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Butterflies and Bad News

LUNA AND CLAIRE BUNDKIN were identical twins. Their hair was the color of maple syrup and their eyes were the color of warm chocolate chips. The only way to tell them apart was by the tiny chicken pox scar just beneath Luna’s chin, but not many people knew about that.

They both loved-loved-loved gymnastics; their teacher, Mrs. Sanchez; and all flavors of Schmidt’s ice cream (except vanilla bean, which was just okay). They both hated-hated-hated swimming parties, indoor recess, and avocados—although Claire hated avocados more than Luna did. She said she could start gagging at the very smell of them, although Luna insisted that avocados don’t really have a smell. Claire answered that if she got even a smidgen of slimy avocado taste on her salad it would make her throw up. But Claire could be very dramatic like that.

And, oh yes, they were witches. But more about that later.

They were both age ten (Luna was thirteen minutes older) and had lived in Philadelphia, at 22 Locust Street, for their entire lives. Over the years, their narrow sandstone townhouse had been through some changes. Some changes were big; other changes were small.

For example, four years ago, lightning had split the Bundkins’ only real-live locust tree, which used to stand handsome as a doorman in its cutout sidewalk rectangle at the bottom of their front steps. Their mother had cried almost a whole day about that, because the tree was more than one hundred years old and a monument. Now it was just a stump, slightly improved when Justin, their big brother, had carved BUNDKIN RULES! into the top of it with his fishing knife. (Well, he always said he didn’t do it, but it was such a Justin thing to do that everybody is still very suspicious.)

Then, three years ago, their parents had got divorced and their father had moved out of 22 Locust Street and bought a small house out in Rosewood, which was half an hour away in the suburbs. Their mother had cried longer than a day about that, and their father had cried, too, and so had Luna, Claire, and Justin, because the Bundkins had been married for fifteen years and besides, divorce is tough, go ask anyone.

But then, two years ago, their mother had met her boyfriend, Steve, who was a chef at The Aubergine, one of the fanciest restaurants in town, though Steve was more a jeans-and-sneakers kind of guy. And last year, their father had met his girlfriend, Fluffy.

Yes, she really was called Fluffy. But more about her later.

The most recent change to 22 Locust Street had been this past November, when their mother had bought new living room curtains. They went from blue stripes to red and green flowers. It was a small change, but it really spruced up the room.

This year, so far, nothing much had happened at 22 Locust Street. In fact, most of winter had been pretty boring. No surprises. No disasters, or surprising disasters. Not even a single snow day, Luna mentioned.

“Which is too bad,” she said. “Snow days are sooo romantic.”

“We still could have one. It’s only the middle of March,” Claire said. “Remember, March goes out like a lion!” She growled and made claws.

“No, March comes in like a lion and goes out like a lamb,” Luna corrected.

“Well, it feels like it came in like a turtle, and it’s staying a turtle,” Claire responded.

Luna looked up at the gray March sky. She and her sister were standing outside on their front steps waiting for their father, who was taking them (plus Justin) to his house in Rosewood for the weekend. If it didn’t rain, they would get to go horseback riding at Puddinhead Farms.

Only right now it looked like rain.

Claire looked up, too. “I should run inside and get my umbrella,” she said.

“You mean my umbrella,” Luna corrected. “You lost yours two weeks ago on the field trip to the Art Museum, remember?”

“I did not,” said Claire, but she didn’t put any stomp in her words because Claire was always losing one thing or another.

“Did too, and you know it!”

“Did not, and you married it!”

Luna put her hands on her hips.

Claire put her hands on her hips.

“Stop copying me,” said Luna.

“Stop copying me,” mimicked Claire.

Luna frowned and turned away. Claire could be the world’s worst tease, and some times the best thing to do was to ignore her. She touched her finger to her chicken pox scar, which she’d had for almost half of her life. (“You shouldn’t have scratched,” their mother always said. Jill Bundkin was a doctor and knew a lot about things you shouldn’t scratch.) Luna liked to feel her scar, though, because it reminded her that she looked a teeny bit different from her sister.

On the outside, it was (almost) impossible to tell Claire from Luna.

On the inside, however, Claire and Luna were as different as the sun and moon, peaches and peanut butter, or long division and poetry. For example, right now, while Claire probably was thinking up other ways to tease her sister, Luna let her mind wander to imagining her favorite thing, her wedding.

Luna liked to imagine her wedding a lot. Obviously not the groom part, because she thought most boys were grubby and she would never choose to spend a lifetime with one, even a mature one with sideburns and a cleft chin. It was the other parts of the wedding she liked best, the spun-sugar cake and the rose-and-baby’s-breath bouquets and the bridesmaids in their bell-shaped, swoopy dresses, with the softest, swoopiest dress of all reserved for the bride, along with a handmade lace veil so beautiful it could break your heart.

No wonder everyone cried at weddings.

Luna squeezed her eyes shut to concentrate on the most important part of her wedding—the dress—and she got such a perfect picture of its swoopiness that butterflies fluttered in her stomach.

Blleeeep! The sound of a car horn startled her from her thoughts. She opened her eyes to see her father’s car pull up to the curb.

“Hey gals!” Fluffy grinned and waved from the passenger seat. A big diamond ring flashed on her finger.

Luna’s wedding butterflies went from a warm flutter to a cold flop.

She knew what that ring meant.

“Waiting long? Where’s your brother? Does anyone have the correct time? Are you bringing just these two bags?” Their father, Louis Bundkin, was a newspaper reporter for the Philadelphia Inquirer, and he liked to ask lots of questions all at once.

Fluffy waved again from the passenger seat. Neither twin waved back, because they did not especially like Fluffy. She was nice enough, but she was also big and loud and liked to wear bright clothes and she usually called them “sugar” or “gals.”

But Fluffy did not seem to notice any unfriendliness.

“We thought we’d take you all to Licks ’n’ Sticks for dinner!” she said as the girls climbed in. “It’s a celebration!”

“Licks ’n’ Sticks!” yelled Justin from the roof, where he was playing hacky sack. “I’ll be down in a jiff!”

“Can I get two Hawaiian sticks and no vegetable sticks?” asked Claire.

“Can I get three Chinese potsticker sticks and no vegetable sticks?” asked Justin, who had made it to the car in less than a jiff.

Luna said nothing, even though Licks ’n’ Sticks was her favorite restaurant. She nudged her sister and pointed to Fluffy and mouthed the word ring, but now Claire was too busy elbowing Justin for space to pay Luna any attention.

Why am I always the one to notice disasters? Luna fretted as she snapped on her seat belt. Fluffy’s ring was the worst thing to happen this year, and so far she was the only one to see it.

At the restaurant, Luna could not concentrate on enjoying her dinner. Not her skewered pineapple-, green pepper-, and lamb-on-a-stick, not her broiled potatoes-on-a-stick, not even her hot fudge sundae (which was not served on a stick, because Schmidt’s ice cream desserts were the “Lick” part of the menu).

Every time her eye caught sight of Fluffy’s flashing diamond, Luna felt completely sick.

“Fluffy and I have an announcement to make,” their father said after their sundaes were scraped to the bottom and he had ordered his usual after-dinner coffee. He reached across the table and took Fluffy’s hand. “Fluffy and I are getting married.”

“I knew it,” mumbled Luna.

“Congratulations! Can I have a dollar for the video games?” asked Justin.

“Congratulations,” said Claire. Fluffy, blech! said her eyes to Luna across the table. But it was only a small blech, because Claire did not know what trouble they were in for.

“Justin, we’d like you to be your dad’s best man, and I hope both of you gals would be my junior bridesmaids,” said Fluffy. “And of course, I’d looove your advice on everything—the dresses and food and flowers. Oh, a wedding takes so much darn planning!”

“We might be busy,” said Luna.

“I’ll be glad to work around your schedule, sugar,” said Fluffy not noticing Luna’s rudeness. “’Course, I’d been thinking about doing the whole shebang out in Texas. But that seemed kinda complicated.”

“Do whatever you want, Fluff,” said their father. “Just tell me where and when, and I’ll show up.”

His words froze Luna to her seat. She could hardly speak for the rest of the evening.

It was not until late that night, after all the good television was over and Fluffy had driven back to her home in Chestnut Condominiums and everyone else had gone to bed and all the lights were off and Justin had stopped bumping around in the next room playing hacky sack, that Luna spoke her fears out loud. She was very wide-awake, anyway, because it was hard to fall asleep without the soothing city noises of police sirens and garbage trucks around her.

“You know the worst thing about Fluff, don’t you, Clairsie?” she whispered across to the other bed.

“No, what?” Claire whispered back.

“She’s from Houston, Texas.”

“Oh, blech!” exclaimed Claire. Then she asked, “What’s wrong with Houston, Texas?”

“What’s wrong with Houston, Texas? It’s two thousand miles away, that’s what! Crumbs, Clairsie, you can be thick! Don’t you get it? You heard Dad. ‘Just tell me where and when, Fluff, and I’ll show up!’ He’s under her spell! He’ll do whatever she wants!”

“Like the zombietrons on Galaxy Murk,” gulped Claire. (Galaxy Murk was the only television show that Justin and the twins agreed on. It came on Thursday nights at eight.)

“Except that this is real life.” Now Luna began to say out loud every single thing that she had been worrying over all night. “The way I see it is, after Dad and Fluff get married, she’ll probably want to have a baby. And when it’s born, she’ll give him some Texas name, like Houston. Then, when he’s big enough, Fluffy’ll want Houston to rope dogies and wear spurs and a cowboy hat like all the other Texan boys and girls. Little by little, she’ll convince Dad that the only way Houston’ll be truly happy is if he’s living in the real Houston, with her family and friends and all. And—poof!—see, Clairsie? Dad is as good as gone.”

“Gizzards and grapes, Fluff is as good as stealing our dad,” said Claire, forgetting to whisper and sitting upright in her bed. “I might have to boycott her.” Claire had just learned the word boycott, and in Luna’s opinion she was sort of overusing it. So far tonight, Claire had boycotted a broccoli-on-a-stick and all of Justin’s TV-show choices.

“Shhh.” Now Luna sat up in bed, too. “Claire, keep your voice down, or Dad will hear.”

“This is so unfair!” Claire punched her pillow. “You know, I never did like that sneaky old Fluff. She thinks she’s a real princess just because she works at a fashion magazine. But I was looking through her purse tonight, and she has lots of dis-gus-ting habits. For one thing, there’s so much hair clogging up her brush you wouldn’t believe it, and I also found a bunch of candy wrappers, and a tissue with some smeary lipstick in it, and a gummy yucky Life Saver way down at the bottom of—”

“Claire, you really shouldn’t sneak through other people’s things,” said Luna sternly.

“Loon, what are we going to do? She’s gonna run off with our own dad!”

Luna was silent, thinking. Outside, a low wind had kicked up, and the patter of a cold, dark March rain began to plink and then to drum on the roof. It was not until Luna spoke in her grave, almost-one-Star-witch voice that she knew she was making the decision that had been brewing inside her all night.

“Methinks we will have to call on Head Witch Arianna.”

And just saying the words out loud gave Luna a little shudder. It went right from the top of her head all the way down to her toes.

Calling on Head Witch Arianna meant that this was serious business.
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Three Times Uncharmed

HEAD WITCH ARIANNA WAS also known as Grandy. She was Claire and Luna’s grandmother, and she lived way out in the country, in Bramblewine, Pennsylvania. To get to Bramblewine, Claire and Luna had to take the Septa local train from Philadelphia’s Thirtieth Street Station, heading west. The train stopped twelve times before Bramblewine. By the thirteenth stop, the twins were always the last two passengers on the train. (In fact, most people did not even know there was a thirteenth stop.)

Claire liked how Bramblewine station was weedy and run-down. Spooky! It would have been kind of cool and kind of scary to be stuck here all alone. Luckily, Grandy was always waiting for them in her long, black Lincoln Continental, a car so old that Claire and Luna’s mother remembered riding around in it when she was a girl.

“And that is another strange thing about your grandmother,” Jill Bundkin mused. “I’ve never known anything of hers to break down. Not that rambling old car, not the toaster; why, there’s never even been a leak in the roof, and that sure is one crumbly house that I grew up in. Things ought to be running to ruin.”

What their mother did not know (and Claire and Luna did) was that Grandy was a five-star witch. So as soon as any of her things started to get old or worn-out, Grandy simply repaired them with spells. Repair spells are the simplest kind, so easy even a baby witch could do them. For example, how hard is it to clap your hands three times and say:

I call upon the Kitchen Fixer.

Recharge yourself, electric mixer!

But their mother did not have any idea about repair spells, because she herself was not a witch. (Most everyone knows that witchcraft, if it runs in a family at all—which is rare—most often skips a generation. It is a very recessive gene.)

For as long as they could remember, on the first weekend of every month, the twins had visited Grandy out in Bramblewine. Grandy herself rarely came into the city, not for any witch-based reason, but because she hated pigeons. “Their awful red eyes and feet! Their garbage-eating ways! Give me the grace and beauty of a hummingbird any day!” Grandy always said.

Justin used to come along, too, but last year he had joined the debate team, and now he was busy with weekend debate competitions. Well, that was his official excuse, the one that the twins were instructed to give to Grandy, but really there wasn’t much for Justin to do out in Bramblewine. No neighbors, no television, not even a basketball hoop for entertainment.

“Bramblewine is bo-ring,” Justin said, “and I can’t play hacky sack for a whole entire weekend.”

But if you’re a witch, Bramblewine is one of the most exciting places in the world. It is like traveling to the Great Barrier Reef if you are a scuba diver, or to Colorado if all you love to do is ski and hike. Not only does it have ideal stargazing skies, but it is also a habitat for more witch-friendly species of mushrooms and flowering plants than anywhere else except, reportedly, a remote island off the coast of New Zealand.

“Off to Bramblewine,” said Claire happily as the twins sat together on the train the weekend after what they both referred to as Bad News Night. “Grandy will know what to do about old Fluff.” She squeezed her sister’s hand reassuringly. Luna could be a worry wart.

“I just hope it’s okay to go during a middle weekend,” worried Luna. “As long as I can remember, we’ve gone on the first weekend of the month.”

“Grandy said it was fine,” said Claire. “You’re such a worrywart.”

“Am not.”

“Are too.”

“Am not, I was crossing my fingers against what you said.”

“No crossies count, no takebacks,” said Claire quickly.

Luna stuck out her tongue and Claire stuck out hers.

Luna rolled her eyes and so Claire rolled hers back. She knew it annoyed Luna when she copycatted.

“Maaaaay-rose!” called the conductor, stepping into the car as the train heaved to a stop in front of the flagstone station that marked Mayrose. Claire stared out the window and counted as a dozen people got out. Five minutes later, the conductor shouted, “Silvertoad!” and six more people stepped off the train.

Now there were two stops left before Bramblewine; Langham and Dillweed. Claire counted as three more people detrained in Langham. That left the usual last person, an elderly man wearing a felt hat and a pea coat on the train bound for Bramblewine. He was sound asleep as always.

And just as the train creaked around a narrow bend, the man woke up with a start. Just as he always did.

“Diiiiill-weed!” hollered the conductor as the train rolled to a stop. Claire watched as the man touched his hat, collected his newspaper, and departed.

Poor man. He always looked sad to get off the train, Claire thought. Sad, and a little confused.

And now (as always) she and Luna were left all alone.

After Dillweed, the countryside changed. The trees became taller and twistier, the grass grew wild and curled like seaweed. Birds seemed to know things; their eyes watched roundly down from high, bare branches. Even the train itself seemed to feel the extra effort to get to Bramblewine. Its wheels ground heavily on its tracks; it squeaked and hissed a final weighty sigh as it pulled into Bramblewine station, which was just an unmarked tin shed and a wooden bench.

As was his habit, the conductor did not even step into their car for this last stop. His voice floated vaguely from somewhere up front.

“Braaamble-wiiine …”

“I see Grandy!” Luna picked up her overnight bag and jumped down the aisle and out the door. Claire knew that her sister was a scaredy-cat as well as a worry-wart and was always nervous to be alone on the train. Claire, who wasn’t frightened at all, followed casually behind.

Grandy was waiting in her Lincoln Continental. Her Maine coon cat, Wilbur, was curled up in the back seat. Grandy herself was dressed up in a tasteful dark suit and silver star earrings. She looked businesslike and slightly preoccupied as she gave each twin a birdlike peck on the cheek.

“Be extra sweet to Wilbur. Yesterday, he ate a quarter pound of dryer lint, thinking that it was a mouse, and he hasn’t been himself since,” she told them.

Wilbur opened one glossy green eye, yawned, and then settled back into sleep. He was sixty-eight human years old and could eat anything, and he was almost never awake. Secretly, Claire hoped that when the time came to get her one-star-witch kitten, it would be a whole lot cuter than fat, bored Wilbur.

“Grayer than gray makes a beautiful day” sang Claire as they sped along one of the hundred long, snaking country roads that led to Grandy’s house. In Bramblewine, none of the roads was marked, but all of them could lead you to where you needed to go if you concentrated hard enough.

“Claire, please put on your seat belt,” ordered Grandy.

“You’re not angry?” asked Luna. “That we came in the middle of the month?”

“Of course not,” snapped Grandy. “It’s always scrumptious to have my twinnies with me.”

Claire crossed her eyes and stuck out her tongue at Luna as if to say I told you so, although she was not convinced. She could tell by Grandy’s distracted face and slightly grumpy mood that this weekend just might be the wrong time to ask Grandy for a favor. Especially a witch favor.

With witches, timing is everything.

The car pulled up the rutted drive that wound all the way to Grandy’s house. The driveway was filled with several other musty, dusty, dark old Lincoln Continentals.

“What’s going on?” asked Luna.

“Didn’t I tell you? I’m hosting a retreat,” said Grandy. “Just a gathering of some of my nearest and dearest of the coven. Tonight’s topic is about saving the Goodacre Nature Preserve, where we hold our annual Inspirational Tales Evensong. And to think those greedy developers are trying to replace it with a car dealership! Well, they don’t know what they’re up against.” She got out of the car and slammed the door so hard it creaked and fell off with a thunk.

Quickly Grandy snapped her fingers and cast:

Oh, what a bore—

Repair yourself, door!

And the door jumped back to place and rebolted itself to its hinges, good as new.

Grandy was a whiz when it came to spells.

She’ll fix the Fluffy problem, easy, thought Claire.

In the kitchen, Claire’s nose (which was good enough to smell an avocado) picked out crescent cookies, sugared popovers, and chicken soup made with garlic, rosemary, barley, and allspice. She could also sniff out that all of the food had been made with spells. It had that special, no-mistakes whiff to it. Regular cooking was filled with spill smells and burn smells and oops-I-added-an-extra-teaspoon-of-lemon-zest smells.

Witch creations, on the other hand, were perfect right down to the last minute and milligram.

Voices flowed from the parlor. Loud, bossy voices. Grandy’s nearest and dearest had been around for a long time, and they all had a lot of opinions.

“Don’t be shy, you know the gang.” Grandy shooed them. I’m just going to doctor up this dinner. Well be eating in a few minutes.”

“Grandy, will we have some time alone with you, later?” asked Luna. “Because we have a terrible prob—”

“Anything you have to say can wait until later,” said Grandy. She sniffed first with one nostril, then the other. “Go, twins, go.”

Which was actually a little spell, as Grandy had sniffed them right into the parlor. The other witches were upon them instantly.

“Well, if it isn’t our favorite twin set!”

“My, how they’ve grown!”

“Come closer, let’s see your palms!”

And so Claire and Luna were passed and poked and prodded as Grandy’s friends Diana, Aerianrhod, Isis, Demeter, and Mikki all grabbed at their palms and looked into their eyes, trying to tell their fate and fortune.

“You’ll have to let me cast your runes,” exclaimed Isis. She was a magnificent old witch who, it was rumored, had stopped the last two hurricanes that had swept the Carolinas. “I’ve got some sublime new stones.”

“And I’ll read your cards,” said Diana, who was Grandy’s oldest friend from college and the most elegant of all. Diana had long, gray hair that she kept in a twist, and she was always wearing something snakeskin. Today she had on a pair of snakeskin spike heels.

Usually it was fun to be around other witches. Since one of the most important rules of the Witch Decree was No Telling, Claire and Luna had to be extremely secretive about even their smallest witch habits (like keeping one eye open when they sneezed or yawned). Grandy was always warning them that if their powers ever became known, the Decree Keepers up in Maine would snatch them away, pronto. So it was only in the company of other witches that the girls could feel truly comfortable.

But this weekend, the Fluffy problem was too distracting for Claire to feel too at ease.

After an early dinner served at the long cherrywood table in Grandy’s dining room, the witches got down to business. They decided that, in order to save the Nature Preserve from developers, they would invoke a five-star spell. To Claire and Luna, the spell sounded complicated—all about hexing the topsoil so that it would be too rocky to break ground. There was lots of talk about soil components that was very boring for the twins.

With so much excited conversation, the girls were forgotten. Claire nibbled a crescent cookie that tasted too perfect. Secretly, she preferred her father’s cooking, burns, spills, and all. Last weekend, he had made buckwheat pancakes with huckleberry syrup. And every time he flipped the pan, he said “Voilà!”

Soon he would be making pancakes in Texas. Saying “Voilà!” for Fluffy and Houston, his new family. Claire’s eyes filled with tears, which she brushed away quickly, because the other witches could be nosy about why you were crying, and they always hoped it was about boys so they could get you to try out their latest love potions.

After dinner, she and Luna cleared the table and, because they were at Grandy’s, they were allowed to perform a joint kitchen cleanup spell. Cleaning spells were almost as easy as repair spells. For this one, they held their hands crossed over the sink and chanted,

Everything dirty

And all that went stray—

Be washed, be dried,

And put away.

Dishes floated through the air and stacked themselves in the dishwasher. Counters were wiped; leftovers wrapped up and slid into the refrigerator as if by invisible hands. But that still left the jobs of sweeping the floor, which is actually a very hard spell, and sorting out the recycling, a modern spell still being test run up in Maine.

From the dining room came shouts and laughter.

“I don’t think now is the time to bother Grandy with our Fluffy problem,” said Claire as she put away the broom and dustpan.

“It’s only seven o’clock. Maybe in an hour,” agreed Luna.

So they went upstairs to Grandy’s library and looked through her Big Book of Shadows. To get into the right mood, they dressed up in Grampy’s velvet smoking jackets and hats, which were kept on hooks on the back of the library door. The girls had never known their Grampy, who had been a nightclub singer and had disappeared mysteriously ten years ago. But Grandy and their mother missed him horribly.

“I think we would have liked him,” said Luna. “At least, his clothes are very stylish.”

When the clock struck eight, the coven was still downstairs, hooting and hollering, eating bonbons, and talking all about Old School. They were telling Miss Buzzard stories. Miss Buzzard had been their Old School Head. “Twice as charming as a werewolf, and half as attractive,” Grandy liked to say about her.

The twins leaned over the banister and listened.

“Not now,” said Claire.

“Maybe in an hour,” agreed Luna.

When the girls crept downstairs at nine o’clock, Grandy was banging on the piano while Demeter, Isis, and Mikki sang three-part harmony to their favorite old show tunes.

“I’ve heard better voices from the seals at Seaworld!” Luna covered her ears.

“Daggers and druids, somebody stop them!” Claire covered her ears, too. “Let’s check back in an hour.”

But by ten o’ clock, the coven had gathered in the kitchen to play poker.

“Aces are wild, and bedtime for twins!” Grandy yelled up the stairs.

“She’s not even going to come up and tuck us in,” said Claire as they folded Grampy’s clothes and changed into their pajamas.

“What did I tell you?” Luna scoffed: “This was a bad time for us to visit. It’s mid month, and we weren’t invited.”

“We weren’t not invited,” answered Claire indignantly.

“Yes, but we weren’t especially invited,” said Luna.

“I don’t see the difference,” said Claire, who did, but hated to admit when she was wrong. “Anyway, we can ask what to do about Fluff tomorrow. We’ve still got plenty of time.”

But the next morning, Grandy slept late and came down to breakfast with an ice pack over her eyes.

“I can’t tie it on the way I used to,” she grumbled. “If only your grandfather were around. He had a good cure for morning headaches. Something with seltzer water and salt. I can’t remember. Oof, I’m hungry.” She raised her pinkie and cast a quick breakfast spell.

Hens in the hen house,

Chickens on the loose.

Fry my eggs and pour my juice!

But Claire knew immediately she’d got the spell wrong (it’s supposed to be fox on the loose) and Grandy was served a saucer of juice with a raw egg floating on top of it. The thing about those easy pinkie spells is that if one word is lost, a lot of mess is made.

Claire and Luna, who’d got up early to clean up last night’s poker chips, piano music, and bonbon wrappers, sat very still and polite at the kitchen table. After Grandy had recast the spell and taken a few bites of fried egg, Claire could no longer wait. As they had planned, she began one sentence, then let Luna take the next, and so on.

“Grandy, a very horrible thing has happened to us.”

“Dad is getting remarried.’”

“And Fluffy is from Texas, which is two thousand miles away.”

“And we know she’s going to want to move back there.”

“Especially after she has Houston, because she’ll want to raise him in the traditional Texan style.”

“With dogies and spurs.”

Claire took a deep breath. Here came the hard part, which Luna had been supposed to say—only she had lost her nerve and put in that unimportant piece about dogies and spurs instead. “And so, it behooves us to call on you, as Head Witch Arianna of Greater Bramblewine, to please help us with our trouble.”

“Please, Grandy!” Luna implored. “We don’t want Dad to have a new family. We were first!”

Their grandmother pushed back in her chair and frowned so hard it was as if her whole face had sunk into her mouth.

A bad sign, thought Claire. She should have known. There had been plenty of warning. First, she and Luna had come to visit on the wrong weekend. Second, Grandy was not feeling well this morning. Third, Grandy had just miscast a spell, which usually made her think that she was losing her touch. The saying goes that powers wane as wisdom waxes, but when all was said and done, Grandy liked her witch power better than her witch smarts.

Now Grandy cracked her knuckles.

“Hear me out,” she began in her forceful Head Witch voice that could freeze a summer raindrop in midair. “The fury of the moment plays folly with the truth. Keep your wits, Luna and Claire, before you speak so strongly.” Then in her regular, Grandy voice, she said, “Now who is this woman, this Fuzzy?”

“No, Fluffy. Fluffy Demarkle,” Claire corrected. “She’s a fashion editor. She eats mostly soy products. She’s allergic to bees. She calls us ‘sugar’ and ‘gals.’ And she is our soon-to-be-stepmother who is stealing Dad off to Texas.”

“Well, it’s of no interest to me. If your father wants to marry a pygmy and move to—wherever pygmies live—then by all rights he should.”

“If we could just learn a small spell, Grandy,” Luna pleaded. “Nothing against Fluffy. Just a simple Keep-Dad-in-Philadelphia spell.”

“Nonsense. Your father’s life is not a game, and you girls know very well that No Destiny Changing is almost as important a rule as No Telling. That’s all I have to say. If you need me, I’ll be in the greenhouse.” With that, Grandy stood up, collected her ice pack in one hand, Wilbur in the other, and stalked out the kitchen door.

“Grandy’s sure in a bad mood. I guess we could have waited until the right weekend.” This was the closest Claire came to a you-told-me-so apology, and she was relieved when her sister decided to take it as one.

“What are we going to do now, Clairsie?” asked Luna gently.

Claire walked around the kitchen in a slow circle, her hands on her hips and her head tilted back.

“Methinks we will have to put this one in the brewing vats,” she said. “And if Head Witch Arianna can’t help us, then we shall take matters into our own hands. But for the meantime, we shall boycott Fluffy.”

“Agreed,” said Luna.

“Let’s keep the boycott a secret from Justin. Because I think he likes old Fluff.”

“Agreed,” said Luna.

And they hooked pinkies on it.
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The Pinkie-Spell Anti-Pulverizing Love Powder

“HAVE YOU NOTICED THAT Justin’s been in a bad mood lately? I think he’s in trouble,” Luna mentioned one morning as the girls walked behind Justin to school. All three Bundkins went to Tower Hill Middle School, but while the twins were in fifth grade, Justin was two grades higher.

“Fluffy trouble?” asked Claire.

“I don’t think so,” said Luna. She exchanged a frown with her sister. It had been over a week since Bad News Night, and neither she nor Claire had figured out a single way to stop their father from marrying Fluffy.

The problem was still brewing in the brewing vats.

Claire looked down the street. Even though Justin was supposed to walk next to them so they could all cross the lights together, he preferred to walk a block ahead. He said he was scouting for muggers, but the twins knew the real truth: a seventh grader didn’t want to be seen walking with a couple of fifth graders, even ones who came from his own family.

“What kind of trouble, then?” asked Claire.

“Well, he’s stayed inside the past two recesses.”

“Ugh!” said Claire. Both girls hated indoor recess. “How do you know?”

“Because sometimes when I leave lunch early, I go watch him play that game, Destroyer, and he hasn’t been playing all week. He’s been in the library.”

“Oooh, Destroyer!” exclaimed Claire. “I love-love-love that game.”

“I hate-hate-hate that game,” said Luna, who was terrible at all sports. “It hurts. I always get bopped on the head.”

“Justin’s great at Destroyer,” said Claire. “Kids sometimes cheer when he plays it.”

“Well, to get back to the point,” continued Luna briskly, because she did not like to be reminded that both her brother and her sister were more athletic than she was, “at first, I also thought maybe Justin was mad about Dad and Fluff’s engagement. But last night, he told me that Fluffy gave him her Dictaphone.” Luna shook her head in disbelief. “He thinks she’s a real princess.”

“If Justin’s in serious trouble, he’d never tell us,” Claire said. “He thinks we’re squirts.”

“I know. That’s why I was thinking how about we spy on him, like detectives?”

Spying on their brother was always an exciting idea, even if Justin wasn’t in trouble. So the girls hung back, waiting for their brother to cross the next light. When he walked through Tower Hill’s seventh-grade entrance, he was too far ahead to notice them following.

The seventh-grade hall looked different from the fifth-grade hall, thought Luna as they sneaked through it. It was more grown-up, especially since there were lockers in it. (Fifth and sixth graders kept their books in their desks.) Luna could not wait to be in seventh grade, when she would get her own locker. In fact, she already had cut out some magazine pictures of horses, and one of cleft-chinned Captain Xeno from Galaxy Murk, to decorate the inside of her future locker door.

When Justin got to his locker, he stopped and glanced around nervously. Then he hunched down and used his shirtsleeve to try to rub something off its surface. Finally, he gave up, grabbed his books, and slunk off to class.

The twins waited until he rounded the corner before they hurried over to his locker. Scribbled in sloppy blue marker, they read:

Bundkin’s my breakfast! S.Z.

“Who’s S.Z?” asked Claire.

“I don’t know,” Luna answered. “We’ll have to do more detectiving.”

Just then a couple of seventh-grade girls stopped at the locker next to Justin’s. They read the locker scribble and started to laugh.

“Poor Justin,” said one girl. “I hear Stew is going to pulverize him.”

“Over what?” asked the other girl.

“Oh, who cares? Dumb guy-stuff.” The girls giggled some more and then glided away like a pair of swans. Luna watched them go. Oh, she couldn’t wait to be in seventh grade!

“Stew Zumback,” she said, tracing her fingernail over the initials. “He’s on the snow chain list. You know who he is, Clairsie. He’s big and plays basketball and he has a little mustache that looks like his lip needs dusting.”

“Anyone who wants to eat our brother for breakfast should be boycotted,” Claire said sternly.

“The problem is, you plus me equals a whole lot less than Stew.”

“I’m going to do something, anyhow!” Claire slammed her fist against Justin’s locker. It made a crash of noise, and some seventh graders turned to look. “Whoever wants to eat my brother for breakfast has to answer to me first! I’m gonna confront him!”

“I wouldn’t if I were you.” But Luna was not Claire, and once her sister decided to do something, Luna could count on her to do it.

That afternoon, the twins spied Stew Zumback at the bus line. He was stuffing chips into his mouth as fast as he could before the line monitor caught him.

“Now let me do the talking.” Claire grabbed Luna’s hand and marched up. “Are you Stew Zumback?” she asked.

Stew turned, mid-chew, and frowned. “Who’s asking?”

Claire’s mouth snapped shut. Under Stew’s beady eye, she seemed to have lost her nerve. Luna felt an odd and sudden surge of bravery. She stepped forward in front of her sister.

“You keep away from our brother, Justin Bundkin,” she squeaked. “Or one day, you might live to regret it.”

Stew gaped, giving a full view of the potato chip paste inside his mouth.

“Get lost, twins,” he said. “I’m gonna give Bundkin a black eye, just for your trouble. That kid’s got it coming.”

“We mean it!” squeaked Luna, after Claire still had not said a word.

Stew stepped closer. Luna saw that her height stopped at his armpit.

“And I mean, get lost!” he roared.

The twins ducked and ran.

“Now you’ve done it,” huffed Claire. “A black eye! Poor Justin!”

“I’ve done it? You did it! You and your bad idea!”

“Was not!”

“Was, too!”

“At least I did the talking! At least I didn’t just stand there!”

“So?” But Claire looked so embarrassed that Luna decided to drop it.

“Clairsie, I think that instead of looking for fights, from now on we should proceed with caution,”” said Luna. (To proceed with caution, in Luna’s mind, was always the best way to proceed.) “Starting with going home and asking Justin why he’s Stew Zumback’s breakfast.”

“Good idea!” Claire started to run down the street.

“Proceed with caution,” Luna warned.

Claire took off like a shot. Luna trailed her all the way home, through the front door, and up the stairs to Justin’s room.

“Justin-Justin-Justin! Why is Stew Zumback going to pulverize you? Why are you his breakfast, huh? Why-why-why?” shrieked Claire, taking a flying leap onto the middle of Justin’s bed.

“Hey! Out of my room, squirt!” Justin ordered, looking up from his homework. But he didn’t say it with his usual Justin energy. He didn’t even make a grab for Claire, who, after finding his hacky sack under his pillow, began playing a lying-down version of the game.

Luna hovered in the doorway. “Is every thing okay, Jus?” she asked.

“It’s nothing. Stew wants to beat me up ’cause I slammed him out of Destroyer three times in one day,” Justin mumbled. His face was red. “I can’t help it if I’m awesome at that game. And Stew’s an easy target. He’s big, and he moves slow. I’d have a harder time hitting a parked car.”

“Is that why you’ve been staying inside at recess?” Luna asked. “Is that why Stew wrote that stuff on your locker?”

“Yeah,” Justin admitted. “The guy’s just a jerk.”

“Poor you, Justin,” said Claire. “We tried to warn him off you today.”

“You didn’t have to do that. I can take care of myself,” Justin answered stiffly. “I’m kind of known as a lone wolf around school, you know.”

“You are not,” Luna corrected. “You’re hardly ever alone.”

“Well, if you ever wanted to call me Lone Wolf, though, you could. It’s kind of a nickname I’ve been working on.”

“Okay,” said Luna. She didn’t want to point out that most nicknames were given by others, not self-started. Justin seemed depressed enough as it was.

“Are kids really talking about it?” he asked. “Jeez. Even in fifth grade.” He looked sad. Then he looked grouchy. “Okay, squirts, you have five seconds left in my room before I start hollering. Four, three, two—”

The girls jumped out the door. Justin wasn’t fun to be around once he decided to start hollering.

“If we really want to help Justin, there’s only one solution,” Luna said when they were safe in their room. She used her grave almost-one-star-witch voice. “We’ll cast a spell.”

“No!” Claire gulped. Casting spells without Grandy to supervise was almost as strong a rule as No Telling.

“Yes! A small spell. A harmless little pinkie powder love spell,” said Luna, who loved-loved-loved-love spells. “A smushy, squishy, soften-up-Stew spell!”

Claire’s brow puckered. “Last time we did a spell without Grandy, we made a big mistake, remember? We tried to get Mr. Nadeesh’s cat out of a tree, and instead we turned it into a crow.”

“That’s because you said, ‘unstick thy caw,’ instead of ‘claw.’ Let me do the spell this time. Crumbs Claire, we learned love powders years ago! Besides, they’re harmless, you can even buy premade ones at some drugstores.”

Luna looked at Claire. She knew that she and Claire were thinking the same thing. Sure, Justin could be obnoxious, but other times he was a terrific big brother who’d taught them how to do stomach-burps and headstands against the wall. If he needed witch protection, they ought to be gracious enough to give it. Otherwise, what was the point of witch powers?

They got to work.

Almost all the ingredients for the love powder could be found in the medicine chest or kitchen cupboard. The Little Book of Shadows called for talc, brown and white sugar, cinnamon, sweet basil, jasmine, and myrtle.

“I hope that the container is okay,” said Claire. “It’s supposed to be a cherished chalice. The only chalice I have is my Pooh drinking cup.”

“As long as you’re sure it’s cherished,” said Luna doubtfully. “It looks kind of chewed on the sides.”

“This is my favorite cup!” exclaimed Claire. “It’s perfect as it is!”

They pooled their allowances to get the jasmine and myrtle from the RiteAid, and they made the powder late that night, after Justin and their mother had gone to bed. At twelve minutes to midnight, they sneaked into his room, stood at the foot of his bed, crooked their right pinkies, and quickly chanted:

Goblet, chalice, cauldron, cup

Of love’s ambition, fill’er up!

Then they whispered Justin’s name and Stew’s name, sprinkled the powder over his outline, and tiptoed back to their room.

“If that does the trick, then it was worth losing sleep over,” said Luna as they burrowed in their beds.

The next morning, Justin looked radiant. His eyes and skin seemed to glow. Even more strange, he walked in step with the twins to school and held their hands at the cross lights, the whole time whistling “You Are My Sunshine.”

It was the handholding that made Luna think that maybe something in the spell had gone wrong. But what happened next was even more strange. After Justin dropped them off at the fifth-grade hall, the twins turned and followed Justin around the corner. They watched in dread as he strode right to where Stew and his buddies were leaning against the fire escape doors.

“I think you’re the greatest person I ever met!” Justin announced. He threw his arm around Stew’s shoulder. The other guys started to laugh.

“You’re crazy, Bundkin!”

“This some kinda joke?” growled Stew.

“Not at all. I have a very special feeling for you in my heart!”

“Get away from me!” barked Stew. “Or I’ll give you a black eye!”

“You big lunk.” Justin grinned. “That’s a good one.”

“Toenails and tombstones!” said Claire. She turned wide eyes on her twin. “What happened?”

“We mixed it up!” gasped Luna. “Justin’s smushy for Stew! Where did we go wrong? Was it the chewed chalice?”

“Of course not!” Claire answered hotly.

That afternoon, back at home, Luna flipped open their Little Book of Shadows and reread. It turned out to be the smallest thing. They were supposed to say Stew’s name first, then Justin’s. In their excitement, they had done it the other way around. But of course the teeniest mistake can be devastating, even in a harmless pinkie powder spell.

“Grandy would pulverize us, if she ever found out!” Luna despaired.

“She’d never give us our stars and kittens,” moaned Claire.

“How long ’til the spell wears off?”

Claire checked the book. “Three days! Poor Justin. I saw him hugging Stew at the fire drill. But I guess there’s nothing to be done.”

“There’s one thing,” Luna corrected. “We should be extra-extra nice to Justin. It’s all our fault he’s got two more days of slobbery Stew chasing.”

“Agreed,” said Claire, and they hooked pinkies on it.

But that night at the dinner table, Justin surprised them.

“Hey, Mom, I guess it’s just like you said—you really can kill people with kindness,” he announced.

Their mother lowered her fork. “How’s that?” she asked.

“I’ve had some problems with this kid at school, and I’ve been chasing him off by being extra nice. Like, every time I saw him today, I tackled him in a hug. By the end of the day, whenever he caught sight of me, he cleared out fast in the opposite direction! Problem solved!”

Jill Bundkin shook her head and laughed. “Well, that’s one way of taking my advice,” she said.

“I guess we shouldn’t have pinkie-hooked to be extra-extra nice,” said Claire. But since there was no going back on a pinkie hook, Luna gave Justin full rights to the remote control, while Claire took out the trash even though it was Justin’s turn.

They even served him the last of the carton of Schmidt’s coffee ice cream when there wasn’t enough to split three ways.

“Is this Be Kind to Big Brothers week?” asked their mother. Being a doctor, she was watchful of sudden changes.

“Love comes around and goes around,” Claire answered.

“And,” added Luna, “it’s never too late to change your mind about your brother.”
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Fluffy’s Dresses

UNAWARE THAT SHE HAD been boycotted, Fluffy set the day of the wedding for June fifth.

“Mark that date!” she told the twins over the phone.

On their wall calendar, Claire marked a square black border around June fifth. Inside the square, she drew in a picture of Fluffy with crossed eyes and fangs and a Texas hat and the word yuck! underneath. (Since Claire was terrible at drawing, the picture was extra ugly, which made it extra good.)

Boycotting Fluffy was the only plan, unfortunately, that had popped out of the twins’ brewing vats. And all it meant really was thinking of new excuses for not spending weekends with their dad.

For example, they skipped one weekend by deciding to attend Julie Aledort’s indoor swimming party instead.

“I thought you girls hated swimming parties,” said their mother, which was true, but only because witches are known to hate-hate-hate still water, the kind that is in lakes and pools. (Ocean water is a different story. Since it’s controlled by moon tides, witches enjoy it enormously.)

And the twins had a terrible time at Julie’s since all they could do was watch every one else get wet and have fun.

But at least they didn’t have to see Fluffy.

The following week crossed into April, so that weekend they went out to Bramblewine.

“But you were out there two weekends ago,” said their mother.

“Yes, but we always go the first weekend of the month,” said Claire. “You can’t go against tradition.”

“I’m sure your father misses you,” said their mother.

The twins missed him, too.

“Nobody said boycotting would be easy,” Claire reminded Luna.

Luckily, April was Claire’s favorite month at Bramblewine. New grass was starting to come up, and Grandy was devoting every hour to her spring plantings. (Witches tend to be passionate about their gardens.)

“Are you girls over your snit with Woolly?” asked Grandy, as the three of them were planting pea squash in Grandy’s organic vegetable patch.

“Fluffy,” Luna corrected. “She’s awful.”

“In what way?” asked Grandy.

“In every way,” said Claire, though at that moment, she couldn’t think of any particular way.

“Silly grudges will never get you your first star,” Grandy warned. “The GSTs are hard enough without soaking yourselves in negative energy.”

The twins looked up from their planting. “GSTs?” they asked together.

“Girls, I’m sure I’ve told you about GSTs. It’s the National Witches’ Bureau one-star test. It’s divided into three parts. You must do something good, something smart, and something tricky.”

Of course, Grandy never had told them about the GSTs. Grandy’s way of teaching was very sneaky, and the girls knew better than to ask. After she went up to the house, they were able to speak privately.

“Grandy must think we’re ready for our stars, or she never would have mentioned those GSTs,” said Luna. “Imagine us finally as one-star witches!”

“We’d get our kittens,” said Claire, who had been wanting her witch-kitten ever since she could remember.

All that day and the next, they waited and hoped Grandy would tell them more about the GSTs. Instead, she made them help her put up her tomato frame, and they spent the rest of the weekend painting a coat of weatherproof sealant on the porch steps.

There came one final false hope when Grandy dropped them off at the train.

“Here, this is something very important!” she said, thrusting a box into Claire’s eager arms.

“A GST study guide?” breathed Luna.

“Our kittens!” exclaimed Claire.

But it turned out to be some purple-print pajamas for their mother.

“Mom means well,” said Jill Bundkin, after the twins got home and she opened the gift, “but these are outrageous.” And she packed the pajamas straight into her MOM—CRAZY STUFF box that she kept under her bed.

“I guess well just have to keep patient,” said Claire. She hadn’t really thought there would be kittens in the box, but it was pretty disappointing to see pajamas.

Meantime, the boycotting began to get difficult.

“I hope you girls will see us next weekend,” said Fluffy when she and their dad dropped off Justin that Sunday.

“We’ll go horseback riding. And I cleaned the grill for a cookout,” said their dad.

“Actually, we volunteered for Philadelphia Cares weekend cleanup project,” said Claire.

“Claire and I need to refresh our commitment to community service,” said Luna, quoting the flier. Their father gave them both a funny look.

“Can’t argue with that,” was all he said.

The cleanup turned out to be a pretty good experience. Their mother and Steve came along, and afterward they went to The Aubergine, where Steve made them fancy cheese omelets.

“Steve is a way lot easier to get along with than Fluff,” Luna decided.

“Well, Fluff was okay, too, until she wanted to marry Dad,” Claire said. “It’s one thing to borrow a mom or dad. It’s another thing to steal them off to Texas.”

“The problem with boycotting Fluff is that we have to boycott Dad, too,” said Luna. “And I don’t think he’s too happy about that.”

He wasn’t.

“I miss my twins,” he told them on Sunday, when he came by to drop off Justin. The twins jumped in the backseat to talk for a little while.

“Where’s Fluffy?” asked Claire.

“Right this minute, she’s waiting for me at the airport. She was in Texas visiting her family,” their father told them.

“Aha!” said Claire.

“Aha what?” asked their father.

“Just aha!” said Claire.

Louis Bundkin shifted around in the driver’s seat and looked perplexedly at his daughters. “One reason I wanted to spend this weekend with you girls was because I want to be sure you felt comfortable about getting a stepmother,” he said. “You know that nothing has changed in my feelings toward you kids. You’re my top priority no matter what.”

“Of course we feel comfortable,” said Claire, although just then her throat felt tight. “Besides, all stepmothers are wicked.”

“Fluffy’s not wicked,” said their dad. Then, in his reporter’s voice, he asked, “Who said she was wicked? Why would anyone say she was wicked? What would make you think she was wicked?”

“No, Dad, in fairy tales, Claire meant. Not in real life,” said Luna, with an elbow-jab for Claire.

“I think he’s figured out about the boycott,” Luna said after they got out of the car and watched him drive away.

“I hope so,” said Claire. She was getting tired of their dad not knowing how they were feeling.

That night, the phone rang. It was Fluffy. First she spoke to their mother, who mostly said “uh-huh” and “I see” and “that’s true.” Then she signaled for the girls to get on. So Luna picked up the kitchen phone while Claire took the line in the living room.

“I’d like to take you gals shopping for your bridesmaid dresses tomorrow, if you aren’t busy,” said Fluffy. “Your mom says you’re free tomorrow after school. We’ll go to Regent’s. Is that peachy by you-all?”

It was a bad idea to be in different rooms. Claire couldn’t tell what Luna was thinking.

“Okay,” they both said in small voices.

“Great!” Fluffy exclaimed. “Then we’ll have tea on the top floor. Do you know there’s a teahouse on the top floor of Regent’s? And it’s called Top Floor! Funny, huh?”

Neither twin said a word.

“See you at three-fifteen,” said Fluffy, more quietly. “And I promise it’ll be fun. Bye for now, gals.”

“Funny, huh!” yelled Claire in a Texas voice after they hung up their phones. “Bye for now, gals!” It felt good to make fun of Fluffy’s Texas voice. It felt good to make fun of Fluffy, period.

Luna laughed.

“Alone with Fluffy,” said Claire, walking in a circle and rubbing her hands together. “Wouldn’t it be fun to put a little spell on her?”

Luna bit her lip. “No spells,” she said worriedly. “Not after the mess-up with Justin’s love powder.”

“A teensy little spellsie,” argued Claire, who did not mind making mistakes as much as her sister.

“No spells,” Luna insisted. “Until we have a plan, anything to do with Dad and Fluff should be done with our regular human brainpower. Any other way is just too dangerous.”

But when Fluffy came to pick them up at Tower Hill Middle School the next afternoon, the only regular human-brain -powered plan the twins had come up with was to act bored.

“Are you gals excited?” asked Fluffy, not noticing their boredom. “I just looove shopping. It really revs my engine!” She was all dressed up in a sparkle-studded blouse and matching pants. She looked very flashy, Claire decided. She hoped nobody at school mistook Fluffy for their real mother. Yuck.

“So how did you get the name Fluffy?” asked Claire on the way out to Regent’s. She tried to make her voice bored.

“I’m the youngest of five sisters, and they all liked to style my hair,” Fluffy explained. “So any one could always spot me in a crowd ’cause I was the one with the fluffiest hair! Funny huh?”

“Then what’s your real name?” asked Luna.

“Sugar, it’s nothing to wish for.” Fluffy lowered her voice. “It’s Edith Hortense. I was named after both my grandmas. My mama and daddy used up four names on my sisters before they ran out of excuses and named me after both their mothers. Two stones for one bird, my daddy liked to say!”

“It’s not so bad,” Claire lied. Inside, she gagged. Edith Hortense! Claire loved beautiful, interesting words, and she could not get hold of anything beautiful in the sound of Edith Hortense. It was a name so bad it almost had a taste of avocado in it.

For a minute, Claire felt sorry for Fluffy.

She forgot about all that as soon as they got to Regent’s.

Regent’s was a fantastic department store. For one thing, it gave out tons of free samples. By the time they got to the fourth floor, Missy Dresses, Claire and Luna had filled their coat pockets with free aloe-infused tissues, chocolate and butterscotch candies, lavender hand lotion, and one bottle of opal nail polish apiece. Fluffy let them take the escalators, so they didn’t miss a single freebie.

“So many dresses,” said Fluffy as they entered the Missy Dresses section. “Ooh, look at this cantaloupe-colored one! Ooh, or the linen.”

The girls split up into different aisles. In spite of their “act bored” rule, Claire saw that her sister liked looking at all the dresses. Ugh—she didn’t! Her boredom was real. Claire picked up a soft blue flowered dress and held it against herself. Then held up a pale green one.

Bor-ing!

Fluffy was pretending to inspect some shoes, but her eyes studied Claire carefully.

“You look as pretty as a picture in seafoam green,” she blurted. “My best friend Denise’s favorite color is seafoam. She’s a real cut-up, Denise. She’s got twin boys, five years old now. I hope you can meet her, she lives on a ranch. And you know, my parents have already offered you gals a place to stay with them. There’s more than enough room.”

Hearing Fluffy say this, Claire scowled and hooked the dress back on the rack. Texas! Twins! Ranch! Fluffy’s parents! Her eyes narrowed. She felt a prickliness come over her. She did not want to go to Texas, to meet somebody else’s twins! And she did not like the idea that Fluffy’s best friend lived in Texas!

“Texas is very far away,” Claire mentioned.

“Naw. It’s just a hop, sugar,” said Fluffy, with a wink.

“So, would you ever move back there? Permanently, I mean?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Fluffy. “I don’t give it too much thought, these days. Too much else going on.”

Claire’s scowl deepened. Luna had been right all along. Fluffy really was planning to run off to Houston. Her friends were there. Her family was there. And someday soon, their dad would be there, too.

Claire watched as Luna browsed happily around the racks of dresses, selecting one thing and then pursing her lips and putting it back. Luna wasn’t even pretending to act bored anymore. She’d forgotten.

Slowly, a plan formed in Claire’s mind. She took a few steps back and surveyed the entire Missy Dresses selection. She waited for the right color to catch her eye.

Pea-soup green.

Sickly pink.

Muddy-water brown.

Black and yellow.

Black and yellow! Yuck! She ran to it.

It might have been the ugliest dress in the store. Black and yellow bumblebee stripes, with puffy sleeves and two fat bows, a yellow one in the front and a black one in the back.

“Gorgeous!” Claire cried, pulling it off the rack. Fluffy hurried to see.

“You found one—oh, no!” Fluffy jumped back from the dress, swatting at it with her hand as if it really were a giant bumblebee. Luna looked over. Seeing the dress, a smile slowly spread over her face.

“Oh, yes!” Luna squealed, hopping to her side. “Claire, you are a genius!”

“Are you—are you positive?” Fluffy reached forward carefully, as if the dress might sting her. She rubbed the fabric between her fingers. It made a slithering, oily sound.

“Positive!” said Claire. “This is the most perfect dress I have ever seen! Oh, gosh, if I don’t get to wear this dress at your wedding, Fluffy, I’ll be crushed! It’s so gorgeous. Say you like it!”

“Say you like it, Fluffy!” Luna began to jump up and down. Now both girls were squealing.

“I … it’s not my taste,” Fluffy answered. “And you gals know how I’m allergic to bees and all, so those particular colors don’t …” Fluffy touched her hand to her forehead. “Oh, my,” she said. “I think I’m swelling up.”

The girls looked at her. It was true. Fluffy’s cheeks and chin were beginning to puff like balloons. When she stuck out her hands, her fingers were thick as cigars, her wristwatch squeezed on tight as an elastic band.

“It’s like I really got bee stung,” Fluffy groaned.

“It’ll pass,” said Claire. That’s what her mother always said whenever she had a cold or flu.

“Oh, my.” Fluffy touched her plump fingers to her bulging cheeks. “I just need to calm down. A psychological reaction. Funny, huh?” But she didn’t sound as if she found it too funny.

“We can still get the dresses, right, Fluffy?” asked Claire.

Fluffy blinked. For the second time that day, Claire felt sorry for her. She tried to push it away, and instead she pictured her dad in a Texas hat, teaching little Houston how to make buckwheat pancakes with huckleberry sauce.

Then Fluffy seemed to decide something. Her mouth zippered into a line. She patted her puffy cheeks and she smoothed down the front of her sparkle-studded blouse.

“Any dress you wanted; that’s what I said. I’m just having a temporary adverse reaction, sugar. Let’s go find a seamstress,” she said. She took another step back from the bumblebee dress. “You’all will probably need to have these fitted.”

“Bzz bzz bzz!” said Luna in Claire’s ear. “Good thinking, Clairsie.”

Claire grinned.

After the fitting, Fluffy decided there was not enough time to go to the Top Floor for tea. The drive back to 22 Locust Street was silent and speedy. Fluffy even ran a yellow light, she seemed so anxious to get the girls home.

She gave a weary half-wave when she dropped them off.

“How was it?” asked their mother when she opened the door.

“Great!” they chorused.

“Oh, I’m glad. To tell you the truth, your dad and I were worried that you girls were going through a little trouble adjusting to the engagement.”

“Not at all. Fluffy’s a real honey,” said Luna.

“She’s just the bee’s knees,” Claire added.

Then she followed Luna up the stairs and into their room, where they flung themselves on their beds and laughed into their pillows.

“But you know, Loon, even a dress that brings on an allergic reaction doesn’t mean the wedding’s off,” Claire said, after they had recovered. “We could still end up with a step–Fluffy.”

“Next time, we need a plan, not a trick,” agreed Luna.

“Or a spell,” said Claire. “Maybe getting rid of Fluffy is part of our GST test. As something good, something smart, and something tricky.”

“That’s a very intelligent point, Clairsie,” said Luna. “When you talk like that, you definitely don’t seem a whole thirteen minutes younger.”
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Luna Alone

THROUGHOUT MOST OF THEIR fifth-grade year at Tower Hill Middle School, Mrs. Sanchez had been the twins’ teacher. They loved–loved–loved her.

In fact, even before they met her, the twins loved–loved–loved Mrs. Sanchez. That was because Justin always used to tell them Mrs. Sanchez stories. “Mrs. Sanchez never yells. She wears perfume that smells like oranges. She plays music during art and free time. And if you want to go back to Five A to visit her every once in a while, she doesn’t make you feel babyish about it. She was basically the coolest teacher I ever had.”

So Luna had been excited, back in September, when she and Claire had both gotten assigned to 5A. That was Mrs. Sanchez’s room! Although 5A would rotate some classes with Mr. Rosenthal’s 5B, getting 5A officially meant they belonged to Mrs. Sanchez.

“You lucked out,” Justin told them. “Besides, Rosenthal’s got hair in his ears and moss on his teeth, and sometimes he smells like sour milk.”

Not Mrs. Sanchez. “Welcome, this year’s beloved Five A kids,” Mrs. Sanchez told them that very first day. “Let me step back and get a look at you. I see we have twins! Now that is a good–luck charm!”

Luna smiled across the aisle at Claire, who smiled back. It was nice to be singled out as a good–luck charm.

And Justin was right. Mrs. Sanchez was the best teacher, ever. She showed them how to make dream catchers, she hummed under her breath, and she took them on a field trip every week.

“Philadelphia is one of the greatest cities in the world,” she said. “Let’s get to know it!”

Then, in October, Mrs. Sanchez had made a surprise announcement. She stood in front of the class with a big smile on her face. “My husband and I are expecting a child next year, in mid–April. I will be able to teach all the way up until then, and afterward I am taking off the rest of the year to be at home with our new baby. But I’m happy to tell you that Tower Hill Middle school already has found a wonderful substitute teacher to finish off the year with you. Her name is Ms. Fleegerman, and she used to live in Hawaii.”

The twins exchanged unhappy faces with all the other kids in the classroom, because Mrs. Sanchez was everybody’s favorite teacher, and nobody wanted a new one.

And even before they had met her, the twins knew they would hate–hate–hate old Ms. Fleegerman.

Luckily, “sometime next year in the middle of April” was months ahead, and pretty soon the class forgot about Mrs. Sanchez’s baby.

“That’s because she wasn’t having a baby the usual way,” declared Claire. “If Mrs. Sanchez had been pregnant, then at least we would have had a reminder every day.”

“Like a Fleegerman countdown,” added Luna.

So it came as a surprise, on the second Monday of April, when the twins walked into 5A and saw a strange woman sitting at Mrs. Sanchez’s desk.

“Aloha, class,” she said. “My name is Ms. Fleegerman. I am happy to give you some very good news. Over the weekend, Louisa and Randy Sanchez became proud parents of an eight–pound baby girl. At the end of the day, we will make congratulations cards.”

The room was in a rumble of confusion. For one thing, a few kids did not know what “aloha” meant. (It is Hawaiian for hello and good–bye.) Second, it took a minute to realise that Louisa and Randy Sanchez meant Mrs. Sanchez, and some husband nobody had ever met. And third, everyone had sort of forgotten about how Mrs. Sanchez and her husband had been planning to adopt a baby.

The final thing was that Ms. Fleegerman was very strange looking. She was tall as a lamppost and skinny as a needle, with hair that looked as it had been chewed off instead of cut. She wore blue-framed glasses and orange nylon stockings. Worst of all, when she saw the twins, her face scrunched up as if she’d swallowed a sourball.

“Why weren’t you twins split up into different rooms?” she asked. “That’s no way to assert your individuality.”

“We assert our individuality together,” said Claire, and a few kids grinned because Claire was known to be sort of wise.

Ms. Fleegerman made a hen-clucking sound in her throat, then wrote something down in her teacher’s notebook. Something bad, Luna knew.

“Old Ms. Fleegerman is even meaner than we expected,” said Luna that night at dinner. Steve was over, and he had made a special chef’s dinner. Chicken pâté to start. Then lamb Provençal and potatoes au gratin, then individual crème brûlées. Steve’s dinners were a mouthful to speak, but were also good to eat (though not as good as Licks ’n’ Sticks).

“What did she do?” asked Justin.

“Nothing yet. But it’ll happen, mark my words.”

“Luna, you are a doomsday prophet,” said their mother. “Be fair. Give old Ms. Fleegerman a chance.”

“How old is she, anyway?” asked Steve.

“Somewhere between thirty and fifty two,” guessed Luna. “Old.”

“Let me know when she does something mean,” said their mother. “So far, you have no proof in your pudding.”

Luna did not need proof or a pudding to know.

Sure enough, the very next morning, something mean had happened. When the girls walked into 5A, Claire’s desk was missing.

“Where could it have gone?” asked Claire. She jumped down on her hands and knees and began scrambling around. “Here, desk-y desk! Here, desk!”

The other kids started laughing. Jemina Consolo dropped to her hands and knees, too.

“Here, desk. Come here, girl!”

“What’s going on in here? What are you doing on the floor?” Suddenly, Ms. Fleegerman stood in the doorway. “Oh, yes. Claire Bundkin, you will find your desk in Mr. Rosenthal’s class, in Five B. I spoke with Mrs. Hass, and she agreed to separate you two.” She walked over to the girls and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “Don’t worry, this is a good idea. Studies of identical twins prove that it is important for them to maintain separate classroom identities.” She spoke as if she were talking out of a book.

Luna looked at Claire and Claire looked at Luna. Never in their school-day lives had they ever, ever been separated. Not even preschool. In preschool, they had even shared a cubby and napped on the same mat.

But Mrs. Hass was the school principal. There was not much a person could do, once something was agreed to by Mrs. Hass. Very sneaky of Ms. Fleegerman, thought Luna, to get Mrs. Hass on her side.

“Bye!” said Claire. “See you at lunch!” Claire got upset in a different way from Luna. Her face turned red, like their dad’s. And she seemed to get very pointy all over, as if a thousand porcupine quills were poking off the surface of her skin. Now, even though she was smiling, she looked pointy as a sword.

She slammed the door to 5A so hard that the floor trembled.

Luna drooped. She went to her desk. She looked across the aisle. Instead of Claire, she saw Adam Chow. Adam was Luna’s cleanup partner and could copy any drawing perfectly. Luna really liked him, but he wasn’t Claire.

Luna’s way of getting upset was to crawl back into the smallest corner of herself, and that’s what she did. She could not pay a second of attention to concepts in math, or reading comprehension, or science. In fact, if the school started to sink into the ground, Luna might not have noticed.

All she knew was that Claire was gone, and she hated it.

In computer lab, which 5A and 5B took together, only at different ends of the lab, Luna sent Claire an e-spell. An e-spell is just like e-mail, only it’s magic. It was one of the few spells Grandy allowed the girls to cast unsupervised. Most hackers can do it without magic, anyway. An e-spell is like a regular e-mail, only written in invisible computer pixel so that nobody except the receiver can read it. Luna’s e-spell went like this:


	Dear Clairsie,

	I’m so miserable I could die. Who does Fleegermonster think she is, switching you out of 5A? Tonight let’s ask Mom if we can change schools. I wouldn’t mind going to Overbrook Middle. I heard they sometimes have eggrolls for lunch. Love, Luna



A few minutes later, her e-spell reply came in.


	Loooon, if we change schools now we miss mayfair & book fair & the lady who’s coming next week w/ her pet trick monkeys. u r the lucky one—i got rosenthal all day & he smells like sower milk!! ! ! ! !



It was not the reply Luna had expected.

“You are staring very intently at that blank screen, Luna Bundkin.” Ms. Fleegerman’s voice barked loud behind her. “I wish you would focus as hard on the assignment at hand. Please insert your CD-ROM and down-load the ‘fun with fractions’ file.”

After computer lab, 5A and 5B rotated. In the hallway, Claire waved and made a sad face. Luna made a sad face back, but Claire did not see it because now she was whispering with Xander Wessels, the new kid whom Claire once said was a jerk. Claire must have decided he was not such a jerk, after all.

The day went from miserable to devastating. At lunch, Luna sat with Adam Chow and in music appreciation, she stood between Frieda Gunderson and Helen Polinski. She realised that she didn’t know Adam, Frieda, or Helen very well at all, although all three of them had come to the twins’ last birthday party. Luna was so used to having Claire at her side that it had never seemed important to make friends with other people in their grade.

First no Mrs. Sanchez, now no Claire. It was that horrible old Ms. Fleegerman’s fault. Luna closed her eyes and imagined all the spells she would cast on Ms. Fleegerman once she took her GSTs and became a one-Star witch. She would cast the Twisted-Toes and Toads spell. The Erase-Facecream spell. The Expanding Wart-Picker’s spell. Thinking of all the good spells made her laugh out loud.

Ms. Fleegerman glared. “Is there some thing so amusing about chorus, Miss Bundkin, that you would like to share it with us?”

“No, thanks, Ms. Fleegerman.”

She could feel the whole class staring. How embarrassing! With no Claire on her side, and Ms. Fleegerman singling her out, Luna sensed that the other kids of 5A were beginning to view her differently. Maybe they were thinking that she was dumb twin, or the weird twin. The not-as-good-as-the-Other twin.

It was awful.

“How was your first day in Five B?” she asked Claire as they walked home together.

“Not as bad as I thought. Alexa and Courtney and I made up a club. We named it the Mariposa Club, because butterflies are our club symbol, and mariposa is the Spanish word for butterfly. Isn’t that a great word? Courtney even markered a mariposa on the bathroom stall door. You can be in our club, too, if you want. And look!” Claire rolled up her arm to show the pink-and-purple butterfly just above her elbow. “Alexa drew that on me. Doesn’t it look just like a real tattoo?”

“Not really,” Luna answered. She could hardly even talk from sadness.

“How’s old Ms. F? Luckily, I only have to see her for natural history class and computer sciences.”

“Gee, thanks for rubbing it in,” said Luna.

At home, Luna dragged herself upstairs to their mother’s room and closed the door. Their mother’s room was very peaceful. It had a feather comforter and scented candles and many framed pictures of Justin, Luna, and Claire. But right now, Luna did not want to look at any pictures of herself. She turned them all facedown. Then she spied one of her mother’s fuzzy slippers on the floor. It looked a little bit like a kitten.

Luna picked up the slipper, stretched out on the bed, and pulled the comforter up to her neck. She hugged the slipper, wishing that she had a real little kitten for a lonely time like now. She let a tear plop onto the pillow. And another. She closed her eyes.

“Luna?”

Luna’s eyes opened. The room had gone dark. Her mother was sitting next to her on the bed. “Are you all right?” Her hand was cool against Luna’s forehead. “You don’t feel feverish. Is that my slipper you’re holding?”

“Sorry Mom. I’m okay. I didn’t mean to fall asleep in here.” The pillow smelled spitty. Luna raised her head, handed over the slipper, and wiped her cheek.

“Is there anything you want to talk about?” Now her mother reached over to the bedside table and stood one of the pictures upright. Luna looked hard at the photograph, taken at the beach after she and Justin and Claire had spent the entire afternoon digging a hole. She and Claire were standing in the hole on either side of Justin, so the picture was of Justin’s entire face but only the tops of the twins’ heads to their noses. It was almost impossible to know that Luna was the twin on the right.

Seeing the picture made Luna’s eyes fill up again. “Claire got moved into Five B,” she said.

“I know. She told me. She said that apart from missing you, it wasn’t as bad as she expected.”

Luna sniffled, then put her face in her hands. “When we’re apart, Claire gets to keep her whole self, but I’m only half of me.”

“Oh, Luna!” Her mother hugged her very long. Then she said, “Let me tell you a story. When you and Claire were little, nobody could tell you apart except for your dad and I. Do you know how? Because Claire was awake all day, and you were awake all night.” She smiled to herself, remembering. “So we always knew you from Claire, because Claire shone with the sun and you shone with the moon.”

“But we don’t go to school at night!” Luna wailed.

Her mother smoothed back Luna’s hair. “What I mean to say is, you both shine in different phases. Wait until the glare wears off this change and you feel more comfortable with it. Then you’ll shine, too, in your own special light.”

“What if I don’t shine?”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed in thought and then she spoke seriously. “If you really feel that you need to be with Claire, then I’ll have a talk with Ms. Fleegerman. As far as I’m concerned, children don’t need to switch rooms midyear for their own or anyone else’s good. But will you promise to think of it as a challenge, and give it a try?”

Luna nodded, although the only thing she wanted to try was to put Claire’s desk, and everything else, back to the way it was.

The next day was just as lonely, though, and so was the next. Claire, however, was going to a Friday-night pizza party with other members of the Mariposa Club.

“You can come, too, of course, Loon,” she said, but Luna said no thanks. She didn’t know Alexa and Courtney that well.

By the middle of the next week, Luna was wondering when her mother was going to have that talk with old Ms. Fleegerman. Recess was especially lonely. She had used to have recess with Claire, but now she always took a book to read on the tires. Today she had forgotten to bring out a book. Some of the other kids were playing Destroyer, and a few were doing gymnastics. Luna was not good at either of those things.

When Claire had been around, they had used to do gymnastics, too, with Luna spotting for Claire and then scoring her from one to ten. Without Claire, Luna realized that she didn’t love-love -love gymnastics so much, after all. In fact, without Claire, Luna wouldn’t have minded indoor recess.

Luna sat on the tires and kicked her legs. Then she walked out to the blacktop to watch kids get slammed out of Destroyer. After a few minutes, she picked up a rock and started to draw on the blacktop. It was a good rock, with a sharp part for details and a blunt part for shading.

First she drew Grandy’s cat, Wilbur. She drew him sitting in the branches of a shaggy cypress tree. After a few minutes, some of the kids who had been slammed out of Destroyer began to creep and then to clump around her, watching.

“Hey, look what she drew!”

Behind the tree, Luna drew a sliver of moon. She shaded in some clouds.

“That’s really good, Luna.” Some of the gymnasts had stopped their front flips and back flips to watch.

Soon almost a dozen kids, including Mr. Dooley, the recess monitor, had made a giant circle around her.

“I didn’t even know you could draw, Luna,” said Adam Chow. “Why aren’t you helping us with the scenery for our play?”

Luna shrugged. Claire was awful at drawing, so they both had signed up for stage-managing.

“Think about it,” said Adam. “I’m sure it’s not too late.”

“Okay,” said Luna.

“I saw your nice drawing at Five B recess,” said Claire that afternoon as they walked home from school. “Now Courtney and Alexa really want you to be in our club. You’d draw the best mariposas of all. All you have to do to join is hold your breath for one minute and eat a handful of grass. Think about it.”

“Okay” said Luna.

After a couple of days of thinking about it, Luna decided not to be in the Mariposa Club. Instead, she switched over from stage-managing to painting the play scenery with Adam Chow. The play that year was The Princess and the Pea.

“It’s mostly drawing palaces and forests,” said Adam.

But palaces and forests were Luna’s specialty. And she noticed that every time she picked up her paintbrush, other kids put theirs down to watch.

Soon she was giving them tips. “If you use a lot of water, then you can always go back for a do-over.” Or, “Sometimes a dot of white here and there can make a surface look shiny.”

One afternoon, during A and B’s hall rotation, Luna found herself in a debate about whether The Princess and the Pea was a girl play or a boy play or both. Adam Chow was on Luna’s side (they thought it was both) and Jeb Myers disagreed (he said it was a girl play), but it was a good kind of argument. Luna was surprised that she had so much strong opinion inside her. She felt for a minute like one of Grandy’s buddies. It took a nudge from Adam to look across the hall.

Claire was waving to her.

Luna waved back.

“You don’t have to have that talk with old Ms. Fleegerman,” Luna said that night to her mother when she came in to kiss the twins good-night.

“Have things become a little easier for you?” asked her mother.

Luna thought for a minute. “Let’s just say, I think I’m phasing into it,” she answered.
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Aloha Means Hello and Goodbye

“MOM, ARE YOU SAD about Fluffy?” asked Claire.

She and Luna and Justin were all sitting in the living room, trying to help their mother close her suitcase. She was leaving for Arizona to speak at a medical convention. She would be away until late the next night. “Long after all you munchkins are in bed,” she told them.

“Now why would you ask a thing like that?” Jill Bundkin raked her hands through her hair so that it spiked like a cactus. “I have an idea. Girls, sit on the suitcase. Justin, you push down from one side, and I’ll push from the other.”

The twins sat. Justin and their mother pushed.

The suitcase would not close.

“Just because,” Claire continued, “if you and Dad were still married, then he would be going with you to Arizona for company.”

“Girls, off. Let’s flip the suitcase.” The twins got off. They flipped the suitcase. “One of the interesting things about divorce,” said Jill Bundkin, “is that it makes a person independent.” She sat down hard on the suitcase. It still would not close. “Besides, I don’t mind going to Arizona alone. I’m looking forward to it, actually. The air is thin and easy on my sinuses.”

“And Mom could always take Steve, stupid,” said Justin. “She wants to be a lone wolf on this trip.” He let out a fantastic wolf howl. The twins covered their ears.

“Justin,” said their mother, “don’t call your sister stupid. Anyway, Claire, to answer your question, no, I’m not sad about Fluffy. I am happy with Steve and your dad is happy with Fluffy. In my opinion, she seems like a levelheaded woman, in spite of her name.”

“I like her, too. She gave me a disposable camera, last time I was over,” said Justin. “She’s always getting cool stuff from her job.”

“Hey, we didn’t get any camera,” said Luna.

“That’s because you never go there, stupid.”

“Don’t call your sister stupid,” said their mother. “Now, watch this!” She gave a back-ward leap into the air, then landed hard on the suitcase. The locks snapped into place.

Everybody applauded, then Justin picked up the suitcase and hauled it to the door.

“You girls need to find a way to build an understanding with Fluffy,” said their mother, pinching each of their noses. “But right now, I’m more concerned you understand that Grandy is the boss while I’m gone. Okay, pile on the kisses and hugs, because I won’t see you for two whole days!”

They attacked, even Justin, who acted more like himself when nobody from school was around to see him.

Outside, a checkered cab pulled up with a beep, and everyone watched through the window as Grandy and Wilbur leaped out. In one hand, Grandy held her flowered overnight bag; in the other, she grasped a dragon-handled walking cane. (The cane was not magic. It was meant to shoo pigeons.)

“Mom, hold that cab!” shouted their mother as the cabby drove off. “Oh, rats! I really needed that ride to the airport!”

Then Grandy crooked a pinkie and cast:

Back back

A seven-second tack.

It was a time-rewind spell, and now they all were hugging their mother good-bye again, and outside they heard Grandy saying to the cabby, “Wait here for my daughter. She’s going to the airport.”

Being witches, only the twins (and Grandy) felt the time rewind.

They followed their mother as she bumped her suitcase down the steps.

“Gosh, Mom, that cat looks just like all your others.” Jill Bundkin leaned down. She studied Wilbur with her serious, doctor- diagnosing face. “He must be in the same ancestral line.”

“Of course,” said Grandy. “This is Wilbur the Fifth.”

Wilbur closed one eye and yawned. Only a witch cat can do that. (All other, regular cats have to close both eyes when yawning.)

Their mother wrinkled her nose. “If I didn’t know that it was impossible, I’d say you had the same exact ugly old Wilbur that I remember from my childhood. Right down to the same raggedy right ear.”

Wilbur sniffed. Since he was a witch cat, he could understand humanspeak and he did not like to be insulted. He was also sensitive about his ear.

“You’d better get along, sweetie,” said Grandy, giving her daughter a little nudge.

In Claire’s opinion, Grandy had never been much fun to have as a babysitter. She did not cast any spells (unless it was an emergency), she checked napkins for hidden vegetables, and she did not even let them stay up late.

“Your mother’s house, your mother’s rules,” she always said.

While she had stayed over many times, it was always for one night or over the weekend, and it was always the same.

Bo-ring!

Which made it extra surprising the next morning when Claire stumbled out to the kitchen, last to breakfast as usual, and found Grandy sitting at the table all dressed up in her black suit and silver star earrings and holding a potted orchid.

“Where are you going?” she asked as she sat down and grabbed the Lucky Oats from Justin before he polished off the box.

“To school with you children of course. What else am I supposed to do?”

“But grandparents don’t go to school,” said Claire.

“Do I look like ‘grandparents’ to you?” snapped Grandy, making quote marks with her fingers.

“Mmmnnn,” said Claire, who thought that Grandy looked pretty much exactly like “grandparents.”

“I always walk a block ahead to check for muggers, so good-bye.” Justin jumped up, grabbed his bag lunch, and ran out the door.

“Why do you want to go to school with us?” asked Luna.

“For the shopping, of course!” their grandmother answered.

Claire almost choked on her Lucky Oats. She looked at Luna, who shrugged. While Grandy was basically a friendly witch, and a friendly grandmother, her Old School ways were sometimes unpredictable.

“She might be only going online shopping, using the school computers,” suggested Luna as they trooped out the door, Justin already two blocks ahead and Wilbur, chewing on a bottlecap, taking up the rear.

“Or she might be a serious encumbrance,” said Claire. Encumbrance was her new favorite word. It made a wonderful bumbling sound that gave her a picture of an elephant balancing on a cucumber. “What do you think she’s carrying that orchid for?”

Luna sighed. “I wish I knew.”

Kids began to stare as soon as they passed through the fifth-grade doors. Usually parents, grandparents, and other grown-ups came though the front doors. (And cats were not allowed through any doors.)

“Let’s stick together,” Claire murmured to Luna. “Maybe we’ll luck out and she’ll want to go to Justin’s room.”

Unfortunately, Grandy and Wilbur headed right for 5A.

“Ah, yes,” said Grandy, looking around with glee as she stepped into the room. “Paradise. It reminds me of my honeymoon with my poor, lost Fred.” She rubbed her hands together. “Plenty of bartering to be done here.”

The room had changed in the weeks since Ms. Fleegerman had arrived. She had redecorated it to look just like Hawaii. There was a relief map of all the Hawaiian islands on the cork board, as well as papier-mâché flowers, colorful tissue leis, and magazine pictures of Hawaii tacked into every corner. Claire loved-loved-loved Ms. Fleegerman’s dramatic touches, such as the basket of spiky protea flowers by the pencil sharpener and the big Styrofoam volcano on the windowsill. In fact, sometimes Claire wished that she, not Luna, had been the one allowed to stay in 5A.

But Ms. Fleegerman herself was a rules-and-regulations teacher, and she did not look pleased to have Grandy march into her classroom without so much as a permission slip.

“May I help you?” asked Ms. Fleegerman, standing up from her desk.

“I am Arianna Bramblewine,” said Grandy. “Nice to meet you.” She stuck out her hand.

Ms. Fleegerman took her hand to shake. Quickly, Grandy seized and squeezed it, hopped on one foot, and cast:

Freeze this minute to its death—

Everybody, hold your breath!

Time will stop so I might see

The riches of my shopping spree.

With harm to none,

This spell’s begun.

This was a powerful five-star spell (imagine how hard it would be to freeze time!), and even a witch like Grandy could keep it going for only sixty seconds, maximum.

The next minute’s silence was frightening. Claire and Luna (who were exempt from the spell) both shivered. All the kids were poised in place. Derrick Sherron was in the middle of picking his nose. Jemina Consolo was brushing her hair. Ms. Fleegerman was stopped mid-handshake, her eyes fixed on her notebook to see how she could have missed this appointment with Arianna Bramblewine.

Grandy shook off Ms. Fleegerman’s grip. Then she whisked among the desks, cackling and muttering to herself.

“My tiger-frog orchid is so valuable, I can exchange it for anything without any hassle. The question is, what do I want in return? Hmm, these magazine pictures are nice. Or what about that nice volcano to brighten up my library? I must say, teachers have become quite talented at what they can do with your basic plain, four-cornered room.”

Then Grandy spied Frieda Gunderson, frozen in the middle of copying the morning spelling words. Her mouth was dropped open in the start of a yawn, and her eyes stared sleepily at the blackboard.

Grandy’s own eyes lit up. “Maybe I’ll take that girl,” she said to Claire with a little wink. “She looks like hard worker. And I need somebody to help me with my tomato plants.”

“No, Grandy, please! Don’t take Frieda!” Claire pulled on Grandy’s wrist.

“I bet I wouldn’t even have to feed her much,” Grandy mused. “Maybe a handful of oyster mushrooms now and then.”

“Grandy,” Luna said in her strictest voice. “Stealing Frieda is not a good idea.”

“Oh, you girls are too serious for your own good!” Grandy snapped. “Child-snatching was outlawed from the Decree at least five hundred years ago. But I’m not going back from my shopping trip empty-handed, and my time-spell is running out. Eh, what’re these?”

Over the blackboard, Ms. Fleegerman had taped up cutout letters from all different colors of construction paper. The letters spelled out:

IN HAWAII, ALOHA MEANS HELLO AND GOOD-BYE!

“Now, that’s handiwork!” Grandy reached up and plucked off the first I. “She did this with nail scissors. Very dedicated. Okay, I’ll take them.” In a blink, she pulled off all the letters from the wall and stuffed them into her silver-buckled black purse. She had just buckled it shut and plunked her tiger-frog orchid smack in the middle of Ms. Fleegerman’s desk when time unfroze.

Everybody continued what they were doing, from word copying to nose picking to hair brushing.

“Arianna Bramblewine? Are you the woman who is giving the assembly with the trick monkeys?” asked Ms. Fleegerman.

“What? Oh, for goodness’ sakes, no. I’m a cat person.” Grandy lifted her chin. “But since you asked, as a matter of fact, I’m the regional school inspector,” she said mischievously.

“Really!” Ms. Fleegerman began to flip through her teacher’s notebook. “Mrs. Hass did not say you were coming! I had no idea … I would have made some special preparations. I hope my classroom presentation is satisfactory.” She looked around the room, then drew a sharp breath. “My letters are gone!”

“What letters?” asked Grandy, more mischievously.

“My aloha letters,” said Ms. Fleegerman. She pointed to the empty space where the letters had been. “They were just there, a minute ago. Class! Class!” Her voice was shrill. “Would whomever took my letters kindly return them to me!”

The first bell rang.

“Oh, where does time go? I’m usually finished roll call by now.” Ms. Fleegerman shook her wristwatch and held it to her ear. She glanced at her roll book. “Why, where did this orchid come from?”

“Compliments of the Inspectors’ Bureau. Now, then, I must be getting on,” said Grandy, “but as regional school inspector, I should warn you, madam, that you seem both disorganized and overly emotional. Come along, Wilbur.”

With that, Grandy picked up Wilbur (who had fallen asleep in the trash basket) and swept out.

Ms. Fleegerman watched her leave, then wilted behind her desk. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Claire and Luna. “Whichever one of you is Claire Bundkin, please go to your classroom,” she said in her regular strict old Ms. Fleegerman voice.

“See ya,” said Claire. She felt bad. It had been mean for Grandy to exchange those letters without telling. Claire knew that Ms. Fleegerman was having a hard enough time in 5A without having her words taken. Some kids called her Fleegermonster, and of course everyone wanted Mrs. Sanchez back. In fact, when Mrs. Sanchez had popped in last week for a quick visit and to show off her new baby Olivia, 5A had gone berserk, jumping all around and hugging her.

Nobody would jump around and hug Fleegermonster. No way.

The truth was, it was perfectly possible for Ms. Fleegerman to think that any single one of the 5A kids had stolen her letters.

Later that morning, Ms. Fleegerman marched into 5B. “I will be putting this manila envelope on a chair outside my door,” she said. “Would the person who borrowed my letters kindly put them in this envelope at his or her convenience?” she said. Her voice was haughty, but Claire knew that Ms. Fleegerman tended to get haughty when she felt unfairly treated. “My room is not the same without these letters,” continued haughty-voiced old Ms. Fleegerman. “And I worked very hard to make it perfect.”

A few kids snickered.

Claire did not snicker. She thought about the time she had practiced walking backward on her hands every afternoon for a month until she got it just right. Even though practice had roughened the skin off her palms and given her shoulder cramps, something inside her had needed to walk backward perfectly.

Claire bet that Ms. Fleegerman’s feelings about her room were a lot like her own feelings about walking backward on her hands.

With the letters, 5A had been perfect.

A plan began to form in Claire’s mind. On the way home from school, she told her plan to Luna.

“What? I don’t want to waste my time cutting out dumb letters. It would take forever,” said Luna. “Besides, Galaxy Murk is on TV tonight.”

“It’s a repeat,” said Claire.

“And since when is old Ms. F your best friend? She pushed you out of Five A! You should be happy that Grandy bought her letters!”

“Grandy took them,” said Claire. “Taking is not the same as buying.”

“She exchanged them,” said Luna. “And exchanging is the same thing as buying. Almost.”

“Is not.”

“Is.”

“Is not.”

“Is, and either way,” said Luna, “count me out. I don’t like old Ms. Fleegerman, and I don’t want to do her any freebie favors.”

“You girls got some packages,” said Grandy when they got home. Two identical brown-paper-covered boxes rested on the kitchen table.

The girls pounced and opened them. “Maybe this is something about the GSTs,” whispered Claire.

But the packages turned out to hold their ugly bumblebee bridesmaids’ dresses, newly fitted, from Regent’s department store.

“Yick!” yelped Grandy. “What are these revolting bee costumes? It’s not Halloween for another five months, three weeks, six days, and eight hours.”

“Those are our junior bridesmaid dresses,” said Claire.

“Did Furry pick them out?”

“Fluffy,” corrected Luna. “And no, she didn’t. We did.”

“Well, what horrible picks,” said Grandy. “You should be ashamed of yourselves. I’m going for a walk.” She picked up her pigeon-shooer cane and whisked out the door.

The twins rushed upstairs to their room and tried on the dresses.

They were so ugly, they weren’t even funny.

So ugly, that the only thing to do was to take them off. Fast.

“Maybe we should be ashamed of ourselves,” Luna mentioned as she wriggled out of her dress. “Especially you. You picked them out.”

“Who cares?” Claire swept the dresses into her arms and shoved them into the farthest back part of their closet. She slammed the closet door.

But she did care.

She decided to make up for it by doing something good.

“I’m cutting out letters,” she said dramatically, her mind made up.

“Yuck. I’m not,” said Luna, and she scooted out of the bedroom.

Claire sat on the floor and got out her ruler, colored construction paper, and her scissors. Thirty-three letters plus one comma, one hyphen, and one exclamation mark. Ugh! It would take forever.

With a long sigh, she began to trace the letters.

After about ten minutes, the bedroom door opened. Luna was holding their mother’s first-aid kit scissors. She sat down next to Claire and gave a big long sigh of her own.

Claire handed her a few pieces of construction paper.

They worked until Grandy called them to dinner. They hurried through their homework and continued working until late into the night. They finished the last E and the ! a few minutes before they heard the cab pull up to the front door, and they were safe in bed just in time to get their good-night kiss.

The next morning, the girls ran to school very early. While Luna watched the hall, Claire poked the letters into the manila envelope.

Then they both dashed into 5A to see what would happen.

When Ms. Fleegerman walked into the classroom, she was holding the envelope. She shook the letters onto her desk. For a moment, her face melted with relief.

Then she looked closer. She seemed puzzled.

“Eggplants and eyeballs, she knows,” Claire whispered. “Our letters probably weren’t as good as the ones she made herself.”

But if she did know, Ms. Fleegerman didn’t let on. “I see the mystery borrower has returned my letters,” she declared. “To that person, I would like to say thank you. Now, who will volunteer to help me tack them up?”

“I will,” said Claire.

“I will,” said Adam Chow, thinking that Claire was Luna.

“Good. Let’s do it during lunchtime. And whichever one of you is Claire Bundkin, please report to Five B.” Ms. Fleegerman’s regular strict voice was back.

“See ya,” said Claire.

Wasting lunchtime to do teacher-helping stuff was kind of unfair, Claire thought, but it didn’t turn out to be all bad. Ms. Fleegerman brought a special lunch; some sandwiches, peanut butter cookies, and grape soda from the teacher’s lounge.

When all the words were pinned back in the right place, Ms. Fleegerman surveyed the room.

“It’s not Hawaii,” she said, a bit dejectedly.

“All the kids say your room is the best decorated,” Claire told her. “Honest.”

“Really?” Ms. Fleegerman sounded surprised.

“Yep.” Adam Chow nodded. “I think the person who took your letters didn’t do it from meanness. He or she probably couldn’t resist them.”

“Exactly!” said Claire.

“I had never thought of it that way,” said Ms. Fleegerman, who now seemed content to think of it exactly that way. Her face brightened, and she took a big bite of her cookie. “I love beautiful words like aloha,” she confessed. Her voice was almost shy. “I always feel an early-morning Hawaiian breeze in that word.”

“Another good word is prickly,” said Claire before she could stop herself. “It would hurt your fingers to pick up that word.”

“I like the word besotted,” said Ms. Fleegerman. “It’s a fat, sleepy word.”

Claire had not exactly planned to have Ms. Fleegerman turn into her word friend. And kids sometimes gave Claire strange looks when Ms. Fleegerman called out “Heliotrope!” or “Pumpernickel!” or “Hugger’ mugger!” whenever she saw Claire in hall rotation. (After becoming her word friend, Ms. Fleegerman never again mistook Claire for Luna.)

As well, Claire never again could see her as an awful word like Fleegermonster.

Which made the friendship, all in all, a change for the better.

Like the transformation of a haughty old caterpillar into a lovely mariposa.
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The Princess and the Peep

THE FIRST WEEKEND OF MAY was when Tower Hill Middle School’s fifth and sixth grade would perform The Princess and the Pea. Since Luna and Claire both were involved with the play, they would have to miss their usual weekend in Bramblewine.

“Then you may come out next weekend,” said Grandy.

“Are we especially invited?” asked Luna worriedly. She wanted to make sure, after what had happened the last time.

“Yes,” said Grandy. “You are extra-especially invited. And good luck with your play. Sorry I won’t be there, but I hate-hate-hate school plays. There’s always too much chorus singing.”

Everyone else was coming. “Mom and Steve, Dad and Fluffy, and Justin.” Claire ticked off the names on her fingers while she and Luna sat in the audience watching a dress rehearsal. Aside from being on crew—Claire for stage-managing and Luna for scenery painting—the twins had non-speaking roles as ladies-in-waiting in Act Three.

The rest of the time, they helped out by being the audience.

“We need to buy five tickets,” said Claire. “Frogfeet and fiddleheads, I wish I could figure out a way to get Fluff seated behind someone really tall!”

“Mmm.” Luna was not paying attention to Claire’s schemes. She was listening to Angelica Antonio sing.

Angelica Antonio was a sixth grader. She had waist-length hair and wore ankle-length skirts, and she played the lead role of Princess Winifred, the princess who felt the pea under twenty mattresses.

“She’s the greatest singer I’ve ever heard,” said Luna. She wondered if Angelica Antonio would be available to sing at her wedding one day.

“She’s also the snootiest girl in the sixth grade,” Claire answered. “I can’t stand how she swishes her hair over the back of her chair when she sits down. Hey, maybe we could put some chair-colored bubble gum on Fluffy’s seat!”

Luna nodded distractedly. She was thinking of the perfect compliment to give Angelica after rehearsal. Something to express exactly how the music danced like butterflies in her stomach whenever she heard Angelica’s voice.

But it was hard for Luna to speak up to people she didn’t know. She decided to proceed with caution.

After rehearsal, she stood next to Angelica backstage and tried to say her compliment. She stood there for a long time. She began to feel stupid. When Angelica turned to her and raised an eyebrow in a way that meant why are you standing next to me? Luna hurried off.

That night after dinner, Luna tried to sing as she dried the dishes. Just to test the sound of her own voice, which she did not remember as being very good.

“Uh, did you swallow a tongue depressor?” asked Justin. Then he and Claire laughed and gave each other high-fives.

“Shut up,” Luna muttered. It didn’t seem fair that a person who loved-loved -loved singing as much as herself should have such a bad, crackly voice.

The next afternoon at rehearsal, Luna had an idea. She was just finishing up some back-drop scenery for Act Two, which showed the palace hall. She had been painting a silver mirror. But in a burst of inspiration, she decided to turn it into a portrait of Princess Winifred.

She worked hard to get the portrait to look like Angelica, with long hair and silvery musical notes floating from her mouth. As a final touch, she painted a tiger-striped kitten in Angelica’s arms.

“Who’s that supposed to be?” The sound of Angelica’s voice made Luna turn with a start.

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Luna, stepping back and looking at the picture as if she just noticed it herself.

“It looks dumb to put a face there,” said Angelica. “I liked it better when it was an empty window.” Then she walked away before Luna could explain that it was not a window, but a mirror.

Quickly, Luna painted over the portrait and turned it into a window.

On the evening of the performance, Luna had another idea. She bought Angelica a white rose and a card. Inside the card she wrote, I think you sing perfectly!

She left the rose and note on the makeup table backstage, where Angelica would be sure to see it.

“Does anyone know gave this to me?” asked Angelica when she came into the dressing room. She held up the rose and spun around so that her hair swished. “Was it Zack? Adam? Peter? Who? Come on, guys! I know it was one of you!”

Luna could not bring herself to say any thing. She kept her head down.

“See? That’s what you get for being nice to snotty Angelica Antonio!” snapped Claire after Angelica left the dressing room. She turned so that Luna could button up the back of her lady-in-waiting costume. “Let me cast a throat-scratch spell on her!”

“Don’t even dare.” Now Luna turned so that Claire could button up the back of her costume. “That would wreck the play for everyone.”

“Well, guess what I did do? I put a wobbly chair in the place where Fluffy’s sitting. I peeked out into the audience and she looks all crooked! Ha ha!”

Luna was not really listening.

She waited until Act One was over before she steeled her nerve.

It was now or never.

Angelica was in the wings, sitting on one of the Styrofoam tree stumps and drinking hot lemon-and-honey water. Lindsey Berger, a sixth grader who played the Queen, was braiding Angelica’s hair. (There was always one girl or another braiding Angelica’s hair.)

“It’s me who thinks you sing perfectly, Angelica,” Luna said, so quiet she could hardly hear herself.

Angelica shrugged. “Okay,” she said. Then she realized. “Oh, you were the one who gave me that card and the rose. Thanks, Claire.”

“I’m Luna,” said Luna.

Angelica smiled in a way that didn’t really look like a smile at all. “Listen. Luna. That’s nice of you and all, but sixth graders and fifth graders are like oil and water,” she said. “They don’t mix. Get it? No offense.”

Lindsey Berger began to laugh, and then Angelica giggle-snorted. It was a mean, sixth grade giggle-snort, as awful as if Angelica had crushed the rose underneath her shoe.

Luna couldn’t think of a thing to say. Her eyes felt hot. She hurried off.

She watched Act Two from the wings. Angelica’s voice still was beautiful.

That almost made it worse.

In Act Three, when she and Claire were onstage for the Princess’s royal wedding, Luna forgot all the chorus lyrics. She did not even remember to mouth along. All she could hear was Angelica’s giggle-snort.

“Luna Bundkin, you sure got a case of cold feet out there,” said Mr. Rosenthal in the lobby after the show. He clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Stage fright, hmm? I guess that’s one way to tell you from your sister.”

“I guess.” Luna swallowed.

Her parents and Steve and Fluffy all looked at her sympathetically. It was embarrassing.

I will never do a single nice thing for any body, ever again, Luna thought as she lay in bed that night. No More Nice. That would be her new policy.

The next morning, the sound of Angelica’s giggle-snort had not left Luna’s memory.

“Crumbs, Loon, you’re still thinking about that? Who cares about snotty Angelica Antonio’s giggle-snort?” Claire scoffed. “But if it really gets to you, cast a little itching-pink-eye spell on her. I won’t tell Grandy.” She grinned and rubbed her hands together. “In fact, I cast one on Jemina Consolo after she stole my rainbow eraser.”

“Mmm.” Luna pretended to agree, but it wasn’t a witching revenge that she felt. It was a sadder feeling.

All week, whenever she saw Angelica, it was as if she was trapped in that same awful minute of the giggle-snort. It hurt the same amount.

No More Nice, thought Luna.

The next weekend, rain poured over the city. A tornado watch was on.

“May is coming in like a lion!” squealed Claire.

“No way I’m going to Bramblewine,” said Justin. “It’s even worse there when you’re stuck indoors. Tell Grandy I have a debate competition.”

“Maybe you girls should take a rain check on Bramblewine, too,” joked their mother. (Most doctors tell pretty bad jokes.)

“We’ll be fine!” Luna said. She was still upset about Angelica. At least at Bramblewine, she could cast a few grumpy spells in this witching weather. Grandy had promised to teach them how to shake branches down from the trees. Or, with Claire’s help, she could send a mini-clap of thunder across the sky.

After layering them in raincoats and hats and preparing a thermos of hot cider, their mother dropped them at the station. The twins sat together in the train, passing the cider back and forth. The train creaked and swayed, and the lights flickered.

“I never took the train in a rainstorm,” said Claire. “It’s scary cool!”

To Luna, it was just scary. The trees bent in the wind. Rain hammered the top of the car. The conductor’s shoes squeaked as he walked down the aisle.

“Maaay-rose!”

“Siiilver-toad!”

Men and women collected their umbrellas and blundered into the howling weather. The train chugged on.

“Laaang-ham!” the conductor shouted.

As always, the only person left was the man in the old-fashioned hat and the pea coat. As always, he was sleeping.

“Poor thing, he doesn’t have an umbrella,” murmured Claire. “I wonder why he didn’t remember one? He might catch a cold. If I hadn’t lost my umbrella, I’d sure lend him mine.” She looked at her sister meaningfully.

Luna clutched her own umbrella. She did not want to lend it. It would go against her new policy of No More Nice.

Besides, it was never a good idea to talk to strangers.

Yet after so many years spent riding the train with the old man, he did not seem exactly like a stranger to Luna. He seemed more like a very nice old gentleman who would be soaked the minute he got off the train.

The train creaked around a narrow bend, and just as he always did, the man woke up with a start. Which, come to think of it, was pretty strange, Luna thought. How did he know to wake up at the same exact moment, every time?

She decided to put her No More Nice policy on hold for now. She stood up and walked down the aisle.

“Excuse me, would you like to borrow our umbrella?” she asked the old gentleman. “My sister and I already have hats and raincoats. Our mom is a doctor, and she’s strict about cold and flu protection.”

The man looked at her. He had eyes the color of warm chocolate chips.

“A doctor, hmm? She must be an intelligent woman,” he said. His hands closed around the offered umbrella. “If you’re sure you don’t mind, then I thank you kindly. Are you getting off at the next stop?”

“No, we’re the last stop. Bramblewine.”

“Ah, Bramblewine,” said the old man sadly. “That’s where I’d like to go. But for some reason I keep jumping off at Dillweed.”

“Then what do you do?” asked Luna.

“Why, I catch the next train and loop around again,” he said. “I’ve been doing this for a few hours. Let me tell you, it’s quite frustrating. Well, it was a pleasure to meet you, young lady.” He stood, reached for her hand and shook it.

Luna looked hard at the old gentleman. Something about him seemed familiar.

“Diiill-weed,” hollered the conductor.

“Unfortunately, that’s my stop,” said the old man with a sigh.

“No, it’s not, remember?” Luna clutched the old man’s hand. He tried to shake free of Luna’s grip.

“Is so,” he said.

“Is not!” She held on. Her heart was pounding. Because she knew.

Claire, who had been watching from her seat, jumped up and rushed over. “Luna, you loon, let go,” she ordered.

“Clairsie, look into his eyes. Don’t you see who he is?”

Claire looked closer. She gasped. Then she said, “Who?”

“Our very own grandfather, Fred Bramblewine, that’s who,” whispered Luna in Claire’s ear. “It’s Grampy!”

“Please let go of my hand, miss,” said Grampy. “The train is in the station!”

“I think he’s stuck in some sort of repeat-mistake loop,” said Luna. “We’ve got to spring him. Take his other hand, Clairsie, and do a number three-five-oh!” (Just like doctor’s procedures, most witch spells have shorthand, in case of an emergency.)

Claire took his other hand. Rapidly, they chanted:

Time can fly when you’re having fun

Or it can stutter and come undone

A sudden slap might do the trick

Fred Bramblewine, from time, unstick!

And then Luna slapped her long-lost grandfather across the face.

“Miss, that wasn’t very nice!” he sputtered. “And I missed my stop!”

Sure enough, the train was creaking past Dillweed to its final destination.

“No no no, I haven’t missed my stop,” said Grampy, squinting out the window. “I’m supposed to get off …”

“With us,” finished Luna.

“With you?” He looked startled.

“Trust us,” said Claire.

It would be hard to explain the look on Grandy’s face when the girls got off the train, each of them holding on to one of their grandfather’s hands.

“Could that be … Is that my long-lost Fred, unstuck at last?” she asked. She came closer, then touched his face carefully, as if he might break. Then she gave a whoop and hugged him very hard. And in spite of Grampy doing his best to hold Luna’s umbrella over them all, everyone got very wet from rain and tears.

As soon as they got to the house, Grandy phoned their mother, who immediately made plans to drive over with Justin.

“Serves me right. It’s all my fault for trying to Change Destiny,” Grandy told the girls privately, after Grampy had gone upstairs to take a much-needed bubble bath. “You see, Fred was always falling asleep on his commute, nightclub singing being a rather late-night job. I thought I was helping him out when I cast a spell that would always wake him up at the last stop. But I forgot one important thing—that Dillweed is generally thought to be the last stop, not Bramblewine. Bramblewine is the secret last stop.”

“And to think we saw him for years and years, and never suspected a thing,” said Luna.

“I know.” Grandy shook her head ruefully. “But think how hard it was for me to know dear Fred was riding the train around and around for nearly a decade. I was powerless, though. It’s the standard punishment for Destiny Changing—once it’s done, there’s no undoing a miscast spell. But now he’s home, thanks to you smart girls. I knew you’d unstick him one day!”

“Ten years,” said Claire. “That’s a long time to be away.”

“Luckily for Fred, the ride only seemed like a few hours.”

The girls looked confused. Grandy explained. “When you are inside a repeat- mistake-loop, you’re also riding on top of a time current. It’s the same as not being able to tell how deep the ocean gets when you’re swimming in it. But. I’ll have to pop Fred full of some memory spells, just so he knows who won the World Series and how many grandchildren he has.” Grandy put her hand on her heart and sighed. “It would devastate Fred to know he’d been gone so long from the family. Meantime, hide any calendars if you see them.”

They went out to the kitchen to cast a quick lunch before their mother and Justin arrived.

“Mom, you must have been cooking for hours!” exclaimed Jill Bundkin when she and Justin walked into the kitchen. “You should teach a time-management class at my hospital!”

“I just hope it tastes good!” Grandy smiled (because of course it all would taste delicious).

After lunch, everyone gathered in the living room. Grandy played piano and Grampy sang for them. He had a wonderful voice, too, Luna thought. Different from Angelica Antonio’s, but it had the same amount of perfect. And Grampy made a far better choice to sing at her wedding.

She was glad she had broken her No More Nice rule.

“This is like old times,” said their mother happily. “Oh, Dad, I’m just overjoyed that you decided to come home from wherever you were.”

“What do you mean?” asked Grampy. “I was only in Philadelphia.”

“Remind me to toss some memory spells into your mother and brother, too,” Grandy whispered to the girls.

Outside, the wind howled as the storm raged.

“Wolf weather,” said Justin. And he let out his usual howl that made the girls cover their ears.

“I can do that, too,” said Grampy, and let out a howl of his own.

Justin did a louder howl.

Then Grampy and Justin howled together.

“I suppose we’ll be seeing more of you out here in the future, young man,” said Grandy, looking pleased, even as she covered her ears.
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Edith and Hortense

CLAIRE KNEW IT WAS going to happen anyway.

In spite of the boycotting.

In spite of the bumblebee dresses.

Their father and Fluffy were getting married on June fifth. Nothing was going to stop him.

“And of course, Fluffy had to get married over our Bramblewine weekend,” said Luna.

“And of course, Fluffy had to pick First Presbyterian, which we walk past on the way to school, so we have to be reminded about her dumb wedding every single day!” Claire rolled her eyes.

“And of course, Fluffy has to hold her reception at The Aubergine, so even Steve thinks she’s a real princess.” Luna sneered. “Fluffy should have got married in Texas after all, instead of ruining Philadelphia for the rest of us.”

“Well, we’re going to do some ruining ourselves,” said Claire, rubbing her hands together.

Because something very nasty and ugly had dragged itself out of the brewing vats. The twins had decided that if they couldn’t Destiny Change the fact that this wedding was going to happen, the next best thing was to make it the worst day possible.

With spells, of course.

“Good, Smart, Tricky spells,” said Claire. “The kind of spells that will help us pass the GSTs and give us our stars and kittens.” She was breathless at the meanness of it.

Late at night, they pored over their Little Book of Shadows and made their plans. They cackled and snickered. They plotted and fumed. They worked and schemed very hard.

On the morning of June fifth, the twins were up with the sun to perform their first spell.

They stood outside on the front steps facing each other, each of them holding a daisy, and softly chanted:

Of flowered church

And flowered table

Fluff’s done the best that she is able

All’s decorated to the hilt.

Too bad the flowers have to wilt.

Then they used their thumbs to pop off the daisy heads.

This was a harder spell than it seems, because witches love-love-love gardens and flowers, and to wilt any plant deliberately goes against all witch-intuition.

(In fact, the spell made Claire feel a little sick.)

The next spell had to be performed in front of the refrigerator. While Luna held out her palm, Claire poured and stirred a teaspoon of sugar and a teaspoon of salt into it.

A tasty cake

With but one fault.

When sugar turns

Itself to salt.

“I didn’t even know there was a wedding cake spell,” said Claire.

“It’s nothing compared to some of those spells in the ‘Love’s Revenge’ chapter.” Luna grimaced. “Brokenhearted witches can get pretty vicious.”

The next and final spell needed to be performed at First Presbyterian Church, so it would have to wait until they all arrived. The girls quickly ate their Lucky Oats, then changed into their bumblebee bridesmaid dresses before they walked over with Steve and their mother (Justin, in his best man suit, ran a few blocks ahead).

“Frankly, I’m surprised Fluffy okayed those dreadful dresses,” their mother commented as she studied her daughters. “Being that she’s in the fashion industry and all.”

“We told you. She loves them,” said Luna.

Claire grinned behind her hand. That’s when she noticed the fat pink wart that had sprung up on her palm.

“Ew! Look.” She showed her sister.

Luna checked and saw she had a wart on her palm, as well.

“What do you think it means?” Claire asked. She inspected it carefully. “That we’re getting closer to our stars?”

“I don’t think so. Grandy doesn’t have any warts,” Luna answered. “To tell you the truth, I’m worried about our next and final spell. Isn’t it awfully close to Destiny Changing?”

“Don’t be such a worrywart. I’m sure we have a technical loophole,” said Claire. She wasn’t certain how, but she had heard the phrase on Galaxy Murk the other night and it seemed to apply nicely to this situation.

The church was empty. Quickly, the girls dashed up to the altar to cast their final spell, before they lost their nerve:

Forget you not.

Forget me, too.

Forget to say those words,

“I do.”

“Well, methinks it’s done,” said Luna faintly.

“Hounds and hunchbacks, look, Loon!” Claire lifted her hands, palms up. Half a dozen little pink warts had sprouted. There was even one on her wrist.

“I’ve got ’em, too.” Luna’s lip curled. “Yuck.”

“And look, the flower wilt spell’s in full force!”

They glanced around the church. It was true. Shabby roses were bent over the pews. Brown-edged hydrangeas and bunches of brittle baby’s breath drooped in their altar vases.

Everything looked awful.

“This’ll teach Fluff to steal other people’s dads!” said Luna weakly.

They hurried back down the aisle and took their places in the church vestibule along with their father, who had asked them to help greet the guests.

“You look nice, Dad,” said Claire.

“Thanks,” he said. He fidgeted with his cuff link. “I hope everything goes smoothly. For some reason, the flowers are losing more steam every minute.” He snapped his fingers. “Maybe it would help if the air conditioning were turned up. Yes, that’s it!” He hurried away.

The church began to fill. Even Grandy and Grampy had come, Grampy in his velvet smoking jacket and Grandy with her silver dragon cane. A row of ladies all looking somewhat like Fluffy filed into one of the pews.

“Her four sisters, I guess,” said Luna.

Then a very grand, proud couple walked in, smiling and waving.

“Fluff’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Demarkle,” whispered Claire. They looked nice, she thought, remembering that Fluffy’s parents already had invited the girls to come visit them.

Mr. Demarkle sat Mrs. Demarkle in the pew, and then took his place by the door, waiting to escort Fluffy down the aisle. He tipped his hat to the girls.

“Shame that Edith Hortense’s flower arrangements are doing so poorly,” he said. “Let’s cross our fingers that she won’t notice.”

But now other people were pointing to the dying flowers and whispering. Claire looked at Luna, who frowned and glanced away.

Claire knew what she was thinking. The flower-wilt spell was not quite as funny as they had hoped.

In fact, it wasn’t very funny at all.

A sleek silver limousine pulled up in front of the church. In a bounce of white satin, Fluffy jumped out. She looked absolutely perfect. Her dress was swoopy, her hair was in ringlets, and her face shone with excitement.

Claire heard Luna gasp in delight. Her sister loved-loved -loved wedding dresses. Even Claire had to admit Fluffy looked pretty good.

The organist stuck up the opening chords of the wedding march.

Fluffy swept up the stairs and took Mr. Demarkle’s arm. The smile on her face froze.

“What happened here?” she asked. “What happened to my flowers?”

“How about let’s just get this wedding over with?” suggested Luna brightly.

“I’m not stepping a foot down this aisle until I know what happened to my wedding flowers!” Fluffy stamped her foot.

Heads turned around in the pews.

The music stopped.

Their father hurried from the altar up the aisle. His face was red.

“There seems to be a small problem with the flowers, Fluff,” he said quietly. “It’s the air-conditioning, I think.”

“But this isn’t at all how I pictured my special day.” Fluffy’s eyes were beginning to tear. She looked as wilted as the bouquets.

Claire felt terrible. She pressed a warty hand to her hot forehead. Maybe she could ask Grandy to cast a flower-fixer spell. (But that would be admitting a mistake, and that was no way to get a star!)

“I’ll get the organ lady to play something lively while we take five,’” said Fluffy’s dad. He strode off.

“We could grab a garbage bag and chuck ’em, Fluff, if you want,” said Justin, who had come back to see what the commotion was all about.

“Yes,” Luna agreed, stepping forward. “The church looks nice enough without flowers.”

Fluffy raised a hand. “Please, gals. Don’t come near me in those dresses,” she implored. Her skin was already beginning to swell. “Oh, no!” she wailed, touching her hands to her face. “Excuse me. I think I better take a minute to cool off.”

She picked up her skirt, stumbled outside, and plopped down on the church steps, her head in her hands.

“Justin, you and I are going to find some trash bags and get rid of these flowers,” said their father briskly. To the girls, he pointed his finger and said, “You two stay with Fluff.”

As soon as the girls were left alone, Luna turned worried eyes on Claire. “Oh, Clairsie, there’s nothing funny about this.”

Claire looked at Luna and Luna looked at Claire. Neither of them liked what they saw; a frowning girl in a bumblebee dress up to her wrists in fat pink warts.

“I was thinking,” Luna began softly. “You know how sometimes you try to do the right thing, but instead it gets scrambled up by accident into something wrong? Like Justin’s love powder. That was an honest mistake.”

“Or, sometimes doing the right thing doesn’t get you any credit. Like making old Ms. Fleegerman her new letters,” Claire reflected. “But we did it anyhow. And then there’s doing something right that make you feel worse, like your rose for Angelica.”

“But sometimes, the right thing gives back a thousand times, like with Grampy,” Luna said. “We lent an umbrella, and we got back a grandfather!”

“And sometimes,” Claire said slowly, “sometimes doing something right is more like making a good investment in the future. I mean, if Fluffy steals Dad to Texas, we can’t do anything to stop her.”

“Right,” agreed Luna reluctantly.

“Because no matter if we’re in Philadelphia or Houston, Fluffy’s part of our family now It’s her Destiny, whether we like it or not.”

“Right,” agreed Luna.

They were silent for a moment. It was the closest the twins had ever come to a moment of ESP. Then they knew exactly what to do.

They linked pinkies and walked outside.

Fluffy was still slumped on the steps, her head in her hands.

“Hey Fluff.” As Claire spoke up, she placed her hand dramatically on her heart. “Please don’t be sad. We can fix this.”

Fluffy turned. Her face was teary and puffy. “Gals, step back. I mean it. My complexion can’t handle those darn bee dresses.”

“Give us fifteen minutes, okay, Fluffy?” asked Luna. “We promise we can undo every thing.”

Fluffy dropped her head back into her hands. “We should have eloped to Las Vegas,” she muttered.

It was no use talking to her. The twins dashed back into the church and pulled their mother from the pew.

“Mom, maybe you could ask Grampy to sing a few songs from his nightclub act to distract the congregation? There’s going to be a small delay,” Luna explained.

“Oh, dear,” said their mother. “Fluffy’s got last-minute cold feet?”

“Something like that,” said Claire.

They ran out of the church and down the block. Tower Hill Middle School was always open on the weekends, for sports and band practice. They dashed backstage and tore off their bumblebee costumes. Then they put on their Princess and the Pea ladies-in-waiting costumes. Luna buttoned up Claire and Claire buttoned up Luna.

“Much better,” Luna said.

On the way out the door, they passed by 5A to pick up the decorations. They did not expect Ms. Fleegerman to be at her desk.

“What are you girls doing here?” she asked.

“We’re going to a wedding and we had to change into our bridesmaid dresses. What are you doing here?”

“I’m correcting papers,” said Ms. Fleegerman.

She tried to look strict, but only managed to look lonely.

“Actually we were looking for you, Ms. Fleegerman. We wondered if we could borrow some of these classroom decorations,” said Claire. “Our dad is getting married in ten minutes.”

“Well, I never planned on lending these out,” said Ms. Fleegerman.

“It’s sort of an emergency,” explained Luna. “All the wedding flowers died. Something to do with the air-conditioning.”

“Oh, that’s a shame.” Ms. Fleegerman looked around her room. “I always did think it was too bad that nobody except fifth graders could see these decorations.” Her brow furrowed. “I’m not really dressed for a wedding, but … all right. I’ll bring them over.”

“Thanks, Ms. Fleegerman!” they chorused. Quickly, they bundled up the basket of proteas and other decorations into boxes. Then, with minutes to spare, they dashed back to the church.

Inside, it did not look very wedding-ish. Accompanied by the organ, Grampy was singing “Old Black Magic” while Justin walked up and down the aisle tossing the dying flowers into a big green trash bag. People were whispering and looking confused.

“Sugar, is there still going to be a wedding?” asked one of Fluffy’s sisters.

“Absolutely,” said Claire.

Carefully, the girls and Ms. Fleegerman strung the leis like garlands along the pews.

The congregation ooohed when Ms. Fleegerman placed her potted proteas on the altar. Fluffy, who had crept back inside the church, watched in wonder.

“Much better,” said Claire, surveying the church. She gave her dad a thumbs-up and nodded to the organ player.

Everyone took their places.

The wedding march started.

The girls walked tall.

And Fluffy looked radiant.

It wasn’t until Fluffy and their father were standing at the altar and the minister asked for the rings that the girls remembered.

The vow-forget spell!

“I don’t know how to undo it,” Claire whispered through gritted teeth.

“Try thinking of love or something,” Luna whispered back.

Claire thought of all the things she loved-loved-loved. Gymnastics and Hawaii and the word hugger-mugger.

Luna thought of all the things she loved-loved-loved. Painting and beautiful voices and Adam Chow, maybe.

They held their breath as the minister asked Edith Hortense Demarkle if she took Louis Bundkin to be her husband.

There was silence. A small silence that swelled to deafening pitch.

I do—I do—I do! thought Luna

I do—I do—I do! thought Claire.

“I do!” said Fluffy finally, in a happy jolt of remembering.

“I do!” said their father, even though it wasn’t his turn, yet.

And that’s when the girls learned something very important; that the power of love is far greater than the power of spells.

The groom kissed the bride, and everyone broke into cheers.

At The Aubergine, there was music and dancing. Their mother danced with Steve and Justin. Justin danced with the girls and Grandy. Grandy danced with Grampy, who also danced with their mother, Claire and Luna, all of Fluffy’s sisters, and even Ms. Fleegerman. And Ms. Fleegerman taught everyone how to do the hula.

“Gals, I don’t know how you did it, but thanks for helping to make this the best day of my life!” Fluffy squeezed each twin tight.

“Anytime, Fluff,” said Luna.

“Yep, you just tell us where and when, and we’ll show up,” added Claire with a grin.

Steve had whipped up a delicious banquet.

“This is the best veggie dip I ever had,” said Claire. “I love it!”

“That’s my special guacamole,” Steve said. “The trick is to use fresh avocados.”

Avocados! Quickly, Claire gulped a large sip of water.

“This was a very nice wedding dinner,” complimented Grandy as she passed by the table where the twins were sitting. “I’m especially looking forward to the cake.”

“It might not taste very good,” said Claire sorrowfully, glancing across the room to where the spell-salted cake sat on its own table strewn with rose petals. “We hope everyone is in too good a mood to care.”

Grandy smirked. She crooked her pinkie toward the cake and chanted:

Your warts tell stories of defeat

That twinnies have been less than sweet.

A salty cake will taste all wrong

Come back, sweet cake, and warts, so long!

“How did you know?” asked Claire, watching with relief as her warts shrank up and disappeared.

“A grandmother knows these things,” Grandy said. “But I am proud of you girls. Today, you did something good, smart, and tricky. Plus, you did it with wits, not witchcraft. Most importantly, you used love to undo a Destiny Change spell. And so …” Now Grandy was holding a wicker basket that seemed to have materialised out of nowhere. The twins hardly dared to look inside.

Curled up in the basket were the two most adorable striped kittens the girls had ever seen. One was gray with black markings and one was black with gray markings. Around each of their necks was the prized silver star.

“And I have just the right names for them. Something to honor this special day” Luna leaned close and whispered in her sister’s ear.

At first, Claire frowned. She loved the sound of beautiful words, and those names were not even pretty.

Then she thought about it a moment longer. Right now, sure, these kittens were adorable, but they would grow up to be working cats. Witch cats like Wilbur, who also had a plain (but serviceable) name.

No, adorable names would not suit these witch cats at all.

“Edith and Hortense,” she said, staring into the basket. “I guess I could get used to those names. And these kittens are very fluffy.”

Hortense stared up knowingly. Her humanspeak was already quite good.

And Edith closed one eye and yawned.
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Who Needs Zest?

“IT’S HOT ENOUGH TO slap your grandmother!” exclaimed Claire Bundkin to her identical twin sister, Luna. They were sitting together on the outdoor platform of the Philadelphia train station, waiting for the northbound local.

Luna frowned. “Claire, that’s not a very nice expression,” she said. “Especially since we’re about to see our very own grandmother in less than an hour.” She waved her folded-paper fan in front of her warm face and sighed.

“It’s hot enough to kick a nun,” Claire responded. “Hot enough to punch the post-man!”

Luna’s frowned deepened. She did not like thinking about kicked nuns and punched postpeople, but it was too hot to argue. Besides, she felt uncomfortable enough from the dose of greasy sunscreen that their mother had rubbed into every exposed inch of her skin earlier that morning. “You’ll thank me later. Most permanent sun damage occurs before age twenty,” Jill Bundkin had warned. (Their mother, who was a doctor, knew a lot of grim medical statistics.)

To Luna, who was ten, twenty seemed too old to bother thinking about. Twenty was years past the most important things, like becoming a teenager or getting her ears pierced. And it was way, way past the next five weeks that she would be spending at Camp Bliss.

There was no turning back now. In less than twenty-four hours, their grandmother would be driving the twins all the way down to Bluefly, Virginia, to spend one whole month plus one week at camp. Their mother was on call at the hospital this weekend; otherwise she would have taken them. Their father, a newspaper reporter, was in California on special assignment.

Neither twin had ever been to camp. But both girls had spent hours studying the Camp Bliss pamphlet trying to get the idea of it. They imagined themselves galloping over the “rolling green fields,” playing tennis on the “professional, all-clay courts,” stitching bead belts during “freestyle crafts time,” and, most important, making friends with other campers, “girls ranging from ages eight to fourteen.”

When it had been months away, Camp Bliss had seemed like fun to Luna. Now she was dreading it. Why had she ever thought camp would be a good idea? First, she did not like to venture off to new, strange places. Second, she was not very talented at sports, especially sports that involved balls, rackets, and nets. Last and worst, she was not that good at making new friends. She could never come up with the funny joke or the right questions that broke the ice.

In fact, she figured that except for maybe some talent at belt-beading, she would be all-around blah at Camp Bliss.

The train pulled into the station.

“Air-conditioning!” yelled Claire with relief as she leaped through the door and shinnied into her seat, feet up with her back against the window. She pointed. “Go across, not next.”

“Duh-uh.” Luna huffed as she took her seat across the aisle. It was too hot to sit next to her sister, or anyone else. She put her overnight bag in the empty seat, so that nobody else would make the mistake of sitting next, either.

“Whew!” Claire lolled her tongue and panted like a dog. “I’m glad our trunks were sent ahead to Virginia. I would pass out if I had to pick up anything heavier than a glass of iced tea.”

“Think of poor Justin,” Luna reminded her. Their older brother, Justin, had been hired for his very first summer job working as a grocery delivery boy. He told them he needed to gain some muscles if he wanted to try out for eighth-grade football next year. So far, Justin had lost two pounds. He blamed it on too much sweating.

“I’ll get it back in million-dollar biceps,” he told his sisters. “When you come home from your girlie-girl camp next month, you won’t even recognize this guy. And it’ll cost each of you five bucks if you want me to carry up your junk from the car.”

Five weeks was such a huge amount of time to be away, Luna thought. Justin probably would be unrecognizable when they returned. The longest she and Claire had ever been away from home had been last summer, when they had gone fishing with their father on Orange Clam Island for two weeks. Even then, they’d had at least one parent, in case of emergency.

Camp Bliss had no parents. Just kids and counselors.

“I hope Mom won’t be too lonely without us,” Luna said quietly. “Maybe one of us should have stayed in Philadelphia.”

Claire looked at her, puzzled. “She’s got Justin.”

“Well, but poor Dad doesn’t have any one.”

“Dad’s in California,” Claire reminded her. “And when he comes back, he’s got Fluffy.” Fluffy was Claire and Luna’s brand-new step-mother. Her real name was Edith Hortense. Fluffy was just one of those terrible childhood nicknames that had stuck into adulthood.

Now Claire leaned forward and wagged a finger at Luna. “You don’t really want to go to camp, do you, Luna? Crumbs, I knew it! You’ve got no zest for adventure!”

“Whatever!” Luna answered, but then she couldn’t think of what else to say. She turned her head toward the window and listened to the conductor call the names of the stops that led all the way out to Bramblewine, the thirteenth stop, which was where their grandparents lived.

Maybe Claire was right. It was true that Luna did not like being caught by surprise. When she checked out a sad or scary book from the library, she read the last chapter first, just to be prepared. When she took a test, she made sure that she read the directions twice. When a spell called for a pinch, she measured out an eighth of a teaspoon. And she always, always liked her pencil to have a fresh eraser on one end and a sharp point on the other.

She liked to think of herself as careful. Cautious. Not zestless.

“Bramblewine!” shouted the conductor. As usual, Claire and Luna were the last two passengers left on the train. Nobody ever came all the way out to Bramblewine. In fact, most people did not even know there was a thirteenth stop. That’s because Bramblewine was a rather mysterious place. And their grandmother, Five Star Head Witch Arianna of Greater Bramblewine, was one of Bramblewine’s most mysterious residents.

“Hello, twinsicles!” Grandy called now, leaning out the window of her dusty old Lincoln Continental. She was wearing her green-quartz-and-blue-topaz necklace and she’d had her hair beauty-parlorized, but her eyes looked a little squidgy.

“I’m still recovering from our Fourth of July party,” she explained with a yawn as the twins climbed into the car. “We had almost a hundred people over. Your grandfather must have flipped two hundred soy burgers. You’ll both have to sit in back, since Wilbur needs to stretch. Last night he swallowed a champagne cork, and he hasn’t been himself since.”

Wilbur was Grandy’s cat, who often ate things he shouldn’t. Grandy said the inside of his stomach probably looked like the bottom of the sea. Right now, Wilbur was asleep in the front passenger seat, snoring peacefully on his traveling cushion. He did not even twitch when Claire poked him.

“Hey, why weren’t we invited to your party?” asked Claire.

“No kiddies allowed. Which reminds me, girls, how are your kittens?”

“They just had their shots,” said Luna. “Mom promised that she would take good care of them while we’re gone.”

“Mom says kittens are too much effort and she wishes you hadn’t given them to us,” said Claire. Luna elbowed her. Claire never knew when to keep her mouth shut.

Grandy did not seem to care. “A witch needs a cat,” she said. “Your mother is not a witch, so she can’t be expected to understand.”

“Hey, Grandy, when did you know Mom wasn’t a witch?” Luna asked.

“I knew the minute she was born, because she started to cry,” said Grandy. “When a witch is born, she sneezes.”

Claire, who (like Luna) was a one-star witch, faked a sneeze, and then fake-sneezed all the way to their grandparents’ house. She was really getting on Luna’s nerves today.

“She’s just excited about camp,” said Grandy, after Claire had jumped out of the car. Following the sound of Grampy’s tractor, she sped down to the garden. “Claire has a love of adventure.”

“Zest,” mumbled Luna, shouldering her bag. “You mean a zest for adventure.”

Grandy raised her eyebrows. “Come upstairs and I’ll show you something,” she said. “Maybe it’ll rub the doom off your gloom.”

So Luna followed Grandy into the house and upstairs to the library.

The library was dark and smelled like books and spells and secrets. Glass-fronted cabinets stretched from the skin-thin antique Persian rugs to the high, water-stained ceiling. There was no air-conditioning at their grandparents’ house, but the walls were so thick that the rooms stayed cool, even in July. Luna loved-loved-loved this library. It was her favorite room in any house, anywhere.

Grandy sat down at her desk chair and turned on a slim silver laptop computer that Luna had never seen before. “I recently downloaded my Big Book of Shadows,” she said. “It’s a lot easier for spell searches. Eighteen hundred pages take too long to thumb through, not to mention the mildew problems. Come here and sit by me.”

Luna pulled up a chair. Grandy was quick on the keystrokes and did not have to look down at the letters once. She logged on and typed in “zest.” Dozens of categories popped up.

Squeeze New Zest from Old Dandelions: Leaves

Squeeze New Zest from Old Dandelions: Roots

Take a Three-Minute Zest Test

Zesty Magical Herbs: Fennel, Flax, and Feverfew

Guatemalan Zesty Spiced Tacos

Carefully, Grandy scrolled down, and then highlighted the category marked Zest for Adventure. A long list of spells came up, but Grandy went right to the one called Marigold Zest.


	“Aha,” she said. “Presto perfecto.” She double-clicked.



Luna read:

Marigold Zest:

A harmless adventure enhancement

Warning: do not confuse this spell with Marigold Pizzazz.

You will need:

Thrice-distilled marigold essence and clean feet

Directions:

Standing barefoot, facing west,

Three times chantyth, “Zest, zest, zest!”

Sprinkle powder toe to heel

’Twill soon provide that zesty feel.

Grandy clicked PRINT. “Since you are so good at memorising, Luna, you should learn this by heart tonight,” she warned. “It’s a bad idea to take a written-down spell to camp, where it could fall into the wrong hands.”

“Thanks, Grandy” said Luna, studying the paper. She did not quite know what the spell was about. Interesting, yes, but how could it help her?

“I’ll be seventy-seven this year, but nobody can call Arianna Bramblewine a techno-turkey.” Grandy patted her laptop and stood up. She crossed the room to unlock the door of one of her cabinets and took out a glass bottle of yellow powder. She blew the dust off its seal and held it up for Luna to see. “There you are, thrice-distilled Marigold Zest. This vial should never leave your care, though the smell is so unique it could be mistaken for some useless, overpriced cosmetic item. But a bottle of Marigold Zest can work wonders on even a non-witch’s wishes. So hide it well! And if anyone asks you what it is, say it’s homemade cornmeal foot powder.”

She tossed the vial to Luna, who, after a moment’s hesitation, slipped it into her pocket. “Thanks, Grandy.”

“It’ll put some temporary spring in your step,” said Grandy.

Luna glumly rolled the bottle between her fingers. She would need more than a springy step to get through the next five weeks. Under Grandy’s watchful eye, she felt her face grow warm.

“Grandy, I don’t want to go to camp,” Luna blurted. “And that’s not the kind of thing that can be solved with spells. It’s just my personality.”

Grandy looked down her nose. “Nothing,” said Grandy, “can be solved with a spell. Especially not the dinky one-star spells you and Claire are allowed to cast. But think how lucky you are, Luna. You’re a twin! Imagine all the girls who brave camp alone.”

“It’s worse to be a twin! All camp will do is show how different Claire and I really are!” Luna wailed. “Claire’s so much better for a place like camp. She can walk backward on her hands. She can whistle through her fingers. She never gets sun rash. I wish she hadn’t talked me into stupid Camp Bliss. I wish I could stay here all summer and take care of the kittens!”

“Oh, they’ll be fine. Cats are loners by nature. That’s why they’re such good pets. I’m more concerned about you.” Grandy’s brow furrowed. “Can you think of anything wonderful that might be at camp, that you wouldn’t find at home or Bramblewine?”

Now it was Luna’s turn to think hard. “Well, maybe one thing,” she confessed in a voice slightly louder than a whisper. “I keep wondering if maybe my true, all-weather friend is at camp. Someone just for me.”

“Well, there you have it!” Grandy thumped Luna’s knee. “An all-weather friend is scarcer than finch-and-turtle soup. And I’d go farther than the Galapagos for finch-and-turtle soup. You’re only going to Virginia.”
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Sailing to Bliss

WHAT CLAIRE REALLY WANTED to know about Camp Bliss was: would there be a tug-of-war?

“You always see tugs-of-war in the movies and television shows about camp,” she said, leaning up to talk in Grandy’s ear.

“Claire, sit back. Is your seat belt on?” snapped her grandmother.

“Sometimes the tug happens over grass,” Claire mused. “Other times there’s a huge mud puddle, and mud is what I’d rather—”

“You’re blocking my rearview, Claire. Your belt’s not on, is it?”

“—I’d rather tug over mud since I’m—”

“Sit back and buckle up, Claire!”

“—since I’m good at mud!”

They had been on the road since early morning, and now it was just past lunch. Luna was up front, with Wilbur on her lap. The reason Luna was up front, of course, was because she had started complaining that she was carsick from the moment she woke up that morning. Even before breakfast.

“How can you be carsick before you’re in the car?” Claire asked.

“My anticipation that I will get carsick is almost as bad as the real thing,” Luna answered primly.

Claire had a hunch that her sister only felt sick because she did not want to go to Camp Bliss. Even though Luna kept insisting it wasn’t true, Claire’s hunches usually were correct.

“If Camp Bliss doesn’t have tugs-of-war, I’ll enkindle one,” Claire said. She had just learned the word enkindle. It was a fantastic word that made her think of a candle sparking into pale flame. Claire also had a hunch that enkindle was not working perfectly in her sentence, but it was hard to find the correct way to use a word like enkindle in regular, everyday talking. You had to grab your chances.

“If you don’t sit back, Claire, I will enkindle your toes,” said Grandy crossly. (Grandy was not using enkindle perfectly, either, but Claire decided not to say anything about that. Grandy was acting too crabby.)

“Besides,’” said Luna, turning around, “what does that mean, to be ‘good at mud’? What do you think you are, a pig?”

Claire rolled her eyes, sat back, and refastened her seat belt. Grandy said it would take three more hours before they arrived at Bluefly, Virginia. Claire could hardly wait another minute. So far, it had been a pretty bad drive.

At first, Grandy had been enthusiastic about an all-day sight-seeing trip down south. “Well do a quick detour through Roanoke. That’s where I met your grandfather, you know,” she told them. “But first, well stop for a fish gumbo at this darling place I know in Baltimore.”

But they got stuck in traffic and didn’t find the darling fish gumbo place, after all. Instead, they had to eat a fast-food lunch. The take-out people forgot to make Grandy’s drink diet. That’s when Grandy started to grump.

“This trip was longer than I bargained for,” she kept saying.

“A lot longer.”

“It’s never-ending. What was I thinking? Who the heck would ever want to go to Bluefly, Virginia? There aren’t even any outlets.”

Then Luna started getting grumpy, too, since grumpiness was in the air.

“Stop kicking the back of my seat,” Luna complained. Or, once: “You didn’t wash your hair last night, did you, Claire? I can smell it from up here. Yuck. It smells like dog breath.”

And no matter what interesting subject Claire brought up—did Camp Bliss have tugs-of-war? How much money would Justin make delivering groceries this summer? Would their kittens forget them after five weeks? What color did pink and green and a touch of mustard make? No matter what, it was nothing but crabbing from the front seat.

“Pink, green, and mustard is the color of carsick throw-up,” said Luna.

“Pink, green, and mustard is the color of nondiet soda,” said Grandy.

At one point, even old Wilbur looked up and yawned rudely in Claire’s face.

So Claire was relieved, watching her grandmother in the rearview, when Grandy began to get her thoughtful, spell look. Grandy’s spell face was unique among all others. First, she pressed her lips together so that they almost disappeared. Then her eyelids drooped. And then she started to nod her head. It all happened very, very slowly.

Claire crossed her fingers as Grandy cleared her throat.

“Girls,” Grandy began, coaxing, “To get this boring drive over with means casting a spell. I seem to have forgotten, however, the correct speed-driving spell. The only one that comes to my mind is a speed-sailing spell. But surely you do not want to sit in this car with me and my terrible mood for the next couple of hours, do you?” Her voice was loud and deep, ready to cast. “Young witches mine, be we in agreement? Aye or nay?”

“Aye!” shouted Claire.

“Aye,” said Luna, very quietly because, Claire suspected, she did not want to get to Camp Bliss any earlier than she absolutely had to.

“Ayes have it. Hold tight!” Grandy ordered. With a tap of her finger north, south, west, and east on the odometer, she cast:

Batten down the hatches!

Blow, wind, blow.

We’ll sail to Bliss

In the undertow.

There was a rush of freezing cold. Claire shut her eyes as what felt like a giant wave, then another, then a third, pounded and crashed the sides of the Lincoln Continental. It sounded so real and salty wet that Claire almost believed she was getting soaked. When she opened her eyes again, she realized that, as a matter of fact, she was soaked, and the car was pulling up between two blue-and-tan-striped pillars. Stretched between them was a canvas banner that read:

CAMP BLISS WELCOMES YOU!

“I’m drenched,” squealed Luna. “Grandy you splooshed us!”

“Eh, spell side effect. I should have told you to roll up your windows. But at least the car had a nice wash.” Their grandmother turned on her windshield wipers and slowed over the speed bump. “Humph. Looks like we’re right on time.”

The parking lot was full. Dozens of girls milled around, waving to one another. Some carried tennis rackets. Some clung to their parents’ hands. Some were wearing tan-and-blue-striped Camp Bliss T-shirts.

Claire scrunched down in her seat and tried to wring water from her shirt as she peered out the window. It was true, all of it! The rolling green fields, the curve of bright blue Lake Periwinkle in the distance, and even the posted wooden signs marked NATURE TRAIL or LODGE or SUPPLY HOUSE.

Just like in the pamphlet. Just like the camp of Claire’s dreams.

Water squelched in her sneakers as she jumped out of the car. She hoped nobody noticed. Arriving at Camp Bliss all wet was not exactly the first impression Claire had wanted to give. She would just have to work with it.

The truth was that Claire wanted to be more than just another camper. She wanted to be the star camper! In fact, she wanted to be Camp Bliss Girl! She had read about it on the back page of the pamphlet. The counselors voted for the girl who “best embodied those characteristics of loyalty, sportsmanship, enterprise, and bravery most exemplary of Camp Bliss.” The winner received a two-handled silver trophy. In the pamphlet, a picture showed last year’s Camp Bliss Girl onstage, one shy hand held in Mrs. Carol the camp director’s congratulatory grip, the other hand hefting her giant silver trophy.

“Loving cup” was what the pamphlet called the trophy. A perfect name for a big lovable hunk of silver!

Claire really-really-really wanted that loving cup. She had cleared a space on her bookshelf for it. She had already practiced her shy handshake.

She would be Camp Bliss Girl, and nobody was getting in her way!

Grandy parked in the lot, in front of the low white building marked OFFICE.

“Do you know any get-dry-quick spells?” asked Claire desperately.

Grandy rapped a finger against her temple. “Dry, dried … Well, I can make dried fruit from fresh, and I can cast a thirty-day drought anywhere in the tristate area, but actually, come to think of it, no. I don’t know any spells for turning a wet person dry. Too bad.”

As they walked up to the office, however, Claire saw Grandy quickly hop on one foot and mutter something to herself. When Claire looked at her again, Grandy was dry and pressed and perfect, as if she’d just spent a day at the beauty parlor.

“Hey! Grandy! You said you didn’t—”

“Well, obviously I know how to attend to myself,” said Grandy with a sniff. “Now, shush, because here comes somebody. Let me do the talking.”

“Hi, there!” An older girl, dressed in white shorts and carrying a clipboard, came bounding down the steps leading from the office. She shook Grandy’s hand politely. “My name is Pam Carol. I’m a senior counselor here. I’m also Jack and Brenda Carol’s niece. They’re the camp directors. You’ll meet them later, at orientation.” She glanced at the twins with dark eyes that matched her dark bobbed hair. “Are you the Bundkin twins?”

“My granddaughters,” said Grandy. “I apologize that they’re wet, but they were very hot and insisted on jumping in your lake for a quick dip. Do I need to sign any release forms, or may I leave now?”

“No, feel free to go, unless you want to stay for Uncle Jack and Aunt Brenda’s tour. Your girls are ours.”

Ugh! Claire did not like how Pam said “ours.” Nor did she like how Pam handed over their two name tags without bothering to ask which name belonged to which twin.

“No, thanks! I hate tours. Besides, if you’ve seen one camp, you’ve seen them all.” Grandy smacked a kiss on each twin’s forehead. “Good-bye, dears. One of your parents will pick you up in five weeks, but I sure as heck won’t be making this blasted trip again.” She lowered her voice. “Good luck, and no unsupervised spells!” Then she jumped back into her gleaming car.

“How did you girls manage to get that car wet, too?” asked Pam as they all watched Grandy speed away.

Luna was silent, fiddling with her name tag.

“Um, we gave it a wash, since the lake was right there,” Claire lied.

The smile dropped off Pam’s face. “Okay, listen up. I didn’t want to be strict in front of your grandma and all, but here’s the drill. First off, no washing of bodies or clothing or cars in Lake Periwinkle, nor is there any kind of jumping, splashing, or fooling around without permission from a senior counselor. Understood?”

She waited for the twins to nod yes. They nodded yes. It would be an easy rule to follow, since all witches hate-hate-hate still water. Lakes and witches have a bad history.

“Dandy.” Pam checked her clipboard. “You two are in Cabin Four, Sleepy Hollow,” she said. “That’s my cabin. Cabin Three, Green Gables, belongs to my best friend, Tammy. She’s also a senior counselor. We’ve been going to Camp Bliss since third grade. After Uncle Jack and Aunt Brenda, we pretty much rule this place. Me especially, since I’m their niece.”

“How old are you?” asked Claire.

“Fifteen,” said Pam. “Any other questions about my personal life? No? Dandy. Let’s go.”

Pretty rude, thought Claire. She looked over at Luna, who stared glumly back. Luna was looking especially zestless today. Poor Luna. Claire would have to be a helping hand. Assisting the weaker campers was just the kind of good deed expected of a brave and enterprising Camp Bliss Girl!

They trailed Pam past the office and down a hill to where the cabins were arranged in a giant horseshoe shape. There were eight cabins in all. They were separated by age, Pam explained, so that eight-year-old “babies” bunked up in Cabin One’s Sunnybrook Farm, all the way to “JCs” or junior counselors in Cabin Eight, Wuthering Heights. A senior counselor was assigned to each cabin, “to keep watch,” Pam explained.

Which meant Pam would be sleeping in Sleepy Hollow, their cabin.

“Yuck!” mouthed Claire. Luna nodded, knowing what Claire’s yuck meant. Pam was a rules-and-regulations counselor. She would not be much fun.

Both inside and out, Sleepy Hollow cabin was very plain. Like Abe Lincoln’s house, Claire thought. It had a big window facing out onto Lake Periwinkle, four wooden bunk beds, a cot (for Pam, Claire guessed), two sinks against the wall, and some scattered bureaus.

A few girls were sitting on their beds, drinking from juice cartons and chatting, while others were reclaiming their trunks. A radio was playing. It all seemed very cool.

Claire bounced a little in her wet sneakers. Camp!

Pam pointed out the window. “Those lean-tos are the showers and outhouses,” she said. “There’s one behind each cabin, so you’ll have to work out timing. Hi, Tammy! What’s up?”

Another teenaged girl, with a freckled tan and wearing the same counselor outfit as Pam’s, had bounded into the cabin.

“No fair,” she said, pointing. “You got the twins!”

“Big deal,” said Pam. “They already took a dive into Lake Periwinkle. I’ve got my hands full of trouble, probably.”

Tammy winked at Claire. “Well, I like trouble. I guess you girls will be our water-sports stars on Blue-and-Buff Day!”

“What’s buff?” asked Claire, always on the alert for a new word.

“Um, it’s our other camp color besides blue?” Pam answered in the same how-did-you-get-so-dumb? voice that Justin sometimes used. But Claire had known Justin all her life, and she had met Pam only five minutes ago. A how-did-you -get-so-dumb? voice was not a very friendly way to talk to an almost-stranger.

“Buff is another word for light brown or beige,” said Tammy nicely. “Blue-and-Buff Day is our all-day sports competition. We pick captains, divide into teams, and compete for the title. Last year, the Blue Team won. That’s why a blue flag flies over the camp. But I’m senior captain of the Buff Team, and I want a new flag raised! Check the back of your name tag. Is the sticker on it blue, or buff?”

Claire checked. “Buff!” she said. “Is there a tug-of-war?”

“Oh, yes! Plus rope climbing, canoeing, archery, capture the flag, lemon-spoon balancing, volleyball, three-legged races—you name it. Okay, I better go round up my campers. See you later.”

“Wait! Watch my trick!” Claire said. She wanted to impress Tammy quick before she disappeared back to the Green Gables cabin. But just as Claire dropped into a handstand (her plan was to walk backward on her hands), her foot kicked out into someone’s leg, which, as she jumped right side up, she saw was attached to a skinny red-haired girl.

“Sorry,” said Claire, although she had the feeling it was really the red-haired girl’s fault.

The girl just rolled her eyes and brushed past.

“Show me later,” called Tammy, with a wave good-bye.

Claire watched Tammy go with a heavy heart. Why did cool Tammy have to be a counselor for Green Gables, while she was stuck inside Sleepy Hollow with yuck, rule-crazy Pam?

And why did she have to be in the same cabin as a mean red-haired girl who might have pushed against her and might have wrecked her handstand for totally no reason?

She looked over at Luna, who had found her trunk and was kneeling in front of it, unpacking and refolding and arranging her clothes carefully in the bottom drawers of a bureau. Luna was not going to be much help in this situation. She had not even checked her name tag to see if she was on the Blue or the Buff Team. (Claire checked—luckily, Luna’s sticker was buff, too.)

If Claire wanted to be Camp Bliss Girl, well, she would have to figure it out on her own.
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The Pillowcase Fund

LUNA DID NOT KNOW what to do about her top-bunk sickness. As soon as she realised that there were no more bottom bunks left in the Sleepy Hollow cabin, the symptoms—a small cramp in her stomach and a drumming at her temples—started.

She tried to make the top-bunk sickness go away by thinking of nice things. Such as how peaceful her kitten looked when she slept in her basket. Or the taste of warm summer strawberries. Or the silken brush of beach sand between her toes.

All she could feel was sick at the prospect of sleeping in the top bunk.

She confessed her problem to Claire at that night’s Welcome Campers cookout. Claire was no help.

“Toads and tamales, Luna! It’s not my fault we got top bunks. Everyone called the bottom bunks before we came.”

“I could sleep in the office. There’s a first-aid room in the back. It has a bed. I saw it.”

“Sure, go ahead. If you want kids to make fun of you, that is.” Claire sniffed. “They’ll call you names before camp has even officially started. Like Chicken Luna or Loser Luna or Luna Boo-hoo or—”

“Okay, okay. I get the point.”

Luna could tell that Claire was distracted by so much else going on around them. So many new faces to see. So many names and rules and songs to learn. The last thing Claire ever would want to do was to sleep in the first-aid room and miss out on everything.

Zestlessly, Luna carried her paper plate over to a space all by herself and took a bite of her charred hamburger. She chewed and sighed and thought. Five weeks of teetering on the top bunk, and no way out. How long would she last? How would she even last the night?

After the cookout, there was a sing-along, and the counselors introduced themselves. Then the counselors performed a skit that tried to teach some of Camp Bliss’s rules in a funny way. Then it was time for bed.

Camp is stupid, Luna thought, as she trudged back to Sleepy Hollow, where she changed into her nightshirt and brushed her teeth. And when it’s not stupid, it’s bad. Nothing but rules and burnt burgers and top bunks and smarty-pants Pam.

She went to the outhouse and stayed so long that girls yelled and pounded on the door for their turn. Just before she began the dreadful climb up, up, up to her top bunk, Luna thought about using her bottle of Marigold Zest, which she had hidden carefully in her bureau in her plastic soap case. But, no, zest was not what she needed. Zest would not help her get a good night’s sleep on the top bunk.

Zest was not the same thing as bravery.

“’Night, guys,” called Pam from her cot. “We’re up at six tomorrow, so I’d advise against talking to your neighbors.” She extinguished the door lantern. The cabin went dark and, after some giggles and whispers, quiet.

It was a terrifying first night. Every time Luna almost drifted off to sleep, she thought she could feel herself falling. Rolling down a mountaintop or plummeting through black outer space or dropping clean off the side of a—argh! She jolted awake with a start, her pulse pounding as her hands gripped the mattress edges. Safe! For now. Until she closed her eyes and was on the top of the mountain again. Oh, she would never get a good night’s sleep!

A kick lifted her mattress from beneath.

“Would you shut up?” The voice was loud and deep, especially for a girl.

“Who’s that?”

“It’s me, Lakshmi, who sleeps under you. Or I’m trying to, at least. But it’s pretty hard, with you muttering and groaning and sighing like some kind of haunted house.”

“Sorry.” Luna pictured Lakshmi’s face, her velvet brown eyes staring up angrily at Luna’s mattress.

“Get to know your cabin mates,” Pam had told them earlier, at the cookout. “You’re going to be spending a lot of time with them.”

So Luna (who was good at memorizing) had matched up an adjective to the name of every girl who bunked in Sleepy Hollow. First came Know-It-All Pam, the counselor. Then Chunky Penelope. Then there was a red-haired girl, Ella, whom Claire had warned her was a jerk. (Jerk Ella, the red-haired girl.) Next was Nature-Girl Gladriole, or “Glad,” who had waist-length bumpy hair and was a vegetarian. Then Laughing Min Suh, because she had a really loud, happy laugh that made everyone else crack up just to hear it. And Expensive Haley, who wore a ladylike gold watch and gold hoop earrings and had mentioned her vacation house in Bermuda three times already. And then there was Lakshmi, who was gorgeous, with perfect teeth and a silky black ponytail and even a little cleft in her chin. Luna was a big fan of clefts in people’s chins.

Gorgeous Lakshmi.

Now Luna revised her list. Gorgeous Lakshmi, Who Hates Me.

Luna pushed herself closer to the wall. She squeezed her eyes shut. She was scared to be hissed at or kicked again. But just as she was about to fall asleep, she imagined that she was dropping off the side of the mountain, and (in spite of herself) she must have let out a very loud moan-mutter.

Below, Lakshmi gave a fed-up noise and muttered something herself. Something mean, Luna bet.

The next morning, Luna climbed down from her bunk, too humiliated to look at Lakshmi. She felt too shy even to apologize for keeping her awake. At breakfast, she watched out of the corner of her eye, ready to duck if Lakshmi decided to confront her. Which she probably would. Luna could sense that while Lakshmi was a quiet type, she was not meek. And while she kept to herself, Lakshmi didn’t seem lonely. In fact, Lakshmi didn’t seem to want to be at Camp Bliss at all.

Luna avoided Lakshmi until after breakfast. As soon as Claire got up from the table, Luna followed to sidle up behind her twin.

“You know that girl, Lakshmi? She hates me,” she whispered.

“Lakshmi who?” Claire looked around.

“Lakshmi the Gorgeous Indian Girl. Don’t look.”

“Oh.” Since Lakshmi was the only Indian girl at camp, Claire looked straight at her. Lakshmi stared straight back.

“Hi.” Claire waved.

“Which one of you kept me up all night with your stomachache?” Lakshmi asked in her loud voice. “If you do it again tonight, I’m asking for a bed switch. No offense, but I need my sleep.” She yawned.

“My sister has top-bunk sickness. She was scared to be up so high.’”

“I was dizzy. Not scared,” Luna corrected.

“Oh.” Lakshmi gave Luna a quick once-over, then turned her attention back to Claire.

“My sister’s really good at drawing, though,” Claire said. “She drew a picture of our kittens, and it was so cute.”

“Uh, okay.” Lakshmi shrugged.

“I’m Claire,” Claire continued. “And if you really want to tell us apart, Luna’s got a teensy little chicken-pox scar under her chin. See?”

Lakshmi squinted, then saw. “You shouldn’t have scratched,” she said.

How terrible, Luna thought, to have an ugly chicken-pox chin and be lectured to by a girl with a gorgeous cleft chin! She stared down at her feet and rubbed her finger over her scar and said nothing.

“Watch this,” said Claire. She jumped out of line, stretched into a handstand, and walked on her hands.

“Hey, that’s pretty expert,” said Lakshmi.

“You’re from Los Angeles, right?” asked Claire when she came right side up again.

“Yeah,” said Lakshmi. “I took a plane here. Five hours, all by myself.” She clapped a hand to her mouth. “Oops! I’ve got to go to the office to call my dad and let him know I’m safe. I was supposed to do that yesterday.”

“Put your tray on mine,” said Claire, reaching for it. “I’ll dump it for you.”

Lakshmi handed over her tray. “Thanks! See you later.”

Claire waved. “Bye.” Lakshmi jogged off.

“See, Loon? She doesn’t hate you.” Claire smiled confidently. “The way I figure it, every one would always rather be buddies.”

Luna nodded. It was difficult to explain to her twin that she did not have Claire’s same knack for making friends. Claire thought friends just appeared from nowhere on a sunny day and stuck naturally, like freckles.

After breakfast, the counselors and cabins scattered for Early Meeting. That was when special announcements were made. Some counselors picked scenic spots by the tennis courts or Lake Periwinkle. Pam picked under a scrawny fir tree by the parking lot.

“Form a semicircle around me!” shouted Pam. Then she blew into her whistle. Of all the counselors, Pam seemed to be the most excited to use her whistle. She blasted it a lot.

Luna thought about sitting next to Lakshmi. Everyone would rather be buddies, she reminded herself. She sort of smiled at Lakshmi, who sort of smiled back. Chunky Penelope would be easier to sit next to, Luna thought. Penelope was so shy, and she looked like a girl who would be grateful for a buddy. Gorgeous Lakshmi would not be grateful. Luna could tell just by the way she was flopped at the edge of the grass, her ankles crossed, leaning back on her elbows and not noticing anybody.

Luna sat down next to Penelope.

“Hi,” she said. Penelope smiled gratefully.

Pam blew into her whistle again. “Listen up, sports fans!” she said. “As you know, for the next five weeks, I run Sleepy Hollow. And this summer, as a senior counselor, I’ve decided to implement a new policy.”

Luna gave Claire a thumbs-up, since implement was the word that Claire had won the fifth-grade spelling bee with this past spring. Claire was nuts about words. Claire gave a thumbs-up back.

“Twins!” shouted Pam, with a chirp on the whistle. “Please don’t send each other cutesy hand signals while I’m talking. Understood?”

They nodded solemnly. Pam continued. “Here’s my policy. We’re going to pool our resources. That means each person has to donate to the Sleepy Hollow Cabin Fund. A certain something you brought from home that will be used by the whole cabin. Nothing big. I’m talking about a bottle of hand lotion, a sun visor, or maybe some homemade brownies your parents packed. Stuff like that. It’s a great way for everyone to share! So check your trunks, your bags, or maybe even your pockets for something useful.”

Pam unfolded a white pillowcase that she had been carrying. “I’m leaving this pillowcase by the door of our cabin. Let’s have nine donations in it by lunch. I’ll go first.” She took a pair of sunglasses from her pocket. “This is my spare pair, with UV-ray protection. For the next five weeks, anyone can use them.” She dropped the sunglasses into the pillowcase. “Who’s next?”

There was a silence.

Then a voice rang out, loud and stubborn. “No way.”

The voice belonged to Lakshmi. Heads turned. Lakshmi brushed the grass from her hands. She was not smiling.

“Excuse me?” Pam fumbled at her whistle, although it was not exactly a whistle-blowing moment.

“I’m not donating to your pillowcase fund. All my stuff belongs to me.”

There was a stirring of whispers. Luna let out a breath of relief. She didn’t want to donate any of her things, either. She was a careful person, and she knew she had not packed anything for Camp Bliss that she wanted to share.

Pam smiled, but she looked annoyed. “Wow, Lakshmi, you’re a party poop,” she said in a falsely cheerful voice. “Anyone else want to be a party poop? Speak up, people!”

Silence.

Luna watched Pam, enjoying the look on her face, which was bright red and a touch scared. Maybe she was just starting to realize what a stupid idea this pillowcase fund was. Forcing people to share! As the silence lengthened, Luna bit her lip to hold back her smile.

“I have a box of saltwater taffy, and I hate saltwater taffy.” Ella spoke up. “My mom put it in my trunk instead of my brother’s by mistake.” She shrugged. “I’ll donate that.”

“Aaawwl right! Now we’re talking!” Pam whooped.

A couple of girls clapped.

“I’ve got a family-size tin of echinacea mints,” said Claire. “They ward off respiratory diseases and they taste great, too!”

She said the last part in a goofy voice, and the girls laughed.

“I’ve got three bottles of sunscreen. My family always uses it when we go to our house in Bermuda,” said Haley. “It’s made with jojoba and hazelnut extract. It doesn’t give you that greasy feel.”

Luna looked over appreciatively. She hated-hated-hated her greasy sunscreen.

Penelope offered her radio with headset.

Min Suh donated the use of her special tennis racket, the same kind used by Venus Williams.

“I already have a way-nice tennis racket,” said Haley. “How does that work for me?”

“It’s a totally awesome donation!” said Pam. But Min Suh looked worried.

“What about my coconut shampoo?” she offered.

There was a show of hands. The tennis racket won over the shampoo.

Glad offered free foot massages.

“That’s not really a donation,” said Pam. “That’s more like a service.”

So Glad offered her fruit-leather snacks. “Made with no processed sugar and lots of love,” she declared, and Luna got the feeling that everyone wanted the foot massages back.

Which left Luna and Lakshmi.

“Let me think about it,” said Luna. “I can’t figure it out right this second.”

“Like I said, I’m donating nothing,” said Lakshmi in her customary calm, loud voice.

“Then you’re using nothing, okay?” Pam said. “It’s not your fund if you don’t contribute.” Her face wore the relaxed, ear-to-ear grin of victory.

Lakshmi shrugged. She seemed completely unconcerned.

“Gosh, why does she have to be such a party poop?” murmured Penelope. Other girls looked over at Lakshmi reproachfully.

Lakshmi stood her ground. She did not seem to care a fig what people thought of her. Luna liked that, and she wished she had sat next to Lakshmi, after all. Then they would have been a team against Pam. A resistance.

After the meeting, when they were walking down to the field house to pick bikes for a morning ride, Luna screwed up her courage. She fell into step beside Lakshmi.

“I don’t want to give anything to the Cabin Fund, either,” she said.

“Luckily, it’s optional,” said Lakshmi.

“I feel really out of place here,” Luna said, clearing her throat.

“Oh, yeah?”

“Don’t you?”

Lakshmi stopped walking. “Why do you say that? Because I’m the only one here who’s Indian American?” she asked. Not in a mean way, but her voice was loud.

“No, that’s not what I meant,” Luna said hastily. Her face felt hot.

“Then what did you mean?”

Luna had no idea what to answer. “I just meant … I don’t know,” she squeaked. “See ya later.” She stumbled ahead, feeling stupid and hoping that Penelope would be around somewhere.

It was too horrible. Her one chance to be buddies, maybe even to make an all-weather friend, and she’d blown it.
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Something’s Brewing

“AND ON THE SECOND NIGHT, Glad went upstairs to bed. As soon as she switched off her light, she heard it again … a scritch-scratch-scritching at the window.”

Small smothered screams. Swallowed giggles. In the glowing firelight, the real Glad looked as if she might faint from fear. Claire knew she herself could not laugh. The whole trick of a great ghost story was to keep your eyes slightly zombied out and your voice a few octaves lower or higher than your own. As if some spirit were channeling this awful story through you.

“Who’s there?” squeaked Penelope. “It’s the one-eared pirate, right?”

“Shhh.” Claire put a finger to her lips. “At first the scratch was very faint, but then louder. Again and again, it came … the sound of bony fingers scraaaping against the glass.” Through lowered lids, Claire sneaked a peek at the faces ringed around the campfire pit. Even Luna looked spellbound, and she’d heard the story, and the part about the scraaaping, at least a hundred times. (Claire told it at every slumber party they’d ever attended.)

“Scritch! Scratch!. Scritch!” Claire clawed the air with one hand. With her other hand, she snapped a twig between her fingers. A snap did not sound too much like a scritch or a scratch, but some of the younger girls jumped, then laughed.

“It was then, out of the darkest nowhere,” Claire continued, “that a howling wind began to blow.”

There could be no mistaking the sound of the low, howling wind that suddenly kicked up in the distance.

“Stop!” Penelope squeaked. “I’m too scared. Poor Gladriole!”

“It’s not the real me,” said the real Glad, twisting her hair. “It’s just a story me.”

Claire looked quizzically at Luna. Was she casting a spooky weather spell? But Luna shook her head. Claire raised her voice. “Glad sat up in her bed, terrified by the scratching and the wind. Had the ghost of old Wilbur, the one-eared pirate, returned?”

“I knew it!” Penelope squealed.

The wind shivered past, prickling scalps and scattering embers.

“Yipes!” exclaimed Tammy. “This weather! Maybe we should go in?”

Even Ella looked nervous.

“No, no! I’ll finish quick,” said Claire, half in her ghost voice, half in her Claire voice. “Glad ran to the window and opened it. Rain swept in, cold as a corpse and soft as tears.”

When the sprinkle of cold rain began to patter from the night sky, everyone started squealing.

“Who’s doing that? Is this a prank?” “Does someone have a watering can?” “Shhh!” Claire pressed a finger to her lips and glanced angrily at Luna, who shook her head again. But of course it had to be her sister, Claire thought. Who else? Well, she wouldn’t dare try anything for this next part. “Lightning flashed across the sky, turning the night bright as day. Gladriole could not believe what she saw, standing in the—”

White lightning jagged across the black sky. It was too much! Now came squealing and shrieking from the campers—and counselors—as they all jumped up from the campfire.

“There’s cider and graham crackers at the lodge!” shouted Tammy. “Everyone, run. Ghost stories are over!” Quickly, she tamped down the little campfire with the flat end of a shovel. Claire’s story, the one she had been waiting all week to tell at the Saturday campfire, was ruined.

“You didn’t need to send me all that extra-spooky weather!” she scolded as she came up behind Luna. “My ghost story was going great without your help. And Grandy would be mad at you for casting unsupervised spells.”

“It wasn’t me!” Luna turned, indignant. “You saw how I kept shaking my head no.”

“Oh, yeah? Then who was it?”

“It must have been some strange coincidence,” said Luna.

“Wind and rain and lightning? No way. Weather in threes is not a coincidence. I know a spell when I feel one, and so do you.”

Luna shook her head. “I promise, it wasn’t me,” she said.

Claire was not convinced. “Hook on it?” She crooked her little finger.

“Sure,” said Luna. After they hooked pinkies—because a pinkie hook is like crossing your heart, only twice as strong—Luna said, “Now that you know I didn’t do it, Clairsie, I have tell you my sneaking suspicion. I don’t think that weather was any coincidence.” She linked her elbow through her sister’s and bent her head to whisper. “Methinks there be another witch at Camp Bliss.”

“Snakes and skullcaps! Here?” Claire cried; then, when Luna pinched her arm to pipe her down, she hissed, “How can you be sure?” Claire had never met another young witch—certainly not one in the eight-to-fourteen-year-old range. All the witches she and Luna knew were Grandy’s friends. Old and cackling and opinionated.

“I’ve had my suspicions for a while. Only it wasn’t till yesterday that I believed,” Luna said, a bit mournfully. “See, my bottle of Marigold Zest has gone missing. Grandy gave it to me in case I needed zest. I memorised the spell and hid the bottle. Nobody but a witch could have sniffed it out. I’m so worried. Grandy super-extra warned me not to let it fall into the wrong hands.”

“Are you sure Pam didn’t take it and contribute it to the Pillowcase Fund?” asked Claire.

“I checked the pillowcase. I checked everywhere.” Luna chewed her bottom lip. The theft had been weighing on her.

“We’ll set a trap, then,” Claire said. “We have a right to know who this mystery witch is! Especially if she’s stealing our zest and wrecking our ghost stories.”

“I’ve been doing some detectiving already,” said Luna. “Whoever she is, she’s got it out for Pam. Just watch how much Pam trips over her shoelaces. No matter how hard she ties them together, they keep coming loose. That’s a silly, beginner witch trick.”

“But weather in threes is more advanced,” Claire argued. “The Decree Keepers would be angry if they knew such a young witch was casting unassisted weather spells.”

Luna shook her head. “I don’t think this witch is paying attention to the Decree,” she said. “She’s casting so recklessly, like she doesn’t care who catches her.” She lowered her voice to a whisper again. “Methinks she be a rebel witch.”

“Hard to believe there’s a rebel witch at Camp Bliss,” Claire said. “Everyone here is so normal.”

“Well, we probably seem normal, too, Clairsie,” said Luna. “You’d have to wake up pretty early to catch us acting witchy. We never make mistakes like yawning with one eye open.”

“Or twitching one nostril at a time.”

“Or bending our toes backward.”

“I haven’t even cast one single food-seasoning spell,” said Claire. “And all the meals here could use more oomph.”

They were almost to the lodge.

“Keep your ears open and your eyes peeled,” said Luna. “We need to find this rebel witch before she makes real trouble.”

“I’ll do better than just find her,” said Claire, her hands curling into fists. “I’ll catch her in the act.”

She had to. A rebel witch was an official problem, Claire decided that night, as she lay awake on her top bunk. (Unlike Luna, she enjoyed sleeping up so high. The thinner air made her brain function more clearly, and she liked to touch the ceiling with her toes.) Why, a rebel witch could cast herself into the fastest runner! The scariest storyteller! The strongest tug-of-war puller!

A rebel witch, with no regard for the Decree, could even vote herself Camp Bliss Girl.

But to change Destiny, such as Claire’s Destiny to be Camp Bliss Girl, could plop a witch into a vat of trouble. She could be boycotted. Fined. Her stars revoked.

“By hawthorn and the hay moon, ye shall be found, rebel witch,” Claire muttered as she drifted off to sleep.

The next morning, every single one of the Sleepy Hollow girls looked suspicious to Claire. Suspect Number One was Ella, with her witch-red hair, who butted in lines and shoved at the sink and always used “Takes one to know one!” as her standard comeback.

Or Lakshmi, who talked loud as a judge and stalked around with her hands clasped behind her back, and who rebelishly said she would never give to the Pillowcase Fund.

Or maybe that girl, Glad, who was so dreamy and poetic. Poets and witches often overlapped.

Or even Min Suh, who laughed all the way until it was time to pitch for the softball team, and then she turned into a tyrant, slamming knuckle- and curveballs like nobody’s business.

Yes, everyone had her witching moments. And those were just the girls in Sleepy Hollow.

It was too much to think about. And soon, Claire forgot to think about it. Especially after the next morning’s nature walk, when she was the first to spot a purple-speckled blue jay, the official bird mascot of Camp Bliss. Later that afternoon, she did twelve chin-ups at the “test-your-fitness” obstacle course, making her the chin-up champ in her age division.

It was, all in all, a great day. By dinnertime, Claire decided that even if there was a rebel witch at Camp Bliss, she wasn’t anyone to lose sleep over. No, this mystery witch was not aiming to sneak off with Claire’s loving cup. She was probably just a wee witch, a Cabin One girl who didn’t know any better.

By the next morning, Claire had pretty much put the whole thing out of her mind when two incidents made her think again.

First, she saw Pam trip.

Ever since Luna mentioned that the rebel witch held a grudge against Pam, Claire had been keeping an eye peeled, waiting to see when Pam might stumble next. While there had been a million great opportunities to trip her up—especially during yesterday’s softball game—Pam stayed standing.

Luna was imagining things, Claire had decided after the softball game.

It wasn’t until the next morning, while she was checking names for roll call, that Pam suddenly and inexplicably tripped and fell. Hard.

“Ow! Dang!” Pam staggered to her feet. “It’s like my knees keep giving out!”

Which was precisely how the spell worked! A tap on each knee and a quick:

Knock, these knees—

Fall to thine!

The spell was in the Baby Book of Shadows; that’s how simple it was.

From the way Pam was rubbing her dusty knees, it also looked pretty painful. Claire glanced around. The Green Gables girls and Cabin Five’s Plum Creek girls were lined up for roll call. Just beyond, a group of junior and senior counselors were lounging in and around the oak-tree hammock.

Claire looked down the roll-call line at Luna, whose face was pinched in worry. She had seen Pam fall, too, and had heard her remark. Claire knew that Luna was thinking the same thing: Yes, Pam was annoying; but, no, she sure did not deserve being cast around and tripped up by some mean rebel witch.

Claire literally stumbled on the next clue a couple of hours later, after dinner. Tammy had invited her on a twilight walk along with the Green Gables cabin, and Claire was trotting over to Green Gables, scouting for fireflies, when she saw a lump of freshly turned grass.

She was about to stomp it down with her foot when she caught the thinnest whiff of apple. Claire’s nose was exceptionally good. She could pick out the faintest, most scentless odors, such as feathers, saltine crackers, or sand.

She followed her nose to where the smell was its strongest, then quickly crouched and dug and dug until she was holding a quarter-section of a green Granny Smith apple.

Claire knew she had stumbled upon evidence of a spell. More important, it was evidence of a problem-solving spell. Here’s how the spell worked:

Tell your problem to the apple, then polish and quarter it.

Whisper four possible solutions into each of the four sections.

Bury the sections North, South, East, and West.

After a week, dig all the sections up.

Whichever section of the apple is least rotten is the best solution to the problem.

But anyone knows that is a very quaint and bygone way to solve a problem. An Old School spell, Claire thought irritably. With about twenty-five percent accuracy. No modern witch wasted her time whispering to apples and digging them up. Whoever was teaching this rebel witch was using a very out-of-date textbook.

Angrily, Claire dug up the remaining sections and tossed them high into the trees. Of all the camps to pick, she thought, why did some strange Old School rebel witch have to come sneaking into her very own Camp Bliss?

I’m onto ye, trouble-enkindling Old School rebel witch,” Claire said out loud, in case the rebel witch was somewhere out there. Spying on her.

Which was a pretty spooky sensation.
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Luna Boo-hoo

ONE AND A HALF WEEKS down, Luna thought. Three and a half to go. She tried to remember what three and a half weeks in the past had felt like. She counted back to late June and the last day of school, when their fifth-grade teachers, Mrs. Fleegerman and Mr. Rosenthal, had taken them out to Wild Water Park for an end-of-the-year school trip. There had been a fun house and an observatory and a homemade fudge stand. Luna and Claire had shared a bag of white-chocolate fudge with pineapple chunks. Delicious!

The taste of pineapples and chocolate seemed like a million years ago.

It would be impossible to stay at Camp Bliss for three and a half more weeks, Luna decided. What was the point? She had not made an all-weather friend, though she was friendly with a lot of girls. Especially Penelope. That was mostly because they both were picked last for teams.

And every time she climbed all the way up to the top bunk, she was sure this was the night she would fall and break her arm.

In fact, the only place where she felt comfortable was the first-aid office. Probably since she’d spent so much time there.

It wasn’t her fault. Bad things kept happening to her.

For example, in spite of applying plenty of Haley’s fancy sunscreen, Luna came down with a skin-splotching rash. “Sun poisoning,” Pam said. “Go see Talita in the office. You’re excused from afternoon sports.”

Luna went down to the office to find Talita, who used to go to Camp Bliss but now was in medical school. Now, as a summer job, she was in charge of all the Camp Bliss paperwork, plus head of first aid.

Talita gave Luna some calamine lotion and a paperback to read while she recovered in the first-aid bed. The paperback was called Eternally Eustacia. It was an old-fashioned romance with lots of good descriptions of ball gowns and horseback riding.

When the rash faded into little pink bumps, Luna thought she was getting better. By the next morning, the bumps had started to itch. It turned out she had a case of poison sumac.

“Okay, Luna, you are excused from the basketball tournament,” said Pam with a frown.

Luna trotted to the first-aid office, where Talita mixed up a baking powder paste to stop the itch. She took another rest on the first-aid bed and read a couple more chapters of Eternally Eustacia. Then she and Talita played crazy eights.

“It’s fun to get a break from solitaire,” Talita said.

Luna smiled. Talita was nice. She had shiny eyes, and she wore her hair in little braid circlets she called twisty-ties. She promised she’d twisty-tie Luna’s hair one day when she had the spare time.

The poison sumac was almost gone the next morning when Luna woke up with a bloody nose. “We’re in a mountainous region,” Talita explained when she was summoned from the office to Luna’s bunk side. “Don’t be scared. It’s natural. Keep pinching your nose at the bridge.”

The nosebleed cleared up, but the next day Luna was back in the first-aid office because she had stepped into a thicket of nettles. Talita had to use tweezers to pick them all out.

“If there was a blue ribbon for being accident-prone, you’d get it,” Talita said as she swabbed Luna’s ankles with disinfectant. “All set.”

“How about a hand of crazy eights?” Luna looked around the first-aid room with longing. It reminded her of a combination of her mother’s examining room and Grandy’s library. A good balance of dark wooden beams and sterilised instruments.

“Okay,” said Talita. “And then you need to get back to camp.’”

But after crazy eights, they played go fish, and then one of the campers, Janna Bruskaard, came in with a scraped elbow. “I hope I’ll be healed by the canoe trip tomorrow,’” she said. “Everyone says I’m a star paddler!”

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Talita comforted her. Then Luna watched as Talita swabbed, sprayed, and bandaged Janna’s elbow and told her how brave she was. Talita will make a good doctor, Luna thought. She was calm and decisive.

Talita was teaching Luna rummy five hundred and telling her about her boyfriend, Curtis, when the dinner bell rang.

“Gosh, that’s the first time the bell took me by surprise!” Talita said with a laugh. “You go ahead. I’ve got to finish up some paperwork here. Guess I took a little bit of a sick day myself.”

“See you later,” said Luna.

“Or sooner.” Talita waved.

Sooner or later turned out to be the next morning. Right after breakfast, Luna felt a touch nauseated. Instead of canoeing over to the bluffs along with the rest of her cabin, she decided she had better rest up until her stomachache passed.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said Pam when Luna approached her. “Go see Talita.”

“There’s nothing I can do about indigestion except give you some Peptine,” said Talita.

“Can I can help you with stuff around here, until I feel better?” Luna asked.

“Act-u-a-lee,” said Talita, pulling on every syllable as she looked at Luna, “there is something. See that brown box? We got some new supplies in, and I haven’t had a minute to unload them. But you’re canoeing today, right? You don’t want to miss something as fun as that.”

“I don’t mind,” said Luna truthfully.

She spent the rest of the day unloading the carton of supplies, and then taking inventory for Talita. In the cool quiet indoors, Luna counted and checked cotton balls, Q-tips, gauze bandages, and disposable thermometer strips. After she finished, she watched Talita update the Camp Bliss Web page.

That’s when Luna had an idea.

“May I write a letter home on behalf of the campers?” she asked. “It might add a nice personal touch.”

“Be my guest,” said Talita. “I never think anyone reads this Web page, anyhow.”

Luna jumped on the computer.

It’s been two weeks and we are having more fun than we ever dreamed! The sun shines all day long, and the nights are filled with campfire song! she typed. Today a bunch of us went canoeing. Everyone considers Janna Bruskaard to be one of the star paddlers.

“Nice. You could do daily updates and call it ‘Luna’s News,’” said Talita, looking over her shoulder. “It would be great, especially for the parents of the younger girls, the kiddies who haven’t been away from home before.”

“Okay,” Luna agreed. Perhaps writing cheerful bulletins about Camp Bliss would convince her that it was a fun place to be.

The next day, the entire camp was going to ride bikes along the Bluefly Ridge trail.

“So get psyched!” yelled Tammy and Pam. The girls whistled and stomped. Luna cringed. She checked for nosebleed, rashes, fever. Nothing. During cabin cleanup, she even hung her head off the side of her bunk bed, but not so much as a trickle of top-bunk sickness ran through her. She felt great!

That meant it was time for her last-resort tactic. A spell. It wasn’t a big-deal spell. It was more like a trick, one she had seen Grandy do for her friends at parties, with a wineglass balanced on her head. Luna guessed that the wineglass part was unnecessary.

Quickly, she said her name frontward and backward, then touched her forehead and tongue and cast:

There once was a girl who was weller

So she decided to cast her own speller.

She made her skin cold

Filled her mouth up with mold

From the sickly you now couldn’t tell her.

Then she ran down the hill and straight to the front office. The spell was so mild it would wear off in twenty minutes. She had to be quick.

“Good gracious!” Talita put her hand over her heart. “Your tongue is green and fuzzy.” She placed a palm on Luna’s forehead. “You’re cold as an ice cube! I don’t know what to do for that. I’ve never seen anything like it before, not even in my textbooks.” She looked so concerned that Luna felt bad.

“It doesn’t hurt at all, really,” she said. “I’m sure I’m fine.”

“Hmm. I should keep a close watch on you for a while.” Talita held up her pack of playing cards. “Want to play? That is, if you’re up to it?”

“Sure!” Luna smiled.

At lunch, they split a cream-cheese-and-olive sandwich, and then Talita had to go teach a water-safety session to the Cabin One and Two girls. “We need to keep reminding the little rascals, otherwise they get too bold,” Talita explained. “You can stay here and answer the phone while I’m gone.”

“Okay!” Luna was pleased to sit at the front desk. It had a computer and a big stack of Talita’s medical textbooks. This is what it would be like to be in college or have a job, she thought. With no more camp, ever.

She took Eternally Eustacia out of the desk top drawer. She was almost to the end of the book, and she was sure that a beautiful wedding would be coming up in the last chapter. Talita had said that when Luna was finished, she could donate it to the Pillowcase Fund.

After a few minutes, she was interrupted by a loud screaming from outside. “Help me, Taleeetaaa! I’m going to die!”

Luna looked out the window. Haley was hopping over the hill, holding her toe with both hands and crying at the top of her lungs. Luna hurried out and helped her into the office, and then helped her onto the first-aid cot.

“What seems to be the trouble?” she asked in her best doctor voice.

“There’s a gargantuan splinter in my toe! I got it on the dock!”

Luna looked. Sure enough, the half-inch splinter lay buried like a crooked frown under the thick skin of Haley’s big toe.

“Do something!” Haley moaned.

“We should wait for Talita,” said Luna.

“But I might get an infection!” Haley bawled. “If you stand by and do nothing, then you could go to jail. My parents are lawyers, so I should know!” Tears squirted from her eyes like watermelon seeds.

Although Luna didn’t quite believe this threat, her heart raced. Talita would not be back for at least half an hour, and Haley’s crying was already unbearable. Luna examined the toe more thoroughly. Simple, really. Nothing to it. Sterilise a pair of long tweezers, some rubbing alcohol …

“Okay, I’ll do it,” she said, “but you have to stop crying.”

“I can’t!” Haley cried. “I’m in more pain than I ever felt in my life!”

Luna doubted this was true, but she briskly washed her hands in the basin and selected the tweezers and alcohol from the first-aid cabinet. “Don’t wriggle,” she instructed. “Please, Haley. If you cooperate, this will be over in no time.”

“Hurry! The splinter is poisoning my blood as we speak!” screamed Haley. “I might have to get an amputation!”

“Oh, that’s ridiculous! You need to sit still, so that I can do my job,” Luna exclaimed. Haley’s crying was rattling her nerves. Maybe they should wait for Talita, after all.

“The splinter is touching my toe bone!” Haley screamed.

“Please, Haley, keep still,” Luna begged. But Haley was not going to stop wriggling or screaming.

Then Luna remembered that Talita kept a glass jar of sour balls in the lower cabinet. She grabbed Talita’s keys from the desk, unlocked the cabinet, reached in, and selected a green one.

“I’m not a baby!” wailed Haley. “I don’t need candy!”

“No, this isn’t candy. This is a medicine ball. It helps the pain,” said Luna. “It has a special … potion. Only the green ones, though. That’s why they don’t taste quite as good as the others.”

Haley looked skeptical, but she grabbed the candy and unwrapped it. As she slurped on the sour ball, the tears dried on her cheek. Luna took a deep breath as she again sat on the stool opposite the first-aid cot. She kept a firm grip on Haley’s toe and slowly, painstakingly, drew out the splinter.

“Voilà!” She held up the splinter for Haley’s red-rimmed eyes.

“Wow!” Haley sniffled. “It didn’t even hurt much. That’s strong medicine.”

“What’s going on here?”

Luna turned. Talita was standing in the doorway, her arms crossed and eyebrows raised.

“She saved me from a splinter.” Haley wriggled her bandaged toe. “See that? Luna did as good a job as a real doctor.”

“It was nothing,” said Luna, embarrassed.

Later, after Haley left, Luna told Talita the whole story. Talita laughed. “Green sour balls. I’ll have to remember that!” she said. “Good work, Luna.”

That evening, Talita must have said something to Pam, because straight after dinner, Pam walked up to Luna and dropped a hand on her shoulder.

“Luna, congratulations on your first-aid work. Talita says you’re a good apprentice.”

“Um, if you really feel that way” Luna began nervously. “The truth is, I’d rather be up in the front office, helping out and working on the Web page. I like doing that better than regular camp stuff.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said Pam. “I’ve been thinking about you, Luna. I have a proposition.” She drew Luna a little way apart from the rest of the girls to speak privately. “I don’t want this getting out since it’s not really Camp Bliss policy, but here is my idea. If you put in more effort and enthusiasm during the morning camp activities, then I’ll let you off for afternoon office duty. Talita said she could use the help, and if you’re participating with us in the morning, then I don’t have a problem with it.” She stuck out her hand. “Team player?”

Luna stuck out her hand, too. “Team player!”

“Dandy.” They shook on it, and Pam blew on her whistle, which seemed like the right thing to do after a deal had been struck.
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Calling Camp Bliss Girl

ELLA WAS THE REBEL witch. Claire could feel it in her bones. She could sense it in her skin. She could smell it in the air.

“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” said Luna, peering down from her perch on the dock. “Come out of the water. I’m getting dizzy just looking at you. Don’t you feel dizzy?”

“Nuh-uh, it doesn’t bother me anymore. I love-love-love Lake Periwinkle!” To prove it, Claire spun herself around in her inner tube. This made her horribly dizzy. But a real Camp Bliss Girl should not be scared of water!

“Besides,” Luna continued, “what do you have to go on, besides your dramatic hunches?”

Claire gritted her teeth. It was hard to explain. “Ella Edsel’s a cootie-faced Jerk from Berserk,” she said.

“So is Angelica Antonio,” Luna reminded her. “She’s the snootiest girl in the whole school, remember? But we never thought Angelica was a rebel witch. Actually, I’m surprised you don’t get along with Ella. You’re both good at all the same things.”

“Never, ever, lump me with Ella Edsel,” said Claire sternly. “She is rotten. She is wrecking my chances to win the you-know-what.” Claire never liked to say those wonderful words “loving cup” out loud. It seemed like a jinx.

“She might be rotten, but she’s not a rebel witch,” said Luna.

Claire stretched out her arms and recited:

“From A to zed and here to there,

In buckled shoes and wild red hair,

With warted chin and toothless smile,

Shalt spy a witch from o’er a mile.”

Luna snorted back a laugh. “That’s from our nursery school book of spooky poems, Clairsie! You might as well hunt down Ella’s broomstick and cauldron, if your hunches are going to be that old-fashioned.”

“There’s a grain of truth in every poem,” said Claire haughtily. “And you have to admit, Loon. Her hair is wild red. Besides, you don’t watch Ella Edsel the way I watch Ella Edsel.”

On that point, Claire was certain. Nobody at Camp Bliss was watching Ella Edsel as carefully as Claire Bundkin.

That was because, in addition to being (probably) the rebel witch of Camp Bliss, Ella Edsel was a saboteur.

“Saboteur!” Claire would mutter under her breath whenever she saw Ella loping along on her spider-skinny legs. Claire was very happy she had learned that word. It meant someone who wrecks another person’s plans, and it fit Ella perfectly (better than traitor, which was too soldierly, or weasel, which sounded almost cute, like a pet).

Ella Edsel’s name even sounded saboteurish, with that stylish double E. For the first time, Claire was glad she wasn’t a triple-B name, like Bonnie-Blue (her favorite name in the entire world).

“Bonnie-Blue Bundkin is not a stylish name! It’s vile. It sounds like a bunny rabbit,” her mother had insisted. “You’ll thank me later, Claire.”

Ella Edsel is also a vile name, Claire thought, because it’s attached to a vile person. A pusher and a kicker and a cheater and a two-faced saboteur. If Ella Edsel was also a rebel witch, that was just one more thing to add to a long list of bad qualities.

It was frustrating to Claire that Luna never saw how bad Ella was. In fact, most everyone missed it. For some reason, girls liked Ella. They never appeared to notice her non-stop cheating. Such as how she would call, “Safe!” when she was really out, or how she didn’t quite show people her time on the stop-watch, and how she always took do-overs for archery and gymnastics.

Once, during afternoon pottery, Claire saw Ella’s vase collapse on the wheel. After Pam redid it, Ella took full credit for Pam’s work.

“Mine turned out great,” she bragged into Claire’s ear. “Mine’s the best!”

“Um, I think you mean Pam’s is the best?” Claire sneered.

“She only helped me for a sec,” said Ella. “Jealous, much?”

“Cheater, much?”

Ella just batted her eyes and skipped away to place her vase in the kiln.

It would have taken nothing to cast a “puff-o’-the-wind” spell. One unexpected breeze to smash that vase to bazillion pieces. If only Grandy hadn’t said No Spells! Well, it was probably for the best. Claire didn’t need anyone to think she was a bad sport. Bad sportsmanship was not part of the Camp Bliss Girl identity.

Ella knew that, too. She had also figured that she and Claire were neck and neck for the silver loving cup, even though Claire had played dumb about the whole thing.

“Takes more than beginner’s luck to be C. B. G,” Ella said after their first competition. They had tied for the win in the junior wind-surfing race. She stood over Claire after she had collapsed on the bank, woozy from too much time on Lake Periwinkle.

“What’s C. B. G.?” Claire wheezed.

“Oh, like you don’t know, Flea!” Ella scoffed. “Camp Bliss Girl, obviously. It’s the best camper award. Julianna Becker won it last year! This year she’s not here because she’s working as a lifeguard in Newark, New Jersey. She taught me everything I know. And you might as well give it up and settle for second-place ribbons. The trophy never goes to a rookie camper. Like you.”

“I’d rather be a rookie camper than a cootie monster.”

“Listen, for the last time, I don’t have cooties!” Ella stamped her foot. “Stop telling people that!”

“Cootie germs, no returns,” Claire answered, sitting up to punch Ella’s ankle with the last of her strength. On the inside, her hopes felt as crunched as an old tin can.

Was it true? Could a loving cup only go to a returning camper?

No way!

Ella Edsel was also a liar, Claire reminded herself. A liar who was feeling the heat of competition.

Because it was always Claire or Ella. Ella or Claire.

At any game or relay, at any sailing or swimming race, at any fitness test, and even at any contest that girls made up for fun—such as who could long-jump farthest off the top of the stone barbecue grill, or who could eat a slice of pizza in the fewest bites—Ella and Claire finished too close for comfort.

Sometimes Claire won. Sometimes Ella won. Sometimes they tied.

And mostly, Claire decided, Ella cheated.

When Ella’s cheating was too obvious, Claire had to speak up. “But Ella didn’t touch the buoy!” “Ella added ten points to her scorecard!” “Ella netted the ball twice and didn’t call it!”

“You’re nuts!” Ella yelled. “You’re blind!”

In such a loud voice that Pam would let her off. Probably, Claire figured, because it was easier to allow Ella to get her way than to question her.

So Claire had to be content with whispering. “Cheater!” “Liar!” “Jerk!” “Saboteur!”

“Takes one to know one!” Ella always whispered back.

Which made Claire grit and grind her teeth. How long could she keep being a good sport without going crazy?

The last straw was the afternoon mountain hike for advanced hikers only. Midway up to Bluefly Ridge, Ella jumped directly ahead of Claire. Then, while pretending to clear the path, she snapped back some pricker branches so that they scratched Claire’s arm.

“Ow!” Claire yelled, extra loud.

“Sorry, Fleabite,” said Ella in a singsong voice. Then she muttered a few words under her breath.

Claire gasped. Was it a spell? A rebel-witch pricker-stinging spell? It had to be! Proof, at last!

Suddenly, the prickers seemed to sting more fiercely. After they descended the mountain, Claire raced to the first-aid office, where Talita and Luna cleaned and dressed her arm.

“What did I tell you!” Claire exclaimed once Talita was out of earshot. “Rebel-witch Ella Edsel snapped the pricker branch on purpose! Then she chanted a spell to make it sting worse! It feels like fire on my arm!”

“Really? A pricker-sting spell? How’d it go?”

“Well, I didn’t hear it, exactly.”

“Could it have only been your imagination?”

When Claire didn’t answer, Luna looked skeptical. “Careful, Clairsie,” she warned.

“Whatever Ella did or didn’t do, you don’t want to come off looking like the baddie.”

“She hurt me! How’m I the baddie?”

“Well … the way you tell those jokes at dinner, saying Ella has cooties. Or how you say that she has lice, and that her lice probably have red hair and freckles, too.”

“Oh, that’s just camp spirit! Haven’t you ever heard her call me Flea or Fleabite? Ella Edsel’s like a—a human pricker! I wish I could figure out the best spell to get her back.”

“Ignore her.”

Claire wrinkled her nose. “You sound like Mom and Dad.”

“Rise above it.”

“Luna! That’s not real advice.”

“And whatever you do, don’t sink to her level.”

Claire snapped her fingers. Aha! She would sink to Ella’s level. She would pretend to be friends, and then when nobody was looking—bam! Right back at her. “Thanks, Loon! Great advice!” she said, giving her sister a hug.

She bided her time and waited for the perfect opportunity. It would be just a one-time warning, she decided. To show that two could play saboteur, ha ha! She practiced jabbing her finger right in Ella’s face and saying, “How’s that for a taste of your own medicine, cootie monster?”

The golden moment came during an afternoon pickup soccer match out in Cow Patty Pasture. Soccer was one of Claire’s favorite sports. It got a lot of her running energy out. She liked to play offense, but usually she had enough steam in her to play defense, too. Basically, she just followed the ball wherever it went.

Ella had extra running energy, too. She played by Claire’s same rules of following the ball all over the field, only more aggressively. Her usual trick was to swipe the ball to the extreme sideline, so that it was almost out of bounds. That’s when she would drive it all the way down the field, yelling, “I got it! I got it!” so loud that nobody else came near her.

Usually, Claire stayed out of Ella’s way, too. Safe from her bumps and shoves.

This time, she was ready. As soon as Ella got the ball, Claire streaked up alongside, tapped her knees, and softly chanted:

Knock these knees—

Fall to thine!

Immediately, Ella stumbled and fell flat as a skinny squished spider.

In the next instant, Claire had recovered the ball. She pointed her finger and began, “How’s that for a taste of your own—” but already Ella had bounced back up, so Claire had to pass the ball, quick. Which she did, to Zoë, who popped it to Janna, who smashed it past Penelope and into the goal.

Everyone cheered. Ella scowled.

Ella pointed at Claire indignantly. “She tripped me!” she yelled to Pam.

“How did I?” Claire bellowed back.

“You said bad words to me, Fleabite!” Ella shouted. “You used intimidation tactics!”

Pam narrowed her eyes, called a timeout, and trotted over from the sidelines. “Keep it down, girls; they can hear you in Kentucky. That doesn’t sound like you, Claire. Did you say anything intimidating?”

“Crumbs, of course not!” said Claire. She made herself look Pam in the eye. “I never cheat.”

Lying was weird. Kind of like telling a campfire ghost story, as if the zombie version of Claire were channeling bad words through her real self.

Pam looked from Ella to Claire and back again. She seemed to be trying to decide something. “No penalties,” she called finally, blowing her whistle.

As soon as Pam’s back was turned, Claire stuck out her tongue. Ella mouthed a curse word. Claire mouthed a worse curse word back. Ella yawned and tapped her hand over her mouth, then scooted off before Claire could do anything more.

Uneasily, Claire waited for Ella to cast her knock-these-knees spell, or worse, but nothing happened.

Ella’s team evened the score, ending the game in a tie. But a spell-cheat tie, Claire realized, did not feel the same as a real one.

After everyone shook hands down the line, Pam signaled for Claire and Ella both to come stand on either side of her. She flung an arm around each of their necks and drew them into a three-way huddle.

“Look here, sports fans. Healthy competition is part of Camp Bliss’s identity, but in the end, we’re all on the same team, Team Bliss,” she said. “So you girls better call a truce.”

Ella smiled. “I’m real sorry, Claire,” she said in a sticky voice. “Maybe I was hearing things. I’m sure you didn’t make me trip on purpose. Truce!”

Claire swallowed. How could Ella be so two-faced? Why couldn’t Pam see how fake Ella really was?

“Okay I’m sorry, too,” she said. “Truce.”

“Dandy.” Pam blew on her whistle. “Now let’s go eat. It’s corn dogs and three-bean salad tonight. Hup two.”

“Yee-haw!” Ella leaped and sprinted away to catch up with the rest of the team.

Truce for now, Claire thought sourly as she straggled alone up the field.

She had a feeling that, like most truces, it was waiting for the right time to be broken.
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An Extra Kick

LUNA NOTICED THAT THE rebel witch was changing the food.

The tacos became crunchier. Fresh oregano flecked the spaghetti sauce. The stale lemon squares now tasted lemony and didn’t crumble to dust.

Soon, everyone else noticed. The counselors were mystified. They discussed it endlessly. “Maybe the chef from Camp Haligalouk has become friends with Chef Sue,” Tammy said. Camp Haligalouk was the boys’ camp. It was way over on the other side of Lake Periwinkle. Sometimes the girls would see one of the boys’ maroon-painted boats on the lake or smell the smoke from their grill, but for the most part, the camps did not bother with each other. Besides, Sue, the Camp Bliss chef, was rather short-tempered. It did not seem likely that she would make friends or trade her recipes.

Other girls guessed it was a ghost.

Luna did not have to guess. She knew. The improved lemon squares were a dead giveaway. They had a perfect, no-mistakes taste. A witch’s work, without a doubt.

“At least the rebel witch is not tripping Pam anymore,” Luna remarked after a delicious dinner of savory vegetarian chili.

“That’s because the rebel witch is Ella Edsel, and she’s got it out for me, not Pam,” said Claire. She burped and blew it in Ella’s direction.

Luna shook her head. She was sure the rebel witch was not Ella Edsel. For one thing, Ella did not care about food. Luna knew this, because once she saw Ella eat one of Gladriole’s fruit leathers out of the Pillowcase Fund. Nobody could stomach those fruit leathers. They tasted like honey-coated tires.

Before the mystery could be solved, the food returned to its same bad taste. Again, the spaghetti sauce was runny as tomato juice. Again, the tacos sogged. The lemon squares turned back to dust-crusted bricks.

“I guess Chef Sue lost interest,” said Tammy sadly.

“I guess rebel Ella is sick of cooking spells,” Claire confided to a doubtful Luna.

It wasn’t long, though, before the rebel witch struck again. This time, the spells were odd in a completely different way. For the next couple of days, Camp Bliss seemed extra blissful. The counselors started wearing wisteria and ivy flower wreaths. Nighttime story hour began to stretch late into the night. It seemed as if everyone had a poem or a song or a feeling to share.

“This is the greatest, most beautiful group of campers, ever!” Pam rasped one evening, her voice hoarse from so much singing. “There is such peace in the air! Come on, girls, let’s sing another round of ‘Hawaiian Rainbows’!”

“It’s like the rebel witch cast some sort of sappy-feelings spell,” said Claire. “Yuck.”

Privately, Luna was glad that the rebel witch had decided to use her powers on nice food and sappy feelings. It was better than tripping Pam or casting wild weather.

Soon the flowers and songs stopped, too. Everything went back to normal. Unfortunately, Luna sensed danger in the air. The danger of a thing about to happen, she thought.

All week during her office duty, she tried to phone Grandy. First to confess about the long-lost Marigold Zest, and then to ask what to do about the rebel witch and the danger in the air.

Nobody was home at Bramblewine. After leaving her fourth message on their answering machine, Luna figured that Grandy and Grampy must have gone on a vacation somewhere. Her grandparents had lots of zest for vacations, especially for places where they could play golf.

She hung up the phone and turned her attention to the “Luna’s News” Web update. Lots of parents had e-mailed Luna about how much they enjoyed “Luna’s News,” and some of them had asked her for personal updates about their daughters. Also, the campers themselves liked to be singled out for their special talents. Luna did the best she could, recording the scores of games and keeping track of when a girl had done something exceptional.

There’s never a dull moment here at Camp Bliss, she typed. Blue-and-Buff Day is tomorrow, so we are spending plenty of time outdoors preparing for this exciting sports event. Yesterday, Anne Chapman caught the most Frisbees in the practice tournament.

“Luna?”

She looked up. Lakshmi stood at the office door.

“Hi, Lakshmi. Are you feeling better?” Luna asked. Yesterday, Lakshmi had had a bad headache and had spent the day resting in the first-aid office.

“Oh, my head’s fine,” said Lakshmi. She flopped down in the chair opposite the desk. “I came here because I have something good and something bad to tell you.” She smiled. “The good thing is that I came in second place in this morning’s two-mile run! Please put that in your Web update.”

Luna made a note of it. “And the bad thing?”

Lakshmi frowned and lapsed into silence.

“It couldn’t be that bad,” said Luna in her calm doctor voice.

Lakshmi bit her bottom lip. Her cleft chin trembled slightly. “It’s just that you were so nice yesterday, giving me that cold compress for my headache. I have to confess and clear my conscience.” She took a deep breath. “I stole your nice yellow powder. And I’m very sorry.”

“Oh.” Luna blinked. “Why did you take it?”

“I guess because I was in a bad mood to be at camp, and it smelled so outdoorsy it cheered me up,” Lakshmi answered. “After I took it, I liked the powder so much I couldn’t give it back to you. Now it’s too late, because someone has stolen it from me.”

“The powder has been stolen—again?” asked Luna.

“Yep. Poof! It’s gone.” For a moment, Lakshmi looked irate. “I’m sorry, Luna. I want to give you replacement money for it. I also wondered where I could get some more. It smelled so nice, like flowers, like a field of—”

Luna held up her hand. “Wait a sec—how did you use the powder?”

“Why, I’d sprinkle it on after my shower, of course. It’s talcum powder, right?”

“And did anything mysterious happen when you used it?” Luna asked.

Lakshmi looked sheepish. “Well … it might sound silly, but whenever I used it, my day seemed extra-lucky. It made me feel … oh, I don’t know … it made me feel …”

Luna leaned forward. “Zesty?”

“Yes, that’s it. Zesty!” Lakshmi’s usually loud voice quieted. “Like, anytime I was mad at Pam—and I was pretty mad about the Pillowcase Fund—well, she would just trip and fall down. Just like that! I know she’s probably a klutz to begin with, but it seemed to happen on purpose when I wished it! Or once, when I was enjoying Claire’s good ghost story, I thought, oh, wouldn’t it be great if we had lightning and rain, to make the night extra scary? And remember? It really happened!”

“And then, when you wanted the food to get better …” Luna could not help grinning. Thank goodness, the “witch” had been found!

But Lakshmi shook her head. “No. Somebody took the powder from me before the food improved.” Her mouth gaped open. “It is magic, isn’t it? It’s wishing powder! That means I tripped Pam! I made the ghost story scarier! Please, Luna, you have to tell me where—”

“Oh, no, you’ve got the wrong idea.” Luna quickly dropped her smile. “I was just joking along with you. What you took was plain old ordinary cornmeal foot powder. You must have been imagining your luck. On the bright side, my grandmother would call that the power of positive thinking! But thanks for telling me. I’d been wondering where my foot powder went. My feet haven’t been the same.” She stood up from the desk. “Now I’ve got to find my sister.”

Leaving Lakshmi behind, Luna ran out of the office as fast as she could to the pasture, where Claire was practicing archery, a few last-minute bull’s-eyes before Blue-and-Buff Day. Claire dropped her bow when Luna gave her the news.

“Then who do you think stole the Zest from Lakshmi?” she asked.

“Someone who likes crunchy tacos and chewy lemon squares,” Luna answered.

“Well, we know who that is! Let’s go!”

Together, they ran across the field and up near the cabins to the hammock, Penelope’s favorite spot, where she was catching a catnap. She confessed immediately.

“Yes, I took the powder from Lakshmi’s shower kit. But I only had it for a couple of days,” Penelope said sheepishly. “It smelled so good, like my favorite spices. I couldn’t resist. Since Lakshmi hadn’t given to the Pillowcase Fund, I figured I’d borrow it and lend it to someone else. I used it as seasoning. It made my food so tasty that I sneaked into the kitchen and sprinkled it in the soup, on the tacos, the chili, even on some stale lemon squares. I couldn’t believe one little seasoning could do so much! What’s it made of?”

“It’s plain old cornmeal foot powder,” said Luna.

“Foot powder! Wow! You have to tell me where you got it,” said Penelope. “It sure had a lot of zest. I gave the bottle to Gladriole. Since she’s a vegetarian and all, I thought she might like an extra kick in her salads. If you want to talk to her, I think she’s in the pottery shed.”

“Crow’s feet and cobwebs!” Claire exclaimed as the twins ran to the pottery shed. “I had no idea that everyone at Camp Bliss was casting spells.”

“Not casting, exactly,” corrected Luna. “Just wishing.”

“That Marigold Zest is powerful stuff,” said Claire.

“Grandy warned me not to let the powder get into the wrong hands. She said Marigold Zest could work wonders on even a non-witch’s wishes. Now I think I know what she meant.” Luna blew out her cheeks. “Boy, did I ever mess this one up.”

“Come on, nothing terrible has happened, Loon. None of these wrong hands have been too wrong.’”

“Not yet, anyway,’” Luna answered. She shivered. The closer they came to finding the powder, the nearer she felt to a peculiar kind of danger.

Glad was sitting in the windowsill of the pottery barn. She was embroidering a gladiolus design onto a denim cloth wallet.

“Penelope’s power powder? Oh, sure! I had it for a couple of days. But I didn’t use it on my food! I sprinkled it on my hair before campfire nights, so everyone could share the scent. It gave off a supercool vibe in the air.”

“Do you think we could use some of it?” asked Luna.

“Sure! Yesterday, I put it in the Pillowcase Fund for everyone to share.”

“Thanks, Glad,” said Claire.

“By the way, Luna, I made the longest daisy chain in freestyle crafts time. You might want to put that in your ‘Luna’s News’ update,” said Glad.

“Will do,” Luna answered.

In no time, the girls had doubled back to Sleepy Hollow. They raced to the pillowcase.

The only thing to be found in the Pillowcase Fund was the copy of Eternally Eustacia that Luna had donated.

Claire stamped her foot. “So close, but no Zest! And Camp Bliss is too big to question everybody.”

“Hmm, but think, Clairsie. If the powder fulfills the wish of whoever has her hands on it,” said Luna thoughtfully, “all we have to do is wait for the next wish, and trace it to the logical wish-er. Right?”

“Right,” Claire said softly.

“Like, if everyone starts laughing really hard or wants to play softball all day, then it’s Min Suh who has the Zest. Right?”

“Right,” squeaked Claire, even more softly.

“Or if people start talking about Bermuda and French manicures too much, then it’s Haley who has the Zest. Right?”

“Right.” Now Claire’s voice sounded soft and squeaky as a mouse.

“Claire, this is no time for funny voices,” Luna said strictly. “I’m trying to do some detectiving. Speak up, and stand up straight.”

“I am speaking up and standing up!”

Luna looked at her sister from head to toe. “Clairsie,” she said, trying to keep her own voice relaxed. “Do you realise that you’re shrinking?”

“I am not!” said Claire, jutting her chin high. Yet there could be no doubt that she was standing a full head smaller than her sister. And she was losing height rapidly.

“What is happening to you?” Luna gasped. Now her sister was at her chest, and in the next ten seconds, her waist.

“Make it stop!” Claire commanded. Her voice was shrill as a doll’s teakettle.

“I don’t know how!” Luna cried. Now her twin was knee-high. “You’re knee-high!” she exclaimed, but no sooner were the words out than Claire had shrunk to Luna’s shin, then her ankle. “Claire, where are you going?”

“Hide me!” squealed Claire, climbing up onto Luna’s big toe. “Put me somewhere safe, before I disappear from sight!”

Quickly, Luna scooped up her clothespin-sized sister and dropped her gently into a paper cup that was resting on top of one of the bureaus. “We’ll go to the first-aid office,” she said. “Stay calm. Either you have come down with an incurable shrinking disease, or a rebel wisher has struck.”

She hurried out of the cabin and down the hill to the office, the safest place she could think of. She peeked in the cup. “Crumbs, Clairsie, you’re teeny! Who would be cruel enough to wish you down to the size of a matchstick?”

“I’m much bigger than a matchstick!” Claire peeped haughtily. “Hurry!”

“I’m running as fast as I can!” said Luna. “Let’s try to access the Book of Shadows from the Internet. Well have you back to normal in no time. Now keep quiet, because I see somebody walking up over the hill.”

The somebody was Ella Edsel.

“Is that Claire or Luna?” she asked, squinting and shading her eyes.

“Luna,” said Luna.

As she got closer, Ella smiled. “Just who I was looking for. By the way, I can tell you from your sister because you have way prettier eyes.”

Inside the cup, Claire squeaked with rage.

“Talita sent me to find you,” Ella continued. “Your grandmother is calling long distance. You need to get to the office, pronto!”

“Thanks,” said Luna. “She’s just the person I wanted to talk to.”

“By the way, have you seen Claire around?” Ella smirked. “We’ve got relay races in fifteen minutes. Last practice before Blue-and-Buff Day tomorrow.”

“Um, no,” said Luna. “But I’m looking for something, too. I wanted to borrow some yellow powder from the Pillowcase Fund. Have you seen it?”

“You mean that foot powder? Too late now,” Ella answered. “I used it all up on my feet. It feels great, like I have extra kicking energy! That’s why I know for sure that Blue is gonna win!”

Now Claire let out a squeak so loud and angry that Luna had to fake a sneeze to cover up the noise.

“Hope you’re not getting a cold before Blue-and-Buff Day” said Ella. “By the way, Luna, make sure to add in your news bulletin that I kicked the winning goal in soccer practice.”

“No problem,” said Luna.

“Nothing personal, but I’m gonna blow your sister away tomorrow!” Ella cackled. “In my opinion, she’s no more than a little flea!”
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Tug-of-Warriors

CLAIRE COULD HEAR THAT Grandy was annoyed. She was talking on her cell phone from a golf course somewhere in the Poconos. “What did I say about not letting the powder fall into the wrong hands?” she yelled. Claire covered her ears. Now that she was flea-sized, all voices sounded loud as thunder.

“I’m sorry” answered Luna. “Grandy, this is a real mess. Claire’s smaller than a paper clip. Ella Edsel wished it, and her wish is coming true!”

“Nice one, Fred!” shouted Grandy. “That’s two birdies and a hole in one!”

“When will the wish wear off?” Claire yelled, jumping up and down in the paper cup. The sound of her voice was hardly a sound at all. Luckily, Grandy’s ears were better than a bat’s.

“A non-witch’s wish? Ha! It’s a joke, it takes absolutely nothing to undo,” said Grandy. “And it’s not permanent, anyway. Luna can restore you to regular size on a pinkie spell. As for that girl, Ella, and her extra kicking energy, that’s where you have a problem. As you two have learned, Marigold Zest is a non-witch-friendly powder, and since Ella correctly shook the Zest on her feet, she’ll probably be the star of any sport where she needs a good, strong, zesty kick. If perchance she faced west, her power would be even greater.”

Claire felt tears sting as her mind’s eye imagined Ella Edsel zestfully kicking goal after goal. Good-bye, Buff Team Victory! Good-bye, loving cup!

Mostly, though, Claire wanted to be the right size again.

“Grandy, I hate being puny!” she yelled as loud as she could. “Make me grow back before Ella squashes me like a flea!”

“Buck up, Claire. Terrible things happen to people every day, and you don’t hear them squeaking on and on about it.” But then Grandy quickly recited a “return-to-size” spell for Luna to cast on her sister. “Listen, girls. The reason I’m calling is to tell you I arranged for your father and Justin to pick you two up next week,” she announced. “Foolishly, they think it might be a fun road trip! Oh, Fred, gorgeous shot! Now, remember. Absolutely No More Spells! Hugs and kisses! Good-bye!”

Claire heard Luna send a kiss and replace the phone.

“Hurry, Loon!” she squeaked, hopping up and down. How big was a flea, anyway? A centimeter? A millimeter? Awful Ella Edsel!

“Luna, if your cup is empty, come toss it in this bag.” From somewhere in the room came Talita’s voice. Claire strained through the cup to see Talita’s shadowy outline in the office door. “I’m taking the trash up to the lodge.”

Claire felt Luna’s fingers close around the cup protectively.

“Okay,” said Luna. “Let me just, um …” And then, before Claire could squeak in protest, she felt herself being lifted and shaken forward, sliding from the cup where she landed—yuck!—in the damp warm cave of Luna’s mouth. It was dark as midnight and smelled like peanut butter. Claire perched herself on her sister’s right front molar and pinched her nose against the peanut-butter fumes.

“Bye, then,” Talita called. “Don’t forget to turn off the computer.”

“Mmmggrlk,” Luna answered.

“Open up!” Claire shouted, her teensy sneaker kicking the edge of Luna’s tongue. “It’s hot in here! Sitting in your after-lunch mouth is beyond blecchh!”

Gently, she felt herself being spit from dark to light to land on the pink island of Luna’s palm. Then Luna crouched to let Claire drop to the ground, where she scrambled to stand on her own two tiny legs.

“Sorry about that. It was the only place I could think of to hide you. Now, sister-witch, be thou ready?”

Claire nodded. “Aye.”

She looked up and watched as Luna’s enormous pinkie hovered over her like a rain cloud as she cast:

Undo this curse of cruel despise

Return Claire to her natural size.

It’s only logical to me,

My sister cannot be a flea!

Slowly, Claire felt herself stretching and pulling and shaping back into her regular old self.

“What a relief!” she said when she stood eye to eye and was the same size as her sister, the way it had been since Claire could remember. I’ll never look at a flea the same way again. Or your mouth. Pee-yew, Luna! You should brush after lunch. You’ve got me smelling like a peanut-butter-and-bad-breath sandwich!”

Luna frowned. “There are more important things to think about than how you smell. You have Ella Edsel to compete against, and her feet are zesty.”

“I understand how rebel witches turned out to be rebel wishers. But what I still don’t get,” Claire said as they began to walk up to Sleepy Hollow, “is who did the apple spell?”

“Apple spell? What apple spell?” asked Luna.

“I didn’t want to scare you, Loon, but a few weeks ago, I found an apple quartered and buried right outside Sleepy Hollow. You and I both know that’s an Old School, problem-solving spell. That’s why I still think Ella Edsel might be a real-live, sneaky rebel witch.”

Luna cleared her throat. “Actually Claire, the apple-caster was me. It was just this dumb thing I did my first week here, when I hate-hate-hated Camp Bliss. I knew Grandy had said No Spells, but an apple spell has almost no magic at all: I told my problem to the apple because I didn’t want to tell you. I didn’t want to wreck your fun.”

“You like camp now, though, right?” Claire asked.

Luna nodded. “It took longer, but I guess there’s a place for me here, too.”

Claire threw her arm around her sister. “Of course there is! I’m proud of you, Loon. You’re not a great athlete, but you’re a great sport.”

Luna threw her arm around Claire. “Good luck tomorrow,” she said. “I know you’ll be terrific. You have all the zest you need, with or without spells. I’m pulling for you.”

“You better pull for me,” Claire said soberly. “You’re on my team. Together, we’ve got to make the extra effort to crush Ella.”

Claire kept away from Ella for the rest of the evening. She did not even bother to go out to Cow Patty pasture to watch how far Ella could kick the soccer ball. “Luna’s right. I don’t need magic zest,” she whispered to herself. “I’ve got enough zest in me already.”

The next morning dawned bright and muggy, with a light wind off Lake Periwinkle. The camp was set up for a day of competition. The fields had been mowed, and the air smelled like the fresh, clean, blue and buff T-shirts that had been ordered especially for Blue-and-Buff Day.

“Go, Buff, go!” Claire called to anyone she saw in a Buff Team shirt.

“That’s the spirit, Claire!” said Tammy.

Everything was going to be okay, Claire decided. Spirit was practically the same thing as zest.

At breakfast, though, Claire saw that Ella had pulled her hair into two pom-pom pony tails, and she had painted her face with blue stripes.

“I am Big Bad Blue!” Ella sang zestfully “I am True Blue!”

“Great spirit!” Tammy, Pam, and Talita declared. Some of the older girls from Cabin Eight whistled and clapped approvingly.

Claire wished she had thought to paint her face buff or make a pom-pom hairdo. If she did it now, she would look like a copycat.

After breakfast, Glad lent her a tan bandanna, which she tied around her head. Then she wrote Tuff Enuff for Buff on her leg, using a yellow glowpaint pen.

“Oooh! Let me try!” The other girls on the team borrowed the paint pen to write on their legs, too.

“Great slogan, Claire! Good leadership!” called the counselors as the entire camp assembled on the field, waiting for the games to start.

Pam strode to the head of the group and lifted her whistle. “Sports fans! The all-day sports-athon known as Blue-and-Buff Day has officially begun. Get set for some volleyball action!” Then she put her mouth on the whistle, puffed out her cheeks, and gave the loudest, longest, screechingest blast yet.

The teams divided. Two volleyball games, one on the North Court, one on the South Court, would be played at the same time. That way, everyone had a chance to participate. Claire and Ella were both on the North Court.

Claire’s eyebrows raised, and her mouth buttoned in determination as she and Ella faced off across the net.

“Blue’s ups!” Ella shouted. But then she only served an easy pop-up that Claire slammed down the middle.

“All right!” cheered the Buff team.

Ella scowled and served again.

Again, Claire slammed a return into the ground.

“Yes!” cheered Buff.

“Be a team player, Claire!” yelled Pam.

Ella served once more, and the ball went out of bounds.

“Out! Out! Out! Yer out! Buff’s ups! Our serve!” shouted Claire.

Blue-and-Buff Day was underway.

In every event, Claire and Ella were neck and neck. If Claire got a bull’s-eye in archery, Ella leaped farther in the long jump. If Ella did an extra chin-up, Claire shaved a second off her relay time.

“True Blue!” Ella crowed as she slammed a grounder between second and third base during the softball game.

“Tuff Buff!” Claire shouted back when she slung and shot her third bull’s-eye in the archery competition.

They kept their eyes on each other, waiting to see who would break the truce and cheat. As far as Claire could see, Ella was playing as honestly as she was playing zestfully Now that she was charged with the extra zing of magic zest, Ella seemed to be more agreeable to rules and fairness. Well, of course, thought Claire grimly. Anyone would be a good sport if she had magically zesty feet!

A chalkboard had been set up by Wuthering Heights cabin. Every time Claire checked on it, the Buff Team was either up by one or down by one. Sometimes Ella swooped by to check, too.

“You’re toast!” Claire would hiss.

“Takes one to know one,” Ella hissed back.

“Ella Edsel and Claire Bundkin! Stop checking the board,” Pam called. “Just enjoy the competition.”

Enjoy it? Impossible!

The Buff Team won the rope climb. The Blue Team won capture the flag. The Buff Team won the softball game. The Blue Team won the canoe relay, which was to be expected since Luna was the worst canoer ever to paddle Lake Periwinkle. (But Claire was truly proud of Luna during the canoe relays. Although she wore two life jackets and did not open her eyes the whole time she was on the water, Luna paddled all the way to the finish line.)

The last event of Blue-and-Buff Day was the tug-of-war. Talita tallied the scores on the board. “If Buff wins,” she announced to the group, “this day ends in a tie. Then two flags will fly over Camp Bliss. If Blue wins, then the blue flag will fly alone for another year!”

“Tuff Buff!” screamed Tammy.

“True Blue!” screamed Pam.

“Tuggers, take your places!” Pam’s breath could barely fill the whistle as she blew into it. Everyone was splattered, battered, muddied, bruised, and beyond exhausted. Some of the Cabin One campers had quit the day long ago and were taking naps in the hammock.

Claire jumped to the head of line. She picked up the rope and gripped it firmly. A red handkerchief was tied around the middle of the rope to mark its dividing point. “Come on,” she whispered to the handkerchief. “A victory for Buff is a victory for me!”

Across the black goo of a lumpy mud puddle created by the counselors just for the tug, Claire stared into the eyes of a very sweaty Ella. Only faint smears of blue streaked her face now, and she had lost one of her pom-poms, which made her look lopsided. Claire knew that she herself was looking pretty messy, too. The yellow glowpaint down her leg had smudged into a bruisey color, and her lower lip was swollen from biting it too hard during the rope climb.

“Forget about winning, Lice Monger Queen of All Cooties,” Claire growled with what energy was left in her. “The Buff Team flag will fly.”

“In your dreams, Puny Pitiful Fleabite,” puffed Ella. “The Blue Team flag flies high and alone!”

Pam blew her whistle, and the tugging began.

Claire pulled. Her arms strained so hard she thought she could feel her joints popping out of her sockets, but she didn’t care. All that mattered was winning. She tugged as hard as she could. Ella tugged hard, too. She stomped her zesty feet so that mud kicked up everywhere, spattering Claire’s face. Claire stomped her own feet and spattered back.

The handkerchief I n c h e d over the mud puddle.

And I n c h e d its way back.

That’s when it happened. Maybe because of Ella’s lopsided pom-pom hair. Maybe because of her puffing, blue-smudged face. Maybe because of her giant, mud-spattered, zesty feet that were stuck like two scuba flippers in the mud. Maybe it was a combination of all three things. But suddenly, Ella Edsel looked very, very funny to Claire.

So funny that Claire felt something like a giant hiccup rising from her stomach. She tried to stop it by gritting her teeth. She pulled with all her might.

The handkerchief I n c h e d closer to the Blue Team side.

“Pull, Blue, pull!” she heard Pam yell.

“Pull, Buff, pull!” yelled Tammy.

Ella was glaring at Claire. Her face was fierce, but she seemed to be holding back an uncomfortable, hiccup-y expression as well. Did Claire look as fierce to Ella as Ella did to Claire?

“Mmm-mmm-mmm!” Ella started to make a noise in the back of her throat.

“Mmm-mmm -mmm!” Claire could not push the hiccup down.

It was impossible, later, for the counselors to decide who let go of the rope first. But as soon as Ella and Claire both lost their grip, everyone else did, too. In a confused instant, the line slammed sideways, skidding into the mud. Girls tumbled and slid into one another before being sucked down into sloppy, gooey mud.

Ella and Claire, who landed plop in the middle of the mud puddle, were holding their stomachs from laughing so hard.

“True Blue!” wheeled Claire.

“Tuff Enough!” Ella gasped.

Blue-and-Buff Day was officially over.

Mr. and Mrs. Carol, the camp directors, who had come to watch the last hour of Blue-and-Buff Day, ruled that the tug-of-war would not be counted in the official tally.

“And so the winner is—the Blue Team!” announced Pam at the pizza and root-beer-float celebration afterward. “The Blue Flag will fly another year! Hip, hip, hooray!”

As the counselors saluted the flag, all of the blue-shirted girls cheered and clapped. The buff shirted girls clapped, too, but more quietly.

Claire gave Ella a nudge and raised up her root-beer mug in a toast.

“You played really great today,” she admitted.

“You, too. You’re a terrific athlete,” confessed Ella.

“Takes one to know one!” shouted Claire, and they clinked mugs on it.
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The End of Bliss

“BOO!” THE VOICE AT the lodge door was low and rumbly. At first, Luna did not recognize it. She jumped, startled, and dropped her Ping-Pong paddle.

“Justin!” She hardly recognized her brother. He had become so tall. And dark. And handsome.

“What happened to you?” she exclaimed.

Justin looked shy. Then, catching sight of Lakshmi at the other end of the Ping-Pong table, he recovered by pulling up his shirt-sleeve and flexing a muscle. Two hard bumps appeared. “I made a wad of money, too,” he said in his low and rumbling new voice.

“That’s great, Justin.”

“Dad let me drive part of the way here. On the back roads.” Now his voice was extra loud, too.

“That’s cool, Justin.”

“I’m Justin,” said Justin, turning to Lakshmi.

“I’m Lakshmi,” said Lakshmi in her own loud voice, stepping forward. “I’m from Los Angeles.”

“Yeah, I’ve been there,” said Justin. Luna was about to remind him that he had been to Los Angeles when he was six months old and probably couldn’t remember a single thing about it, but the look on his face made her stop.

“Dad and I are staying at the Mossy Minute Motel,” Justin continued loudly. He was looking at Luna, but his sneakers were pointed in Lakshmi’s direction. “We did a road trip. It was so great. We had fish gumbo at this place in Baltimore. We toured around Roanoke, and we visited a cowboy museum. I drove part of the way on the back roads.”

“You told us that already,” Luna reminded him.

“Driving is cool,” said Lakshmi. “I can’t wait to get my license. Are you in high school?”

“Ymm-hmm,” said Justin, giving Luna another look that made her decide not to remind him that he was actually starting eighth grade in September, and last she checked, eighth grade was not high school.

Loudly, Justin continued, speaking more to Lakshmi than Luna. “We’ll be at the cook-out and your awards ceremony tonight, and I call the front passenger seat for tomorrow. I’m gonna go find Claire and say hi to her, too. See ya.”

He ducked out of the lodge, red-faced from so much talking.

“Your brother’s cool,” Lakshmi commented. “Does he have a girlfriend?”

“I don’t think so,” said Luna. She had a feeling that underneath her new, brawny, loud-talking, muscled-up brother was the same shy, girlfriendless Justin. “I’m going to go look for my dad.”

She did not have to go far. Mr. Bundkin was striding up the field in search of her.

At the sight of her father’s friendly, familiar face, a tide of happiness and homesickness and car sickness and top-bunk sickness surged through her. Luna felt tears prickle in her eyes. She pretended that she had to sneeze so that she could cover her face with her hands.

“Thanks for posting those ‘Luna’s News’ updates,” Mr. Bundkin said, swooping up Luna for a hug and a kiss. “You make a great scout reporter!”

“I’m happy to see you,” said Luna, sagging into her father’s shoulder. Five weeks had been a long time, she realized. She was ready to go. Camp Bliss had been kind of fun, but she’d had to work really hard at it. Now she wanted to be home in her own room in her own bed with her own kitten purring on the end of it.

Mr. Bundkin wasn’t the only one to thank Luna for her news updates. All afternoon and later that evening at the Farewell Picnic, parents came up to shake her hand. “Luna Bundkin? Nice bulletin! We really appreciated the reports from the front lines!”

The attention from grown-ups was all a little bit embarrassing, especially when Talita introduced Luna to her boyfriend, Curtis, as “my best friend at camp.”

Which was sort of true, thought Luna as she watched Talita and Curtis sitting together under a tree, sharing a plate of picnic dinner and whispering secrets. She and Talita had even exchanged e-mail addresses. But Curtis was Talita’s all-weather friend. They were traveling across Europe together next year. Talita had told her all about it.

Sitting next to her father, Luna nibbled at her dinner and surveyed the rolling green fields. Everywhere she looked, she saw a pair of friends.

Glad and Penelope were sitting together.

Min Suh and Haley were sitting together.

Pam and Tammy were sitting together.

Even Lakshmi and Justin were sitting together.

“I can’t believe camp’s over,” said Luna quietly, “and I never made an all-weather friend.”

“You’re my all-weather friend,” said her father. “Right, sunshine?”

Luna nodded and put her hand on his knee. She didn’t want her dad to feel bad, but a parent wasn’t quite the same thing. Besides, she really was happy to see her dad after five weeks away from him.

Since it was such a warm, clear evening, the Camp Bliss awards ceremony would be held outdoors. On a flat stretch of meadow, folding chairs were arranged in rows. Up front, a table covered with badges, medals, and certificates was positioned next to a podium. After dinner, people began to amble over from the barbecue area to sit on the chairs. Luna waited for her dad to finish his third helping of potato salad, then held his hand as they joined the others.

“Justin and I will be back here, a stone’s throw away,” said Mr. Bundkin, detaching his hand from hers. “You go sit with the other kids, Luna.”

Claire and Ella had saved her a seat up front. Luna felt her stomach clench with jealousy. Even Claire had made an all-weather friend! Ever since Blue-and-Buff Day, Claire and Ella had become inseparable.

Luna managed to put on a smile as she trotted down the aisle to slide into the empty seat next to her sister.

Ella leaned forward and waved. Claire hooked her pinkie into Luna’s. Then Talita spied Luna, and she and Curtis moved seats so that they could sit next to her.

“Look at that loving cup,” Claire said, pointing. “If Ella and I both win it, then we decided we each will hold one of its handles. I think there’s a reason it has two handles. It’s kismet.”

“What’s kismet?” Luna asked.

“Destiny!” said Claire and Ella together. Then they started laughing. Ever since Claire and Ella had become friends, it seemed all they did was laugh.

Soon Pam and the other counselors gathered at the front. As she stepped into place behind the podium, Pam blew on her whistle. But it was a mournful tweet, as if she knew it would be a whole year before she would use a whistle so much and so happily again.

“There are lots of prizes to give out,” Pam announced to the audience. “Your patience is appreciated! We’re going to start with the junior campers crafts awards and tadpole badges. Okay?”

“Dandy!” shouted a few campers.

Pam grinned.

There were prizes for everything. There were ribbons and badges and medallions for good swimming, for good sailing, for good artwork, for good hiking and biking and Frisbee and horseshoe tossing. Everyone won something, and any girl who didn’t win a prize was named for an honorable mention. Even Luna’s name was called (for passing the first aid test). Of course, most of the time Ella and Claire were the ones who jumped up to sprint down the aisle. Soon their laps were filled with paper, cloth, and metal honors.

Luna’s hands hurt from clapping. Her sister was amazing!

How would that trophy be split between Claire and Ella? Luna stared at the big silver cup and pondered. Would Claire get it for half the year and Ella for half the year? Would they flip a coin? Would another cup have to be made?

Eventually, the table lay bare, except for the trophy. A hush fell over the crowd.

Claire leaned forward. Ella leaned forward. The audience shifted forward.

Then Pam sat down. Mr. and Mrs. Carol, who had been sitting in the front row of the audience, now stood up and took Pam’s place at the podium. Mrs. Carol then began to read in a clear, slow voice.

“The loving cup is given to the camper who represents those qualities most important to Camp Bliss,” she began. “They are loyalty, sportsmanship, enterprise, and bravery. This year, the counselors told me they had a tough job. There were so many outstanding competitors. So many winners!”

Someone shouted out Claire’s name. Someone else shouted Ella’s. Then someone shouted Julianna Becker’s, who won it last year but who was not even at camp this year. Then everyone was yelling out any name.

Pam blew on her whistle. Mr. Carol raised his hand for quiet. The noise settled.

“This year, we decided to give the award to a camper who made an unusual contribution,” Mr. Carol continued. “This camper got to know everyone through her hard work both indoors and out. Whether she was taking out splinters or paddling a canoe, she was always testing her bravery. Her interest in other campers resulted in an enterprising newsletter available online to all Bliss parents. She participated with steady and enthusiastic sportsmanship in every sport, and she loyally befriended both counselors and campers alike.”

Now Mr. and Mrs. Carol spoke together. “That is why this year’s Camp Bliss Girl award goes to Luna Bundkin.”

A hush of surprise fell over the audience, followed by a murmuring. It was instantly replaced by quiet, then steady clapping.

“Lizards and love handles!” whispered Claire. “Loon?”

“Oh, no!” Luna whispered. She scrunched down in her seat. “I can’t!”

The applause was gaining strength. A few girls began to shout Luna’s name. From somewhere in the back, Luna heard Justin give a wolf howl.

Claire turned and hugged her. “I guess you do deserve it, Luna,” she whispered in her sister’s ear. “I never thought about it that way before, but you really do have all those loving-cup qualities!”

“But I can’t walk up in front of all those people,” Luna whispered back. “My legs are shaking from nerves. Will you do it for me? Please? It was your zest for adventure that made me come to Camp Bliss in the first place. You’re the whole reason I’m here!”

Claire looked at Luna.

Luna looked at Claire.

“Are you sure?” Claire whispered.

Luna nodded. She was sure.

While most of the campers half-knew that it was Claire, not Luna, Bundkin who stood up and walked down the aisle and up to the podium to shake hands with the Carols and the counselors and accept the big two-handled silver trophy, it did not matter. Everyone knew that Luna and Claire, though they were as different as chalk and cheese, could count on each other in a pinch. That was why they were the purest kind of identical twins.

“See? Kismet,” said Claire later, after Justin and their dad had left for the motel, and they took one final tour around the campgrounds. “I even cleared a space for the loving cup on our bookshelf. So we both can admire it.”

Luna looked at the cup. Camp Bliss Girl—her! She could hardly believe it. “You’re sure you’re not sad you didn’t win it?” she asked her sister.

“I’m a little sad,” admitted Claire. “But, then again, Ella and I had a lot of fun together. Even though you won the trophy, camp is still a more perfect place for kids like Ella and me. Funwise, that is.”

“I agree,” Luna said.

“And it might have been kind of bad if just I or Ella won. Do you know that she invited us to spend a week with her in Colorado? There’s a horse farm nearby, and well be able to ride horses all day. Isn’t that cool?”

“Yes,” said Luna with a smile. “You know what, Claire? Even though it was you who made an all-weather friend, and I who won the loving cup, it doesn’t make a difference in the end. We both lucked out, a double victory.”

“And we split the profits down the middle,” said Claire, planting a big smooch on the loving cup and leaving greasy lip-marks, which Luna carefully wiped away.

The next morning, there were many good-byes and hugs and e-mails and numbers exchanged. Clothing trunks were packed into car trunks, and the twins fastened into their seat belts. The empty vial of Marigold Zest clanked inside the trophy cup between them.

“It’s still five bucks a pop for me to carry those trunks up to your rooms,” Justin reminded them, speaking in a braggy way for Lakshmi’s benefit.

Lakshmi smiled. “Hey, Justin,” she said so quietly that the twins had to strain their ears to listen in. “Send me an e-mail as soon as you get home. But remember, you’re three hours ahead of California.”

“Sure thing.” Justin smiled shyly.

Claire put her hands around her throat and made a gagging noise, and as soon as Justin hopped in the car, he reached behind to smack her.

It was back to old times again.

As Mr. Bundkin pulled out of the parking lot, Ella galloped alongside the car, pretending that she was riding a horse.

“Good-bye! So long!” she shouted to Claire. “Promise you won’t forget me! Remember to write!”

“I promise! I’ll remember!” Claire shouted back.

The twins looked out the back window, waving, and watched as Ella’s red hair and the peaked fir trees of Camp Bliss shrank to nothing. Eventually all they could see was the speck of the flapping blue flag.

“Next year, I’ll change that flag color,” Claire resolved. “When we come back to Bliss. Right, Luna?”

Luna nodded. Right.
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Double Delight

“GRANDY’S BRING-YOUR-OWN-CREATIVE-DISH LABOR Day Picnic Blowout is so crowded this year,” said Luna Bundkin to her identical twin sister, Claire.

“That’s because our family is growing,” Claire responded. She and Luna were each balancing a paper cup of spicy peppermint iced tea in one hand and a paper plate heavy with fried catfish, curried rice, mango salad, and a strawberry-frosted cupcake in the other as they looked for somewhere to sit.

A free spot was hard to find. There must have been more than one hundred people milling around their grandparents’ lawn or walking through the garden or relaxing on the sagging wraparound porch. Everybody was eating and talking and enjoying the fresh Bramblewine country air.

“There.” Claire pointed to a sunny stretch of grass near Grandy’s tomato patch.

“No. There.” Luna pointed to a cool patch of shade under a crooked elm. “I hate to squint and chew.” And she began to pick and weave her way around cousins, neighbors, and Grandy’s cackling pals, heading toward the elm tree.

Luna could be stubborn like that, but Claire did not mind. She bounded behind her sister. She didn’t care where she ate.

“More family is nice, but that also means more weird recipes,” Luna observed as they settled on the grass. “Did you see what Steve brought? Lobster mousse with truffles on top. It’s extremely eww!” Steve was their mother’s boyfriend. He was a chef at Aubergine, a Philadelphia restaurant so fancy that the waiters were often better dressed than the diners.

“On the other hand, Fluffy’s triple-decker soybutter, marshmallow, and pickle sandwiches on pistachio bread are yummy,” said Claire. “Fluffy said it’s a simple way of combining her favorite foods. She’s sure got a big appetite, now that she’s eating for two.”

Claire exchanged a smile with her twin. In four months’ time, their dad and their new stepmother, Fluffy, were going to have a baby. That meant a new little half sister or half brother for Claire, Luna, and their older brother, Justin. And Claire had a secret hunch that the baby would be a girl. A girl named Ubiquitous, one of the prettiest words ever, Claire thought. Ubiquitous meant “to be everywhere at the same time”—a next-to-impossible five-star spell.

You could just hear the magic in the word.

“Oh, lovely baby Ubiquitous,” Claire said out loud.

Luna frowned. “Clairsie, everyone agreed a long time ago. Ubiquitous is not a good baby name. It sounds like what you’d name a Roman gladiator.”

“Does not.”

“Does so.”

“Does not, no returns.”

“Yoo-hoo! Howdy, there!” Fluffy was standing over them. Her plate was filled with triple-decker soybutter, marshmallow, and pickle sandwiches. “May I sit with y’all?”

“Sure, Fluffy,” they chorused.

“Thanks, gals!”

Fluffy, who was from Houston, Texas, often used words such as gals and howdy. Claire and Luna agreed that while they liked their new stepmother, it had taken time to get used to her. Fluffy was so different from their real mother, Jill Bundkin, who was a no-nonsense medical doctor. Fluffy talked loud and dressed in superbright, sparkly clothes, but everyone knew that underneath she had “a heart of gold.”

Today, Claire noticed that Fluffy really did have a heart of gold, in the shape of a large, gold, heart-shaped belt buckle.

“I actually came over to ask you gals an important question,” said Fluffy as she eased herself to sit on the grass between the twins. “Have either of you heard of Melody Malady?”

“Melody Malady!” Claire jumped to her feet, spilling her plate of food. In the next moment, Grandy’s raggedy-eared cat, Wilbur, appeared out of nowhere and gulped it down.

Oblivious, Claire began to dance and sing. “‘A tune of my own, and a person to be! Who is this girl? She could be only me! Believe it! Achieve it! Find your own Mel-oh-dee!’” She threw her arms in the air. “‘Forever me!’” Then she did a back flip.

Claire and Luna both loved-loved-loved The Melody Malady Show. It came on Friday nights at eight o’clock. In Claire’s opinion, The Melody Malady Show was almost as good as her first-favorite television show, Galaxy Murk. Justin said no way. He said spaceships always beat singing.

“Yee-haw!” Fluffy applauded when Claire finished her back flip. Wilbur made a sour face. He was a witch cat and understood humanspeak, and he disliked The Melody Malady Show. Wilbur preferred Broadway musicals. (Being a country cat, he hardly ever got into New York City to see them.)

“You need voice lessons, Claire,” said Luna, sticking her fingers in her ears. “Your singing is worse than mine.”

Claire ignored her. “Why’d you ask about Melody Malady, Fluffy?”

“Because Melody is filming a movie called Double Delight in Philadelphia,” Fluffy explained, “and my magazine is writing an article on it.” Fluffy worked for the style section of a magazine called Philadelphia Now! Both Claire and Luna thought it was a glamorous job.

“A whole movie! Does Melody play a princess? Or a shoot ’em up cowgirl? Or a spy?” Claire was overjoyed that her favorite television star was on her way to movie stardom. “I knew Melody was destined for the big screen.”

“As a matter of fact, Melody plays the double role of identical twin sisters, Jess and Bess,” said Fluffy. “And I thought it might be some fun publicity if she got to shake hands with some real-live Philadelphia twins. So I volunteered to bring you two girls to the set. Well snap pictures for the magazine, and maybe you gals can watch some of the movie being made.”

“We’re going to meet Melody Malady? Wow!” Claire could not think of anything more exciting than looking into the olive-green, almond-shaped eyes of her favorite television personality.

Melody Malady had been a star forever. Before The Melody Malady Show, Melody was the girl in all the television commercials for everything Claire wanted. Melody was the Go-go Yogurt girl, the Sudsy Perfect Shampoo girl, and the Electric Wow Light-Up Jump Rope girl, just to name a few.

“Crumbs.” Luna touched her hands to her hair. “I wish you hadn’t cut my hair last week, Claire.” It was a style the twins had seen in a magazine, and Claire had been sure she could copy it with her art scissors. The result was a clump of bristly short hair in the front and two clumps of scraggly long hair at the ears. “Melody will think I’m a dork.”

“Aw, Luna, honey, it’ll grow back,” Fluffy reassured her.

Claire frowned. She thought she had done some creative and beautiful work on Luna’s hair, but all anyone said about it was that it would grow back.

“When do we get to meet Melody?” Claire asked.

“How about this Friday?” asked Fluffy.

“Terrific!” Claire shouted. “Then, when we start school in two weeks, we’ll be famous. Pictures of us in Philadelphia Now! next to the one, the great, the only Melody Malady! That’s the awesomest way to begin sixth grade.” She turned another flip from excitement.

Fluffy popped the end of her sandwich into her mouth, then stood and brushed the grass from her pants. “I’ll go find your brother and invite him along, too. He’ll probably be keen to see how movies get made. Glad you’re excited about it! Bye, now, gals.”

The twins watched as Fluffy went off in search of Justin.

“I wonder if Melody has her own hair-dresser?” Luna mused.

“She probably has her own beauty salon and her own maid and a butler and a Rolls-Royce and yacht and plane and a dressing room and an ice-cream parlor and everything,” said Claire. “She’s a star! And we’re going to meet her!”

Luna slowly licked the pink frosting of her cupcake. “I read somewhere that in real life, movie stars are short with big heads, like Martians.”

“No way. I bet Melody’s got a perfect real-life head.”

“Maybe she’s spoiled and stuck-up.”

“Luna, you are a doomsday prophet,” said Claire. (That’s what their mother always said about Luna.)

Her sister shrugged.

Claire would not let her twin get her down. She stretched out on her back and looked up into the elm tree’s leafy canopy. This had been her most fantastic summer, ever. First she and Luna had spent five incredible weeks at Camp Bliss. Then came the news about baby Ubiquitous. And now she would get to meet her idol, Melody Malady.

Life did not get much better than this.
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Animal Magic

LUNA HAD A SECRET. The secret was that she was jealous of Melody Malady. The reason Luna was jealous was because she thought it was too-too-too extra-lucky for a girl her very own age to star in a weekly television show and have a perfect singing voice and olive-green, almond-shaped eyes.

Luna was not even sure if she wanted to meet Melody, but she would never confess this to her sister. All through dinner, Claire had been chattering on and on like a squirrel about her idol.

Claire did not seem the teeniest bit jealous, so Luna did not want to seem like a spoil-sport.

“I raise you three Oaty-oats,” Luna said, yawning.

It was almost midnight. Luna and Claire were sitting at their grandparents’ kitchen table playing five-card poker. They were betting Oaty-oat cereal pieces instead of money. The picnic guests had gone home, but Luna and Claire always stayed at Bramblewine for the first weekend of each month. It was a happy tradition, not only because they loved-loved-loved to be in the country with their grandparents, but also because it was then that Grandy, who was also (very secretly) known as Head Witch Arianna of Bramblewine, taught the girls new spells.

Claire lifted one eyebrow. “I’ll see your three Oaty-oats and call you.”

Luna showed her cards. “I have a pair of sevens. What do you have?” She was pretty sure that Claire had nothing, because she had been biting on her thumb. Claire always bit her thumb when she bluffed. Claire was not very good at poker.

Claire put down her cards. She had nothing. “Um, I was bluffing. You win again.”

“After singing lessons, Clairsie, you should take poker lessons,” said Luna as she swept up the pot of oats.

The clock struck midnight. The twins’ faces turned solemn, and they stood up from the table and pushed in their chairs. It was time for their spell lesson. Tonight, Grandy had made the rare promise that she would be teaching them something “outstanding.”

As they climbed the spiral staircase to the study, Luna could hear Grampy snoring from his bedroom. His snores rose and fell in perfect zzz-zzz-zzzs. Grandy had probably put him under a sleep spell. Luna figured that her grandmother must have cast it so that Grampy would not wake up during their midnight lesson.

Silently, the girls entered Grandy’s candlelit study. All the green velvet curtains were drawn. The door locked and bolted automatically behind them. Witchcraft is a mysterious practice, and No Telling is its first rule. Although Grandy was a five-star witch and Luna and Claire were one-star witches, nobody else in their family knew. It was extra-extra-extra secret.

Grandy was seated behind her desk, scribbling on a notepad. Wilbur was flung out across the back of her chair. He was wearing his special rhinestone collar and trying to look noble.

“Shhh. One minute while I finish this grocery list,” said Grandy. She jotted on her paper. “Dust balls, furniture unpolish, glass smudger. I just noticed how tidy this room is! Blech! A genuine study needs to look neglected.”

The twins stood in the middle of the room, waiting patiently. Their grandmother was not a woman to be hurried.

Finally, Grandy stood from her desk and swept to the middle of the room. Her dark witch-robe dragged behind her, and her shadow was so long it bent up into the ceiling.

“Hear this, witches mine. Tonight what you learn, you cannot return,” Grandy intoned. Her face fell into its spell-casting expression, as she moved to stand between the twins. She raised her hands, palms-down.

Luna trembled slightly. On spell nights, Grandy seemed taller, bolder, and less grandmotherly than she did during daylight hours. Luna tried to look brave as Grandy began to chant:

“We stand before this sacred shrine,

To learn a new spell quite divine.

Wipe your minds of thought and dream,

Gather, garner, reap, and glean.

Student witches, Wicca teacher,

Transform to thine hidden creature!”

Then Grandy coughed three times into her hand. A pair of velvet curtains parted to reveal an altar, upon which sat two glass chalices, Grandy’s Big Book of Shadows, a few odd jars of spices, and her crystal ashtray. The ashtray was not part of the magic. After a midnight spell, Grandy often liked to smoke a cigar.

On Grandy’s signal, the twins followed as she glided to the altar.

“Eyes closed, mind open,” Grandy commanded.

Luna closed her eyes. At her side, she wondered if Claire was peeking. She heard her grandmother cutting free some of the spices from their pots. She sniffed. Luna’s sense of smell was terrible. She could detect only a whiff of spice mingling with something sweet.

Soon, the scent of spices was strong and made Luna’s head whirl. In another moment, some rather odd changes began to brew inside her. First her skin got warm. Then her sense of hearing became needle sharp, even picking up the hum of Wilbur’s purr and the zzz-zzz-zzz of Grampy’s snores below. Finally, her legs seemed too weak to hold up her weight.

Luna dropped comfortably to all fours, her hands planting squarely on the carpet. All of this was confusing, but not nearly as odd as Luna’s sudden urge to run and run and run and run! But she hated running! In fact, she hated any activity that got her sweaty. No, she was not feeling like herself one bit. If she didn’t know any better, she could have sworn she had turned into—

Luna opened her eyes and stared down at her paws.

—a dog!

“Woof!” barked Luna. Her tail thumped the floor. When she turned her head, she saw a jewel-green salamander staring up at her. A salamander with ruby eyes and Claire’s grouchy expression.

“Woof!” barked Luna happily. She’d turned into a way cooler animal than Claire!

Claire-the-salamander’s forked tongue darted and she flicked her scaly tail. Luna wagged her floppy tail in return. She tried to feel what kind of dog she was. Part Border collie, she guessed, with maybe some Saint Bernard?

“Excellent, girls,” said Grandy. When Luna looked over, she saw that her grandmother also had changed into an animal—an elegant red fox. Grandy the fox made Wilbur the cat look extra shabby.

Luna tried to ask what kind of dog she’d become, but all that came out of her mouth was another cheerful bark.

“Within every witch is the power to transform into a single creature from the animal kingdom,” explained foxy Grandy. “The spell is one of the most powerful listed in the Book of Shadows. However, it’s listed as a Samaritan Spell. That means it can only be used to help others, and not for your own fun. I guess that’s why it’s been thirty years since I bothered to be a fox. Now, twins, close your eyes and imagine that you are looking into a mirror. Concentrate.”

Luna closed her eyes and pictured herself: brown eyes, six freckles on her nose, bad haircut, and even the little chicken pox scar under her chin.

In a heartbeat, she jumped onto two legs and was Luna-the-girl again.

“Grandy, that’s the best spell yet!” she exclaimed. “Outstanding!”

“That’s the worst spell ever!” Claire-the-girl sputtered at her side. “Luna gets to be a dog and I’m just a dumb lizard?”

“Salamander,” Grandy corrected. “A witch transforms into the animal that best represents her human traits.”

“I guess I really am a loyal and trusted companion,” Luna noted.

“But I’m not slithery and cold-blooded!” Claire argued.

Grandy looked unconvinced. “If I were you, I’d read up on salamanders.” She sniffed. “Interesting. It takes three spices—cumin, coriander, and cardamom—for you to transform, Claire. But not a single spice for you, Luna. That means that you, Claire, need to memorize the spell, but Luna, it’s already here.” She tapped her forehead. “Right in your head, in one-star memory files, for whenever you need it.”

Now Grandy brushed her hands together and a cigar appeared between her fingers. “Oh, one other thing. If each of you can use this spell to help someone, you’ll earn half of your second star.”

“Just half?” faltered Luna.

“Everything gets harder as you get better,” snapped Grandy. “That’s life. But a one-point-five star sorceress is better than a single-starred simpleton.”

At the twins’ glum faces, Grandy added, “You’ll get your spy globes, too. All one-and-a-halfsters do.”

Luna exchanged a grin with her twin. Spy globes were cool.

“One last thing,” mentioned Grandy as she set the cigar between her teeth. “A Samaritan Spell is about using individual smarts to benefit someone else. So you can’t consult your twin when it’s time to use the spell. Got it?”

The twins nodded. Got it.

“Good. Time for a smoke, then bed. Nightie-night, twinsies.”

With that, Grandy winked one eye and wriggled the opposite ear, which was actually an easy, insta-port spell that jumped her straight from the study and into her bed, her teeth spell-brushed and her clothes spell-changed from satin robes to cotton pajamas.

“A salamander!” Claire shook her head in disbelief once Grandy was gone. “I’m only one up from a beetle or a centipede.”

Luna silently agreed. She felt sorry for her twin. “Oh, it’s not so bad, Clairsie,” she comforted her. “It could have been worse. You could have turned into a cockroach or a rat or a…” She yawned. She could not follow her train of thought. “I’m sleepy,” she said. “Animal magic takes a lot out of a witch.”

Claire let out a giant yawn of her own. “Stupid spell,” she slurred. “I’m sure there was a mix-up. My real, true animal-self is more like a panther, or a wise old owl. It must be some kind of wrong spice or…”

Now both of them yawned again. It took all the rest of their energy to wink and wriggle themselves straight to bed.
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“Don’t Bore Us, Dolores!”

DOUBLE DELIGHT WAS BEING filmed two blocks over on Pine Street, so Jill Bundkin allowed the twins and Justin to walk there, as long as they looked both ways before crossing.

Turning onto Pine Street, Claire saw that the whole block had been transformed to look like a fall day. Red and yellow and orange autumn leaves were heaped on the sidewalk, and more colorful leaves had been twisted and tied into the branches of trees that lined the town-house buildings.

Instant October, Claire thought. Wow! Hollywood magic at work!

Movie equipment was set up everywhere. Sawhorses and plastic cones blocked off Pine Street’s entrance. Lights, cameras, and folding chairs cluttered its edges. Movie extras in wool sweaters and long pants sat around looking hot and bored. Other men and women in jeans and black T-shirts darted around, speaking on headsets. A crew of T-shirted people was hard at work, sponge-painting red and orange and yellow fall colors onto flat cookie pans of ordinary brown leaves.

“Hey, that looks fun. I bet they’ll let me help!” And Justin shot off to pester the painters.

“Yoo-hoo! Gals!” Fluffy waved from behind the snack table that was set up near a big steel trailer.

Fluffy looked extra sparkly today, Claire noticed. Her denim maternity shirt was studded with jeweled pins shaped like fruit and flowers. Privately, Claire thought it looked like Fluffy had decorated herself with refrigerator magnets.

“Melody is inside, preparing for her next scene,” said Fluffy, pointing to the trailer. “She’ll be out in a jiffy-pop. I told her all about you two! Ooh, there’s Bernardo, the photographer. Howdy, Bern!” Fluffy wriggled her fingers at a skinny bald man who was walking around, aiming and snapping from the large zoom lens camera that hung around his neck.

“You’ve already met Melody?” Claire squealed. “What’s she like? Is she nice? Is she tall or small? Does she look like a big-headed Martian?”

“Naw, sugar, she’s just a normal gal,” Fluffy answered. “Take a seat, and she’ll be out soon.”

“Does my headband look okay?” Luna whispered as the girls sat in the folding chairs that Fluffy indicated.

“It hides your nice new haircut I gave you, if that’s what you meant,” Claire answered, “plus it shows off your pumpkin forehead.”

“If I have a pumpkin forehead, that means you have one, too, dummy,” Luna retorted.

“Hush, y’all.” Fluffy handed the twins each a cup of apple juice and a napkin of graham crackers from the snack table. “Melody will be with us any minute,” she said, “so well just stay put.”

Claire and Luna fell silent. They munched down their crackers and drank their apple juice and stayed put.

And stayed put.

And stayed put some more.

“Look, Justin is painting leaves.” Luna pointed to their brother, who was huddled with the crew, a sponge brush in his hand. “I want to paint, too! Are movie sets always this boring? And where is Melody?”

“Oh, don’t be so impetuous,” said Claire. “Movie stars are known to be temperamental.”

“If you keep using those words,” warned Luna, “Melody will think you’re a know-it-all nerdburger.”

“She will not!”

“Will, too!”

“Will not, double cross my fingers.”

“Will too, no crossies count.”

“Gals, hush!” Fluffy scolded.

Right then, the door to the trailer opened. Claire jumped from her chair and smiled the warmest-blooded smile that she could muster. Ever since last weekend when she had changed into a salamander, Claire had worried that her human self was cold-blooded as an amphibian. So she had been practicing her warm-blooded smiling.

Now her smile widened. Yes, it was Melody Malady, all right. Wow! And she was walking down the steps directly toward them!

Claire could not wait. She sprinted across the set. “Hi, Melody! My name’s Claire Bundkin, and I just want to say that I’m your biggest fan. I think The Melody Malady Show is the best thing on television after Galaxy Murk!”

Melody smiled as she shook Claire’s hand. “Well, thanks!” she said. “I love Galaxy Murk too. Captain Xeno is so cute. Once I got to go on set and sit in his Solar Excelsior. And guess what’s inside the space-control compartments? Makeup and hair spray, for his emergency beauty touch-ups!” Melody threw back her head and laughed her throaty, famous laugh.

Claire laughed along in a happy Claire laugh of her own. Was it really possible that Melody Malady was even nicer in person than on television? Amazing!

“What’s so funny?” A girl had crept up next to Claire and Melody and was eyeing them suspiciously. She was dressed in cargo shorts and a camouflage vest that was weighted with bulging pockets. Her arms and legs were scabbed and bug-bitten. In one hand, she was carrying a small curved chisel.

The smile dropped off Melody’s face. “Claire,” she said, “this is my sister, Dolores.”

“Greetings,” said Dolores, waving her chisel. “I’m Dolores Gologly. Gologly is our family’s real last name. It’s of Irish descent. As you might have guessed, Malady is a fake stage name of no descent.”

“Be quiet, Dolores,” said Melody.

“Hi.” Claire shook Dolores’s free hand, which squeezed back in a granite grip. She turned to Melody. “Cheese and chips! I didn’t know you had a sister!”

“We’re more than sisters. We’re twins,” said Dolores.

“Twins!” Claire was dumbfounded.

“Melody is the public, artistic twin and I’m the private, academic twin,” said Dolores.

“Dolores, get lost,” said Melody. “Go be the silent, invisible twin.”

“My twin sister is here, too.” Claire looked around. Luna was standing by the snack table, picking grapes out of the fruit salad. “Loon!” she shouted.

Luna approached slowly. Claire made introductions. “Luna loves your show, too!” Claire piped up when Luna forgot to compliment it.

“Really?” Melody smiled. Her teeth were pearly white and perfect.

Luna touched her headband. “Mmm-hmm,” she said. She looked over at Dolores. “Whatcha got in your vest pockets?”

“Rocks,” Dolores answered. “I collect them. That’s why I’m here on this boring movie set, instead of back in Bethesda, Maryland, where we live. The outlying region of Philadelphia is a rich rock resource. If I can get samples of—”

“Don’t bore us, Dolores!” snapped Melody. “Aren’t we ready for photos or something?”

“Howdy, Melody! I see you’ve met my twin stepdaughters.” Fluffy had appeared with Bernardo the photographer at her side. Every pin on her shirt flashed and glinted in the sun. Claire felt her cheeks flush. Why did Fluffy have to look so over-sparkly on this important Melody-meeting day?

“Dolores, go back to the trailer with Dad,” Melody instructed. “My sister is always underfoot,” she explained to Fluffy. “I guess I could get my dad to take her back to the motel.”

“Naw, honey, she can stay on set if she wants,” said Fluffy. “Maybe well do a different spin on the photo shoot. About two sets of twins and—”

“No!” Melody’s own cheeks flushed. “Go on, Dolores.” Now Melody shoved Dolores semi-gently.

“I didn’t want my picture taken, anyhow,” said Dolores calmly. “The Fijians believe that the photographic image robs your soul.” Turning to Luna, she explained, “See, I’m the academic twin and Melody is the artistic—”

“Beat it!” Melody stamped her foot.

Dolores sighed, turned, and stomped off.

Poor Dolores! thought Claire as she watched her retreat to the trailer. Imagine how awful it would be to have beautiful and talented Melody Malady for a sister, when all you’ve got is scabby knees and a vest full of rocks.

It was time for photos. First, Melody’s stylist, a guy named Jake, appeared. He combed and spritzed both twins’ hair, smoothing Luna’s more tightly into its headband. “That haircut’ll grow out in no time,” Claire heard him whisper to Luna.

Next, Jake spent fifteen minutes taking care of Melody so that every eyelash was in place.

Finally, Bernardo snapped some photographs of Melody with Claire and Luna. He asked them to pretend that they were meeting Melody all over again.

Claire pumped Melody’s hand and gave her warmest-blooded smile.

Luna’s smile was not quite as warm.

Bernardo clicked and clicked and said, “Fantastic-o, perfect-o!” until he ran out of film.

“Bernie, you’re great-o! We’ve got enough for a darlin’ magazine piece,” drawled Fluffy.

“I’m hungry,” said Melody. “Is my lunch ready?”

“Sorry, Mel,” said Bernardo. “Willa says we’re about to begin filming.”

Melody looked sad. She turned to Claire. “Willa is the movie director, and her word is law. Hey, do you want to hang around and watch?” She looked over at Luna. “You, too, Uma.”

“Luna,” corrected Luna.

“Wow! I’d love to watch!” said Claire.

“It’s too hot to be outside,” Luna protested.

Melody pressed a finger to her chin. “You can stay in the trailer with Dolores if you want,” she suggested. “It has air-conditioning.”

“Okay.” Luna said, and walked off.

Claire was aghast. Was Luna crazy? How could she pass up an opportunity to watch a movie being filmed? Crumbs, it wasn’t that hot!

Or maybe Claire could take the sun better? Like a salamander that breathed through its skin, maintaining a comfortable moisture level in spite of the heat. (The other night, Claire had done some research about salamanders. She found out they had some unusual habits, such as skin breathing.)

“I don’t think it’s too hot, Melody,” she said.

“Great!” Melody tugged Claire’s arm. “Let’s go find you a seat.”

Melody might be a big Hollywood star, thought Claire, but she was also sooo down to earth. From Jake the stylist to Dina the gaffer to Jorge the key grip, Melody had a smile and kind word for everybody.

That’s how I’d be, too, if I were a movie star, Claire decided.

Melody found Claire a seat on one of the high-angle camera stools. Claire climbed up and watched as Willa ordered everyone to places and asked for quiet on the set. In the scene being filmed that day, all Melody had to do was walk across the street and bump into a man exiting a building.

“Take one!” shouted Willa through her megaphone. Then, “Take two! Take three!”

Melody was wearing winter clothes that must have made her very uncomfortable, but she never complained. She walked and bumped, walked and bumped. Chin in her hands, Claire watched and watched. She could not believe Luna was missing all this action.

After nineteen takes, Willa called, “Okay, that’s a wrap. Be back here in two hours.”

A few people clapped, relieved. Then Melody took Willa aside and spoke with her, pointing at Claire all the while. Finally, Willa looked over and nodded.

Smiling, Melody ran to Claire.

“Guess what? Willa said a small part could be written into the movie. A part just for you,” Melody told her. “Come back tomorrow, Claire, and you can be on the other side of the camera. With me.”

“Wow, thanks, Melody!” Claire jumped off her seat and began to hop around from excitement.

Melody Malady, television star, movie star, and now, Claire’s costar!

This summer kept getting better and better!



4

Four Point Six Billion

“I’M GOING TO VALLEY FORGE National Park tomorrow,” Luna announced that night at the dinner table. She’d had to wait until dessert to speak. Between Claire and Justin’s nonstop chatter to their mother—on and on about Melody Malady and her dumb movie—Luna had not been able to squeeze in a word. Claire and Justin put down their ice-cream spoons. All eyes turned to her.

“Valley Forge Park? Blech!” said Claire.

“Why?” asked Justin. “Who with?”

“With whom?” asked their mother.

“With Dolores Gologly. Because she invited me. Her dad, Mr. G, is taking us, if that’s okay with you, Mom? Mr. G is a geologist, and he’s going to teach me about rocks and stuff. He’s really nice. Mrs. G is a geologist, too. Right now, she’s in Santa Fe doing fieldwork. Dolores says—”

“Wait a minute. Dolores Gologly?” exclaimed Claire. “As in, Dolores, Melody’s freaky sister? Yuck! Dolores is a nerd from Planet Absurd!”

“Actually” Luna said, “she’s fascinating.”

“You’re demented, Luna,” teased Justin. “Here I’ve got a paying job as a gofer for the Double Delight movie crew, and Claire’s got a part in the movie, and you wind up going to Valley Forge National Park. Jeez! We’ve all been to the park for school trips! That’s like coming back from a movie set with home work.” He and Claire smirked at each other.

“Dolores is a member of the North American Geologists’ Organisation and the Young Naturalists’ Society,” explained Luna. “She has read the works of Thoreau, Emerson, and Burroughs. In other words, Dolores is four point six billion times more interesting than Melody, or anyone on her film crew.”

This only made Claire and Justin laugh.

“If her brain’s half as big as her ego, she’s a genius,” snorted Claire.

Luna bit her lips and said nothing. Nobody could stop her from being excited about tomorrow.

That night, when Claire and her witch-kitten, Hortense, were sleeping—Claire under the covers and Hortense on top of the covers, at Claire’s feet—Luna did something bold. She sneaked into her and Claire’s clothes closet and pulled out their Little Book of Shadows.

Although Luna almost never cast spells without her grandmother or her twin, she considered this an emergency.

With her own witch-kitten, Edith, purring at her side, Luna located and memorized the necessary spell on page 557.

She and Edith had to wait until midnight, the witching hour, to cast it. Once her sister was safely snoozing, Luna again crawled out of bed, walked to her bureau, put a hand on each knob of the top drawer, and cast:

“Calcite, fluorite, topaz, quartz!

A modern witch is free of warts.

Steel-tipped hammer, field pouch gear,

My witch-wish is to bring them here!”

From her bathrobe pocket, she pulled out a thin roll of bills and placed it in her sock drawer. It was tough to say good-bye to all that money. For the past five months, Luna had been saving to buy a Sno-Kewl ice shaver so that she could make her own grape or cherry Italian ices. Mmm—refreshing!

“But now I have a better investment, right, Edith?” she whispered.

Edith yawned pointedly. Witch-kittens have growing bones and need their sleep.

The next morning, Luna was up with the sun. Careful not to wake her snoring sister, she opened her dresser drawer. Yes, the money was gone. In its place were a small rock pick, plus a field pouch with a compass button and adjustable belt buckle.

Luna smiled as she gathered up her new geologist’s tools. There were times when being a one-star witch was very convenient!

At eight o’ clock, Mr. Gologly’s car pulled up to the Bundkins’ town house.

“Glad you’re prompt, Luna! Now we have an early start on the day,” said Mr. G as Luna climbed into the backseat with Dolores.

“A day away from our motel rooms and the dumb Double Delight set,” added Dolores.

“Hey come on. Your sister is going to make a great movie, Dolores,” chided Mr. G. “We need to show family support.”

Dolores breathed out hard through her nose in answer.

Mr. G was nice, thought Luna. He was a regular dad, who, like Dolores, was on the brainy side. In fact, in looks and personality, Mr. G seemed to be lots more like Dolores than his famous daughter.

“What I really dig about Valley Forge Park are its quartz grains,” proclaimed Mr. G as he drove into the visitor parking lot, which was already filling up with tour buses. “We’ll find some super samples along Mount Misery and Mount Joy. They’re the topographic highlights of the park. Heck, I haven’t seen those mountains since Mrs. G’s and my school days.”

Luna patted her field pouch, which fit snugly around her waist. Soon it would be filled with rock samples. Yesterday, Dolores had informed her all about rocks.

“A map of the earth’s past” Dolores had said. She went on to explain that some rocks had been created by ancient volcanoes, others by continent collisions and shifting icebergs. “But no rock is ever boring!” Dolores explained. Each one, she said, had its own ancient history.

After Mr. G collected their day permits from the information booth, they sprang through the gates and into the park. Luna stretched her arms into the wide, open space. Beautiful!

Last fall, her teacher, Mrs. Sanchez, had taken the entire fifth grade on a science field trip to this very park. All Luna could remember of that trip was that she had suffered a stomach cramp from eating her egg salad sandwich too fast, and that Claire accidentally had left on the bus the postcards they had bought at the Valley Forge Log Cabin gift shop.

It had not been a good day.

Today Luna saw the park in a new light. Bursting with rock treasures.

“This park is gorgeous!” Dolores brandished her chisel. “Of course, Melody would hate it. She hates the Great Outdoors.”

“Dolores, is it hard to have a famous sister?” Luna asked. “Do you ever get jealous?”

“No,” Dolores answered quickly. “But. Sometimes it’s, um, inconvenient. Like we can’t even go to the mall or the movies, because everyone wants Melody’s autograph and stuff. That’s all going to change, though,” Dolores added, her chin jutting upward. “Not to brag, but because of my straight-As in science, my school has sponsored me as this year’s sixth-grade entry to the Bethesda State Fair. I’m going to make my mark on the world by collecting the widest variety of rock samples ever gathered on the northeastern North American coast.”

“Crumbs! Then you’ll be famous, too!” exclaimed Luna.

“Well, yes, but only in academic circles,” Dolores admitted.

The morning passed quickly. Mr. G and Dolores showed Luna how to find rocks from the least-weathered outcroppings. As the girls measured and chipped, Mr. G told the history of Valley Forge. In geology terms, the park was 525 million years old. Amazing!

Luna also enjoyed listening to Mr. G reel off the names of Valley Forge’s rocks.


	Dolomite, siltstone, limestone, sandstone, and shale.

	Sedimentary, igneous, and metamorþhic.

	Magma and lava.



Poor Claire, thought Luna. Claire loved-loved-loved exotic words.

Claire was missing everything!

It was midway down the side of Mount Misery that Dolores made the discovery. Half hidden along the edge of Mount Misery’s basin and rising up steeply from a thin, shallow stream was the entrance to a cave.

“Wow!’“ Luna peered inside. It was too dark to see much. “Do you think we can go in?”

“There’s no sign saying we can’t,” Dolores observed.

“What about your dad? He probably won’t let us.” Dolores and Luna both looked up to where Mr. G was standing at the top of the mountain. Out of earshot, he was examining some rust-stained sedimentary rock.

“We’ll only be a minute. I bet some of the deposits in this cave are limestone,” said Dolores. “In limestone, you can find fossils of trilobites and brachiopods.”

Fossils! That did it. “Let’s go!” said Luna

The cave was icy and smelled like mold. After a few steps inside, Luna could not even see her feet. She shivered.

From outside, Mr. G called both girls’ names.

“Coming, coming.” Dolores clicked on and shined her pocket flashlight on the slimy, dripping walls. “Limestone, as I suspected.” She took out her chisel. She picked and chipped.

Luna stood in place. “It’s too dark to find a fossil,” she said. Her voice bounced off the wall in worried echoes. “My field pouch is heavy enough.”

“For fossils, we need to go deeper,” suggested Dolores. “This cave tunnels on for a while. I want to collect more samples for my science fair project.”

Mr. G called the girls’ names again.

“I think we’ve seen enough,” said Luna. “Let’s go, Dolores.”

“If you go, then I have to go,” Dolores complained. “The rules of geology are stay with your buddy.”

For the third time, Mr. G called them. His voice sounded far away, as if he were searching in the wrong direction.

“That’s it! See-ya!” Luna ducked out of the cave. A minute later, Dolores appeared. Together, they bounded up the side of the mountain toward Mr. G.

Relief filled his face when he saw them. “Cripes. Where were you girls?”

“No place special,” Luna said. She and Dolores exchanged small smiles. The cave was a secret place.

“Let’s go explore the southern side of the park,” said Mr. G “And then lunch!”

“Okay!” the girls agreed.

By the time they stopped at the Valley Forge Inn for a very late feast, Luna was exhausted. Rocks, mountains, streams, a secret cave—what a day!

Sitting at one of the outdoor tables of the inn’s porch, watching the sun glaze the treetops with late afternoon light, Luna realized something.

“I am going to become a geologist when I grow up,” she announced. “Or a detective. I love-love-love to uncover hidden layers.”

“Well, heck, that’s wonderful, Luna,” said Mr. G. He raised his glass of lemonade. “Three cheers to you!”

Then Luna and Dolores raised their glasses, too, and clinked them.

“Not to brag,” said Dolores, “but I knew I would be a geologist when I was in second grade. Then again, I’m very advanced for my age.”
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Claire La Dare

THAT MORNING AFTER HER sister had left for Valley Forge Park, Claire cast a private spell of her own.

It was not a major spell. It was actually a teensy “tidy-up” spell that Claire had memorized last year. She memorised it because she used it a lot.

Here’s how it worked.

After taking a shower, wrap your towel tight around you, tucking it in the front. Next, standing on the bath mat, close your eyes and squeeeeze the water from your hair, letting it drip, drip, drip until the bath mat is so squelchy that someone might yell at you about it.

Then chant:


	Polish, press, button, comb, tie, clean, tidy ME!



And, presto!

If Claire ended up putting on her underwear inside out, or if she forgot to brush her hair in the back, or if her buttons were buttoned wrong or her zips half zipped, the tidy-up spell would automatically fix all that, so she looked neat as a new shoe.

Claire reserved the spell for special occasions. Like the first day of school. Or Thanksgiving. Or whenever she went to Freedom Skate.

Or today. Today was a special occasion, definitely! Because today was when she, Claire Bundkin, might become a movie star.

“A celebrity,” she said to Hortense. Claire loved-loved-loved that word. It reminded her of a long, cool piece of celery with a bright light shining on it.

Hortense sighed and mewed sadly. She didn’t like the bath mat to be wet, because that was where she took her midmorning naps.

Maybe I’ve always known I’d be a movie star, Claire mused as she and Justin hurried to Pine Street later that morning. Justin was wearing the new T-shirt the crew had given him yesterday in exchange for his leaf-painting work. On its front were printed the words DOUBLE DELIGHT. On the back was printed FILM CREW. From the way he was strutting, Claire had a feeling this was Justin’s new favorite shirt.

“Hey, Claire, how did you get your sandals so clean?” Justin asked. “Yesterday I thought I saw you step in paint.”

“These are Luna’s sandals,” Claire lied—because of course the tidy-up spell had insta-scraped the paint off Claire’s sandals.

Melody was in her trailer. She wore the same heavy winter clothes as the day before.

“Claire, guess what? The writers made you a part. You’re going to be a girl at the table next to mine in the outdoor café scene!” Melody squealed. I’m at one table drinking apple cider, and you’re at another table, and you look over at me and say, “Mom, I want some hot apple cider!”

“Mom, I want some hot apple cider!” Claire jumped up and down.

“We’re about the same size, so wardrobe said you should wear this. It’s from my closet.” Melody handed Claire a thick sweater and long pants and a parka. “Ugh! Now you’ll know how I feel. You can use my dressing room to change. It’s in the back.”

“Okay!” Claire grinned. Melody’s own dressing room! Wow!

The dressing room was the size of a post-card. Claire kept bumping her funny bone into the wall. When she came out, she felt scratchy and thick.

“Hurry!” urged Melody. “Willa has called us to places.”

At the end of the Pine Street, a pretend café with tables, chairs, and an outdoor fountain had been set up.

Claire spied Justin with the rest of the crew, moving café tables and chairs into different groupings on Willa’s instruction. Claire gave him a movie star-ish wave, but he didn’t notice.

Willa steered Claire to a café table. Two other extras, a man and woman in winter-clothes costumes, were already sitting there. They were drinking bottled water and fanning themselves with their hands.

“I guess we’re your parents,” said the woman with a sniff, looking Claire up and down.

The man shrugged and said nothing.

“This is so awesome!” Claire exclaimed. “I hope this movie is a blockbuster and everyone at school sees me and is jealous!”

“It sure better be a blockbuster,” said the woman. “Melody needs one.”

“Yeah, I heard they were pulling the plug on her show,” said the man.

The Melody Malady Show, canceled? Claire frowned. “That’s impossible,” she said. “It’s the second-best show on television.”

“Ratings are down,” said the man. “Melody’s too old. She used to be cute, but now, eh. She’s so-so.”

“I never saw her show,” said the woman, “but I heard it’s a load of garbage.”

“No way, it’s great!” Claire protested. How dare they! She salamander-stared hard at the man and woman. (She had read that salamanders could stare at the same object for hours without blinking.) “Don’t talk against Melody. She’s my friend.”

“Sorry, kid, but that’s what I heard,” said the woman.

The café scene dragged all morning. Willa called for take after take.

By the twenty-eighth time, Claire was tired of saying, “Mom, I want some hot apple cider!”

By the fiftieth take, sweat was prickling beneath Claire’s wool clothes, and her mouth was dry as lint.

Hot apple cider was the last thing she wanted.

“Okay, perfect!” called Willa. “That’s a wrap.”

“Finally!” croaked Claire.

Melody laughed. “Think how I feel! I never drank so much apple cider in my life. They’ve set up lunch in my trailer. Let’s peel off these clothes and get some grub!”

Only the grub turned out to be green salad and protein shakes.

“Yick!” said Claire. “Bring on the peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches! Bring on the ice-cream sandwiches! I’m hungry!”

“Sorry. It’s the studio’s orders,” Melody explained sadly. “All they serve are these shakes and salads. Day after day.”

“Being a movie star is hard work, huh?” said Claire through a mouthful of salad.

Melody nodded. “And everyone expects me to be cheerful and nice all the time. As soon as I do one thing wrong—like if I complain about retakes or say I’m tired—the rumors start that I’m a spoiled brat.”

“But it must be fun-fun-fun to be famous!” said Claire. “You get to live half the year in Hollywood and you don’t do chores.”

“I guess,” said Melody.

“I want to be famous, too,” Claire announced. “I want to have a million-dollar smile and charm to spare, like they write about movie stars in those movie magazines. I want to be a celebrity!”

“You do?”

“Sure. Doesn’t everybody?”

Melody looked puzzled. “I never had a choice. When I was six months old, I was discovered at the supermarket by a talent scout. One week later I was the Hush-a-bye Bassinet Baby. So I don’t know any different.”

“Well, I don’t know any different than being unfamous,” said Claire. “But I’m sure I want to be a star! Hey, will you teach me how, Melody?”

“How to be star? Gee, I don’t know. But I think the first step,” said Melody, “is wardrobe.”

“Wardrobe?” Claire looked down at the striped T-shirt and shorts she was wearing. They used to be red, but hundreds of trips through the wash had faded them to the color of raspberry sherbet.

“You know, eye-catching clothes.” Melody jumped to her closet. She pulled out a spangled gold shirt and gold hat with a jaunty feather. “I wore this on the season finale of my show,” she said. “You can have it.”

“I remember that outfit!” Claire pulled the gold shirt over her striped one and set the feathered hat on her head. “Thanks, Melody.” Already, she felt shiny and slightly different from her unfamous Claire self.

“Second step,” said Melody, her finger pressed to her chin. “I think you need to change your name to something starrier.”

“Like—Bonnie-Blue Bundkin?” Claire had always wished her parents had named her Bonnie-Blue.

“No, no, no. Claire is a nice name. It’s the last part where I’d put more snap.” Melody tipped her head, studying Claire. “Maybe to…Claire Clarinet? Or Claire Éclair? Or Claire Airedale?”

Claire sipped her extremely eww protein shake and thought. “How about … Claire La Dare?”

Melody snapped her fingers. “Exactly!”

“Claire La Dare.” Claire said it again, her new celebrity name.

“Gosh, Claire, I’m really happy that we met,” said Melody. “There aren’t many people my age who are working in Hollywood, and back in Bethesda, I’m never in school long enough to make a real friend.”

“You’ve got to be kidding! Everyone and anyone in Bethesda, or Hollywood, or the whole U.S. of A. wants to be your friend, Melody!” said Claire.

“Everyone might, but nobody is,” said Melody.

And for a moment, Melody Malady looked sad.

Only for a moment, though.

Then her TV-perfect Melody face switched back on, million-dollar smile, dimples, and all.
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Sister Scrap Heap

LUNA LOVED-LOVED-LOVED THE SIXTY-EIGHT rocks in her brand-new rock collection. She had borrowed Dolores’s Li’l Miner Rock Cleaner and Dolores’s Li’l Miner Rock Polisher to scrub and shine every single one.

When she was finished cleaning and polishing, Luna set her varnished rocks in a glinting row on her windowsill, from her largest chunk of shale all the way down to her tiniest potassium pebble.

“I’m going to find a fair, or some kind of contest around Philadelphia and enter my rocks in it,” she said to Claire as she gave her rock garden a final overview. “Do you think my rocks could win a prize?”

The twins were up in their bedroom, where they were supposed to be making back-to-school supply lists for their mother.

Claire was standing in front of the closet full-length mirror. She was wearing her new gold shirt and feathered hat and admiring herself.

“Do you think my rocks could win a prize?” Luna repeated.

Claire mumbled something under her breath.

“What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

Luna flushed. “It sounded like you said, ‘Who cares, geolo-geek.’ You better stop calling me that, Claire. It’s rude.” And it hurt her feelings. Luna did not say that part.

“I didn’t call you geolo-geek,” Claire scoffed. “Crumbs, why do you have to be so sensitive all the time about every single thing?”

Luna bit her lips and did not answer. These past few days, she felt as if some thing had happened to her sister. It was as if Claire had been stolen away and replaced by a zombietron. Like the ones on Galaxy Murk. The zombietron looked like Claire and sounded like Claire, but all that came out of her mouth were rude, un-Claireish comments.

“Melody has changed you,” Luna decided to speak what had been on her mind for a little while now. “And yesterday Dolores and I agreed that neither of you are much fun to be around when you get together.”

“Ha. You’re just jealous because I’m friends with the movie star twin, and you got the rock star twin.” Claire smirked at her own joke.

“I am not jealous,” Luna protested. “Dolores is fantastic. Every day this week we’ve done something cool with Mr. G. We’ve been to Olde City and the Planetarium and the Franklin Institute.”

“Oh, Loon, tons of people go to the Franklin Institute. But how many people can watch a real-live movie being made? A movie where I happen to have a small, but important, supporting role,” Claire added.

Luna frowned. “When we’re out at Licks ’n’ Sticks with Dad and Fluffy tomorrow night, you and Melody had better be nice to Dolores and me.”

“I’ll be however I want,” said Claire. “I’m Claire La Dare.”

“Claire La Dare? What are you talking about? And, by the way, have you been casting that tidy-up spell on yourself?” Luna shook her finger. “Your hair looks too combed. Plus it has a perfect, no-mistakes spell-smell to it.”

“How would you know, Loon?” Claire pointed a finger back. “You couldn’t smell your way out of a wet sock.”

Luna blinked. She was touchy about her bad sense of smell. She could not believe that Claire was teasing her for it.

“Claire, telephone!” called Justin from behind the door. “It’s you-know-who!”

“Coming! Coming!” Claire yelled.

Luna watched as her zombietron sister skipped off to take Melody’s call. Melody called every night. For a big-shot television star, she sure seemed lonely.

Then Luna stood and walked over to Claire’s side of their room, which was covered in glossy autographed publicity photos of Melody. In order to find space for the new photos, Claire had pulled down some of her old ones.

School pictures. Camp pictures.

Worse, Claire had pulled down some twin pictures.

Luna picked up a photograph of herself and Claire that her sister had tossed in a scrap heap on her bedside table. The photograph had been taken this past spring, at their father’s wedding to Fluffy. That same afternoon that the twins had become one-star witches and received their witch-kittens.

A special day, when they had hooked pinkies and danced the hula.

Yesterday, Luna confided to Claire all about the secret cave in Valley Forge Park. In return, Claire confided to Luna that she’d taught their special pinkie-hook to Melody Malady.

And she hadn’t even asked Luna’s permission first!

“I gave Claire a secret, and Claire gave away a secret,” Luna told Edith mournfully. “That doesn’t seem fair, does it? All it took was one week, and now it’s like Claire wants to be identical twins with Melody instead of me.”

Her kitten, understanding humanspeak, purred soothingly. Luna sat on the rug and gathered Edith into her arms. Then, on second thought, she called Hortense, too. “Here, kitty. Come here, Hort.”

Hortense jumped off the foot of Claire’s bed and leaped to the comfort of Luna’s arms. Claire had not been giving Hortense much attention this week. All of Claire’s time and energy was going straight to Melody.

Luna snuggled both kittens into her lap.

“How can I compete if Claire wants to be stuck like glue to superstar Melody?” asked Luna. “Claire and I don’t even look identical anymore, ever since she gave me this bad haircut.”

Edith and Hortense purred a soft rumble of sympathy.

“I don’t want to say it,” Luna spoke softly, “but I’ll be glad when Melody finishes up her movie and goes home. I really do like Dolores, but I’d rather have my own sister back.”

But she had a sad hunch that right now, Claire did not share this feeling.

The next night, as a special almost-back-to-school treat, Fluffy and their father were taking Justin and Luna and Claire and Dolores and Melody out for dinner.

“Licks ’n’ Sticks is our favorite family restaurant,” explained Luna as they all scrambled out of the car.

“Is the food low in calories?” asked Melody.

“Yeah, is it?” asked Claire. She was wearing her gold shirt and gold feathered hat and a pair of Melody’s dark wraparound sunglasses. She looked very silly, in Luna’s opinion.

“Aw, you won’t care ’bout calories when the food’s so good!” said Fluffy.

“I’m getting a hot fudge sundae,” said Dolores. “People are usually confused about calorie intake, especially considering the statistics—”

“Oh, blah-blah-blah, Dolores!” snapped Melody.

For all her niceness to everyone else, Luna thought, Melody was tough on her own twin. Was this the same attitude that had rubbed off on Claire?

The hostess sat Luna, Dolores, Fluffy, Melody, Claire, Justin, and their dad in their usual half-circle booth.

“Wow, we’re a doggone crowd tonight!” exclaimed Fluffy. She was wearing her special-occasion red-fringed maternity cowgirl pantsuit with the horseshoe-buckle belt.

“Can I get two hot dog sticks and no vegetable sticks?” asked Justin as he opened his menu.

“Can I get some carrot sticks and no dessert?” asked Claire, with a look over at Melody.

“Actually, I want the deep-fried dumpling sticks and a hot fudge sundae,” said Melody. “Since I’m not on the movie set, I can eat what I want.”

“Oh, yeah, me, too,” Claire agreed.

Luna noticed that at other booths and tables, heads were beginning to turn and people were whispering. At first Luna thought it was because of Fluffy’s remarkable cowgirl clothes. Then she realized it was on account of Melody Malady.

“Please, just ignore them,” said Melody. She was using her menu to shield her face.

“Okay.” Their father put on his best newspaper reporter voice. “So, everybody, who is looking forward to the start of school?”

“Hi!” A father and daughter had bounced up to their booth. “Aren’t you Melody Malady? You’re fantastic! What a singer! What a dancer! Can we get your autograph?”

“Sure.” Melody smiled, wrote her name on a napkin, and handed it over.

“Bye, now, y’all!” said Fluffy, waving them off. She turned to Melody and said, “Some folks have red-hot-poker nerve! Interrupting us in the middle of dinner like that.”

Unfortunately, no sooner had the father and daughter left, than it happened again.

“We’re totally too old for your show, and we think it’s kinda stupid, but we want your autograph anyway,” said a teenaged couple who had sidled up to Melody from the next booth over.

They thrust a pen and piece of paper in front of Melody.

Melody’s TV-perfect expression stayed sweetly in place as she nodded and signed away.

Poor Melody, thought Luna, having to be polite even though the teenagers were so impolite to her. Luna knew she sometimes tended to feel jealous of Melody. First for being a star, and also for hogging up Claire’s attention. But now Luna felt a pinch sorry for Melody Malady.

After all, it couldn’t be much fun for a person to be so perfect-perfect-perfect in public all the time.

“Do you want my autograph, too?” Claire asked the teenagers. “I’m in Melody’s next big feature movie. It might be my breakout movie star role.”

“Uh, okay.” The teenagers looked at Claire skeptically.

Talk about red-hot-poker nerve, thought Luna. She watched as her sister wrote the name Claire La Dare in giant letters next to Melody’s. Claire’s nose pressed close to the page.

“What’s wrong with that girl’s eyes?” one of the teenagers whispered.

Justin laughed. “Yo, Madame La Dare, I think that’s a signal that you should take off your sunglasses!” he said. “You can’t even see through them!”

“Be quiet, Justin,” muttered Claire, but she pushed her sunglasses up onto her hat.

“Come on, gang. Time to order,” said their father.

Just as they turned back to their menus, yet another group, this time a family of a mother, a father, and two squawking kids presented themselves for Melody’s autograph. “Please-please-please-please-please!” they yelped.

“Do you want my autograph? I’m also in Melody’s movie,” said Claire.

“Nah. We don’t recognise you,” said one of the kids. “Let’s go.” And they moved off.

At that, Justin laughed outright, but Luna saw that her twin sister was starting to get her pointy look. When things were not going Claire’s way, every edge of her body—elbows, nose, shoulder blades—seemed to sharpen and turn brittle as glass.

Justin did not seem to notice. He kept right on teasing.

“Madame La Dare, you should have left your Halloween costume at home,” Justin said.

“For your information, this shirt and hat belong to Melody, and she wore them on the season finale of her show,” Claire told Justin. “It’s a famous outfit.”

“Famous on a famous person, maybe.” Justin snickered. “But dumb on a regular person.”

“I’m not regular!” cried Claire.

“Regular-regular-reg-u-lar—Claire,” crowed Justin.

“Cut it out! At least I’m not dressed up like a cowgirl!”

Quiet dropped over the table. Out of the corner of her eye, Luna caught a glimpse of Fluffy’s hurt, surprised face.

Poor Fluffy! What a terrible thing for Claire to say!

Luna could tell Claire regretted it, too. She blinked, as if shocked by her own words.

“I guess I am looking kinda cowgirly tonight,” said Fluffy, plucking at her fringed sleeve. “Maybe the horseshoe belt was overdoing it.” She gave an embarrassed-sounding laugh.

“Claire, that kind of rudeness is unacceptable,” said their father. “Apologise to Fluffy.”

“I’m sorry, Fluffy,” said Claire. “I didn’t mean it.”

“Honey, it’s nothing,” said Fluffy. She sounded sincere, but she continued to look embarrassed.

Nice going, Claire La Dare, thought Luna.

When Claire looked across the table, silently imploring her twin’s help, Luna quickly averted her eyes to her menu.

Claire would have to take care of this one on her own.
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Salamander Eye Spy

THAT NIGHT, CLAIRE COULD not sleep. So many people were upset with her.

Her dad! Luna! Fluffy!

Even Hortense was mad at her! Tonight, her very own kitten was curled into a small ball of fur at the foot of Luna’s bed, next to Edith. Claire had coaxed and called, but her kitten wouldn’t jump over. Holding a witch-kitten grudge, Claire figured, because she had not been getting enough attention.

But it was what she had done to Fluffy, that made Claire feel most ashamed.

Why had she blurted that rude remark about Fluffy’s cowgirl pantsuit? Crumbs, she hadn’t meant to! It was only that Justin had been teasing her too much. When Claire was around Melody, she did not like to feel childish and uncool. The way a big brother or a too-colorfully dressed stepmother could make her feel.

Maybe that’s what Luna had meant when she’d said Melody brought out the worst in her.

“Do you think Fluffy truly accepted my apology?” Claire had asked Luna as they settled down for bed.

“Actually, I think you need to do better than apologise,” Luna had answered in her frostiest, thirteen-minutes-older-sister voice. “That was an awful thing to say to our not-even-wicked stepmother, Clairsie.”

Warthogs and waffle irons! thought Claire. Why did Luna have to make her feel even more miserable? But in her heart, Claire knew her twin was right.

All night, Claire shifted and kicked the covers. How could she make it up to Fluffy? What could she do that was better than saying sorry?

By the next morning, Claire had come up with a plan. She would use her salamander trick to go spy on Fluffy. Then maybe she could learn some kind of special gift to get her. A Good Samaritan gift. That would be even better than a regular apology.

As soon as she finished her breakfast of Oaty-oats cereal and blueberries, Claire telephoned Melody.

“What time is it?” Melody yawned.

“Early. Listen, Melody, I can’t come to the set today,” said Claire.

“But we’re shooting the kidnapping scene! And there’s only three days left until the movie’s done!” wailed Melody. “I thought we could spend every day together until I have to go back home.”

“Me, too,” said Claire, “but something urgent came up.” Over the phone, Claire could sense Melody’s disappointment. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Promise.”

She clicked off. Although it was too-too-too fun to be friends with a celebrity, a tiny corner of Claire figured that she would be, oh, just a pinch relieved when Melody’s movie was finished. It took a lot of energy to be Melody Malady’s only friend in the whole world.

Claire looked at her wristwatch. She did not have a lot of time. She needed to catch the morning bus to Chestnut Condominiums, pronto.

She quickly showered and dressed and—careful not to wake Luna—flipped through their Little Book of Shadows and memorized the spell. In the kitchen, she carefully spooned the necessary spices into three separate paper twist packets. She did not want to mess up anything.

The dew was soft on the grass and the sun was shining bright but not hot by the time Claire hopped off the local bus and trekked the quarter mile to Chestnut Condominiums, where her father and Fluffy lived. She was relieved to see that the morning paper was still folded on the doorstep.

Standing on the welcome mat, Claire glanced right and left, unwrapped and sprinkled the spices over her head, then chanted:

“Cumin, cardamom, coriander,

Eye of spying salamander,

Animalia kingdom, Amphibia class,

Wriggling webbed toes, touch the grass.”

She closed her eyes and let the spell do its work.

First came a chill in her blood. Then a shrinking in her ears, throat, and legs, which was soon followed by a lengthening in her tail-bone.

When she opened her bulging eyes, the transformation was complete.

Claire the bottle-green, ruby-eyed, three-inch-long salamander scurried up the side of the wall.

For a few minutes, Claire-the-salamander perched unblinking and basking in the sun’s warmth until her father opened the front door. When he bent to retrieve the paper, Claire scurried inside.

In the kitchen, Fluffy was already awake and ready for work. She was slumped at the kitchen table, drinking tea. She was talking, but Claire could not understand a word.

“Mmmmm mmmm mmmm!” said Fluffy.

Claire could feel in her feet and tail the tremors of Fluffy’s voice. What was she saying?

Then Claire remembered. Salamanders don’t have ears!

Oh, no! How will I be able to eavesdrop, Claire thought, and how can I find out what kind of special gift to get Fluffy, if I can’t even hear what she says?

Claire slithered up the leg of Fluffy’s chair and leaped onto her suit jacket that was draped over the chair back. She arranged herself between a gold and silver dragonfly pin and a pink pineapple pin. She curled her tail prettily. At least Claire-the-salamander-pin was a perfect disguise, hiding right out in the open with Fluffy’s other jewelry!

When Fluffy stood and slid on her suit jacket, she was still talking.

“Mmm hmmm rmmm.” Fluffy frowned and pointed to her feet and shook her head at Claire’s father.

“Hmm mmmrrrmrrr,” said Claire’s father. He seemed troubled as he wagged his head back at her.

But Claire could not figure out why Fluffy was so upset. She looked okay from Claire’s view, perched high on her jacket lapel and partly concealed by a wave of Fluffy’s hair (that smelled nice, like spearmint chewing gum).

As Fluffy and her father walked out to the car, Claire dug in her clawless toes and kept still. She hoped that she blended in with the rest of Fluffy’s colorful accessories. She did not need her father’s observant newspaper reporter’s eye singling her out.

Except for the vibration of Fluffy’s weary sighing, the car ride into Philadelphia was smooth. Claire stared out the window and tried not to think about eating the tiny but very yummy-looking fruit fly that had landed on the window glass.

Hold off until you can eat real food, she told herself. Fruit flies probably aren’t fruit-flavored.

When they got to Center City, her father dropped off Fluffy with a kiss.

Claire enjoyed riding the elevator with Fluffy, up-up-up to the forty-fourth floor where the magazine offices of Philadelphia Now! were located.

“Rrr-rrr-rrr!” Fluffy called to the receptionist, who waved.

As she moved down the halls, Fluffy stopped and chatted with her other coworkers.

This is fun, Claire thought. If only I could hear what was going on!

Fluffy made herself a cup of tea in the employee kitchen and went into her office. She turned on her computer and her desk lamp. Then she eased herself into her desk chair. Claire watched intently as Fluffy took out a piece of notepaper and wrote:


	marshmallows

	soy butter

	pickles

	pistachio bread

	bedroom slippers, size 10 double extra wide



Aha! Claire thought.

Then Fluffy put down her pen and pulled off her suit jacket. Claire’s tail curled tight around the pineapple pin for balance as Fluffy tossed the jacket on a coat hook above a filing cabinet.

“Mmmm!” Suddenly, Fluffy stood up from her chair and glanced at her watch. “‘Mrrmrmr rrmrrmr.” She hurried from the office, shutting the door.

Claire’s small salamander heart was beating fast. No time to lose.

She dropped off Fluffy’s jacket, landing on all fours on the filing cabinet.

Quickly, to undo the spell, Claire closed her eyes and imagined that she was looking into a mirror.

Brown hair, warm-blooded smile, six freckles on the tip of her nose.

In the next moment, Claire-the-salamander was transformed back to Claire-the-girl again.

She slid off the filing cabinet and pocketed Fluffy’s list. Now to sneak out of here. She made a couple of wrong turns before she found the receptionist area.

“Hey, you!” called the receptionist.

Oh, no. Caught! Claire turned. “Yes?”

“Are you Coffee Bean’s delivery kid?”

“Uh, that’s right,” Claire answered with a gulp.

“Come here, then.”

Reluctantly, Claire approached his desk.

“Get me a large iced vanilla coffee.” The receptionist thrust some money into Claire’s hand. “And fast!”

Bewildered, Claire nodded, took the money, and dashed to the elevator just as it pinged and the door opened.

Once safe outside, she sprinted the nine blocks home.

Luckily, her mom was at work, and nobody else was there to ask questions. In her bedroom, Claire shook out her savings from her shoebox bank. She had been planning to buy herself some voice and dance lessons, in order to polish her movie-star qualities.

“But now I have a better investment, right, Horty?”

Her kitten yawned, uninterested. Still holding a grudge, Claire figured.

After one bus stop to the grocery store, Claire used her savings to buy the items on Fluffy’s list. Marshmallows, soy butter, pickles, pistachio bread. She also bought some catnip for Edith and Hortense.

The Bed & Beauty store was a few blocks over. Claire had a little trouble finding double extra-wide, size-ten slippers. But there was one more pair left in the back.

Claire had more trouble saying farewell to the rest of her money.

She even remembered the receptionist’s vanilla iced coffee, since Coffee Bean was right across the street from Fluffy’s work building. The line was long, though, and the cup was hard to balance in one hand.

Weighted with bags, Claire returned to the Philadelphia Now! offices.

She was starting to feel very hot.

And sweaty. And tired. And a little depressed.

Fluffy probably wasn’t even mad about the cowgirl remark, thought Claire. Why had she gone and spent her whole morning and all her money on this gigantic apology?

On the forty-fourth floor, Claire smacked down the drink in front of the receptionist. “Your change is my tip,” she told him.

Then she marched down the hall to Fluffy’s office and opened the door without knocking.

“Claire? What are you doin’ here, sugar?” Fluffy’s voice was friendly.

Aha! Luna had been wrong! Fluffy was not upset with her, after all!

Claire dropped her bags.

“I got you some special food,” she said, “because I felt bad about what I said last night about your cowgirl clothes.”

Then Claire dropped down onto the carpet and burst into tears. All her celebrity-lesson money, gone!

“Aw, I know you didn’t mean what you said last night.” Fluffy stood and walked over from her desk. She eased herself down on the carpet to sit next to Claire. “You shouldn’t have taken such trouble and expense,” Fluffy soothed.

Which only made Claire cry harder. She really shouldn’t have!

Fluffy peeped in the bags. “Oh, golly. My favorite foods. You even got me a pair of slippers?” She shook her head wonderingly. “You must be a mind reader. I was just telling your daddy this morning how my feet had stretched out of my old pair. I think carrying this extra weight has kinda widened ’em out.” She patted the bump that was Ubiquitous. “But how did you know?”

“I had a hunch.” Claire sniffled. She wished she could stop crying. It did not seem very noble.

“Claire, sugar, I hope you don’t feel like you gotta treat me like a guest, and buy me a present every time you think you’ve said the wrong thing. I’m family now.”

“I know,” said Claire, but she realized that she did not exactly know.

Fluffy still looked concerned. “’Cause I can be teased and tease back, same as you. Okay?”

“Okay,” sniffled Claire. Teasing Fluffy. That would be weird.

“But I gotta also say, since you went and did it, I think your gifts are awful nice.” Fluffy placed a hand on each of Claire’s shoulders. Claire looked up into Fluffy’s wide eyes. “You want to know why?”

“Why?” Claire sniffled again.

“Well, let me tell you, I have been havin’ just a terrible thundercloud morning! And nothing is better when you’re having a thundercloud morning than to feel some unexpected sunshine. Which is what you are today, Claire. Unexpected sunshine.”

And Fluffy leaned over and hugged her, hard.

Crumbs, thought Claire, wiping her eyes on Fluffy’s jacket lapel where Claire-the-salamander had perched only a couple of hours ago. It was kind of nice to be somebody’s unexpected sunshine.

It made Claire feel shiny and golden, but not in a celebrity way. In a special Claire-ish way which she figured was maybe just as good.
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Timbugtu to the Rescue

MELODY MALADY’S MOVIE WAS nearly finished.

“Tomorrow they’re filming the parachuting scene,” Justin informed Luna, Claire, and their mother while they were gathered at the table for dinner. “It’s gonna be the best part of Double Delight. And the only reason to see it, in my book.”

“Melody gets to parachute off a ledge onto a trampoline,” Claire explained. “Of course, you won’t see the ledge and trampoline in the movie. It’ll look like she used her secret moon-jumping boots. It’s gonna be extra-extra-cool!”

“Sounds spectacular,” said their mother.

“I won’t be there,” said Luna, wiping her mouth with her napkin. “Dolores and I have better plans. We’re going to see the Philadelphia Rare Flower Show. Mr. G is taking us.”

“That also sounds spectacular, Luna,” said their mother.

“Ugh!” said Justin.

“Boring!” said Claire.

They made faces at each other.

Luna did not care. She was just happy that she and Dolores weren’t spending the day chipping for rock samples. Dolores was a little too nuts for rocks, Luna had decided. She wanted to win that science fair in Bethesda like crazy. She talked about it all the time.

Maybe too much of the time.

Luna really liked rocks, too, but lately she had realized that she didn’t love-love-love them. She was happy enough with her windowsill rock garden. She was not even sure that she wanted to be a geologist anymore.

The other night, she had watched a television documentary about lighthouses, and now she thought she might make a good lighthouse keeper. That would be a romantic job. She liked to picture a midnight sea and a cleft-chinned captain, his ship saved by Luna’s brave and steadfast light!

But Luna had decided not to tell Dolores that she didn’t care so much about rocks any more. Dolores might take it too personally.

The next morning, Justin, Luna, and Claire made their last trip to Pine Street to the Double Delight set. Justin strutted ahead.

“See-ya, wouldn’t wanna be-ya,” he called, and shot off.

“Even when Justin is at his worst, tease wise, he’s nicer to us than Melody is to Dolores,” Luna said. “It’s strange. Melody is so sweet to everyone else, but not to her own sister.”

“Well, you have to admit,” said Claire, “Dolores is a freak from Planet Bleak.”

“I think Dolores is great. I’ll be sad when she goes home,” said Luna.

“I’ll be sad when Melody leaves,” said Claire. “It’s not every day I get to be best friends with a movie star.”

Luna did not answer. She thought that she was Claire’s best friend. But maybe being a twin didn’t automatically make you a best. After all, Melody and Dolores weren’t best friends. They weren’t even friendly.

Still, Claire’s words left Luna feeling blue.

Pine Street was bustling with activity by the time they arrived.

“Check out that truck!” Justin shouted. He ran to inspect the bright red fire truck parked at the end of the street. The firemen were there to make sure that Melody’s jumps observed safety regulations.

“Hi, girls!” Melody had raced from her trailer to Luna and Claire. She was wearing thick parachute gear and her silver moon-jumping boots. Her hair had been pre-messed and her face was pre-smudged. She looked funny. But she did not seem to mind.

“For the first time, the makeup people made me look worse instead of better,” she said. “I wish it could be like that more often.”

For a moment, Luna saw a wistful shadow pull over Melody’s face. Only for a moment, though.

“Hey Melody” said Claire. “Can we look at the fire truck?”

“Sure!” Melody’s dimpled smile flashed. “Let’s go!”

“Where’s Dolores?” asked Luna. Usually Dolores was right there waiting for her, so that they could make a quick getaway. Dolores did not like to spend a second longer than she had to on her sister’s movie set.

“She’s off sulking,” Melody said over her shoulder, “because Dad can’t take you two to the Rare Flower Show. He wants to watch my jumps instead, to make sure they go smooth.”

“Oh.” Luna was disappointed. But she bet Dolores was even sadder. She had been looking forward to the Flower Show.

Luna pushed through the crowd, searching for Dolores. She checked the trailer. She checked the wardrobe department. She checked the back lot where the crew hung out.

Dolores was nowhere.

Then Willa called, “Places!” and “Quiet on the set!”

Claire and Justin had found a good place to observe the action, standing on the flatbed of the fire truck. Claire signaled for Luna to join them.

After one more scan for Dolores, Luna hoisted herself reluctantly into the truck.

“Action!” called Willa.

Everyone’s eyes were trained on Melody as she jumped off a wooden ledge that had been specially constructed for the stunt. Her parachute popped and bloomed open as she landed with a bounce on the trampoline, then another bounce onto the street for her final close-up.

Each time, it looked perfect. But not perfect enough for Willa.

“Take two!” she called. “Take three! Take four! Take five!”

By the sixth take, Melody seemed weary.

“Look happy after you land, Melody,” Willa suggested. “Say something like, ‘Hooray!’ okay?”

“Okay,” said Melody tiredly.

Movies even take the fun out of fun, thought Luna.

Then Luna spied Mr. G sitting in a chair next to Willa. He was leaning forward, craning his neck to watch Melody. “Excellent jumping, Mellie,” he called.

“Crumbs, Dolores might be lost,” Luna muttered to Claire, “and all anyone cares about is Melody’s jumps.”

“Oh, please. Dolores isn’t lost,” said Claire. “I bet she took a walk to let off some steam.”

Luna thought on that. “I think Dolores went farther away than a walk, Clairsie,” said Luna. “My witch-sense has been bothering me.”

“Loon, don’t be a doomsday prophet,” said Claire. Luna scanned up and down the street. Where could Dolores be? It was getting late, and there weren’t many places to hide on this movie set.

Then it struck her. She knew exactly where Dolores had gone.

“Aha!” she said. She jumped down from the fire truck. Before Claire and Justin could ask her where she was going, she sped around the corner of Pine Street to its back alley.

After checking to make sure that nobody had followed her, Luna looked right and left, crooked her finger, and cast:

“My ears are sharp and heart is strong. To find what’s lost, I’ll travel long, And if need be, along for miles! This spell is stored in one-star files.”

Luna closed her eyes and waited for the spell to kick in.

Then, with a leap of energy, Luna-the-dog bounded around the corner.

Unfortunately, she bounded right into the middle of the movie. Melody, her parachute billowing, had just bounced from the trampoline onto the street.

She looked surprised, then genuinely happy. “Hooray!” she called. “Hey, doggie!”

“Woof! Woof!” barked Luna. Her hair flopped jaggedly over her eyes.

“Cut! Perfect, Melody!” Willa shouted. “But where’d that mutt come from?”

Mutt? Luna barked indignantly.

“Here, doggie!” Luna heard her brother yelp. Uh-oh. Ever since she and Claire got their kittens, Justin had been bugging their parents for a dog. Already he was climbing out of the truck in quick pursuit.

Justin was a fast runner, but Luna-the-dog was faster. She tore down the street in seconds. She felt strong and powerful.

She did not pause to think about how to get to the park. Her sharp dog-sense knew to follow the river, then shortcut up through the woods. The route was mirror-clear in her mind’s eye (and a whole lot quicker than the bus).

Hmm. I really must be part Saint Bernard or collie, Luna thought. My sense of dog-direction is terrific!

But her common sense was less terrific. As soon as she saw the sign for Valley Forge Park, Luna bounded excitedly across the highway—and straight into traffic.

Cars honked. People yelled at her. “Dumb dog! Watch where you’re going!”

Embarrassed, Luna leaped over the guard rail and did not look back.

Safe inside the park, she ran and ran and ran and ran. Her lungs seemed to be made of iron. It was amazing—she was Superdog! She’d never get tired!

When she came to the lake, Luna paused for a delicious drink of water. Grandy would have been annoyed to hear her make such disgusting slurping noises. But dog rules were different from people rules.

Refreshed, she made a beeline for Mount Misery.

Well, almost a beeline. On the way, Luna spied a monarch butterfly that she felt a happy impulse to chase for a while. She jumped and snapped.

I must be a very young dog to be this goofy! thought Luna. Maybe only six or seven in people years.

As the butterfly fluttered high out of reach, Luna remembered her mission. She turned and ran headlong to Mount Misery, and to the secret cave. But at the entrance, she stopped. The cave had looked dark and uninviting to Luna-the-girl, and Luna-the-dog didn’t like it any better.

She barked once, quizzically.

The sound echoed roughly along the cave’s walls. Other than that, silence.

She barked again, louder. Maybe Dolores had not taken the bus and trekked to the park, after all. Or maybe she had gone too deep into the cave to hear Luna’s barking? Luna did not want to go into the cave. It looked scary and cold. She snuffled at some foxtail and Queen Anne’s lace that sprang tangled along the cave’s entrance. She could not pick up any scent of Dolores.

Her sense of smell was still no good.

But Dolores had to be in that cave! Witch-hunches were almost never wrong!

Ears alert, Luna plunged ahead. Her paws padded along the black earth. She heard the faint click of her nails and the pant of her breath. It made her feel unlike herself. It made her feel brave.

The cave forked in two tunneling directions. “Woof!” Luna barked.

“Who’s there?” From far away, a voice wobbled.

“Woof!” Luna answered. She followed her ears and picked up the pace. When the cave narrowed and turned twisty. Luna kept her nose down, sniffing for a trail.

Frustrated, she barked again.

“Hello?” It was Dolores, for sure. “Don’t hurt me, whatever you are!”

Quickly, Luna followed the echoes of Dolores’s voice to where she finally found her, sitting in a small ball with her arms wrapped around her knees.

When Dolores saw Luna-the-dog, a smile broke across her face and she jumped to her feet.

“Hey, doggie! Where did you come from?” Dolores used her knuckles to rub Luna’s head. “You’re not wearing a collar. Are you a stray? Gosh, am I glad to see you, ole boy.”

Ole boy? Luna whined. She did not like being mistaken for a boy dog.

“I was getting kinda scared,” Dolores confessed. “But now you’re here to rescue me! And I always wanted a dog. Of course, we can’t have one because of my allergies. But if I had one, I’d name him Timbuktu. How ’bout it, ole boy?” Dolores chucked Luna under the chin. “You like the name Timbuktu?”

Timbuktu? Luna whined again. No, she didn’t like that name at all.

“Okay, lead me out of here, Timbuktu!” said Dolores.

But Luna did not know how to lead either of them anywhere. She could not pick up the trail. She walked in a slow circle, then flopped down next to Dolores to think.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Dolores put her hands on her hips. “What kind of dog are you? Don’t you know how to get us out?”

Luna lifted her head and looked away, mortified. Obviously, if she had a real dog nose, she would have followed it back out of the cave, no problem. But to lead by her Luna nose … impossible. She sighed and scratched behind her ear.

“Come on, ole boy! Take me home!” Now it was Dolores who was whining.

Luna didn’t budge. After a minute, Dolores settled into a despondent lump on the cave’s floor. “Gosh. You don’t know the way out of here, either, Timbuktu,” she said, sounding frightened. “Oh, well, it’s not your fault. You’re just a dumb dog. Guess we’ll wait for my dad or the police. Or something.”

Luna put a paw of sympathy on Dolores’s knee. In response, Dolores sneezed. Its echo sounded like a thousand sneezes.

“My rock collection is fantastic, even if I didn’t find a fossil today,” Dolores said in the same nervous voice. “Not to brag, but I just know one day I’ll become a world-renowned geologist! And then people won’t see me as the sister of talented Melody Malady.”

Luna wished she could talk, so that she could tell Dolores her secret: that she didn’t think Melody was so talented.

Then again, a talking dog probably would have scared Dolores.

Dolores sneezed again.

Some help I am, Luna thought. I can’t make a real rescue, and Dolores is allergic to me.

They sat together in silence. Every second, the cave seemed to grow colder and darker. They sat for so long that Luna began to daydream about chasing squirrels.

“I wonder if anyone’s even noticed that I’m lost,” said Dolores.

I noticed, thought Luna indignantly. Not that I’ll get any credit.

Suddenly, Luna’s ear pricked up. What was that noise?

There it was again, from far outside. “I swear, Mr. G, I’m not making it up!” shrilled the voice. “She told me it was somewhere over here by Miserable Mountain, or whatever it’s called.”

Claire!

Luna sat up. She barked and barked and barked and barked. She knew what had happened. Claire had remembered about the secret cave, and had led everyone to it.

“Hey, I think I hear Lu—I mean, I think I hear a dog!” shouted Claire. Her witch-sense had recognized Luna’s bark.

“I don’t hear anything,” Mr. G’s voice was worried.

Luna nudged Dolores to get up.

“Whadda ya hear, Timbugtu?” asked Dolores. Her voice sounded stuffy. As she jumped to her feet, she doubled over in another sneeze. “You wad be to follow you?”

Luna barked some more. She nosed Dolores to move along. Yes, she had to be part Border collie.

“Ogay, Timbugtu. Lead be oud!” said Dolores happily.

Luna barked for Claire to keep talking.

“We’re out here!” called Claire. “Yoo-hoo! The park ranger says look up.”

Luna looked up. For the first time, she saw the glow-in-the-dark arrows pointing the way out. So they had never been in danger, after all. The signs were there all along!

Confidently, she trotted ahead, barking, with Dolores close on her heels. They stumbled out into the late afternoon sun.

A big crowd was there to meet them. Claire, Justin, Melody, Mr. G, a green-suited park ranger, and even Willa had all come to look for Dolores.

“Dolores!” squeaked Melody. “We were so worried!” And she ran over to give her twin a hug.

Dolores looked embarrassed, but she seemed pleased to be the center of attention for once.

“Guess we’re gonna have to paint another set of glow dots even lower,” said the park ranger, “for our smaller visitors.”

Mr. G lifted Dolores into the air, squeezed her hard, and set her down. “Dolores, kiddo, you had a lot of people scared.”

“Bud I wuddn’t sgared!—achoo! —Timbugtu was—achoo—wib me!” wheezed Dolores. “Where’s Luna?”

“She, um, said she was going to go look for you at the flower show. She told me to look for you here,” Claire answered.

Dolores nodded. “I shuddn’t hab gone widdout delling sombuddy.”

“Lucky that Timbugtu was around!” Claire winked at her twin. “Loyal and trustworthy to the end.”

“I wonder whose dog he is?” Justin crouched down and looked into Luna’s eyes. “I feel like I’ve seen it around the neighborhood.”

“He looks like a lot of dogs,” said Claire quickly.

Justin wrinkled his nose. “Mangy old thing. He needs to spend a few hours at the pet groomer,” he said. “Someone gave him a real bad homemade haircut.”

“Hey, I like his haircut,” said Claire. She threw an arm down around Luna as they walked to the car. “Nice work, sis,” she whispered.

As if in imitation, Melody put her arm around Dolores. “I was worried about you, Dolores,” she said. “Jess and Bess help each other out so much in Double Delight, I think maybe I should take some pointers from them.”

“Nod to brag,” said Dolores with a sneeze, “but I’b preddy iddepeddend.”

To Luna’s dog ears, though, Dolores did not sound that independent. She still sounded scared. And Luna thought she detected something soft in Melody’s eyes as she looked at her sister.

It was only for a moment, but it was too real to be an act.
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OCTOBER HAD ARRIVED. THE real October, not a movie-set version. It was a red-gold leaves and apple crisp October, and Claire loved-loved-loved it.

“Just think! We’ve been sixth graders for six weeks! Think about it! Sixth graders!” Claire leaned back and stretched contentedly.

She and Luna were sitting in the cafeteria eating butterscotch brownies with their friends Alexa, Adam, and Courtney. It was a cafeteria tradition at Tower Hill Middle School to celebrate the sixth week of sixth grade with butterscotch brownies. (The cafeteria staff also celebrated five weeks of fifth grade with peanut-butter brownies, and seventh-week seventh graders got rocky-road brownies.)

“We are no longer middle school novices!” said Claire. Novice was one of her favorite new words. It was a fancier way of saying “beginner.”

Claire had been using it a lot today.

“Not to brag, but I’ve felt like a sixth grader for a long time,” said Luna. “Ever since the last day of fifth grade, in fact. And it’s not like we changed much. We’re still at Tower Hill Middle. We go to the same gym and auditorium. The only thing different is now you and Alexa have Mr. Lee for a teacher and Courtney, Adam, and I have Mrs. Shaw.”

Claire thought her sister was being a bit persnickety as usual, but she was too happy to care. After all, not only was today their “six weeks of sixth grade” anniversary, but tonight was the opening of Melody Malady’s movie.

In honor of the occasion, Claire had worn her gold shirt and her gold hat with the feather to school.

“Claire, are you sure that’s the same gold outfit that Melody wore on her show?” Alexa asked.

“Of course,” Claire answered. She dropped her last bite of butterscotch brownie into her mouth and swallowed it down with some apple cider from the jug that she had brought with her lunch.

“It could be a copy,” said Courtney. “They sell those knockoffs everywhere at the mall.”

“Oh, who needs you, doubtful doubters,” scoffed Claire. “All I can say is, it’s not a knock-off copy of me in the movie. ‘Mom, can I have some hot apple cider?’” She recited her line from the movie once again for the pure pleasure of it.

“Ugh,” groaned Alexa, reaching for another brownie. “If I have to hear you say that one more time … ”

“But I need people to recognize me. I don’t want to be a novice movie star,” said Claire with another swig.

“We all recognize you, Claire,” said Adam. “You’ve shown us the picture from Philadelphia Now! a thousand times. Next thing you’ll be saying is that you and Melody are pen pals.”

Claire shrugged and patted her pocket, where she was carrying a letter from Melody Malady.

In the letter, Melody had written that The Melody Malady Show had been canceled and that she probably wouldn’t be doing any more movies for a while. She said her mom and dad wanted her to concentrate on being a real kid. She didn’t seem too upset about it. But she had specially asked Claire not to read her letter to any of her friends, since it was a private, non-celebrity letter.

Claire didn’t mind. Being a witch, she was used to keeping big secrets. She would never in a billion years show Melody’s letter around.

Anyway, her friends might say that she faked the letter, too!

That evening, the twins, Justin, their mother and Steve, their father and Fluffy, and even Grandy and Grampy all went to the Ritz Theater to see Melody’s movie.

“Although I have no idea why I would waste my time with a G-rated movie,” groused Grandy as they waited in the ticket line. “That means no fun parts.”

“Mother!” Jill Bundkin frowned.

“Pay attention to the leaves,” said Justin. “That’s all my work.”

“Even if this movie is a blockbuster,” said Claire, “Melody Malady won’t be in the public eye for a while. So I guess that means this is my last movie, too.”

“I’m glad,” said their father. “You only had to meet Melody once to know she was under too much pressure.”

“I’m glad, too,” said Luna. “It was awful enough when Claire was a pretend movie star. Imagine if she turned into a real one?”

Justin made gagging sounds. Claire tossed her head. Doubtful doubters.

The whole family filed into the theater and into one long row.

The lights went dark as the previews started. Claire sank back into her seat with a thrill. She hoped that the camera loved her. Having the camera love you was an important part of being a celebrity.

The music for the feature presentation began. Melody Malady’s name scrolled across the screen in sweeping letters. Claire felt a burst of pride for her newfound friend. Melody Malady was awesome!

Double Delight opened with a rainstorm, followed by Jess and Bess’s orphanage scenes. Those parts had been filmed in Hollywood and were fun to watch, since Claire had never seen them before.

Then came the part when Jess and Bess were adopted by villains, and they moved to Philadelphia. The camera panned over the skyline.

“Hello, Philly!” yelled Justin. A few other people in the audience clapped and whooped.

Claire tensed. The café scene was next, and here it was! The camera zoomed in for a long close-up of Melody drinking from a mug of hot apple cider. She was smiling her perfect-perfect-perfect dimpled smile. “Mmm. This is good cider,” she said.

Then the scene was over.

Claire leaned forward. “Hey!” she whispered loudly. “Did I miss myself? Was I in that? Did you hear anyone say ‘Mom, I want some hot apple cider?’”

“Shhh! They must have cut it out!” hissed Justin. He made scissors of his fingers. “Snip, snip!”

No! Claire could not believe it.

The scene probably was in another part of the movie. Claire strained every eye muscle, hardly daring to blink, salamander-style, in case she missed herself.

She salamander-watched the scene where Bess saved Jess from the robber.

She salamander-watched the scene where Jess saved Bess from the kidnapper.

Now they were coming up to the moon boots and parachute scene.

Claire was beginning to be alarmed. The moon boots scene meant the end of the movie. Claire watched the screen as Melody seemed to jump effortlessly through the sky. As she landed with a swish and bounce, a dog tore into view.

“Hooray!” called Melody. A huge, dimpled smile appeared on her face as she bent and hugged the dog.

“Woof! Woof!” barked the dog in a long, Luna-eyed close-up.

Claire’s eyes narrowed.

They’d cut out Claire’s café scene, but added a Luna-the-dog scene?

No way!

But it was true.

Now the movie was finished. The credits rolled. Claire La Dare’s name flashed up in a long list of other names. Justin Bundkin’s name appeared with the crew.

Needles and newts’ eyes! She had been completely cut from the movie.

“I was nowhere!” Claire moaned as they left the theater. Bitterly she crunched the real October leaves in her path. “And I didn’t even use my real name! So nobody will believe any thing!”

“But they’ll see my real name, ha ha!” Justin yelled as he raced by. “Hey, Mom, can we have some hot apple cider? Right now I’m really in the mood for some hot apple cider!”

“Be quiet, Justin!” Claire protested. “Why do you have to tease me every second?”

“’Cause I can!” yelled Justin. “I’m the oldest!”

“That dog looked suspiciously familiar,” Grandy remarked. She had crept up on the twins. She shook her silver-handled pigeon-shooing cane that she always brought to the city.

“What do you mean, Grandy?” asked Luna innocently, but there was no fooling a five-star witch.

“What I mean, Luna, is that you almost forfeit your half-star and spy globes when you appeared in that movie,” said Grandy. “The Decree Keepers told me to warn you: stay out of the spotlight.” In her palm, however, appeared the two small, crystal spheres. They were baseball-sized and not at all magical-looking. But Claire and Luna knew better.

“Our spy globes!” they cried together.

“Good work with your Samaritan Spells,” Grandy acknowledged, as she handed one to each twin. “You are officially one-and-a-half-star witches. But don’t let me catch you doing pet tricks on the big screen again!”

With that, she stalked ahead to take Grampy’s arm.

Luna shook her globe. “Show me Dolores,” she said. The twins watched as the globe swirled with colors that faded to produce an image of Dolores in the globe. She was sitting at a desk, looking through a stamp album.

“Hmm. I guess she’s moved on to other hobbies,” said Luna.

“Cool,” said Claire, shaking her globe. “With these globes, we can spy on anyone.” She peered into it. “Show me my best friend!”

“Where?” Luna peered into Claire’s globe.

Her own face stared back at her.

“It’s me,” she said.

“Of course it’s you,” said Claire. “Why do you sound surprised?”

“I was looking for Melody,” admitted Luna. “I thought she was your best friend. Since she’s a movie star, and all.”

Claire was shocked. She stopped still on the pavement and looked into her identical twin sister’s identically brown eyes. “Crumbs, Luna. Are you kidding? I wouldn’t trade you for all the celebrities in Hollywood! We’re not just twins! We’re best friends for life!” she exclaimed.

Luna smiled. “Best friends for life!” she agreed.

And they hooked pinkies on it.
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The Real Exciting News

THE BABY HAD A fat face and was bald. He was not very cute. In fact, Luna Bundkin thought he looked like a toad.

She shook her head at her identical twin sister, Claire, who was cradling the baby in her arms.

“Little toady!” Luna whispered.

“Little Tony?” Their father, Louis Bundkin, scratched his head, thinking. “Hmm. Tony is a nice name. But I think we will stick with Bert.”

“Can I give Bert back to you now?” Claire asked their stepmother, Fluffy, who was sitting in her hospital bed. “My arms are tired.”

“Wait! First let me hold him,” said Justin.

Claire handed baby Bert to Justin. Luna kept her own hands clasped behind her back. She stepped closer to their mother. She did not want to hold Bert. He looked like he might do something loud or smelly or gloppy.

“Thanks, ya’ll, for coming to visit us,” said Fluffy. “Bert is a whole lotta lucky to have twin half sisters and a half brother in his family!”

“Kitchy, kitchy,” cooed Justin. “Hey, Bert. Hey, little guy!”

“Um, isn’t it time to go?” asked Luna. “Doesn’t this place close for business soon?”

“Luna, we’re not in a restaurant. We’re in a hospital!” Claire rolled her eyes at her twin.

“It is almost eight o’clock,” said Jill Bundkin. “I’m sure Fluffy and Bert want to rest. Let’s get going, kids. Good night, everybody.”

They exchanged hugs and said good-byes. Then Luna, Claire, Justin, and their mother trooped out of the hospital and into the drab November night. Their mother whistled between her teeth. “Taxi!” she yelled. Immediately, a cab screeched to the curb.

“Did any of us look like toads when we were born, Mom?” asked Luna as they taxied down the streets of Philadelphia, heading back to their town house at 22 Locust Street.

“Oh, Bert will improve,” said their mother. “He just needs to fill out.”

“He needs more hair, too,” added Claire.

“Mom, are you sad?” asked Justin as they walked up the steps to their front door. “You know, since Dad has a new family with his new wife, and all?”

“No, I’m not sad. I don’t need any more children than you wonderful three,” answered their mother. “Anyway, life is always an interesting mix of surprises. Bittersweet, I’d call it.”

“Like, if you and Dad didn’t bitterly divorce, he never would have met sweet Fluffy, and you never would have met sweet Steve?” asked Luna.

“Well…that’s not exactly what I meant,” said their mother as she unlocked the door. “But definitely, you three kids are the sweetest things in my life. And Steve is very sweet, too.”

Steve was their mother’s boyfriend. He was a chef. Right now he was using the Bundkins’ kitchen to create his newest food experiment, hot chocolate-cauliflower soup. (When Steve made his own kitchen too messy, he used the kitchen at 22 Locust.)

“I smell something bittersweet!” Claire sniffed the air as they walked into the front hall.

“The gang’s all here!” called Steve from the kitchen.

“The gang” turned out to be Grandy and Grampy, who were plunked at the table slurping up large bowls of Steve’s soup.

“Mom and Dad! What a surprise. I didn’t see your car out front.” Their mother looked mystified. “How did you get here?”

“Oh, we were in the neighborhood,” said Grandy.

“But why are we in the neighborhood, Arianna? We live twenty-five miles away!” grumbled Grampy. “Oh me, oh my. My memory’s on the blink again. I must be getting old.”

Luna and Claire exchanged smiles. They knew Grampy’s bad memory was not to blame. The reason that their grandparents were in the neighborhood was because Grandy was a five-star witch, and she had secretly instaported herself and Grampy from their home in Bramblewine straight to Philadelphia. Grandy usually cast this spell during rush hour, because she hated traffic.

The twins knew about the instaport spell because they were witches, too. In fact, Grandy, Luna, and Claire were the only witches in the whole family. Nobody—not even the twins’ own parents—had any idea about this huge, important secret.

“It doesn’t matter how we got here,” said Grandy. “The reason we are here is to share some exciting news.”

“More exciting than our half brother, Bert Bundkin?” asked Justin.

“I think so,” Grandy answered in a huff. “But I don’t like brand-new babies. They all look like toads. Tell them the real exciting news, Fred.”

“The real exciting news,” announced Grampy, “is that next week, your grandmother and I have been invited to play golf at the Seniors Silver Loch tournament in Scotland.”

“Oh, wow, that’s great,” chorused everyone in not-very-excited voices.

“And we’re taking our three fabulous grandchildren,” said Grandy.

“OH WOW! THAT’S GREAT!” yelled Luna and Claire in very-very-excited voices. “Scotland! Scotland!”

Justin looked upset. “But I can’t go to Scotland,” he said. “Next week is Thanksgiving. That’s the team’s most important football weekend ever, and I’m a running back. Sorry, Grandy and Grampy. I can’t let the guys down. You’ll have to count me out.”

The twins went silent, feeling sorry for Justin. Then they started jumping around again and yelling, “Scotland! Scotland!”

Their mother leaned against the kitchen counter and put on her most serious face. Jill Bundkin was a doctor, and she knew how to make a serious face if she needed one.

“Even if you only took the twins, this is still a very expensive trip, folks, don’t you think?” she asked.

“Not really. We can pay for tickets with our frequent-flier miles, and we get to stay for free at a Scottish castle,” Grandy explained.

Grampy frowned. “Which just happens to be run by Arianna’s old flame, Mac.”

“Oh, hush, Fred,” snapped Grandy. “I married you, not him, didn’t I?”

“A castle?” Luna squealed. She had never heard of anything so romantic. “With gardens and moats and tea at half past four in the drawing room?”

“Absolutely, Luna, dear,” assured Grandy.

“It’s creaky and leaky,” said Grampy. “We’d be better off at the Holiday Inn.”

“Mac’s castle, Glenn Bly, is one thousand years old,” said Grandy. “It’s quite spectacular. There’s even a stable of horses to ride.”

“It’s not his castle,” grumped Grampy. “He had to sell it. He’s only the curator.”

Luna put her hand to her heart. Although she had never been horseback riding before, she was sure she would love-love-love it. To live for a week in a castle and go horseback riding was a dream come true. As long as the horse didn’t go too fast.

Justin’s mouth twitched in suspicion. “Wait a minute! Isn’t Scotland where they make boys wear those plaid skirts?”

“Tartan kilts,” Grampy corrected.

“Isn’t Scotland where they make you eat those dry crackers?” asked Claire.

“You mean shortbread,” said Grandy. “It’s yummy.”

“And doesn’t a monster live in some lake in Scotland?” asked Justin.

“The Loch Ness monster,” said Grampy. “Her name is Nessie, but nobody has seen her for years. She keeps to herself.”

“It’ll be Thanksgiving week, but the twins would still miss two and a half days of school,” said their mother, running a hand through her hair so that it spiked up like a toothbrush.

“Oh, phooey. What’s a couple of days?” coaxed Grandy. “And with Justin playing football, that leaves you and Steve lots of time without kids underfoot.”

Luna could tell from her mother’s eyes that this was an interesting thought.

Now Steve held up a dripping ladle. “Who else wants to test my soup?” he asked.

“Not me,” said Luna politely.

“Not me,” said Claire, less politely.

“I’ll try it!” said Justin, who was growing an inch a month and always on the lookout for extra food. But Luna and her sister knew better. Steve’s recipes needed lots and lots of practice to be perfect.

The twins sprang upstairs to their bedroom, where they squeezed onto the one desk chair, turned on their computer, and logged online to check out a few Web sites about Scotland.

“I wish we had a coat of arms like a real Scottish family,” said Luna.

“I wish we had bonny blue eyes and curly ginger hair, like True Scottish Lasses,” said Claire.

Luna shrugged. She preferred having brown eyes and matching-colored hair. She liked to match, period. Claire did not mind messes and guesses, but Luna treasured tidiness. It was just one of the ways that the twins were as different on the inside as popcorn was from cornflakes.

There was a knock on the door, and then Grandy peeked her head through. “Girls, I want a witch-word with you,” she said.

Immediately, the twins bounced to attention. A witch-word was no joke.

Grandy slipped into their room and shut the door, then set her ear against it to check that Justin was not eavesdropping.

“Our trip to Scotland is not all fun and games, young witches mine,” whispered Grandy. “Golf is the official reason. But anyone who has seen your grandfather and me play knows we are awful golfers. In fact, I had to use a three-star spell to snag us an invitation to this tournament. It’s very exclusive.”

“Isn’t that called cheating?” asked Luna.

“No, it’s called an emergency,” Grandy answered, “because there is also an unofficial reason we are going to Scotland. And that is to help Mac. He wrote me an e-mail explaining that he is having a problem with ghosts.” She patted her hair. “Helping him out is the least I can do. I broke Mac’s heart when I ran off with your grandfather, you know.”

“Why are you taking Luna and me along?” asked Claire.

“To watch and learn, obviously,” Grandy answered. “Every witch needs to know how to pop a ghost.”

“‘Pop a ghost’?” Luna shivered. “That sounds gross.”

“It’s the only way to handle them. Ghosts are pesky. Plus, they’ll complain your ear off if you give ’em half a chance.”

“How does Mac know that you’re a ghost-popping expert?” asked Claire. “Isn’t that a secret, witch-y skill?”

“Of course.” Grandy blushed. “But back when I was young and foolish, I might have bragged a little, teeny bit about my skills with popping and summoning ghosts. I was a bit surprised myself that Mac remembered. Then again, everything about me is hard to forget. Now, girls, are you helping or not?”

“Five-Star witch Arianna of Bramblewine,” said Claire, excitedly, “as a one-and-a-half-star apprentice witch, I offer my service!”

“Me, too,” squeaked Luna.

“Thanks, girls. I knew I could count on you.” Then Grandy clapped her hands together and instaported herself back down to the kitchen.

“Gosh,” said Claire after Grandy had gone. “I never met a ghost before. This’ll be fun!”

“Fun? Fun? I don’t want to meet any ghosts!” exclaimed Luna. “And I especially don’t want to pop any! Ick!”

“Oh, Loon, don’t be a doomsday prophet,” chided Claire.

But Luna knew that she had a point. Never in her life had she caught sight of a spirit or a glimpse of a ghost, or a peek at a phantom.

Now, the idea that she’d soon be meeting up with a real, castle-haunting, Scottish spookster made her scalp prickle and her toes curl.
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Daphne Bly, T.S.L.

CLAIRE HATE-HATE-HATED THE COLD. She was glad to leave behind a drab November in Philly for the green lands and blue skies of Scotland. She’d downloaded a lot of pictures of Scotland, and the weather looked divine.

So Claire was shocked when she stepped off the plane at Inverness Airport to discover that it was gray and cold and very, very damp.

“Hey! Where’s the sun?” Claire frowned up at the sky. “Where are all the sheep and grass like what I saw on those Scotland Web sites?”

“Don’t be a nincompoop,” snapped Grandy toggling up her overcoat. “Scotland in November is just like Philadelphia in November, only Scotland has more rain. Oh, what a nice, cloudy day! I hope you packed snuggly clothes.”

Claire didn’t answer. Suitcase-packing was a chore and a bore, and she had waited until the last minute to do it. Her swimsuit, cutoff shorts, Camp Bliss T-shirt, and wraparound movie-star sunglasses weren’t exactly snuggly. In fact, the warmest clothes Claire had with her were the jeans, purple sweater, and rainbow-sleeved parka that she was wearing now.

But she forgot about all that when she looked again at her stiff new passport with its first stamp ever.

As they entered the airport lobby, a jolly airline employee waved to them.

“Ta! Enjoy your holiday!”

Ta! Claire had never heard that expression before. It sounded very Scottish.

“Fred! Arianna!” In the Arrivals section of the airport lobby, a short, plump man in a tweed cap waved from behind the ropes.

“Why, it’s Mac!” Grandy leaped ahead, leaving Claire and Luna to trundle behind dragging the canyon luggage. Grampy took up the rear and walked the slowest.

“Cheerio! I’m Michael MacCorckle Bly, otherwise known as Mac!” Grandy’s old flame spoke with a Scottish brogue. His bright blue eyes were like two chips of the Scottish sky Claire had been hoping to see. “You must be Claire and Luna!” he said. “But how will I know which from the other?”

“I talk more,” Claire offered helpfully. That was what kids at the twins’ school, Tower Hill Middle, always said—although she herself didn’t really believe it.

Mac laughed and led the way to the Baggage Claim.

“Ta! All the cars’ steering wheels are on the wrong side,” observed Claire after they had picked up their bags and started for the parking lot. As of five minutes ago, ta was Claire’s new favorite word.

“Yes, yes,” said Mac. “You see, here in Scotland, our steering wheel is on the wrong side. Or, as we call it, the right side. But not to worry! It’s all quite safe.”

Claire bounced in her shoes as she climbed into Mac’s compact green minivan. Scotland! Then she glanced at Luna, who looked scared. Claire guessed it was on account of the wrong-sided, right-sided steering wheel. Poor Luna got nervous about the very same things that seemed cool to Claire.

During the winding drive to Glenn Bly, Claire kept her gaze fixed out the window so that she could shout out what she saw along the way.

“There’s a funny red phone booth! Ta, I see some goats! I see a moss-covered bridge! Now I’m looking at a sign for a petrol station. Petrol means gasoline. Ta! I spy teensy-weeny purple flowers!”

“My, my,” Mac remarked. “You are very observant, Claire. But actually, ‘ta’ is the Scottish word for ‘thank you’.”

“Is observant the Scottish word for annoying?” asked Luna.

“Shut up, Loony-goon,” Claire answered.

“Why don’t you shut up, stinky-ugly?” asked Luna.

“Why don’t you shut up, creepy-icky?” Claire retorted. “You are already making my Scottish highland adventure bittersweet.”

“If both you girls don’t hush,” said Grandy, twisting around on the front seat, “I’m going to feed you toes first to Scotland’s famous fang-toothed, water-dwelling barge rats.”

For a while, the twins kept silent.

“There it is!” squeaked Luna. She tapped the window glass. “The castle!”

“Good eyes, Luna,” said Mac.

Claire’s head snapped around. No fair! She had wanted to spot the castle first! She stared. Up in the distance, Glenn Bly rose in a splendor of stone walls and towers.

“Crenellated,” said Grampy, “is the name for the special jagged cut along the roof.”

Crenellated—what a word! It reminded Claire of the sound of teeth crunching into a buttered English muffin.

Mac turned through the castle’s open iron gates and slowed the van so that everyone could enjoy the sight of the castle’s surrounding fields and woodland.

“‘Glenn Bly Welcomes You.’” Claire read the hinged sign that swung from a post. “I see the horse stable! I spy a watchtower!”

“Mac, it’s just as beautiful as I remembered,” said Grandy as they parked behind the castle and piled out of the van. “You must be running a profitable bed-and-breakfast business.”

“I don’t see any guests,” grumped Grampy.

“Aye. November is a slow time for tourists.” Mac cleared his throat and, in a louder voice, called, “That’s why young Daphne will be glad for a bit of company. Right-o, Daphne?”

“Daphne?” repeated Claire. She looked around. All she saw was brown lawn bordered by green pines. “Who’s Daphne? Where is she? Does young mean she’s older than eleven or younger than eleven?” The twins had celebrated their birthdays last month, on Halloween. Claire was happy to be eleven, finally!

“Daphne is my granddaughter. She is ten,” answered Mac.

Now Claire’s ears picked up a rustle. She looked up-up-up into the branches of the evergreens. She could not spy anyone.

“Who goes there?” Claire shouted.

“I go here! And I’m turning eleven in two days!” said a voice from above.

“Daphne, not too high,” warned Mac. “Daphne’s a bit untamed,” he explained. “Right-o. I expect everyone could use some refreshment.”

With a hand at Grandy’s elbow, Mac led them all around to the front of the castle and through its iron-hinged front doors.

The inside front hall of Glenn Bly was larger than Tower Hill Middle’s lunchroom cafeteria.

“Crumbs! You could do ten backflips in a row across this floor!” Claire exclaimed, hoping someone would invite her to try.

“Look!” Luna shrieked, and everybody jumped. She pointed. “A hanging tapestry, a stone fireplace, and a curving staircase! How castle-ish!”

“Er, yes,” said Mac. “The drawing room is this way. I’ve set out an early supper.”

Claire walked across the flagstones to get a better look at the large, faded tapestry.

“That tapestry depicts the Battle of Sodden Field, a bloody combat that took place in 1616,” Mac explained. “The Boyds against the Blys. Needless to say, the Blys won, otherwise this castle would be called Glenn Boyd, and I wouldn’t be standing here. But victory came at a cost. Nearly four hundred soldiers were lost.”

“Ah, for shame,” clucked Grampy.

Claire scanned the soldiers that had been stitched into the tapestry. Immediately, her eye caught the face of a young man who did not look much older than her brother, Justin. Dressed in plain chain-mail armor and astride a silver steed, the boy and his horse seemed to glow from the fabric. In fact, Claire thought, they looked alive enough to charge straight off the tapestry and gallop through the castle doors.

Claire sniffed. If she hadn’t known any better, she would have sworn she smelled strawberries.

Transfixed, Claire kept her eyes on the tapestry boy, even after the others drifted out of the hall and into the drawing room.

“That’s Sir Percival Quilty,” said a voice at her shoulder. “He was a brave young knight who died in battle.”

Claire turned. A girl stood next to her. She was taller than Claire and blue-eyed like Mac. Her curly ginger hair was scattered with ever green needles, and there was a sly look on her face.

A True Scottish Lass!

“I am Daphne Bly of the castle Glenn Bly,” said the girl.

“And I am Claire Bundkin of the United States of America,” answered Claire.

“Well, American Claire, I’m glad you think you’re brave enough to stay with us here,” said Daphne Bly, “considering that our castle is haunted by a fierce and beastly ogre.”

Claire wasn’t scared that easily. “I’ve heard you had a haunting problem. But can you prove it?” she dared.

Daphne looked surprised. Then unsure. Then determined. “Yes!” she declared, flushing. “Just not this minute.”

“Sorry, lass. Seeing is believing!” said Claire.

Nose in the air, Daphne flipped around and skipped off to join the others.

“Aha!” Mac smiled as Claire followed Daphne into the drawing room. “Here is my granddaughter. Daphne, may I introduce you to the lovely Mrs. Arianna Bramblewine; her short and balding husband, Fred; and their twin granddaughters, Claire and Luna Bundkin.”

Without a look in Claire’s direction, Daphne said hello and shook hands nicely with everyone. Then she popped a biscuit into her pocket, turned on her heel, and trotted out the door as fast as she had entered.

“I do apologise,” said Mac, looking somewhat embarrassed. “Daphne doesn’t have much practice meeting people. As you might remember, Arianna, dear, my granddaughter is an orphan. She’s been my ward ever since she was but a wee thing of six months, when her parents died in a terrible hang-gliding accident. I’m afraid Daphne’s been left to herself too much.”

“Ooh. An orphan raised in a castle. How romantic,” whispered Luna.

Claire frowned. She didn’t think that girl was one bit romantic.

On the contrary, Daphne Bly True Scottish Lass, had Claire’s witch senses pricked up for mischief.
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Bold Night, Shy Knight

FROM THE BEDROOM WINDOW, Luna watched a pale vein of lightning split the night sky. She closed her eyes and snuggled deeper into the feather mattress, counting one-crackled-cauldron, two-crackled-cauldron, three—

Crrr—aaack! Ka-boom! Blam!

“Claire?” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

“Of course I’m awake!” Claire’s voice came from the other side of the canopy bed they shared. “Who could sleep through this lightning and thunder?”

“Not me. I wish our room was cozy,” said Luna, although earlier that evening, she had been delighted when Mac had shown the girls to this beautiful bedroom. It had its own Juliet balcony, corner harpsichord, and a romantic name, Elderberry Chamber.

With their grandparents down the hall and settled into the even more majestic Peacock Chamber, they had all turned in for an early sleep.

But there’d be no sleep in this earsplitting storm.

Ka-boom!

“Crikey!” Luna shifted up in the bed. She did not like unexpected noises. “Claire! I just had a spooky thought! Do you think Glenn Bly’s ghost scared up this storm?”

“If a ghost scared up this storm, he’s doing a fantastic job!” Claire sat up, too, and squinted at her sister. “Loon, why are you wearing your lady-in-waiting Princess and the Pea costume as a nightgown?”

Luna touched the lace neckline. “Because I love-love-love olden-days clothes,” she said. “And this was the most romantic thing I had.” She squinted back at her sister. “Claire, why are you wearing your Camp Bliss T-shirt to bed? Aren’t you cold?”

“No. I love-love-love this T-shirt,” said Claire.

Kerrr-blam!

“Ugh!” Luna covered her ears.

But Claire’s nostrils flared. “Luna! I smell strawberries! Can you?”

Luna sniffed and shook her head no. Her sense of smell was not good. She tilted her head toward the door. “But I do hear a jingle-jingle, clinkity-clink. It’s very soft. Do you hear it?”

“No,” said Claire. “But if I use my nose and you use your ears, maybe we can figure out what’s going on. Come on, Luna. Time for some detectiving!”

With that, Claire leaped out of the bed. Luna noticed that her twin was also wearing a pair of cutoff jeans shorts. Claire definitely had forgotten to pack her nightgown. Probably her toothbrush and her spy globe, too. Crumbs! Claire was a bad suitcase-packer!

Luna slid out of the bed, knotted on her bathrobe, and slid on her pink fuzzy slippers. “Proceed with caution!” she reminded her sister. Luna never thought that Claire proceeded with enough caution.

Barefoot and bathrobeless, Claire slipped out the bedroom door.

In the echoing corridor, they could hear rain loud as marching drums against the roof and stone walls. The hallway’s narrow windows gave a view of moonlit trees bent backward against the wind.

Luna shivered as she tiptoed behind her sister. The ghost of Glenn Bly must be very angry to cast such a spooky storm!

As they moved down the hallway, the jingle-jingle, clinkity-clink noises got louder.

“My nose will lead the way!” Claire whispered.

Luna hooked Claire’s pinkie through her own to steady herself as she followed. The corridor was longer than a bowling alley, and the carpet runner was worn thin as lint.

“The noise is getting louder,” Luna whispered.

“The scent is getting strawberry-er,” assured Claire.

At the curved staircase’s landing lurked a moonfaced grandfather clock. In the shadows, it looked like a skinny giant.

“This place needs night-lights,” Luna whispered.

As if in answer, an electric zing of lightning lit up the hall, and for an instant revealed a slim, dark-haired boy who was standing still as ice next to the clock.

“Shadows and shape-shifters!” Claire gasped. “It’s the boy from the tapestry!”

Thunder boomed in answer.

“I saw him, too,” squeaked Luna. Every hair on her head stood up in fright. She clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a scream.

“Who goes there?” hissed Claire. She inched toward the apparition. “Are you the fierce, ghostly ogre of Glenn Bly?”

“I am a ghost, yes. But I am hardly an ogre, and my proper name is Sir Percival Quilty,” the boy whispered back. “Who art thou?”

“I’m Luna Bundkin, and that’s my sister, Claire,” piped up Luna. The longer Luna looked, the less spooky the ghost seemed. Except for his medieval clothes and his wan complexion, Sir Percival might have been any old eighth grader from Tower Hill Middle School.

“Ta, you strawberry-scented specter! We found you!” exclaimed Claire. “Our very first night in Scotland, and we nabbed the ghost of Glenn Bly!”

“Speaking freely, I believe the fact of the matter is that I have nabbed you,” retorted Sir Percival. “This is my castle! ’Tis a mystery how you both can see my phantom image, but by the troth of my knighthood, I order you to depart from Glenn Bly at once!” He shook his phantom finger at them.

“Why?” asked Claire. “We just got here!”

“Plus, we haven’t done anything wrong,” said Luna.

“Ye must depart, nitwits, because the castle is guarded and protected by me,” said Percival, his voice cracking. “Haven’t ye heard my warning?” He lifted the silver amulet that hung around his neck and shook it.

Jingle-jingle. Clinkity-clink.

Luna scoffed. “But that’s hardly a haunt at all! I could haunt this castle with my eyes closed and one hand tied behind my back!”

To prove it, she shut her eyes, stuck a hand behind her back, and cast the one ghost-ish spell she knew, the Chain Chant. It went like this:

My ghostie haunts the attic; my ghoulie haunts the eaves.

They’ll drag their chains and spread their gloom,

They’ll chase my friends from room to room.

’Til everybody leaves!

As soon as Luna finished, a terrible clanking and scraping sounded over their heads.

“Horrors! ’Tis the sound of iron chains dragged across the floor. Stop it at once!” Sir Percival hunched his shoulders to his ears.

Luna smirked. She was very good at the Chain Chant spell. The last time she had used it was at Frieda Gunderson’s sleepover party, and everyone had been so scared that they had voted to keep the bathroom light on all night.

Claire was laughing. “You outspooked our ghost, Loon!”

Luna snapped her fingers to stop the spell. She didn’t want to wake up anybody.

Boom!

Thunder! All three of them jumped. Sir Percival jumped highest.

“I guess you didn’t conjure up this thunderstorm, did you?” asked Luna.

“Conjure a storm? Me? Why, I am not a spell-casting witch!” protested Sir Percival. A thoughtful expression crossed his face. “Ach, but ye maidens are, aren’t ye? Ye see and hear me with special, witch-y senses.”

“That’s right. Claire and I are one-point-five-star witches. Good detectiving, Sir Percival,” said Luna. She wanted to give the knight a compliment, since his haunting had been so pitiful.

“Percival, why do you smell like a strawberry patch?” asked Claire.

“’Tis a long tale,” replied Sir Percival. “To begin at the beginning, which would be some time in the eleventh century; good folk used to grow—”

But just then, a tiny object whistled past Luna’s ear and landed on the carpet.

“What is that?” cried the frightened young knight. He leaned down to look. “How odd. A moonlike sphere, no larger than a wee sparrow’s skull.”

“It’s a golf ball,” said Luna.

Now footsteps pattered down the corridor.

“Who goes there?” hissed Claire.

“Fred Bramblewine, your grandfather, goes here!” Grampy dressed in his pajamas, came tiptoeing down the hall. He was holding a golf club. “I thought I had this area to myself.” Grampy blinked. “Anyone seen my golf ball?” He looked right past Percival.

“The doddering old-timer does not possess the witch-sense to observe me,” said Percival.

“Don’t call Grampy a doddering old-timer. He’s very good at golf,” whispered Luna.

“Aha!” said Grampy, picking up the ball, which was right next to Percival’s toe. “Found ya!”

“Grampy!” Claire exclaimed. “Why are you up so late?”

“I’m practicing my putt,” Grampy explained sheepishly. “Tomorrow is the first round of the golf tournament. I want to impress your grandmother.” He put a finger to his lips. “But I don’t think she needs to know about any of our late-night shenanigans. I won’t tell if you won’t. Let’s go, girls. Back to bed.”

Then Grampy placed one hand on each twin’s shoulder, and steered Luna and Claire down the hallway.

When Luna turned around to check on their ghost, Sir Percival Quilty had disappeared.

“But he’ll be back,” Luna predicted after Grampy had dropped them off at Elderberry Chamber.

Claire yawned. “Listen, the rain is only a sprinkle now.”

The twins jumped into their soft ocean of a feather bed and smoothed the covers evenly so they wouldn’t fight over them later. “I can’t wait to tell Grandy that we found Percy, the not-very-spooky, strawberry-smelling ghost.” Claire sighed. “That was an easy mystery to solve.”

“Nothing’s solved yet, Clairsie,” said Luna. “I don’t mean to be a doomsday prophet, but my witch-hunch says it doesn’t add up.” She plumped her pillow and smoothed the ruffles of her nightgown. “We found a friendly ghost, not a fierce one. Crumbs, Sir Percival can hardly haunt. But what if there are some other, real baddies around this castle? And what if Grandy wants us to pop them?” Luna shivered. “Aren’t you a teensy little bit scared, Clairsie? Clairsie?”

From the other side of the bed came the sound of a snore.

Obviously, Claire was not too scared. Luna’s twin had fallen fast asleep.
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Bloatus

THE NEXT MORNING, CLAIRE WOKE to sunshine filtering though the windows of Elderberry Chamber. Good, no more rain. But then she saw an empty pocket of space under the quilt where Luna had been.

“Haggis and hailstones, I must’ve overslept!”

She decided to skip showering. When she raced downstairs to the kitchen, she found that everyone had already enjoyed breakfast. Mac, Luna, and Daphne were now doing after-breakfast chores. Mac was sweeping the floor, Luna was stacking the dishes, and Daphne was polishing the silverware.

A bed-and-breakfast castle was a lot of work, thought Claire. She was glad her own home back in Philadelphia did not double as a hotel.

“Hullo, Claire!” greeted Mac when he saw her. “Your grandparents told me to tell you that they’ll be playing golf all day. However, Daphne and Luna will wait for you. Get a bite to eat, and after we finish up the morning chores, Daphne said she’d show you the grounds.”

“Okay” said Claire. Crumbs! she thought. If Grandy was off at golf, that meant she and Luna would have to wait all day before they could tell her about Sir Percival.

Meanwhile, it looked as if there was no escaping morning chores, or spending the day with Miss Daphne Bly.

Claire took a long time eating her bowl of something called muesli, cereal that tasted sort of like Oatie-oats, but better. Then she got to work helping Mac, angling the dustpan in those hard-to-sweep places.

“Thanks, Claire,” said Mac when they were done. “I’m stepping out to tend the stables now, so come ’round later if you want to exercise the horses. Think that might be fun?”

“Aye!” Claire had never been horseback riding, but she hoped she could make her horse go faster than Daphne’s.

“As long as my horse doesn’t go too fast,” said Luna.

That’s when Claire noticed that her twin looked terrified.

And Miss Daphne Bly was looking very mischievous, indeed.

What was that pesky lass up to?

Once Mac left, Claire found out.

“Oh, Claire! All morning, Daphne has been telling me such terrible things about the history of Glenn Bly!” Luna wailed. “So many wars and tortures. Tell her, Daphne. Tell Claire some of your stories.”

“Just the usual rot,” said Daphne as she eyed Claire. “Battles, bloodshed, and beheadings.”

Claire shrugged. She did not scare as easily as her twin. “All castles have gory ancient histories.-”

“True enough, American Claire,” Daphne admitted, “but I’ve saved the worst for last.”

“Daphne says Glenn Bly is haunted by a fierce and evil ogre,” Luna gasped. “I knew it! I knew there was a real baddie lurking.”

“Yeah, yeah. I heard about the ogre yesterday. But what I want to know is, where is he now?” Claire asked.

“Oh, everywhere and anywhere,” Daphne answered.

“Ever seen him?”

“Yes, but not recently.”

“What’s he look like?”

“Hunchback, slimy, bit of a purplish gash on his eyeball.”

“What does he eat?”

“Wild mushrooms and little dogs.”

“What’s his name?”

“Bloatus.”

“How’d you know his name?” Claire asked. “Did he tell you? Have you spoken to him?”

At so many questions, Daphne clammed up.

“Or maybe...your Bloatus is bogus,” Claire accused.

“I’m not a liar!” Daphne retorted, her cheeks flaming pink. “Bloatus is real, and he’s dreadful! He watches over my grandfather and me, but he despises everyone else. I’m quite surprised he hasn’t tried to scare you by now!” She quirked an eyebrow. “Are you sure you didn’t hear Bloatus last night, jangling and clinking his bloody spiked chain?”

Claire exchanged a look with her twin. Yes, they had heard a jangling, all right. But it had turned out to be the not-at-all spooky jingle-jangling of puny Percival Quilty.

“I’ve got an idea. Let’s go horseback riding and see if we can find Bloatus anywhere. Then Luna and I’ll decide if we’re scared of him or not,” challenged Claire.

Daphne looked startled. Then firm. “Very well. I’ll go put on my riding clothes,” she said, and she flounced out of the kitchen.

Once the twins were alone, Claire noticed that over her jeans, Luna was wearing a long, white, lacy something-or-other.

“Loon! What nutty outfit have you got on now?”

“Don’t tell Mom,” answered Luna, “but it’s her special holiday tablecloth. I thought it would be pretty as a skirt. Sort of romantic and olden days-ish.”

Claire shook her head at her sister. “I won’t tell, if you lend me some of your clothes. I forgot to pack some stuff.”

“I knew it!” Now it was Luna’s turn to shake her head at her sister.

After a quick shower and a change back into her same clothes from yesterday (with fresh socks and underwear that she borrowed from Luna) Claire was ready for riding.

Mac and Daphne were already at the stables waiting for them. Daphne was dressed in full riding gear, in special riding pants and long boots.

Show-off, thought Claire.

Mac had saddled up the horses.

“Daphne has the most riding experience, so shell take T.J.,” Mac decided. “Claire, I think you ought to try Dooley. He’s frisky, but he responds well to your command. And for you Luna, here is Paloma. She’s gentle as a dove.”

Claire hoisted herself up onto chestnut-brown, sturdy Dooley. Her witch-smarts clicked instantly with the horse. (Most witches have a pretty good understanding of animal moods.)

T.J. was a black pony with white markings and a hot temper, but Daphne swung up as if she had been riding him for years.

Claire glanced over at Luna. She seemed glad to be on sleepy Paloma, a mare that did not look as if she would be moving faster than a tricycle.

Daphne high-stepped T.J. in a circle, showing off. She was the only Scottish lass Claire had ever met, but she certainly was irritating.

But Claire knew how to irritate, too.

“We’re off to see the ogre,” Claire sang under her breath, just loud enough for Daphne to hear. “The wonderful ogre of Bly.”

“Don’t go too far or fast.” Mac gave his granddaughter a meaningful look. “Daphne, I’m trusting you to keep pace with Paloma.”

“Shall do!” Daphne clicked the reins. She signaled for the twins to follow her.

In the morning cold, the fog was as thick as chowder, but the fields were open and flat, perfect for a leisurely ride.

“Let’s head for the hills,” Claire suggested.

“Let’s go around the orchard,” suggested Daphne.

They both looked at Luna to be the tiebreaker.

“Orchard,” said Luna.

Daphne smirked.

Claire scowled. Her twin’s politeness always got in the way of fun.

“Before the Battle of Sodden Field destroyed them, wild strawberry patches grew all along these meadows,” explained Daphne with a sweep of her hand. “Glenn Bly was famous for its strawberries. People served them in everything. Strawberry salad, strawberry mashed potatoes, strawberry sauce on strawberry shepherd’s pie. In fact, the Bly coat of arms is a giant strawberry.”

“Your family has its own coat of arms?” asked Luna.

“Of course,” said Daphne airily. “Doesn’t everybody?”

Claire gritted her teeth.

They trotted through the orchard and over a low bridge that crossed a brook. “I’m fairly sure that this is where Bloatus lives,” said Daphne as she stopped T.J. on the bridge and peered down into the water’s dark depths. “He might not show himself this morning, but you soon will feel his presence. I just hope you don’t feel his awful, angry wrath! Let me try to summon him.”

Her face pinched in concentration.

Soon came the faint sound of jingle-clink.

“Aha! Hear that? That is Bloatus’s war call!” said Daphne. She frowned as she looked at the twins. “Aren’t you even a wee bit scared?”

“That depends on who’s scaring us.” Claire sniffed the telltale scent of strawberries. She had a hunch that whoever was on the other end of the jingle-clink was not too scary. “Come out, come out, wherever you are!” she sang.

From behind a cypress tree, Sir Percival Quilty appeared on his silver steed. Although he seemed less scrawny now that he was saddled on his ghostly horse, Percival did not fit the description of an awful ogre. As he approached the bridge, Claire saw that he held his amulet between his fingers, and was jingling it so hard that his tongue was sticking out from the effort.

Daphne was still looking down at the water. She could hear the jingle-clink, but she could not see Sir Percival. “Yes,” she said, pointing down, “the noise is coming from under the bridge.”

Claire popped open her eyes and pretended to chatter her teeth, making a fake scared expression for Luna, who laughed. Percival saw Claire’s phony frightened face, too.

“Do not insult me, ye doubting twins,” snapped Percival. “’Tis plenty scarier if ye cannot see me or hear my voice! Then ye have to use your imagination, like the damsel Daphne.”

From the look on her face, Daphne seemed to be using a huge amount of imagination. And Claire could bet that Daphne had imagined something far worse than Sir Percival.

When Percival reached up and snapped a few twigs off the tree, Daphne gasped.

“Did you hear the crackle of breaking bones?” Her eyes rounded. “It’s said that the ogre Bloatus slaughtered fifty men in a single day. Aren’t you scared?”

“Oh, yes, I’m scared,” said Luna politely.

“You are?” asked Daphne.

“No, ye are not! And I have had enough of you, you impertinent, identical witch twins!” grumbled Percival. “I am off. Heigh-ho, Duncan!” With that, Percival tapped his horse’s flanks and, turning from the bridge, lightly spurred him off.

“Wait!” Claire picked up her reins and clicked Dooley into a gallop. She clattered over the bridge in quick pursuit of the ghost.

“Claire!” yelled Daphne. “Where are you going?” She started to give chase.

“Daphne, n-o-o-o! Mac said you had to stay with me and Paloma!” cried Luna. “I don’t want to be all alone on the bridge at the mercy of this wild horse.”

“Oh, brother!” exclaimed Daphne. “Paloma is about as wild as a bowl of soup.” But she turned her horse to stay with Luna.

Good, thought Claire. She needed to speak to the ghost knight in private. “Wait up, Percival!” she cried as she caught up to his side.

“Go away, thou witch,” said Percival.

“I’m sorry,” said Claire. “I didn’t mean to laugh at your haunting.”

“Contrary to what thou mightest think,” said Percival stiffly, “I have been rather good at haunting the castle till now. I even got a nice mention in the Spookiest Scottish Castles Tour Guide Book.” He shrugged. “Alas, witches must be harder to scare. Of which clan art thou?”

“Bramblewine.”

The knight crooked his eyebrow. “Art thou up to mischief? The Bramblewine witches are famous for their four-star pranks.”

“I’m not up to four stars yet,” Claire admitted. Then she quickly changed the subject. “Percival, why are you haunting Glenn Bly?” she asked. “I mean, a ghost can’t be good for a bed-and-breakfast. There’s even a sign posted out front that says ‘Glenn Bly Welcomes You.’ How can guests feel welcome if they’re also being haunted?”

Sir Percival seemed to think about that. “My knightly duty is to protect Glenn Bly as best I can,” he said. “The castle is in danger. That is all I know. Now I must be off. Next time, witch girl, thou ought to act more scared, even if it is only pretend. ’Tis rude to laugh at a ghost.”

With that, he vanished into the mist.

Claire watched him with envy. In her Little Book of Shadows, Vanishing into Mist was a four-star-level spell.

She trotted back to the others.

“American Claire, do you always run off to have conversations with yourself?” asked Daphne as they wound the horses back toward the castle.

“Not always. But sometimes,” Claire answered honestly.

“Well, it’s very rude,” said Daphne.

Claire did not answer. She was getting used to people telling her she was rude.

As they came closer to the castle, Daphne slowed T.J. to a stop. The reins went slack in her hands.

“Oh, no,” she breathed.

“Oh, no, who?” asked Luna.

“Oh, no, where?” asked Claire.

“Oh, no, that.” Daphne pointed. “That big, silver car in the middle of the front lawn. The notorious Rolls-Royce.”

Now both twins caught sight of the large luxury car parked smack in the middle of the castle’s front lawn.

“Whose notorious silver Rolls-Royce?” asked Claire.

Claire saw that Daphne’s face had become rather pale. “The notorious silver Rolls-Royce of Lord and Lady Shrillingbird,” said Daphne. “The dreadful owners of Glenn Bly.”
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The Shrillingbirds

ACCORDING TO DAPHNE, LORD and Lady Shrillingbird were the pickiest, grouchiest, complaining-est couple in all of Scotland. Flowers sagged and soufflés flopped in their presence. Cats growled. Dogs hid. Nothing was ever good enough for the Shrillingbirds. They hated everything.

Especially things that matched or came in pairs.

“That’s why I expect they’ll hate twins most of all. So when they’re mean to you, don’t pay them any mind,” Daphne warned after she, Luna, and Claire had unsaddled, watered, and brushed down the horses before heading from the stables toward the castle.

“Okay, but why are they here in the first place?” asked Luna. She was already nervous about meeting the Shrillingbirds. Her tablecloth skirt had become a little bit muddy during the riding, and her face was slightly sweaty.

“Because they know my grandfather will serve them a free lunch,” Daphne explained. “Even though they’ve got heaps of pounds, they’re too cheap to go to a restaurant.”

Luna nodded knowledgeably. She knew that a Scottish pound meant money. It was similar to an American dollar. What Daphne meant by heaps of pounds was not that the Shrillingbirds were super-fatties, but super-rich.

“Chin up,” said Daphne as they marched through the castle doors.

But poor Daphne seemed less like her normal self, Luna thought. From the moment she’d caught sight of the silver Rolls-Royce, her sly good humor had disappeared. Now her chin was up and her eyes looked bright and blinky as if she might even cry.

The Shrillingbirds were seated in the grand dining hall, at a table that could have served twenty people on one side and twenty people on the other. Lord Shrillingbird sat at the foot, carefully eating a steak with a fork and knife. Lady Shrillingbird sat at the head, sloppily drinking broth from a bowl. Some of the broth was running down her chin.

Mac was serving them lunch. His face was rosy from so many trips up and down, up and down, from one end of the table and back again. The Shrillingbirds did not seem to notice.

“More lemonade,” shrilled Lady Shrillingbird.

“Pass the salt,” shrilled Lord Shrillingbird.

“Right-o,” wheezed Mac. “Hullo, girls. Daphne, would you be a love and help me serve the toffee cake for Lady S, and the plum pudding for Lord S?”

“Certainly, Grandpop,” said Daphne, and she followed Mac into the kitchen, leaving the twins alone with the Shrillingbirds.

Luna looked the Shrillingbirds up and down, then down and up.

Lady Shrillingbird was very, very red and square as a small brick.

Lord Shrillingbird was very, very gray and round as a large stone.

Both of them had been preoccupied with their lunches, but as soon as both Shrillingbirds caught sight of Luna and Claire, they let out identical screams.

“Ew! Disgusting! Twins!” they cried in unison. Then they glared across the table at each other.

“My lord, don’t copy what I say,” said Lady Shrillingbird.

“In this instance, my lady, you copied what I said,” said Lord Shrillingbird.

Lady Shrillingbird sniffed. “We hate anything that comes in pairs or matched sets,” she told Luna. “Especially matching bedside table lamps, or matched socks, or matched earrings. Get it? No match.” She shook her head, so that Luna could see she wore a diamond stud earring in one ear, and a swinging plastic yellow daisy earring in the other ear.

“Get it? No match.” Lord Shrillingbird flutter-kicked his feet out from under the table. He was wearing one red polka-dotted sock, and one flowered sock with a ruffle.

“We also hate rhymes,” continued Lady Shrillingbird. “Because a rhyme is a word match. But matching people are worst of all. Do your names rhyme, you repulsive twins?”

“I’m Luna,” said Luna.

“And I’m Tuna,” said Claire.

The Shrillingbirds gaped in horror. Luna cut a look at her sister, who wrinkled her nose witchishly.

Daphne and Mac swung out of the kitchen. Daphne shoved a plate of toffee cake in front of Lady Shrillingbird, while Mac served Lord Shrillingbird his plum pudding.

“Overall, my lunch was too tough and bitter,” announced Lady Shrillingbird.

“Specifically, my steak was mushy, had too many hot spices, and left an aftertaste that coated my tongue as if I’d been licking mold,” said Lord Shrillingbird.

“I’m sorry about your lunches,” stammered Mac.

“Luckily, we’re staying through the weekend,” said Lady Shrillingbird. “So we shall allow you to prepare more meals. Perhaps you’ll have better luck next time.”

“Through the weekend?” repeated Daphne faintly.

Lord and Lady Shrillingbird ignored her. Lady Shrillingbird turned to her husband. “Now then, my lord, let’s walk around our castle. I’ve got some divine decorating suggestions for when we move in. And after our walk, well have a nap in the Peacock Chamber.”

“Isn’t that our grandparents’ room?” asked Claire.

Lord and Lady Shrillingbird ignored her.

“Be it ever so humble, there’s no place like our second home!” sang Lord Shrillingbird.

The Shrillingbirds gulped their desserts in a couple of bites, then pranced out of the dining room arm in arm, leaving a messy trail of crumbs behind.

“Are the Shrillingbirds planning to move into your castle?” exclaimed Luna.

Mac nodded sadly. “I’m afraid so. I had to sell Glenn Bly to the Shrillingbirds a few years ago because I couldn’t afford the steep castle taxes. Now we run the bed-and-breakfast business and pay them rent. For a while, the situation worked fine. That is, until the Shrillingbirds decided to sell their bungalow in Baja, their salon in Singapore, and their manor in Monte Carlo. Recently, they’ve decided this place would make a nice holiday castle.”

Mac glanced sidelong at his granddaughter. “I never imagined the Shrillingbirds would want to live in a crumbling castle. But they are such unpleasant company, I’m afraid that they would be terribly difficult to share this space with. Daphne and I would most likely have to move.”

Daphne, her chin up, did not answer. Instead, she stacked the Shrillingbirds’ dirty plates and cups and swept out of the dining room without a word. Then came the sound of a giant clattering and bashing as Daphne dumped the dishes in the sink.

“Poor lass,” said Mac. “She has lived through her ups and downs, but Glenn Bly is the only home she’s ever known. Now, girls, leave the cleanup to us. I need to go cheer my granddaughter.”

“Sure, Mac,” said the twins.

Quietly, they stole upstairs to Elderberry Chamber.

“I feel sorry for Daphne,” said Luna. “We’ve lived through our ups and downs, too. But we’ve only lived them in one place, good old Twenty-two Locust Street. And no awful people are looking to crowd us out.”

“It not a crumbling castle with a goofy ghost,” said Claire, “but I love-love-love our home.”

“Even if you can hear Justin practice Hacky Sack through the wall,” Luna mentioned.

“And even if we have to share a room,” Claire added.

“And even if the radiator pipes squeak in the winter.”

“And even if our kittens shredded up the new red-and-green-flowered living room curtains.”

“They did?” Luna cringed.

Claire nodded. “Better not tell Mom. Hey, that reminds me. Let’s see what’s happening at home. Did you bring your spy globe? I forgot mine.”

“I’ve got mine right here.” Luna ran to her suitcase and pulled out her spy globe. It was the size and weight of a glass baseball, and not at all magical looking.

But when Luna shook it, every color appeared and swirled inside it like a liquid rainbow. She fogged the globe with her breath and set it on the windowsill.

“Show us our family,” commanded Luna.

The twins peered into the globe. Soon the fog and colors faded to produce the globe’s first image.

“Hey, it’s Justin. He’s sitting on a bench,” said Luna. “He looks so bored. That’s funny. I thought he was playing football all week.”

“He’s in his uniform, though,” noted Claire. “Maybe he only goes on the field during emergencies. When the team needs someone who can really clobber.”

Next, Claire breathed on the glass to change the image.

“Aw. It’s Mom and Steve eating breakfast and reading the morning paper,” said Luna.

“And Steve is sneak-feeding turkey-bacon scraps to Edie and Hortense,” added Claire. “I’m happy he remembered that kittens need treats.”

“But why are they eating breakfast when we just had lunch?” Luna tapped the globe. “Strange. Is this thing screening reruns?”

“No, dummy. It’s five hours later here. Scotland afternoon time is Pennsylvania breakfast time.”

“Oh, yeah.” Embarrassed, Luna breathed on the glass to change the image once again.

“Aw. It’s Fluffy and Dad strolling Bert through the park,” said Claire.

“And Bert is still bald and he still looks like a toad,” Luna observed. “I hope he fills out soon.”

Together, the twins breathed on the glass.

“Bagpipes and beefsteak, there’s Grandy!” Claire exclaimed.

“She looks really peeved!” Luna drew back.

“Because I am peeved!” thundered a voice behind them.

“Grandy!” The twins turned to see their grandmother standing in the doorway.

“What are you doing back already?” asked Luna.

“Your grandfather and I lost today’s round early. Dead last,” growled Grandy.

“Sorry, Grandy,” said Claire. “Is that why you’re in a bad mood?”

“No. The reason I’m in a bad mood is because I was looking forward to coming home for a nap in my room, and what do I find but two ghastly people sleeping in my bed!” Grandy scowled. “When your grandfather and I woke them up and tried to shove them off, they threw their pillows at us!”

“Sounds like the Shrillingbirds,” said Claire.

“Grandy, those are the owners of Glenn Bly,” said Luna. “Technically, it’s their bed.” She tried to say this nicely, so that her grandmother would not get grumpier.

“By the way, we found the ghost,” said Claire. “His name’s Sir Percival. If you want to cast a spell to make him leave, I don’t think it will matter much. He’s not very spooky.”

“Oh, good work, twins,” said Grandy, her face brightening. “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day! Go get him so I can pop him! And while I’m at it, I might as well get rid of those Squawkingbirds. Your poor grandfather had to go walk in the garden to calm his nerves. Nobody’s ever thrown a pillow at Fred before. It was quite a shock to his system.”

Luna opened her mouth to suggest that perhaps her grandmother should proceed with caution. Now that she’d met Percival, it seemed mean to pop him. Also, getting rid of the Shrillingbirds seemed like it would be hard work. In general, Luna did not think it was a very safe or smart plan to make people vanish just because you could. But she wasn’t sure how to say all this to Grandy.

“Don’t stand there with you mouth hanging open.” Grandy snapped her fingers. “Bring me the ghost for popping! Meet me in the Peacock Chamber in two minutes. Get moving!”

Luna shut her mouth again.

After all, Grandy was a five-star witch. She knew best. Right?
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Popped and Foiled

CLAIRE AND LUNA FOUND Sir Percival in his regular haunt, hiding behind the clock on the hallway landing. When he caught sight of the twins, he leaped out at them.

“Boo! Did I scare you?” he asked.

“Not really,” said Claire. She turned and whispered behind her hand to Luna. “How could Daphne think that you-know-who is s-c-a-r-y?”

“Excuse me, thou rude witch, but I know how to spell!” exclaimed Sir Percival.

“Sorry, Sir P,” said Claire. “Anyway, we have a proposition for you. Since you say you’re so good at castle haunting, Luna and I thought it might be fun-fun-fun for you to give our grandmother a little spook.” Claire smiled her most warm and coaxing smile. “She’s a teeny old lady. I bet she’d jump right out of her boots if she saw a genuine ghost!”

“Thinks thou so?” Sir Percival looked doubtful.

“Oh, yes,” said Claire, taking his hand, which slipped out of her grasp because it was a ghost hand, and not made out of skin and bones, but ghost dew.

“Well...it would be good fun to scare a teeny old lady,” said Percival with a gleam in his eye. “Let us be off, then, and be quick.”

Seeing the swagger in his ghostly step and the confident ghost-grin on Percival’s face as they marched toward the Peacock Chamber, Claire felt almost sorry for the puny phantom.

Luna must have felt the same way.

“Crumbs! Percival’s not a gruesome ghost, Clairsie,” whispered Luna (in a secret witch-whisper so that Percival could not hear). “I’d even say he’s a sweet addition to Glenn Bly. Having Percival in the castle is like having a mouse in your house, or a garden gnome.”

“I’m with you, Loon. But the reason we’re here is to help get rid of a ghost,” reminded Claire. “That’s what Grandy wants, and that’s what we’ll deliver.”

Luna sneaked another look at the knight. “Poor Percival. He doesn’t stand a chance against Grandy, does he?”

“Nope,” Claire agreed, but rules were rules. She and Luna needed to help the Blys. Besides, Claire had a secret hope. What if helping to pop a ghost meant getting an extra half star? Another half a star would make her and Luna full two-star witches! Although the Decree Keepers were often stingy with their star rewards, ghost-popping seemed like a good, smart, and tricky spell.

Claire could almost see those two bright stars shining on her dark velvet witch robe. She crossed her fingers and kissed them for luck.

When the twins plus Percival entered the Peacock Chamber, Grandy was waiting. Hands on her hips, she stood at the foot of the mahogany bed with a horrible scowl on her face.

“What a nasty sight,” she muttered.

In the bed, Lord and Lady Shrillingbird were fast asleep. They looked extremely comfortable snoozing under the greeny-blue, peacock-patterned quilt. Lady Shrillingbird was wearing plaid flannel pajamas and Lord Shrillingbird was wearing silky white pajamas trimmed with pink satin roses.

But both the Shrillingbirds slept identically, with their noses pointing up at the ceiling and their mouths open, and traces of lunch on their chins.

“Your grandmother is a bit taller than teeny,” mentioned Percival as he clinked his amulet in his usual hopeful haunting manner.

“Aha!” cried Grandy, with a fierce look that struck Percival into silence. “I’ve got ya now!” And before the knight could think up a good ghostly defense, Grandy wheeled on Percival, hopped on one foot, wriggled her fingers, and with full, five-star vengeance, cast:

“Ancient castle, scrawny ghost,

Go and haunt who needs thee most!

Take thee to a—”

But before she could get any further, pop! With a dry, sparkling scatter of dust, Percival was gone.

On the floor where he’d been now rested a luscious, red strawberry.

Poor Percival! thought Claire.

“Oh, poor Percival.” Luna echoed Claire’s thoughts out loud. “Where did he go?”

“Who knows and who cares? Maybe he’s off haunting a smaller bed-and-breakfast,” said Grandy “This castle was much too big a job for one measly ghost.” She squinted at the strawberry. “Blech. Ghost dropping.”

The twins watched as Grandy reached for her pocketbook on the dresser, pulled out a tissue, then stooped to pick up the strawberry, which she threw in the wastepaper basket.

“I guess that’s that,” Grandy cackled, wiping her hands. “Heh-heh-heh. What a cinch. He was weaker than I thought. Did you notice how I didn’t even need the whole spell? Well, live and learn. Now for the hard part.”

She rolled up the sleeves of her windbreaker and turned her attention to the slumbering Shrillingbirds.

Claire was glad Grandy was getting rid of the Shrillingbirds. They were loud and piggy and obnoxious—twenty times worse than poor Percival.

The twins looked on respectfully as Grandy hopped on her other foot and cast:

“Baked cod, whipped cream, and wet wool socks

Can all turn bad and rotten.

So do pillow-throwing guests—

Be gone, and be forgotten!”

Zip! Zam! Zim! Electric blue-white light charged around the bed. The twins stepped back in awe.

Lord Shrillingbird wheezed. Lady Shrillingbird sneezed. Both of them twitched slightly. But neither of them disappeared.

“Hmm. They’re stickier than I thought,” said Grandy. “All rightly. I can play that game, you icky stickers.” She thought a moment, wiped her brow, hopped in a furious circle, and recast her spell:

“I’ll make a dragon burn you up,

Or feed you to a goat.

Let’s drop you from the highest ledge

Into a slimy moat!”

She snapped, wriggled, and did a little rumba. (The rumba was not part of the spell. Grandy had been taking lessons.)

With this fearsome five-star spell, the entire bed trembled, lifted an inch off the floor, and hung suspended in midair. Then it dropped with a mighty, thudding crash.

The Shrillingbirds, however, stayed put.

In fact, they did not even wake up. Lord Shrillingbird made a gurgling sleep-sound. A thin spool of drool oozed from Lady Shrillingbird’s mouth down her cheek.

And now, in the corner of the room came a baaaaaa.

Claire, Luna, and Grandy turned. In the corner of the room, a little black goat was standing, contentedly chewing on a piece of the peacock-patterned carpet.

“Curses! Foiled again!” Grandy looked mad enough to spit.

“What’s with the goat?” asked Claire.

“Eh, foiled-spell side effect,” said Grandy.

“What is going on, Grandy?” asked Luna. “Why aren’t the Shrillingbirds responding to your spells?”

Grandy looked embarrassed. “It almost never, ever happens, but there are a few people in the world who are completely resistant to five-star spells,” she said. “Their horrible personalities protect them like a shield.” She shook her head, bewildered. “I haven’t seen such wretched resistance since that time I tried to send Madame DuFarge, my seventh-grade French teacher, back to Paris.”

She gestured weakly at the Shrillingbirds. “I could cast five-star spells on this pair of twits all day, but I’ll never be able to budge them.”

Claire felt a pull of something like sadness in her heart. Crumbs. She had always thought that her grandmother could do anything.

They all looked down at the Shrillingbirds, who continued to snooze, not knowing that their special, awful-personality powers had warded off a famous five-star witch’s most magnificent spells.

Even the goat crept up to get a look at the spell-defying duo. Then his attention turned to Lord Shrillingbird’s fluffy rabbit-hair bedroom slipper. He picked it up and took a curious nibble.

“I think the Shrillingbirds are staying at Glenn Bly through the weekend,” said Luna.

“Drat.” Grandy wrinkled her nose. I’m not surprised, though. Bad houseguests always outstay their welcome. Well, maybe I can cast a one-star spell to move them. Nobody can escape a one-star spell. They’re small, but they itch. Like mosquito bites. All right—here goes.”

With one finger, Grandy traced a circle in the air, pointed at the Shrillingbirds, and in a discouraged voice, cast the new spell:

“Since you two will not disappear—

At least don’t let me find you here.”

The bed was swallowed up by a puff of smoke that smelled like scrambled eggs. When the smoke cleared, the Shrillingbirds were gone, and the peacock-patterned quilt was hospital smooth, with one corner turned down invitingly.

“Wow, good one, Grandy,” said Luna.

“Not really,” said Grandy grumpily. “I didn’t move them far.”

“Where did you move them?” asked Claire.

“Into your bed, of course,” said Grandy. “Okay, time For my nap. Well, at least I got rid of that blasted ghost.” Grandy knocked off her shoes and crawled into bed, fluffing the pillow. “If you run into your grandfather, send him back to me. As you know, he gets very cranky if he doesn’t have his afternoon nap. Now. Girls—goat—begone!”

With that, Grandy sniffed in one nostril, then the other.

In the poof! of the next moment, both twins, one goat, and Lord Shrillingbird’s fluffy slipper all got scooped up, swept off, and dropped outside Glenn Bly’s back door, where Grandy had instaported them.
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Ancient Room, Secret Book

“THERE YOU ARE!” CRIED Daphne, running out the kitchen door toward Luna and Claire. “I’ve been looking all over for you two.” She stopped and stared. “Heavens to Pete! Whose goat is that?”

But the goat had seen enough strange things at the Castle Glenn Bly for one day, and he did not want to stick around to see any more. He threw back his head and released a raspy bleat. Then he picked up Lord Shrillingbird’s slipper, kicked up his hind legs, and bounded off toward the fields where he’d been wandering, looking for thistles, before Grandy’s spell had nabbed him.

Suddenly, low clouds swept over the sky.

“Oh, no! Not another thunderstorm!” cried Daphne, looking up. “How peculiar! We never get this much rain, usually. And it comes on so fast! Run inside, and hurry, before you get soaked!”

Shrieking, the threesome dashed into the kitchen just as sheets of rain began to wash down heavily over the land.

“Here’s an idea,” said Daphne, shaking the rain from her hair. “We explored the outside of Glenn Bly this morning, so why don’t I take you exploring the inside of the castle this afternoon?”

“Oh, good!” Luna clapped her hands together. She liked doing indoorsy things a lot better than outdoorsy things, and she hadn’t much enjoyed the morning’s horseback ride. Even a slowpoke horse such as Paloma had made her nervous. But exploring the castle would give her a chance to pretend she was a princess. Pretending to be a princess was one of Luna’s favorite games.

“I’ll be the tour guide,” Daphne announced. “Well begin with the cellar and climb our way up to the bell tower. The stairs are just off the butler’s pantry. This way!”

Luna could tell that Claire did not care for Daphne’s bossiness. But Luna didn’t mind it. Actually, Daphne and Claire were a lot alike—and Luna didn’t mind Claire’s bossiness, either.

Mostly, Luna was just happy to tour the castle. She had never seen another castle other than Glenn Bly, but she bet this was the best one in Scotland. A castle would be the perfect setting for a splendid summer wedding. (Luna loved-loved-loved weddings, especially the splendid summer kind.)

“Even if we spent all afternoon, we still wouldn’t be able to see every room at Glenn Bly,” Daphne said as they wound down the steps to the cellar. It takes nine hours to walk the castle from top to bottom. I timed myself.”

“Let’s try to beat your time!” said Claire. “Let’s try to explore the whole castle in four and a half hours.”

“Let’s not and say we did,” said Daphne.

“Let’s!” insisted Claire.

They both stopped and looked at Luna to be tiebreaker.

“Let’s not,” said Luna. She hated to rush things.

Daphne smirked. Clare scowled. Then Daphne took Luna’s hand. “Watch your step. It’s dark down here.”

The cellar was dark. It smelled like old pennies and was stacked from its cold, earthen floor to its beamed ceiling with heavy barrels that Daphne told them were ancient wine casks.

But wine casks aren’t that interesting, even ancient ones, so the girls didn’t stay down in the moldy cellar for long.

The airy second-floor garden parlor was more like it. So was the yellow-silk-wallpapered music room, the fern-filled conservatory, and the gloomy portrait hall filled with gilt-framed faces of Blys gone by.

“Oh, Daphne, you’re so lucky to live here!” said Luna.

“I suppose I am,” said Daphne. “But I’m used to it. I’ve never lived anywhere else.”

Behind her, Luna heard Claire sniff.

Next, she showed the twins into a library that made Grandy’s den look like a nook. Its walls were hung with framed maps and inlaid with ebony wood. Overstuffed leather armchairs sat in front of a flagstone hearth. Most astounding of all, though, were its bookshelves.

“There are almost four thousand books in this room,” Daphne told the twins. “I haven’t read them all, of course. But I might have read, oh, perhaps two hundred.”

Beside her, Luna heard Claire snort.

A narrow door stood beside one of the bookshelves. On its surface was carved a single strawberry, the Bly coat of arms. Though Luna and Claire spied the door at the same time, it was Claire who bounded over and wrenched it open without asking permission.

“Hey look, there are secret stairs behind here!” she exclaimed. She stuck her head in the doorway. “Yoo-hoo-oo!” The echo bounced up the stairwell. She popped her head out again. “Where do they lead?”

“Up to the charter room,” Daphne answered. She ran to the door and closed it, then stood in front of it with her arms crossed. “But that room’s not meant for visitors, American Claire. What is stored in the charter room is much too secret and valuable to be on display.”

“Oh, we promise we won’t tell anyone,” said Luna. A secret room! How romantic! “Please, Daphne, will you show us?”

Claire bit her lips to keep silent. By now, both twins knew that Daphne would do a special favor for Luna, but not for Claire.

Daphne hesitated. Then she smiled at Luna. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt, just this once.”

The staircase was tiny, built during a time when most people were tiny, too. With Daphne in the lead, Luna and Claire followed her up the stairs that got darker, dustier, steeper, and spookier as they climbed.

At the top of the stairs was another narrow door, which Daphne opened using a long key that hung from a nail in the wall. Luna held her breath as she pushed inside, expecting to be stunned by beautiful furnishings and fixtures.

To her surprise, the circle-shaped room was almost empty. Its only light trickled through a domed window that cast a weak light onto its single piece of furniture—a carved wooden table.

Open on the table rested a thick, brittle, crumbly book.

Luna’s shoulders sagged. For so much top secrecy, this room was not very exciting at all.

She could tell her twin felt the same way. “Hmmph. What’s so valuable about some dumb table?” scoffed Claire.

“It’s not the table that’s valuable, American Claire. It’s the book!” explained Daphne. She walked over to it and smoothed her hand over a page. “This is Glenn Bly’s Book of All Records. It is the history of everything and anything in, on, or around Glenn Bly. Of crops and weather and holidays, of fishing and hunting and hawking seasons, of battles and plagues and droughts. It shows where wells were sunk and ships were wrecked and treasure was buried and thieves were hung. It’s also a record of the births, marriages, and deaths of everyone who ever lived in, or even visited this castle. That book contains over one thousand years’ worth of facts.”

“Crumbs, that’s old-old-old! Can we write our names in it?” asked Claire. She picked up the long quill pen that rested next to the book and eyed the pot of ink. “Even if we don’t live here, we visited Glenn Bly all the way from Philadelphia, U.S.A. That’s more than eight hours in two planes. It should count for something, shouldn’t it?”

“’Fraid not!” Daphne plucked the quill from Claire’s hands. “Visitors haven’t signed this particular book for three hundred years. There’s another guest book downstairs in the front hall, with a regular ink pen, for guests who want to write about the splendid view, or complain about the plumbing. You are free to sign that stupid book. Nobody reads it, anyway.”

Claire snatched the quill back. “But I want to sign this book. Hmm, maybe I’ll ask the Shrillingbirds for permission. Since it is the Shrillingbirds’ castle,” she teased.

“Claire’s just making a bad joke,” Luna interrupted quickly, taking the quill from her trouble-making twin and replacing it.

“I know.” Daphne’s chin stayed up, but it trembled. “But let me warn you now, American Claire, for your own good. Writing in the Book of All Records might stir up the wrath of our ghost.” Her eyes darted around the room. “He could be watching us this very minute!”

“Actually, we have good news for you about that ghost, Daphne,” Luna assured. “You don’t have to worry about him anymore. He’s gone.”

“Gone? Gone?” To Luna’s surprise, instead of being joyful, Daphne looked positively devastated. “What do you mean, gone?” she squeaked.

“As in, See ya. As in, Good-bye. As in, Vamoose,” Claire clarified. “Trust us. Our grandmother is kind of an expert at kicking out ghosts.”

“But if he’s gone,” said Daphne slowly, “that means they’ll stay.”

“Who?” asked Luna.

“Why, the Shrillingbirds, of course. They want to live at Glenn Bly. Bloatus was our last hope.” Daphne’s face was creased with worry. “He’s been with us forever, always clinking and carrying on. I’ve never minded it. A ghost is a bit like having a mouse in your house.”

“Or a garden gnome,” added Claire.

Daphne nodded. “When Grandpop and I learned that the Shrillingbirds wanted to move here, he promised he’d come up with a plan. A plan to stop Lord and Lady Shrillingbird from wanting to live here.” Daphne sighed. “To tell you the truth, for some reason I thought that perhaps you and your grandparents were part of the plan. But now I see that you’ve done just the opposite. Because if Bloatus is truly gone, then Lord and Lady Shrillingbird will take over Glenn Bly and Grandpop and I’ll have to move into a horrid, smelly flat in the city.”

“Cities aren’t horrid and smelly,” countered Clare, “unless it’s garbage night in the middle of August.”

But both twins knew they’d made a mistake.

Grandy shouldn’t have popped the Ghost of Glenn Bly after all. Not if Sir Percival was Mac and Daphne’s only chance of keeping their castle.

“Don’t worry, Daphne,” said Luna. “We can make things right again.”

She wasn’t sure how. But the hope in Daphne’s eyes made Luna resolve to give it her best.

“Girls!” came a shout from far, far below. “Dinner!”

“Already? Oh, no. We haven’t explored the bell tower,” said Luna.

“Another day,” Daphne promised, squeezing her hand.

Closing up the charter room, the threesome ran downstairs to find the Shrillingbirds once again seated at the head and foot of the dining room table. Lady Shrillingbird was dressed in a safari suit, and Lord Shrillingbird was wearing a Hawaiian muumuu.

“Yuck, it’s Luna and Tuna,” squealed Lady Shrillingbird.

“Yuck,” agreed Lord Shrillingbird.

“If you both dislike twins, then your opinions match,” Luna pointed out logically. “And you hate to match, remember?” But of course the Shrillingbirds pretended not to hear her.

“Hello, girls! Sit, sit, sit,” commanded Grandy as she pranced out of the kitchen. A giant cooking pot was tucked under her arm. Her eyes twinkled. “I thought I’d give Mac a night off from the kitchen, so I made my special Thanksgiving vegetarian stew.”

“Ah, delicious!” said Grampy rubbing his hands together.

“Ah, wonderful!” said Mac, rubbing his stomach.

The Shrillingbirds said nothing and rubbed nothing. They simply sniffed suspiciously and held out their bowls.

Luna watched and knew that something more than stew was brewing. For one thing, Grandy only cooked on special occasions.

And it wasn’t like Grandy to forgive the Shrillingbirds for napping in her bed. Or for resisting her best five-star spells.

It did not take long for Luna to figure out what twinkle-eyed Grandy was up to.

A hot-and-cold spell.

A hot-and-cold spell worked like this. Whenever the Shrillingbirds lifted their spoons to their lips, Grandy zapped the temperatures. It wasn’t hard to do. In fact, Luna and Claire had learned hot-and-cold spells last summer. Just a right shoulder roll to go from hot to cold, and a left shoulder roll to go from cold to hot.

Grandy was rolling both her shoulders, double time.

“Is something wrong, Arianna?” Grampy asked Grandy politely.

“Not at all, Fred. I must have pulled a muscle playing golf,” Grandy lied.

“Ouch, ouch, ouch!” gasped Lord Shrillingbird. “This stew is burning my mouth!”

“Ooh-ooh-ooh!” choked Lady Shrillingbird. “Whatever do you mean? It tastes like ice!”

“That’s odd,” said Mac, “because my stew is a perfect temperature.”

“Mine, too,” agreed everyone else.

Everyone except Daphne. She hardly touched her dinner. Her face dragged so low it nearly rested on the table.

Still brooding about poor popped Percival, Luna figured.

“When I move into Glenn Bly I’m hiring a professional chef,” said Lady Shrillingbird, throwing Grandy a dirty look and pushing away her bowl of stew. “Somebody who can prepare elegant French cuisine.”

“Or Indian,” said Lord Shrillingbird. “Actually, I prefer Indian cuisine.”

“I prefer French,” said Lady Shrillingbird. “C’est magnifique.”

“I prefer Indian,” argued Lord Shrillingbird. Since he did not know how to say any Indian words, he thumped his fist on the table.

“May I be excused?” asked Daphne. “I’m not feeling well.”

“Certainly, dear,” said Mac.

With a heavy heart, Luna watched Daphne leave the room. Poor Daphne. First an orphan. Now, maybe even homeless, thanks to them.

Grandy could cast all the silly, one-star spells she wanted, but zapping the food was not going to keep the Shrillingbirds out of Glenn Bly.

Grandy needed to be told what was really going on at this now unhaunted, but still very troubled castle.

Luna looked at Claire.

Claire looked at Luna.

Their expressions said everything.

It was time for a midnight meeting.
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Midnight Haunting

LATER THAT EVENING, THE twins sent a summons to Grandy in scrambled-letters ink, writing it on a card and slipping it under the Peacock Chamber door.

To a nonwitch, the card would nonsensically read: I am testing the mud.

But a witch would unscramble and rearrange the letters to find its secret message:

Meet us at midnight.

When the clock struck midnight, all three witches swiftly instaported themselves into Glenn Bly’s library. The library was the best place, because witches ancient and modern have always known to meet in the room that contains the most books.

Grandy looked grim in her official robes. Around her neck hung an imposing gold medal upon which was inscribed: Seniors Silver Loch Golf Champion.

“Wow! Did you win that medal?” asked Claire, shocked.

“Of course not,” snapped Grandy. “I spell-borrowed it for the night from Hildegarde Bruce, the real Seniors Silver Loch Golf champion. I thought it would be inspirational. The power of positive thinking, and all that piffle. Your grandfather and I have one more shot at the title, and I’ve got to feel like a champ. I also need my sleep, so you girls had better have a good reason as to why we’re here.” Grandy flicked her fingers so that a fire roared up in the cold hearth. “By the way, Claire, where is your robe?”

While Luna had remembered hers, and even her garnet one-and-a-half-star pin, Claire had forgotten to pack her special witch robe. So she’d had to make do with her same old Camp Bliss T-shirt over Luna’s thermal long Johns.

“At home,” Claire mumbled. Then she quickly changed the subject. “Grandy, we’ve got a problem.”

Quickly, she explained about the Shrillingbirds’ plans to move into Glenn Bly and how Percival should not have been popped. “So it’s all a big mess,” Claire concluded. “And it’s kind of our fault. What should we do?”

“Yes, yes,” said Grandy. “It is a big mess. And it’s all my fault. I just didn’t want to think about it until the golf tournament was over.” She sat back in the armchair, cracking her knuckles. “When Mac wrote that he had a problem with ghosts, he didn’t mean I should pop the one he had. He meant that he was having a problem getting more ghosts to come help haunt. He told me earlier tonight that his intention was to drive off the dratted Spillingbirds. But I couldn’t bear to tell him I had popped his only ghost. And if you pop one, it’s difficult to coax others over, obviously.”

“So what are we going to do, Grandy?”

“Well, I don’t know.” Grandy scowled. “Why is it up to me to solve everything? Besides, advanced-star spells don’t work on that confounding couple. Which means we can’t turn them into dandelions or bread-crumb toppings or goldfish. Or, for that matter, hypnotize them into selling back Glenn Bly. Hmm. If only we knew who used to live in this castle...”

“Why? How would that help?” Claire leaned forward.

“Well, obviously,” said Grandy, rolling her eyes, “if we had a record of who used to live here, we could scrounge up a really good ghost. A professional, who is specifically trained to haunt houseguests.”

Claire smiled at her twin as she snapped her fingers. “I’ve got an idea!” She leaped out of her chair and ran to the secret, strawberry-scrolled charter-room door. “Follow me!”

With Grandy and Luna behind her, Claire led the way up-up-up the stairs, and, with a turn of the key, into the charter room.

At midnight, it was dark as the inside of a boot.

Grandy quickly took care of that. “Light, alight!” she commanded, sweeping her finger in a circle. Candles sputtered to life in their sconces. “Well, well, well,” exclaimed Grandy. “What have we here?”

“See that book?” Claire pointed excitedly. “That’s the Book of All Records. The whole history of Glenn Bly is in it. If you need the names of people who’ve lived and died at Glenn Bly, then that’s the book for you!”

She pounced to the table and grabbed the quill pen. Now was her chance to sign her name. She had been itching to write Ms. Claire Bundkin in giant cursive letters ever since she first saw the book. She loved-loved-loved the idea of adding her name onto a thousand-year-old page of ancient history.

“Put that pen down, Claire!” hissed Luna, snatching the quill from Claire’s grasp.

“Foiled again,” muttered Claire.

“Hush, girls!” said Grandy. “You’re both so busy squabbling, you didn’t even notice that this room is shaped like a circle!”

“Actually, I noticed,” said Luna.

“And I noticed, too,” said Claire.

“But. Do you know what it means?” asked Grandy.

Both twins shook their heads.

“In past centuries, circular rooms were built specially as meeting places for witches,” said Grandy. “It’s an outdated custom, since circle-shaped rooms proved to be such a pain in the neck to decorate. But witching power lives deep within these walls. Can’t you feel it?”

Claire nodded. She did feel a bit tingly, especially in her spell-casting pinkie finger. At her side, Luna nodded, too.

Now Grandy glided over to examine the Book of All Records.

“Fascinating!” she exclaimed, as she turned the parchment pages. “Aha. Oh, yes. Very interesting.”

“What’s interesting, Grandy?” asked Luna.

“Well, it seems that some of these guests were actually Bramblewine witches. Sophia Spregg Bramblewine visited in 1899. And Eulalie Bramblewine was Glenn Bly’s Witch Laureate in 1731. Do you know what this means, twinsicles?”

Again, the twins shook their heads.

“It means,” said Grandy with a gleeful grin, “that we can cast a very BIG spell in this room, using the leftover magic of our ancient Bramblewine relatives!”

Then she cackled her special five-star cackle and clapped her hands. Claire shivered. At midnight, in her velvet robes, Grandy always seemed more frightening than she did by day in her gaucho pants and golf visor.

“Let’s get to work,” said Grandy. “Tonight, we’ll brew up a spell more splendid than all of our stars put together. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Twins, look sharp, and do what I do! I’ve got a plan!”

Keeping one finger held on its spine, Grandy then sidestepped away from the Book of All Records. The twins did the same.

“Light, blight,” Grandy intoned.

The candles guttered and the room darkened.

“Now step counterclockwise,” Grandy instructed the twins softly. “Each step will move us back one hundred years. We’re walking back to 1616.”

Her long robe dragged up layers of dust as she began to move backward. So did Luna’s robe. Claire scuffled her feet, trying to float up some of her own dust. But since she was wearing long Johns, it was basically impossible. She wished she had remembered her robe! Crumbs, she was a bad suitcase packer!

After four ponderous paces, Grandy stopped. She closed her eyes, raised her hands, and intoned:

“Calling Bramblewines of yore,

We borrow stars from years before.”

In the pause that followed, Claire’s pinkie felt extra tingly.

She checked to see if anything in the room was different. Nothing.

“No peeking!” hissed Grandy, who had also been peeking. “Eyes closed, mind open!” Then she continued:

“Scrawny ghost of ancient castle,

Come back and bring your ghostly passel.

Rescue Glenn Bly from its plight—

Rush forward through this haunted night.”

“Okay, now you can look,” Grandy whispered.

Claire opened her eyes. She saw candlelit shadows on the wall tremble, then multiply, blending and crowding together as they changed shape. No longer simply reflected flames, the new silhouettes made images of heads and shoulders and arms raised high.

Claire turned, stupefied, to see that an army of ghostly knights had slowly filled the room. She recognised many faces from the tapestry of the Battle of Sodden Field. If they had been flesh-and-blood people, there would have been far too many forms to fit inside one room. But these soft phantoms simply folded, overlapped, and passed through one another.

Hundreds of them.

“Ruins and revenants!” Claire exclaimed. (Revenant was Claire’s new word of the day. It was just a fancy word for ghost.)

“Sir Percival!” said Luna, pointing out the familiar young knight who stood proudly among the others.

Sir Percival took Luna’s cry as an introduction. He nodded and then with grave ceremony stepped up onto the table.

“Speech! Speech!” cheered the ghosts, raising their swords and spears and battle-axes. Percival held his hand up for silence.

“We are here at your most powerful summons, madam,” Sir Percival declared to Grandy. “We are the Knightly Order of Glenn Bly, nearly four hundred men strong!”

As the army cheered and whistled, Sir Percival dropped to his knee and bowed his head in Grandy’s direction. “Good Bramblewine Witch, we are at your command!”

Claire was relieved that Percival did not seem to be holding any grudges against Grandy for that afternoon’s popping.

“Well, thanks,” said Grandy shyly, overwhelmed by the power of her own spell. She cleared her throat. “Then I command you to drive out the blasted Lord and Lady Screechybird! I’d have done it myself and saved you the bother, if they weren’t so darn spellproof.”

“No bother at all!” trumpeted Sir Percival. He spoke with extra confidence, now that he had a cheering ghost brigade at his dispatch.

“They’re sleeping in our room. Elderberry Chamber,” said Claire. “By the way, we’d love to get our bed back. We had to move into Humdrum Chamber, and it’s damp and the ceiling drips and—”

“Men! To Elderberry Chamber!” Sir Percival commanded.

With Grandy, Claire, and Luna tagging behind, the battalion of knights lost no time stampeding down the stairs. But this was not the deafening noise one might expect. Four hundred ghosts running downstairs end up making about as much noise as distant thunder.

Still, four hundred ghosts are a lot spookier than one.

Halfway down the hall, Claire saw a small shape dart forward. She drew back with a gasp. What was that? A dog?

No, it was the same little black goat from earlier that day.

The goat had enjoyed snacking on Lord Shrillingbird’s slipper so much that he had bravely tip-hoofed it back to the castle in search of the other one.

“Meh-eh-eh-eh!” bleated the goat, startled by the sudden spectacle of witches and ghosts. Sensing his opportunity, he trotted after them straight into Elderberry Chamber.

The thudding, clamorous, clanking ghosts woke up Lord and Lady Shrillingbird in an instant.

“Who goes there?” whispered Lady Shrillingbird.

“I don’t see anything,’“ said Lord Shrillingbird.

Lucky for them, Claire realized, Grandy had snapped herself and the twins with a five-minute invisibility spell.

“But don’t you hear those thuds and clanks?” hissed Lady Shrillingbird, sitting up.

“Mmph. It’s just the bad plumbing,” said Lord Shrillingbird. “This castle is leaky and creaky.”

“But…what about that icy draft?” Lady Shrillingbird shivered.

“That,” said Lord Shrillingbird, “is the faulty heating.”

“I think you should investigate,” squeaked Lady Shrillingbird, poking her husband in the ribs. “What if it’s a ghost?”

“Bah! A ghost! You’ve lost your last marble, my lady. I’m staying put,” said Lord Shrillingbird. Though he looked as scared as his wife, Lord Shrillingbird was so used to arguing with her that he didn’t know how to take her side, even at this crucial moment.

On Sir Percival’s signal, some of the more playful knights began pulling on the curtains. A few others used all of their phantom might to rattle the windowpanes. And one daring young foot soldier started jumping on the edge of the Shrillingbirds’ bed, causing the springs to squeak slightly.

“Wow. This is even better than the Chain Chant spell,” Claire whispered to Luna. “These ghost guys are professionals!”

“Better than an ogre!” Luna whispered back.

By now, both Shrillingbirds looked terrified.

“I’m frightened!” peeped Lady Shrillingbird.

“I’m not!” But Lord Shrillingbird pulled up the covers and pressed his hands over his ears.

“Fool, you’re only saying that to be stubborn!” hissed Lady Shrillingbird. “I know a haunt when I hear it, and this castle’s got ghosts!” She hopped out of bed and began nervously running back and forth. “We’d better dash. Oh, how dreadful! Well never even be able to sell it, not with a ghost ruining its market value. Hurry, my lord. Time to bolt!”

“I’m not scared, and I don’t feel like dashing or bolting,” said Lord Shrillingbird disagreeably. Then he pretended to be relaxed by stretching his hands behind his head and wriggling his toes.

When the goat caught sight of all those delicious-looking, wriggling toes—almost as good as a slipper—he took hold of one and gave it a gentle nibble.

“Argh!” Lord Shrillingbird jumped out of bed and flung himself into Lady Shrillingbird’s arms. “The ghost just bit me!”

“Dimwit! Ghosts don’t bite!” said Lady Shrillingbird, smirking.

“Sometimes they do!”

“Do not!”

“Do so—argh!” Lord Shrillingbird yelped as the goat nipped for a taste of his ankle. “I think I might, actually…agree with you, my lady. Perhaps we ought to get out of here!”

So Lady Shrillingbird grabbed her purse, then hoisted Lord Shrillingbird up and over her shoulder like a sack of grain. Then she ran for it, speeding down the hall and taking the stairs three at a time.

“Whoa. Lady Shrill sure can move,” whispered Claire. “She’d win relays at Tower Hill Middle, easy.”

Grandy the twins, the ghosts, and the goat followed hard on the Shrillingbirds’ heels. They tailed them through Glenn Bly’s iron-hinged doors and all the way down the lawn, to where the Rolls-Royce was parked.

“We’re safe, we’re free!” squealed Lady Shrillingbird. “Safe and free!” She swung open the car door and tossed her husband in the back.

“Step on it!” yelped Lord Shrillingbird.

Lady Shrillingbird hopped in the driver’s seat and revved the engine. With a screech of tires, the Shrillingbirds’ car plowed across the lawn and disappeared down the hill and into the darkness.

“Adios, creeps!” called Claire.

The goat bleated agreement. Lord Shrillingbird’s toes had left a terrible, crumbled-cheese aftertaste.

“They’re better off in the city, anyway,” declared Luna. “There’s more stuff to complain about in cities.”

Grandy yawned. “Twins, you’ll catch cold if you stay outside too long. It’s your life, but I’d get back to bed. And thank you, Sir Percival,” she added, with a nod to the knight, “for a job well done.”

Then she snapped her fingers and vanished into the mist.

“A three-star spell,” murmured Claire. “Crumbs, I wish I knew how to do it. Well, maybe next year.”

“What a lovely night,” said Sir Percival.

Claire looked up. The knight was right. It was cold and beautiful. A full moon hung in the navy blue sky. The silvery moonlight and the silvery light of the ghostly knights shone softly over the meadow.

But something strange was happening.

“Look around, Clairsie,” said Luna. “The ghosts are fading.”

Sure enough, right before Claire’s eyes, the ghosts were beginning to curl up along their edges. The faint popping as each departed—plip blip plip—sounded like a thousand bath bubbles were escaping into the air.

“Where are they going?” wondered Claire.

“Off to haunt another needy castle?” suggested Luna.

Together, the twins watched the misty veil that sparkled in the air after the ghost knights were gone. Now the night was rich with a faint but sweet and lingering scent. Claire sniffed, then inhaled deeply. What was that delicious smell?

Then she knew.

Strawberries.

And then all at once, a heavy mass of clouds swept across the clear sky, hiding the moon and stars.

“Oh, no, not again!” wailed Luna. “Here comes the rain!”
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Strawberry Birthday Surprise

WHEN LUNA WOKE UP the next morning, she could feel the difference immediately. Maybe it was on account of her witch-smarts, or maybe it was because she was a light sleeper. But something about Glenn Bly seemed a little bit less creaky and a little bit more cheery.

She leaped out of bed and ran directly to the window. What she saw outside made her smile with delight.

Instead of a brown and wintry lawn, her eyes were dazzled by a field of blazing green.

“Claire!” she cried. “Come look!”

“Wha...?” Her sister rolled out from under the quilts and crept up sleepily behind her to see. “Thickets and thistledown! It’s like summertime in November!” exclaimed Claire. “Now, here’s the Scotland I always wanted!”

“Clairsie, I think what we’re looking at is a giant strawberry patch,” speculated Luna. “It’s right at the exact same place where all the ghosts popped.” She put her hands to her heart. “How romantic. The brave knights gave us something to remember them by.”

“Well, I’m remembering that I’m hungry. Let’s go get some strawberries for breakfast!” said Claire, pulling on her rainbow-sleeves jacket.

Together, the twins flew out into the cold morning, which was filled with summertime smells. They plomped right down in the middle of the strawberry patch, and soon were feasting on the biggest, juiciest, most divine wild straw berries they’d ever tasted in their lives.

“Mmm-mmm. Even if we didn’t end up with half-stars for driving out the Shrillingbirds, these strawberries were worth the effort,” said Claire, sitting back to wipe her strawberry-stained hands on the grass.

“Hey, here comes Daphne.” Luna pointed just as Daphne rode up on a shiny blue bicycle with a straw handlebar basket.

When Daphne saw the strawberries, she nearly fell off her seat. “We have to tell Grandpop!” she exclaimed. “Or better yet, let’s show him. Hurry, help me fill this basket!”

Quickly, they picked strawberries until Daphne’s basket was full. When they called Mac down to the kitchen and presented the basket, then pointed out toward the field, his eyes filled with wonder.

“I don’t believe it. Strawberries haven’t grown on this field since the terrible Battle of Sodden Field,” he said. “But I don’t understand. How could a field of strawberries just grow up overnight?”

Luna shrugged. “Mysterious things happen a lot in Scotland,” she said.

Mac pronged a berry between his thumb and finger. “With all-season strawberries, I suppose we’ll have plenty of visitors wanting to spend a weekend at our bed-and-breakfast. And that means perhaps well be able to purchase Glenn Bly back from the Shrillingbirds,” he said. His eyes glowed with future plans and prospects. “And then we’ll turn some of this land into a public park, for people to visit. Would you like that, Daphne?”

“Like it?” Daphne jumped up and down. “I couldn’t think of a better birthday present!”

Then everyone felt terrible, because in all the excitement they had forgotten that today was Daphne’s birthday. Everyone, that is, except for Mac, who had given her the new blue bicycle earlier that morning.

“Crumbs, we don’t even have any gifts for her,” Luna whispered behind her hand to her twin.

Luckily, when Grandy and Grampy came home later (after placing second-to-last in the golf tournament) they were able to wrap up a couple of items from the Silver Loch Pro Shop that they had been planning to give Justin.

“Not that a golf umbrella and three pairs of athletic socks are the greatest gift, but I guess they’re better than nothing,” said Luna.

“Yeah, and thank goodness for those strawberries,” said Claire, “otherwise Daphne wouldn’t have had a very good birthday from us, gifts-wise.”

It didn’t take long for the word of the magical strawberries to spread. By afternoon, the people who lived on the surrounding farms and towns had come to witness the magical straw berry field. While some onlookers clicked pictures, others sampled the berries.

Afterward, Mac invited everyone into the castle kitchen, where he blew the dust off an ancient Glenn Bly cookbook, Four Score and Twenty Recipes for Strawberries, and made a giant, gooey, gorgeous strawberry birthday cake.

“By the way, where are the Shrillingbirds?” asked Grampy

“They might be halfway to Baja by now,” said Grandy. “And Mac, I don’t think you’ll have a problem buying back your castle. I have a hunch those two won’t be visiting here anytime soon.”

“And why do I have a feeling your special charms did the trick, Arianna?” asked Mac with a warm wink. “You are one of my favorite problem solvers.”

Grandy smiled back. “I do what I can,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

“Oh, I can’t wait to be old and have old flames,” said Luna.

“Harrumph. I can’t wait to be old and hog all the credit for stuff,” said Claire.

When the twins went looking for Sir Percival, they found him in his usual place, behind the clock on the landing.

“I knew it!” exclaimed Luna. “I knew you wouldn’t stay popped for long.”

“Not a chance. I’m this castle’s guardian ghost,” he explained. “I’m here to protect Glenn Bly forever.” He jingled his amulet proudly. He looked a little bit bolder after last night’s stunning victory over the Shrillingbirds.

“If you ever need help guarding,” said Claire, “you can call on us.”

The final night at Glenn Bly was the best yet. In honor of Daphne’s birthday, the Bundkins, Blys, and Bramblewines stayed up late playing five-card poker and charades. Afterward, Mac taught them a Scottish reel.

“The best things about the Shrillingbirds being vamoosed is that we get our beds back,” said Claire when the twins went upstairs to bed. “Humdrum Chamber was the pits.”

But as they settled into bed, thunder rumbled in the distance.

“Storm number four!” Claire’s eyes widened.

“I guess the rain helps the strawberries grow,” yawned Luna.

The goat, who had moved into Elderberry Chamber on account of its tasty armchair cushions, bleated in agreement.

The next morning, it was time to bid good-bye to Glenn Bly, and everyone was slightly sad, except for Grampy, who had not warmed to old flame Mac, and had not enjoyed being humiliated on the golf course.

On the other hand, Daphne seemed saddest of all.

“You’ll come back in the summer, right?” asked Daphne. “In the summer, it never gets dark here. It stays twilight all through the night.” She turned to Claire. “Did you know that, American Claire?”

“Nope,” said Claire. “But did you know that crepuscular is another word for twilight?”

“Nope,” said Daphne. “I wonder, which of us has the most interesting fact?”

They both looked at Luna to be tiebreaker.

“Daphne,” said Luna, decisively. And though she hoped to visit Daphne Bly again, she was glad she would be able to stop breaking ties for a while.

With only a few minutes until their plane landed in Philadelphia, the twins shook Luna’s spy globe to see what was happening in other parts of their world. The colors of the globe swirled like a sunlit summer stream as they passed it back and forth.

“Show us Glenn Bly,” commanded Luna.

Inside the globe, a picture of the castle focused. Mac and Daphne were both in the stable, feeding the horses.

“And not a Shrillingbird in sight,” Luna noted contentedly.

“Show us our family,” said Claire, fogging the glass.

Now an image of their mom, Steve, Justin, their dad, Fluffy and baby Bert appeared. They were all sitting together in the airport, waiting for the plane to get in. (Well, Justin wasn’t sitting. He was playing Hacky Sack.)

“Crumbs, our family keeps getting bigger and bigger!” said Luna.

“And better and better,” added Claire. “Hey, Loon, what were your favorite parts of our visit to Glenn Bly?”

“Tea in the drawing room, exploring the castle with Daphne, and learning how to make strawberry scones and cake,” Luna answered promptly. “What were yours?”

“Riding Dooley, chasing out the Shrillingbirds, and sneaking into the Charter Room early this morning to write my name in the Book of All Records,” said Claire.

The twins grinned at each other. Opposites forever.

“What about me?” their grandmother called softly across the aisle so that she didn’t wake up Grampy. “Aren’t you going to ask me my favorite part of the trip?”

“What were your favorite parts?” the twins asked Grandy together.

“That’s easy.” Grandy smiled. “Playing golf with Fred and listening to those terrific thunderstorms as I fell asleep!”

Then she tossed a honey-roasted peanut in the air and caught it in her mouth.

“Crumbs, those thunderstorms kept me awake, Grandy,” said Luna.

“Yeah, I thought they were totally spooky,” said Claire.

“Nonsense. Nothing says Scotland to me better than a good loud rain. It really sets the mood.”

“Wait a minute, Grandy. Were you the one casting spells to make all that stormy weather?” Luna leaned forward, indignant, to catch her grandmother’s eye.

“Of course I was. To me, a good thunderstorm is like a little lullaby.” Grandy answered, settling back in her seat and adjusting the mini pillow at her neck. “And as the saying goes, ‘Into every life, a noisy storm must thunder.’”

And although Luna had a feeling this was not quite the right saying, it sounded perfectly true when Grandy said it. Which was always the case.
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