. “I can tell you no more. Be cautious my brave little one. What
you have stumbled upon is something gfave mistake, a wicked spirit. You will find
it at therootsof the forsaken. Now you must listen to me closely: whatever you are faced
with, don’t give into the fear, my darling, and you then, only then will have a chance to
unturnthis which you havéurned” Madame Melba stands up and walks quickly into

next room.
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Isabelle watches her clamber through the eclectic mess. There aes $ingtg
every inch of the wall, filled with jars of all shapes and sizes. The unusualsvess
to be holding various ingredients for what she can only guess might be potions of some
sort. From the ceiling hang dried flowers and plants of all kinds of strange varieties
Isabelle has never seen before in her whole life. She can hear Melba in treonmext
mumbling names of various ingredients. Then with a bpedif,” there’s a small sound
like a miniature explosion. Moments later, Melba returns with a smallulileffa neon
pink liquid.

“This is for you, my dear. It is the only remedy for souls who become taken by
the fear. Use it wisely. It can be used one time and one time only.” Madame Melba
places the glowing potion into Isabelle’s now shaking hands. And with that, Madame
Melba sends her on her way.

Isabelle feels more confused now than ever before. {joldenone? What does
all of this mean? Who the heck is the golden one and why do | need this strange
concoction?” Isabelle shakes her head in disbelief.

The rest of her walk home is a somber one, Melba’s advice racing through
Isabelle’s tired head. Her strange words had proved cryptic at best. “What anmketo ma
of all this mess? Oh, Amadeus, if only you were here to console me,” Isabelletbays w
a kick of a large pebble. She looks over at Farmer Gail's fields and notices yhatethe
empty. “Must be the county fair weekend already.” She’s jolted from her thoughts by the
sounds of crows cawing above her. She looks up as they swarm the sky creating a dark
ominous shadow on the ground below. A chill comes over Isabelle as she recalls the

crow swooping over the enormous cereal bowl in her dream.
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Isabelle finally arrives at home where the melancholy wheezing sounds of the
tired organ fill the stale air. Cars are sprinkled on the lawn. Isabells &etehouse
from the rear, trying to avoid the entrance to the mortuary, where all sontargfest
people are gathering to mourn Spoon’s passing. She tries to sneak through the sea of
people up to her room but is spotted by her mother’s third eye radar. “Isabellep@ene
Anne. Where have you been? Your Principal McNillens McNappy...Ehh...He called
bout an hour ago and well I'm afraid that he’s really upset with you. He wants you at
school an hour early tomorrow. Anyway he said you've been actin’ up again. Is this
true?” Isabelle feels the lump returning to her throat. She tries to tetidmerwhat
happened but nothing will come out.

“Well missy, you're grounded. A week and no less. It may be longer if you don’t
tell me what the devil is goin on around here.” Her eyes get bigger as if she’srexpect
Isabelle to say something, but there’s no response. “You look like death warmed over for
heaven’s sakes. Go wash up and help Papa keep the guests hapgatiséied” She
gives her daughter a little nudge towards the washroom.

Isabelle feels an overwhelming panic sweep over her. “This is just too much. Too
much. What am | supposed to do?” She walks quickly down the stranger filled hallway
and enters the safe haven of the bathroom. She shuts the door.

“Finally, some peace and quiet for a minute.” she turns on the sink and begins
splashing some cool water on her tired face, hands still shaking. She sits ok the si
and tries to free her mind of all the madness. Suddenly, she hears a strange murmur
coming from behind the shower curtain that sounds like sniffing. Isabelle gets Uy slow

and walks over, pulling the curtain back.
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“Cynthia? Wha...what argoudoing inhere?” says a startled Isabelle, half
expecting to see her four legged friend and not her arch nemesis.

“It's this house.” Cynthia lets out some crying hiccups and continues, “l used to
come here all the time, befoypumoved in,” Cynthia manages to spout out with a little
added tone of brat.

“Yeah so? Why are you so upset? My house is nothing to get all teary eyed over.
Is this cause of Spoon? ‘Cause | thought you dig@lly like Spoon that much, anyway,
did you?” Isabelle says with an equally bratty tone.

“N..n..n00o0...1...0h never mind. Who am | kidding? No one cares anyway.”

“No one cares about what? You can tell me, hell | don’t have anyone to tell but
my cat and he’s lost anyway.” Isabelle tries to console her, seeing a look of honest
sadness in her eyes. She leans over the tub and extends her hand out to Cynthia, “C’'mon,
we need to get you out of that rusty old tub.” Just as Isabelle leans in the lockattslips o
from beneath her buttoned up shirt.

Cynthia’s eyes widen, “Where did you get that!”

Isabelle nearly drops Cynthia half way out of the tub, started by her sudden
outburst. She looks down at her necklace, having completely forgotten that she even had
it on. “Oh this old thing? It's uh...well | got it from my...uh umm....”

Cynthia pulls out a necklace from around her neck. It's almost identical but it's
much less tarnished. It even has the same scrolling ivy engravings on it. “How did you
get that? It doesnlielongtoyou” Suddenly, it all hits Isabelle. Madame Melba’s

advice echoes in her head. “It's something once treasured by another...yg®ldédre
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one knows where to lead you. Follow the golden one, my dear. The golden one is your
only hope.”

Isabelle looks at Cynthia with her precious golden mane, scrunched up in a
frazzled tizzy. The golden one? Could it be? And Cynthia Lee out of all the people in
her school? Talk about the unexpectdsiabelle thinks to herself.

“Listen, Cynthia..you have to tell me everything you know about this locket
right now. Please. I'm in danger and my best friend is in danger too.”

Cynthia attempts to escape the bathroom and Isabelle quickly retaliatesirgnat
Cynthia by her shirt. She shows her that she means business and finishes off the
confrontation with a piercingly strong stare.

“l can’t imagine how you got your thievish hands on the locket, sheaever
took it off But, okay, you want to hear it?ine. My best friend used to live in this
house. Her name was Clementine.”

“What happened? Did she move?” says Isabelle in an indifferent tone.

“She...she...” There is a long pause. Isabelle sees something in Cynthia that she
has never seen before. Suddenly she seems so vulnerable, so sirreate, so

Cynthia’s eyes erupt with tears, “...she died. Clementine disappeared about a year
ago now, when this wretched place still looked presentable. In fact she was Spoon’s
granddaughter, when Spoon was actually a pretty nice person, if you can believe that.
She lived here with her parents until about nine months ago. It was just a few days aft
her thirteenth birthday when her parents died in a terrible car crash atsHlke. So
she stayed with Spoon for the rest of the time | knew her. Clementine was always

complaining about Spoon, saying that she was really strict and that nothing she ever did
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was good enough for her, that kind of stuff. Then it happened. One day she just couldn’t
take the pressure anymore. No one, not a single soul on the planet, could have seen this
one coming.” Cynthia gets up from the tub ledge and pulls the curtain back, looking out
the small window. “You see that twisted tree up there on the top of that hiltétia
my best friend, she hung herself on that nasty old tree. Spoon found her hanging there
the next morning. It was awful. No one in town could believe it. It was really strange
though...people’s reactions, | mean. People were sad for a day and after that day never
spoke of her again. Except for some kids, spreading rumors that the tree is haunted. |
wouldn’t be surprised. 1 still regret never going to see her, but it's stdbdhbesh in my
mind. Anyway, she was never really laid to rest. | guess the tree was enougmtb remi
us all of the tragedy. A month or so later, Spoon began to snap. She hired the local
lumber company cut down every last tree on the hill except for...her tree. That's all
know about it. This locket is the only thing we shared that | got to keep once she was
gone. She was like a sister to me.”

“I'm so sorry. | didn’t mean to pry. | had no idea, really.” They share a long
almost heartfelt stare, there’s suddenly an understanding between this most pawusual

“Ok...Cynthia...this is going to sound weird, but | think your friend wants her
necklace back. Now that | think about it all of this weird stuff has been happening ever
since Amadeus brought it home to me.”

Cynthia stares at Isabelle for a long moment and gives a look of apprehension.
“Don’t be ridiculous Isabelle.” Cynthia goes for the bathroom door. Isabelle stops h
from leaving; reminded by the psychic’s mysterious words...she’s almost positive tha

this is the ‘golden one’ sent to help her. She then swallows all pride left in her body and
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tries to sway her nemesis, “I'm serious. My best friend gave me this locket and he’
missing now. And to top it off, really strange things have been happening to me ever
since I've gotten this cursed thing. | dreamt that Spoon died...and well...look what
happened to her. Everything that happens in my dreams seems to be coming true in my
life. Which would be fine for any average girl, but | have some pretty wicked dreams,
Cynthia. Amadeus is missing too. | can’t even bear to think that what | dreppetrizal

to him has come true. This must sound really crazy, but | need to find my friend before
it's too late. Please, help me Cynthia. You know how to get to that old tree right?
Please. | know I've been mean to you in the past. I'm sorry, but time’s running out and |
really need your help.”

“Well | refuse to help some little twit find her imaginary friend.”

“I'm talking about my cat Cynthia, Amadeus. He’s been gone for almost twenty
four hours now. Please! I'm really worried about him! Don’t you want to go visit your
friend, anyway? Something isn’t right and we have to set it straight. Together wd can ki
two birds with one stone...um...errr...bad analogy. C'mon Cynthia...PLEASE!!!”

“Well...l do want to see Clem put to rest. Maybe | can console her. As for your
cat, well | could care less about that bag of fur anyway. Anyway, how are we going to
get there? It's a good five miles from here.”

Isabelle thinks for a moment. The only vehicle that she even knows how to
operate is Farmer Gail’s tractor. “Just trust me I've got a plan.” The odchpaages to
sneak out of the crowded funeral home making their way quickly to Farmer Gail’s barn.

Isabelle has been working for Farmer Gail for the past three months. Shebemmaim
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saying that today is the start of the local county’s big fair. So, with Gail awalye
weekend, this provides an opportune time for tractor snubbing.

Adrenaline pumping in anticipation, they creep inside, where the momentous
contraption sits clumsily in the corner. Isabelle has only gotten a chance td drive
couple times, but she knows that it is just the ticket to getting to the tree thefavbole
town is out looking for them.

Cynthia is surprisingly eager to hop on and take a ride. Much to Isabelle’s
surprise, there’s no monologue required to persuade her. The two bob up and down as
they cruise over the vast open field spread out like an oversized quilted blarkat. It’
ride is full of rollercoaster-like peaks and lulls, tossing them from sideleo They
occasionally hit a dip in the ground, bouncing up in unison like pistons on an engine.

Not a word is said between the two of them, as they press on, bound for the old
tree. The tree is getting nearer, a growing target on the quickly diminishing horizen. T
sun is setting creating an eerie silhouette behind the tree’s twistethésaascthey loom
like sinister hands grabbing at them from above. Isabelle switches to agleaveas they
approach the site. Cynthia and Isabelle look quickly at each other, as if sayirgy, “He
goes nothing!”

Isabelle turns off the motor and the two walk side by side feeling scared and
exposed by the open sea of fields all around them. They approach...the tree creaks
loudly as the wind begins to howl through its leafless, thorny branches. The sounds of
wood scratching wood can be heard as the tree moans from the push of the turbulent
wind. Cynthia grabs Isabelle’s arm as they approach the immense structure mavgloo

over them like a wicked phantom. The shadows pierce through them followed by a cold
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rush. Isabelle feels Cynthia begin to shake. She grabs her hand, “Stop! Ok...whatever

you do try not to get too frightened. The psychic warned nieedfiear..she said it

could overcome anyone who gives into it. | know it's not easy, but try and think pleasant

thoughts.”

“The psychi@ Youare nuts,aren’t you?” Cynthia gives a sigh, “Alright, I'll try.
| seriously wonder about you, Isabelle, but okay what do we have to lose? Things
couldn’t get much crazier anyway.”

Isabelle smirks at her unlikely new companion as they walk cautiously up the
steep hill.

“AHHHHhhhhhh!—mmmphhfff.” Isabelle quickly covers the screaming
Cynthia’s mouth. The two of them stand - half in horror and half in shock - at the sight
of Amadeus frozen stiff with his claws lodged in the old tree. She looks at him in
disbelief. His body isn’t moving, he’s completely lifeless, yet he’s still hanging tret
side of the mangled tree.

Before they can try and save him a high pitched shrill little voice speaks, “Who

disrupts my slumber?”

Cynthia starts to bolt, but Isabelle grabs her arm quickly and they clasp on to each

other closely. Cynthia turns to Isabelle, “Oh my God- that sounds like Clementine. |
don’t know if | can do this.” Isabelle looks at Cynthia sternly and gives her a nudge.
“Clem? Clem...is that you?” she says.
“Cynthia Lee? She who never came to visit me?”

“Oh Clem, I'm so sorry.you know | miss you...I just...”
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“SILENCE! | see you managed to replace me quickly. This just proves | have no
true friends...nobody loves Clementine Pardington!!!” The apparition begins to become
visible, crying as the sun makes its final dive under the horizon.

Isabelle can feel Cynthia shaking violently beside her as the vision of her best
friend begins to set in the fear. She tries pinching her, but gets no responsee Isabell
whispers, “Common Cynthia, Remember what I told you? Don’t give in!”

Isabelle fights to hold back the fear herself, trying not to look at her catmre
as he hangs stiffly from the side of the tree. The ghost girl continues to sob,
uncontrollably mumbling to herself in between walils.

“Clem, I'm still you're best friend. | haven'’t forgotten you. Look, | still have the
locket.” Cynthia regains composure, managing to get the apparition’s atteteon f
moment. Then she begins to wail again, this time even louder. The high pitched squeaks
and squeals aggravate the girls’ already frazzled nerves. They watch hef imeall
misery, perplexed as to what to do next. Her face is pale and sunken and her neck has a
permanent bend and there’s a deep gash encircling her neck where the noose had once
been. Isabelle looks at Amadeus, remembering the day he waltzed in with thedocket s
proudly. Suddenly, she’s is struck with an idea, “Uh...Clementine? | know you don’t
know me but...”

Clementine continues to wail loudly hovering in the twisted thorny branches of
the massive tree. Isabelle rips the necklace from around her neck, and Cynkiga catc

on, “Clem? My uh...friend here, Isabelle, she has something you’ve been looking for.”
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“Huh...huh...whooo?” Clementine raises her head from her transparent hands
and looks directly at the two of them. Cynthia grabs the Isabelle’s arm and holds it up,
showing the locket to Clementine.

“Muh..my...Locket? You found it?” Clementine stops weeping and reaches out
her vaporous limb. Isabelle fights the oncoming surge of chills as she reacta®to pl
the stolen locket back in the owner’s ghostly hands. Just as Clementine coom@adh ¢
with the locket, Isabelle’s is overtaken with an unimaginable chill. Sheleekntire
body becoming paralyzed with an excruciating blast of coldness.

Cynthia lets go of Isabelle’s arm, the freezing jolt so strong that it burskime
She looks at her friend, stiff from the contact with the spirit, and pulls her away.

The ghost cradles the now transparent locket in her hands. She holds it up to her
heart and looks up at Cynthia. “You really didn’t forget about me?”

“I could never forget you Clem. I'm sorry | never visited you. It's not because |
didn’t miss you. | promise, from now on, I'll come and see you every week. Besides,
now you have the locket you can remember me always too.”

And with that, the once blubbering apparition let out a tear of joy. Her figure
slowly floats back to the tree from whence it came and disappears slowly intgtitise ni
crisp air.

Cynthia stares at the enormous tree for a long moment, still in awe abtigestr
events that just occurred. Then, slowly coming back to reality, she remembess her i
friend standing next to her. Cynthia places her hand on Isabelle, who is still cold but now

warm enough to touch. She tries to shake her, but Isabelle is still frozen in the sam
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pose. The touch from Cynthia’s warm hand starts to melt away Isabelle’s coraa of fe
After a few moments, Isabelle slowly begins to show signs of life once again.

“Isabelle? Are you alright?” Cynthia holds her friend up by the shoulders as
Isabelle begins to fall over, “Talk to me, please! Let me know you're alrigbtié can’t
handle the weight of Isabelle’s now limp body and tries to ease her as shetfalls to
grassy ground. Cynthia notices a glowing pink vile as it rolls out of Isabelle’s hand.

“What on earth...” Cynthia goes to reach for the vile- and is stopped- as Isabelle’s
hand grasps it tightly.

Isabelle looks up at Cynthia, slowly lifting her dirty head. “Wha..what...happened
to Cl..cl..em?” she mutters sloppily as if she has a mouth full of Novocain. She blinks
slowly trying to make sense of what just happened. She looks down at her clasped hand,
then passes the pink vile to Cynthia. “Co..coduyou...p..put...this in my c-catssss.....m-
mouthhh?”

Cynthia looks at her like she’s lost her marbles, but shrugs her shoulders and
walks over to the black little cat stuck in mid-motion on the side of the tree. Ske take
the radioactively pink fluid and drops it into the cat’s mouth.

Moments later, scraping sounds of sharp claws on dry bark can be heard, followed
by a series of cat growls, as a confused Amadeus wildly clambers to the ground,
miraculously living up to the feline reputation and landing safely on his four furry paws.
He notices Isabelle instantly and runs over to her, purring loudly and giving a loving

nudge to Isabelle’s soiled face.
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Cynthia helps Isabelle off the ground and the tired companions make their way
over to Farmer Gail’s tractor. The journey home is quick and the tractor getbdo&
to the farm without a hitch.

Cynthia helps Isabelle get the tractor back in place. They stop and look at each
other, the most unlikely of friends, and they laugh hard and loud for a long while.

Walking with Cynthia and Amadeus to school one morning, Isabelle sees the tree
on the hill. Its once gnarly branches appear uplifted, leaves grow where thorns once
existed. The tree is no longer an eyesore, blooming apple blossoms, standing tall and
majestically atop the tallest hill in Millington beaming with a fresh siwasness of new
life. Isabelle starts thinking about the locket. She realizes thatstlosig one question
remaining to the mystery.

“Say Cynthia...what was the inscription on the inside of the locket?”

“May all of your dreams come true.”

...The End...
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