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To my grandmother Elnora, who blessed me with a country girlhood





CHAPTER ONE



Red Velvet Miracle
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It wasn’t a mirage but a miracle. Two thick slices of red velvet cake sat on the table in front of us.


Ellis fidgeted on the couch next to me and struggled to keep his hands in his lap. My little brother knew he shouldn’t make any sudden moves. No grabbing the fork on the linen napkin. No stuffing his face with cake. Not yet. For all we knew, it could be a trap.


Our grandma—who we addressed as Mrs. Greene—only made red velvet cake on holidays or for the Heritage Festival. Today was just a regular Sunday. This meant our grandma had baked the cake for us, which didn’t make any sense. Mrs. Greene said I acted too much like Mama, and Ellis was a mannish hellion. I never thought in a million years I would get my grandma’s county-famous cake served on her good plates for no reason.


Ellis and I sat frozen in Mrs. Greene’s parlor, afraid to even breathe. Her fancy clock above the fireplace chimed four times and broke the silence. Mrs. Greene still wore her church clothes: a pale blue dress cinched at the waist and a strand of pearls around her neck. She didn’t look like a grandma, which I guess was her intention. She was tall and slim with skin as bright as a sunrise, and her glossy black hair framed her face, which she had set in her trademark frown.


“What you two afraid of? It’s cake not a snake. You can eat it.”


Ellis jumped to the edge of the couch and grabbed his fork to take his first bite. Mrs. Greene didn’t have to tell him twice. I scooted closer to the table and reached for my fork but stopped when Aunt Gina came into the parlor.


“I can’t get over how big you two are getting! Growing like little weeds,” she squealed.


Even though Aunt Gina now lived in Chicago, she was born and raised in Warrenville, so her voice remained slow and sweet. Aunt Gina was like a fun county fair that came to town once a year. Mama called her a free spirit. Today she wore red slacks with a bright blue blouse and funky purple shoes. Her hair was a halo of bouncy brown curls.


Several gold bracelets jangled on her arms as she pinched my brother’s cheeks. Ellis grinned at her and then shoved another forkful of cake into his mouth. Red velvet crumbs fell into his lap. My brother had no worries. As long as his belly was full, he was happy. It didn’t matter if he was eating in the lion’s den. I knew better. Something weird was going on, and I had questions.


This morning Mama had told us we needed to come over to say good-bye to Aunt Gina and my cousin Janie. They visited every summer but never stayed long. A few days at most. This year wasn’t any different. During every visit, Janie would constantly talk about Chicago. Bragging about the tall buildings and the bright lights. She called me backward country, but I didn’t care. Who wanted to live in a place with so much concrete and not a stitch of grass? Janie claimed Chicago had plenty of grass, but that didn’t matter to me. With all those city lights, I knew it would never get truly dark. I felt sorry for Janie. Nothing was more beautiful than a night sky so full of stars, you never felt alone.


Mama came out of the hall bathroom and stepped into the parlor. Her hair had puffed out from the humidity. Last night after she had flat-ironed it, she let me brush it in long strokes. I loved how some of her brown strands turned red in the sun. I wished I had Mama’s dark skin, but I inherited Daddy’s light tone, which got Mrs. Greene’s approval. Ellis had Mama’s deep complexion, but at least I had her brown-red hair.


In the parlor, Mrs. Greene, Aunt Gina, and Mama exchanged long and meaningful glances. Secret grown folks language. I couldn’t tell if it was good or bad news.


“What’s going on?” I finally asked.


Mama sat on the couch next to me. “Your aunt is taking a trip out west.”


“You’re not going back to Chicago?” I asked.


“No, pumpkin!” Aunt Gina was giddy with excitement. “I’m headed to California to do some more commercials.”


“The ones where you play the fake dentist?” Ellis asked through his jam-packed-with-cake mouth.


Aunt Gina had filmed several commercials for Fresh Now! toothpaste. She played a dentist in a white coat who smiled too much and talked about tartar control and gingivitis. We even saw a couple of her commercials play down here on local TV. But Ellis was right—she wasn’t a dentist. In the real world, she was a nurse.


“Yes, I’ll be doing more of those but also some screen tests, too,” Aunt Gina said.


“What’s a screen test?” I asked.


“A bunch of mess,” Mrs. Greene said. “Gina, you know nothing good is going to happen out there in Hollywood. You got too many stars in your eyes.”


“I think it’s great.” Mama paused and touched my knee. “A screen test is like an audition for actors and actresses.”


“You know California is where all the earthquakes happen,” Ellis said.


Aunt Gina furrowed her brow. “That’s true, but there haven’t been any of those in a while.”


“It only takes a big one to push everything into the ocean.” Ellis wiped his mouth, leaving a trail of frosting across his cheek. “I once saw this movie where buildings crashed and people were out in the streets screaming—”


“Ellis,” Mama interrupted. “Be quiet.”


“Yes, ma’am.” My brother went back to devouring his cake.


“Is Janie excited?” I asked.


Aunt Gina pulled a piece of imaginary lint from her pants, and her bracelets clinked together. She wouldn’t look at me.


Mama cleared her throat. “Janie is going to stay here in Warrenville.”


“Here at Mrs. Greene’s house?” I asked.


“No,” Mama said. “Janie will be staying with us.”


“You know I still don’t like this, Delilah,” Mrs. Greene said. “These children need supervision. Especially Janie. Maybe if you stayed home instead of hemmed up at the Fairfield County courthouse, you could raise these children properly.”


Mama took a deep breath. I knew she was counting to three in her head. Sometimes she did this before speaking to Mrs. Greene.


“Sarah is quite capable of taking care of things while I’m at work,” she said.


This summer Mama had agreed to put me in charge and let me and Ellis stay at home by ourselves. I was tired of staying at Mrs. Greene’s house. I would be turning thirteen at the end of September. I was mature and responsible. If my hair caught on fire or if Ellis broke a leg, I could get help from Mrs. Taylor, who lived next door. Our neighbor mostly stayed inside, watching game shows or her favorite housewives on reality TV. Mama probably knew this, but she agreed to let us stay home anyway, and it had been an easy summer so far. Nothing bad had happened, but that could all change if Janie stayed with us. Janie liked to get into trouble.


Mrs. Greene said an idle mind is the devil’s workshop, and Janie would have a lot of free time. It didn’t help she loved using her five-finger discount to take what she wanted. Janie carried what she called a purse, but it was just a pink backpack full of her snoop prizes. Today at church I saw her stash away an MLK church fan. If Mrs. Greene found out that her citified granddaughter had stolen an image of Martin Luther King Jr. from the Lord’s house, she would put a switch to Janie’s legs.


“How long is Janie going to stay with us?” I asked.


“Just for two weeks,” Mama said. “Until your aunt wraps up her commercials and screen tests.”


Maybe I could make this work, and my summer wouldn’t be totally ruined after all. Plenty of time to recover from this ordeal. All I had to do was keep my cousin out of trouble.


“Okay. It’ll be fun, Mama,” I lied.


Mrs. Greene sucked her teeth but remained silent. Even she knew raising a child was a group activity in Warrenville. Grown folks took action first and asked questions later. Our town was small enough for word to travel fast about any trouble, but I knew there wouldn’t be any. There hadn’t been any kind of trouble in our town in a long time. I wasn’t going to let Janie mess that up.


“Great!” Aunt Gina clapped her hands in celebration. “Janie is so looking forward to this.”


“Where is she anyway?” Ellis finally finished his cake. His plate was spotless, as if he had licked it clean.


“Good question,” Mrs. Greene said. “Sarah, go find that meddling girl. She’s been too quiet.”





CHAPTER TWO



Celebrity Daughter
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I left the parlor and went upstairs to find Janie. I didn’t come up here much because Mrs. Greene didn’t like us rambling around without her.


When Ellis and I had spent our summers here, we were usually outside in the hot sun. Mrs. Greene believed the outdoors was where children belonged. She would slather us with sunscreen and make us wear hats. Heaven forbid we got a darker shade of brown. But playing in her yard and doing boring adult chores were totally different things. We did the latter. We planted marigolds and pulled up weeds. We made sure all the ferns on the front porch were properly watered. We spent most of our time digging in Mrs. Greene’s garden so she could plant rows of cucumbers, melons, and squash. When she did let us inside the house, she left us on the screened back porch shelling peas or shucking corn. Other days I was on my hands and knees cleaning baseboards while Ellis wiped lemon oil on the wood furniture. And on the hottest summer days, when even she knew it was child abuse for us to be outside, we were at Mrs. Greene’s beck and call, keeping her glass full of ice water.


This year I had finally escaped summer-work boot camp and now needed to make sure Janie’s sticky fingers wouldn’t put my freedom in jeopardy. I didn’t want to be back in Mrs. Greene’s clutches. Not even for a thousand red velvet cakes.


I peeked in Daddy’s old room. Mrs. Greene had covered his bed in one of her patchwork quilts. Posters of Michael Jordan hung on the walls, and basketball trophies lined his dresser. The room was like a postcard from the past. I wondered why my grandma hadn’t changed anything now that Daddy had his own house. Maybe she hoped he would leave Mama and come back home one day.


I looked into Aunt Gina’s room, where Janie had been sleeping, but she wasn’t there. Farther down the hallway, I stopped at Mrs. Greene’s closed door. I turned the knob but found it locked as usual. My grandma always locked her bedroom and carried the key in her bra.


As I walked down the hall to check the bathroom, I noticed the attic door was ajar. I stood in front of it and hesitated. Was Janie up in the attic? Mrs. Greene wouldn’t be happy if she found out.


I cautiously opened the door and looked up the dark stairs. The smell of mothballs and old furniture filled the air. Dust and cobwebs had settled into the cracks and crevices. A creepy feeling traveled up my spine. I hated dark places. When my eyes adjusted, I could see weak light coming from the attic windows.


“Janie, are you up there?” I whispered.


She didn’t respond. I searched for a light, but I couldn’t find one. Out of the corner of my eye, a shadow appeared at the top of the steps. I moved backward, and a shiver rippled through my body.


“Janie? Is that you?” I asked, a little louder this time.


The shadow didn’t answer. My heart sped up. “You know you’re not supposed to be up there.” I didn’t want to sound frightened, but I couldn’t stop my voice from wavering.


The shadow whooshed down the attic stairs to meet me. Too fast for me to even run. Janie appeared in the dusky light, and I took a deep breath. I was mad at myself for being so scared. My cousin smirked.


“What were you doing up there?” I asked.


“Nothing.” She had her pink backpack in her hands. The wooden handle of the MLK church fan poked out.


“Did you take something?”


“Nope.” She zipped up her backpack. “I was just looking around. Mrs. Greene’s got a lot of junk up there.”


“I know you’re lying. You were up there meddling.” I winced as I used my grandma’s words.


“Oh, so you’re a lie detector now?” Janie brushed past me and went into Aunt Gina’s room.


“Everybody is waiting for you downstairs.”


She grabbed her suitcase from the end of the bed and began tossing in all of her stuff. Janie’s box braids covered her face like a rope curtain, and her white halter top glowed against her bronze skin.


I scratched at the itchy cotton of my T-shirt. Mama wouldn’t let me wear halter tops because my bra straps would show. She made me start wearing training bras this summer. Right before Memorial Day, we went to a fancy dress shop in Alton, where she forced me into a fitting room.


“How does it feel, honey?” Mama asked.


I frowned at her in the mirror.


“Don’t pout, Sarah. Growing ladies need support. From this day forward, you’re going to eat and sleep wearing a bra. You’ll thank me later.”


Janie had enough halter tops to fill each slot of the rainbow. I watched as she folded shorts, socks, and underwear. I didn’t see any bras. Janie was flat chested, so she didn’t have to go through my daily drama.


“Why don’t you want to stay here?” I asked.


Janie swooped her braids over her shoulder. “Are you kidding me? Mrs. Greene is too crazy. And I’m sure not trying to be somebody’s maid. No thank you.”


“Are you happy about your mama going to California?”


“Of course.” Janie collected her lotion and nail polish off the dresser. “This is just the beginning. It’s only a matter of time before I become a celebrity daughter.”


“Does this mean y’all are moving?” I asked. “What about all your stuff in Chicago?”


The thought of moving my things to another place made me cringe. I would have to pack up my books. All of them. Mama would then see how many I actually had and make me donate them to the Warrenville public library. How awful.


“Mom is taking care of all those details.” Janie snapped her suitcase shut. “Why are you asking all these nosy questions anyway?”


“I’m just curious.”


Daddy told me curiosity was an important trait of a scientist. Someday I was going to be an astrobiologist. I would find life on other planets, so I needed to have an inquiring mind. Questions were necessary. Janie just didn’t want to give me any answers.


I picked up Janie’s suitcase off the bed. “I can carry this downstairs for you.”


Janie snatched it from me. “Don’t touch my stuff.”


“Don’t be a spoiled brat,” I shot back.


“Don’t be a bossy nag.” Janie turned away from me, and her braids smacked me in the face.


My cousin was only a year younger than me. Instead of acting her carbon age of eleven years, she could have passed for a toddler as she stormed out of the room.


I counted to three. Then to seven. It wasn’t until I got to ten when the angry words melted on my tongue. Mama would have been so proud.


•  •  •


Everyone was waiting for us in the parlor. Daddy had just returned from putting gas in the SUV, because traveling to the Atlanta airport required a full tank. Janie was standing by the door with her face scrunched up like she’d smelled a rotten egg.


“I’m going to take the kids to the house.” Mama kissed Daddy on the cheek. “I’ll see you when you get back tonight.”


Aunt Gina grabbed Janie into a tight hug. “You sure you don’t want to ride with me and Uncle Robert to the airport? Send your mama off on her big California adventure?”


“Can’t I just go with you?” she asked.


“It’s only for two weeks. They’ll go by so fast! Oh! I almost forgot. I got you a surprise.” Aunt Gina pulled out a phone from her pocket.


Janie grabbed the phone and squealed. “This is for me?!”


“Now, don’t get too excited with the call minutes,” Aunt Gina said. “It’s prepaid, so no calling up all of your friends in Chicago. This is only for you to call me. Whenever you want. Aunt Delilah can help you with the time difference.”


Ellis moved from behind Mama and stared at Janie’s new phone. “Can I get one of those?”


“No,” Mama replied.


Aunt Gina hugged Janie again. “I’m going to miss you so much!”


Janie pulled away. “I could help you practice your lines, you know. It’s not fair you’re leaving me here in the boondocks. You know how much I hate it here.”


“Warrenville isn’t so bad,” Aunt Gina said. “You’ll get to know your cousins better and have so many new adventures.”


“I doubt it.” Janie crossed her arms and frowned.


“Okay, everyone!” Mama said a little too loud and bright. “Time for Aunt Gina to hit the road.”


We all congregated on the porch. Aunt Gina hugged and kissed Mrs. Greene. Despite my grandma’s misgivings, she pushed a huge plastic bin of red velvet cake slices into Aunt Gina’s arms. When she got into Daddy’s SUV, Aunt Gina waved wildly at Janie, but my cousin ignored her; instead she climbed into the backseat of Mama’s car and stared out the window in the opposite direction.


While Mama put Janie’s suitcase in the trunk, I got in the front passenger seat. When I turned around, Janie’s brave face was crumbling. Little tears formed at the corners of her eyes, and her lips had started to quiver. So I acted how I would want someone to do for me if I was about to cry. I turned away and pretended like I hadn’t seen anything at all.


Janie sniffled, but she didn’t speak. By the time Ellis and Mama had gotten in the car, Janie’s eyes were dry. Her brave mask restored.


“Okay, everyone ready to go?” Mama asked.


Ellis clicked his seat belt. “Let’s escape while we still can!”


Janie jutted out her lower lip and remained silent.


Mama turned to me. “You ready?”


“Let’s go home, Mama,” I said confidently.





CHAPTER THREE



Planets and Moons
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The drive from Mrs. Greene’s house was quiet except for the huge burp from Ellis. I had given him my slice of red velvet cake, and, instead of taking it home for later, he had eaten it on the spot. I’m convinced my brother has a tapeworm.


I pulled down the visor and peeked at Janie in the mirror. She was staring out the window with the same rotten-egg look on her face. There wasn’t much to see in Warrenville. Trees, pastures, cows, more trees, and maybe another car if you were lucky.


Mama drove up to the house and parked in the garage. Ellis and I got out of the car, but Janie didn’t move a muscle. She continued to stare at the empty space in front of her.


“Why she looking so weird?” Ellis asked.


“Janie? Are you ready to come in?” Mama asked.


My cousin slowly stepped out and looked around. She stared at our bikes and Daddy’s power tools. Hopefully she wasn’t getting any ideas of putting our things in her backpack. She probably didn’t even have that much room left.


Ellis started to take Janie’s suitcase out of the trunk, but she quickly grabbed it from him. “Keep your hands off my stuff.”


“I don’t want your raggedy suitcase,” he said.


“Ellis, be nice. Janie is our guest,” Mama said.


“She’s a hostile guest!” Ellis protested.


“Excuse me?” Mama’s voice had a thread of warning. “What did I just say about being nice?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he mumbled.


Janie smirked and followed Mama inside. She didn’t see Ellis making monster faces behind her back.


Our house wasn’t as spotless as Mrs. Greene’s house. It wasn’t dirty, but you could tell people lived here. Mama’s law office papers were strewn across the kitchen table. Daddy’s empty coffee cup was still on the counter. In the den, Ellis had his latest model car project on top of old newspapers. My books were stacked high on the couch. An artifact of each person who lived here, a clue to our favorite things.


Mama put her purse on the kitchen table. “Janie, you’ll be staying up in Sarah’s room. She’s got plenty of space.”


My best friend, Jovita, had twin beds, so I’d thought I should get twin beds too for our sleepovers. It was better than my old pink canopy bed, which looked too much like a baby crib. But lately I wasn’t sure if I had a best friend anymore. Jovita and I hadn’t spoken since Yvonne Jones’s sixth-grade graduation party. Jovita had been invited. I had not. Everyone knew Yvonne hated me. Especially Jovita. So I was hurt when she went to the party without me. Right now she was in Stone Mountain, visiting her daddy for the entire month of June. Friendships were so confusing. I wished a best friend came with an instruction manual; then I would know exactly how to deal with Jovita. It would make everything so much easier.


Now having twin beds was a good thing. I didn’t want to play footsie with my cousin at night.


“I’ll take you up to my room,” I said.


We walked through the den to the foyer. Janie stopped in front of the staircase and continued to look around, scoping. I would have to tell her this wouldn’t be tolerated. If Mama found out Janie took something from us, she would think I couldn’t handle the responsibility, and I would be Mrs. Greene’s personal butler again.


Janie followed me up the stairs to my room. I took a deep breath before I opened the door. After sixth-grade graduation, I had decided to redecorate. Daddy helped me paint the walls a few weeks ago. I had picked a color called Liquid Blue because it reminded me of the ocean, and water meant life. At least that’s how life started on our planet. Mama picked out the floral comforters for my twin beds. I put up posters showcasing everything I liked best. Most of them were the planets of our solar system, including Pluto. I also had a poster of Saturn’s moons. Enceladus was my favorite moon because near its south pole, plumes of water shot into space and fell back down to the surface as snow.


I had left the wall above my guest twin bed empty. I had been waiting for Jovita to pick out some of her favorite things to decorate it, but she hadn’t told me anything yet. Maybe her daddy didn’t like her talking on the phone? Maybe she was waiting for me to send another e-mail? I tried not to think about the other reason she hadn’t contacted me. It tied my stomach in knots. I wasn’t the type of girl who giggled about boys and got invited to parties. I was a girl who lived inside her head and read books about planets. I should have known a meteor event like getting invited to Yvonne’s party would make our friendship extinct.


“You can put your stuff on that side of the room,” I said.


“Okay, whatever.” Janie dropped her suitcase and backpack on the bed. “Who’s that woman?” she pointed to a poster hanging above my desk.


“That’s Mae Jemison,” I said. “She was the first black woman to travel in space.”


Janie rolled her eyes. I watched as she sat next to her suitcase and judged my room. She frowned at my posters. She sneered at my astronomy books. She shook her head sadly at my spaceship clock. Instead of upsetting me, I was happy none of my stuff sparked her interest. I didn’t have to worry about anything slipping into her pink backpack when she left.


Janie pulled out her nail polish. “I’m almost out of my favorite shade, but I’m so deep in the country I can’t even get to a mall for a new bottle.”


“We have a mall,” I protested. “Not in Warrenville, but we can drive to Alton. Mama can take us on Saturday if you want.”


Janie ignored me and took out another bottle of nail polish.


I wasn’t entirely sure how I was going to keep this city girl entertained. We only had Town Square in the center of Warrenville and not much to see. Marigold Park featured a few benches and tables with a swing set and a basketball court. Loren’s Grocery was about as big as our two-car garage. We had a post office and a public library that was only open three days a week. Hawkins Hardware, Lucille’s Consignment Shop, and Dunbar’s Ice Cream Parlor were the other main attractions. Everything else was in Alton, a university town about twenty miles away.


The only interesting place in Town Square was the Train Depot, but I wasn’t sure if I could take Janie there. Mrs. Whitney was the owner and had recently moved back to Warrenville after being away for a long time.


Daddy told me that Mrs. Greene and Mrs. Whitney used to be friends once, but it was so long ago that no one remembered. My grandma now claimed Mrs. Whitney was a root witch. I didn’t dare ask Mrs. Greene any more about it because she would say I was minding grown folks business.


I first met Mrs. Whitney at the post office when she told me every little detail about her deceased husbands. Mrs. Whitney had been widowed four times. She was now engaged to Sylvester Coolidge, my granddaddy’s business partner, which probably wasn’t good news for him, knowing all her other husbands were dead.


“Sam was the nicest,” Mrs. Whitney had told me, “Rufus was the most handsome. Dooley was a true gentleman, but Lionel was the richest. I miss him the most. God bless his money.”


She’d used Lionel Whitney’s money to buy and remodel the Train Depot. She opened it up for business earlier this summer, where she ran a history center and a gift shop.


Maybe Janie wouldn’t mind staying in the house, watching TV, and going to church with us on Sundays. But I knew deep down Janie wouldn’t be satisfied. It was in her nature to want to explore and get into trouble. And I would have to make sure that didn’t happen, a two-week challenge since Janie and I didn’t have anything in common.


It was going to be a long two weeks.





CHAPTER FOUR



Ghost Story
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Janie unpacked her clothes and put them in the top two drawers of my dresser. She didn’t take anything else out of her backpack. I was curious to know if the MLK church fan was her only snoop prize. So far I had just seen her nail polish collection. Jovita liked bold colors, the ones I was too shy to try. I stared at the bright yellow polish on Janie’s toes. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a pedicure. I wore sneakers, even though Mama said that I should let my feet breathe every once in a while.


Ellis appeared in the doorway. I frowned because he had Walter on his shoulder. Janie wasn’t paying attention. When he sat next to her on the bed, it only took her two seconds to yelp.


My brother petted his bearded dragon. “Don’t be scared. Walter won’t bite you unless he thinks you have a cricket in your hand.”


Walter blinked and darted out his tongue. “Get that thing away from me!” Janie screamed as she sprang from the bed.


“Ellis, you shouldn’t have Walter in here,” I said.


“Walter is a part of our family.”


“Not everyone likes lizards. You know what Mama said about pushing Walter on people. Put him back in his terrarium.”


Ellis pouted but got up and left.


Janie scrunched up her face. “Nasty.”


“It could have been worse,” I added. “He wanted a tarantula, but Mama told him no.”


As night settled in, Janie lay on her bed and read a celebrity gossip magazine. Aunt Gina had brought a whole stack of them from Chicago. Glossy covers with headlines of movie stars battling heartbreak and backstabbers. Janie read them, mesmerized, preparing for her next life as a celebrity daughter.


I sat at my desk and wondered if I should go downstairs to Mama’s office and check my e-mail. Maybe Jovita had finally replied to my message. She would be back in town for the Heritage Festival in mid-July, which was the same weekend as her birthday. We usually planned her party together, but since we hadn’t talked, I had no idea what she was going to do. Bubbles filtered up in my stomach, and I tried to swallow my doubts.


Ellis eventually came back into my bedroom. He had changed into his nightclothes and smelled of mint toothpaste.


“What do you want now?” I asked him.


“I’m trying to be nice to our guest.”


Janie yawned and turned a page in her magazine. “You’re not doing such a good job. Where’s the chocolate on my pillow? Where’s my fluffy bathrobe? Where’s my room service?”


“This ain’t no hotel,” Ellis replied.


“I’m bored,” Janie said. “Entertain me.”


Ellis sat on my bed with his signature grin. I knew where this was going. “You wanna hear a ghost story?”


My brother’s best friend, Jasper Johnson, was a big influence on him. Jasper was the big brother Ellis had always wanted. I didn’t take it personally. Jasper was twelve like me, and at one time I thought we could trade thoughts about astronomy. I always sparked his interest when I talked about radio telescopes and aliens but then quickly lost it when I went into the mineral composition of planets. So when he came to the house, I usually left him alone to play video games with Ellis.


Jasper had recently become obsessed with ghosts, ever since he started working for Mrs. Whitney. She had told him one of the reasons she came back to Warrenville was to rid the town of restless spirits. Of course he shared this with Ellis. Nowadays, it was only a matter of time before my little brother would bring up Creek Church.


“Don’t go spreading lies,” I said.


“Janie, do you want to hear a Warrenville ghost story?”


Janie dropped her magazine. Ellis had gotten her attention. “Yes.”


Ellis rubbed his hands together and grinned. “Creek Church is this old place out in the woods.”


“None of this is true,” I added.


“Let him tell the ghost story,” Janie said. “Unless you’re scared of having nightmares.”


“You know better, Ellis,” I said. “You’re just going to scare yourself. You already sleep with two night-lights.”


“I ain’t afraid of the dark!”


Ellis was ten and the baby of the family, so he tried hard to be brave, but I wasn’t going to participate in my brother’s shenanigans. He didn’t need the ghost story to be true; he just needed it to be spooky. If anyone was going to have nightmares, then it would be him.


“You know the place where we went to church today? That’s not the original location. They had to move it because the old church was haunted.”


“They moved to a new church because the Klan burned the old church down,” I corrected him.


Missionary Creek Baptist Church was on the east side of Warrenville, not far from Mrs. Greene’s house. We attended most Sundays, and sometimes Mama dropped us off alone if she was working hard on a case. At least she didn’t make us go to Sunday school anymore. The teachers complained because I asked too many questions. The original location—the one Ellis was hawking as haunted—was on the other side of town.


“Oh, Creek Church is haunted,” Ellis said. “When they tried to rebuild the old church, strange things would happen. One time, it rained dead birds. They fell straight out of the sky. And the bricks they laid turned to dust. Another time, blood seeped up from the ground. Flooding everywhere! After that, the police kept getting calls of weird lights coming from the woods at night. In the end, grown folks said haints wanted the place for themselves, so they left it alone.”


“What are haints?” Janie asked.


“Restless ghosts,” he said.


Grown folks in Warrenville loved stories about haints. I didn’t believe any of them. I knew it was just a way to keep kids in the house at night. The only streetlights were in Town Square so when night fell, it was pitch black.


“Where’s this place?” Janie asked.


“At the end of Linnard Run,” Ellis said. “Not too far from my friend Jasper’s house. He’s the one who told me all about Creek Church.”
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