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Ghosts

    Roll of tape in one hand, amorphous blob of decorative spider
web in the other, Anna MacPherson edged her way slowly along the
eight-foot opening between living room and dining room. She'd been at
this for ten minutes and had already envisioned several ways in which
this maddening substance might be used as a murder weapon,
preferably against its inventor. She pushed the stepladder a few inches
to the right with her foot, teetered up, taped web to the lintel, and
teetered down again.

    She was not quite a third of the way across when Rowan drifted
out of her room upstairs and stood watching, leaning forward over the
rail on the landing. "Whatcha doin', Mom?"

    Anna glanced up at her. "What does it look like I'm doing?
Feeding the cat? Playing the trombone, perhaps?"

    Rowan, often cheerful even at almost thirteen, grinned. "Looks
like you're taping up cobwebs. Sounds like you're getting in
character for the party—you know, so you'll fit right in with your witch
costume."

    Anna forced herself to laugh. The section of web she'd taped in
the first corner chose that moment to come loose and sag
floorward.

    "Damn."

    Rowan bounced down the long, curving stairway. "Why don't
you wait until Daddy gets home and let him do that? He's tall enough to
reach without the ladder."

    "Oh, Rowan. Because Daddy's not coming home today. It's
snowing hard in Minneapolis. His flight got cancelled and he can't get
another until tomorrow. He called about three hours ago."

    "But he'll miss the party!"

    "Obviously. He made me promise to take lots of pictures."

    "A winter storm, and it's still only October. That sucks the big
one."

    Anna winced. "I wish you wouldn't use that kind of language,
Rowan. I guess vulgarity is fine with some people these days, and there's
nothing I can do about it when it's just you kids. But it's not very mature,
really. And you're going to use it with the wrong person someday and
make the kind of impression you don't want to make." Even as she said
this, Anna was wishing she'd bitten her tongue. She was in a bad mood,
was all—what with Dan's phone call and the stupid spider web, and
Rowan spending most of the morning in her bedroom. She needed to get
a grip on herself.

    Five seconds of silence. "Sorry. What I meant was, that is
very unfortunate."

    "It is. There's bad weather all across the country. We're
supposed to get a storm here in Granville tonight, in fact."

    "Snow?"

    "No, just rain and wind. Lots of wind, they're saying."

    Rowan's brief personal storm cloud lifted. "Whoo! Perfect
Halloween weather! Clouds dancing with the moon!" She danced across
the floor, whistling arpeggios and making cloudy flutters with her hands.
Her blonde ponytail sailed through the air behind her. She stopped
suddenly. "Wait! Doesn't that mean you have to handle the whole party
by yourself? All my crazy seventh-graders?"

    "No, it means that you and I have to handle all your crazy
seventh-graders by ourselves, Miss. Which means you are going
to be sober, steadfast, and demure. Get it?"

    "Demure?"

    "Demure. Here, hold this stuff for me and hand it up when I'm
ready." Anna moved the ladder, climbed it, and secured the fallen piece
of webbing. "Speaking of costumes," she said, "have you got yours
together?"

    "Uh... more or less. Still a couple of things I haven't got quite
finished yet."

    "Do you want me to help?"

    Rowan shook her head. "Huh-uh. No, thank you, I mean. I'll get
it. Then it'll be a surprise." She twirled and did a sliding, dramatic
side-step, arms extended. "Ta-dah!"

    Oh, well. At least it wouldn't be a pirate costume, because the
child wouldn't dream of doing the same thing twice in a row. Especially
after the trouble they'd had last year peeling that ridiculous moustache
off her lip.

    Anna shook her head and, again, forced herself to laugh. "Well,
eat some breakfast and then go get it figured out. I've got everything
under control here."
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