

[image: Cover: Oscar and the Mystery of the Glowing Orbs, by Don Everts, Published by InterVarsity Press]





[image: Title page: Oscar and the Mystery of the Glowing Orbs, by Don Everts, Published by InterVarsity Press]


Develop your senses—especially learn how to see.

LEONARDO DA VINCI




PART ONE
OSCAR



A deeper sense than meets the eye . . .

Something far greater didst thou see;

Something beyond the deep obscurity.

“THE PRAISES OF POETRY,”
CAPEL LOFFT, 1775







1
Oscar Climbs the
Steepest Steps



Oscar Owens stood in the morning sun staring down at his Bilbo Baggins T-shirt.

He had washed it and carefully laid it out the night before because it was, by far, his favorite shirt. But in the light of day, Oscar was suddenly having second thoughts. Is this something a high schooler would wear?

“Hijo!” Amá called from downstairs, “It’s time to go!”

Oscar checked the time and started rooting frantically through his dresser. His heart beat double time as he pulled out shirt after shirt with images of dragons or elves or wizards or enchanted forests. Do I own even a single normal shirt?

While searching, Oscar couldn’t help but relive the argument he’d had with his dad and stepmom during dinner the night before. It turned out their new house was too close to the high school for Oscar to take a bus, so Dad and Amá calmly suggested Oscar just walk.

Usually Oscar tried not to make a huge deal about his legs around his parents, knowing how guilty they still felt about the accident. But this crossed a line. Do the Oscar Shuffle all the way through downtown while kids in buses and cars stare at the new freak in town? No way! Oscar’s voice had cracked in that embarrassing new way as he tried to get them to see how unfair they were being.

Eventually Amá agreed to drop Oscar off on the first day. But after that? She was unbending, “Oscar, you’re a high schooler now. It’s time to act like it.”

Oscar couldn’t believe her words, or Dad’s firm agreement. So. Unfair.

And now his stepmom was yelling from downstairs because he was going to be late. Since the accident four years ago, Oscar had found that nothing was worse than shuffling into a classroom with everyone already seated, all eyes watching you make your way to your desk. So he quickly threw on trusty Bilbo, ran a comb through his stubborn brown hair, and took a last look at himself in the mirror.

Oscar felt average in size and looks. Nothing too special about him, he thought.

Oscar glanced down at the reflection of Bilbo in the mirror and the backward reflection of the quote that had made him smile when he first saw the shirt: “I think I’m quite ready for another adventure.”

Oscar wasn’t sure he felt the same.

“Vamos!” Amá’s voice had a ring of urgency to it.

“Ya voy!” Oscar said to the open door and then looked back into his own eyes in the mirror. Okay then, Oscar. And with that he grabbed the faded gray JanSport he’d been using since sixth grade and shuffled downstairs.

In the end, the drive only took two minutes.

The short trip made Oscar feel silly for insisting on the ride and made his stomach start to churn like an off-balance washing machine.

Amá pulled up to the curb and put the white station wagon into park. Oscar just sat there staring at the front steps while a group of loud kids streamed around their car toward the imposing redbrick building.

Eventually Amá spoke softly. “Te amo, Hijo.”

Oscar didn’t dare turn to respond. Finally he opened the door and shot a gruff “See ya tonight” over his shoulder. It came out rougher than he intended, but he couldn’t worry about Amá’s feelings right now.

He shut the door and slowly shuffled away from the car toward the unfamiliar redbrick steps. He stopped and glared up at the imposing front door he’d been dreading. “Centerville High School” it read above the door. Sounded innocent enough. But for some reason Oscar was reminded of the door he’d read about in Coraline, a seemingly ordinary door that wound up leading to a dangerous place.

Oscar shook away the thought and started up.

The steps felt annoyingly steep to Oscar, almost unnaturally steep. As he climbed up each step, slower than all the strangers around him, Oscar grumped his way, for the hundredth time, through a set of well-worn questions.

Why did Dad and Amá have to get new jobs?

Why did they drag Oscar away from everything he’d ever known?

And why in the world did they move into an old house that was possibly haunted?

Oscar paused on the top step, considering the open door in front of him, a scary threshold he wasn’t sure he was ready to cross.






2
Oscar Gets Dragged
Across the State



When Oscar’s parents first told him they were moving to Centerville, he assumed they must be kidding. It was just too cliché.

Being forced to move right before his freshman year of high school? That’s the kind of thing they make movies about, right? And whether it’s a comedy or a scary movie, there’s always a whole lot of drama for the unlucky teenager whose parents drag them to a new town. So Oscar figured it must be some sort of joke.

But it turned out that he, Oscar Owens, was that unlucky teenager. And they were indeed moving.

Dad and Amá had gently explained everything to Oscar: how Amá got a job offer to teach Spanish at State College, how Dad was “seizing the day” and “becoming the proprietor of a literary dispensary,” as he explained in typical nerdy Dad-speak.

But Oscar barely registered anything after “we’re moving.” He just sat there petting his orange cat, Gollum. He tried to distract himself from this horrible new reality by debating internally whether his situation was more like the start of a scary movie (unlucky teenager and lots of drama) or a fantasy novel (unsuspecting hobbit and a new adventure).

“Oscar!” Amá broke into Oscar’s thoughts, talking with the glee of someone who had just won the lottery. “You’ll never believe it! There’s this beautiful Victorian house that’s walking distance to the college, to Dad’s new bookstore, and to your new high school. We saw it when we were on our tour. It’s beautiful and has a huge wraparound porch and looks like an old mansion!”

She looked over at Dad, and they both couldn’t help but grin. “It needs some work, but . . . we bought it!” She took Dad’s white hand into her brown one, and they were both beaming.

Definitely the start of a scary movie, Oscar thought.

Over the coming weeks, Oscar had to admit the idea of living in an old mansion did get his attention. He’d always dreamed of filming a movie with his friends from the neighborhood, but the suburbs of River City never presented any interesting locations. So that part of the move was actually intriguing to Oscar. But he couldn’t let his parents know that.

And frankly, when it came right down to it, Oscar didn’t really care how exciting it sounded. It wouldn’t have mattered if they were going to live in a castle with its own moat and dragon and fluttering silver flags with an Owens coat of arms on them. If it was all the way across the state from the only neighborhood and only friends he’d ever known, Oscar wasn’t interested.

And he did not hide that fact from his parents.
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When the dark day of their departure finally came, all the kids from the neighborhood showed up to say goodbye—including Regan.

Regan was probably Oscar’s best friend, though he never would have told her that. She and that small gaggle of neighborhood friends who came to see him off meant everything to Oscar.

The truth was, Oscar wasn’t the most popular kid in school. And he knew it. Oscar figured most kids just couldn’t get over the fact that he walked a little different because of his shorter left leg. The doctors called his condition “anisomelia.” But, whatever, Oscar had always thought. He had his friends and they had him. And they were about to venture side by side into the jungle of high school.

Except now they weren’t.

Now Oscar was going to be dragged across the state, away from everything that meant anything to him.

When the time came, Oscar climbed into the cab of the large moving truck and looked out the passenger window as Dad started the loud engine. Oscar waved meekly at his friends and then, without warning, the large truck lurched forward and left Oscar’s house and friends behind.

Oscar looked in the side mirror and watched his friends grow smaller as the truck drove away. That would make a cool shot in a movie, Oscar thought, as he watched his friends shrink and then get wiped from his view altogether when Dad turned the corner.

Oscar could barely talk for the first half hour of the drive.

Amá drove the small white station wagon with Abuela and the pets—Oscar’s Gollum and Abuela’s tan chihuahua, ChiChi. Dad and Oscar were crossing the state in a huge orange moving truck that Dad was obviously proud to be driving. He sat up real straight and told Oscar all about the features of the twenty-six-foot moving truck that held all their belongings.

Oscar couldn’t have cared less.

As they made the long drive across the state, Oscar just stared out the window and thought about his friends from the neighborhood who had come to the house to say goodbye. And he thought about Regan.

After a while, Oscar watched Dad operate the surprisingly large steering wheel and thought about how hard Dad had worked the last three months—getting the house ready to sell, getting everything packed, putting up with Oscar’s constant complaining.

Oscar couldn’t help but feel a little bad about all the complaining, so as an olive branch, he asked Dad about the used bookstore he’d bought.

Dad’s eyes went wide, and he talked about the Benevolent Booklover Bookstore for the rest of the long drive.
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Eventually, Dad steered the large moving truck off the freeway and onto the streets of Centerville, navigating through the small downtown and pulling up to the curb in front of their new home.

Oscar had seen pictures of the house online, of course, but it’s something else to be standing on the sidewalk right in front of a three-story, 135-year-old Victorian home.

The house was set back from Main Street, a few old trees shading the front yard. The same two faded pastel colors were on all the railings and columns and stairs and trim of the house: light pink and light blue. It gave off a real haunted dollhouse vibe. It didn’t help that the stone sidewalk leading up to the front steps was uneven or that the wide front porch was completely overgrown with dark green vines.

Dad stood on the sidewalk next to Oscar, beaming. “There she is, Oscar.”

“Yeah. It’s something.” Oscar knew Dad wanted him to like the place, but it’s hard to be excited about anything when you’ve just put five hours between you and everything you’ve ever cared about.

When Amá and Abuela pulled up in the white station wagon, Oscar could tell Gollum and ChiChi hadn’t enjoyed the long ride either. The two pets were freaking out as Amá and Abuela got out of the car, speaking Spanish with volume and passion. Normally they tried not to speak Spanish when Dad was around, so it must have been some ride.

Dad put his arm around Amá and they gazed together at their new home. “Well, Amor? Remember this beauty?” They were both smiling.

Abuela was off inspecting the nearest tree in the yard, tsk-ing about a thick tan vine that had been allowed to grow up and spread all throughout the tree. She pointed out to Oscar how it branched everywhere, clinging to every limb and twig as it spread out. “Nieto, este vine is killing este arbol.”

Abuela made her way to the porch, but Oscar stayed, staring up at the tree. Had Abuela not pointed the vine out, he never would have even seen it. It just blended right into the tree.

Maybe it was Oscar’s proximity to the spooky-looking old house, but the camouflaged vine that was silently strangling the tree felt sort of ominous to Oscar. A hidden killer in plain sight for years, and no one had eyes to see it until Abuela stepped out of the station wagon? It gave Oscar the creeps.

A loud SCREECH made Oscar flinch . . . but it was only Gollum wanting to get out of the car.

Oscar pulled her out and stood there petting her, trying to calm her. “It’s okay, Gollum. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

Gollum did not look convinced.
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Dad struggled with the ancient lock on the dark front door, trying to get the old iron key to work. Good work by the props department, thought Oscar, eyeing the heavy key and the unbelievably dark wood of the front door. That dark wood really stood out against all the weathered and peeling pastels. Oscar imagined the door must have been stained and restained over the years with oil or sap. Or blood even.

When Dad finally got the door unlocked and pushed it open, his “Ta-da!” was upstaged by a loud CREAK as the door swung open.

Stepping across the threshold, Oscar genuinely wondered if he would see a ghost.

He wondered the same thing every time the family walked into another room on their tour of the house. Back in River City they lived in a boring rectangle of a house. Very predictable. Very carpeted. Very drywalled. Oscar never expected to see anything supernatural back in River City. But inside this old house? A ghost just seemed like the most natural thing to see in a place like this.

As the tour continued, Oscar noticed that everything about the old house, from the cold stone basement to the stuffy dark attic, was unique and different and, he had to admit, sort of cool. Glass doorknobs. Stained-glass lights. Intricate leaded windows. Dark wooden spindles holding up the curved railing of the staircase.

Oscar felt like he had walked onto a movie set. A movie set with uneven floors, he noticed as he shuffled from room to room in his corrective shoes.

But as cool as the place seemed, Oscar just couldn’t escape the ugly fact that it was so far away from Regan and his friends back in River City. He kept texting them pictures of the house as Dad led the family around, even adding some pretty funny comments about where you could film different scenes of a scary movie here and there. But none of them replied.

Oscar figured they must have been doing something important.

The tour got cut short when the sun began to set and Dad made an unfortunate discovery. “Well, family. Seems the electric company hasn’t been made aware of our presence yet. Pretty funny, right?”

Oscar didn’t think it was funny at all. Spend the night in this old house with no lights? Not creepy at all!
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As the sun was setting, they started carrying in the mattresses and bedding. Oscar helped Abuela get set up in her little apartment toward the back of the house first. She carried ChiChi around in her thin brown arms, talking to him in Spanish, while Oscar brought in what he could to make her comfortable for the night. Abuela refused the flashlight Dad offered her, preferring to use some candles and matches she’d found in one of the kitchen cabinets. A nice touch for the movie, Oscar thought, watching the way her candle cast long, moving shadows wherever she went.

After helping Abuela get settled, Oscar slowly dragged his twin mattress up the curving wooden stairs and down the hall to his big new bedroom.

He plopped the mattress down in the middle of his quickly darkening room and sat down on it.

“Gollum!” Oscar called to no avail. She was probably off exploring the endless nooks and crannies of the house.

The room seemed very large with just Oscar in it.

Oscar lay back on his mattress, allowing his legs to recuperate from all the exertion.

After a few moments, he heard a strange GROAN coming from the nearest wall and sat up.

That was just old pipes, right?

It must have been, Oscar reasoned, as the last light of the setting sun seemed to get snuffed out and the light grays of dusk were replaced by the dark grays of night.

Oscar quickly retrieved his backpack and suitcase from the truck and carried them up to his room. As the nature sounds from outside quieted down, the odd sounds within the house seemed to get dialed up.

Floorboards CREAKED.

Pipes MOANED.

Oscar thought he heard a muted sort of THUD from the attic above.

As he sat listening, wide-eyed, to the 135-year-old house around him, images of every bad guy and evil force and malevolent spirit from the many fantasy books he’d read over the years came, unbidden, to Oscar’s mind.

Eventually Oscar turned on his phone’s flashlight and got ready for bed. But sleep felt like an impossibility.

Oscar’s heart beat faster with every strange noise he heard. He felt a strange chill. Oscar pulled a gray felt blanket out of his suitcase and wrapped it around himself like a cape where he sat in the middle of the room. He’d gotten the blanket for Christmas when he was eight years old, and it had always brought him comfort.

He wasn’t sure the blanket worked in Centerville. Oscar kept scanning the corners of the room, listening to the unfamiliar sounds all around him.

He texted Regan and his friends again.

He even tried to pray as he pulled his felt blanket tighter around him. Our Father who art in heaven . . . The familiar words of the Lord’s Prayer spilled, rote and rapid, into the dark room around him. Oscar had prayed those words hundreds of times in church over the years, but this time the part about “delivering us from evil” seemed especially fitting. He repeated that phrase several times, like an incantation to ward off evil spirits or floating ghosts. Deliver us from evil. Deliver us from evil . . .

Eventually, Oscar turned off the flashlight on his phone.

As he lay in the dark, Oscar’s thoughts gradually shifted to something far scarier than the possibly haunted house around him: he only had two weeks until the school year started.

Only fourteen days until he would have to walk into Centerville High School and make his way along its unfamiliar halls.

Because of his legs being two different lengths, Oscar dreaded the idea of walking in front of a bunch of strangers. And dealing with the inevitable looks. And trying to make new friends.

Wiping tears away with a corner of his gray felt blanket, Oscar felt like he was eight years old again.

He waited in the dark for sleep to come.






3
Oscar Goes to High School



The next two weeks flew by far too fast.

Oscar’s days were mostly filled up with helping his family. He helped Dad carry furniture. He helped Amá unpack boxes. He helped Abuela straighten up the chicken coop in the backyard. As he cleaned out the chickens’ nesting boxes, he could hear Abuela talking in Spanish to the six hens that had come with the house: “Estás bonita, gallina. Soy tu abuela ahora.”

When he wasn’t helping his family, Oscar spent a lot of time alone in his new room, waiting for the inevitable. He kept calling for his cat, Gollum, but she had become a ruthless hunter since moving into the house—leaving small gray mice for the family to find at the bottom of the stairs each morning. It seemed she couldn’t be bothered to come around and be petted by Oscar anymore.

So Oscar was alone in his room a fair amount of the time. He zombie scrolled on his phone. He tried different ways to arrange his furniture. He positioned his LED lights and experimented with which color setting made the room look the coolest.

But the inevitable finally came, of course.

As Oscar climbed the impossibly steep redbrick steps up to the front door of Centerville High, he wondered why his parents had changed jobs and dragged him across the state away from everything that mattered to him back in River City.

But when he stepped through the front doors, all thoughts of his previous life were chased from his mind. In a single glance, Oscar could tell he wasn’t in River City anymore.

The suburban high school Oscar and his friends had planned to go to their whole lives was in a pretty new building: lots of windows and bright light, wide halls decorated in the familiar red and black school colors, all on one level.

This new urban school Oscar’s parents were forcing him to go to? It was old and redbricked, the narrow hallways were all decorated in blue and silver, and there were multiple stories. So. Many. Stairs.

“Hey, watch it!” An older boy bumped into Oscar where he stood gawking, shaking him from his dizzy thoughts.

Okay then, Oscar.

Head down, Oscar joined the river of kids coursing through the halls and slowly found his way to first period.

Room 3108. Health class. Mr. Sutton Shell.

Oscar sat down at the desk closest to the door and missed just about everything the teacher said after the bell rang. He was in bigtime radar mode, trying to take in everything about his surroundings without looking like he cared too much.

There must have been about thirty students in the class. They looked a lot like the kids back in River City, the main difference being there were fewer white kids here. Back in River City, Oscar’s blended family sort of stood out: Dad and Oscar were the gringos of the family, but Amá and Abuela were from Mexico. Oscar wasn’t blind to how his family stood out in River City. He noticed how they drew cold, suspicious looks from time to time. And if Dad wasn’t around and Oscar, Amá, and Abuela were speaking Spanish? Oscar could feel the distrustful sidelong glances from the people around them. It was Oscar’s least favorite thing about River City.

I could get used to this, Oscar thought as he surveyed the variety of hues in the class.

Oscar noticed a student in a wheelchair seated not far from him. The boy’s name was Timothy Thomas—a memorable-sounding name that drew a few chuckles around the class when Mr. Shell was taking attendance.

As bad as his own leg was, Oscar couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to navigate your first day of high school in a wheelchair. You’d have to constantly head back to the outdated elevator. You might have a harder time seeing room numbers in the crowded halls.

But to Oscar’s surprise, Timothy Thomas had a calm sort of grin on his face and was working a pen between his fingers like a magician with a coin. He seemed completely chill as Mr. Shell droned on from up front.

Droning aside, after the first few minutes of class, Oscar had to admit that Mr. Shell seemed pretty cool. He was a fit, athletic-looking guy who gave off CEO vibes: brown hair slicked back with way too much product. A crisp-looking, blue dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his considerable biceps.

Mr. Shell interrupted Oscar’s radar mode when he leaned dramatically forward, his muscular arms on his desk. “Students, you have lots of choices in front of you here at Centerville High. You need to plug in. Get involved.” He held his arms wide, his chest muscles straining the blue dress shirt. “So as part of your freshman orientation, I’ve invited two members of the Eager Eagle Squad to join us today. The Eager Eagles are a student pep and service club that’s all about school spirit and making the most of what’s great about CHS. These two upperclassmen also happen to serve on Student Council with yours truly.” Mr. Shell’s wide smile stretched even wider. “I’ve invited them here this morning to go over the wide variety of clubs, sports, and activities you can choose from here at Centerville.”

Mr. Shell stood back up. “Of course, we all know that Student Council is the best! Am I right, Shane and Penelope?” He winked knowingly at two students standing in the back of the classroom.

The two upperclassmen gave off unmistakable cool vibes and easily commanded the class’s attention as they sauntered up to the front of the class and high-fived Mr. Shell.

Shane Marshall was obviously a varsity athlete or supermodel—or both. Tight-coiled, black hair, even tighter muscles. Super confident. The girls sitting closest to him exchanged looks and giggled as Shane started going on and on in his smooth, deep voice about how “every Eagle can make a difference.”

Oscar was less interested in the pep talk than he was in the pair of silver sunglasses on the back of Shane’s head. It was something Oscar had never seen before. Maybe it was a Centerville thing? How did they not just fall off?

Penelope Calypso was . . . well, Oscar had a hard time pegging her right away. Maybe a cheerleader? Maybe a drama person? Or choir? She easily held everyone’s attention as she made her way around the room, handing each person a sheet that listed all the extracurriculars at CHS. Penelope had long brown Hollywood-ready hair and walked between the desks with a confident sway. Her silver and blue sweater read Eager Eagles across the chest. When she came to Oscar’s desk, he could smell her perfume.

He tried to play it cool. “Thanks,” he uttered, his voice cracking as he took the handout.

His unfortunate squeak drew a double-take from Penelope and a couple chuckles from the people sitting near him.

Oscar stared down at the sheet, pretending to be enthralled by it but internally chiding himself. Never. Speak. Again.

Eventually Penelope’s turn to present came, and Oscar dared to look up again. She was all smiles and theatrical hand motions. “Listen, friends. You’re gonna have a blast at CHS. I just know it. You’re all really special. I can just tell.” She smiled wide. “Every member of your Student Council and every member of the Eager Eagles Squad is here to help you rock in high school!”

By the end of her speech Oscar found himself staring at Penelope. Realizing this, he quickly looked back down at the handout on his desk. He was surprised at himself. One of the things Regan always thanked Oscar for was not staring and drooling like all the other boys at school.

Oscar rubbed the back of his neck. There was something oddly magnetic about Penelope as she presented from up front.

Eventually Mr. Shell reclaimed the spotlight, and his two Eager Eagles were released to go to their own first-period classes. He then went on and on in an animated way about how awesome Student Council was. It seemed a bit overdone to Oscar. Was this guy paid for every student he recruited or something?

Mr. Shell then sat on his desk, slicked back his brown hair, and spoke more quietly—like he was letting everyone in on a secret. “You know, not every group is as uplifting as Student Council. I mean, if any of you ladies wanna waste your time marching around and beating on a drum, well, that’s your prerogative.” He chuckled dismissively. “The Scotties will take anyone.”

Mr. Shell slicked his hair back again. “And if any of you freshmen wanna stomp around scribbling on a pad of paper and running down the very school that is helping you succeed, well then you might wanna talk with Mrs. Robinson.”

Mr. Shell stood up from his desk and spread his arms wide. “But if you wanna turn out more like Shane and Penelope . . . well, I think you should follow your instincts.”

That was random, Oscar thought, shaking his head slightly.

Timothy Thomas must have thought the same because he actually laughed out loud, like he thought Mr. Shell must have been making some kind of joke.

But no one else laughed, and Mr. Shell shot a serious, condescending look at Timothy where he sat in his wheelchair.

Oscar must have felt pretty bad for him, because when Mr. Shell turned his back to write on the board, Oscar found himself turning to Timothy and giving him his best “That was weird, right?” shrug.

Oscar could barely believe what he had done. Are you trying to draw attention, Oscar?

But Timothy’s eyes got wide and he returned the shrug with a nod toward Mr. Shell that perfectly communicated, “This teacher is a little odd, right?”

Oscar couldn’t help but grin, pleased with himself. A positive social interaction. And no actual speaking, so no risk of that cracking voice. Okay then, Oscar.

Eventually the bell rang and Oscar pretended to arrange things in his JanSport. As soon as people were streaming out, Oscar got up and headed into the hall. In the last four years he’d learned it was always best to move about in as thick a crowd as possible.

And so it went. Algebra second period. History third period. Oscar tried to lose himself in the flow and rhythm of the school day and ignore the fact that soon he’d have to trek the accursed path to a land of great peril and danger: the school cafeteria.
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Oscar took his first tentative step into the cafeteria.

A single glance confirmed everything he needed to know: rows upon rows of tables with attached round stools, all filled with laughing, eating, joking, gabbing kids.

And he didn’t know a single one of them.

Oscar had planned for this exact awkward moment. He avoided all eye contact and went straight to the closest food counter.

No one was in line, and at first, the server didn’t seem to notice Oscar. Oscar stood still, trying to ignore all the laughter and noise behind him.

Eventually the server, an older man, looked up and seemed surprised to see Oscar. “Oh! Lo siento.”

Oscar responded in Spanish to the server’s apology without thinking. “Está bien.” Growing up with a Mexican stepmom and grandmother, Oscar had picked up Spanish from an early age and was used to switching seamlessly between Spanish and English.

The server seemed to be sizing Oscar up. “Mira. Hablas español?”

Oscar grinned. “Sí. Bastante.”

The server, Jorge, grinned and asked how a white kid like Oscar wound up speaking fluent Spanish. The entire conversation lasted less than thirty seconds, but it was Oscar’s first real conversation that day.

Jorge hooked Oscar up with a couple chimichangas, and Oscar immediately headed for the nearest exit. No way was he going to try and find a table to sit at.

He headed down the closest hallway, pretending he knew right where he was going. That was one of the tricks he’d learned working on the yearbook in middle school: if you’re out of class on an assignment, you don’t need a hall pass. You just need to look like you know what you’re doing.

And so Oscar made his way, with faux confidence, down the hall until he passed a girl in a long skirt made from colored patches. Oscar thought she looked like a hippie from the sixties and was shocked when she spoke to him.

“You lost? The lunchroom is back that way.”

It occurred to Oscar that she might actually be trying to be helpful, but he was full steam ahead with his plan and, to be honest, a little embarrassed that she’d seen him doing the Oscar Shuffle without a crowd to hide in. So Oscar just blew past her and headed for the nearest exit sign. “Yeah, thanks. I got it.”

Glancing back, Oscar noticed she held a top-bound spiral notebook in one hand and a pencil in her other. Hadn’t Mr. Shell said something about running around scribbling on pads of paper? The hippie girl just shrugged at Oscar, spun back around, and headed toward the cafeteria. Oscar couldn’t help but notice her short black hair fan out like a Mexican folklórico dress as she spun.

He pulled his gaze away, opened the door beneath the exit sign, and was outside.

Oscar looked around as the door clicked shut behind him.

He had no idea if he was locked out or not, but it didn’t matter. He just needed a place where he could eat alone.

He followed the sidewalk out to the football field that had a big blue and silver Eagles logo at the fifty-yard line. Blue and silver instead of black and red? This is gonna take some getting used to, isn’t it?

Oscar wound up eating two chimichangas all alone in the visitors’ stands.
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After lunch Oscar coasted through fourth-period Spanish class. He felt a little guilty for taking the class but was excited about the easy A.

Then Oscar arrived at his fifth-period class. Room 1105. English. Mrs. Judith Robinson.

Oscar’s main beef with English classes through the years was how teachers were able to take something fairly interesting and make it so boring. Oscar simply loved his books. Especially fantasy books. Wheel of Time, Narnia, Wingfeather, Potter, Wilderking, Redwall, and most of all Tolkien. Oscar was entranced by the worlds and daring adventures people could conjure using only words. It always amazed him how English teachers could make him fall asleep while teaching about words and sentences.

But Mrs. Robinson in fifth-period English? It turned out that was different. Because she was different.

Mrs. Robinson stood with perfect posture, smiling with her whole face, in the front of the class as students filed in. She was a middle-aged African American woman wearing a buttoned sweater and half-circle glasses hanging from a thin chain around her neck. Her presence seemed to command attention as the class quieted down with what seemed like anticipation rather than grudging obedience.

She started class by putting on her glasses and reading a Robert Frost poem about a man riding his horse home at the end of a long day of work. Oscar listened as the image unfolded: even though it’s late, the man stops his horse and just sits there “to watch his woods fill up with snow.”

Mrs. Robinson read that line three times: To watch his woods fill up with snow.

She then closed the book she was reading from, took off her glasses, and said, “Do you hear what Frost is doing here? Think of the silent woods, the snow coming down thick. And listen to those words again. Not just their meaning, but their sound: fill up with snow. I would suggest, scholars, that is the exact sound of a wood filling up with snow.”

Oscar could almost see and hear the falling snow.

Cool.

Oscar looked around to see if anyone else agreed. The students sitting closest to him didn’t seem that impressed, but Oscar noticed Timothy Thomas on the other side of the class looking around with wide eyes. When Timothy saw Oscar, he nodded at him with an expression and shrug that perfectly communicated “Now that was not boring, am I right?”

Mrs. Robinson continued. “That’s the power of the English language, scholars. That’s what we’re going to learn to wield in this class.”

Not bad at all.

Of course, she then went on to walk through the “syllabus,” a fancy class overview that all the teachers in Oscar’s new school seemed to assume everyone had heard of before. That got pretty boring for Oscar, and he found his mind gravitating back to all those scary noises he’d been hearing at their new house over the last two weeks. Were ghosts really real? Was someone (or something) maybe living in the attic?

Oscar’s attention woke back up toward the end of class when Mrs. Robinson started talking about the school paper, the Argus. She was clearly excited about the paper, and Oscar soon found out why: she was the faculty adviser for the Argus.

Mrs. Robinson pulled a big stack of newspapers from a shelf, placed it on the middle of her desk, and picked up the top one as if it were something precious—like a treasure map or an original copy of the Constitution. “This, my friends, is called a newspaper.”

She winked, a playful expression on her face. “I know. I know. It’s not on a screen. You can’t plug it in.”

She opened the paper, holding it wide. “Believe it or not, the Argus is printed on these . . . old-fashioned tree slices.” She chuckled and ruffled the pages, making a muffled crinkly sound. “And here’s the thing about having an actual . . . artifact that you can hold: it changes how you encounter the words themselves.”

An artifact?

Oscar had never heard of something outside of a museum called an artifact before.

Was she right? Did it matter if you read words from your phone or a stack of “tree slices,” as she put it? Did it matter if you scrolled through an article online or held it on a piece of paper in front of you? Oscar had to admit, he always insisted on reading his fantasy novels as paperbacks. He had tried his uncle’s electronic reader one time when they were visiting for Christmas and Oscar didn’t have anything to read. But Oscar didn’t like it. Is that what Mrs. Robinson was talking about?

“But that’s all we have time for today.” Oscar realized he must have gotten lost in his thoughts again. “Just let me know if you’d like more information about joining the Argus staff. You have to be a sophomore to take the seventh-hour Argus class, but even freshmen can join the team and come to our daily afterschool meetings.”

The bell rang, and students started gathering up their things.

Oscar hesitated.

He had not been looking forward to the end of fifth period. It meant heading to sixth period: the most treacherous part of his against-all-odds journey. His next class had a name, he thought, that should not be uttered by mere mortals but only suggested by its horror-inducing initials: P and E.

Oscar was dreaming of skipping sixth period and escaping back to the empty visitors’ stands as he grabbed up his trusty JanSport and slipped into the flow of students filing out the door. But just before getting to the door, he heard his name.

“Oscar? It’s Oscar, isn’t it?”

Oscar’s hands clenched in surprise as he turned toward Mrs. Robinson. “Me?”

She nodded and motioned him over to her. Oscar shuffled over and realized for the first time just how short Mrs. Robinson was. She had such a big presence in front of the class, he’d assumed she must be taller.

“Oscar, I just wanted to say how much I liked your questions today.”

Oscar wasn’t sure what to say. Other than answering “Here” during attendance, he hadn’t spoken a single word in class.

“My questions?”

“Yes, I think they were very perceptive. Have you ever—?”

“Mrs. R! Do you have a second? I’ve got a great idea for a new article!”

The hippie-looking girl from lunch was waving her notebook in the air as she rushed into the room, her patchwork skirt and black hair swinging. When she saw Oscar standing there, she said, “Oh. You again. Found your way back inside, I see?”

“You two have met then, Annie?” Mrs. Robinson was looking back and forth between the two.

The girl laughed. “Well, sort of.” Her eyes went wide as if she’d had a great idea. “I’d say it was a fast funny flyby, Mrs. R.”

Mrs. Robinson chuckled at the clever wordplay as the girl stuck out her hand toward Oscar.

“I’m Annie,” she said.

Oscar shook her hand but didn’t know what to say.

Mrs. Robinson chuckled. “This is Oscar. A freshman in my fifth-hour English class. We were just talking about—”

“Oh!” Oscar pulled back his hand and started for the door. The mention of fifth hour made Oscar remember sixth hour. He was going to be late to the class he’d been dreading most. “Sorry, I gotta go.”

Oscar made a hasty exit and started his forced uphill march to the class which shall not be named.






4
Oscar Sees the Impossible



Oscar’s odd conversation with Mrs. Robinson had thrown him off his schedule at the worst possible time. He shuffled as fast as he could through the emptying halls, feeling conspicuous and fretting about his destination. Not only was the main gym on the complete other side of the school, but he had no idea where in the gym he was supposed to go.

Before his accident, Oscar had liked gym class well enough. But since the accident, it had been a source of angst for Oscar.

At first he simply had a note from the doctor and was temporarily excused from gym class. No one wanted him to risk reinjuring his leg, of course. That had been painless enough. He just went to the library while his friends went to PE, using the time to read his way through the entire Dark Is Rising series.

But when his left leg started lagging behind and what he called the Oscar Shuffle was born, things got more complicated. Oscar was no longer excused because of an injury; he became, as he saw it, a second-class citizen.

Anisomelia is classified as a physical disability. And students with disabilities are required to take adaptive physical education. Sounds fancy, but Oscar discovered it just means whoever is teaching PE has to find something appropriate for you to do (like walking, riding a stationary bike, juggling, keeping balloons up in the air) while everyone else is enjoying the real activity for the day (like dodgeball, kickball, or basketball).

To Oscar, adaptive PE felt complicated. And public. And embarrassing.

And now he was going to be walking into the gym late as well.

Oscar’s plan had been to arrive early, find the teacher, and get sent off to whatever corner was designated for the few students who had adaptive PE before all the other students filled up the gym like an invading horde of trolls.

Maybe the students wouldn’t behave exactly like the clumsy, crude trolls that populated many of the lands Oscar read about in his fantasy books, but since his accident, Oscar had observed that something happens to kids when they step across the threshold from the classroom to the gym. All that energy and frustration and noise and excitement that’s kept pent up in the classroom absolutely erupts in the gym. And that doesn’t always go well for the kid who’s in a corner trying to keep balloons up in the air.

At least that’s how it was back in River City. Here in Centerville? Well, Oscar was about to find out.

Oscar saw the open double doors with Main Gym written above them and slowed his shuffle. He tried to calm his breathing.

Oscar turned into the doorway . . . and his heart sank.

About fifty kids were already sitting in the stands on the far side of the basketball court listening to a large man in a silver tracksuit who was holding a clipboard. Must be Mr. Billy Green.

Oscar surveyed the treacherous path before him and made a quick calculation. There was only one option. He would have to walk across the entire basketball court to join the class in the stands.

But from where he stood at the entrance, Oscar could tell the gym floor had been freshly polished and buffed to get ready for the new school year.

Worst. Case. Scenario.

Not only do corrective shoes look a little weird (and never quite fashionable), they always have very grippy soles. Always. Oscar knew this. And he also knew that shuffling across a newly polished gym floor with super grippy soles made loud squeaks inevitable.

Oscar hesitated inside the doorway, giving himself a much-needed pep talk. Okay then, Oscar. If Bilbo can make it through Mirkwood Forest, you can walk across a silly gym floor. Oscar started shuffling, but he hadn’t taken a dozen steps before a loud SQUEAK exploded from his left shoe.

Only a few kids looked up.

For a moment, Oscar thought maybe he would make it across without too much trouble. But the squeak must have made him unconsciously speed up because the next thing he knew his left shoe was barking out a SQUEAK with almost every shuffle he took.

SQUEAK! SQUEAK! SQUEAK!

Head down, Oscar willed himself to walk less awkwardly, to ignore the rising chorus of whispers, snickers, and giggles emanating from the students in the stands.

As Oscar passed the silver and blue eagle painted in the middle of the court, he noticed Mr. Green had stopped talking.

Oscar chanced a look up and saw Mr. Green had turned to face him. The students in the stands behind him were starting to point, and their laughter was getting louder.

Oscar wished the eagle painted on the court could come to life, grab him in its claws, and fly away with him.

But then something unexpected happened.

Mr. Green walked over to Oscar and met him halfway. His broad shoulders blocked most of the class from Oscar’s view.

“Oscar? Oscar Owens?” Mr. Green checked the clipboard he was holding.

“Yeah. That’s right.” Oscar focused on Mr. Green’s face, trying to ignore the rising noises coming from the stands.

“Says here you have adaptive—HEY!” Mr. Green whipped around and stared at the kids in the stands.

Most people quieted down immediately, but there were three older-looking boys higher in the stands that kept making noise. One of them, the obvious ringleader, kept talking in an animated way. He had a face full of freckles and a mass of thick red hair that stood up on the top of his head like a campfire. He was turned to face his two eager onlookers and was rocking side to side, doing what Oscar recognized immediately as an imitation of the Oscar Shuffle.

Oscar’s face went hot. He wanted to disappear. He shot up a desperate prayer. God, send that eagle to carry me away. Please. And right when Oscar felt tears starting to form, Mr. Green blew his shrill whistle.

Silence filled the whole gymnasium.

The boy with the campfire hair turned and saw Mr. Green staring at him.

Mr. Green’s fists were on his hips. “Okay, students. Apparently you have too much energy to sit still while I do my job. Ten laps oughtta take care of that.”

An unbelieving groan went up from the stands, but no one moved. “Chester, you take the lead.”

The boy with the campfire hair flung out his arms. “Coach, what did I do?”

Mr. Green pointed to the gym floor and blew his whistle again. “Let’s go, Chester. You and your two buddies are the ones who wanted to be teacher’s aides in freshman PE.”

Chester made his way down the stands through the sitting crowd, his two friends close behind him. He slapped a couple unsuspecting students on the back of the head as he reached the gym floor. “Let’s go, freshmen! You heard Coach!”

Chester did not look happy as he started jogging around the gym, followed by fifty now-grumpy students. As he rounded the first corner, he shot his gaze over toward where Mr. Green and Oscar were standing. Oscar could have sworn Chester’s angry glare was aimed precisely at him.

“Sorry about that, Oscar.” Mr. Green genuinely did sound sorry. “First few weeks, I’m gonna have you in the cardio room. Stationary bike okay with you? With . . .” He looked down at Oscar’s leg.

“Yeah, stationary bike is fine.” Oscar glanced at the jogging students and noticed that Chester wasn’t the only one shooting daggers at him. So. Not. Good.

Mr. Green walked Oscar to a side room that had half a dozen stationary bikes. There was a surprisingly big, almost troll-sized, older-looking student on one of the bikes, pedaling hard, a towel across his neck and sweat dripping down his nose.

“Oscar, this is Bobby Kim. Bobby, Oscar.”

The boy kept pedaling but glanced up with an easy smile. “Hey, brother.” He sounded out of breath.

“Bobby here is one of my key defensive linemen, trying to get his conditioning in line before our first game. Bobby, Oscar’s gonna work in here the next couple weeks. Show him the ropes?”

Mr. Green went back into the main gym and blew his whistle three times. “Okay, you people think you can sit and listen now?”

“That black bike isn’t too bad.”

Oscar turned and saw that Bobby was pointing to the bike nearest Oscar.

“It’s all old equipment, but it mostly works.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Oscar set his JanSport down and got up on the bike. Back in River City, he had spent some time on stationary bikes, but they all had digital controls. Oscar didn’t see a screen anywhere on the black bike.

“Just turn that knob down by the front wheel, brother. Clockwise creates more resistance; counterclockwise, less.”

“Thanks.” Oscar watched Bobby use the towel to wipe the dripping sweat from his large, smiling face as he continued to pedal hard.

After some experimenting, Oscar realized if he turned the knob all the way counterclockwise there was no resistance on the tire and pedaling was no sweat at all. He tried to ignore the sounds emanating from the main gym as he lost himself in the rhythm of easy pedaling, his mind playing and replaying everything that had happened so far on day one of high school.

“Okay, boys!” Just like that, Mr. Green was standing back in the doorway, clipboard in hand. “You got ten minutes till the bell if you wanna shower or change.”

Bobby dismounted, his big body breathing hard.

Oscar got off his bike. As he grabbed his JanSport, he noticed a strange WHIRRING sound.

He glanced over at Bobby and noticed that he and Mr. Green were both staring at the black bike Oscar had been using. The sound was coming from the wheel, which was still spinning rapidly.

The three of them just stared at the spinning wheel, listening to the WHIRRING sound.

The embarrassing realization hit Oscar: with the knob at zero resistance, that wheel was going to keep spinning for a while. Oscar peeked over at Bobby’s bike. That wheel had stopped spinning right when Bobby had stopped pedaling. Of course.

“Well, Oscar.” Mr. Green sounded more amused than angry. “I’d say try a little resistance tomorrow?” Bobby and Oscar exchanged looks, and they both chuckled as they walked back into the main gym.

“See you, brother. Be well.” Bobby ambled away, and Oscar quickly scanned the crowd, locating Chester and his two buddies on the right side of the gym. Oscar headed left, keeping his head down and escaping the gym with minimal squeaking.
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Happily hidden within the crowded halls again, Oscar found his seventh, and final, class of the day. Room 4707. Theory and Practice of Art. Ms. Weatherspoon. The room was all the way on the top floor, so Oscar was slightly winded as he took his seat.

Ms. Weatherspoon introduced herself to the class, insisting they call her Peggy. She had long blond hair with several beaded braids throughout it, and Oscar could tell she was trying to be as un-teachery as she could. She was an artiste at heart, and she knew that each student in her class was too.

Oscar didn’t want to offend her artistic sensibilities, but he just wanted a nonacademic elective to make his workload easier. And it seemed art was going to fit the bill just fine.

The class went by without incident until about ten minutes before the final bell of the day.

Ms. Weatherspoon came up to Oscar’s workstation and squatted down to be eye to eye with him. She spoke in a soft, almost apologetic tone. “Oscar. I don’t wanna offend, but I did notice your . . . condition when you came in?”

Here we go, thought Oscar. He recognized that sympathetic tone in her voice. He’d been hearing it in people’s voices ever since about a year after the car accident, right when the growth of his right leg started to outpace the growth of his recovering left leg.

“I know it might take you more time to get down all four floors and out to your bus, so if you wanna leave early, that’s totally cool with me. Okay?”

So condescending. But also, Oscar thought, maybe a little convenient. He had to hoof it home, after all, and if he could get a head start and be clear of the school before the bell let everyone else out, he wouldn’t have to shuffle away from school in front of all those gawking eyes.

Oscar met Ms. Weatherspoon’s gaze. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”

She nodded and pitched her voice as if talking to a small child. “It’s Peggy, Oscar.”

Oscar nodded and forced a smile. This could be very convenient, he thought. Getting let out early every day? “Thanks . . . Peggy.”

Oscar grabbed his JanSport and headed to the nearby stairwell.

Halfway down he wondered if he should have gone around to take the elevator. He’d given up on the old elevator by lunch because it was so often out of his way and seemed to take forever. With only two more stories to go, Oscar decided to stick with the stairs. It wasn’t long before he saw the blessed exit sign and pushed the door open with more force than he had intended.

BANG!

The sound of the slammed metal door echoed up the stairwell.

Whatever, Oscar thought as he shuffled away. He was out. He had made it. And it looked like he had a free ticket to get out early every day. Not a bad win for day one.

But as Oscar started walking through the redbrick district of downtown, his sense of relief was replaced with a chilling realization: he was going to have to go back tomorrow. And he would be walking in the morning. Parading his awkward shuffle in front of the whole school as they arrived.

Oscar sighed.

Not for the first time, his mind was pulled back to that day he and his family got T-boned in an intersection on the way to get frozen yogurt. Oscar had been complaining—whining, really—about wanting to get some frozen yogurt. And he whined so much that his parents finally relented, and they headed the short distance to the strip mall. Oscar didn’t remember much about the crash. But he still remembered almost everything about the long recovery. And the itchy cast. And the whispered conversations with the surgeon. And the slow, long wait to see if the left leg’s growth plate had sustained any real damage.

As Oscar meandered through the small downtown area toward his home, he asked, for the thousandth time, the questions that had been haunting him for the last four years: Why? Why did it have to happen? Why couldn’t I have stopped whining for yogurt?

Oscar’s dark thoughts were interrupted when he noticed Dad’s bookshop up ahead. The large front window had The Benign Booklover Bookstore written across it in old-fashioned script.

Dad had given Oscar a long tour of the “Triple B” (as locals apparently called the popular bookstore) their second day in town. And Oscar had reluctantly helped a few times in the shop over the last couple weeks, mostly carrying boxes of books. Oscar had to admit the fantasy section was pretty cool. And Dad had encouraged him to take a couple books, whatever he wanted. That was a nice surprise for Oscar. So was meeting Mr. Herron, the previous owner of the Triple B. For an old guy, a really old guy, Mr. Herron was actually kind of interesting.

Oscar slowed down when he got to the store, reading again the odd slogan Mr. Herron told him he’d painted on the window himself back in the day: Purveyor of Ideas, Stories, and Paper Artifacts.

Artifacts? Oscar hadn’t noticed the word the previous times he’d been at the bookstore. Something about how Mrs. Robinson had used the word made it stand out to Oscar now.

Gazing through the window, Oscar could see Mr. Herron standing next to Dad at the checkout counter, showing him something about the old store register. Mr. Herron was gray-haired, stooped, and always seemed to be wearing a three-piece suit and a smile. The suits were worn but clean looking, and the smile struck Oscar as pretty genuine. Mr. Herron had a habit of winking at people, and the way his wild, overgrown eyebrows moved when he talked seemed to exaggerate all his expressions, almost like a ventriloquist’s dummy. And Mr. Herron liked to talk a lot. He was always telling stories. Dad claimed Mr. Herron was something of a local historian.

Oscar thought about going in to say hi, but after his adventurous day and dangerous troll encounter at PE, he needed some time alone in his bedroom. Time to think. Time to message his friends from the neighborhood back home.

So he walked the rest of the way to 635 Main Street, only to realize he was locked out. And his phone was dead.
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Oscar collapsed into the rocking chair on the vine-covered front porch, just glad to be off his feet.

He did an inventory of pains. The corrective shoe on his left leg helped quite a bit, of course, but the name was a misnomer—it didn’t really correct everything. There’s so much that’s thrown off when your legs are two different lengths. Oscar’s legs, his hips, his back . . . even his shoulders felt sore after a day of walking and stair climbing.

Oscar sat for a while, rocking and grouching. Why was Abuela gone? Why hadn’t Dad made copies of the key to the side door yet? Why had Amá insisted on using Oscar’s phone charger last night just because she still hadn’t unpacked hers?

As he rocked, Oscar’s mind began to churn with images from his first day of high school: Mr. Shell’s slicked-back hair, Shane and Penelope’s easy smiles, Timothy Thomas’s wheelchair, Jorge’s foil-wrapped chimichangas, Annie’s patchwork skirt and swinging black hair.

Eventually Oscar started replaying darker scenes from his day: everyone rushing past him as he climbed the steep front steps, the loud cafeteria filled with laughter, the harsh squeaks from his left shoe on the gym floor, Chester’s dangerous glare . . . and then, as Oscar sat there fretting, something happened.

Something unbelievable.

A glowing silver orb materialized in front of Oscar.

It was about the size of a beach ball and floated a few feet in front of Oscar’s face.

Oscar’s eyes went wide and he stopped rocking.

No way this is happening.

Oscar blinked. He rubbed his eyes.

But still the silver orb floated there.

Oscar’s mind reeled, trying to make sense of what he was looking at. His fantasy-fueled imagination was just getting the best of him, right? He’d been so ready to see a ghost since moving into this spooky old house that his mind was playing tricks on him. Wasn’t it?

But there it was right in front of him: a floating, glowing silver orb.

The impossible-and-yet-really-there sphere was three-dimensional, like an actual beach ball. But it looked to Oscar almost like it was digitally projected. In fact, as Oscar gazed into the orb, he thought he could make out movement inside the sphere, like a grayscale film or hologram was playing there.

Oscar was so intrigued he forgot to be scared.

He leaned in, all his senses heightened, as the scene within the sphere came into focus. There was someone walking. They were surrounded by a crowd. It was . . .

Wait.

It was the cafeteria at school. And the person walking—actually, shuffling—was Oscar.

Oscar gasped and recoiled from the sphere, his breath taken away as if he’d just jumped into a freezing cold lake.

Oscar could feel his heart beating triple time. But he couldn’t take his eyes from the scene playing in the sphere. There he was, shuffling through the middle of the cafeteria, through a sea of kids who were all laughing and pointing at him.

It was like watching his worst nightmare.

Oscar felt exposed. And confused.

What was this thing in front of him? Was it a ghost? Was he dreaming? Was there some poltergeist trying to mock him?

“Oscar!”

Oscar flinched and looked up.

Dad was walking up the stairs to the porch. “Hey there!”

Oscar looked back and the orb was gone. Directly beneath where it had been, a fine silver mist dissipated as it floated down to the peeling pastel boards under his feet.

Dad walked over to Oscar. “I remembered Abuela was at the doctor and you’d be locked out, so I came home early. I wanna hear everything!”

“Dad, did you see that?”

Oscar’s dad followed his gaze.

“What? The peeling paint? I know. It’s gonna be so gratifying to redo this front porch. And look at all those pastel spindles. They are just begging for some attention and love!” Dad laughed. “But first things first. I need some help unpacking the final boxes in the kitchen. You mind lending a hand?”

Oscar looked around the porch. No ghostly balls. No glowing orbs.

“You okay, Oscar?”

“Yeah. I’m . . . just a little tired from the day.”

“Makes sense.” Dad started for the dark front door. “Come on and tell me about your classes while we tackle those last boxes.”

“Sure.” Oscar answered absently as he stared back at the spot on the porch where the silver mist had fallen. All he saw were old, peeling boards and light green vines.

Had he imagined the whole thing?

Oscar grabbed his JanSport and was glad to leave the front porch behind. But a swarm of urgent questions followed him inside.
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