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for Serene


Part 1

The Sleepover


Chapter 1

Brenna

The Ghost Under the Stairs

 


Waiting up for ghosts, Brenna Guin thought,
was even more boring than waiting up for Santa Claus had been all
those years before she discovered there was no such Jolly Olde Elf.
At least Santa Claus, even in the form of her parents, had had a
midnight deadline. Based on every book she had ever read and every
movie she had ever seen, Brenna had assumed that ghosts would work
on the same schedule. But midnight had come and gone with no
noises. No strange lights. Nothing. Just the sounds of her house,
Spring Beach, cooling and settling after a long, hot day under
Oklahoma’s July sunshine.

She sat on her bed in the dark, crosslegged,
her tablet computer on her lap streaming a TV show. The tablet
screen was the only light in her room besides the red digits on her
alarm clock. She was listening to the TV show through earbuds so
she wouldn’t disturb Norv sleeping in his cage.

Trying to stifle a yawn, Brenna shook her
head hard enough to dislodge the earbuds and whip the curly ends of
her dark brown hair across her face, but not hard enough to shake
the sleepiness from her eyes. Her eyelids continued to droop. She
could hardly focus on the screen of the tablet. The images of the
TV show had become swirling blobs of color. She was on her fifth
episode now. Or maybe her sixth.

She looked at the clock on her nightstand.
She had to blink to make her eyes focus. 2:44

She made herself stretch. The yawn came back
and would not be stopped.

In his cage over on her desk, Norv, her pet
brown rat, stirred in his cedar shavings. He raised his head and
opened one eye to look at her.

She gave him a tired smile. “Did I wake
you?”

He didn’t answer, not even a squeak. He just
let his head droop back into position, nestled against his side.
His whiskers twitched, then he was still.

“You have been useless all night,” she said.
“You could at least have done a lap or two on your wheel. But, no,
lights out and straight to bed.”

Norv didn’t respond to that either. If she
wanted to stay awake at this time of night, she was on her own.

Eleven years old, Brenna no longer believed
in Santa Claus. Of course she didn’t, even if recent events had
cast a shadow of doubt across her certainty about such things. But
it wasn’t that long ago that she hadn’t believed in ghosts either.
Those same recent events had been much more definite about
that.

She had always wanted to believe in ghosts,
but had not really thought that ghosts existed. Now, though,
she knew ghosts existed. Friendly ghosts, and–she shuddered
at the memory, and at the thought of the nightmares that had
followed–not so friendly. At least in one place. And maybe here, in
her house.

She hoped that the ghost she was waiting up
for–if it was a ghost–was friendly. So far, this ghost hadn’t done
anything like those … other … ghosts she had encountered. She
wondered if she would be able to talk to it, or even see it. Here
in the real world, she was no longer sure what was possible.

So, there she was, sitting on her bed trying
to stay alert–trying to stay awake–as she waited for the
noises she had heard last night but not gone to investigate. The
same noises Mom had heard. The same noises that might have been
someone–or something–in the kitchen, moving cereal boxes and knife
blocks around and rearranging spices in the spice rack. And causing
Eloísa, the family’s Panamanian cook and maid, to silently accuse
Brenna with her brown eyes of “messing about” in her kitchen.
Brenna’s protests of innocence had been met with open
disbelief.

Brenna didn’t want to be staying up late
tonight. She wanted to be asleep, resting up for tomorrow night.
Because tomorrow was her annual 4th of July Sleepover. Not only did
she want to stay awake way past anything reasonable with her
friends, she had a lot of preparation still to do before the first
of her friends arrived. Tomorrow would be a very busy day.

Except it was already tomorrow.

She pushed her long brown hair back off her
face, then picked up the earbuds from where they had fallen and
started to put them back in her ears. That’s when she heard the
muffled thumping. Three times. She felt goose bumps run up her
spine as she froze, listening. She saw Norv’s ears perk up too.

Brenna didn’t know she had been holding her
breath until she gasped in surprise when she heard the thumping
again. Three times. Coming from downstairs. The clock on her
nightstand displayed 2:46.

Brenna dropped the earbuds and moved the
tablet off her lap. Her knees popped loudly as she uncrossed her
legs. The sounds made Norv jump up. He poked his nose through the
bars, looking up at her as his whiskers twitched.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered at
Norv.

He looked at her at her knees.

“That’s not what I meant, and you know
it.”

Norv looked up at her again, his eyes barely
open.

“Are you coming with me?”

Norv shook his head and backed away from the
door of his cage.

“Fraidy rat,” she said, and stuck her tongue
out at him.

She picked up her black cloak from her desk
chair and draped it over her shoulders. She felt the darkness of
her room wrap around her with the silky material of the cloak. She
reached up and pulled the hood over her head. She had put the cloak
on numerous times in the last month, since the night Mrs. Lipscomb
had given it to her. The same night she had learned there really
were ghosts, and worse. But she had not worn it out of her room
even once in that time.

She stepped into her slippers and went to the
door of her room. She put her hand on the cool metal of the
doorknob and twisted slowly, easing the latch back with no sound.
She continued to grip the knob, keeping the latch in position as
she eased the door open. Then she relaxed the latch just as slowly.
Her slippered feet made almost no sound on the hardwood floor of
the hall outside her room as she walked to the top of the wide
staircase that went down to the foyer and looked down, past the
dark, oversized crystal chandelier.

No lights were on downstairs, but she did not
need them. Since the same night she had been given the cloak, she
had been able to see in the dark almost as well as she could see
during the day. Better, in some ways. Even though color was washed
away, as if she were watching an old black-and-white movie, she
could see with incredible detail. She could see the seams and joins
and even the grain of the stained hardwood floor. She could see the
individual threads of the Persian carpet centered on the floor
under the chandelier.

She paused to listen for the thumping again.
The sound came almost immediately. Another three thumps. The sound
seemed to come from below the stairs. As she looked at the stairs,
considering the best places to step to avoid the worst of the
squeaking boards, a silver hand passed through one of the lower
steps, then disappeared back into the wood.

Brenna gasped, then held her breath.

The ghost–and she no longer harbored any
doubts that there was, in fact, a ghost in her house–was in the
large coat closet under the stairs.

Forcing herself to breathe again, Brenna
looked at the polished mahogany banister. She wondered if maybe
that would be a quieter, safer way to go down the stairs. Or maybe
she should go to the other side of the house, through the game
room, to the old, narrow servants staircase. That staircase had no
closets or cupboards under it. Nowhere a ghost might be looking for
whatever it was that ghosts looked for in such places.

On the Other side, the cloak she wore would
let her fly. She had not tested that here, though, in the real
world. And with the fifteen feet or so down to the foyer floor, now
did not seem to be best time to make that test.

She decided the banister was the way to go.
She grabbed the large, decorative feature at the head of the
banister and swung her right leg over. The wood was cool through
the material of her yoga pants. Neither Mom nor Eloísa ever
approved of her doing so, but she had slid down the banister like
this innumerable times over the years. She had only fallen off
once. That she remembered.

She slid down faster than she expected, but
she was able to stop her descent before bumping into the matching
decorative feature at the bottom of the stairs. She swung off the
banister to her right, to the floor, instead of stepping on the
lower steps. As she did, she saw the hand poke up through the steps
near her eye level. She jumped back and nearly tripped over the
edge of the Persian carpet.

She stood there for a long minute, asking
herself if she really wanted to confront a ghost in her own house.
Maybe she should call Faye and Lupe. Even if the girls couldn’t see
the ghost the way she could, she would feel safer if they were
there.

Of course, if she just went back to bed–up
the servants staircase–she could go back to bed and both girls,
plus more, would show up tomorrow for the sleepover. But she did
not think she would be able to go back to sleep now. Not now that
she knew there was a ghost in her house. Even if that ghost
seemed interested in only the kitchen and the coat closet, there
was no guarantee it wouldn’t decide to explore more of Spring
Beach. Including her room.

She made herself walk, slowly, across the
foyer to the large, open doors that led to the main living room of
Spring Beach. The smaller door to the coat closet under the stairs
was just around the corner.

She peeked around the corner.

The door was closed, as it should be. The
coat closet didn’t see much use between spring break, also known as
the end of the skiing season, and Halloween. During that time, it
was less a coat closet and more a handy place to hide last year’s
winter clothes until her mother donated them to charity. Brenna had
no idea what could be stored in the closet that would interest a
ghost.

She realized she was stalling.

She stepped around the corner and put her
hand on the brass doorknob.

The transparent, silver-lined face of a man
thrust out of the door panel above her head. “Hello,” the face
said, looking down at her, its face twisted in a half-smile. “And
who might you be?”

Brenna jumped back, startled, her mind
replaying the angry screech that started all her nightmares since
the night of the New Moon a month ago. “I know that knife!”
She started to turn and run away, the screech echoing in her head,
the idea of seeking the ghost suddenly seeming one of the worst
ideas she had ever had, but the ghost said, “Wait, please. Wait!
You can see me? I am so sorry. I did not mean to frighten you.”

Brenna stopped and turned to face the closet
door again. The smirk was gone from the face now. Brenna did her
best to gather her scattered wits. She made herself stand up
straighter. “Shh!” she said in a loud whisper. “You’ll wake my
parents.”

“Yes, of course,” the ghost said, whispering
now, as well. The rest of the silver figure of the man stepped out
through the door and stood in front of her. Despite being a ghost,
he was not an old man. He didn’t look to be more than thirty. Maybe
as young as twenty-five. It was hard to tell because he wore a felt
fedora on his head. His cleanshaven face showed no lines, and his
eyes were bright. He wore a tailored suit jacket, buttoned to the
center of his chest so it emphasized his trim, athletic build. A
striped tie, the colors lost in the silver limning, hung from his
neck, tucked into his jacket. A lace handkerchief extended from the
left arm cuff of his jacket. He raised that to his lips now and
covered his mouth as he coughed. Brenna winced at the painful,
hacking sound of the cough.

“Please excuse me,” he said, still
whispering. He moved his hand from covering his mouth, but kept it
clenched near his heart. With his other hand he removed his hat.
“My manners have become somewhat eroded after … hmm … some time
spent away from the living. My name,” he went on, bowing slightly,
“is … hmm … Harvey Westmore, deceased.” He stood straight again. “I
recognize your cloak,” he said as Brenna started to pull it closer
around her, “and your lovely face is, I think, the most recent I
have seen ensconced within its folds.” He smiled a wan smile.
“Still, it would be most … hmm … pleasant to have a name to go with
the face.”

Brenna tried to relax, but her heart was
still pounding from the surprise of the ghost’s sudden appearance
and the fear of her memories. She forced her hands to pull the hood
of her cloak back, off her head. After a few seconds of the two of
them, ghost and girl, looking at each other, she found her voice
again.

“Brenna,” she said. “My name is Brenna Guin–
Wait. The Harvey Westmore?” The headstone of Harvey
Westmore, born March 7, 1862, died April 18, 1927, was a modest
one, carved from black granite, with a carved tophat and cane the
only adornment.

Harvey Westmore coughed again into his
handkerchief. He had an embarrassed look on his face when she could
see it again. “I am … hmm … flattered,” he said. “I never expected
that my … hmm … small accomplishments would be remembered by the
pretty girls of Spring Hollow.”

Brenna smiled. She did not know what Harvey
Westmore had done in his life, only that he had lived in Spring
Hollow, in the Inner Circle house called Rosewood Manor, and that
he had been buried in the Spring Hollow Cemetery. She had made
rubbings of all the headstones and monuments in the Spring Hollow
Cemetery, and knew the names of all the men, women and children
buried there. She did not recognize his face from her short visit
to the Spring Park Cemetery Other, but at the time she had been
overwhelmed by the crowd of visible spirits. And she had only
really talked to Preston and Bitsy Conners, former occupants–in
fact, the original occupants and builders–of her own house, Spring
Beach. There had been men dressed like Harvey Westmore, though, and
his face did look familiar. “Well,” she said, “maybe not by all of
them.”

“One is more than enough, Miss Guin, to … hmm
… warm an old man’s heart,” the ghost said with another bow.

“You aren’t old–” Brenna started. “I mean,
you don’t look–”

Harvey Westmore smiled. “You are too kind,”
he said, then laughed. Or would have laughed, but it turned into
another racking cough. “Please excuse me. I … hmm … chose this
appearance, that of a young man … my … hmm … younger self, but even
in death–or afterlife, I suppose–I cannot shake the infirmity that
tormented me.”

“Mr. Westmore,” Brenna said, whispering again
and bringing the conversation around to what she considered the
more important topic.

“Harvey, please.”

“OK. Harvey, why are you haunting my coat
closet?”

Harvey managed a weak chuckle without
coughing. “I suppose that is how it appears, Miss Guin.” He paused,
as if to allow her a chance to offer her first name as adequate.
When she said nothing, he continued. “But, I assure you, that any …
hmm … haunting is purely unintentional. In my younger days,
I used to visit Preston Conners, and spent many hours in his … hmm
… secret library. Sadly, it seems that I can no longer find the
entrance.”

“Secret library?”

“Yes, Miss Guin. Not all of Preston’s … hmm …
hobbies and pursuits were so well received by his neighbors. Our
neighbors. So, when he built Spring Beach, he included a secret
library–”

“Under the stairs? Must not have been much of
a library.”

“Under the house, Miss Guin.” Harvey
gestured at the hardwood floor. “Under our feet.”

Brenna looked at the floor, and stomped
lightly with one slippered foot. “I think you have the wrong house.
We have basement, but–”

“It does not extend under the whole house,
yes? Just the kitchen … hmm?”

Brenna looked Harvey in the eye. “How much
time did you spend here?”

“Quite a lot, actually, Miss Guin. That is,
of course, until Preston’s … hmm … untimely end.”

“Wait,” Brenna said. “You’re a ghost. You
stepped through that door. Why can’t you just float down through
the floor?”

“There are barriers that stop even ghosts,
Miss Guin,” Harvey replied. “Observe.” Brenna watched as the man
seemed to sink into the floor. His downward progress stopped above
his belt, with just his chest and shoulders and arms free. He
spread his hands and patted the floor without sound. “As I said,
Preston Conner had some … hmm … unusual proclivities. It seems he
locked his secret library away even from ghosts.”

“You mean that works? You can lock out
ghosts?”

Harvey floated up until he was standing on
the floor again. “Come into the closet and I will show you one such
means.” He turned and walked through the door of the closet
again.

Brenna hesitated, then pulled the closet door
open just a crack, in case something waited fall on her–or Mr.
Harvey Westmore wanted jump out at her. She heard nothing shift
against the door or threaten to topple, and no scary, silver face
appeared, so she opened the door wider.

The closet smelled of dust, leather, plastic
and cedar. Hers and her mother’s jackets from last winter hung
beside Dad’s collection of perennial trenchcoats. Unlike Mom’s
coats, which almost certainly would be donated or sold on
consignment, to be replaced with the new fashion for winter, Dad
had had the same trenchcoats for as long as Brenna could remember.
She pushed Dad’s khaki London Fog trenchcoat to one side, creating
a small separation between that coat and the black woolen peacoat
he always wore when he and Brenna went to select a tree for
Christmas. She could still smell a hint of pine needles.

Behind the coats, the closet extended under
the stairs. Large plastic tubs had been stacked in two neat rows,
one on each side of the closet, with a narrow walkway between them.
All the tubs were labeled with index cards mounted in clear
plastic, their contents and the year they had been packed written
in her mother’s perfect handwriting. The tubs nearest the door were
the most recent.

Brenna saw Harvey Westmore disappear through
the back wall of the closet, where the ceiling sloped down to a
height of about six feet. The lower half of the back wall had a
small access panel. The rest of the closet was lined with cedar,
but the panel was just flat wood. Brenna had noticed the panel in
the back of the closet before, and once, when she was only five or
six, and had read The Lion, the Witch & the Wardrobe for
the first time, she had dreamed of what kind of secret world might
be behind the panel. She had forgotten that, she realized, until
now.

Brenna pushed her way between Dad’s coats,
and walked to the back wall.

Harvey’s appeared through the wall above the
molding that surrounded the access panel, causing her to jump
again.

“Stop doing that,” she said.

“Pull the door closed, Miss Guin,” Harvey
said.

“Fine.” Brenna twisted around and went back
to close the closet door.

“I think you should be able to … hmm … kick
out the panel, at the bottom,” Harvey said as she came back. “It is
not actually nailed–” He stopped. “You did not turn on the closet
light.”

“No,” Brenna said. “Did you need it?”

“You do not?” Surprise was clear on Harvey’s
silver face. “You are more than you seem, Miss Guin.”

“You should meet my friends,” Brenna said,
thinking of Faye’s on-again-off-again fairy wings and Lupe’s sense
of smell.

“I think I should like that,” Harvey said
with a smile. “Yes, indeed.”

“They can’t see ghosts, though.”

“Well, we shall have to remedy that, will we
not?”

“Wait. You can make yourself visible to
normal–I mean, other people?”

“Not as such, no, but with your help, we can
perform a bit of magic.”

“Oh, so you’re a magician too, Mr. Westmore?”
Brenna asked, the beginnings of an idea forming in her head.

“Of a sort, Miss Guin. Of a sort. Now … hmm …
if you would be so kind as to kick open this panel?”

Brenna squatted and pushed at the panel with
her hands, as she scanned the molding around the edges of the
panel. The panel did not give, but she did not see any nails
securing it. The cracked, black paint on the panel looked very old,
as if it had been painted closed long ago, and never touched again.
There was a small, round hole in the center of the bottom of the
panel, which she assumed had been used to pull the panel into
place. She saw no evidence that the panel had ever been opened.

She noticed a complex design scratched into
the surface of the paint on the panel.

“Where are you going, Miss Guin?”

At the question, Brenna realized she was back
at the door of the closet, about to open it and … She was
disoriented for a second, then remembered she had followed the
ghost of Harvey Westmore into the coat closet under the front
stairs. She turned to look back at the far wall. Harvey stood
there, looking at her over the lace of his handkerchief as he
coughed. Behind him, through him, she saw the access panel at the
back of the closet.

“You probably should not look too closely at
the panel,” Harvey said. “Preston was also … hmm … a sort of
magician.”

Brenna looked away from the panel. “You mean
there was some kind of spell on the panel?”

“Something like that, yes.” He gestured at
the panel. “Please, try again. The lower corners, if you would. And
it would probably be best if you hit both of them at the same
time.”

“Are all ghosts as bossy as you are?” Brenna
asked as she sat on the floor.

“We do not want to break the panel, do we?
Remember, both feet at the same time, Miss Guin. Even
pressure.”

Brenna kept her eyes averted and felt for the
corners of the panel with her feet. She left her slippers on as she
positioned the heels of her feet in the two lower corners of the
panel.

The first kick didn’t do it.

“Harder, please.”

“I don’t want to wake my parents.” Still,
Brenna kicked harder the second time and lower right corner popped
free.

She pushed the lower left corner free, as
well, then was able to push the whole panel out of its frame. The
panel fell away from her, through Harvey’s legs, then slid down,
out of reach.

“Whoa,” Brenna said.

Just past the two-by-four supports of the
closet wall was the landing of a set of narrow stairs that circled
down into the darkness below her house.

Harvey stood with his feet just this side of
the top step. After a few seconds, when Brenna did not say anything
else, he asked, “You can see the stairs, yes?”

“Of course.” Brenna went back to staring at
this strange discovery. Dust covered the floor, and small cobwebs
hung from the thin banister of the stairs, and between the
supports. The only marks in the dust had come from the panel as it
slid down the stairs. She noticed a thin mound, also covered by
dust, less than an inch wide, that extended the width of the narrow
door at the top of the stairs. The toes of Harvey’s spat-topped
shoes touched the near side of the mound. She looked up his legs
and saw that he had his hands on the air, as if pantomiming a glass
wall. “Is this another magician’s trick? Or are you a mime
now?”

“This is no trick, unfortunately,” Harvey
said. “The barrier is quite cunningly constructed and perfectly
placed.” His fingers pushed at the air and the air seemed to push
back. “This is why I have been … hmm … haunting your closet, as you
so drolly put it. I have been trying to find a way past the
barrier.”

“Excuse me,” Brenna said, and crawled through
the opening, then through Harvey’s legs since he didn’t move.
Passing through Harvey’s legs gave her a slight chill, but she felt
nothing as she crossed the threshold of the first step and stood.
She backed down to the second step to give Harvey some room. But he
seemed to be looking past her now. “Hello,” she said, waving at
him.

“Are you still there, Miss Guin?”

“Yes, of course I’m still here.”

If he heard her, Harvey gave no sign of it.
“If you would not mind,” he went on, “could you see about breaking
the barrier?” He squatted back on his heels and pointed at the
dust-covered mound on the floor, and drew his finger along the
length of it.

“How do I break it?” Brenna asked. When she
got no response after a few seconds, she leaned forward so her face
crossed the threshold. She repeated her question.

Harvey looked startled, then recomposed
himself. “I see that is somewhat surprising,” he said.
“Faces appearing from … hmm … nowhere. Again, my apologies.” He
pointed at the mound again. “If you could push some of the barrier
out of the line, so it breaks the line, that would be
wonderful.”

“Oh, right,” Brenna said. “Gotcha.” She
touched the dust-covered mound with her finger and pushed at it.
Her finger exposed a white, crystalline substance below the dust.
“Is that salt?” she asked as she pushed her finger through the
substance to the floor and then forward.

Now she felt something. A chill touched her
neck and sent goose bumps down her spine. The air in the staircase
behind her felt as if it sighed out and through the opening in the
wall in front of her–but without moving. There had been no
breeze.

“I beg your pardon? What were saying about
the salt?”

“So it is salt?”

Harvey didn’t answer as he stepped around her
and headed down the stairs.

“Wait up,” she said and turned to follow him
down.

The stairs went fully around twice before
ending in a large room that seemed to stretch the width of the
house. Bookshelves dominated the wall to her left, hung with white
sheets to protect the books from dust. More sheets covered the
furniture of the room. She recognized the shapes of overstuffed
reading chairs and a sofa, but there were other shapes she could
not recognize. Like the large, round covered object on the far side
of the room. And what looked like a sheet-covered sarcophagus
pushed against the wall to her right. That wall had no shelves,
only the various covered items pushed against it, and was bare
except for a series of brass sconces with antique clear glass
lightbulbs. She looked up, expecting to see the supports for the
ground floor as the ceiling of the room, but the ceiling was
rounded into an arch, as smooth and finished as any other room in
the house. It had been painted as dark as the night sky, and she
thought she saw stars sparkling, forming constellations. She looked
down at the floor and saw a large, circular rug with the signs of
the zodiac woven into it.

Harvey was moving around the room, touching
the chairs and running his right hand through the sheets covering
the bookshelves as if he were touching the actual books.

“Is it not marvelous?” Harvey asked. He did
not wait to see Brenna nod as he went on. “Preston … hmm … built
for the ages, did he not? Even when he sealed this room, he
preserved it, he kept it as if he … hmm … planned to come back to
it. Perhaps even after death.”

“But it was blocked against ghosts,” Brenna
said, finally stepping into the room.

“There is more than one way to … hmm … come
back.”

Brenna ignored his cryptic comment, and
looked around the room. “This is perfect,” she said. “’Absolutely
perfect.”

“Yes, it is,” Harvey said.

“You said you were a sort of magician.”

Harvey spun around and met her gaze. “Aye,
Miss Guin, that I am. Or was.”

“So,” Brenna asked, “do you do you
parties?”


Chapter 2

Lupe

The Dust in the Chapel

 


Lupe Garcia stood just outside the back door
of the Spring Hollow Chapel, at the base of the scaffolding that
had been erected on the west side of the chapel. She looked up at
the oh-so-inviting ledges and the many handholds available. She
could feel the muscles in her legs flexing, readying themselves for
the jump, as if they would jump on their own if she didn’t make up
her mind soon. Her whole body wanted to make the jump. Even her
nose twitched.

Between last year’s hot, dry summer that had
caused the old building’s foundation to shift, and a hard-blowing
storm a few weeks ago, the walls of the chapel had begun to show
signs of coming apart. Last week, after another round of
thunderstorms, the city of Tulsa had finally sent crews to erect
scaffolding to hold the old building together until funds could be
collected to do a full restoration. The Spring Hollow Chapel had
once been a Presbyterian church, but had been deconsecrated and
turned into a landmark sometime in the 1960’s, long before
eleven-year-old Lupe was born. So it was up to the neighborhood,
especially the families who lived along Inner Circle Drive, to see
to the chapel’s restoration.

The scaffolding had been built around and
over the rear door of chapel, creating a small arch and corridor,
like an out of doors foyer. Lupe thought–no, she knew–she
could jump high enough to get a hold of the second level of the
scaffolding, above the worst of the dried mud that still covered
the supports. From there, she could pull herself up, then scale the
outside of the scaffolding all the way to the slate roof.

Lupe forced herself to turn her back on the
scaffolding and look out over the Spring Hollow Cemetery. The iron
fence that surrounded the North Cemetery stopped at the corner of
the chapel, so there was only a small patch of dusty grass and
gravel separating the chapel grounds from the smooth, green lawn of
the cemetery. The nearest headstones, some of the oldest in the
cemetery, were less than fifteen feet away, and faced east, toward
the chapel and the rising sun. The names and dates engraved into
the granite were worn from more than a hundred years of Oklahoma
weather, but Lupe could have read them if she wanted. Her sense of
smell had been oddly blunted the last few days, but her eyesight
had become sharper, as if to compensate. Her eyes wanted to
pick out the details of the carved letters and numbers, the same
way her legs wanted to jump and her hands wanted to
clutch and help her climb. She didn’t need to read the headstones,
though. She knew most of them by heart, especially those closest to
the chapel.

Lupe had lived in Spring Hollow all her life,
and had celebrated the Dia de los Muertos with her family every
year. She knew which few graves and monuments shared her family’s
bloodline. She knew which were the graves of former pastors and
their wives, which were those of old Spring Hollow families. She
had been visiting the cemetery more often the last month, since the
night she had passed through it, on the Other side, with Faye and
Brenna, on their way to the cave of the Spring Hag to rescue Faye’s
brother. She had not been able to see the ghosts like Brenna had,
but she had felt … something.

Today, though, she wasn’t feeling anything
but the urge to jump and climb. She suspected that was primarily
Martie’s fault, but she was sure George was influencing her, as
well. Momma and Dad had taken her and her older brother, Steven, to
City of Tulsa Animal Welfare and let them choose cats to adopt.
Lupe had chosen Martie, a gray tabby with green eyes and white
socks, and Steven had chosen George, a ginger tabby with gold
eyes.

Today was Monday, and they had adopted the
cats on Friday. Every day since then, Lupe had been feeling more
and more … frisky. She had begun to understand Martie’s fascination
with tiny ledges high on the wall with just enough to room to stand
on, and other tiny ledges at greater heights that might then be
accessible from the first ledge. Up and up and up–

Behind her, she heard her father open the
door and close it, almost slamming it. She turned to see what he
was doing, wishing she could have just turned an ear, as Martie
could, instead of her whole body. Dad was still inside the chapel,
visible behind the clear, new glass of the windowpane he had just
replaced.

On Friday night, Mrs. Lipscomb, the elderly
woman who lived in The Parsonage next door to the chapel, had heard
breaking glass, then seen lights inside the chapel. When the police
arrived, though, there had been no one there. So far as Mrs.
Lipscomb had been able to determine nothing had been stolen, and
only one windowpane in the back door had been broken to allow the
burglar to reach in and unlock the door. Mrs. Lipscomb had taped
cardboard to cover the missing pane. Lupe and her father had come
this morning to replace the missing glass, after a quick visit to
The Home Depot, where Lupe had also had to resist the urge to climb
on top of every tall shelf in an attempt to reach the bright lights
and exposed girders of the high ceiling.

Maybe Momma was right and Lupe shouldn’t let
Martie sleep in her bed at nights.

“Oh, hello,” Dad said, turning to speak to
someone Lupe couldn’t see inside the chapel. His voice was muffled
by the closed door. “Everything still a go for the party
tonight?”

Lupe’s head came up and she focused her
hearing into the chapel. Which would be easier if her ears would do
anything besides lay flat against her skull.

“Yes, Mr. Garcia.” Lupe recognized Brenna’s
voice. “Just gathering some last minute party supplies.”

Dad stepped aside and Lupe saw Brenna. Brenna
wore a black tee-shirt with an off-kilter cross motif created with
splattered red paint, dark blue cutoff pocket shorts, and laced
leather workboots. She had her curly dark brown hair pulled back
from her face in a loose ponytail. Her green eyes brightened when
she spotted Lupe and she waved. Lupe waved back as Brenna opened
the door and stepped out.

“Party supplies?” Lupe asked. “From an old
church?”

“Shh,” Brenna said, putting a finger to her
lips and winking with her left eye. “It’s a secret.”

“Whatever, Screech,” Lupe said, rolling her
eyes.

“You’ll find out later, Dogbreath.”

Lupe made a face at the nickname, and Brenna
stuck out her tongue in return. The Spring Hag had chained Lupe
like a dog, and had taken away Brenna’s words and left the girl
with the voice of a bat. That had been a month ago. Lupe didn’t
think her breath had ever smelled like a dog’s, but Brenna had very
much screeched like a bat.

Brenna yawned and blinked. She looked tired.
“I stayed up too late last night.”

“Doing what?”

“I told you. It’s a secret.”

Lupe rolled her eyes again. Brenna and her
stupid party.

Dad closed the door behind Brenna and used a
razor blade to clean the edges of the newly installed
windowpane.

The workmen who had erected the scaffolding
had left a 5-gallon bucket near the door. Stifling another yawn,
Brenna turned her back on Lupe. Brenna peered into the bucket, then
bent over to retrieve a pair of the heavy work gloves that had been
left there. The gloves were rough suede and covered in mud, like
the lower portions of the scaffolding. Mud puddles always formed
behind the chapel after a heavy rain, and the scaffolding had been
erected before the puddles had fully dried, so dried mud covered
everything.

Lupe watched as Brenna pulled a plastic
sandwich bag out of a pocket and knelt beside the dusty remains of
one of the bigger puddles. Brenna dropped the bag beside her and
pulled on the gloves. She clapped her hands together to knock loose
some of the mud, then she began dragging her fingers through the
dust.

“Dirt is a party supply?”

Brenna laughed. “I said the same thing.”

“To who?”

“It’s still a secret,” Brenna said as she
sifted out bits of gravel and tossed them aside. “A surprise. For
the party tonight.”

“So we’re making mud pies?” Lupe asked in a
mumble.

“What?” Brenna looked up.

“Nothing,” Lupe said, shaking her head.

Brenna shrugged and started scooping handfuls
of smooth dust and pouring it into the plastic bag. She looked up
at Lupe as she did. She squinted at Lupe. “You look different.”

“I feel different,” Lupe replied, balancing
on the balls of her feet, still on the verge of leaping and
climbing. “Did I tell you we have cats now?”

Brenna laughed. “You don’t want Norv to
ever like you, do you?”

“So I shouldn’t bring them tonight?”

Brenna shook her head, laughing, and went
back to scooping dirt.

Lupe had known Brenna since they were
toddlers playing together in North Park. Then, when they were four,
they had gone to very different preschools and had seldom even seen
each other since. Before a month ago, despite living in the same
neighborhood, the two girls had lived in two totally different
worlds, separated by only a few odd-shaped city blocks. Lupe had
never been invited to Brenna’s annual Fourth of July Sleepover
before. She wasn’t totally convinced she wanted go, even now
that she had been invited.

When the bag was full, Brenna zipped it
closed and stood. She tucked the bag of dirt under her arm and
dropped the gloves back into the big bucket by the door.

“See you at six,” she said to Lupe, then
walked away, into the cemetery.

“Where you going?” Lupe asked.

“More party supplies,” Brenna called back
over her right shoulder.

“And here I thought all you did at your
sleepovers was manicures and gossip.”

Brenna laughed, and waved with her free hand.
She said nothing else.

Lupe watched the girl walk along the edge of
the dry streambed that separated the North
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