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CHAPTER
 1






I can’t wait to meet this ghost!”


“Shh!” I hissed. “Lower your voice. Or at least don’t talk like you expect to see the ghost yourself. You could say something like, ‘I can’t wait to learn about the ghost.’ Then it wouldn’t matter if people overhear.”


Tania nodded absently, her eyes on the steamboat ahead. I followed her gaze. I was psyched about the trip. I’d never been on a steamboat, and this one was a beauty, old-fashioned and fancy. It had a real paddle wheel! On the top deck, a flag whipped in the wind. The air smelled of river water, and gasoline from the boat.


We were on a dock in a small town on the Mississippi River, somewhere north of Saint Louis. We’d head down the river, just Mom, my sister, and me—and the crew of the Haunted TV show. The fact that we were investigating a ghost story, and my sister could really see ghosts, made it just that much better. Even if I couldn’t see ghosts myself, I could expect an adventure.


“I can see why they wanted to investigate this ghost,” I said. “A steamship pilot who crashed the boat. Pretty dramatic.” I leaned closer and whispered, “See any sign of him?”


“Not yet.” Tania glanced around, and then wrinkled her nose. “This would be great, if it weren’t for her,” she muttered.


I didn’t have to follow my sister’s gaze to know whom she meant. Madame Natasha stood on the dock a few yards from us. Her gauzy blue-and-green dress fluttered in the wind, her red hair topping it like a candle flame. She had her eyes closed, and her face was pinched in this expression that was probably supposed to be spiritual. She’d said she wanted to start “tuning in to the vibrations,” if you can believe that.


I found Madame Natasha annoying, but it was even worse for Tania. She could see ghosts, but didn’t want anyone to know about it. The fake psychic said she saw ghosts, and wanted everyone to know about it. Tania knew Madame Natasha was only pretending, and the stories she made up were all wrong.


I watched the TV crew board the boat. Most of them I recognized from the first time we traveled with them, a month ago, though I didn’t know them well. My heart jumped when I spotted Maggie, the production assistant. She grinned and waved. I felt my face go red as I waved back.


Mom hurried around the deck, checking on everyone. She saw me watching and called out, “Not long now!”


Right. I’d learned something about TV shows. When you see them on TV, they’re usually exciting, because something is happening all the time. But when they’re shooting a TV show, mostly nothing is happening. It’s just people moving around, setting up equipment, calling out commands, and complaining that things aren’t working right. It takes forever.


“Let’s get on now,” I said, “before they start shooting. We can explore the ship.”


Tania’s gaze flicked between the ship and Madame Natasha. “I don’t know. I want to see that fraud’s first encounter. I want to hear what lies she makes up.”


I glanced over at Madame Natasha. She was standing in full sun, probably to make her colors brighter. But I guess she hadn’t yet learned the lesson about slow TV shows. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and her hair looked limp. The makeup artist came down to dab more powder on her face, as if she didn’t already have enough.


“We’ll have a better view from on the ship,” I said.


Tania shrugged and nodded. “I guess we’d better get behind the cameras before they start filming.”


We went up the gangplank, dodging TV show staff and the boat’s crew. The sailors were all in old-fashioned clothes. The ship usually did river cruises, and I guess the old costumes were part of the deal.


We checked out the main deck, then took steep stairs up to the second level. If we leaned over the railing, we had a good view of the gangplank and the open part of the lower deck. Bruce, my stepfather and producer of Haunted, stood in front of the camera and beamed. Someone called out, “Action!”


“Welcome to Haunted, where we delve into the questions of the spirit world. We’re here today on the Delta Belle steamboat, one of the rare survivors from the great era of steamboat river traffic. This beautiful ship was built in 1920. A mere six years later, the ship hit a snag in the river, a buried tree that tore through its hull. Many passengers and crew died that day—and it is said that one of them still haunts the ship! We’re here to see if we can reach that ghost. To start, we have our special guest, the psychic Madame Natasha. Let’s watch her first entrance to the ship. Will she pick up on vibrations from the spirit world?”


Tania leaned close to me and whispered, “I can’t wait to see this.”




“Speaking of seeing things, do you see anyone else? I mean, anyone I can’t see?”


Tania shaded her eyes and scanned the deck. “No. No ghosts here. So if that fraud says she sees one, she’s lying.”


I considered this. “That’s assuming you still see every ghost there is. We don’t know that for sure.”


Tania looked up with wide eyes. “But I have to!”


My sister’s on a mission to save all ghosts. “Remember what you read? Sometimes preteen girls see ghosts, but then stop seeing them as they grow up.”


“But I’m not a teenager yet! I’m only eleven.”


“Yes, but we can’t assume it will stop exactly on your thirteenth birthday. We don’t know for sure. I’m just saying you should be prepared for disappointment.”


Tania slumped down and scowled. Personally, I wouldn’t mind so much if she never saw another ghost. The last one almost killed her. Sure, Tania will insist it wasn’t the ghost’s fault. She didn’t mean any harm. But what difference does that make, when you’re possessed by a crazy ghost that makes you ice-cold? And I was the one who had to protect Tania, help her help the ghost, and keep it all a secret from our parents and the TV crew.


I didn’t even get to see the ghost. I guess I’m not “sensitive” enough. Doesn’t life stink sometimes?




Madame Natasha slowly came up the gangplank. I think she was trying to look floaty, but it ruined the effect when she tripped at the top. She recovered and took a few steps onto the deck. She closed her eyes, held up her hands, and tossed her head back and forth a few times. “The spirit vibrations are so strong! So much pain. Oh!”


She dropped her hands and staggered back a step. I was hoping she’d step onto the gangplank and fall down it, but no such luck.


She had her head bowed, and I think she was moaning, though I couldn’t quite hear. Then her head snapped up and her eyes opened, staring straight ahead. She reached out a hand as if offering to shake. “Yes. Yes, I can hear you. We’re here to help you move on to a better place. I will help you pass through the veil, so you may rest in peace.”


From behind the camera, Bruce started waving his hands and mouthing something. Madame Natasha glanced at him and added, “After we hear your story.” Bruce nodded.


Tania turned away with a sound of disgust. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever seen. Come on, I want to find the real ghost.”


We went all over the ship. The bottom deck was the largest, with about twenty feet of open space at the front of the boat. That was where they’d filmed Madame Natasha. The boiler room was toward the front, and the engine room at the back. Staterooms surrounded them. The paddle wheel, at the back of the boat, rose as high as the third deck.


Stairs led up to the next level. A sign said it was called the boiler deck, even though the boiler was below. A walkway went around the deck, with railings on the outside. That level had an enormous lounge, a kitchen, and a big dining room where waiters were setting the tables.


We went on up to the third level, which was called the hurricane deck for some reason. It had the same kind of open passage all the way around, with railings to keep people from falling off. I don’t think I’d want to be up there in a hurricane, though. This level held more staterooms.


Finally, the top deck was open except for a tiny pilothouse and black smokestacks rising into the air. The sign said the deck was called the Texas roof. Where did they get these names?


The pilothouse had windows in a curve around the front and sides. We peered through a side window. Four men stood inside, dressed fancy in buttoned-up vests and hats and things. A big guy with a mustache had one hand on the enormous wheel. He glanced at us, grinned, and lifted the other hand to pull a cord.


Whoo-whoooot!


The sound of the whistle made my heart leap in a funny way, and I found myself grinning back. Steam billowed out of the smokestack just behind the pilothouse. The captain’s hand dropped to the wheel, and we were moving.


I swung around to look over the front of the boat as we pulled away from the dock and out into the river.


“All gone, sir!” one of the men called.


“Maybe they’ll let us go in and watch him steer,” I said.


Tania didn’t glance at me. “But where’s the ghost! I want to find him.”


I sighed. “Can’t you just relax and have fun?”


She turned her big blue eyes on me and just looked. I sighed again. No, she couldn’t just have fun. “Well, where else do you want to look, then?” I grumbled. I wondered again—what if there was no ghost? The last time, I had trouble even believing Tania. I thought she might be crazy, or lying, or…something. Ghosts couldn’t be real. Even after seeing one possess her, I hadn’t seen the ghost itself. The more time passed, the more my skepticism was coming back. And even if some ghosts were real, who was to say this one was?




“What about down below?” she said. “In the…the hold, or whatever? There must be a lower deck.”


I shrugged. “Let’s look.”


We went to the first deck again. As we poked around, I had the strangest feeling. Like someone was watching me.














CHAPTER
 2






I glanced over my shoulder. Nothing. I tried to shake off the feeling.


A moment later, I was looking back again. The passageway was clear, but a shadow stretched out from the corner we’d just turned. Well, why not a shadow? It was a sunny morning, and people—living people—threw shadows. But we’d just come around that corner, and no one else had been there.


Tania had gone on. I grunted and followed her. I wasn’t here to worry about shadows.


I wouldn’t let myself look back as I went along the passage. Not until I got to the end. As I turned the corner, I couldn’t help but glance over my shoulder.


A dark shape disappeared into a side passage. I’d only had a glimpse, but it didn’t quite look human. The outline was too blurry, and transparent at the edges.


The hair prickled on the back of my neck. Was it the ghost? I wasn’t supposed to be able to see ghosts—was I? All this ghost stuff was still new, and we didn’t really know the rules.


I wasn’t sure if I should tell Tania. She’d go charging after the whatever. But what if it was nothing—my imagination, or one of the crew who just happened to be nearby? Or some person spying on us. That was a creepy thought, but I didn’t know why anyone would bother.


Or maybe it was the ghost. Maybe I’d actually seen it myself! So why was it acting so strange? The last ghost didn’t sneak around. She just hung around the stairs where she died. She’d been happy to find out that Tania could see her—well, as happy as a wailing, insane ghost ever gets.


So I kept my mouth shut, and just kept glancing over my shoulder until my neck hurt. We couldn’t find any way farther down, unless it was from inside the boiler room. We hesitated outside the door and exchanged glances. A boiler room didn’t sound like the kind of place tourists were invited to visit.


A man came out of the room. He was dressed in a different kind of old-fashioned outfit from the men in the pilothouse—rough shirt, suspenders holding up dark pants, and a soft cap.


“Excuse me,” Tania said, “can you tell us how to get down below?”




He grinned. “Ain’t no down below. This is a riverboat!”


Tania frowned. “And what is that supposed to mean?” She doesn’t like it when people sound condescending—who does?


“It means she only draws three feet of water.”


Tania and I looked at each other blankly. The man grinned even wider, and went on. “This here river is shallow—only five or six feet in places. Takes a shallow boat to get through. Riverboats have flat bottoms, everything carried above the water. They can slide right over sandbars and snags. A riverboat’s just an engine on a raft.” He grinned and winked. “They say the best riverboats can travel straight across a meadow, so long as there’s dew on the grass.”


“Oh.” Tania bit her lip. “So there’s nothing below? This is it?”


“That’s right, honey.”


I pointed to the boiler room. “Can we look in there?” I really just wanted to see it for myself, but Tania shot me a grateful look.


“Sure, take a peek.” He opened the door and let us look through. His Old South accent slipped a bit as he said, “This isn’t quite how it was in the old days. They’ve made it a lot safer. Boilers used to blow up all the time.” Tania’s eyes widened, and he gave her a wink. The accent came back. “Don’t you worry, honey, we’s as safe as your room at home nowadays.”


We looked around at all the machinery and pipes. Everything looked clean and freshly painted, not that old. The air hummed with a sound like a powerful fan. I wished I could take a closer look at it all, but they were busy working.


“It’s a great ship,” I said.


“Don’t say that!” He looked outraged. Then he grinned. “Ships sail on the seas. On the river, it’s a boat.”


“Right. Okay, thanks.”


He went inside and closed the door. “So no ghost?” I said.


Tania’s eyes widened as she looked past me. “No, not a ghost of a chance that I’m going in there!” She laughed brightly. Before I could ask her what the heck she meant, she said, “Hi, Mom!”


Oh. This ghost-tracking thing would be easier if we weren’t trying to keep it a secret from everyone else who thinks they’re the ghost hunters.


“Isn’t this a beautiful ship!” Mom exclaimed.


“Boat, Mom,” I said. “On the river, we call them boats.”


Mom messed with my hair. “Maggie tells me they used to call them floating palaces.”




Maggie joined us and smiled. My heart gave a bump. “Fancy riverboats, like this,” she said. “Lots of boats just carried cargo and kept it simple, but passenger boats pulled out the works. Have you seen the dining room? Dinner is in a few minutes.”


She led us to it. We’d just glanced in before, only interested in finding a ghost. Now I saw what she meant. Mirrors in gilt frames lined the walls and made the room look bigger. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Every piece of ceiling and wall had fancy carved woodwork. The chairs were big and plush, the tables covered with white tablecloths, china, and glassware.


“We’re at Captain Dale’s table,” Mom said as proud as if she were an honored guest, and not just in charge of the show that was paying for this trip.


We settled ourselves. I had Tania on one side of me, and Maggie on the other. I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I looked at the paper menu set on my plate. It listed what we would get for soup, salad, main course, and dessert. It was a good thing we didn’t have choices, because I couldn’t understand a single thing listed. I think it was French. The silverware was heavy, and of some different metal than ours at home. Maybe real silver. All this might have been pretty, but I didn’t like it. I had three forks and two spoons. How was I supposed to know which to use?




In a few minutes, the captain joined us. He was the big man from the pilothouse. He wore a black jacket over a buttoned-up white vest, with an actual pocket watch on a chain. His mustache was long and droopy—old-fashioned like the rest of him.


He greeted us with a friendly smile, and waiters brought our salads. I reached for a fork and hesitated. I tried to see which one other people were using. Maggie leaned over, so close I could feel her breath on my cheek. “Start from the outside and work your way in.” She touched her own silverware. “Salad fork, dinner fork. The little one on top’s for dessert. Big spoon for soup, little one for coffee.”


I gave her a smile, half grateful, half embarrassed, and dug into my food. The grown-ups chatted. Madame Natasha sat across from Tania and talked loudly about emanations and manifestations and stuff. Bruce, next to her, hung on every word. I caught Mom giving them a few dirty looks.


Tania fidgeted more than usual. She kept putting down her fork, craning her neck to look around, and then sinking down into her chair with a sigh.


Maggie leaned close and whispered, “What’s up with Tania tonight? She’s sure in a mood. Don’t tell me she’s becoming a surly teenager.”


I swallowed hard. “Hey, what have you got against teenagers?” I tried to make it a joke, but I’m not sure it worked, because Maggie looked embarrassed.


“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…you know, teenagers are supposed to be sullen, but you’re not like that.”


I shrugged and blushed, fumbled with my silverware, and dropped my fork. It hit the plate with a loud clank. “Tania’s just in a mood tonight.” Sometimes I really wish we could tell Maggie about Tania seeing ghosts. It would be nice if I wasn’t the only one responsible for my crazy sister. But Maggie didn’t believe in ghosts, so she would just think we were making it up. We had reasons why we couldn’t tell anyone, even the people who did believe. I always thought having a secret like that would be fun. But it’s kind of lonely.


When Maggie turned away, I leaned toward Tania and hissed, “Give it a rest.”


She looked at me with her lip trembling, like she was about to cry. “But where is he?”


I opened my mouth, but then saw Madame Natasha staring at us with a kind of hungry look. I said loudly, “Yes, dinner is good. Why couldn’t they just call it steak with potatoes?”


Tania catches on quick. She didn’t even glance across the table. “Mom says that gateau thing for dessert is chocolate cake.”




I said softly, “Don’t worry. We’ll have time to…um, see everything.”


When we’d finished dinner, the captain got up and bowed. “In the olden days, the gentlemen would have gone to the smoking room, and the ladies to the ladies’ lounge. But tonight, I’ll invite you all to join me in the lounge, to hear the story of a disaster that took place on this very boat. How a decent man failed in his duties one dark night, and the accident that led to lives lost. How that poor soul still walks these decks, trying to make amends for his mistake. The ghost of the Delta Belle.”


The lounge was just as fancy as the dining room. We passed through the ladies’ lounge end, which was all delicate curlicue decorations, and paintings of wispy-looking girls in long dresses. The chairs had high backs and embroidered cushions, and looked really uncomfortable. No wonder men went to the smoking room on the other end. It had big solid chairs, dark green carpet, and lots of shiny brass bits. Still fancy, but in a manly way. It was kind of funny, though, because now it had several of those “No Smoking” signs on the wall, looking way too simple and modern. You could separate the two rooms with a partition, but it was pulled back now.


Most of us sat facing Captain Dale. Madame Natasha dragged a big chair next to his, though. She sat stiff and prim, like a queen looking down on her subjects. That’s when I noticed the cameras going behind us. They were filming the captain’s story, but of course Madame N had to get in on the act if she could.


When everyone was settled, Bruce nodded to the captain to begin. He gazed around a minute, then he tipped back his head and called out, “Steee-amboat a-comin’!” I wasn’t the only one who jumped.


Captain Dale’s eyes twinkled as he looked around at us. “Once upon a time, you could hear that call up and down the rivers of America. The Mississippi, the Missouri, the Ohio rivers. They went from Saint Paul to New Orleans, Montana to Saint Louis. They plied the bayous of Texas and Louisiana, and the rivers, bays, and coasts of the Pacific Northwest and California. Steamboats were how people and goods got around the country. And in those days, every boy wanted to be a steamboat man.”


The captain reminded me of a Mark Twain impersonator I’d heard once. I wondered if his accent was real or just put on for show, like his clothes. Either way, it was good entertainment.


“One young man named Henry O’Brien grew up watching the steamboats pass by his riverside town. He dreamed of traveling with them, and his dream came true. He started as a roustabout—a deckhand. He was on call night and day, sleeping among the freight when he could snatch a few minutes. He carried bales, crates, and wood for the boiler, running over the narrow gangplank. It was a hard life—but he was on the river!”


I glanced at Tania to see how she was taking the show. Her eyes were huge, and her face pale and intent. But she wasn’t looking at the captain.


I nudged her. “What’s up?”


“He’s here!”
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