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To Miriam

and Martin.

Because you are kind

and brave

and all the proof I need

that magic is real.
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July 15

Dear Desdemona,

My family needs your help. Our beloved house ghost, August, has disappeared. We’ve always treated him like part of the family, and he was present for every celebration and holiday. We even kept a room for him (except, of course, when we had houseguests). We’ve looked everywhere. Even the basement, which he hated.

I guess we did something to upset him. We would do anything to make it right.

What can we do to get our friend back?

Sincerely,

Brokenhearted in Blight Harbor

Dearest Brokenhearted,

First, my condolences. It is always hard to lose a loved one, even when that loved one is long departed. It sounds as though your dear August has moved on. This is a perfectly natural part of the afterlife and happens to every specter. Where your August has moved on to is one of the great mysteries of both this world and the next. I suggest you have a celebration of the afterlife for your August and spend time remembering the things about him that made him special to your family.

Allow me to add one more thought: the otherworldly have very little to fear. If August was reluctant to enter your basement, you may well have a concern. For the safety of you and your loved ones, I suggest you vacate the house immediately until you have the space thoroughly spiritually cleansed. An exorcism may be in order.

I hope this brings you peace.

Kindest regards,

Desdemona Von Rathe
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“I’m sorry, Evie. She’s gone.” Mr. Seong’s words and the sadness in his kind eyes made my heart drop like a rock right into my stomach.

“Gone where?” I asked, but I was afraid I already knew. Florence—the ghost that lived in my best friend, Maggie’s, house—had moved on. To where, I wasn’t sure, but it had happened. It was supposed to happen. Ghosts weren’t meant to stay forever. Eventually, they all left.

“Off to wherever they go, I suppose.” Mr. Seong looked deflated. He stood in the doorway, with only an empty and quiet house behind him. I’d been concerned about Florence being lonely while Maggie and her mom were away for the summer, but I’d never once considered that Maggie’s poor dad might have been lonely too.

“When?” I’d planned to stop by and visit Florence every few days while my friend was on her trip. And I did. At first. But since my “adventure” with The Clackity and Pope in the strange neighborhood with the purple sky, I hadn’t really gone out much (Des was keeping me pretty close). So, after weeks of meaning to, I’d finally gotten around to visiting Florence, only to discover that I was too late.

As sad as I was, I was even more surprised that Florence hadn’t waited for Maggie before she left for good. Maggie had always been the ghost’s favorite, and the idea that Florence would go without saying goodbye felt wrong.

“I wish I knew. Last night, maybe? Early this morning?” He ran a hand through his dark hair and stared down at his slippered feet.

“She didn’t even say goodbye to you? What did her note say?” Blight Harbor’s house ghosts generally found a way to communicate with the people they lived with. They couldn’t talk (at least, not in a way that most people could hear), but they could type, or write, or draw pictures. Florence usually used the big chalkboard in the Seongs’ kitchen if she wanted to say something.

When Mr. Seong looked back up at me, there were tears in his eyes. “No note. Nothing. Do me a favor and don’t tell Maggie, okay? It’ll ruin her trip, and there’s nothing to be done about it, anyway.”

Now there were tears in my eyes too. Florence had been part of the Seong family since before Maggie was even born. I’d been friends with Maggie for so long that the ghost had been like family to me, too. She’d been there for birthdays and holidays and even those hard days when you’d just needed someone to listen. Ghosts were generally good listeners—better than people, for sure—and sometimes I had a lot that I needed to say. “I don’t understand how she could just leave like that.”

“I know, Evie.” Mr. Seong came out onto the porch and gave me an awkward side hug. It was a pretty big gesture for him. “If it was her time, it was her time. Maybe… maybe saying goodbye was just too hard?”

“Maybe,” I managed. But I didn’t believe it. Despite the cold and heavy sadness, there was still a bright, hot little spot in the middle of me that said something wasn’t right. Bird settled into his favorite place on my collarbone and nudged me with his tiny head. The little black tattoo sparrow had been with me for just a few weeks, but we already understood one another. I knew my buddy was trying to comfort me.

I turned away so that my best friend’s dad (and the elementary school principal) wouldn’t see my tears. Mr. Seong had seen me cry plenty of times, but he didn’t need to today. He was sad enough already. I made my way down the porch steps and to my bike.

From behind me, Mr. Seong called softly, “Please, Evie. Don’t tell Maggie. She’ll be home soon enough.”

“I promise,” I said over my shoulder.

And I meant it. I wouldn’t tell Maggie. But I was absolutely going to tell my aunt Desdemona.



To my surprise, Des was on the front porch, sitting on the stairs with her knees bouncing as restlessly as mine often did. She waved with one hand while picking something out of her tangle of dark curls with the other. I’d expected her to be at her weekly community meeting. I had no idea what she met about, or even who she met with, but she never missed a week.

“Meeting get canceled?” I called as I parked my bike in the driveway and crossed the lawn.

Des shook her head. “Not canceled. We took a break. I came here to get you, and then we’re going back.” She pulled at her hair again and this time found what she was looking for. A small silhouette of a sparrow not much larger than a fat honeybee came free of her thick hair. Pinching the dark shape of the bird gently between two fingers, Des held it in front of her. “Go back to where you belong,” she said, releasing the tiny shadow creature.

The sparrow fluttered back to the wall of our enclosed porch and joined the rest of the flock that had followed us home from the abattoir where we’d first met them. I had a shadow creature of my very own—Bird, the little living tattoo who’d been with me since that awful, surreal day I’d met The Clackity.

Bird fluttered his wings as if to say hi to his friends, but he stayed put on my skin.

“What? Why?” The sounds that came from my mouth probably sounded more like whines than questions. I’d never attended one of Aunt D’s boring Friends of Blight Harbor meetings, and I wasn’t interested in changing that fact—especially right then. I was sad and worried, and I didn’t want to listen to a bunch of old people argue about street signs or the community garden or whatever it was they did. “Maybe next time.”

“Nope. You’re coming,” Des said. She didn’t use that responsible-adult-in-charge voice often, but when she did, there was no use arguing with her. I tried anyway.

“Des, I’ll be fine. Seriously. Nothing’s going to happen to me between the kitchen and the couch.” Aunt D normally didn’t have a problem leaving me alone for a few hours, but ever since my—our—recent adventure, she’d kept a closer watch on me.

She shook her head again. “It’s not that. We need you there today.”

“You do?” What could they possibly need me for? I had zero opinion on the shrubs lining the sidewalks or the paint color of the post office.

“We do. Get in the car. I’ll explain on the way.” She was already up and heading toward her SUV.

There was no arguing with Des when she was set on something, and she seemed to be set on this. Besides, I was a little curious to find out why a bunch of adults needed a twelve-year-old at the meeting. “Fine. I have something to tell you, too.”

“I’ll drive slow,” she said.



I went first, telling Aunt D about Florence.

I hadn’t noticed the dark circles that had formed under Desdemona’s eyes until they narrowed in grim concern. She listened quietly and then said, “It’s worse than we thought.”

“ ‘We’ who?” I asked.

It didn’t take me long to find out.

What I learned on the short car ride between our house and the meeting hall was that Aunt Desdemona did, in fact, belong to a community group. But it was not a group that met to discuss parks and stop signs and other things a “normal” citizen group might be interested in. Instead, this group focused on otherworldly issues that cropped up in Blight Harbor from time to time. Not little stuff like the problems Des wrote about in her advice column. This group discussed bigger problems that affected the whole town, like an unexpected rise in the poltergeist population or spells-turned-curses cast by people who had no business (or experience) casting them. They were like a neighborhood watch, but way cooler and a lot weirder.

I wasn’t exactly surprised that Blight Harbor had a group like that. More than anything, I was irritated and a little hurt that I hadn’t known my aunt was part of it. I sulked on purpose, scooting as far from Des as I could and resting my head on the window. “You lied. We don’t lie to each other.”

“I most certainly did not lie,” Des said, glancing over at me. “You never asked.”

“Shouldn’t have to.”

“You’re a child, Evelyn. You can’t be involved in everything.”

“I. Am not. A child,” I said more loudly than was necessary, since we were in the same car. I could feel my face burning. I was almost as tall as Des and nearly thirteen. Plus, I’d been on an epic journey to save her from certain doom less than a month ago. It wasn’t fair for Des to play the you’re-only-a-kid card.

“We’ll discuss this later,” Des said in that tone I was starting to get used to—the one that said not to argue too much. “You’ll learn a lot at the meeting.”

“I still don’t know why you need me,” I said, trying to sound less annoyed than I felt.

“Because,” Des said as she parked the black SUV in front of Irv’s Clays and Glazes, a store I’d never been in, “we think another door has opened. And you were the last person to go through one.”

I had no idea what to say to that.

“Well, to go through and come back,” Desdemona added.
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I sat, frozen.

Des was quiet, waiting for me to process.

Finally, “What do you mean another door has opened?”

“A door,” Aunt D repeated as she turned to face me, “like the one you went through in the abattoir.”

“But… but you went through too.”

“I did, but you came back.”

I shook my head. It felt like my brain was full of bees and tree sap as I remembered the vile fog from that otherworld that had made all my worst memories come flooding back. The fog I’d walked through not once but twice. “But you came back too.”

“Not on my own, I didn’t. You brought me. You carried me.”

“But I…”

“Let’s go inside.” Des’s voice was gentle but firm. “There’s a lot you’re about to learn. Questions later.”

My hand was shaking when I went to open the car door. It hadn’t done that in a while. I’d thought I was done with doors to weird places. I’d thought that whole… adventure… was behind me. Suddenly I wasn’t so sure. Des put her hand on my arm. Sometimes my nerves made me feel like I’d float right up and away like a helium balloon. The gentle pressure from Des’s touch was reassuring. My feet stayed on the ground.

We were the only people inside Irv’s Clays and Glazes—there were no customers or even a shopkeeper to be seen. The air was thick with ceramic grit, and the sun fought its way through windows that looked like they’d been washed with a paper towel covered in grease. The light that made its way in shone (sort of) on dusty counters and dustier shelves. Bottles and jars and boxes were strewn about, each covered in a thin layer of silt.

Along another wall stood three tables that looked like they’d come from the piles of free stuff people left out on their lawn after a yard sale. The tables were cluttered with cups and bowls and vases and a few objects so misshapen, I couldn’t tell what they were supposed to be. The pottery in the shop made my terrible art class projects look like masterpieces.

Judging by the coat of dust on everything, if anyone ever bought anything from Irv’s, it didn’t happen very often. For all I knew, no one ever shopped there. The more I thought about it, the surer I was that I’d never seen anyone come in or out of the store. In fact, if there even was an Irv, I couldn’t remember having ever met him, which was odd—in a small town like Blight Harbor, shop owners were known by just about everyone.

Even weirder than all that was the fact that I couldn’t even remember having noticed the shop before, despite it being right next to Mrs. Bradbury’s Sweets and Teas, which was basically the best place on the planet. (Mrs. Bradbury kept special candy behind the counter, and for fifty cents and the promise of one good deed, you could have a bright gem of hard candy, guaranteed to taste like whatever it was you most wanted. Baklava? Your grandmother’s pumpkin pie? Sunshine? Mrs. Bradbury had it all.)

“Where is everyone, and why are we…?” I began to ask.

“Questions later,” Des reminded me.

We walked behind the grimy front counter and made our way to a door I hadn’t noticed before. As Des put her hand on the doorknob, I asked, “Are you sure? That I’m supposed to be here, I mean.”

Des nodded. “We all agreed.”

We walked into a spacious room that couldn’t have been more different from the rest of the shop. Bright sun streamed through pristine windows, and everything shone in the warm light. The smell of lemony furniture polish filled the air. Like the first room, the walls here were lined with shelves, but the bottles and jars on them were neatly organized and filled with colorful liquids and powders and dried plants and flowers. And books—there were so many books, it was hard to imagine there was space for even one more. I liked this room immediately.

Couches and chairs were arranged in a big circle, and on those seats were blankets and throws in more colors than I could count, each clearly handmade—knitted or crocheted or something. In the middle of all that was a large wooden table, round and low to the ground. On it was what appeared to be an in-progress Scrabble game and different decks of tarot cards, all mixed together. Some cards were in piles, while others were laid out, waiting to be read.

The room was bright and warm and interesting, but not as interesting as the people in it.

It was Lily I saw first—dressed in her usual multiple shades of brown and wearing her inch-thick glasses—and I was glad for it. She smiled from a small, overstuffed couch and gave me a wave. Lily was Blight Harbor’s head librarian, the first real witch I’d ever met, and my second-best person (after Aunt Des). I wondered who was working at the library with both of us here and hoped for their sake they remembered to dust—nothing spun Lily up like a dusty library.

On the couch across from Lily sat the Blight Harbor chief of police, Mary McCreary. She wasn’t in uniform and she didn’t look very official except for her expression, which was serious and stern. Only her brown hands, twisting and untwisting a turquoise-colored blanket, indicated that she might have been nervous about something.

Chief Mary was talking quietly with a man I immediately recognized as Steve Hammond, the mayor’s husband. While Mayor Mordelle-Hammond was thought to have some vampire lineage in her family tree, her husband had always seemed as regular as a person could be. He was a nice guy with a big farm-boy smile and light, perpetually sunburned skin. Only there was no smile today. Steve (he hated being called Mr. Hammond) wore a worried look that I’d never seen on him before.

In the chair next to Steve was a man I didn’t recognize. He was… well, I can’t remember exactly what he looked like. He was the least interesting person I’d ever seen. That sounds mean, but it isn’t supposed to be; it’s just that there was nothing at all about him that made any sort of impression. As soon as I shifted my eyes from him, I forgot what he looked like. Blink, and when I opened my eyes, it was like seeing him for the first time. It almost made me dizzy.

The unrememberable man wasn’t talking to anyone or doing anything, just looking out the window. At least, I thought that was what he was doing. The only memorable thing about him was the bright orange baseball cap on his head. On the cap was an odd enamel pin, a solid and shiny black circle about the size of a fifty-cent piece. In a way, I guess he was both the least and the most interesting person I’d ever seen.

On the other side of the room, Pastor Mike Sanchez listened intently to the conversation between Steve and Chief Mary. He didn’t look as much like a pastor as he did a dad going to a baseball game, which he might have been, since his three boys all played ball.

All five people turned in our direction as we walked into the room.

“Evelyn, good to have you with us today,” Pastor Mike said cheerily. It felt like I was being welcomed into his congregation.

I muttered a thanks as Des sat on the same couch as Lily, leaving enough room for me to fit between them. Sitting, I scooted as far back into the couch as I could go.

“Does she know why she’s here?” asked Lily. She gave my arm a squeeze that said, Glad you joined us. Stop worrying so much. This is fine.

“Just the basics,” said Des, as serious as I’d ever heard her. “That a door has likely opened, and that she knows more about doors, and about getting through them, than the rest of us.”

“More than anyone,” said Steve.

“Almost,” said a soft voice from the other side of the room. It took me a second to register that the voice came from the man in the orange cap. I’d forgotten all about him.

“Yes,” agreed Steve, sounding embarrassed. “Almost.”

“Can someone please tell me what’s going on?” I asked, trying to sound as polite as possible despite the twitchy, nervous feeling in my hands and feet.

“Des, I think that’s your call,” said Chief Mary softly.

Aunt D sat quietly for a moment, her hands in her lap and her eyes turned up toward the ceiling. I’d seen that pose before: she was making a decision. Finally she turned to me. “Evie, do you know where Blight Harbor gets its name?”

I didn’t, so I shook my head.

Des took my hand as she began. It was a little embarrassing, but I didn’t pull away. “As you know, this town is full of wonders—unusual and otherworldly. What we consider a part of our community—neighbors, if you will—others consider curses. Or bad omens. Or blights.” She let go of my hand so she could gesture with hers. “Have you ever heard a ghost being called a blight?”

I shook my head no again, but it kind of made sense—if you were the sort of person who thought that ghosts were bad—to call them that. With a couple of very notable exceptions, most of the ghosts I’d met were perfectly nice people. Blight felt like an offensive word to use.

Des went on. “Well, this place is a safe place for those spirits. A harbor. So, Blight Harbor.” She raised an eyebrow, asking me if I was following her.

I nodded.

“Otherworldly beings aren’t here by accident. Blight Harbor is built on thin ground, and the borders between here and elsewhere are very…” She paused, looking for the right word.

“Porous,” said the strange man. I’d nearly forgotten him again, but his orange cap helped, almost like a pin keeping him in place in my mind.

“Yes,” Aunt D agreed, “the borders are porous.”

“When you say ‘elsewhere,’ do you mean the place where I—we—went last month? The place through the door in the abattoir?”

“I do,” Des said. “It doesn’t have a name, at least not one that we know of, but it’s been called the Dark Sun Side for as long as anyone can remember.”

The name was as good as any I could think of for that otherworld with the purple sky and bright black sun. “I know that it’s a real place. I mean, Lily’s cousins live there. But I thought when The”—I didn’t even want to say its name out loud; it tasted bitter in my mouth, like speaking its name might summon it—“The Clackity… went away, the door did too.”

“It did,” Lily answered. “But that wasn’t the only door. Evie, how do you think my cousins got here the night you came back?”

I could feel my face heating up because right then I felt really, really foolish. It had never occurred to me to ask how Jane, Martha, and Grey had traveled from their world to ours that night when they helped me undo the awful magic Pope had inflicted on my aunt.

“And that’s the primary purpose of this little group,” said Des, gesturing around the room. “To keep an eye on those doors and make sure they stay safely shut. We do our best to keep anyone or anything from coming or going without our knowing about it. And we watch for signs that doors are closing. Or, very rarely, we watch for signs that new ones are opening.”

“It used to be rare,” said Steve.

I had a million questions, but the first one that came out of my mouth was, “So why am I really here?”

The room was so quiet, I swear you could hear the sun shining. Des had worried eyes, and Lily wouldn’t look at me. Steve looked down at his hands, Pastor Mike looked sick to his stomach, and Chief Mary stared out the window. I had no idea what the man in the orange cap was looking at.

Finally Des spoke up. “Honey, going in the doors is simple. You just… walk through. Coming back out… is much more complicated.”

“Almost impossible. Doors stay in place in this world, but on the other side, they move. Or close. Or disappear,” Chief Mary said quietly. There was an edge of sadness to her voice.

It seemed to me like maybe they were wrong, and I could clear that up for them pretty easily. “I came back just fine. And my door was exactly where I left it.”

“Someone needs to tell her the rest,” said the almost-invisible man.

I couldn’t take it any longer. “Who are you?” I asked in what I’m sure was not my nicest or most patient voice.

“I’m Irv,” he replied. “We’ve met before. Often, in fact. It’s okay that you don’t remember. Most people don’t.”

So this was Irv of Irv’s Clays and Glazes. Weird. He was his very own mystery, but one that would have to wait for later. Not much later, though. His impermanence made me nervous. But just below my Irv-nervousness was something else. Something that had the sewn-up eye and sharp fingers of the panic I associated with the Dark Sun Side. Maybe I wasn’t as finished with that place as I had hoped.

“You said there’s more.” I looked directly at Irv. Or, more accurately, at his cap. Trying to focus on his face was giving me a headache. “So tell me. What’s going on?”

“Oh, if he tells you, you probably won’t remember. No offense, Irv,” said Lily. She spoke a little too loudly, but that wasn’t unusual.

“None taken,” he replied.

This was getting us nowhere. I’d always wondered why adults spent so much time talking, and so little time doing. “Would someone please—” I started, but Chief Mary cut me off.

“Okay, Evie. Here’s the deal. We have a situation in Blight Harbor. There have been reports of doors opening, doors we’ve never seen before. Only they’re not staying open for long. It seems as soon as a door shows up, it’s gone again. At the same time, a number of the town’s ghosts have gone missing, with more gone each day.” My heart skipped a beat as I thought about Florence. “It would be nice to believe it was just a case of choosing to move on at the same time—”

“To heaven,” Pastor Mike interrupted. “Or—”

Chief Mary jumped in. “Sure. Maybe, but that’s too much of a coincidence. We think there’s a connection. Based on the timing, it appears the ghosts are going through the doors for some reason. Or being taken.” For the first time since I’d entered the room, Mary actually sounded like the chief of police—assured and in charge. I was grateful, because it meant someone was finally telling me something.

“Evie,” said Des, “tell them what you told me. About Florence.”

So I did.

The room full of adults listened to me, and I could tell they were paying attention to every word. When I finished, they were quiet for what felt like a long time.

Finally Pastor Mike said, “That’s enough to convince me. We have to do something to stop this.”

“Honey,” Aunt Desdemona said to me, “if they’re going through the doors on their own, that’s not a good thing, because we want them to someday move on. And if they get lost on the Dark Sun Side—if they can’t find their doors back home—they’ll never get to wherever it is they’re supposed to end up. There’s no moving on from the Dark Sun Side—it’s like a spiderweb you get tangled up in, especially for our dearly departed neighbors. If they’re being taken, well, that’s worse, isn’t it?”

Chief Mary continued, “You went in and came back without a problem….”

“Oh, I had problems,” I assured her. I’d had The Clackity and Pope and Mother Witch and seven impossible houses, and that was just the start of my list.

“Acknowledged. That was a scary, brave thing you did. But the fact is, when it was time for you to come back, you came back without that part being a problem. We need to figure out how, and why, because we’ve got to send a search party in after the ghosts. They’re citizens as much as you and me, and we need to make sure they’re safe.”

I liked the way Mary talked to me, directly and without trying to soften things. She didn’t treat me like I was too young or weak to understand.

“That’s going to be dangerous,” Steve said. “How can we be absolutely sure they’re not leaving on their own?”

I didn’t think he was asking for my opinion, but I was the one who answered. “Because Florence wouldn’t leave like that—without saying goodbye or leaving a note or anything. Without waiting for Maggie.”

Desdemona took my fidgeting hand in hers. “Maybe she’s fine. Maybe not. Either way, we need to find out. We’re not much of a harbor for Florence or the rest of our spirit friends if we don’t do our best to take care of them.”

“And you want me to be part of the search party?” I was surprised to find that not only was I willing to go back to the Dark Sun Side, but I was kind of excited about it. Especially if it meant not having to go alone.

Des squeezed my hand hard enough to hurt a little. “Absolutely not.”

The sharp, painful peck to my collarbone told me Bird agreed with her.
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“Absolutely not,” Des repeated firmly.

We were back in the car, and I was back to sulking. The meeting had ended when Chief Mary received a text. Another worried community member had reported a missing house ghost, and the chief wanted to personally look into every report.

“Then how am I supposed to help?” I was frustrated. What was the point of inviting me into the Dark Sun Society (at least, that was what I was already calling the group in my head) and not letting me actually do anything?

“They’re going to want to hear your story when we meet next week. Not just the coming in and getting out, but all the parts in between. There might be something you say that shows us how you did it.”

A thought occurred to me, and it made my hands sweat. “Des. When you went through that door in the abattoir, how were you planning to get out? If you knew all that stuff, you had to have thought about that, right?”

Silence from the seat next to me.

“Right?” I asked again, wiping my hands on my jeans to dry them off.

“I had a plan,” Des said. There was something in her tone I didn’t like. I knew she wouldn’t lie to me, but I also wasn’t convinced that she was convinced her plan had been a good one. I filed the thought away to grill her about later.

Instead I said, “Next Saturday is too late. What if more ghosts go missing? What if they need our help right now?”

“We can’t help them if we’re not safe ourselves, if we don’t know what we’re doing. We’ll make a plan—a safe, well-thought-out plan—and then we’ll go back.”

“We?”

“Not you.”

“You?”

Des sighed. “Maybe, honey. I don’t know.”

There wasn’t a chance I’d let her go back there without me. Either we were both going or neither of us were, but I knew I needed a solid argument before I tried to convince her. And I knew my aunt well enough to know that now wasn’t the time.

We were both quiet for a minute, and then she said, “Evie, look at me.”

I didn’t want to, but I did. Des still had dark circles under her storm-grey eyes (eyes that had been brown before our time in the strange neighborhood), but now they didn’t just look tired. They looked worried, too. And maybe a little scared.

“You have to promise me,” she continued, “that you won’t go through one of those doors. Not to look for Florence, and not to look for anyone else. If I’m with you, maybe. But never, ever alone. Never again.”

I took a deep breath. “I promise.” It wasn’t a promise I liked making while a million Yeah, but what ifs? filled my mind, but it was one I would keep. Because we didn’t lie to each other, me and Des.



After a late lunch of leftover vegetable curry and rice, I helped Des clean up. We were both quieter than usual, each of us afraid to say the wrong thing and reignite our disagreement, I think. We didn’t argue often—not real arguments—and I knew for a fact that neither of us enjoyed it when we did.

“Hey,” I said, dish towel and plate in hand, “I’m sorry about today. I’m sorry if I acted like a jerk. I just… want to help, I guess.”

Des turned to me from the sink. “I know you do. And you will. But of all my jobs, keeping you safe is the most important. You understand that, right?”

“Yeah,” I said. “It just seems like you and the rest of the DSS could use as much help as you can get.”

“The DSS?” Des knit her dark eyebrows in confusion.

I blushed a little. “The Dark Sun Society. That’s what I named your group. In my head, anyway.”

Aunt D’s eyes sparkled. “I like it. I bet the others will too. I’ll let you tell them next week.”

I put the last plate away. “That actually sounds really embarrassing, so probably not.”

“You make me crazy, you know,” she said with a smile.

“You make me crazy too,” I told her. But I hugged her as I said it. Things felt okay between us again, and I was glad.

I went to my room to grab my backpack before I left the house for the afternoon. It was heavier than it had been a few weeks ago, but I’d recently learned a lot about the kinds of things that were smart to carry with you. Just in case. Before leaving, I pulled my red hair up in a messy bun (and not just because I wanted to show off my undercut). I put on my black eyeliner—I was getting better at it—and the silver necklace Des gave me the same night she’d shaved my hair. Real silver, to protect against all sorts of otherworldly threats. Along with dark tank tops, dark jeans, and my black All Stars, the necklace and eyeliner had sort of become my uniform for the summer.

On my way out the door, I gave Des one more hug. “Love you,” I told her.

“Love you, too, sweet girl. I’ll see you at Lily’s? Just be there before dark, okay?”

“Promise,” I told her as I headed into what was left of the summer day.



The ride to Maggie’s was a pretty short one, even on a full stomach. As I made my way through the summer-bright neighborhood, I couldn’t help but wonder how many houses now held sad and worried families who were missing their ghosts.

Was Malcolm sitting in the turret of the lavender Victorian, sifting through the pages of the novel he’d never finished?

Were the Barkers still trying to get their new puppy to stop harassing poor Emilia?

Had the Washingtons—the newest family in town—finally gotten used to having a house ghost, or were they still sort of freaked out?

In just a few minutes, I was at the front door of Maggie’s small, neat house, ringing the doorbell for the second time that day. Thinking about our town’s ghosts had gotten my stomach tied up in a jumble.

Mr. Seong answered the door, and he didn’t look all that surprised to see me. He shook his head. “She’s not here, Evie. I was hoping maybe, but… she’s still gone.”

I hadn’t really expected Florence to have returned, but I’d be lying if I said the idea hadn’t planted a little seed of hope in my brain. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. I actually wanted to know if I could borrow a book from Maggie?”

It wasn’t a weird request—Maggie and I borrowed stuff from each other all the time—and Mr. Seong didn’t hesitate. “Go for it. You know where they are.”

I did. Maggie had shelves in her room full of the kinds of books we both liked, mostly spooky stuff and old fables and fairy tales (the real ones, not the sparkly, happily-ever-after kind). But the book I was after wouldn’t be on Maggie’s shelf. It would be on her bed.

Florence usually used the chalkboard in the Seongs’ kitchen to communicate with the family, but not always. If she had something she wanted to say just to Maggie, Florence would leave little notes or drawings in the margins of whatever book Maggie was reading at the time. It started when Maggie was little, and she’d kept it a secret from everyone. Everyone but me, that is. Not that the notes were ever dangerous or bad—they were just a special thing between two friends, and Maggie liked having that little secret between them. Over time, Maggie got in the habit of leaving a pencil on her nightstand and a book facedown on her bed, opened to whatever page she’d left off on.

As I headed down the hall to Maggie’s room, I hoped she’d left a book out for Florence. More important, I hoped that with Maggie gone, Florence had left a note for me. Something that might tell me where she’d gone. Or why.

Maggie’s room was neater than usual—her parents had probably made her clean it before she left for the summer. On her bed was a well-read copy of Coraline. It was open and facedown.

My heart thudded in my throat, and that was when I realized I was nervous. Nervous that Florence had left a note. Equally nervous that she hadn’t. I picked up the book with only slightly clammy hands and turned it over.

Florence had left a note on the bottom of page 59 in her neat, old-fashioned handwriting. The note didn’t make much sense. Not at first, anyway.

This is what it said:

Taking the Child to school. Home soon.

I had no idea what that meant. What Child? I sat on the foot of Maggie’s bed to think about it. Maggie was the only child in the Seong house, and school had been out for weeks, except…

Except.

Before Florence became the Seong family’s house ghost, she had been a person. And people had things like families and hobbies and jobs. And Florence once had a job. She’d been a teacher.

I wasn’t exactly sure when Florence had lived—or died—but I knew she’d been a teacher back when Blight Harbor had just one school building for the whole town. That school, Blight Harbor Primary, still stood not too far from the shiny new elementary school. The buildings were separated by a wide green playground and a chain-link fence, but you could see one from the other.

The Old School—that was what everyone called it—wasn’t used for anything, but it was maintained by the same people who took care of the parks. Lily often talked about how it might someday be a museum, and, given how much Blight Harbor loved its history, I figured there was a good chance that would happen eventually.

So I was pretty sure that Florence didn’t mean to be gone for good, since she’d written, Home soon. And I was pretty sure I knew which school Florence had gone to. What I didn’t know was who the Child was that she was taking there. Or why. But I was going to find out.

On the wall above Maggie’s nightstand, a messy collage of unframed pictures were pinned so that their corners and edges overlapped one another.

Like always, the collage made me feel warm and sad at the same time. Feelings are messy things, and that collage gave me some of the messiest feelings of all. Words like bittersweet and nostalgic and melancholy all sort of fit, but there was more to it than even those. The pictures themselves were happy, and I was even in a bunch of them, smiling or laughing or giving Maggie the side-eye while she was probably saying something totally inappropriate in a voice so quiet only I could hear.

What made the collage complicated—for me, anyway—were all the photos of Maggie and her parents. Family vacations, holidays, and even a couple from when Maggie was little that looked like they’d been taken in a department store studio. The three Seongs, a whole and normal family, with pictures to prove it. Little milestones and big events, all there in one ordinary, extraordinary collection. There was even a photo from the last day of school just a few weeks earlier, the three of them celebrating as summer started.

There was no collage on my bedroom wall, no new photos of me and my parents to add to a growing collection.

When my house burned to the ground and my parents disappeared, I was just eight, so that was when the photos stopped. The only reason I had any pictures at all was because my mom and Aunt Des had been friends as well as sisters-in-law. My mom had sent Des a few printed photos every Christmas, and Aunt D had kept them all. After I moved to Blight Harbor, Des had taken the extra step and printed everything she could find from my parents’ social media. All those photos—all but one, which I kept with me at all times—lived in a shoebox under my bed. I wasn’t ready to put them up around the house I shared with Des or tack them to my bedroom wall, but I liked knowing they were there.

So I was thinking lots of mixed-up thoughts when I unpinned one of Maggie’s photos and slid it like a bookmark into the pages of Coraline. The shot was of me, Maggie, and Florence (along with a few people I didn’t know in the background) from Maggie’s last birthday. In it, Maggie and I had our arms around each other in the Seongs’ backyard. Florence stood just to the side, beaming at her favorite girl. As always, Florence wore her grey-blue dress and had a pencil stuck in her honey-colored bun. I’d never seen her without that pencil and figured it was something she’d done during her teaching days.

In the photo, Maggie and I cast long shadows, but Florence didn’t have one at all. Bright sun glimmered through her edges, giving her a warm glow that was totally appropriate for the kind ghost I knew her to be.

I liked the picture; it made me happy. But that wasn’t why I took it. When you’re searching for someone, it makes sense to carry a photo of them.
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