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CHAPTER
 1






I don’t like it,” Tania said. I glanced down at my sister, then back at the hotel. “It looks like an old castle.”


“It looks haunted.”


I laughed. “Don’t tell me you’re starting to believe that garbage!”


She hunched her head between her shoulders. “Of course not. I just mean it’s spooky.”


“You just feel that way because…because of everything that’s happened.”


She kept staring at the hotel, her blue eyes huge in her thin face. She was standing so close, I could smell her peppermint shampoo. I wasn’t sure what to say to Tania sometimes. We’d gotten pretty close in the last two years, even though she was my little sister. Nobody else understood what we had been through. But what did I know about eleven-year-old girls? And knowing what she had been through, I knew I couldn’t say anything to make things better. Still, I was her big brother and had to try.


The hotel really did look like a castle, with tall, narrow windows in gray stone walls. The top of the wall had notches in it—crenellations, I think they’re called. A gargoyle squatted above the door, sticking his tongue out at us. They must have modeled the hotel on something in Europe, because it sure didn’t look American, even though we were in Colorado.


I said, “It’s four stars, and we have our own rooms. Mom and Bruce will be so busy with their TV show that we can do anything we want. We can order room service and watch cable all day. Or we can explore, and they’ll let us go anywhere, because we’re with the TV crew. It’ll be cool.”


She finally looked up at me, and managed a little smile. I grinned at her.


“Jonathan! Titania!” Our mother waved from near the camera crew’s van. “Come here, I want you to meet someone.”


Tania’s nose wrinkled. I crossed my eyes at her, and we walked to the van with Tania sticking as close as a Siamese twin.


This girl stepped out of the van. My heart jumped into my throat.




Mom said, “This is Magdalene, the production assistant. She’ll look after you, so ask her if you need anything.”


I stepped away from Tania, but she scooted right up next to me again. My voice squeaked as I said “Hi!” and I felt my face get hot. I thrust out my hand and tried to lower my voice. I stammered, “I’m, um, it’s nice to meet you.”


She took my hand for about half a second and said, “Call me Maggie.” Her eyes flicked from Tania to me. I tried to think of something to say, but my brain wasn’t working. She turned and crawled back into the van.


Mom said, “Go on into the hotel. Bruce will give you your room keys.”


I lingered to see if Maggie would come back out of the van. Tania took half a step away, and then turned and looked back. “Jon?” I sighed and followed her, glancing over my shoulder.


I trailed through the door after Tania. Just inside, I stopped to look around. Sure enough, a suit of armor stood next to the curving staircase ahead of us. “Man, where do they think they are?” I whispered. “And when?”


Tania gasped. I glanced at her to see where she was looking. She was staring straight ahead, with her mouth open. I couldn’t see anything so interesting on the stairs. I looked back out the door toward the van. What was Maggie doing? Could I help?


Tania made some sound. “What’s up?” I mumbled.


I heard a thump and looked back to see Tania crumpled on the floor.















CHAPTER
 2






I paced the small living room of the suite Tania and I would share, listening to the low voices from Tania’s bedroom. I felt awful about her fall. I mean, she was right next to me. If I’d been paying attention, I could have caught her before she hit the floor.


Finally Mom came out, clutching the doctor’s arm and scurrying alongside him. “Are you sure?” she whispered. “You’re absolutely sure?”


He sighed. “Have your doctor do a complete blood workup when you get home, if you’re worried. But it looks to me like a simple matter of low blood sugar and too much excitement. She said she didn’t eat much breakfast. Order something from room service, and she’ll be fine in a few hours.”


He paused by the door and gently pried Mom’s hand off his arm. “Remember, she’s starting puberty. Her body’s changing, and it will take her a while to get used to it. Just make sure she eats enough.”


He slipped out, and Mom stood blinking after him. She turned back to me, her face creased with worry. “You heard what he said? Everything will be all right. Oh, Jon, I don’t know what to do! I don’t want to leave her, but Bruce will be waiting, and the TV people. There’s so much to do.”


I sighed. Whenever Tania or I got the slightest cold or skinned knee, Mom went into a panic and drove us nuts. We didn’t need Mom hanging around all day, fussing at us. Anyway, I owed Tania a favor for letting her fall. “You go ahead. I’ll stay with Tania.”


“Really, darling? I hate to ask you to stay in your room all afternoon on your first day here, but…it would be such a help.”


“No problem.”


She hugged me tight. Her head only came up to my nose, but she squeezed so hard, I could barely breathe. She wasn’t trying to comfort me—she was the one who needed comfort. I didn’t have to be a genius to figure that out. She’d lost one child; she couldn’t stand the thought of losing another. My own stomach was tight with worry. But I smiled and promised to order a whole banquet from room service.


I finally got Mom out the door. She looked back and said, “Don’t let anything happen to her.”


Nice. Not too much responsibility. I smiled and kept my voice steady. “I won’t.”


Tania was sitting in bed, propped up with about five giant pillows. She looked tiny and pale in the big bed with its bright red and gold cover. She glanced up at me and then quickly looked down at her hands. Her pale hair swung in front of her face.


I sat in the chair next to the bed. I cleared my throat. “How are you feeling?”


She didn’t look up as she whispered, “All right.”


She was mad at me. I said, “I’m sorry. Really, really sorry—I mean it.”


She looked at me then, her eyes wide. “Sorry? What for?”


“For letting you fall! You were right next to me and I should have caught you.”


She shrugged. “Oh, that. It doesn’t matter.”


I stared at her. Something was bothering her, but what? She looked down again, and I could just see her cheeks getting red through her fringe of hair. But now that I looked closer, she didn’t look angry. She looked…embarrassed?


“Hardly anyone saw you,” I said. “Just Bruce and me and a couple of people behind the desk.”


“That’s good.”




Okay, so that wasn’t it either. I tried one more time. “The doctor says you’ll be fine. It’s nothing serious. Just hunger and, um…” I could feel myself getting red too. “You know, growing up.”


Her hands clenched at the covers, and her hair fell farther forward to hide her face. I wasn’t sure if I should keep talking or just leave her alone. But something made me think she didn’t really want me to stop. She wasn’t smiling and pretending nothing was wrong. I decided she wanted me to figure out what was bothering her but for some reason she couldn’t just tell me.


“Are you thinking about Angela?”


Her head jerked back and her eyes met mine. “No,” she whispered. “No, I wasn’t thinking about her.”


Her gaze slid into the distance and her brow furrowed. She was thinking about Angela now, and I cursed myself for bringing her up. Our little sister had died of cancer two years earlier, and Mom had certainly been thinking about her after Tania collapsed. Mom never stopped thinking about her.


I said, “Look, this is nothing like that. I’m sorry I mentioned it.”


She shook her head. “It’s all right, Jon. I’m not worried about dying.”


I slumped back in my chair. “Well, what are you worried about? I want to help, but—”




Tania stared at me, her head tipped a little to one side. I could almost see the thinking going on behind the big blue eyes, but I didn’t know what she was thinking. Her staring like that was worse than when she hid her face. I wanted to look away, but forced myself to meet her gaze. I hoped I looked kind and supportive.


Just when I thought I couldn’t stand it anymore, she said, “You don’t believe in ghosts, right?”


The tension broke and I laughed. “Of course not!”


She kept staring, her face serious and intent. “But all this stuff that Bruce does for his TV show, investigating psychic phenomenon and testing it…”


“That doesn’t mean anything.” Why was she bringing this up now? “We already talked about this with Dad, when we watched Bruce’s show. Dad pointed out how Bruce never actually proved anything, even with all his gadgets. Mostly he just listens to people tell stories about seeing ghosts, and asks all those questions like, ‘Could the ghost of Sir Wellington-Smith still be walking the halls of Broadmoor Manor?’”


I frowned at her, trying to figure out what this was all about. “Bruce is okay, but he’s not a scientist. You can like him, but you don’t have to believe him. And Mom—well, you know why Mom wants to believe in spirits. But that doesn’t mean you have to believe in them.”


That was one of the hard things from the last few years. When Angela got sick, Dad consulted every medical specialist he could find. At first that was enough for Mom, too. But when Angela didn’t get better, Mom started trying anything—prayer circles, faith healers, sending money to televangelists, probably voodoo rituals, for all I knew. That was what drove Mom and Dad apart, even more than the stress over Angela’s death.


Tania looked down and then back up with that same urgent gaze. Her lips parted like she was going to speak, but nothing came out.


I said, “Come on, don’t tell me you’re starting to believe that nonsense.”


“Oh, no. I’ve never believed in ghosts.” She took a quick breath and let it out. “The only problem is, I just saw one.”















CHAPTER
 3






What could I say to that? I stared at Tania, trying to decide if she were joking or playing a trick on me. Her whole body looked tense, her face white, her eyes wide and pleading. My half smile faded.


“I saw a woman in a long, fancy dress standing at the top of the stairs.”


I frowned. “I didn’t see anyone on the stairs.” Maybe it was just a shadow or a trick of the light.


“She appeared all of a sudden—I mean, I didn’t think anyone was there, and then I saw her. I figured she must have just come around the corner.” Now that she’d started talking, the words rushed out. “She looked awful. Like she just had the worst news in the world.” Tania bit her lip and looked down. She whispered, “Like Mom, when Angela died.”


I swallowed hard and cleared my throat, but I still sounded hoarse when I spoke. “And then what happened?”


“She looked right at me. She started coming down the stairs. And that’s when I realized I could see through her. I could still see the steps behind her as she came down. She was staring at me the whole time. When she was just a few feet away, she reached out for me. And then I guess I fainted.”


We sat in silence for a long time. I could feel Tania’s gaze still on my face, begging me to believe her, but I couldn’t look at her.


Thoughts stormed in my mind. I wasn’t sure what this story meant, but I knew it couldn’t be good. I glanced at Tania’s face and in that split second any last hope I had that she was joking faded. She believed she had seen a ghost. But I had been right beside her, and I hadn’t seen a woman anywhere near the stairs.


Could Tania be going crazy?


I guess my thoughts showed on my face, because she looked down as pink crept up her cheeks. She sat perfectly still, her hands clenched in her lap, but I thought she was about to cry.


I sighed. Whatever had happened to Tania, whatever she had seen, something had scared her. We could figure out the rest later.


I got out of the chair and sat on the edge of the bed. I wondered about hugging her, but that seemed awkward. So I just said, “I don’t understand what happened. But I’ll try to help.”


She looked up. Tears shone in her eyes and her lips trembled, but she was sort of smiling, too. She threw her arms around me and I patted her shoulder. I didn’t usually like her hugging me, but this time I was pretty sure I’d done the right thing.


She sat back, wiped the tears from her face, and gave me a real smile. “I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me! I thought no one would.”


I wasn’t sure what I believed, but this was no time to mention that. Instead I said, “Bruce would believe you. Mom, too.”


The smile vanished. She was silent.


A new idea came into my head. Had she made up this story to get their attention? Was she trying to get on Bruce’s Haunted TV show? Maybe she was just a really good actress. Maybe she was testing her act on me, before trying it on Bruce.


She said, “You won’t tell them?”


“What? Why not?”


She threw herself back against the pillows and hugged her knees to her chest. “Think about it! What would they do if I told them I’d seen a ghost?”


I frowned. “Well…they probably would believe you. Bruce would be ecstatic and probably interview you for the TV show. And do tests and things…”


“Right. I don’t want to be on TV. Just think about going back to school after that.”


“You’d be famous.”


“A famous nut! How would you like to be ‘The Girl Who Sees Ghosts’?”


I grinned. “Well, I wouldn’t want to be ‘the girl’ for starters.” She didn’t smile. I sighed and admitted, “A lot of kids would make fun of you.”


“And Dad?”


I thought about that. “He’d probably think you were making it up to get Mom’s and Bruce’s attention.” My face felt hot, since that was exactly what I had thought.


We didn’t say anything for a while. And then Tania whispered, “And Mom?”


I stared at her as it hit me. I said slowly, “She’d want you to contact Angela.” That was why Mom had gotten interested in ghost sightings in the first place. That was how she’d met Bruce. If Tania was making this up, this was more complicated than I could figure out. She didn’t have enough to gain.


“And I can’t!” Tania said. “I don’t know if it will ever happen again. I hope it doesn’t. Just because I see some ghosts doesn’t mean I can control it.”




“Wait a minute—some ghosts? You mean this isn’t the first time?”


She gave me a guilty sideways look. “Well…this is the first time I’ve been sure.”


I covered my face with my hands and groaned.


“I thought it was my imagination!”


I leaned back and sighed. “How long has this been going on?”


“A couple of months, I guess. Like I thought I saw Booger. Only it was just a glimpse, and kind of faint, like he wasn’t really there. I figured I was just missing him.”


Booger was our dog, who was hit by a car a few months earlier. Yes, I had named him, but I was only five at the time. “So you saw a ghost dog?”


“I don’t know! It was just one of those things, I hardly noticed at the time. Then it happened again. Three times altogether, in about a week. But after that, it stopped. I thought it was some kind of grieving thing. Like after Angela died and sometimes I’d forget she was dead, and think I heard her crying in her room, but when I went there, it was Mom crying.”


“But you never saw Angela?”


“No. I guess I’m glad for that. At least I think so.” She shook her head. “I don’t even know what to think or feel anymore.”




This was getting stranger and stranger. I pretended I was Dad, the scientist, asking rational questions. “Anything else?”


“We drove past the graveyard once, and I saw this white blur by one of the graves. I told myself it was, you know, mist, or a trick of the light.”


“Maybe it was.”


“Maybe, that time. But not this time. This time I saw her just as clearly as I see you.”


“But you said you could see through her.”


“I could still see her clearly.” Tania sighed. “It’s hard to explain. But I could see her face, her expression. Her dress had big sleeves, and she was wearing gloves. I could even see the texture of the fabric. She was faded, kind of washed out, but not entirely white. I could tell she’d had brown hair, and her dress was maybe yellow or tan. It was long and fancy like a wedding dress, with a train that dragged behind, but it wasn’t white.”


“Yeah, that’s some trick of the light,” I admitted. “Okay. What do you want to do?”


She hugged her knees tighter and rested her chin on them. “I don’t know.”


I tried to think. We couldn’t tell Mom, or Dad, or anyone. This had to be between just us, at least until something else happened and I knew more about what was going on. But Tania was scared. And maybe she was even going crazy. I didn’t know what to do. I tried to think of anything that might help. “Let’s call room service.”















CHAPTER
 4






We got grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup, which sounds boring, but it wasn’t. The sandwiches had lots of cheddar cheese on some sort of fancy bread with seeds in it, and the soup had chunks of tomato and basil leaves floating in it. It was good, but there wasn’t enough of it, even though I finished half of Tania’s sandwich. (I know she was supposed to eat a lot, but she swore she’d had enough. I couldn’t force her to eat.) I tried to talk about nice, dull things, although it was hard to find a safe topic, when I couldn’t bring up our parents, the TV show, the hotel, or why we were there.
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