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For Emma Cody Kimmel


Chapter One

On the day Norman Babcock was born, strange things happened. Norman heard some of the birthday stories right from his own mother – how all the lights in the maternity ward blew their fuses at the very moment the doctor announced, ‘It’s a boy!’ How the dogs across town set up a strange chorus of howling right around that same time. How two men coming off their shift at Witchy Weiner saw a rainbow in the sky – which might not sound that weird but really was when you added in the details that it was one in the morning and that the rainbow was shaped like a huge question mark … Well, that’s what they said.

So when a toad floating in a jar of bad-smelling stuff to keep it preserved began waving at Norman right there in the middle of Mr Feynman’s seventh-grade bio class, Norman was not surprised. He was not surprised at all. His ability to communicate with the dead wasn’t limited to humans – animal ghosts had a lot to say, too, in their own way.

Norman waved back at the toad, who seemed pleased to be acknowledged. It almost looked as if it was giving Norman a gummy smile, but then it caught sight of someone at the back of the classroom. Its face turned pale, as much as that was possible for a dead toad.

Norman knew who sat at the back of the classroom, near the spider terrarium and the old hamster ball (abandoned since the sudden disappearance of the hamster last Tuesday).

‘Yeah, that’s Alvin,’ Norman told the toad. ‘He likes to hit stuff.’

The toad blinked its bulbous eyes and made no expression, as if to suggest its utter acceptance of this description.

‘Sad but true,’ Norman said, running one hand through his shock of dark brown hair that stood straight up on his head like it was trying to escape.
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The toad made a small croak, as if to whisper a secret, so Norman leaned in really close, his nose almost pressed up against the glass.

The toad eyeballed Norman, then looked down at itself. Then it flicked its tongue out to point to the classroom door.

‘You want to go to a different room?’ Norman asked.

The toad shook its head.

There was a sudden burst of laughter from the back of the room.

‘No way!’ came a voice. ‘Hey, for real – Norman is talking to his frog! Alvin says that ain’t normal!’

Norman sighed, bracing himself for a classic Alvin Attack. Mr Feynman had a reputation for disappearing into the faculty bathroom with his newspaper when his students were supposed to be recording ‘scientific observations’, so Norman knew there would be no help from that quarter.

‘What’s the frog sayin’ to you, Norman?’ Alvin sang. ‘Does he want to be best frog friends forever?’

The toad sighed, too, and gave Norman an irritated look, gesturing at a label, yellowed with age and partly peeling off its jar.

‘You’re not a frog; you’re a toad,’ Norman said. ‘Yeah, you must get so tired of people making that mistake. Let’s see, according to this, you are a common toad. Latin name Bufo bufo.’

The little creature nodded with evident pride.

Alvin erupted in one of his Alvin Hyena Laughs, one that Norman was secretly sure involved at least a small amount of pants-wetting.

‘Dudes, did you hear that? Norman named his new friend Boofo Boofo! I think this is it – I think Normie has finally gone Boofo Boofo himself! Call the guys in the white jackets!’

‘Bufo bufo, the common toad, of the family of true toads, Bufonidae,’ stated a high, prim voice coming from just behind Norman.

The toad’s expression brightened, and it tried to float to the right a little so it could get a glimpse of who had just spoken.

‘That’s Salma,’ Norman said, sitting with his chin in his hands, waiting for something to land on Alvin – a lightning bolt or a band of crazed winged monkeys – anything that might unexpectedly silence him. ‘She’s a brain.’

‘Is there something wrong with your Bufo bufo?’ Salma asked Norman.

‘I don’t know,’ Norman said. ‘I mean, it’s already dead and in a jar – what else can happen to it?’

The toad tucked its feet under its chin and closed its eyes.

‘Oh. Now I understand,’ Norman said. And he did. Perfectly.

‘What?’ Salma asked.

‘It wants a proper grave,’ Norman said. The toad opened its eyes and croaked enthusiastically.

‘I get it,’ Norman told it. ‘You just want to rest in peace.’

Norman felt something poke his arm. He glanced in the direction of the plump finger attached to the meaty arm coming out of the roundness that was Neil Downe.

‘Norman, come on, man,’ Neil whispered. ‘Take it down a notch. Stop talking to your bio project. You’re giving Alvin tons of ammo here – he’s going to be giving you grief for days!’

That was pretty rich, Neil Downe telling anybody to take it down a notch. Neil was chubbier than any other kid in school, his hair was redder and frizzier, and his voice was squeakier. Also, he had a lunch box with a kitten on it. And that’s just for starters. Neil always acted all friendly to Norman, but he just didn’t get it – Norman didn’t need friends.

‘Whatever,’ Norman said, turning away in his seat and repositioning the toad’s jar so Neil couldn’t see it. ‘Give me a minute or two to come up with a plan,’ he told the toad.

‘Oh wait … Norman only plays with dead things,’ came Alvin’s bleating voice. ‘He must be talking to a ghost frog! Hah, that’s it! Norman’s a ghost-frog whisperer!’

The toad scowled. Norman looked at its warty head and got an idea. He turned around and looked at Alvin.

‘That thing on your thumb is a wart, and it’s never going to go away, no matter what you do,’ Norman stated.

Alvin’s mouth dropped open midcackle. He extended his thumb in front of his face and squinted at it, his eyebrows furrowed in concentration. He looked like a mountain gorilla.

Norman sighed with relief, glad he had distracted Alvin, and then turned back to the jar. The toad’s ghost was floating slightly above its body, which bobbed up and down in the bad-smelling stuff. Norman could see a faint image of his own face reflected in the glass, his deep blue eyes looking weirdly disembodied.

Neil Downe was right about one thing. Norman had given Alvin plenty of bullying ammo. For the next couple of days, maybe even the next week, gym class and lunch were going to be brutal.

But this was what Norman did. He’d been seeing and hearing ghosts for as long as he could remember, and he’d finally started talking back to them about a year ago, just around the time his grandmother died. The dead toad wasn’t the only spirit who needed Norman to do him a favour. Blithe Hollow was utterly teeming with phantom people and animals competing for Norman’s attention. He talked to every single one of them wherever they found him – walking home from school, on the playground, over at Witchy Weiner. If that made him an outcast, well, whatever. Norman had never really been too keen on being an incast in the first place. As far as he could tell, most living people were vastly overrated.

‘OK,’ Norman told the toad. ‘I think I have a plan to get you out of here.’

As the toad swam in a circle in delight, Mr Feynman returned to the classroom. At about the same time, the missing hamster shot out from behind a dusty display. Someone yelled, ‘It’s a mouse!’ And someone else shouted, ‘It’s a rat!’ And Neil Downe shrieked, ‘It has rabies!’ And that was about the time Alvin began screaming, Salma put her hands over her ears, and the fire alarm went off.

In all the commotion, nobody noticed Norman putting his books in his bag, tucking the toad’s jar under one arm, and walking out of the classroom. He might get a pink slip from the hall monitor or a tardy mark from the cafeteria monitor, but Norman didn’t care. He slipped out the side door near the playground and headed to a swampy little spot just beyond the swing set. He’d worry about Alvin and pink slips later.

Right now, he had some eternal rest to take care of.
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