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Chapter One ANCHORS AWEIGH


THE BLOODRED MOON casts an eerie glow over the bay. Fog lifts off the ocean and swirls around us as the lapping splash of the incoming tide sways the thick wooden posts of the dock beneath me. If there is a perfect time and place for a ghost story, I’m sitting smack-dab in the middle of it.

“Tell it again, Dad. Please tell it!”

Dad steps back from the telescope and sits next to me, our legs dangling above the dark, churning water. He tightens the hood of his parka against the late-May chill and takes a big sniff of the air. I do the same. If one of the fancy tourist shops in Bar Harbor ever made a candle called Spruce Point, it would smell like this: a mix of spruce, pine, and fir trees layered with the heavy scent of briny ocean.

“You know every detail of this story,” Dad says, knocking his shoulder against mine. “You should tell it to me.”

“You tell it better,” I say. “And Lee Lee’s not here, so don’t leave out any of the scary parts.”

Mom took my sister, Bailey, up to bed already, after they’d had a look at the special moon too. When the moon is full and at its closest to the earth, that’s a supermoon. And tonight there’s a lunar eclipse too, which makes the moon look red and even cooler. A super blood moon like this only happens once every several years.

I’m the one who tracks all this stuff, and the telescope was my tenth birthday present two years ago. At school, some kids call me Mr. Moon. But not in a mean way. They just know it’s my thing. During the school year, Bailey and I ride a van forty-five minutes each way to Bridgewater Consolidated with almost all the other kids who live in tiny towns around this part of Maine. That’s pretty much the only time we get to see our friends since it’s too far of a drive for our parents to get to any outside-of-school stuff. And even though I miss my friends in the summer, I do not miss that boring van ride.

But luckily, I have one summer friend who makes up for living so far away from everyone: Frankie Wilkins. Every summer since we were six, Frankie’s family has rented the cottage right next door to our house, a.k.a. the Home Away Inn, my family’s year-round business. I wish she were here to see this right now, but at least she’ll be here soon—seventeen days and counting.

A wave rolls in and licks at the bottom of our boots. The tide will be about two feet higher than usual tonight, and that’s on top of the already elevated sea level everyone around here is always worried about.

Dad pulls his legs up onto the dock and turns toward me.

“It was a night just like tonight.” His voice rumbles low, like he’s narrating a movie trailer. “The sailors onboard the Westward out of Penobscot Bay knew the coastal route well, and they’d been in worse weather. Spirits were high as the schooner rounded Spruce Point, and the familiar clanging of the floating buoys greeted them.”

“The same sounds we hear right now,” I point out. I love this part of the story. Completely hidden in the fog, the faint clang-clung of the buoys posted off the tip of the point add the perfect soundtrack.

“But then…,” says Dad, his voice urgent. I shiver a little, and he puts his arm around me.

“It’s chilly,” I say. “I’m not scared. Keep going.”

Dad clears his throat and continues. “But then the current swelled, shifting the Westward dangerously close to the rocks. The men shouted and ran to their stations, desperate to regain control against a sudden blast of arctic wind. A spark of light, brighter green than anything the men had ever seen occur in nature, flashed across the beach and swelled into a giant orb, which disappeared into the thick forest along the coast. Many believe that in that exact moment, Spruce Point fell under a curse.

“It was certainly true for the crew of the Westward. The men were distracted. Confused and momentarily blinded. They had no chance of righting their course, and the schooner was dashed against the rocky shore, the mighty ship reduced to splinters under the force of the rogue waves pummeling the vessel.

“In the morning, villagers mounted a search for the ship’s crew that lasted the whole day. While they combed the wreckage, they shared stories about odd experiences the night before. From a chattering flock of sparrows that spun in several tight circles around the church spire before heading out to sea, to a cat who had hissed all night into the empty darkness, each tale hinted that something had spooked the area animals.

“As the sun set, a harsh truth came to light: there were no survivors. All of the sailors had gone to their watery graves, never to be seen again.” At this point, Dad always looks down at the ocean and folds his hands for a moment of silence.

“Except…,” I whisper after I’d taken a moment too.

“Except, legend says that some nights, when the moon is full, the curse returns and the ghosts of the crew of the Westward walk the point, searching for the green light that led to their demise. Their spirits will not rest until the source of the light is revealed. Only then will the link to the curse be broken.”

Cool droplets from the fog collect on my eyelashes. I shiver again.

“Dun-dun-dun.” Dad grabs my shoulders, leaning me toward the edge of the dock.

I startle, then laugh as a tingle zaps through me. Dad smiles and pulls me to standing.

“Okay, Parker, time to pack up and head inside before Mom sends out a search party.” He hoists the heavy telescope, and together we step off the dock onto the pebbly sand, then climb the wooden beach steps toward the inn.

“Wait, Dad,” I say, grabbing his arm. “I left my moon journal at the fort this afternoon. Can I go get it? I really want to record this super blood moon. I need to.”

Dad looks at me with a mix of concern and uncertainty. He knows how much I love things that are predictable, and how amped up and anxious I get when something is left unfinished. Like once when I was little, I had to leave the last part of a puzzle undone because we had to get to an appointment, and I remember feeling itchy and upset the whole time. The way Mom tells it, I was crying so hard by the end that she almost got a speeding ticket driving me home.

I’m working on it, but it’s still really hard for me to let things go. Obsessive tendencies, the nice counselor at school calls it. I prefer particular and thorough.

That’s one of the reasons I love tracking and charting the phases of the moon. It goes through the same steps, month after month, always reaching toward one of two finish points: new or full. Documenting that predictability helps me feel calm. It’s an anchoring activity.

“Please, Dad. I have my flashlight. I’ve been back and forth to the fort a million times, and I know right where I left the journal. I’ll be home like five minutes after you.”

Dad shifts the heavy telescope and looks from me to the woods to the inn.

“Okay,” he says with a sigh. “But straight there and back. And watch your step. Things look different in the dark.”
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Chapter Two NIGHT NOISES


I TAKE OFF before he can change his mind. The brownish-red flush of the moon lights the small field of grasses behind our house enough that I have no trouble finding the opening of the path. But a few feet into the woods, I discover that the trail to the fort that I know so well during the day had turned into something completely different after sundown. Bushes scratch at my arms as I shuffle my feet, feeling for the soft yellow evergreen needles I know line the way.

The sounds of scuttling leaves and rustling branches are amplified by the dark, and I switch on my flashlight and swing it in a wide arc, hoping not to see any eyes glistening back at me. I stand still for a moment, letting the slapping waves and the clanging buoys reorient me. Putting the sounds of the ocean to my back, I press deeper into the forest.

Luckily, the trail is well worn from generations of kids going the same way. When Dad was little, he and Aunt Jenny and their friends discovered the old tree house, nearly rotted away by salt air and gusty wind. He said they spent two whole summers replacing boards and rebuilding the structure. When I came along, he made a few more adjustments, saying he didn’t want me to have to endure the injuries he had, including countless splinters and a few near-death falls from a no-sided platform. And Mom insisted we install some solar string lights when she did the same around her garden last spring. But after that got all set, it became a place for kids only.

I’m glad now, alone here at night, that I have the twinkling lights as a beacon to head to, and that Dad had insisted on putting in a sturdy ladder. I turn off the flashlight and shove it into my coat pocket so I can pull myself up with both hands. As I climb, chittering noises and the sound of large flapping wings above my head remind me how alive the woods are, no matter the hour.

I crawl onto the platform and notice a dark blob in one of the corners, faintly lit by the swaying lights. I squint and get closer, then crab-scramble backward when I see what it is. A mass of squirming spiders emerging from a golf ball–sized egg sac in the middle of a huge web. Like, hundreds of them, creeping all over each other as they swarm up and over the side of the tree house railing. My heart matches the rapid pace of their wriggling legs.

Snatching my journal, I tuck it into the waistband of my pants and race down the ladder, skipping the last two rungs. I land with a thud and rush back up the path, tripping and stumbling over the roots of the trees looming like dark hulking lumps on either side of the trail. I’m thinking they look a lot more like people than they did on my way in. Sailors. I quicken my pace.

When I get to the edge of the clearing and pause to catch my breath, I hear a distinct sound.

Pat, pat, pat.

Footsteps? Maybe Dad came after me to make sure I got home all right.

“Hello?” I call into the darkness. No answer.

Scritch. Swish. Pat, pat.

“Who’s there?” My shaky voice disappears into the misty fog that has rolled off the water and is erasing the buildings here on the tip of the point—our home, the cottages, and a few other houses.

As I peer right and left, looking for the source of the sound, I notice something odd about the way the fog gathers and billows in our horrible neighbor Mrs. Gruvlig’s yard. It’s moving in and out, like her house is breathing. And then, from the tiny slits around the edges of her always-covered windows, a surge of light pushes out into the night. The low cloud of pulsing, dense fog traps and reflects the greenish glow.

The tree limbs behind me lift and wave on a slight breeze, reaching out like arms. I fumble for my flashlight, aim it across the meadow toward home, and run.
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Chapter Three IMPORTANT MISSION


A FEW WEEKS later, the sound of Frankie’s whistle, four high-pitched wheets, sends me flying to my second-floor bedroom window. The pulley sways and creaks as a plastic bucket travels along the laundry line between us. The Wilkinses got here two days ago, and the thrill of having the whole summer ahead of us nearly makes me dizzy. Or maybe that’s just the blood rushing to my head as I lean out to grab Frankie’s note.

I open it to see three letters: K-C-M. This is the ultimate code for I have something exciting and secret to tell you. I bust into a twitchy wiggle, my insides jittering like I’d guzzled a can of cherry soda. Then I shake out my arms and roll my neck. Frankie says I need to work on my chill.

I scratch OK onto the slip of paper and send it back the way it came, calling cooowah, cooo, coo, coo. Frankie glances at my answer, then points to the woods behind her cottage. The KCM is now. I have to move fast.

“Whoa, hey, where ya headed, mister?” asks Mom, stopping me with her arm as I round through the living room on my way to the back door. She has a cookbook on her lap and is planning this week’s menu. People come to the Home Away Inn for two things: the view and the food. At least that’s what our online blurb says.

“Outside,” I say. Outside is the ultimate code for getting Mom to let me do what I want. She’s powerless against it.

“Oh, good! That’s where you kids should be! But not down by the water right now. Got it, Parker? Wait until the tide goes out a bit.” She flicks her fingers through a few snarls in my messy hair and plays whack-a-mole with the piece that pops from the top of my forehead.

“I know, I know. Me and Frankie are just going to the fort, okay?” I duck out of reach.

Before Mom can answer, Bailey comes clumping up from the basement, wearing my pirate costume from last Halloween. The red velvet jacket hangs down to her knees. She lifts the eye patch with one hand and points a plastic sword at me with the other.

“The fort! Can I come?”

“No!”

“Why can’t she?” Mom asks. I feel my freedom fading.

“Because Frankie has something to tell me. It’s not for little kids.”

“Well, that doesn’t sound appropriate.”

“No, not like that,” I stumble. “It’s just a KC…” I suck in the final letter, cringing at my near slipup.

“KC?” asks Bailey. Mom’s eyebrows peak.

“Mom, it’s nothing bad. I promise. Can I go now?”

“You can if you take Lee Lee. Or you can stay here and tell us all what’s going on.” No. Breaking the oath is unthinkable.

“Fine. Come on,” I say.

“What’s a KC?” asks Bailey again.

I grab her pirate collar and pull her close. “Tell you later,” I whisper.

When we get to the back door, Mom calls out, “Whatever you’re up to, have fun!”

Yeah, right. Would have been, if Barnacle Bailey hadn’t attached herself to my plans.

As soon as we’re outside, I hear Frankie’s cottage door slam. She comes running into our yard, pulling a bright orange beanie over her short brown curls. She flies right past us to the opening of the trail at the edge of the woods.

“You forgot bug spray!” her stepmom yells from the back porch, the colorful scarf around her neck flapping in the gusty morning wind. “Pull your socks up high! Watch out for ticks! Leave that hat on so hunters can see you! And don’t be out too long—it’s chilly!”

“I’ll be fine, Deb!” yells Frankie, not turning around. “Don’t flip, potato chip!”

“It’s not even hunting season, Mrs. Wilkins!” says Bailey. “We only have to watch out for bears!”

“She’s mostly kidding! We’ll be safe!” I call, waving as we hurry to follow Frankie.

As much as my mom loves us playing outside, Mrs. Wilkins hates it. I have no idea how Mr. Wilkins talks her into spending every summer on the coast of Maine. Frankie’s dad is a college professor who is writing a book about shore birds, and he says there is no air like salt air for getting the words to flow. But Mrs. Wilkins says she’s a city girl who was born for the concrete jungle, not the real thing.

And the truth is, the Spruce Point peninsula is about as far from a city as you can get. Well, unless you count Blythe Harbor, where we do our shopping. It’s only three miles by boat to the center of town. Eight if you’re biking. Mostly we go to Fairwinds, the grocery store/post office. But we also have Melzen’s Feed-n-Seed, the library, and a little breakfast place that changes its name almost every year when somebody new takes it over.

And then there’s Swirl Top, which sells the best ice cream. They open in early summer, when the first tourists start arriving. That’s also when Ms. Pinkerton turns her side shed into the Fish Hut, where she sells seafood. Both places close soon after the swell of people dies down each fall.

All the modern conveniences, claims Mr. Wilkins. What more could you need?

Mrs. Wilkins’s answer to that is to drive over an hour to Bar Harbor at least once a week, joining the clogged line of loaded cars and huge RVs on Route 3 headed toward Acadia National Park, so she can spend the day among the crowds of visitors poking around the shops in the—air quotes—big city.

“C’mon!” Frankie calls over her shoulder. Bailey and I jog to catch up and the three of us fall into a single-file line as we head deeper into the woods. We’re all wearing late-spring mud boots. Mine and Bailey’s are army-green and already caked with dirt. Frankie’s are patterned with dogs and cats holding umbrellas, and she squishes both feet deep into the first big puddle she sees.

Soon the path turns to the left, and the thick evergreens close in behind us. The roaring churn of the ocean fades and the forest settles into a deep, cottony quiet. Safe, alone, we slow down and cross over the plank of wood that Dad put across the tiny brook years ago.

Frankie glances back at me and motions to Bailey with a dip of her head. I shrug my answer.

“It’s fine, we might need her,” she says.

“Need me for what?” asks Bailey. Frankie doesn’t answer. “Guys, need me for what?”

I’m curious too. “Yeah, what’s up?” I ask Frankie, hustling along the path until I’m right next to her. “What’s this KCM about?”

“I thought you said it’s a KC,” says Bailey.

“You told her?” asks Frankie.

“No, he didn’t.” Bailey sticks her tongue out at me. “What is it?”

“I sort of slipped up when I was trying to leave without her,” I say, poking Bailey’s shoulder with each word.

“Okay, shhh! I’ll explain everything to both of you when we get there.” Frankie looks up and down the path. “I don’t want anyone else to hear.”

We follow the trail as it dips and flows around big, sturdy trees and rotting fallen branches. We push sideways through the pricker bushes. Finally we come to the tree house. Frankie climbs first, then Bailey, then me. Inside, we have an old plastic bin for a table, two round logs perched on their ends for seats, and a carpet of soft yellow-brown pine needles.

“First things first,” says Frankie. “Lee Lee, are you ready to take the oath of the KCM?”

Bailey stands at attention, her fists clenched. “I’m ready!” Then she shifts her eyes between me and Frankie and lowers her voice to a whisper. “But, um, what is it?”

“KCM stands for Kids’ Confidential Meeting,” says Frankie.

“Confidential means secret,” I say. Bailey’s smile pulls to the side, like butter slipping off a hot pancake.

“But why do you call it Kids’?” asks Bailey. “You should call it Secret Agents’ Confidential Meeting.”

“Bailey, I will forgive that comment because you are new to this,” says Frankie. “The KCM is a tradition in my family. It was passed down from my cousin Nellie, who is in college now. We can’t just go changing the name. Got it?”

“Okay, okay. I’m ready. What do I do?”

Frankie raises her right hand and has Bailey do the same.

“Repeat after me,” says Frankie. It takes Bailey three tries to get it perfect, but finally she does:

“I, Bailey Emerton, understand that Kids’ Confidential Meetings are for kids only. I will resist growing up with every fiber of my being. This I solemnly swear.”

When Frankie nods her head, Bailey bounces on her toes and claps.

“I declare this meeting officially open,” I say. “Frankie, what’ve you got for us?”

“Well…” She chews on her lip and pulls at the loose threads of her cutoffs. Frankie’s not into made-up drama, so her stall tactics have me ninety-nine percent curious and one percent scared of what she’s about to say.

“Listen, here’s the deal. I need you to not freak out. And I need you to not get too excited. And I need you to believe me. Swear it.”

Bailey raises her right hand again, and I draw my finger in an X across my heart. Frankie peers over the railing, then back at us.

“Okay. Here goes. I saw a ghost in Mrs. Gruvlig’s yard last night. A ghost kid.”
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Chapter Four EVIDENCE


“FOR REAL?” BAILEY squeaks. “You saw a ghost?”

“This is huge,” I whisper, looking in the direction of Mrs. Gruvlig’s. “I’ve always thought there was something off about that house.” I shift from foot to foot in the small space. “Of course witchy Gruvlig would have a ghost living with her in that creepy, probably haunted place.”

Mrs. Gruvlig is the meanest person I know and one of our only year-round neighbors. She sits in the shady corner of her porch every day staring at the ocean, her little dog Napoleon at her feet, as she picks the meat out of piles of steamed crabs to sell in little plastic containers. Mom tries to wave at her, but whenever Mrs. Gruvlig sees anyone, she tenses her jaw and looks down, shaking her shaggy gray hair so it covers her round weathered face. On Halloween, she’s the only person on the whole peninsula who doesn’t turn her light on. Probably because she’s out on her broomstick.

Mrs. Gruvlig has had a lot of sadness in her life, Parker, Mom always says. But when I ask her like what, she doesn’t tell me. The point is, you never know what someone else’s problems might be. It’s important to be kind, no matter what. Mom likes making excuses for grumpy people like that. Her other favorite is Maybe they have a headache.

I sit down and pat the boards next to me. “Tell us everything. What did it look like? Was Mrs. Gruvlig with it? Where was it exactly? Did it see you?”

Frankie shivers as she pulls her knees under her chin. “First off, I couldn’t get to sleep last night because this mosquito was torturing me…”

“That happened to me once!” says Bailey. “It kept buzzing and buzzing…”

“Shh! Let her tell it.”

“Anyway, it was late, but I was wide-awake. That’s when I heard a weird noise coming from Mrs. Gruvlig’s yard.”

“Noise?” I ask. It’s usually graveyard city over there.

“Yeah. I heard… music. Like, someone singing.”

“Gruvlig? No way,” I say.

“I know, right? So, I got up to check out what was going on, and that’s when I saw it.”

“It?” asks Bailey. She starts chewing on the cuff of the pirate coat.

“Something small. And human-shaped. Completely white. White hair, white face, and a long white dress or robe or something. It was twirling in and out of the trees, grabbing at the branches, and… singing.”

“Then what?”

“Then it disappeared. Just, bloop, gone. Right around the back of the house. After that, everything was quiet. Finally I went back to bed.”

“Who was it?” I ask.

“This is what I’m saying, Parker. Not a who. A what. I’m telling you I saw a ghost.”

“Did you see any legs?” asks Bailey. “Under the robe thing? Because ghosts don’t have legs.”

“How would you know?” I ask.

“How would you?” she shoots back.

“Guys. Guys. Focus,” says Frankie. “I don’t know if I saw legs or not, okay? I was too freaked out.”

“Okay, sorry. What else do you remember?”

Frankie folds into a yoga pose, sitting cross-legged with her eyes closed. She rubs her temples. Bailey copies her.

“It was dark,” Frankie chants. “The moon was only a sliver. But still, I clearly saw all that white, practically glowing.”

“Um-hmm,” I say. “Waxing crescent, coming up on a first quarter moon.”

Frankie opens her eyes long enough to roll them at me. When she closes them again, she begins to hum. She searches note to note, stringing together a creepy but somewhat familiar tune. When she starts the song over, I join in with the words. “If you go down to the woods alone…”

“Stop!” shouts Bailey, hands over her ears. “I don’t like that song!”

Frankie puts her arm around Bailey. “Sorry, Lee Lee. Didn’t mean to freak you out. You know that song is about having a picnic, right?”

“I know, but I’d never go to a picnic with scary music like that. I don’t care how many teddy bears were there.”

“Okay, back to last night,” I say. “Any other sounds, like chains or moaning?”

Frankie pauses, thinking. “Nothing. And you know what? I never heard Napoleon bark, either. Not once.”

“So Mrs. Gruvlig is a witch and her house is haunted?” asks Bailey. “Like, for real, Parker?”

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out.” I turn to Frankie. “There’s something else about Gruvlig I’ve been wanting to tell you.”

Bailey scoots closer to Frankie until she’s practically sitting on her lap.

“What?” whispers Frankie, leaning in.

“Well, you know how Mrs. Gruvlig almost never has any lights on at night?” I ask.

“She doesn’t?” squeaks Bailey.

“Outside or inside,” says Frankie. “I’ve always thought that was strange. When the sun goes down, it’s like she disappears.”

“Right,” I say. “But the night of that super blood moon a few weeks back, I saw a weird glow from behind her closed blinds. And Storm Micah hit the very next day.”

“Is that when everything flooded?” Frankie asks. “We saw the pictures on the news even before your dad called us.”

”Yeah, it was bad.” The N’oreaster hadn’t been predicted to come this far north, but it hit us hard and the storm surge had completely washed over the causeway bridge that connects the point to the rest of town. We’d actually been stranded for a few days. A ton of people’s basements had flooded, and some boats were lost too.

“After that, I started watching her house more closely. And every time I see a flicker of light from her place, it rains the next day.” I lower my voice. “I think the two things are connected.”

Bailey tilts her head to the side. “But when Mrs. Rhoades taught us the water cycle, she said it rains because a cloud has gathered enough water droplets.”

My hands curl into fists. “I know that, Lee Lee. This is different.”

“So a ghost moves in with a lady who seems to be able to control the rain. Something big is going on here,” says Frankie.

I nod in agreement.

“FRAN-cis! FRANCIS SOFIA! Where are you? Time to come home!” her stepmom calls from the edge of the woods.

Frankie cringes and punches the floor next to her.

“It’s Frankie,” she whispers through her teeth. Then she stands and brushes off her shorts. “Ms. Shopaholic insists I need new shoes.” I look down at her faded, beat-up sneakers. One of them has duct tape holding the sole onto the toe part. Mrs. Wilkins might be right this time.

“Well, hurry back so we can figure this out,” I say.

“Another KCM?” asks Bailey.

“Yeah, but remember…,” Frankie says, finger across her lips. “Kids only.”

Then we all grab hands, and Frankie and I teach Bailey the goodbye oath.

“Kids’ Confidential Meeting—over. Grown-ups—never. Kids—forever.”

At the edge of the woods, Frankie turns toward the ocean.

“You know who we need to tell about this,” she says, looking across the bay to Fox Island.

“The cousins!” I say, and she grins. “They’ll be here soon—Friday’s lobster delivery.” Then I scrunch my lips and say out of the side of my mouth, “In the meantime, keep a lookout.”

Frankie nods sharply and salutes. “You too. Keep your eyes and ears open.”
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