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To Georgie Uncle—

your spirit, memory, joy, and laughter

will always live within our hearts
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ONE Ring, Ring, Ring, Your Doom Is Calling! [image: ]

It isn’t fair.”

Those were my three magic words. They weren’t really magic; after all, magic didn’t exist except in books and movies. But in the real world, magic was something else entirely. It was the itch in my nose when I needed to sneeze but stopped right before I could. It was the dream that vanished as soon as I woke up, like a stream of autumn leaves snatched by the wind.

Magic wasn’t real. But according to my mom, I’d need a whole heaping spoonful of it if I wanted a cell phone before winter break ended and school began. Which was tomorrow.

Maybe I didn’t need magic. I needed a miracle.

“Nothing’s fair in life, Raveena,” Mama countered, her rose-pink lips twisting into a frown as she skimmed a parenting magazine in Yoon’s Antiques. Did she just get that line from her current reading material? Or maybe from her collection of Indian bridal magazines, which each started with a wannabe fortune cookie quote? (I might have snuck a glance at the latest issue. Plain saris are so last season, and don’t get me started on accessories!)

“But Lillian always uses her phone to call her pops.” That’s what my BFF called her dad. “You know, to make sure he knows where she is for safety purposes.” How could Mama reject my carefully worded counterargument now?

Truly unfazeable, Mama said, “You’ll get your phone when eighth grade starts, like we agreed.”

I faced The Boss one more time with my arms crossed. According to Lillian, every video game has a boss—someone to defeat if you ever want to win the game. Guess real life wasn’t so different. Except this boss was my mother. And at this point, undefeated. Even my puppy-dog eyes (by now, I was almost Pomeranian) weren’t working. I needed someone who would listen.

I needed Grandmama.

My heart squeezed. Mama never spoke so sternly to me when my nani was around. Once upon another time, Mama would’ve slipped her fingers through my hair playfully, wrecking my carefully parted bangs. But she hadn’t done that since BGL.

Before Grandmama left.

I had to up the ante—convince Mama I needed a phone now, just like most of the other kids in my grade.

“Phones are more than just two-way talking devices, you know. You could track my every move! You could send me funny memes and check on me at lunch!”

“Not the memes argument again,” Mama muttered, swapping the parenting magazine for the town newspaper. Splashed on the front page was a grand photo of City Hall. The headline read:


ONE HUNDRED YEARS OF HOLLOWS’ PEAK FESTIVAL ON THE HORIZON!



Before I could stop myself, I blurted out, “Grandmama would’ve let me get a cell phone. She wouldn’t have even thought twice.”

Mama froze. Her face darkened as she shuttered the Hollows’ Herald closed and placed it back on the newsstand.

Striiiiike one! the imaginary umpire boomed in my head.

Instinctively, my mom reached for her pocket, where she once kept Grandmama’s medicine. Now her pockets were cold and empty.

I caught her doing that often, reaching for something that was no longer there. The place setting for Grandmama at the kitchen table, the handheld radio she used to listen to the news. But it wasn’t always something physical. Anytime I brought her up, Mama’s eyes glazed over and her mind drifted, like she was reaching for warm memories that had gone stale. You know how cinnamon buns taste best when they’re fresh and warm and slightly pillowy in the center? That’s exactly what my memories of Grandmama were, and they were just as sweet. Yet the empty look on Mama’s face, recalling her memories wasn’t sweet but sour.

Before either of us could say anything, Mr. Yoon waddled out from his knee-high pile of flyers behind the cash register.

“I have your reserved box of items in the back!” the owner of Yoon’s Antiques called out, his kind eyes smiling at Mama, rimmed by half-moon glasses. “Are you looking for anything else today, Ms. Gill?”

Mama nodded before drawing out an old No Frills receipt from her jacket pocket, giving me a look that said, We’ll finish this conversation later. On the back of the receipt, she’d written a whole slew of strange things. Polka-dot shoelaces. Steel-toed boots. Fireproof oven mitts. (Maybe that one wasn’t so strange; who would design oven mitts that could catch fire?)

My mom rattled off the list to Mr. Yoon as I snuck away to the back of the store. Yoon’s Antiques was the beating heart of Hollows’ Peak—or at least the best place to get a buy-one-get-two-and-a-half deal around here. If someone from out of town visited Hollows’ Peak, they’d use the W word. Weird. But in my hometown, where we celebrated reverse birthdays and gave cats belly rubs, there was nothing really off-limits.

I dashed around a series of wonky bookshelves, filled with everything from joke books to prehistoric encyclopedias, before reaching the back of the store. My besties were already waiting for me, as predicted.

Correction: they were making googly eyes at the store’s resident pet fish. Yoon’s Antiques had a wide tank with a single puffer fish inside, who always gave me a blank look. Jenna Yoon, who I babysat last summer and was already nearing the size of her family’s full-grown husky, aptly called him Pufflepants and even doted on him like she did their dog. But Pufflepants and I weren’t on speaking terms just yet.

“Is Pufflepants badmouthing me again?” I joked.

Aiko spun, her brilliant rainbow-dyed hair as colorful as the camp bracelets on her wrist. “There you are! If you were another second late, he definitely would’ve started talking.”

“I think he already is,” Blair said, leaning close to the glass and pretending to hold a mic up to Pufflepants’s mouth. “He’s telling me… we should hurry up and get boba like we planned!”

Lillian chuckled. “Blair Ricci, fish whisperer and investigative reporter in training.”

“Following in your mother’s footsteps,” I added.

Blair’s brown eyes sparkled. “Yeah, except for the fish part.”

We all burst into a fit of giggles as Mrs. Yoon came around the bend.

“Is that the Fierce Four I hear?” She pinned a flyer to the wall that read 20% OFF WHEN YOU SPEND $50 OR MORE BEFORE TAXES, COUPONS, AND REVERSE BIRTHDAY CERTIFICATES. “Are you girls excited to go back to school tomorrow?”

There was a reason Mrs. Yoon, our school’s music teacher, had dubbed us the Fierce Four last year. We did almost everything together: Our science project on rising sea levels won first place at the Hollows’ Peak Middle School fair. Our French presentation on the negative impact of settlers on Indigenous soil got us an A+ and a fantastique from Madame Bower. Even though Blair and Lillian were in a different homeroom from me and Aiko this year, we vowed to remain fierce friends.

“Yep!” Lillian nodded excitedly at Mrs. Yoon, her tight coils bouncing in two Princess Leia–style buns. She was always changing up her style according to the latest K-pop trends. “I just wish I could go back to playing in school.” She made a motion with her hands as if she were practicing the fingering to an alto saxophone. She could play the chromatic scale like it was nobody’s business.

“Me too, girls. Raveena, I hope you’re also practicing your flute?” Mrs. Yoon smiled, though it was pretty clear she was hiding sadness beneath it. This school year wasn’t the same as the last—and not just because Grandmama was gone.

I mimed playing the flute with my fingers. “I remember all my keys.” What I didn’t want to remember was what Lillian and I had dubbed the Day of Doom four months ago, when Principal Hanover had called the whole school into the gym for a big announcement.

“This year will look different, students,” he’d begun with a sallow face. “Unfortunately, this year, we have no room in the budget for the arts program….”

I didn’t hear the rest of his sentence. My ears felt like they were dunked underwater. Based on Mrs. Yoon’s eye bags, it wasn’t hard to decipher what was going on.

They were cutting the arts program at school. Not just a portion of it—the whole enchilada.

What’s the big deal? I heard some kids snickering. Sports kids, jocks with rich parents. Meanwhile, my heart was shriveling like a stale raisin. (Raisins are gross, stale or not.) Apparently the price of laptops and electronic textbooks were on the rise. Even with government funding, Mrs. Yoon had told me that the school’s arts program would likely not recover.

Cue disastrous, world-ending music.

“I’m glad to hear it,” said Mrs. Yoon, pinning another flyer to the wall. Her short black bob brushed her chin as she added over her shoulder, “You’ve always been driven students, girls. Music class or not.”

Yeah, driven enough to move my butt all the way to computer science. Not that I had a choice. Most music students, including me and Lillian, were dropped into foreign territory—also known as comp-sci. Lillian told me she kept her saxophone by the front door, as if any day Principal Hanover and the school board might change their minds. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t do the same thing with my flute. It was Grandmama who had pushed me into music, after all, just as she had with my mom.

I could almost feel Grandmama’s fingers hovering over mine as she helped me read my sheet music. Her favorite piece was “Canon in D,” and so was mine, because it felt like a warm, velvety hug when winter breathed a chill into the air. Although I wasn’t skilled enough to handle the major parts on my own, Grandmama always made it seem easy. A deep breath from my diaphragm to fix my posture, a nudge of my elbow to adjust my positioning. She grew up with music in every corner of her house, from harmoniums to pianos to tablas, and wanted the same for her daughter and granddaughter.

“Oh!” Mrs. Yoon’s eyes lit up. “I almost forgot to ask—how’s fundraising going? The school business competition is really heating up, I hear.” Using a price tag gun, she slid a reduced-price label onto the base of a snow globe. “The group of girls in eighth grade looking to start an after-school baking program are close to first place. No pun intended, but they might just… take the cake!”

Mrs. Yoon was always trying to get a laugh out of us. But in reality, I was too busy mulling over who might actually be in first—a team with a boy-who-must-not-be-named. I’d been refreshing the school website all break for any updates, but nada.

“Our… business model kind of needs work,” Aiko admitted, toying with her bracelets.

Not long after the Day of Doom, Principal Hanover announced a schoolwide competition to help teach kids about business endeavors. Something about the youth of today being our tomorrow, or maybe I’d just read that on the underside of a soda bottle cap. Any group that entered could start a small business and raise money in the town. The group that made the most money by the end of the school year would get to use all the funds toward whatever school activity they wanted, like getting a new computer lab or an extra set of vending machines, or, in the Fierce Four’s case, bringing back the arts program.

But we were collecting chump change compared to the other competitors. Our business title wasn’t too hot, either. Get Everything Done! was our way of giving back to the community. Need your driveway shoveled? Aiko had your back. Bake sale? Blair was on it. Playing the sax at the Hollows’ Peak Retirement Home? Lillian was your girl. Still, it never quite seemed like we were close enough to reaching our fundraising goal. It didn’t help that most adults—you know, the people with actual money and who made actual decisions—wouldn’t take our business goal to save the arts program seriously.

The arts made us who we were, so why couldn’t adults value it the way we did?

“Raveena, hon? Let’s get going to Benny’s Boba,” Mama called from the front of the store.

“There are my marching orders,” I deadpanned, but truthfully, my mouth was watering at the thought of my go-to order: taro milk tea with lychee popping boba. Yum!

I waved goodbye to Mrs. Yoon, who said she was leaving for her lunch break, and left the others to say their fishy-faced farewells to Pufflepants. Mama, now standing before the register, was handing Mr. Yoon a wad of cash. I lifted the heavy, half-broken box off the front counter. Some might call what lay within treasure; others, junk. I’d been watching enough Storage Wars with Mama to know the difference, and right now it was the latter.

“Before I forget,” Mr. Yoon said as he closed the register, “we just got a matching glassware set in the back. I know you love the Martha Stewart Collection!”

“Martha, you say?” Mama pretended to think it over. “David, you know I can’t resist a good deal.”

“Who the heck is Martha Stewart?” I mumbled to myself as Mama disappeared around the corner. So much for Let’s get going to Benny’s Boba! Were grown-ups always so easily distracted by home goods?

The truth was, Mama couldn’t turn down a good antique. Leave it to old, dusty piles of stuff to get my mom excited. Sometimes I wondered if she loved antiquing because it reminded her of a forgotten era with Grandmama. I always caught her staring at the dishware my grandmother had brought over from India back in the seventies. Pieces of history that had been collected and displayed like precious memories of the past.

I took two steps toward the front door as Mama and Mr. Yoon became engrossed in the glassware out back. “Hey, guys,” I called out, pretending to step through the exit, “last one here gets warm boba!”

Lillian, Blair, and Aiko arrived at the front of the shop in record time, likely already rehearsing their orders. Aiko hunched over, catching her breath, like the thought of room-temperature boba was blasphemy. A second later, Lillian glanced in horror at the broken box in my arms, shifting a few items around. “What on earth is that?”

“It looks… ancient!” Blair shuddered out.

“Terrible,” Aiko added. “Terribly beautiful. I like it.”

I set the box down on the floor, curiosity overheating my body. Were they talking about those polka-dot shoelaces? They couldn’t be that bad. I investigated what my friends were staring at, and my eyes landed on a big, blocky remnant of the past.

A corded phone.

The phone was a soft baby pink with a vintage slim handset, the cord all tangled up in knots. Its delicate shiny buttons, which rotated in a circle, looked like they were about to pop out any minute now. Where the paint was chipping off, brownish-black marks revealed themselves underneath, like burnt spots on toast.

Aiko gaped in awe. “OMG. This is giving me major The Goonies treasure-hunting vibes. You just don’t see these kinds of rotary phones anymore!”

Of course Aiko would go gaga over old tech. Her mother had been a classic movie buff, and Aiko had eighties movie aficionado genes in her blood. Mama Tanaka passed away when Aiko was nine, but we all still felt her presence.

The phone’s buttons shone like pearls, drawing me in. And I wasn’t the only one stepping closer. The other girls were too, each of us craning our necks as if the object were hypnotizing us.

Together, each of us reached out a hand, the phone practically begging us to touch it….

Zap!

“Ouch!” I pulled back my hand. What was that? I stared at my tingling fingers, then at Blair, Lillian, and Aiko. Each of them was gazing at her own hands in fright. Blair looked the most terrified of all, watching as tiny white sparks flushed down her skin and disappeared.

“You all felt that, right?” I asked, just to make sure I wasn’t imagining it.

“The phone,” Blair began timidly. “It…”

“Nearly zapped our fingers off?” Aiko finished.

Lillian’s brown skin flushed pale. “What was that?”

We all stared back down at the phone. Lillian reached into the box with an inquisitive hand, but I held her back with an arm.

“Lillian, you could get zapped again!”

“I have to test my hypothesis,” she argued. For Lillian, science was always at the root of everything. Instead of enjoying the magic of a beautiful sunset, she preferred to explain the way light scattered in the atmosphere to form different colors.

“By getting electrocuted?” said Blair.

Lillian ignored us as she blew out a breath and grabbed the phone. I squeezed one eye shut, preparing for another electrical charge as she set the phone on the front counter.

Nothing happened.

“That was some static shock, huh?” I joked. Because what else could it have been?

Blair wiped her brow with relief; Aiko slumped with disappointment.

That was when things got weird.

Lights flickered overhead. The ground momentarily rumbled beneath the soles of my sneakers, making my knees quiver. Even the paperwork on Mr. Yoon’s counter fluttered from an unseen breeze.

Blair shrank back. “What’s going on?”

Lillian stared up at the lights. “Maybe a power surge? Or an issue with the air vents?”

Just as she finished speaking, a light bulb exploded nearby. We all yelped in unison. Every light source fizzled out one by one, plunging the store into darkness.

No—a dewy silver light was now streaming out of the phone like mist escaping Niagara Falls, filling the air with an otherworldly glow.

The aura from the phone was unlike anything I’d ever seen. White light escaped every hole and button, like smoke escaping a chimney.

And at that exact moment, the phone rang.




TWO Spirits Say What? [image: ]

The phone kept on ringing. And ringing. And ringing.

“Okay, this is officially creepy.” Blair clung to her long brown braid as her gaze volleyed from the broken light bulb to the glowing phone.

Even Lillian’s usual bravado disappeared in the consuming darkness. “Is anyone going to pick that up?”

Baffled, I asked, “How can it ring if it’s not plugged in?”

“Guys…” Concern pinched Aiko’s features, and her lips wrinkled like a sealed drawstring bag as she pulled the coiled cord forward and held it up.

The end was frayed and broken.

My fingers tingled hot and cold, cold and hot. I tugged the phone closer until it was teetering on the edge of the counter.

Brrrrrrrrrring. Brrrrrrrrrring. The phone vibrated, and I cautiously closed a hand over the handset, reminding myself there was nothing weird about an old phone ringing in an antique shop.

Except that it was broken. And it had zapped us. And it was definitely glowing.

I glanced around at each of the other girls before lifting the receiver to my ear. “H-hello?”

At first, silence. Then a shaky breath echoed from the other side. It was loud enough that I had to shrink back from the handset. Lillian, Aiko, and Blair leaned in to listen, mouths agape.

“Grand… daughter…”

I froze. The voice was frail, like a collection of broken glass fragments cupped in my palms. My mind immediately shot back to when Grandmama and I would call each other using our matching Barbie cell phones and make reservations for high tea with my stuffed animals.

“I’d like a table for two, please,” Grandmama would say with a wink. “I prefer English breakfast tea and not to be seated next to Mr. Fuzzies.” My teddy bear was not one for sharing.

Now I kept the phones together in my desk drawer, like a pair of twins that could never be separated. They weren’t broken, but somehow, it felt like they were.

I almost said Grandmama’s name aloud into the rotary phone. My hands were shaking so hard that Aiko reached out to steady the handset. “Who’s there?” she asked gently.

“Mija…,” the voice continued.

Mija? That wasn’t what Grandmama had called me. She’d called me beti.

I would recognize her voice anywhere. And this one definitely wasn’t hers.

Disappointment weighed me down like a rock sinking to the ocean floor. This wasn’t another day playing phones with my fearless grandmother. She wasn’t going to answer the call, just like she never answered with our Barbie phones after she left.

“I need Marisol…,” continued the voice cryptically. It sounded like something ancient, something old as hidden treasure… like someone who’d grown up in the 1900s.

“Marisol?” echoed Blair. “As in… Marisol Pérez? The-boy-who-must-not-be-named’s younger sister?”

My eyebrows slashed downward at the thought of my ex-best friend. “Maybe this old lady is talking about a different Marisol,” I assumed. “Right, Miss…?”

Static crackled from the other side. “Gabriela Pérez…”

Aiko covered the receiver to muffle our voices. “So it is Marisol’s grandmother?”

“I thought she was…” Blair’s voice grew small as she made a not-so-savory motion across her neck.

“Don’t say it. It’s just a disembodied voice,” Lillian reasoned, “not a phone call from beyond the grave. Besides, who knows if this is the grandma who died? Gabriela could realistically be from her stepmom’s side.” Leave it to Lillian to turn to deductive reasoning.

The voice became more insistent. “I need your help. I need Marisol’s…” She trailed off.

“Marisol’s what?” Aiko said into the phone. “What do you need of hers?”

The voice let out a breathy sigh before a beeping dial tone filled the air. The phone call was over. The lights flickered back on, the electrical issue seemingly fixed.

I held up the frayed end of the power cord while Lillian and Blair exchanged worried looks.

“Do you think that was a prank?” I asked, although that old lady’s voice sounded serious. Did it truly belong to Marisol’s grandmother?

“I don’t think so,” Lillian said, scratching her shoulder. She always did that when she was nervous. Aiko replaced the phone in its cradle with a satisfying click, and the glowing ceased.

Definitely. Super. Strange.

“It had to be,” I said firmly. “Because if it wasn’t…”

Aiko’s eyes widened. “There can only be one explanation.” She paused for dramatic effect. “Aliens.”

“Not again,” Blair muttered.

“Come on!” Aiko threw her hands up. “E.T. phone home. It’s a classic! Maybe that person on the line wasn’t a person at all—”

The bell over the front door to Yoon’s Antiques rang overhead. Mr. Yoon called out. “I’ll be right with you!”

“Quick, get in front of the phone,” I told the others. We all lined up not-so-suspiciously in front of it as a boy wearing paint-splattered canvas sneakers, beige trousers, and a designer down-filled jacket swaggered inside. My skin flamed at the sight of him—and not just because of that weird phone call. I would recognize that mess of brown curls anywhere.

Mateo Pérez.

“Well, that’s not freaky at all,” Lillian whispered as she glanced at the phone behind us and then at Mateo.

Mateo’s hazel eyes landed on each of the other girls before finding mine. I caught sight of my reflection in a nearby antique mirror. Heat climbed my cheeks, turning my skin so red I might as well have been a tomato in a Campbell’s soup commercial. My straight black hair was frizzy, matching my midnight eyes. There was a small bump along the bridge of my nose that Mama told me I’d inherited from my father. I couldn’t remember what he looked like, nor what his surname was. Mama kept her maiden name.

“Hi, guys. Hey, Raveena,” Mateo said coolly, freckles dancing along his sun-warmed cheeks. His seashell necklace glinted in the store lights.

“Mateo,” I responded, injecting as much venom into the three syllables as humanly possible. Tension crackled in the air like thunder. Or maybe it was just the leftover energy from the phone zapping us.

“I saw you through the window,” he said, pointing backward while still looking at me. “I mean, all of you. How’s winter break been?”

Hold up—Mateo was paying attention to me? A weird sort of smile crept onto my face that I’m sure put the It clown to shame. Someone must have replaced Mateo with a kind-smiling robot version of him, ’cause this was so not the boy I knew. Wait, maybe he was putting on a phony—pardon the pun—voice to appear nice. My smile instantly deflated. I could see right through that charade!

“Fine,” I clipped just as Lillian enthusiastically replied, “Great!”

I nudged Lillian in the ribs. “Ouch,” she muttered.

“Cool.” Mateo Pérez shifted his favorite basketball from hand to hand as he glanced me up and down. Me, Raveena Gill, his classmate for the past several years and, more recently, semi-nemesis. Not that he knew that. I pretended like everything was cordial—a fancy term for just fine, thanks—after he abandoned our breakdance practice for the talent show last year, joining a group of popular seventh graders and leaving me in the dust like tumbleweed. Mateo never apologized for it. Not yet, anyway.

I wasn’t going to be the first one to break the ice. Until he apologized to me, I planned to keep up my carefully crafted charade: calm, casual, and noncommittal. I didn’t want him to know how badly his actions stung me, especially when it seemed like he didn’t remember what happened.

Mateo smiled, showing off his irritatingly pearly teeth. “My little sis is having her reverse birthday party in an hour. You should all come! We’re going to the local roller rink. It’s backward-only day; no skating forward, or you owe me a soda.”

Of course it was. Everyone in this town celebrated their birthday not on the day of, but the day before. Legend had it that a town mayor almost choked on his loose front tooth during his fortieth birthday party after he wrestled with a piece of corn on the cob and deemed birthdays a not-so-auspicious day. For whatever reason, the tradition of celebrating the day prior stuck.

“Sorry, Mateo. We have to work on something actually important.” There. Let him fester in that.

He shrugged, catching no malice in my voice. “Okay. What are you all working on?” Mateo’s eyes lit up. “It’s the business competition, isn’t it? What’s your business name again?”

“GetEffreythingDone,” mumbled Blair.

“Hmm?” Mateo leaned in as if he genuinely misheard.

“We’re… working on a new name. Right, girls?” I said through gritted teeth. No need to air our dirty laundry in front of the seventh-grade class president.

Aiko nodded awkwardly next to me. Lillian whistled while avoiding eye contact. Blair looked like she wanted to crawl into a hole, which, to be fair, was how she looked 99 percent of the time.

“I’m sure it’ll be great,” Mateo assured us, but I could tell he meant, Not as great as mine. “After all, you are the Fierce Four.”

Practically the entire school knew we were all tight—especially after Mrs. Yoon gave us our group name—but back in third grade I was only besties with Aiko. That year, we’d become friends after working together on so many projects. And we were learning Japanese together during recess. We were inseparable!

Then, the following year, everything changed.

There was no reason for me and Aiko to sit at Blair’s lunch table that fateful day, but something compelled us to approach her. Nine-year-old Blair Ricci, who probably said a total of three words in class all year, was giving me major passive-aggressive side-eye and asking if I came to taste test her latest batch of jack-o’-lantern milk chocolate cookies. Turned out her stink eye was her version of a painfully shy Hey, I have extra. Want some?

“Yeah, can I try one? They look so good,” I’d said brightly. Blair’s demeanor totally shifted after that, and from the first bite I started calling her Blair, Baker Extraordinaire. She introduced me to her bestie and neighbor Lillian Baxter, who was listening to some K-pop tunes through her earbuds and scribbling down lyrics in the shape of scientific equations.

It made sense that we had our own little cliques before becoming besties. We were two halves of a broken painting, and only when we all came together could you see the bigger, beautiful picture.

“Maybe I’ll catch you guys at the party?” Mateo’s eyes were glued to mine as he awaited my response. Something about that look made all my confidence burrow away like a bear in the winter.

“M-maybe,” I said shakily. I would gladly join Blair in that hole now. And right when I thought I could return to school as “Cool Raveena!” You know, the kind of girl who changes so much over the break you hardly recognize her—either from a trip to Paris, or a new makeup palette, or from a three-day volunteer session with homeless pups.

Nope. I was still me, and I had to deal with it.

Just as Mateo was about to exit the store, Aiko piped up: “We’re so sorry for your loss!”

Mateo halted, tucking his basketball under his arm. “Oh.” He spun around. “You mean my grandma. Thanks for your condolences. It’s been a tough few months without her.” His gaze caught mine, as if he was thinking about my losing Grandmama, too. I’d never spoken to him directly about it.

“Was her name, by chance… Gabriela?” Aiko raised a brow.

“Yeah. How’d you know?” Mateo cocked his head to the side.

Blair went into panic mode. “We must have seen it in the newspaper obituary section! RIP, Gabriela!”

“… Right.” Mateo turned to me, his eyes softening. “See ya.” He gave us a salute and exited the store.

Aiko spun to us. “Did you just hear that?” She giddily jumped up and down. “Mateo—”

Blair cleared her throat.

“I mean, the-boy-who-must-not-be-named just invited us to his little sister’s birthday party! I don’t think he’s spoken this many words to us since sixth grade.”

“And whoever was calling us on the phone wanted to talk to Marisol,” said Lillian. “Sorry, Aiko, but I don’t think your alien theory is cutting it.”

“Agreed,” I added. “Isn’t this all a little strange?”

Aiko glanced at the old rotary phone. “It would be strange… if I weren’t an avid watcher of Short Island Medium and already a certified Ghost Girlie.”

Blair groaned. “Here we go again.” On top of being an eighties movie aficionado, Aiko Tanaka was the world’s biggest ghost-hunting-television-show fanatic.

“What?” Aiko placed her hands akimbo. “Do you guys have another explanation?”

“A ghost called the phone?” I scoffed.

Aiko blew a colorful strand of hair out of her eyes. “Listen, I’m not Lillian Einstein over here. I don’t know how this phone works. But what if this phone is, like, ghost-adjacent?” Aiko always got jittery with excitement when it came to anything remotely paranormal. She also liked to use fancy-pants words like adjacent, which we just learned in Language Arts for a vocab test. “If a ghost called the phone, then that means the phone can connect us… to the other side!”

Blair shook her head. “Nonono. I don’t do well with horror. You guys know that!”

“And the presence of spirits has been debunked by tons of scientists,” argued Lillian.

I had to agree with Lillian on this one—this was a stretch—but how else could we explain a dead person calling a broken phone?

Aiko carried on. “C’mon, fierce fam! The fact that Gabriela is dead should be enough to convince you!”

“I guess it didn’t seem like a prank call,” Blair agreed reluctantly.

I suppose there was some proof ghosts were real, especially in our snug little town. The town’s namesake came from its founders—the Hollows. In 1925, Rose Hollow settled into a newly forming Toronto neighborhood and served on the mayoral committee after departing from her ancestral home in New Orleans. She wasn’t wealthy by any means, but she was determined to make a name for herself. Turns out she made a name for her whole family when she revealed that she had an eye for the world beyond “the veil.” She claimed to be a medium—someone who could talk to and see ghosts. Her whole family had a knack for it. Her daughter, Carmela, had a gift for seeing child spirits who made mischief all over town. Her son, Elijah, was a spirit magnet, drawing any ghost from within thirty miles to his family’s humble abode with just a snap of his fingers.

But imagining real ghosts wasn’t exactly lifting my “spirits.” Because if ghosts existed, wouldn’t Grandmama have visited me by now?

Anyway, there still was no explanation for how this phone worked. Most likely, Blair and Aiko were wrong, and this was a prank call. Who knew—maybe Mateo was behind this whole thing. He had stopped into the store today just to speak to me, which was very un-Mateo-like. Maybe I finally got under his skin the way he did mine? And this phone trick was some elaborate plan to shake me up?

Ha, I showed him!

Footsteps echoed from the back of the store. Mr. Yoon and Mama appeared in sight, and I quickly stuffed the phone back into the box before either of them could notice.

“Hmm,” Mr. Yoon said. “Looks like the customer is gone. And what happened to that light bulb? I knew I should’ve replaced it last week,” he grumbled. “Well, at least you’ve got some new china to add to your collection, huh, Ms. Gill?”

“And a thinning wallet,” Mama joked.

I turned to Mr. Yoon. “You guys didn’t see anything strange back there? No flickering lights?”

“Or a well-timed earthquake?” Blair squeaked out.

Mama shook her head. “You girls and your imaginations. Why don’t you go grab your boba? I’ll meet you there.” Mama’s eyes flashed with a misty memory when her eyes landed on mine—clearly she hadn’t forgotten about how I’d brought up Grandmama during our cell phone debate.

I nodded quickly and escaped Yoon’s Antiques unscathed. Mama would have a stern talk with me later, but that wasn’t important right now.

“We should go to that birthday party and figure out what’s up. Phone included,” I told Aiko, Blair, and Lillian as we stood in the frigid cold outside Yoon’s Antiques.

Blair’s breath came out in puffs. “What happened to We’re working on something actually important?”

Lillian wrung her fingers together. “I know Mateo hasn’t been the same since he started hanging out with older kids, but maybe we should give him another chance?”

“Well, I need boba, or I’ll melt into a puddle like the Wicked Witch of the West!” said Aiko.

“Boba first,” I agreed—seriously, someone should plaster that on a T-shirt—“but after that, we need answers. And there’s only one way to find them.” I squared my shoulders. “We’re going to the roller rink.”
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Peter’s Roller Palace, named after the establishment’s owner (and not Peter Rabbit like I thought as a child), hadn’t changed a bit. It even had the same distinct odor of melted cheese, guacamole, and rubber. The floors were carpeted in a flashy disco pattern, the wooden tables and chairs still creaked at the slightest movements, and the giant statue of roller skates at the front hadn’t been rid of its graffiti.

But the reverse birthday party brought some new life to the place—including the screams of ten eight-year-olds playing Simon Says.

“I said Marisol says that time!” shouted a girl gleefully. She tapped her freckled nose and then pointed at a small boy in front of her. She shook free her crown full of curls, topped with a glittering tiara. “You’re out!”

“But you’re Marisol, and you said to touch your toes!” the boy complained.

“I’m not Simon, but you still do what I say. That doesn’t make any sense, does it?” Marisol countered. The group of kids looked around in confusion. Before they could launch into a debate on the logistics of a children’s game, a man arrived with two boxes of pizza, sending the kids into a tizzy over pepperoni and cheese heaven.

“Your mom dropped us off just in time,” Lillian said after sucking up the last of her iced pineapple-passionfruit tea.

“Yeah. Anyone see Mateo?” I didn’t know why facing down Mateo brought an avalanche of sweat to my underarms when we’d just seen him an hour ago. Maybe it was the sugar from all that boba. I gripped the bulky phone tighter. “He’s got to be around here somewhere.”

“Maybe he’s already on the rink,” offered Blair, still slurping on her mango slush. She’d barely drunk any of it on the way to Peter’s Roller Palace, too caught up in the thought that we’d spoken to a literal dead person. If that was true. Anyone could have called the phone and called themselves Gabriela. And I had a sneaking suspicion that that person was Mateo.

The four of us closed in on the wide oval-shaped, shiny wood-floored rink, but Mateo was nowhere to be found.

“Let’s split up,” I decided.

We each scoured the roller rink like we were detectives in an Agatha Christie novel. Mama devoured her books when I was younger, but she didn’t have much time for reading lately. Raising me alone, and especially without Grandmama, was tougher on her than she would admit. Maybe I’d inherited some of her stubbornness. And a love of whodunnits.

“You came,” a familiar voice announced from behind me.

I whirled. Bingo.

Mateo’s eyes homed in on the phone in my hands. “What’s that? You didn’t need to bring a gift.”

“It’s not a gift,” I huffed, then pasted on a nonchalant smile. “You called me on it. You wanted to prank me and my friends, so tell me why.”

Mateo frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Gill.”

Ugh, he’d pulled the last name card. I hadn’t called him Pérez since sixth grade (pre–talent show fiasco), when we regularly hung out at his moms’ taqueria. My mouth watered as I thought of El Grillo’s homemade street corn tacos with cotija cheese and spicy salsa verde. I hadn’t eaten one of those in a long time. “Mateo, tell me the real reason you called me.”

“What?” Mateo rubbed the back of his neck. “Seriously, I didn’t call you. I thought you didn’t have a phone.”

“I don’t. I…” Why did Mateo know that about me? “I don’t know how you did it, but making this rotary phone glow and ring—that’s another level of weird.” Mateo was nearby Yoon’s Antiques when the phone first glowed, and we’d gotten a call about his little sister. Coincidence? I think not.

He must have been the reason behind all this… otherworldliness. “Admit it. You wanted me to come here.”

“Okay,” Mateo said blandly. “I wanted you to come here.”

“Why? For another prank?” My voice pitched higher, a sure sign that my temper was rising. So much for calm, casual, and noncommittal.

“Just… because. And I swear, I never called you. Now can we get to roller-skating? You can grab your size over there at the counter.” Mateo nodded at the shoe guy, who I recognized was the same guy who brought out the pizzas when we came in. Must’ve been a staffing shortage. Or an unfortunate job posting.

“I don’t roller-skate.” I crossed my arms. “I mean… I can’t.”

“Then I’ll save you a lesson,” Mateo said smugly. Where was this boast of confidence and bravado earlier? Boys. They were just a box of puzzle pieces without a guide, impossible to put together and understand.

“I’ll think about it.” (I wasn’t going to think about it.)

Because Mateo and I were more than just sixth-grade talent show partners. We had been good friends once—best friends since the first grade. We raced each other on our bikes and pretended we were knights in a joust. We visited each other’s homes every month, with our moms being good friends, and traded Pokémon cards like they were rare jewels. We even used to bake horchata cookies together. It was strange how easily all of that went away. Mama got busy with work and stopped meeting Mia, one of Mateo’s moms, after Grandmama’s passing. And after the talent show last year, all I felt between me and Mateo was a cold block of ice.

I wasn’t all Elsa-mode, though. When Mateo’s grandmother died a few months ago, Mama cooked up batches of soup and butter chicken to give to them, like neighbors welcoming each other to the street. Except
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