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            Dedication

         
         
            To all my awesome young readers who I’ve met at schools and festivals across the country and who always ask me to write them
               into my books. This book is dedicated to all of you! Except for that one kid who heckled me in Missouri. You are not awesome.
               I thought of you when I created the monster. So actually this book is dedicated to you as well.
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            Chapter 1

         
         On a hot June day, Rory Parker watched from his bedroom window as movers unpacked furniture and boxes out of a big truck that
            had pulled up to the house next door. Rory had been watching them on and off all morning as he played Smash Smash Supreme on his game console.
         

         
         “This is a bad idea,” Rory said aloud to his Ragdoll cat Tansy, who was curled tight by his side. Tansy was a large white cat with piercing blue eyes, a brown face, and patches all over her body. She was a gift from Rory’s maternal grandfather, who explained that the cat would protect Rory from harm. But more than a protector, Tansy was Rory’s greatest comfort and treasure. He couldn’t imagine life without her. Rory stroked her soft fur as he stared out his window. She purred contentedly as she stretched and cuddled closer. 

         
         The house next door was newly renovated and painted white with a forest-green front door. It looked bright and beautiful and
            gave no indication of its sad history. Everyone in the neighborhood always referred to it as the Cleverly house, for the family
            that had lived there the longest. It had sat empty for the last five years, which was quite unusual for their highly coveted
            neighborhood in Bethesda, Maryland. But when a house has a reputation for being haunted, it’s pretty hard to get buyers or
            renters.
         

         
         Until now.

         
         Just then, a large silver SUV pulled up. The first person out of the car was a boy who seemed to be around the same age as
            Rory, holding a plump little corgi.
         

         
         “Pee, Petey, pee!” the boy yelled as he plopped his little dog on the front lawn.

         
         His parents and then a grandmother stepped down from the back holding a little girl who looked to be about five.

         
         “Well? What do you think of the new house?” the father asked.

         
         Rory couldn’t hear anyone’s responses, because as soon as the little girl’s feet touched the ground, she took off screaming
            at the top of her lungs. She zigzagged all around the front yard, almost tripping the movers, who were carrying a large striped
            sofa. The mom began chasing the little girl while the dad was trying to talk to the movers. And the corgi that had been peeing
            on a flower bush began barking at everyone, as the boy yelled and tried to pull the dog back.
         

         
         Rory watched in fascination. The new neighbors were incredibly loud. The mother was now chasing the little girl and the dog
            was chasing the mom, with the boy right behind them all.
         

         
         Suddenly, the little girl went completely quiet and started plucking the azaleas off the bushes in front of the house.

         
         “No, Mira! Leave the flowers alone,” her mother chided. Catching up to her daughter, she scooped her up into her arms just as Mira let out an ear-piercing siren of a shriek. The mom ran into the house with the little girl bouncing over her shoulder, the dog barking furiously at her feet. 

         
         “This is a really bad idea,” Rory sighed as he closed his blinds. A sudden knock on his bedroom door caught his attention.

         
         His mother popped her head into his room.

         
         “Hey, kiddo! I just baked cookies to bring over to our new neighbors,” she said. “Let’s take them over after they cool down.”

         
         Rory frowned. “Do I have to?”

         
         His mom smiled. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. But if you feel up to it, I would love it if you could
            come with me.”
         

         
         Rory stared down at his cat.

         
         “We don’t have to go inside,” she said.

         
         Sighing, Rory agreed.

         
         Thirty minutes later, his mother called up to him to come downstairs. Peering through the blinds of his bedroom window, Rory
            saw that the moving truck was gone but the boy and his dog were outside again.
         

         
         “Let’s go, Rory!” 

         
         From a box on his desk, Rory grabbed a small bottle labeled salt and one labeled holy water. He placed them in a small black belt bag along with his cell phone, strapped it on to his waist, and ran downstairs. 

         
         His mother was waiting at the door with a Tupperware container full of fresh-baked cookies. Walking to the sidewalk, Rory
            spotted the new neighbors standing outside of their house. Their son was chasing the dog around the front yard. Every step
            toward the house next door made Rory anxious.
         

         
         “Welcome to the neighborhood!” Rory’s mother said as they stood at the gate. “I’m Mai Tanaka Parker and this is my son, Rory.”

         
         The parents both came over and shook their hands.

         
         “Hi, I’m Paul Yoon and this is my wife, Bora,” the father replied. “That’s my son, Jack, and my mother is inside with our
            daughter, Mira. We just moved here from Chicago.”
         

         
         “Very nice to meet you.” Mai handed them the container. “I baked you some cookies as a little welcome.”

         
         “Thank you so much. They look amazing. My kids will demolish them!” Bora said. “Jack, come here and meet our neighbors.”

         
         Jack was a tall, sturdy-looking boy with a flop of black hair that fell in front of his eyes. He smiled at Rory, one deep
            dimple flashing in his right cheek.
         

         
         “Cookies! Can I have one now?” Jack asked as he grabbed the container and stuffed a cookie in his mouth at the same time. The boy froze, his eyes widened in utter surprise. “This is the most delicious cookie I’ve ever eaten in my whole life!” 

         
         Rory had to smile at the way Jack was now staring at Rory’s mom, as if she was some type of baking goddess.

         
         “They’re my mom’s famous brown butter chocolate-chip cookies,” Rory replied. “People beg her to make them.”

         
         At his words, Jack’s parents both ate some cookies and turned to Mai in awe.

         
         “My gosh, these cookies are magic,” Jack’s mom gushed. She quickly closed the container as Jack and his father grabbed two
            more cookies. “Stop! Save some for Halmeoni and Mira!”
         

         
         Jack sidled over to Rory’s side as he stuffed the cookie he’d swiped into his mouth.

         
         “How often does your mom make these magic cookies?” he asked.

         
         “She’ll make them whenever you want,” Rory replied. “All you have to do is ask.”

         
         “Sweet! I’m so glad we moved next door to you!”

         
         Before Rory could respond, he felt a furry and warm presence sit on his feet and lean heavily onto his legs. He looked down
            to see Jack’s dog, Petey, looking up at him with her tongue hanging.
         

         
         “She likes you!” Jack remarked in surprise. “She doesn’t do that to everyone.”

         
         Rory was also surprised when Petey plopped down and rolled onto her back, all the while still lying on his feet.

         
         “That means she wants tummy rubs,” Jack said, crouching down. “Like this.”

         
         Rory squatted next to Jack and began rubbing Petey’s tummy. The dog closed its eyes and made cute little noises of content.

         
         “How come her name is Petey?” Rory asked.

         
         “My sister insisted she looked like a Petey. She’s inside with my grandmother. Want to come in and meet her?”

         
         The thought of going into the house alarmed Rory so much that he stepped back, putting his hands up as if to ward off even
            the thought of entering the premises.
         

         
         “Nnnno, th-th-thank you. I’d better go home now. Bye,” he said as he backed away and took off for home at a run.

         
         At his front door, he glanced over to see Jack staring at him in open-mouthed surprise. Rory’s mother didn’t seem to have
            noticed that he’d left, as she was still talking with Jack’s parents. Rory gave Jack an awkward little wave and entered his
            house.
         

         
         Later that night, Rory sat hugging his cat and staring out his window at the house next door. Darkness had settled in, and
            the house was brightly lit. Rory could see Jack unpacking in the room across from his. Jack looked out his window and Rory
            shrank back against his curtains.
         

         
         “I should have warned them about the house, Tansy,” Rory whispered. “What if something happens to them, like before?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         When Rory was five years old, the Starlings moved in from Boston. Their son, Joey, was the same age as Rory. At first, all
            was well in the house. They had lots of playdates together, both inside and out at the playground. Rory and Joey became the
            best of friends, always running in and out of each other’s houses and backyards. They talked about how much they loved being
            next-door neighbors.
         

         
         But then there was a freak accident at the Starlings’. The antique crystal chandelier crashed down in the dining room, leaving a gaping hole in the ceiling. Joey stayed over at Rory’s while they made repairs. That night, Joey said something really strange. 

         
         “I’m scared to sleep in my room. There’s an old lady who comes to see me every night,” Joey said. “She looks so mad and she
            yells ‘Little boy, you can’t be alone!’ So, I run to my mommy and daddy’s bed to sleep with them.”
         

         
         “Who’s the old lady?” Rory asked.

         
         Joey shook his head. “I don’t know. I think she’s a ghost!”

         
         “What do you mean, a ghost?” Rory asked.

         
         “The spirit of a dead person. That’s what my dad said,” Joey said. “But then my mom got upset and said there’s no such things
            as ghosts. She said it’s just my imagination. But you gotta believe me! I’ve seen her!”
         

         
         “I believe you,” Rory responded. “I can help you! I’ll tell her to go away and leave you alone!”

         
         “You will?”

         
         “Of course!” Rory said. “You’re my best friend.”

         
         When Joey finally went back home, he asked Rory to come stay with him.

         
         “My parents said I’m a big boy and I have to sleep in my own room,” Joey said, his eyes wide with fear. “But you can come stay with me—then I won’t be scared.” 

         
         “Sure, Joey, I’ll stay with you,” Rory had agreed.

         
         That first night, the two friends had slept next to each other on the floor in their sleeping bags. Joey fell right asleep,
            but Rory felt the strange sensation of being watched. Because Joey was afraid of the dark, his parents left one lamp on when
            they said goodnight. After Joey fell asleep, they came back in and turned off the light, leaving only the muted glow of the
            nightlight plugged into the wall socket.
         

         
         As soon as they left, Rory heard a voice whisper, “Turn that light back on now!”

         
         Jumping up in alarm, Rory turned on the lamp and came face-to-face with an old lady who was transparent. She frowned at him,
            pointed into his face, and yelled, “I said no children allowed in the house! You’re not safe here!”
         

         
         Trembling in fear, Rory quickly crawled into his sleeping bag and burrowed deep inside it. He stayed that way until the sun came out. As soon as Joey’s parents called them down for breakfast, Rory grabbed his bag and asked to go home. When Joey asked Rory to come back that night, Rory shook his head. “The old lady said no children in the house,” he whispered. “You should come with me instead.” 

         
         They tried to tell Joey’s parents about the ghost lady but were told they had overactive imaginations. As Rory headed home,
            he stared back at Joey’s frightened face with concern.
         

         
         The next day, Rory woke up to the news that Joey was in the hospital. He’d fallen down the stairs and broken his leg. When
            they tried to take him home, Joey was so terrified that he refused to step foot in the house. So his parents brought him to
            Rory’s house for a bit while he healed.
         

         
         Rory was shocked by what he saw. Joey had long scratch marks on his arms and legs, as if something had clawed at him, and
            he looked scared to death.
         

         
         “What happened, Joey?” Rory asked. They’d put Joey on the first floor in the back room that Rory’s mom used as an office.
            He was on an air mattress and looked like he was in pain.
         

         
         “I woke up because that old lady, the ghost, was yelling at me,” Joey said. “She’d dragged me all the way to the stairs and
            kept screaming, ‘Let go of him!’ I started yelling and kicking, and when I tried to get away from her, I fell down the stairs.”
         

         
         Something about what his friend said troubled Rory. The deep scratch marks on Joey’s arms and legs looked like something sharp
            had tried to take hold of him. But Rory remembered the old lady pointing her finger at him. Her nails had been short. And
            more importantly, she’d been transparent. When she’d pointed at him, her hand had gone through his face. That’s what had frightened
            him the most. She’d had no solid form.
         

         
         So how could she have scratched and dragged Joey? And why would she yell, “Let go of him!” if she was the one taking him down
            the stairs? 
         

         
         There was something else in that house that had hurt Joey. And that thought made Rory shiver hard.

         
         “Joey, you can’t go there again,” Rory said.

         
         Joey nodded. “I don’t ever wanna go back. Maybe I can live here with you?”

         
         But after a week, Joey’s parents felt they should move him home, to be with them. Tearfully, he tried to get Rory to come
            stay with him, but his parents refused.
         

         
         When Rory’s parents asked him why Joey was so afraid of going home, Rory told them all about the old lady ghost. But just
            like Joey’s parents, they said he must be imagining things. Then that night he overheard them talking.
         

         
         “Do you really think Joey saw a ghost?”

         
         “I don’t know, but it sure sounded a lot like old Hazel Cleverly. I heard she hated children and never allowed them in her
            house,” his father said. “She even put a ‘no children in the house’ clause in her will. Not that they listened.”
         

         
         “That poor little boy,” his mother sighed. “He must be terrified.”

         
         That night, Rory was awakened by an ambulance that took Joey away. He never saw his friend again. The Starlings packed up
            all their belongings and moved away. Rory’s mother heard that Joey had fallen down the stairs again, and this time he had
            broken his arm. The police got involved and Joey was taken away and sent to live with his grandparents in New York.
         

         
         The police even came to talk to Rory to ask him what he’d seen at the house. 

         
         “It wasn’t Joey’s parents’ fault he got hurt,” he’d insisted.

         
         Rory once again explained about the old lady ghost, but no one believed him. Later on, his parents told him that Joey was home with his parents and they’d moved back to Boston and he was doing much better. Rory was relieved that his friend was finally safe, but he’d always felt guilty that he hadn’t done enough to help Joey. He should have stayed with his friend, no matter how scared he’d been. His friend had needed help and Rory had failed him. 

         
         After Joey’s family moved away, two other families moved in and then moved out fairly quickly. No one ever stayed long. Rory
            would watch as maintenance workers, the cleaning crew, even the real estate agent, entered the house confidently but would
            always leave in a hurry. 
         

         
         The house had been empty for over a year when Rory began to hear and see things moving around inside. Sometimes, he would
            see a pale ghostly figure floating through the house. Other times, small shadowy creatures crept around in the darkness. Rory
            would see their beady eyes peering up at him in his room. They seemed to have fixated on him and Rory felt a deep fear. And
            the fear began to make him sick. Listless and feverish, Rory had nightmares every night and began to lose weight. His parents
            were so concerned that his grandfather Tanaka came from Japan to stay with them for a while. Ojiichan was an acupuncturist
            and herbalist who was well respected in Osaka. Within days of his arrival, Rory began to improve dramatically.
         

         
         Ojiichan was a man of very few words. The first thing he did was create several morishio: small, white, round plates piled high with a small triangle of sea salt that was said to ward off evil. He placed them next to the front and back doors, and in Rory’s room near the window that faced next door. He made Rory’s parents promise to change the salt every other week. The morishio cleared away all of Rory’s nightmares and even the lingering fear. And as Rory got better, he began to forget about the scary creatures next door. 

         
         Until one night, something from the house came after him.

         
         Rory and his family had had a barbecue in their backyard. His mom and dad were cleaning up while Rory was roasting marshmallows in the fire pit. Ojiichan was napping on a nearby lounge chair, and his thunderous snores made Rory giggle. As he ate his melted marshmallow, he caught sight of the fireflies blinking just out of reach. It was a warm autumn evening, and the dark sky was lit by the bright moon and stars that occasionally hid behind a drifting cloud. Chasing after the fireflies, he wandered farther away from his house until he was right next to the rickety old fence that surrounded the backyard next door. Rory was so focused on catching the dancing fireflies that he was unaware of the creepy yellow eyes peering malevolently from the bushes as he got closer and closer. Until suddenly, claws grabbed Rory’s ankle and yanked him hard to the ground. He screamed in fear and kicked as hard as he could, but the grip on his leg was like a clamp, digging into his skin. Rory felt himself being pulled into the brush, when Ojiichan wrapped his arms around Rory’s torso and tore him away. 

         
         Ojiichan carried Rory into the house, where his parents were shocked to see the long, bloody scratches on his leg. Afraid
            that it was some kind of rabid wild animal, Rory’s parents immediately took him to the emergency room. But Ojiichan stayed
            back. Rory could see his grandfather intensely watching the house next door.
         

         
         When Rory came home, his grandfather wouldn’t let him out of the house until a fence was built. His parents agreed and wanted to install a wooden fence, but Ojiichan rejected it. He said only a black iron fence would repel all the unwanted visitors. His parents didn’t understand, but Rory did. His grandfather had explained that only iron would keep away the evil that had attacked him. His parents acquiesced when Ojiichan insisted on paying for the expensive fence. Ojiichan asked Rory’s father to keep holy water in the house for Rory. He then taught Rory to fill a spray bottle with holy water and to spray the entire length of his house with it. 

         
         “Salt is best, but it will kill the grass that your father works so hard to take care of,” Ojiichan said.
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