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Raithfield Manor looked exactly like a rotting skull.

The cement steps leading up to the porch fell at the edges—a mouth twisting into a grimace, with its front teeth missing. Plants covered the mansion’s roof, like moss growing over bones, and below it, vines snaked through the empty frame of the top right window. The blackened hole in the mansion’s face glared at Barret Eloise.

“I’ll give you a hundred bucks to go in there,” Cody, her brother, said from the driver’s seat of their family’s beat-up Camry. He’d gotten his license three months earlier, and now it was his job to chauffeur her to and from school. As soon as he’d learned how much the manor creeped her out, he’d started badgering her about it.

“No way. It looks like a skeleton.” Barret Eloise tried her best to stare down the mansion as they wound toward it on the long mountain highway to their home.

Cody brushed his shaggy brown hair out of his face. It was the same color as rumpled, decomposing leaves in fall, and the same color as hers. He snort-laughed. “Sure, and spaghetti looks like worms.”

“It does!” So what if her brain sometimes decided to imagine food as creepy, crawly insects?

The car chugged over the potholes on the road that led to both Raithfield Manor and to their home. This street was known as the Road to Nowhere because it led to exactly… nowhere. The government had made it with the intention of winding it all the way around the reservoir in town, but they’d stopped construction only three miles in. Now, it was a scenic roadway that overlooked a charming lake that hid beneath it an old, drowned town.

“A hundred bucks, take it or leave it,” Cody said, insistent.

“No,” said Barret Eloise, voice flat and not joking, the sort of voice Mom used when she told Dad not to buy yogurt especially made for their cats.

“What about fifty bucks to stand on the porch?”

Barret Eloise folded her arms across her body, almost as if she were protecting herself. She’d been doing it ever since the incident in history class that afternoon.

Cody drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Okay, okay… How about twenty bucks to open the front gate?”

“No, Cody. No!” All the pain she’d shoved inside her throughout the school day boiled up.

When Mr. Pinnard had announced groups for their history paper—a project where they were supposed to experience history for themselves by researching a local landmark in town—she’d been excited. It was hard to talk with everyone in a whole class, but in a small group, maybe she could get to know some of the other kids. Maybe she’d finally have people to sit with at lunch and maybe she’d find a partner for the frog dissection coming up in science class. She didn’t want to have to do another dissection alone like she’d had to with the cow’s eye last month.

She’d watched the other kids in class celebrate as, one by one, they were grouped together until there were four students left: Helena, who was the sole person in school who actually seemed to notice her, but only because she was still upset about something that’d happened in elementary school; Wayne, the computer mastermind who turned her stomach into a habitat for butterflies; and Ridge Bellows, who was a star at pretty much every sport ever; and… her.

Finally Mr. Pinnard had called their names, but when he’d called her name, Ridge Bellows hadn’t celebrated. He hadn’t even sighed. Instead he’d done something much worse.

“Who?” he’d asked.

Mr. Pinnard had pointed out Barret Eloise. Ridge had turned, a half-chewed pencil dangling from his mouth; then he’d shouted, “Oh! The smart one! I GET THE SMART ONE!”

They’d been in the same classes for the last six years. The smart one. How was it possible that people knew she got good grades, but they didn’t know her name? “Terrible” didn’t begin to describe how she’d felt.

“So?” her brother said. They’d passed Raithfield Manor by now, but not by much. “You doing it or what?”

“NO!” Barret Eloise’s hurt felt like lava inside her mouth. “No, I’m not going into Raithfield Manor. No, I’m not going to willingly walk up to a hundred-year-old mansion that would probably fall around my ears the instant I set foot inside it. No, I’m not going to get nabbed by the Raithfield ghost! No, I’m not going to do any of that, because I’m not stupid!”

“Yikes.” Cody reached over awkwardly and patted her on the head, his arm sticking up in the air. They’d both inherited their dad’s lanky height, all elbows and knees. Most of the time she thought they looked like not-fully evolved humans, Homo habilis, with their joints all out of proportion. “Somebody had a rough day.”

Most days were rough, but today had been painfully dreadful.

Cody took a right, leaving the Road to Nowhere behind, and they cut up the mountainside on a thin, gravel road. As a crow flew, Raithfield Manor was only about a mile away from their house, but crow flight wasn’t a helpful measurement of distance in the mountains. Drive time was about fifteen minutes. It would take centuries if she were to try to walk. Barret Eloise glanced back at the manor, knowing she’d get one last glimpse of it before they reached home. She wanted to stick her tongue out at it, since she hadn’t been able to stick her tongue out at Ridge Bellows, who hadn’t known her name. Instead, her eyes popped open.

Before when she’d looked, the large right window had been an empty, black hole. Now, a figure stood there, outlined in a white glow, as if a floodlight shone against their back. Goose bumps crawled up her neck and into her scalp, and air wheezed through her mouth.

“You don’t have to hiss at me,” Cody said.

“No, I—I saw someone in Raithfield’s window.”

“Sure thing, Spaghetti-worms. Your imagination’s running wild.”

She twisted in her seat, trying to get a better view, and this time, she was too distracted to respond, because now, the window was empty, no hint of the person she’d seen. Who would be in the manor? Why would anyone go in there? It was dangerous! She kept watching, even when the mountains swallowed the skeleton house whole.

Once home, Cody flung himself inside, leaving Barret Eloise behind in their driveway. In about an hour their parents would get home and make dinner, but for now she had a four-way video call with her history group. She climbed up the porch steps. It didn’t sag like Raithfield Manor, but was instead draped in an assortment of pumpkins and squash, along with a fake garland of maple leaves. Her mom called it faux-fall greenery, not that any of it was actually green.

She double-checked that her phone was hooked up to their Wi-Fi (cell service this far up in the mountains wasn’t good enough to hold a video call), then propped it against the porch railing and pressed the link that would take her to the call with her group. She used the image of herself on the screen to comb her fingers through her hair and straighten the wrinkles from her shirt.

First impressions are important, she thought to herself, even if this was more like the one million and eighty-second impression than anything else. She’d known everyone for years, but apparently, her knowing people didn’t mean they knew her back. She wasn’t sure what she was hoping for out of the call: To not be awkward for once? To be friends? Or at least be friend… ly? Or maybe she just wanted to make sure people knew her name.

Barret Eloise. My name is Barret Eloise, she thought of saying as soon as she got on the call. Her phone connected.

“Why do teachers always have to give boring homework?” Ridge sat at his kitchen table, his rusty-red hair mussed and sticking up, framing his pale, freckled face. One half of a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich was clutched in each hand. “Is that what they learn how to do at teacher school? Let’s see who can brainstorm the most terrible homework idea,” he said in a falsetto voice.

Everyone kept on talking as if Barret Eloise hadn’t appeared on their screen. She froze in her seat, not knowing what to do.

“Researching local history isn’t that horrible of a project,” said Wayne. He wore his thick-rimmed glasses and ate Cheetos out of a bag using a pair of chopsticks. His gaze was on the laptop to his right, the edge of which showed on the screen. “I mean, we’ve definitely had worse projects.”

“No way,” said Ridge. “And why are you eating Cheetos like that?”

“I think what you’re trying to say is, Why are you such a genius?” Wayne twiddled his clean fingers and then typed on his laptop, not getting orange dust anywhere.

Barret Eloise knew she needed to say something to make it clear she was there, but Hello, hi, what’s up? didn’t seem quite right. Hollow emptiness opened inside her—how was she supposed to feel anything but lonely when no one ever seemed to notice her?

“I agree with Wayne,” Helena said. Her face was so close to the phone that her whole right eye took up the screen. The deep amber of her iris was shot through with streaks of gold, and her soft-looking brown skin looked like it glowed.

“That I’m a genius? Why thank you.” Wayne clicked his chopsticks together.

Helena laughed, then said, “No, about having worse projects. Remember last year when we had to do that project listing all the types of pasta sauces that were available at the Piggly Wiggly?”

“What sort of project would you find more interesting?” asked Wayne, seeming to be genuinely curious, even though he still hadn’t looked at the screen. He was too focused on whatever it was he’d pulled up on his laptop.

“I know!” interrupted Ridge. “Makeup!” He burst into laughter.

Helena blinked. “I don’t wear makeup.”

“Can we focus and get this figured out?” said Wayne. “I don’t want to be on this call all evening.”

“Where’s the smart one? Isn’t she supposed to be here?” Ridge asked.

Her. Ridge was talking about her. She steeled her spine and forced herself to speak, settling on a simple, “Hello.”

Wayne jerked, head popping up and dropping his snack bag. “I didn’t know you were here yet.”

“You finally arrived!” Ridge tossed his arms up. “The smart one has arrived to save us with an interesting idea!”

“I’m not the smart one,” Barret Eloise managed to say. “My name is Barret Eloi—”

Ridge set down his sandwich and slapped his hands on his kitchen table, rattling his plate. “You are too, smart, and your name’s too long. Why is your name so long? Has anyone ever told you that before? I know Southerners need to give girls multiple names for some reason, like Betty Sue and Ava Grace and Virginia-Savannah-Horace-Bernard-Lilly-Mae-Grace or whatever, but Barret Eloise has too many syllables. Bear-et El-oh-eeze.” He counted them out. “Five! Five syllables! Has anyone ever called you Bear? I’m going to call you Bear.”

Barret Eloise didn’t want to be called Bear. She wasn’t a bear. She wasn’t even close to a bear. She was more like a tabby kitten or a hibernating turtle or a mouse who liked to read and drink hot cocoa and never have to talk to real people, because talking to real people was confusing.

“Bear, what’s your smart idea for our project topic?” Ridge asked.

She swallowed, her brain struggling to keep up with the speed at which Ridge talked. She’d come prepared with a pretty good idea, though, so she forced herself to say, “We could research Fontana Lake.”

Ridge’s face fell. “No. Nope. That sounds boring. Lakes are what you swim in, not what you research.”

But there’s a drowned town beneath it, she thought. She had to think the words, though, because her mouth no longer worked. It was too dry, and it’d forgotten how to talk.

“Has anyone ever told you that you’re annoying, Ridge?” Wayne’s laptop had disappeared from view. He was focused entirely on the call now.

“Yes. Often,” said Ridge. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re a nerd?”

“Nerds rule the world,” said Wayne. “What idea do you have? I don’t suppose you have anything decent.”

“He’s not here to do any work.” Helena tipped her head to the side, as if she were lying down. Now both her eyes showed vertical on the screen. A strand of her brown, spiraled hair fell over her cheek. “Ridge is only here to take credit for the work we do, not actually do any himself.”

Ridge grinned and took a big bite of his sandwich.

“This is going well. We make a really great team. At this rate we’re going to have to go to conflict resolution in the counselor’s office.” Wayne reached under his glasses and rubbed his eyes with his Cheeto-dustless fingers. “Seriously, we need an idea. Any idea. It doesn’t matter what it is, just so long as we have one.”

Barret Eloise hadn’t come prepared with a second topic for their project. She’d liked her idea of the lake, and Ridge had squashed it flat without a second thought. She scrambled, trying to come up with a new one.

“What about the cemeteries on the other side of the lake? You know, the ones the Road to Nowhere was supposed to connect to, that now, nobody can reach,” Helena said.

“If nobody has access to the cemeteries, how are we supposed to research them?” Wayne asked. “Read newspapers?”

“I’m not reading a newspaper,” said Ridge.

“You’re totally unwilling to do any work,” Wayne accused.

“I’m not going to do something if it’s a bad idea!”

Both boys exploded into conversation, complaining about each other’s work ethic… or lack thereof. Helena sat by, expressionless, while they argued. Barret Eloise’s mind drifted back to the remains of the tumbledown mansion on the mountaintop—to the way its green, rotting roof stood out from the cheerful, confetti-like trees that surrounded it, to the paint that flaked from its sides, and to the FOR SALE sign that had been posted out front for as long as she could remember…

“—and I’m definitely not going to go talk to old people,” said Ridge. “Old people have skin that looks like it might fall off their faces—”

She thought, too, of the strange person in Raithfield’s uppermost right window. They’d been outlined in white, almost as if mist were ghosting off their shoulders….

“—and they speak slow too,” Ridge said. “Why do people speak so slow when they get old?”

Fear ribboned through her as she thought about Raithfield Manor. She didn’t want anything to do with it, but maybe it would be the exact right idea. Ridge couldn’t think it was a boring topic, and it was kind of related to Helena’s cemetery suggestion. Maybe it was so perfect, it would make her group like her.

Hope sputtered inside her chest, and when she spoke, her voice blared out of her, too brash and too rumbly. “Raithfield Manor!”

The phone went quiet. She covered her cheeks and the blush that she knew raced across them. What was wrong with her? Either she could hardly talk or she talked too loud or she sounded like Ridge’s bear.

“What’d you say, Barret Eloise?” Wayne asked.

“Nothing.” She didn’t want to be accused of having an awful idea again.

“You definitely said something.” Helena tapped her screen, as if she were tapping Barret Eloise on the forehead.

“Every idea is a good idea,” said Wayne.

“That’s not true,” said Ridge.

Barret Eloise’s blush intensified, crawling down her neck and over her chest. Her whole body felt like it was a hundred degrees, and she knew her pale white skin probably looked like it’d been sunburned. She reminded herself that she always got good grades for a reason, then forced herself to say, “Raithfield Manor. We could research Raithfield Manor.”

Again, nobody spoke.

Her stomach roiled as she waited for a reaction. Ridge didn’t give a reason why it would be too difficult or boring to research. Wayne didn’t say anything sarcastic about how their group needed to go to the counselor’s office together. Helena didn’t tell her that looking into a house riddled with awful rumors was a bad idea. It was so quiet and still, that for a moment she thought her connection had frozen.

But then Ridge let out a low whistle and said, “So, Smart Bear does have good ideas after all.”
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Barret Eloise tugged on the straps to her backpack, pulling it tight against her spine. It was a nervous movement that she repeated often, one that hugged her bag tight to her body.

“Have fun!” Cody called from behind her. He sat in the idling car, which he’d parked flush against the sidewalk.

She ducked her head and beelined it straight to the library.

“Do good research! Learn about interesting things!” Cody shouted as he drove down the street. “I LOVE YOUUUUU!”

She might be embarrassed, but at least no one she knew was around.

“Wow,” said a voice from the library’s doorway. Helena.

Mortified, Barret Eloise lifted her head. “What are you doing here?” she blurted, immediately regretting how rude she sounded.

Helena stood, holding open the old oak door of the library. She narrowed her eyes. “Probably the same thing as you. Getting a jump start on the Raithfield project.”

“Is Ridge here? Or Wayne?”

“How should I know? It’s not like I told them I was coming here.” Helena turned and let go of the door, making Barret Eloise reach for it fast or else get shut out.

Barret Eloise scampered inside after Helena. They’d become friends early in elementary school, but during fourth grade their friendship had begun to change, and Barret Eloise had never quite understood why that had happened.

Slowly, over time, the friends Barret Eloise’d had when she’d been in elementary school had drifted away, leaving her alone with only her schoolwork for company. She’d read once that loneliness was like an illness, and sometimes she imagined her sadness as a real thing, a disease that spread through and affected her whole body. Often it could be found sitting heavy inside her stomach, but right now it shifted into the part of her brain that controlled the ability to talk. It didn’t allow her to find the right words to say.

Helena dragged one hand over her hair. The top half of her hair was twisted back in neat, small braids, leaving the rest of it in soft, cloudy curls that fell around her shoulders. She asked, “Should we make a plan or something?”

“You can stay here while I go find a librarian. Maybe you can…” She tried to think of something to keep Helena busy. “… find us a table to sit at.”

“What… but—” Helena gestured toward the mostly empty library. “There are so many tables open. What do you need to go find a librarian for?”

“I was going to ask for help.”

“But I’m here. You could ask me for help,” Helena said.

Barret Eloise’s thoughts scattered; she hated the tension that had entered Helena’s voice. She wanted to make Helena happy, but she didn’t know how. She didn’t know how to be friends with people. All she seemed to know how to do was school and getting A’s and writing projects and—she panicked. Legs stiff, she turned and started walking toward the librarian’s desk.

From behind her, Helena muttered, “This is why people don’t like working with you.”

Hurt shot through Barret Eloise. People didn’t like working with her? No one was ever outright mean to her, so she’d never thought that people didn’t like working with her. She’d just assumed people forgot she existed.

The kind librarian behind the reception desk smiled broadly and welcomed Barret Eloise to the library as she finally made it to the desk. His hair spiraled in the same way as Helena’s, which he wore pushed back with a multicolored headband. She asked for advice, and he recommended reading through newspaper archives online. He also mentioned the microfilm machine at the back of the library, which was used to read old newspapers. She had never used one before, and for some reason, the thought appealed to her more than looking up the articles online.

The librarian said, “The room’s already unlocked. Somebody beat you to the microfilm, so you’ll have to wait until they’re finished.”

Barret Eloise spun to ask Helena if she wanted to figure out how to use the microfilm together, but when she turned, she found the lobby empty. She tightened the straps to her backpack again, until it squeezed her body in a hug, then cut through the library to reach the microfilm room. Indeed, the door was closed, and she decided to wait until its occupant left. Just opposite the room was a display case that caught her eye. In it, the library posted art pieces made by kids who came to their programs.

The display case held a series of dioramas, little boxes in which scenes from local history were depicted. She glanced at each, reading the descriptions beneath. There was one on the history of the Native Americans who’d lived here before settlers forced them out and onto reservations, another on the creation of the reservoir during World War II and the little town that used to exist in the valley—this diorama had been constructed inside a fish bowl, a third was of the cemeteries in town, and one about the massive wildfire that washed over the surrounding mountains midsummer two years earlier.

Last came a diorama that was painted entirely black on the inside, casting the whole scene in shadow. Inside the box was an ashen hill, with spindly, barren trees dotting the landscape. Atop the hill sat a house, with its right uppermost window punched out, and inside that broken window was propped a bone-white rocking chair. Beneath the diorama were the words: NEVER ROCK AN EMPTY ROCKING CHAIR, OR YOU’LL INVITE GHOSTS TO SIT DOWN.

A shiver washed up Barret Eloise’s back, settling at the base of her skull. She knew the diorama was nothing but an ode to one of the superstitious old wives’ tales that floated through the mountains, but all the same, she turned away from the diorama, not wanting to stare at the empty chair a moment longer.

The door to the microfilm room opened. She looked up in time to see Wayne step out. He jolted when he saw her, and half ran into the doorframe, which made him drop everything in his arms. The sheaf of papers he’d held cascaded down and around his feet.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

Did he not like her either? Her loneliness crept into her mouth, stilling her tongue from replying. Silence filled the space between them, only broken by his papers settling against the floor. There were probably worse things in life than not having people like you… it was just too bad that she couldn’t think of any of them.

“I bet you’re here to look up stuff on Raithfield,” Wayne said with a wry grin as he knelt. “I thought I was going to get a head start on research today, maybe even beat you to it. You came up with the idea, so I wanted to help by doing something too.”

Feeling brittle inside, she gingerly crossed the room to help him pick up the papers she’d made him spill. She forced herself to think about their research project and asked, “You were using the microfilm machine?”

“Course.” He looked over his glasses at her. “It’s old tech, but it’s still tech, which means I like it as a matter of principle.”

“You like all tech?”

“Old tech is what led to new tech, and new tech is what will lead to future tech. Neat, huh?”

It was neat when he put it like that. All the scattered pages were printouts of newspaper articles that mentioned Raithfield Manor. She struggled to think of something else to say and finally settled on asking about tech: “Do you like artificial intelligence?”

“Sure.”

“And… do you like… umm science fiction?”

His eyes grew big. “Now that’s what I like the best! Especially the theoretical stuff! Authors always stick cool futuristic ideas in science fiction before real-life science can catch up. Do you like science fiction? What kinds of books do you like?”

Shocked, Barret Eloise stared at him. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had asked her what she liked… or for that matter when anyone had ever asked her what things she liked. Helena must have, back when they’d been friends. Some of the loneliness inside her eased. She said, “I like—”

“Wayne?” Helena said, interrupting their conversation and startling Barret Eloise. They both looked up to see that Helena had popped out from behind a low bookshelf not far from them. She held a thick book. “Are you here doing research too?”

Wayne nodded, then asked, “Wait. Are you both researching today? You came together?”

“Yes… I mean, no,” Barret Eloise said hurriedly. “I mean, we’re both researching, but we didn’t come together. I guess we all had the same idea today, but none of us actually told anyone else.”

“Our communication skills suck,” Wayne said, and the edges of his eyes crinkled when he laughed.

Helena’s feet appeared beside them. “Did you find anything about Raithfield?”

Wayne said, “I couldn’t find much about the actual history of the house, just lots of blogs written by ghost hunters. Most of those repeat the stories we’ve heard since we were kids.”

“Did you read the one about the bottomless caverns that are supposedly dug beneath it?” Helena asked.

“That story doesn’t have enough ghosts for the blogs. They seem to like the one about how the whole mansion comes alive at night and eats kids, and the one about ghosts living inside the mirrors and snatching kids away to live in a mirror world.” Suddenly he grinned, sharp and fierce. His smile lit up his face. “My favorite story is the one about the cupboard portals, but none of the blogs mentioned that one.”

“Cupboard portals?” Barret Eloise asked.

Wayne rubbed at a wrinkle between his brows. “Now that I’m thinking about it, that story might be one my cousin made up.”

Helena laughed under her breath. Even Barret Eloise had to smile. There were plenty of rumors about Raithfield. But that’s all they were. Rumors. Stories people made up, just like the one Wayne’s cousin had invented.

Barret Eloise said, “I doubt Mr. Pinnard would let us count ghost hunter blogs as reliable research.”

Helena crouched and thumped the big book she held right on top of the papers Barret Eloise and Wayne were trying to organize. She pointed at a black-and-white photo. “Look at this.”

The picture was of a house Barret Eloise barely recognized, but after a moment of staring, its frame became vaguely familiar, with its front stoop and the two extra-wide windows on the second floor. Raithfield Manor. Other than its structure, not a single thing about the mansion looked the same. For one, it wasn’t falling apart with a decaying shingled roof and its scowling front steps. For another, the FOR SALE sign out front hadn’t been vandalized a dozen times over. Beneath the picture was a number, the price of the house back in the 1930s.

“Is this book about realty sales?” Wayne asked.

Helena bunched her fist into the center of the book. “I was thinking… who knows more about houses than a Realtor? I wondered if there might be a book about it. This book isn’t really about realty. It’s about the history of architecture in the area. Apparently Raithfield Manor was built by someone who worked closely with the railroads, and it cost a ton of money to build, kind of like the Biltmore.”

They’d visited the Biltmore Estate in Asheville, North Carolina, on a school field trip once. The Biltmore was as close as a person could find to a castle in the United States.

Helena said, “Because I was thinking about realty, it made me think that we could go to Mountain Realty Group and interview the people who are trying to sell Raithfield. Their office is just down the block.”

“That’s a really good idea,” Barret Eloise said.

Helena met her gaze quickly before glancing away, almost as if she’d been surprised by Barret Eloise’s compliment. Barret Eloise stood up, determined that next she’d come up with a good idea of how to research too.
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When they reached the realty office, Helena pushed open the front door. Warmth flooded out of the space, along with the scents of cinnamon and clove. It smelled like sweetness, like pie and gooey rolls covered in frosting. Inside, only one person was working, a woman Barret Eloise knew because she used to teach at the elementary school in town. Helena had said Mrs. Parton was a family friend, and Wayne had said that his family had bought a house from her a few years back.

“Oh!” Mrs. Parton stood from behind her desk. The edge of it was lined with little solar-powered bobbleheads, which bopped and swayed in the sunlight that filtered through the front window. “I’ve never seen you three hanging out before.”

“We never have,” said Helena.

Mrs. Parton’s expression shifted into one of joy. “Isn’t making new friends fun? That’s a thing I plan to do for the whole rest of my life.”

It was hard enough making friends right now; Barret Eloise couldn’t imagine having to do it as an adult, too.

Mrs. Parton strode over to Helena and wrapped her up in a hug. For a moment, Helena’s face relaxed, and Barret Eloise realized Helena’d been tense all morning. Actually, maybe Helena was always tense. She’d never seen her this relaxed and calm. The moment Mrs. Parton’s arms fell from around her, her expression became rigid once again, back to the normal Helena that Barret Eloise knew.

“How can I help you? I don’t imagine you’re trying to buy a home together.” Mrs. Parton gestured to empty chairs before her desk. They all took seats.

“Only if you’re selling property on a Monopoly board,” said Wayne.

“We’re doing a school history project on Raithfield Manor,” Helena explained.

Mrs. Parton sat down in her chair hard. “I hope you aren’t planning on going there. The place isn’t safe for anyone, especially not kids.”

“No way.” Helena shook her head. “We just want to learn about it. The sale sign has been out front for years. Haven’t you all tried to sell it?”

“Tried?” Mrs. Parton asked, her voice tilting up high at the end of the sentence. “My dear, trying to do something isn’t a guarantee that thing will actually happen, and hoo boy have we tried.”

“But why can’t you sell it?” Barret Eloise asked. “Better yet, can you tell us about anyone who’s owned it? What about the person who built it?”

Mrs. Parton rested her forearms on her desk. “The Raithfields aren’t as famous as the Vanderbilts, who crafted Biltmore, but they were still plenty wealthy. They constructed their home in the early 1900s, and were there long enough for their twelve children to be born and raised.”

“Twelve kids?” Wayne asked. “That’s a lot!”

“Perhaps,” Mrs. Parton said. “Big families weren’t as uncommon back then. The family experienced a lot of tragedy, what with four of their children passing away when they were young.”

“What did they die from?” Barret Eloise asked.

“Three of them died from influenza.”

“And the fourth?”

Mrs. Parton glanced away and said, “The Raithfields moved out of town at the beginning of the Great Depression, and as far as I know, they never returned. Since that time, the property has exchanged hands a few times, though no one’s stayed long. The last people who owned it purchased it in the 1970s. They bought it sight unseen, bewitched by its history, but once they stepped foot in it, they ran.”

Wayne leaned over and whispered into Barret Eloise’s ear, “Ran, or stepped into a cupboard portal and disappeared?”

Trying not to laugh, Barret Eloise pressed her hand to her mouth and glanced at him. She liked the way it felt when their gazes connected, his eyes all crinkled at the edges from snickering at his own joke.

Mrs. Parton continued, “Since then we’ve tried to sell the house a hundred different ways, but no one will buy it.”

“Why not?” Helena straightened her spine. She’d been drawn toward Mrs. Parton while she talked. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Other than the fact that it’s falling apart?” Mrs. Parton’s raised one eyebrow. “Everyone’s too frightened of the ghost.”

A shock ran through Barret Eloise, but she did her best to suppress it. She hadn’t expected a real estate agent to mention the ghost, because ghosts weren’t real, just like cupboard portals weren’t real. They’d come here to learn the truth, not to hear another rumor.

“I don’t believe in ghosts,” Barret Eloise said.

“That doesn’t mean you can’t still be scared of them,” Mrs. Parton pointed out. She winked at Barret Eloise as if the two were sharing some sort of inside joke.

Never rock an empty rocking chair, or you’ll invite ghosts to sit down, the little diorama in the library had said. Barret Eloise’s mind flicked backward, remembering the white-outlined figure in Raithfield’s window. She also remembered Cody calling her Spaghetti-worms and reminding her that her imagination tended to be extra wild.

Mrs. Parton said, “Rumors of ghosts are enough to detract a lot of buyers, even if they’re not true. The people who are curious about buying a supposedly haunted house are turned away from the amount of work it’d take to fix up the run-down place. There are plenty of real stories about Raithfield besides the ghost, ones about rotten wood and people falling through floors and the earthquake that once collapsed an entire room. Those things are all very much true, and it makes the place quite dangerous. What we need is for someone to buy it, tear it down, and start over from scratch.”

“What about the ghost stories?” Wayne asked. “I read some of them this morning on ghost hunter blogs. Are there any that you know that might be real?”

“Hmm…” Mrs. Parton tapped the top of a bobblehead dog, setting it swaying. “I’m sure I shouldn’t tell you this, but I have the feeling that you’ll dig up this story sooner rather than later, so I think it’s better you hear it from me. Let it serve as a warning for you not to go there.”

We’re not going there, Helena mouthed at both Barret Eloise and Wayne. Barret Eloise nodded, agreeing. There was no way she would risk falling through a rotten floor and break her legs.

“There’s only one story that I believe, and that’s because there was a witness. In the early 1960s, Norma Winslow went inside Raithfield with her boyfriend, Eugene Bakerman, when they were in high school.” Mrs. Parton paused, and all three kids drew together, getting closer to her desk.

A chill worked through the office, the air-conditioning kicking on and sending shivers across their skin. The scent of cinnamon and cloves altered, turning into a sharp tang inside Barret Eloise’s nostrils.

“And?” Wayne asked.

“And then, the screaming began. People could hear it down the mountainside, woke them up around two a.m. when their dogs started howling along with the screams.”

Barret Eloise’s lungs tightened, the air inside them burning.

“The police showed up around dawn, but all they found was Norma, standing out front, confused and unable to speak about what had happened. I heard it tell that she was never the same again.” Mrs. Parton’s gaze flickered to each of them in turn.

“But…” Helena reached forward, until she gripped the edge of Mrs. Parton’s desk. “What about Norma’s boyfriend? What about Eugene?”

Mrs. Parton’s expression blanked, eyes turning vacant. “He was never seen again.”
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