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    Praise for


    A Guide to the Other Side


    “A Guide to the Other Side is a fun ride and a great concept. Chills galore.”


    —James Patterson, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Middle School: The Worst Years of My Life


    “Baylor’s adventures will intrigue, excite, and captivate young readers. . . . This series opener is funny, mystical, and endearing.”


    —Kirkus Reviews


    “A unique ghost story loaded with just the right blend of laugh-out-loud humor and suspense. Anticipate high demand for this series starter.”


    —School Library Journal




To Mom and Dad— the first readers, the biggest fans, and the best parents
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A good routine is KEY.


MY DAY CAN’T BEGIN WITHOUT my routine.


1. Wake up and light a candle. (I prefer a simple white candle, though I’ve been known to shake it up during the holidays and use a pine scent.) I breathe deeply and encircle myself with positive energy.


This first step is crucial to having a good day.


2. Check my dream journal to see if I scrawled any messages in the middle of the night. (There are a couple of lines on the page sometimes, but I’m pretty good at remembering my dreams, not to brag or anything.)


3. Check in with my twin, Kristina, and ask her how her night was.


4. Ask for only good vibes to emanate from the Beyond before I blow out my candle and start my day.


  *  *  *  


A chilly Thursday morning just two days before Halloween, the worst holiday ever created, I lit seven candles and placed them around me, creating a fiery barrier. I’d been doing the same thing at night, too, for the past week. Halloween may be fun for everyone else, but for someone who can communicate with ghosts, I can assure you it’s not fun at all. Halloween is the one time of year where it can be tricky to control the malevolent spirits. So many of them try to break through, even if I ensure through my protections they can’t communicate with me directly. It’s all because of the morons who wear those grotesque, bloody masks and costumes without realizing the very real effect it has on my life.


Those costumes summon negative energy, and I can literally feel the forces floating around, circling me like sharks around a bloody seal. Kristina hates Halloween more than I do. I can forbid those spirits from entering my vision, but she can’t, so while I’m walking down the street, choosing to be oblivious, she’s turning left and right, looking at one horror after the next. I don’t envy her.


It was on our walk to school that she mentioned how it was getting pretty bad already.


“Everyone must have tried on their costumes last night,” she said. “You would not believe how many murderers and politicians we’re passing.”


“Are they saying anything to you?” I asked. My shoes crunched up the yellow leaves that covered the sidewalk.


“No, they’re mostly grunting a lot. They know not to mess with us.”


“I still don’t get how they know that. Who would come rocketing over to this side to punish them?”


“I’m not entirely sure, but I know it would be bad,” she said. “I think it’s better not to know.”


She was wrong. I wanted to know so bad. She always said stuff like that to me: “We’re not permitted to know that yet,” “We haven’t learned enough to earn that knowledge.” It was so frustrating that I couldn’t grab her and shake more information out of her like I could with my little brother, Jack.


“Can you hear that?” she asked.


“Yeah.” Some man was screaming about a lost dog, but I’d been awake for only twenty minutes and didn’t want to deal with ghosts yet. “Does he expect me to knock on his wife’s door and deliver a message for him? He knows that’s not how this works.”


“Give him a second,” Kristina said lightly.


Three seconds later a door opened two houses ahead, and a woman walked out wearing a green bathrobe and pink slippers. Her arms were clenched across her chest, and she was looking around, confused.


“Why did I come out here again?” she mumbled.


Kristina raised an eyebrow at me, and I rolled my eyes and muttered, “It’s too early for this,” before I slouched my way up to the woman and said, “Excuse me, ma’am?” She turned my way and looked at me like I’d just personally caused her dog to run away.


“Yes, young man?”


“My name is Baylor Bosco, and I can communicate with people who have crossed over.” I must have repeated that exact sentence more than two thousand times by now. “Your husband wanted me to let you know that your dog is with him on the other side now, and, well, it’s time to move on, Trish. The animal shelter has a small brown terrier he thinks you might like.”


I braced myself for her reaction. I might have done this more than two thousand times by now, but I was never sure how people would react. I got off easy this time, though. The woman’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes filled with tears.


“How did you know that?” she asked. They always ask that too, even though I’ve just told them I can communicate with dead people.


“I was born with a gift,” I said, shrugging. “Oh, he also wants me to tell you that you need to change the curtains because they’re hideous.”


“That is just like him to say.” She laughed so heartily that I found myself wishing everyone would react as well to weird messages like that. “Is he doing okay?”


I nodded. “Just fine.”


Then I kept on walking. Normally, I would engage with the alive person more, but her husband was still shouting nonsense in our ears and I needed him to stop. It was 7:30 a.m., and no one, dead or alive, should have permission to scream that early. After I broke the connection, the shouting stopped, as it always did after I shared a healing message. It was Kristina’s job to seal the ghosts on the other side and make sure they no longer disturbed us.


It might seem harsh, but some of them just don’t get it. I’m here to relay the message, and it’s not up to me whether the person on the receiving end listens or not. When I first started delivering messages, before Kristina helped me tune out most spirits, I’d have these horribly persistent ones poking me over and over to deliver the same message I’d just passed along.


“They didn’t believe you, you need to go back over and try again,” they’d say.


Later Kristina established a rule with the ghosts: If you’re going to use Baylor to deliver a message, you’ve got only one shot to deliver it. They could come back with a different message, and that’d be fine, just as long as it wasn’t the same one.


“He was loud,” I grunted. I hadn’t slept well last night because I kept getting ruffled by some ghost children who passed through my room.


“You think it’s loud? Try being on this side of the fence. The man was practically screaming in my ear.”


“Your nonexistent ghost ears?”


“Shut up, they hear better than yours do.”


Oh, there’s one important detail to know about Kristina—she’s dead.
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Imaginary friends and dead twin sisters aren’t the same thing.


MOST PEOPLE DON’T BELIEVE ME when I tell them my sister’s ghost accompanies me through life, but it’s true. Well, I take that back. Most people don’t believe me at first. The only reason I can see my sister in the first place is because I can talk to all dead people, so usually there’s a talkative aunt or a doting grandma around who can help me deliver a persuasive message to the doubters. My sister, though, was never born. We were in the womb together, hanging out and growing cells, when one day her body fell apart.


I was born just fine, and early on I had no idea I didn’t have a real, live sister. She was always beside me, talking to me and playing with me and even fighting with me. My parents thought I just had an extremely active imagination, complete with an extremely realistic imaginary friend.


When I was five years old, I mentioned something to my mom.


“Mommy,” I said, “how come you never talk to Kristina?”


“Kristina’s your imaginary friend, honey,” my mom said for the hundredth time. “I can’t see or speak to her.”


“But she was in your belly with me,” I said. “She told me she was. She said you cried for days after you lost her, but you didn’t lose her, because she’s right there.”


I pointed to my smiling twin sitting in her chair at the kitchen table, rays of sun shooting through the wide window but not quite bouncing off her curly golden hair. I didn’t realize the look on my mom’s face was one of horror. It simply didn’t register with me that she would be stunned to find out her son’s imaginary friend was no friend at all, but rather her miscarried daughter.


“Baylor,” she said slowly, “how do you know you had a twin? Did you overhear Daddy or Grandma talking about it?”


“No, Mommy!” I said, so frustrated she wasn’t getting it. “She told me.”


“Baylor, tell her that the envelope she’s missing fell between the desk and the filing cabinet,” Kristina said, giggling.


“And,” I said, “she told me to tell you that the missing envelope fell between the desk and the filing cabinet.”


My mom’s face transformed from horror to confusion to panic. She left me at the table and sprinted to the home office, then returned a moment later holding an insurance document she’d apparently misplaced weeks earlier.


I saw her hands shaking violently, but I didn’t know what that meant. Now that I’m older—thirteen, in fact—I see those shaky hands a lot, and I try to be as empathetic as possible when relaying messages to people from their loved ones. People can’t help but feel scared when confronted with this sort of supernatural activity.


After my mom found the letter, she sobbed for an hour, then finally pulled herself together and asked my dad to come home from work. She wouldn’t say why, but since my mom was pregnant with my brother, he thought something bad had happened. When he burst through the door, he found my mom a blubbering mess at the table, and he found me sitting on the kitchen floor, pushing my fire truck along the tiles while Kristina made loud siren noises next to me.


They talked for a bit, and then my dad walked over to me in the funniest way, like I was a snake that had gotten loose in the house and he was trying to catch me. He crouched down slowly in front of me and took a big gulp.


“Hey, buddy. Mommy told me about your imaginary friend,” he said. I’ll never forget how his knees wavered as he talked to me, like he couldn’t find his balance.


“Kristina’s not my friend, she’s my sister, Daddy,” I said, barely looking over. I didn’t get why they were making such a big deal out of it. I didn’t get why they didn’t just love her like they loved me. I had never noticed until a few days before that they never tucked her in, or set a plate for her at dinner, or hung her drawings up, or even had a bed for her. I thought that was pretty mean. “She’s sitting right there.”


I pointed to the space in front of the fridge, and of course my dad saw nothing. But to me, she was as fully formed and normal as any of my new kindergarten friends were. There was one difference, though, which I had spotted even back then as a little boy: The only way to know for sure if a person is a ghost is to watch his or her eyes.


Ghosts don’t blink. They just stare at you like they’re trying to break the record for the world’s creepiest staring contest. You’d think there’d be more obvious ways to tell if people are dead or alive, but there’s really not. They don’t breathe, of course, but it’s not like it’s easy to tell if people are breathing when they’re just standing there. And they’re not transparent, either, as much as the movies like to think they are. They’re as normal-looking as the next person . . . well, most of them, anyway.


My dad looked at the empty space and back at me and then back at the empty space.


“Baylor, buddy, you’re telling me you see a little girl sitting right there right now?” he said, trying his best to laugh.


“He doesn’t think I’m here,” Kristina said sadly. At the time she also didn’t totally grasp the fact that she wasn’t alive.


“I know,” I said, frowning at her. “I don’t know why.”


“Tell him Mommy’s baby is another boy, so he doesn’t have to worry about having a girl yet.”


I told him what she’d said, and his mouth dropped open and his face kind of fell forward.


“Another boy?” my mom squeaked from the table. “Oh! Good!”


It would take another month for the doctor to be able to confirm that the baby was, in fact, a boy, and when they came home from the doctor’s office that day, they were walking on eggshells around me.


Looking back, I now realize how scared they were.


  *  *  *  


At school Kristina tends to keep to herself. She follows me around, but she knows I can’t sit there and talk to her. I don’t try to hide my gift, and although most of the kids at school know what I can do, they don’t really know about Kristina. It would just be too odd to have a full-on conversation with someone that nobody else can see or hear.


School that day was so slow. For a few periods I thought maybe some evil spirits were playing a trick on me and slowing the clock down. I even excused myself during one class, hid in a bathroom stall, and lit my emergency lighter while casting away all negative energy.


Kristina giggled from outside the stall.


“It’s not funny, Kristina,” I said, the flame still lit as I envisioned myself covered in light.


“Actually, it is,” she said back. “Nobody’s doing anything to you. It’s just a boring day.”


By lunchtime I was ready to fall asleep, and I still couldn’t shake the feeling that a spirit was at fault. At the lunch table I put my head down on my arms and closed my eyes.


“You okay, man?” my friend Aiden asked. We’d been pals since fifth grade, when I joined the band in elementary school. I was a band geek by choice, and Aiden was a band geek by default. He played the flute, was pudgy, and had terrible acne, and I was almost positive his mom cut his hair, though I’d never asked. But he was my best and most loyal blinking friend, and he’d stuck by me even after finding out my other best friend was my dead twin sister.


“I’ve been feeling terrible all day,” I said.


“Is it because Halloween’s soon?” he asked, opening his red lunch box and unpacking a pepperoni sandwich. “I know all the poltergeists come out to play this time of year.”


I shot him a look. “I’m actually sort of worried that might be the case.”


“Oh, sorry, man,” he said. He took a bite of his sandwich, and a glob of mustard oozed down his chin. “Kristina hasn’t done anything to help you?”


“How can I help you when I’m too busy watching this mess try to eat?” Kristina said from next to me on the bench. I chuckled, causing Aiden to furrow his eyebrows.


“What’s so funny?”


“Nothing, nothing,” I said. “She said it isn’t a spirit, so maybe I’m just being paranoid.”


We changed the subject when two other band members came to sit with us. Plus, I wanted to try to forget about my weird spirit problems, if only for a few minutes.


The rest of the day passed in a blur, and when the final bell rang, I texted Aiden and told him I was skipping band practice because I needed to get home and rest. I almost always walked to and from school—it’s barely over a mile away from my house—but today I called my mom and asked her to pick me up.


“You’re being such a baby, Baylor,” Kristina said. “I know you’re not sick.”


“Then why do I feel so bad?” I leaned back against the brick wall of the admin building and curled myself into a ball.


“I’m not sure.”


“Well, if you can’t make it stop, then you’re not allowed to have an opinion.” Maybe I was imagining it, but even the sky seemed darker—a dull, lifeless gray.


My mom arrived a few minutes later, and I opened the front door of her black SUV to climb in.


“What’s wrong, honey?” she said. “Is it a fever?” She held the back of her hand to my forehead and frowned, making almost the same face as Kristina, though I didn’t tell her that. It was still weird that she didn’t know what her own daughter looked like, despite talking to her every day.


“I don’t think it’s a fever,” I said. “I’m not sure what it is. I just feel terrible.”


“Let’s get you home,” she said. “Did you say hi to Ella yet?”


When I was eleven, my parents welcomed a wonderful little accident named Ella into the world. To me and Kristina, though, she was no accident at all, as I reminded them when they told me Mom was pregnant.


“Remember what I told Dad when I talked to you both about Kristina?” I said. “‘He doesn’t have to worry about having a girl yet.’ I told you both about her six years ago!”


The look of shock on my dad’s face grew exponentially worse after realizing it was going to be a girl. He had raised two boys so far. What the heck was he going to do with a little girl?


But it wasn’t something he had to worry about, because Ella soon had him wrapped around her little finger. And I have to admit, I was right there with him. She was the cutest little thing I’d ever seen.


Plus, there was the whole fact that she could see spirits. Actually, most babies can—Jack was one of the twitchiest babies ever because of it—but Ella’s ability seemed to be amplified thanks to me and Kristina working so well as a team. She couldn’t communicate with them, and her ability would fade away in a couple years, but for now she could interact with Kristina and see the same spirits I could.


“Hi, baby Ella,” I said, looking at her through the rearview mirror. I was too exhausted to turn my body around. “Seen any scary spirits today?”


She smiled widely at me for a second before turning her attention back to the baby doll she was holding. She had the most squeezable cheeks of any one-and-a-half-year-old I’d ever met, and they were soon to be overtaken by her ultracurly hair. Now that she was out of her late-night crying phase of life, I loved Ella a ton.


“Did . . . did Kristina say anything about your being sick?” my mom asked. She always spoke in a hushed tone when it came to Kristina, who could hear just fine at any volume.


“Nope, doesn’t know a thing,” I said. “Really helpful.” Kristina was probably happy Mom had asked after her, but the thought of turning to look at her made me queasy.


When we got back home, I essentially crawled upstairs and found Kristina already in my room with her arms crossed.


“You’re starting to worry me,” she said. “It must be all the Halloween energy. What else could it be?”


“It’s never affected me like this before, though,” I said.


“Maybe things are changing.” She almost sounded excited. “Maybe I need to have a talk with one of my spirit guides tonight while you sleep.”


“Please do. I’ll take all the help I can get.”


Without another word I passed out.


  *  *  *  


I woke with a start hours later, but I couldn’t see the clock. It was dark outside, but the light was still on from earlier.


“Kristina?” I called out.


No response. I thought that was weird but remembered she was going to talk to her guides. Feeling better about her absence, I reached over to turn the lamp off.


When the room went dark, a horrible chill passed through every pore of my body. I sat up in bed, shivering, and in the corner of my room, right in front of the window, stood a man with a white sheet draped over his head.


He seemed very tall, but that could have been because I was in bed. He was perfectly still, almost like a statue, and the edge of the sheet was precisely ruffled like a coiled snake near the floor. Most people would have screamed, but I’ve experienced some weird things in my day.


But then I noticed the eyes. They were two small holes in the sheet, just big enough for the pupils, and even through the dark all I saw was shiny black pools of menace staring right at me. I forgot how to use my lungs, and as I gasped for air, it felt like the world was closing in on me. The second I saw those eyes, I knew something was wrong.


An evil spirit had breached my barrier.
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Do not panic.


“BE GONE, SPIRIT!” I SHOUTED, but it didn’t move. The eyes gleamed like black sulfur, but it still made no motion. The sheet didn’t sway an inch.


I reached out for my lamp and clicked it on, and as the light filled the room, the demon vanished. A final chill overtook my body, and I exhaled heavily. I looked down and saw my hands shaking.


“Baylor!” Kristina shouted as she materialized from nowhere. “What happened? I couldn’t access your room. One second I was here, and the next I was trapped outside.”


I turned to her, and I’m sure my face was as white as the sheet that had covered that man.


“Baylor, it’s okay,” she said as she sat on my bed. “It’s over. Whatever happened, it’s over. Tell me what you saw.”


I looked at my hands, unable to quell the shaking.


“It was some sort of terrible spirit, Kristina,” I finally said. “I turned the light off, and a person wearing a white sheet was standing in the corner. His eyes, Kristina . . . it was like the devil was looking at me.”


“Then what happened?”


“I told him to leave, and when he wouldn’t go, I turned the light back on and he disappeared, and then you came back, and now we’re talking, and my hands won’t stop shaking.”


“Demon dung!” she said, her voice hushed. “I need to speak with my guides right away.”


“No! Don’t go. What if he comes back?”


“Light some candles,” she said. “Place them all around the house and ask for more good spirits to stand guard.”


I nodded. “Okay, I’ll go get some from downstairs.”


“That will keep whatever it was at bay for now.” She paused for a moment, looking at my shaking hands. “Whatever it was, Baylor, it was really bad. I’m surrounded by positive energy, just as you are, and I couldn’t even share the same space as it. I’ve never encountered anything like it before.”


“Forget the candles,” I said, springing out of bed. “I’m lighting the fireplace, and the grill, and I’m going to find a freaking torch to carry around.”


  *  *  *  


After I had secured the premises with the candles—placing a few extras in Ella’s room—I dug through the china cabinet in the dining room. I found what I was looking for tucked away behind the plastic plates and rolled-up tablecloths: a four-wick candle. My mom kept a few candles like this for special occasions, and I was pretty sure tonight qualified as more special than her boring book club.


With all four wicks lit, I went back up to my room feeling like I was holding a nuclear bomb. Try and get me now, Sheet Man! Whatever that thing was, it wouldn’t be back. Not tonight, anyway.


Even so, I couldn’t shake the image of those black eyes. It was bad enough seeing an exaggerated version of the classic ghost—oh, a sheet over your head, super original—but to see it unmoving and unblinking and unspeaking, with those deadened, haunting eyes? I felt threatened. Someone or something was trying to intimidate me, in my own home no less, and I didn’t like it.


  *  *  *  


“They have no idea how it happened,” Kristina said the next morning, fresh from a powwow with her spirit guides. “The fact that I couldn’t be around it made them all incredibly nervous. They’re setting up extra protection around the house.”


“Well, that’s good,” I said. “Except now I’m more freaked out than I was last night. Shouldn’t your spirit guides know everything? Isn’t that what they’re there for?”


“They know everything about us,” she said. “Not random evil spirits who make you wet your bed, Baylor.”


“I didn’t wet my bed, Kristina.”


“I’m not convinced.”


“You’re dead. You can go back and relive that moment.”


“But it’s so much more fun this way.”


I shook my head. “This isn’t funny, you know. That thing could have sucked up my soul or unleashed demon spiders on me or something.” I shuddered at the thought of demon spiders descending from the ceiling and crawling all over me.


“Listen, Baylor, I know you’re nervous, but it was a onetime thing. You’ll have so much energy surrounding you today, it’ll be like you’re wearing a suit of armor.”


“Well, that sounds good, I guess.”


“Just try not to pee in it if you get a little nervous.”


  *  *  *  


I didn’t learn a single thing at school that day. I just kept tossing around the possible intentions of the Sheet Man’s visit.


Was he actually threatening me? Sure, his eyes were freaky, but other than that, was he really that scary? Physically, no. But the fact that his presence had obstructed Kristina from sharing the room was alarming at best, and a harbinger of my impending death at worst.


Maybe he was just keeping watch over me in a way Kristina couldn’t? I had been building up my positive energy so much for Halloween that it was difficult for me to accept that any sort of bad spirit could have broken through. Who’s to say that he wasn’t merely a sentinel with a sheet?


It was also possible he was trying to send a message. What if he needed help? What if some corrupt company was selling a brand of sheets that would somehow strangle people in their sleep? What if a bunch of children overseas were locked in a factory and being forced to fabricate the sheets? What if it wasn’t a sheet at all and he was just a fashionable ghost? Unlikely, but since I could talk to dead people, I didn’t like to rule out unlikely things.


By the end of the day I had resolved to do a little investigating. Since I was fairly confident it had been a sheet and not some sort of ghostly burka, I decided to go straight to the source and take the bus to Bed Bath & Beyond. It was practically sheet heaven. I figured maybe I could find a similar white sheet, which might lead to a clue.


Riding a bus, or a plane or a train or, well, any kind of transportation where I’m trapped with strangers, can be a very unpredictable experience for me. Sometimes the passengers around me will be boring and, in turn, have boring loved ones who won’t bother me.


Other times it’s pure chaos.


The only thing I can compare it to is when you’re walking along a street and a jackhammer is pounding into the pavement. That deafening, grating noise is all you can hear, and you can try to ignore it and talk over it, but it’s just too loud.


Ghosts, especially the pesky ones, are my personal jackhammers pounding relentlessly into my brain. They will get in my face and yell at me until I deliver a message. Even when I try to tune them out, they’ll scream from the other side, and eventually Kristina will get so annoyed with them that she’ll force me to deliver the message just so she can break the connection and seal off the ghost.


It’s really bad when there’s more than one of these annoying ghosts, who always have the most inane messages. Stupid things like “She needs to remember to change the air conditioner filters more often” or “He needs to know that I’m okay with him throwing out all my socks.” I could understand the urgency if the ghosts died tragically and they wished to tell a loved one that they were now at peace, or maybe they knew of a dark secret the person was keeping and they wished to give that person comfort. In those kinds of situations I’m almost always happy to help.


But when I have a small Venezuelan woman yammering in my ear that her granddaughter is using the incorrect arepa recipe and, thus, embarrassing her family’s legacy, I’m not so pleased to relay the message.


Kristina, who’s learned a lot alongside me over the years, once told me my purpose was to deliver healing messages, and if I didn’t think a message was healing, I didn’t need to deliver it. That’s also why I’m able to tune out certain spirits.


But sometimes the ghosts are so strong and persistent that it’s easier to give in.


“My name is Baylor Bosco, and I can communicate with people who have crossed over,” I finally blurted out to the haggard-looking woman in the seat behind me. “I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, but your grandma will not stop pestering me. She says you’re using the wrong kind of cornmeal in your arepas and that you’re tarnishing her reputation every time you serve them to people and tell them that you used her recipe.”


“Jor makin’ me look bad, chiquita,” the grandma lamented.


The woman blinked at me.


“Did you understand me?” I said slowly.


“Yes, I understood you,” she said, shaking her head. “Shut up and turn around.”


Ugh. A doubter.


“I’m not kidding, Ana.”


Her eyebrows shot up.


“How’d you know my name?”


“Your grandma told me. She’s standing right there.” I pointed to the space just over her shoulder, where her grandma hovered, clucking her tongue as she examined her hair.


Her eyes followed my finger, but she saw nothing, of course. She looked around the bus, this time with a slight grin on her face. “Did Armando put you up to this?” She chuckled. “I’m gonna be on YouTube, aren’t I?” She waved to the nonexistent hidden cameras while sticking out her tongue.


“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s just me, you, and your annoyed abuela.”


“Do me a favah,” the old woman said. “Tell Ana her hair looked bettah when it was dyed blue, not this nasty pink like it is now.”


I repeated the message, and Ana’s face collapsed into a frown.


“Oh.” She looked out the window. “That sounds just like something she’d say. I got it done yesterday.”


“She needs to go get her money back!”


I looked at the old woman. “I’m not saying that.”


“What’d she say?” Ana asked, her head whipping back in my direction.


I sighed. “She said you should go get your money back.”


“I thought people were supposed to get nicer after they died.”


“Most of them do,” I said.


Still frowning, her voice a bit terse, she asked, “What’s the right cornmeal, then?”


“She says it’s Masarepa flour, not masa harina, because that has lime in it and makes the arepas taste malas.”


I can’t speak Spanish, but that’s a funny thing about communicating with ghosts. Even though I speak with them in English, whenever I relay a message to their loved ones, a part of their personality and soul can also come through.


I turned to Kristina and nodded. My work here was done, and a second later the woman had disappeared.


“Did she say anything else?” Ana asked. “Did she mention my fiancé? Does she like Armando?”


My lips pressed together awkwardly. “I’m not sure. She just left.”


“Typical,” she muttered, rolling her eyes. “Do me a favor: Next time keep my grandma’s messages to yourself.”


  *  *  *  


Inside Bed Bath & Beyond, I wandered around looking for the bedding department, bewildered by all the products I never knew existed. There were so many different kinds of pots and pans and baking sheets and knives and kitchen utensils. There was an entire wall of pillows, soaring up to the ceiling some twenty feet high. How were people supposed to see the pillows at the very top? Not everyone had a ghost sister who could drift up and give her opinion.


Once my shock wore away and I found the right section of the store, I realized it would be no easy task to find the correct white sheet, mostly because there were about two billion styles to choose from.


“Can you sense anything?” I asked Kristina. I was perusing the rows, one by one, touching every single package in the hope that some sort of message would be attached to one of them. Sometimes I can see a memory associated with an object. The problem is that there doesn’t seem to be any real rhyme or reason to these visions, so I’ll find myself randomly touching something and gasping in shock when a memory takes over. I’ve learned to avoid antique shops.


“Nothing,” she said. “We’re on a wild-goose chase here, Baylor. That sheet could have been purchased from anywhere, and that’s if the sheet matters at all, which I can almost guarantee you it doesn’t.”


“There has to be something else that we’re not getting, Kristina,” I said. “It doesn’t make any sense that he’d stand in the corner and not say a single word.”


“He was probably trying to scare you,” she said. “It’s Halloween. Spirits like to have fun too. Especially the evil ones.”


I shook my head. “I have a weird feeling about this. I don’t know what the feeling is or why I think it’s weird, I just know I have it.”


A woman with auburn hair, who’d been examining a white comforter with red flowers on it, was glancing at me, her eyes filled with concern. When I was younger, I used to blush whenever people caught me speaking to Kristina, since I knew they thought I was crazy and speaking out loud to myself. But time heals everything, and I nodded as I passed her.


“Happy Halloween,” I said. “Watch out for the evil spirits.”


  *  *  *  


When I got back home, my mom asked where I’d been.


“Just doing some shopping,” I said.


“For what? Are you actually going to dress up this year?” Her face had lit up from behind the counter, where she was dicing an onion. She was always so disappointed that I refused to participate in Halloween. All the other moms got cute pictures every year of their children dressed as ninjas and Bugs Bunny and clowns, and all she got was a kid who preferred to spend Halloween night wandering around a cemetery with his dead sister.


“Sorry to disappoint you,” I said, “but no.”


“Come on, Baylor!” she pleaded. “You’re thirteen. This will probably be the last year you can get away with trick-or-treating. No one wants to give candy away to a guy who has to shave.”


I sighed. “I don’t care about Halloween, Mom, you know that.”


“I know, I know,” she said. She threw the onions into the frying pan, and they hissed and smoked. “I just don’t want you to regret anything when you’re older.”


A part of me wondered if she was right. I hadn’t dressed up for Halloween since I was at least eight, and I couldn’t remember ever having gone trick-or-treating, mostly because I couldn’t imagine being on the street and not knowing who was alive and who was a ghost . . . or worse.


“Maybe I’ll text Aiden and ask what he’s doing tomorrow,” I said. “If only so you can have one picture of me, Jack, and Ella dressed up for Halloween.”


My mom dropped the spoon she was using, and her eyes welled up.


“Would you really do that for me?”


Oh no. I hadn’t really been serious, but now that the thought of a single photograph had made her cry, how could I backtrack?


“Uh, yeah, of course,” I said.


Sitting on the couch in the family room, I texted Aiden.


BAYLOR: Got any plans for tomorrow?


AIDEN: Me, bobby and j are gonna trick or treat around my neighborhood


BAYLOR: Care if I come?


AIDEN: You serious? I didn’t tell you about it only cuz you reject me every year


BAYLOR: I changed my mind this year


AIDEN: YES. Meet at my house at 7


All I had to do was find a costume.




 [image: images]


TIP


4


Beware: Halloween is more tricks than treats.


I KNEW IF I COULDN’T avoid the masses on Halloween night, I’d need to pick a costume that increased my protection by its very nature. No bloody masks or devil horns for me. I racked my brain for ideas and even asked Kristina what she thought.
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