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For Eleni, Evan, and Rosa, who I  

love from the bottom of the earth.
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PROL O G U E

I t’s not fair. You do everything you can to be 

a normal, average kid.

You do sports (ugh). You eat normal, 

average things for lunch. You try to keep your 

clothes relatively free of mud and make sure 

you don’t smell too much like mushrooms.

You get a small part in the school play, 

but somehow, through a series of suspicious 

events, you get stuck playing the lead role, 

which is way more than you bargained for. 

And you’re standing on the stage, toe to toe 

with Becky Binkey, the most popular girl in the 

school, delivering your lines, and everybody’s 

watching. And you start to fool yourself. You 
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start to think, Hey, maybe this isn’t so bad. 

Maybe everybody is beginning to accept me as a 

normal kid after all. Maybe everything is going 

to turn out okay.

And then a giant twenty-foot-long worm 

comes ripping through the f loorboards, 

showering you in a wave of thick, wormy 

mucus.

So long, normal.
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1
NOR M A L

W ait. That wasn’t a very normal place to 

start a story, was it? I’ve been working 

really hard on this normal thing. It’s pretty 

much become my whole focus in life. But 

it’s turned out to be something I’m quite 

bad at. And I have no idea why, because I’m a 

completely normal kid.

Okay, I don’t look very normal there. 

That’s me in school trying to throw a note to 

my best friend, Simon. I’m faking a yawn and 

pretending to scratch my armpit as I launch 

the note because I need to get it way over to the 

other side of the room now that Miss Chips 

moved Simon as far away from me as possible.
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Simon was part of my new plan to achieve 

normality. It was a bold plan, considering my 

old plan for normality was doing nothing. I 

was under the impression that the best way to 

be average was to just keep your head down and 

mouth shut and coast along in the middle. But 

nope. Turns out that just makes you sink to the 

bottom.

When I moved to this new school a few 

months ago I thought maybe I’d have a fresh 

chance at normalness. Nope again. The 

bottom has a distinct reek to it, and my Cross 

Creek Middle School classmates sniffed me 

out on day one. Somebody had already called 

me “Under-smelly” before I’d even reached my 

chair.

To make things worse, since our move to 

this new neighborhood there’ve been a number 

of additional uncooperative developments. 

The kind of developments that are decidedly 

unhelpful to a kid who has made “being 

normal” his primary goal. I don’t know 

why, but weird things seem to be drawn to 
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me. It’s like weird things sense where other 

weird things already are and then just pile 

on, like some kind of snowball effect. Except 

something less pleasant than snow. A mud-ball 

effect. And let me tell you, it’s no fun at the 

bottom. Everything lands on you.

So about a month ago, I decided that 

instead of continuing to do nothing, I was 

going to make some moves. I came up with a 

checklist of things that regular kids did: Talk. 

Belong to groups. Live in a regular-looking 

house. I recently heard it was normal for 

seventh graders to have crushes on girls, so I 

developed one of those. I picked Becky Binkey, 

the girl everyone else already has a crush on, 

just to be as normal as possible about that too.

And have a best friend. I picked Simon. He 

was a good choice because he was right around 

the mid-level I was aiming for. I was in no way 

looking for actual popularity. That would be 

like a caterpillar wanting to be an airplane. I 

just wanted to be, say, a moth. That’s what 

Simon was—a plain, simple moth. He offered 
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me a piece of gum one day and we’ve been best 

friends ever since.

But Miss Chips had made Simon move 

to the other side of the room, which made 

me have to throw notes. Miss Chips had just 

finished giving us an assignment. We had to 

interview someone who we thought was “The 

Most Interesting Person You Know.” Everyone 

grumbled because kids hate assignments, and 
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I grumbled the loudest just to be even more 

normal than everyone else.

This was a “make-work” assignment, 

which is a term I’d picked up from Simon. 

Simon was a “Brainer,” so liked to learn things. 

Miss Chips hated her job, so didn’t like to teach 

things. She’d give us assignments like this one 

that didn’t require any preparation on her part. 

Sometimes she even got us to mark each other’s 

assignments so she didn’t even have to do that, 

a system that was ripe for injustices. One of 

the Brainers asked who’d be marking things 

this time, and Miss Chips said she would. Ed 

yelled, “Then I pick you, Miss Chips!” and the 

class burst into laughs.

“I pick Principal Wiggins!” I shouted, but 

nobody laughed, even though it was the exact 

same joke. I can’t stand Ed. Ed is a jock and 

he’s super popular and all the girls love him. 

He’s also my bully. I didn’t have it on my 

checklist, but having a bully is another thing 

some regular kids have.

“Are you sure you don’t want to pick your 
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nobody laughed, even though it was the exact 

same joke. I can’t stand Ed. Ed is a jock and 

he’s super popular and all the girls love him. 

He’s also my bully. I didn’t have it on my 

checklist, but having a bully is another thing 

some regular kids have.

“Are you sure you don’t want to pick your 

girlfriend Magda?” Ted said to me, and the 

class erupted again. Ted is also a jock and super 

popular and all the girls love him. And he’s 

my backup bully. I don’t know how normal it 

is to have a backup bully, but Ted is almost a 

carbon copy of Ed, so if one of them is sick or 

something, I’m covered.

Being on the receiving end of a lot of jokes, 

I’d figured out one way to get more popular 

was to make people laugh. But it soon became 

clear that I’m not good at making jokes. So I 

got a joke book. I used to tell jokes from the 

book to Simon when he sat beside me, and he 

loved them, even though he wouldn’t be able 



8

to laugh because he might get in trouble. He’d 

squirm uncomfortably without smiling and do 

a really good job of holding the laugh in.

Jokes that were made at someone else’s 

expense seemed to get big reactions. So I 

scribbled one out on a piece of paper:

Then I crumpled it into a ball and did my 

fake-yawn-armpit-scratch thing and let it fly 

toward Simon. But I put so much effort into 

my theatrics that my aim was off, and it landed 

on the desk of Magda.
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If you want to see someone who isn’t 

normal, check out Magda. She always dresses 

in black and her hair looks like a melted 

package of licorice and her eyes are like two 

ping-pong balls floating in cups of oil. Her 

primary interests are talking to herself, and 

ghosts. She’s the only person in the school who 

associating with would cause me to sink even 

lower. So of course she’s always trying to talk 

to me. Like I said, weird things seem to find me. 

I’m not even going to risk drawing a picture 

of her.

Magda picked up the note and looked at 

me with her little ping-pong eyes and smiled. 

Oh no, I thought. She thinks the note is for her!

I pointed vigorously at Simon, and she 

made a “Wha—?” face, so I pointed more 

vigorously at Simon and she pointed at Becky 

Binkey and mouthed the word “Her?” and 

then at Ed and mouthed “Him?” and then at 

several other kids. By the time I was jabbing my 

finger toward Simon like I was doing a shadow 

puppet of an angry woodpecker, I realized 
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she was pranking me, and that I’d drawn the 

attention of my surrounding classmates.

“Geez, Underbelly, at least wait till after 

class to start interviewing your girlfriend,” said 

Ed. Another eruption of laughs.

“She’s not my girlfriend!” I shouted over 

the laughs. Lousy Ed. What I should have 

done was turn the comedic tables against him 

and said something like “Maybe she’s your 

girlfriend!”

“Underbelly,” said Miss Chips without 

looking up, and the laughter halted abruptly. 

Miss Chips had the world-weariness of 

someone who had been through several wars 

and the crustiness of someone who could have 

won them all single-handedly.
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“Quit passing notes to your girlfriend,” 

she droned, as if simply echoing fragments 

of things that had recently invaded her ears. 

Another round of laughs, which caused me to 

panic and respond defensively with the last 

thing I had teed up in my mouth: “Maybe she’s 

your girlfriend!”—which didn’t work at all. The 

laughs accelerated, but they were still aimed at 

me. Humor is like a soccer ball. It’s hard to get 

it to go in the direction you want it to.

“Magda,” said Miss Chips, rubbing her 

temples. “Read what’s on the paper.” For 

someone who never lifted her head, she had 

pretty amazing perception.

Magda uncrumpled the paper. “Hmmm . . .  

seems to be a drawing of Ed and Ted . . .”

“What—?” I stammered. “Ed and—? It’s 

not—”

“Yeah, it says it right here: ‘Who’s got 

four thumbs and four butts? Ed and Ted.’ The 

implication being that their heads are also butts.”

The class laughed a little, but it wasn’t a 

pure laugh. It was more the laugh of a group 
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of people about to witness something bad 

happening to someone whose welfare was of 

minimal consequence to them. There was 

a built-in problem with jokes that were at 

someone else’s expense: they potentially 

caused manslaughter.

“That wasn’t even meant for her, Miss 

Chips!” I said, my face now streaked with 

sweat. “It was meant for Simon! And I wouldn’t 

have had to throw notes if you hadn’t moved 

him to the other side of the room!”

Miss Chips seemed to suddenly remember 

she was in a classroom full of kids. “I didn’t 

move anybody! But I’m going to move you to 

the roof if you cause any more disturbance! 

Now put that note in the trash!”

Dang creepy Magda! This was all her fault! 

Her ping-pong eyes glimmered at me as I took 

the note from her desk. I cast a look toward 

Simon as I headed to the trash can, but he 

slunk down in his chair, avoiding eye contact. 

Good play, Simon. No sense calling Miss Chips 

out on her lie about moving your seat away 
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from mine and risk both of us getting in trouble 

because of our friendship and our love of jokes.

Ed and Ted glared at me as I passed. “Who’s 

got two thumbs and one butt?” said Ed.

“That’s about to be dangling from a 

goalpost?” said Ted.

I glumly pointed my thumbs at myself as 

I shuffled past. Could the day get any worse?

That’s when I caught something out of the 

corner of my eye. A familiar shape, drawn on 

the outside of the window next to my desk. It 

was the shape of a crown. Drawn in mud.

I reached under the window with my 

shirtsleeve and smeared it away. Great. Now 

I was going to die with mud all over my shirt.



14

2
M U DDY

I thought maybe I was going to get detention 

for the note thing, but when the bell 

rang Miss Chips was the first one out of the 

classroom, so I guess she forgot.

Speaking of forgetting, Simon forgot to 

wait up for me at the door. His memory is 

pretty bad, since he forgets things like this a 

lot, which is surprising, since he’s a Brainer 

and so has a really big brain. I was going to 

need his help to avoid Ed and Ted, who were 

no doubt using their tiny jock brains to figure 

out the best way to get my butt to the top of 

the goalposts.

I found Simon by the sign-up board.
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“Simon! Hi! Want some gum? You gotta 

help me avoid Ed and Ted, they’re looking to 

string me up!” Then I noticed the pen in his 

hand. “What are you signing up for? Is there a 

club about gum?”

“I offered you a piece of gum one time,” he 

said. I read the paper he was signing.

“Rocket club! Oh, wow! That sounds like a 

blast! Ha ha! Get it?” I said, reaching for his pen.

“Are you sure you want to sign up? It’s a 

science thing. It’s sort of for people who are 

good at science.”

“Great, that should keep out the jocks!” 

I said. “Man, I thought it was detention time 

for sure back there. What’s the deal with Miss 

Chips lying about moving you away from me? 

What does she think? Two best buds are going 

to just move apart for no reason?”

Simon dropped the pen I was trying to take 

from him and bent to pick it up.

“Boys! We need boys!” came some girls’ 

voices from behind us, which is a phrase 

that tended to sail unheeded over the head 
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of someone like me. “We’re desperate!” they 

added, which is a phrase I tended to give more 

attention.

It was Becky Binkey and her crew, and they 

were trying to get boys to sign up for the school 

play. I guess there were only so many roles that 

could be played by Marco. Marco has orangey 

skin and Elvis Presley hair and was once in a 

commercial for curly fries.

Another of the items on my normal 

checklist was trying to get accepted into a 

group. There were four groups in Cross Creek 

Middle School: the Jocks, the Brainers, the 

Artsies, and the Trendies. I know in movies 

they show more cliques than that, but we were 

only in seventh grade, so we kept it simple.

There was also that other item on my 

checklist about having a crush on a girl. Having 

the crush was pointless if nobody knew about 

it, so I thought this would be a good time to 

announce to the world that I, completely 

normal Doug Underbelly, had developed a 

fresh, searing-hot crush on the most poplar girl 
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in school. But of course that’s not something 

you just want to blurt out. I decided to start 

with something a little more subtle.

“I have a crush on Becky Binkey,” I blurted.

I didn’t have much experience with 

crushes.

Becky looked at me the way she might look 

if she’d just been spoken to by a tree. Then she 

looked like she was processing how one might 

respond to a talking tree. Fortunately for her, 

popular girls don’t have to make those kinds of 

decisions. Her squad of “Binkettes” jumped in.
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They all laughed heartily. Jokes at someone 

else’s expense weren’t as perilous if you traveled 

in packs.

I decided to take charge using the power 

of comedy. “Why do cows wear bells? Because 

their horns don’t work!” Laughs, from me, at 

my own joke. I held up my hand. “High five, 

Simon! Don’t leave me hanging!”

But Simon wasn’t there anymore. He 

must have gone ahead to scout for Ed and 

Ted.

Becky and the Binkettes had returned to 

their task of trying to get boys to sign up for 

the school play and were chasing after some 

down the hall, leaving me alone with the sign-

up sheets. I signed up for the school play. And 

rocket club. And soccer (I got a bit carried 

away). I don’t know if I was exactly “accepted” 

in any groups yet, but no one could deny I was 

on the lists.

By the time I got outside, the schoolyard 

was starting to clear out. I ran to the slide 

where I could wipe the mud off my shirtsleeve 
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on the ladder and scan the area. No sign of 

Simon, but I could see Ed, standing guard at 

the front exit as students filed past him. Great.

I crouched down and realized I was 

standing on something. A familiar shape, dug 

into the ground at the base of the slide. It was 

the shape of a crown. Drawn in dirt.

I obliterated it quickly with my foot.

With Ed manning the front exit, I had no 

choice but to hightail it to the back. I hated to 

ditch my best friend like this, but there was no 

time to spare.

Of course Ted was guarding the back. 

Which should have been 

obvious. If you’re a pair of 

clones, you can lock down a 

dual exit pretty handily.

I looked back and saw Ed 

heading my way. He must have 

spotted me. I was trapped! I 

looked across the field to the 

goalposts. I’d been hung 

by my underwear from 
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fence posts and other lower-to-the-ground 

locations, but goalposts were a whole other 

level I couldn’t bear to contemplate.

Then I saw something that wasn’t there 

a minute ago: a tunnel, freshly dug, heading 

down under the fence that ran along the length 

of Cross Creek.

Why do I always have mud on me? This 

kind of thing right here was part of the 

reason. Because the truth is, when there are 

mysterious forces working on your behalf, 

sometimes you have no choice but to go along 

with it. Especially when there’s a couple of 

Neanderthal jocks getting ready to turn you 

and your knickers into a waving flag.

I took the tunnel.

It was exactly my height, but it was slippery 

because it had been freshly dug. That’s the kind 

of thing a normal kid doesn’t know—freshly 

dug tunnels are slippery. Believe me, this is 

not information I wanted to possess. But for 

someone who did possess it, I was hoofing 

through that tunnel way too fast. As I sped 

toward the mouth at the other end I realized 

my feet weren’t doing much of a job in the 

braking department. No job at all, in fact. The 

tunnel ran under the creek, and water was 

seeping into it, which was causing worms to 

start oozing out. I was already pretty out of 

control when I stepped on one.

Even more slippery than a freshly dug 

tunnel is a freshly dug tunnel filled with 

worms. And falling while running through a 

tunnel filled with wet worms turns the 

experience into a one-man luge.
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When I sat up, dripping with mud and 

worms, I could see Ed and Ted glaring at me 

from the other side of the fence right near 

the spot where there was no longer a tunnel. 

They couldn’t ask how I’d managed to get to 

the other side of a fence and a creek so quickly 

without admitting that they couldn’t climb a 

fence and swim across a creek as fast as a puny 

non-jock like me. So they skipped the question 

and went straight to insults.

Again with the ten-foot pole.
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And then they hit my sore spot.

“You’re so weird!”

“I’m not weird!” I yelled. “You’re weird! 

I’m totally normal! I’ve got a best friend! And 

I tell jokes! And I eat bologna sandwiches for 

lunch! Normal!”

And that’s when I saw, out of the corner of 

my eye, the familiar shape again. Crowns! Dug 

into the grass beside the sidewalk, running all 

the way up the street. Over and over and over 

and over and over. And I lost it.

“Okay! All right! I get the message!” I 

bellowed to the sky. “I’m coming, okay? Sound 

the stone trumpets! Roll out the mud carpet! 

I’m on my way!”

Which—and this doesn’t need saying—is 

not the best way to convince others that you’re 

not weird.

I jumped up and ran down the street, veering 

left onto a cul-de-sac. All I wanted to do was get 

home and eat some normal food and maybe 

watch TV and relax. And at least I had a nice little 

house to do that in, which looks like this:
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It’s about as normal a house as you can 

get. And I live there.

Or that’s what I tell everybody.

In truth, that’s the house I walk up to, and 

that’s the apple tree I hide behind while I make 

sure nobody’s looking, and that’s the picket 

fence I hop before sneaking up to my real 

house. Which looks like this:
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Wondering why I’m a little sensitive about 

being normal? This house is exhibit A.

My dad inherited it from his dad, who 

was an undertaker. Dad’s finances were 

categorized as “troubled,” so we had no 

choice but to move in here. It’s supposed to 

be temporary while he fixes it up to sell it, but 

that hasn’t happened yet due to a bunch of 

lawyer words that were complicated but also 

meant “troubled.” That and the fact that it’s 

surrounded by graves, a number of which are 

lying open waiting to receive dead bodies. 

“Grave holes” is not an item you want to see 

on a real estate feature sheet. Ever since we 

moved here I’ve been spending hours after 

school cleaning up dead trees, scrubbing bat 

poop, and filling open holes. But the place 

seemed to resist any efforts at improvement. 

Bats poop a lot. And one grave hole in 

particular just wouldn’t fill in no matter how 

much dirt I scooped into it.

Another thing that didn’t help was the 

smell of boiled eel. Ingredients had already 
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become unorthodox in our kitchen over the 

years due to that troubled-finances thing, and 

Dad, to his credit, had developed a real knack 

for innovative recipes. But when we moved 

here to Dreadsville Manor (my nickname for 

our house) we found a stream near the back 

of the property filled with eels (yup), and lo, 

they’d become the star attraction of our meals. 

Eel fillets, eel burgers, eel tacos, you name it. I’d 

been campaigning heavily to have them taken 

off the menu as not suitable for children, and 

after hundreds of hours of complaining I was 

finally making some progress.

The front door creaked like a sinking 

ship as I entered. I dumped my backpack 

and slumped against the wall, inhaling a 

deep noseful of Dad’s latest eel concoction. 

Abnormal as it was, it was still home. And at 

least I’d managed to keep it a secret from the 

other kids.

“Hi, Underbelly,” said Magda.

“WHAT ON EARTH ARE YOU DOING 

HERE??” I shrieked.
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Magda. The one classmate who even minor 

association with was social suicide. Right there 

in our very own hallway.

“I’m here to interview your dad for our 

‘Most Interesting Person You Know’ project,” 

she said, smiling.

“Wha—? My dad? He’s not interesting! 

He’s boring and normal! Perfectly normal!”

“Are you kidding? He’s raising his family 

in a graveyard. And he knows how to make 

boiled eels!”

“But how did you know where I live?”
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“Don’t be ridiculous, Underbelly. Every-

body knows where you live.”

“Your school chum Magda says she loves 

eel!” called my dad enthusiastically from the 

kitchen. “So maybe you don’t know everything, 

Mr. Eel-Isn’t-for-Children! I invited her to stay 

for dinner!”

Magda smirked, her licorice hair dangling, 

her ping-pongs dancing in her cups of oil. Sigh, 

fine, since she insists on pushing herself into 

the story, here:

I slid past her down the hallway and up the 

stairs. I entered my room and locked the door. 

My checklist of normal was going right down 

the tubes. Normal house: uncheck. Crush on 

Becky: uncheck. Best friend: you may not have 

noticed, but that was hanging by a thread. 

The day was just determined to be terrible, 

so I figured I might as well continue with the 

unpleasantness and get the other chore over 

with as well.

I pulled a heavy garbage bag from the 

back of my closet, slid open the window, and 

climbed down the tree to the ground. I dragged 

the bag through the decaying tombstones 

overrun with weeds and up a small hill to an 

open grave. I reached into the bag and pulled 

out a tall stone crown, put it on my head, and 

jumped in.

It’s really, really tough to be a normal, 

average kid while also being King of the Mole 

People.
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