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Chapter One

Alex watched a cricket creep along the baseboard 
and disappear. He didn’t feel strong enough to go 
after it. Not today. Besides, why try? Seven more 
crickets were on the loose, and he’d lost the plastic 
lunch bag they came in.

He sat with his elbows on his knees. His suit 
jacket didn’t fit anymore. It bunched up and hurt 
him under his arms. All around him, grown-ups 
sipped tea and ate tiny sandwiches and cookies. As 
if he couldn’t hear them, they whispered about the 
tragedy. Of course it was a tragedy. Alex’s dad was 
the best police constable on the force, everyone said 
so. Two days ago, he had stopped a guy for speeding. 
While he was writing the ticket, another driver hit 
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and killed him. Who could imagine anything worse? 
Not his son, that’s for sure.

“Poor fellow was too young to die,” a woman 
said. Alex knew her; she worked at the main desk 
of the police station. “Barely fifty. Makes no sense.” 

The constable beside her nodded. “That’s the 
thing about life. Does its best to mess us up.” 

Alex hated this little house on Poplar Avenue. 
Everything about it was bad. His dad had wanted 
to live closer to work. That’s why the family had 
moved here from the other side of town a month 
ago. Four crappy weeks. In that time, Alex had had 
two teeth filled and his mother had had the stomach 
flu. Now his dad was dead. Loose crickets didn’t 
matter compared to that.

His mother looked sadder and taller than ever 
in her borrowed funeral dress. “Honey,” she said, 
“you need to eat.” She held out a plate of salad.

Alex stared at the lettuce, making a face.
“You need to keep your strength up.”
Using the smallest amount of air he could, Alex 

said, “L-l-lettuce is for c-c … crickets.”
His mother’s hand went to her throat and 

started to play with her pearl necklace. His stutter 
was getting to her. She couldn’t handle that it had 
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come back after three years. Alex felt guilty as hell. 
His mother didn’t need to worry about her son not 
being able to speak, on top of everything else. 

Alex flipped a piece of lettuce behind the sofa. 
“B-b-b-b … b-bait.”

“Did the whole bag of crickets escape? Or just 
a few?”

He didn’t answer. 
“Alex, how many crickets escaped?”
He just shook his head. Knowing that eight 

crickets were loose in her house wasn’t going to 
make her feel better.

“I still don’t understand why I had to buy you 
a pet spider right now,” Alex’s mother said. “You 
can’t even hug it and get any sort of comfort.” 

Alex stared at the ceiling. How many times did 
he have to tell her? The Mexican palomino spider 
was not poisonous. Well, not very poisonous. Boris 
the spider’s bite was something like a bee sting. He 
was extremely gentle and easy to handle. And—
bonus!—his hair didn’t give humans a rash, like 
the hair of some spiders did. No itching. No killer 
biting. 

“He’s not p-p-p …” Alex tried to let the word 
escape. “Not p … p …”
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His mom’s sadness made her face droop. “It’s 
the stress of what happened. Losing Dad. You’ll feel 
better once you get back to your old routine. That’s 
what you need.”

That wasn’t what he needed. What he needed 
was to get back at the guy who killed his father.

Sergeant Hines walked across the room with a 
black box in his hand. He sat in the chair next to 
Alex while Alex’s mother watched, wiping her nose 
with a tissue. At the funeral, Alex’s dad’s police hat 
had been placed on the coffin. Then, at the end 
of the funeral, the sergeant gave the hat to Alex’s 
mom, the widow. She’d cried. Man, had she cried.

“A few things from your dad’s desk,” Sergeant 
Hines said to Alex as he opened the box. The 
World’s Best Dad mug Alex had given his dad for 
Father’s Day. A framed picture of Alex with his 
parents in front of the fireplace in their old home. 
An award for bravery.

Alex said, “W-w-w-what d-d-d …?”
The sergeant leaned closer. “What’s that?”
Alex’s mom answered for him. “He wants to 

know what his dad did. For the award.”
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“Took on an armed suspect all by himself during 
a home invasion. Saved a young mother and her 
three little ones. Your dad was quite the cop, Alex. 
He will be sadly missed.”

The sergeant meant to make him feel better, but 
Alex only felt worse.

His mom took the box and held it to her chest. 
Alex could see she was blinking back tears. “Thank 
you, Sergeant.”

“I know who d-d-did i-i-i … who d-did it.”
Sergeant Hines smiled sadly. “Who would that 

be, son?”
A good cop looks at the clues. The hit-and-run 

driver who killed Alex’s dad left almost none. Only 
chips of dark red paint on the door of the car Alex’s 
dad had pulled over. The guy getting the ticket 
couldn’t describe the other driver’s car. All he knew 
was that it was an old red clunker. 

Old Man Morrison, Alex’s one and only 
suspect, lived across the street. He and Alex were 
enemies. As the new boy at school, Alex got picked 
on, of course. Two weeks ago, bullies had stolen his 
backpack. Alex couldn’t care less about his school 
books, but in his backpack he’d had a bendable 
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pen from Disneyland. Now he’d never get it back. 
The day after the bullies took his backpack, Alex 
saw them again. To get away, he cut through Old 
Man Morrison’s yard. 

Morrison had trimmed his shrubs into crazy 
shapes: a swan, a giraffe, a rocket ship. He was nuts 
about those bushes. He threw a fit when Alex cut 
through his yard. Alex, he said, had broken some 
of the lower branches. He demanded that Alex fix 
them. Which was impossible. How do you put a 
broken branch back together? 

Alex’s dad went to calm the guy down, even 
offered to pay him, but Morrison wouldn’t listen. 
He said he’d get even. That alone didn’t make the 
old man a suspect. But this did: Morrison drove a 
very old, very red clunker.

Alex decided to tell Sergeant Hines the name of 
his suspect. “M-M-Morr …”

“Excuse me?”
“He thinks Mr. Morrison, across the street, did 

it,” said Alex’s mom. “He drives a red car.”
“O-o-old red car.”
The sergeant, like about ten other people that 

day, tapped Alex under his chin. “Every dark red 
car is being looked at. If the paint matches, we’ll be 
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talking to Mr. Morrison in the next few days. Don’t 
you worry.”

But Morrison could leave town. Every good 
cop knows the bad guy will try to run. “In the next 
few days” wasn’t soon enough. Alex shook his head 
angrily.

The sergeant leaned close and smiled. “You just 
leave the policing to the police. You’re the man of 
the house now, son. It’s up to you to take care of 
things around here.” He stood up to leave, and a 
puzzled look crossed his face. “Do I hear a cricket?”


