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“I was walking with a ghost...”
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AFTER PARTY
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Have you ever done something really embarrassing? I’m talking about so embarrassing that you don’t want to show your face ever again? Like even at school the following Monday? Yeah, well, that’s where was my life was at after the Halloween party ended.

Listen, it’s not my fault that my grandma’s hairpin had paranormal powers. I mean, seriously. How does something like this happen? I was just looking through her stuff in the attic. You know, digging around for accessories for my Lovie Peaton Halloween costume. How was I supposed to know that when I wore the thing that (besides making my head cold) it let me see ghosts? And the worst part? I saw ghosts at Gabriel’s party and they went completely bananas. Gabriel’s this really nice guy from school.  Well, nice enough to invite my friends and I, anyway.

So yeah. While the rest of the party-goers were being attacked by party-pooping poltergeists, I found a hammer-shaped meat tenderizer in the kitchen. Like some sort of cooking crusader, I smashed the cigar box that seemed to be the source of the haunting.

Sure, I probably looked psycho, standing there holding a small metal hammer with chunks of cigar and splintered wood everywhere. But the ghosts stopped.

And, well, so did the party.

My friends Marlow and Albany and I got out of there with the rest of the attendees. It felt like EVERYONE was staring at me. I mean, who could blame them? No one else could see the ghosts, so they couldn’t see what was causing all of the chaos. At least my friends stood by me.

When I got home, I put the hairpin back in the case I found it in and stuffed it down into one of Grandma’s boxes in the attic. That was the last of the hairpin for me.

At least...that’s what I thought.

* * *
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Breakfast the Monday after the party was weird. I was pretty sure Gabriel’s parents were going to call my parents and tell them I trashed their house. But it wasn’t me. Sure, I completely destroyed a family heirloom, but the rest of the mess? That was on the ghosts there. I was just the one who stopped ‘em.

But no. Nothing.

My younger brother Chuck was eating his cereal like a complete hog. He was chewing with his mouth open and milk was dribbling down his chin. He barely acknowledged me, too busy watching some dumb video on his phone.

I barely touched my yogurt and instead kept stirring it so the fruit at the bottom would mix better. But really, who could eat with his horrible gobbling?

“Mouth closed, bro,” I said, unable to take it anymore. 

“Okay, Sissy the Destroyer,” he said, smiling before wiping the milk from off of his face.

“It would be great if you could, A - shut up,” I hissed, giving him an intense dirty look. “And B - close your mouth when chewing.”

“What are you gonna do?” Chuck replied. His eyebrows were up in complete taunt mode. “Smash me with a hammer, Thor?”

Dad glanced over from the sink, washing off his toast plate.

“Knock it off, you two,” he said before setting the plate into the drying rack. “It’s too early for sibling squabbles. Hey, that sounds like a great name for a sitcom.”

Okay, so I have no idea how Chuck had already heard about me going hammer-time on the cigar box. Probably someone’s older brother or sister was there, and it spread quick. It really made me not look forward to school that day.

But what was I going to do? Tell Mom and Dad I needed to stay home forever because I could see ghosts and I went berserk trying to stop them at a party?

Yeah, not likely.

“So, who told you about the party?” I asked, when Dad finally went upstairs. I hated being at my little brother’s mercy, but I was genuinely curious.

“What do you care?” Chuck asked.

I folded my arms. “I can spread rumors too, you know.”

Chuck smiled as if he considered challenging me for a second, and then the smile faded.

“Owen Makowitz,” Chuck blurted quickly. Made me wonder what rumors he thought I’d spread about him. Not that I would, but hey, he didn’t know that.

“Austin’s little brother?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Chuck said, nodding. “He said there’s supposed to be a video of it out there somewhere.”

Great.  That’s just all I needed. Somehow dealing with my gossipy middle school seemed worse than fighting off the dead. Who would have guessed?

In case you forgot, I go to Calderon Middle School. It’s been interesting coming into a new school in 8th grade. It’s like stepping into a movie theater for the last ten minutes of the film. I’m clueless and everyone else already knows what’s going on. By 8th grade everyone knows everyone, and friend groups have been fully formed.

That’s why I’m super grateful for Marlow and Albany. Not only were they quick to become friends with the “new girl,” but they also know the whole deal with the hairpin. No one else does and if I want to survive my last year of middle school, it needs to stay that way.

* * *
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When I got to school, I kept my head down. I pretended I was reading something really important on my phone. I’m pretty sure if I looked up, I’d see some of the people who witnessed my Halloween party shenanigans.

Just act cool, Cecilia, I told myself. No one is looking. It’s all in the past...

I got to my locker without any problem. If I could just do the staring-at-my-phone trick for, you know, the rest of the school year, I’d be in business. If I don’t see them, they don’t see me. Right? Isn’t that how it works?

Yeah, I wish.

“Sissy!” someone shouted in the crowded hallway. It was a boy’s voice. It was familiar, but not too familiar. So, not Albany.

Crap, I thought. So much for my awesome plan.

I looked up, reacting to the nickname Chuck gave me when he was too little to say “Cecilia.” The nickname stuck, even at Calderon Middle School.

Thanks, Chuck. 

Gabriel Lucerda was weaving through the other 8th graders de-coating and grabbing stuff from their lockers. He had his hand up as if I might not see him and go somewhere else...which is exactly what I wanted to do.

“Oh,” I said, forcing a smile to my lips. “Hey.”

“Hey,” Gabriel said, waving a little as he arrived near my locker. “I wanted to talk to you really quick.”

“Sure, yeah,” I replied. “What’s up?” 

I looked at the others nearby. Sure enough, people were glancing over at us. Even Jessica Starper, who had a bandage on her forehead. She glared at me and shook her head which is not at all unusual. 

Love you too, Jess.

“So, about the party,” Gabriel began.

I didn’t mean to, but I audibly groaned. I guess I was thinking I’d kept it inside, but nope, I full-on groaned in Gabriel’s general direction. 

Not great, Cecilia, I thought.

“Hey, I’m sorry about Saturday,” I said quickly, hoping to move past the groan so it didn’t seem like I didn’t want to talk to him. “Please tell your parents that I’ll pay for the box or whatever. I’m sure they were super ticked off at me for wrecking that thing.”

Gabriel shook his head. “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “They’re already over it. Of course, they also said that was our last Halloween party, but hey, that’s not your fault.”

“Yeah,” I said, letting my breath out. “Good. I still feel really bad about it.”

Gabriel shuffled in place a little bit as if he wasn’t sure what to say next. He finally looked up and made one side of his face smile. It was the look of someone who felt dumb or something. He ran his hands through his dark hair nervously. His dark brown eyes looked right into mine. It was serious time.

“So, here’s the thing,” Gabriel whispered. “Whatever you did? It worked.”

Then I almost said something dumb but stopped myself. I wanted to tell him I could see the spirits coming out of the box, but how would that sound? I’m sure I already seem crazy for what I did, but saying I saw ghosts on top of it?

So, instead of saying something dumb, I just played dumb.

“What do you mean? If you’re talking about the light fixture falling on Jessica’s head, that seriously wasn’t me,” I said.

I watched Gabriel look around before taking a deep breath.

Uh-oh, I thought. Here it comes.

“So, weird things were happening before the cigar box thing,” he began. “Right? I mean, things were falling off the shelves and people were being pushed.”
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