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The Beginning

Colin and Nevaeh became friends because of a shoebox.

Or, actually, two shoeboxes. Also: two attics, two families, two crying babies, Three Brothers, three mysteries about kids from the past, and lots and lots of junk.

Then they went into business together.

They solved mysteries for anyone who asked.

And that was . . . not quite as much fun as they expected.

Who knew the people around them could have so many . . . boring . . . mysteries?

Then Serena Lane showed up.

Clutching a shoebox of her own.

And asking, “What do you know about ghosts?”
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The First Time Anyone Saw Serena

“Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea,” Nevaeh said, peering around at Groveview, Ohio’s first ever Zucchini Festival. It was basically just a dunking booth, a collection of rickety kiddie carnival rides, food stands surrounded by a greasy haze, and two ramshackle rows of tents and booths and tables.

“What wasn’t a great idea?” Colin asked. “Coming to the Zucchini Festival? Paying to have our own table here? Or . . . starting our own business?”

“All of the above?” Nevaeh’s voice rose at the end, as if she were one of those kids who made every word into a question. And that was totally not like Nevaeh. Normally she was bold and brave and confident. Just a few hours ago, she’d been all but grabbing people out of the crowd to tell them, “You want to hire Colin and me—I know you do! I bet you have all sorts of mysteries you’d love for us to solve!”

But in the past two hours, they’d found just one potential new customer: a man who wanted help finding his Netflix password. When Colin suggested making up a new one instead, the man had stared at him, muttered, “What? You can do that?”—and then left without paying.

Not that Colin and Nevaeh really would have charged for that advice. But still.

The smell of fried zucchini wafted over Colin, mixing unpleasantly with the smell of sweat and bug spray and sunscreen. The empty seats of the Ferris wheel swung and creaked, high overhead, and it gave Colin a funny feeling in the pit of his stomach. He could hear the current “victim” in the dunking booth—some teacher from the high school—taunting the crowd, “Come on! Try to dunk me! Don’t you want revenge for that F I gave you on your last history report?”

He wouldn’t say that if he really had flunked someone in the crowd, Colin thought anxiously. Would he?

Colin was twelve; he hadn’t even had to deal with middle school yet, let alone high school. But this summer he’d started wondering about all sorts of things he might not have even noticed before. A lot of those things were good: He wasn’t bold and brave like Nevaeh, but he’d managed to act that way a time or two. Because of that, he’d met Nevaeh; they’d become friends and helped patch up a friendship between two people who’d had a falling-out nearly fifty years ago, as twelve-year-olds themselves.

But Colin had also found out secrets about his own family he sort of didn’t want to know. Or . . . he’d half found out the secrets, and he and his mom had agreed he knew as much as he needed to. For now.

But someday, a voice whispered in Colin’s head. Someday I’m going to want to know more. . . .

“It’s just,” Nevaeh said, gesturing toward the next row of tables and makeshift booths, “we left Prilla all by herself.”

Colin jolted. He’d gotten kind of lost in his own head and had almost forgotten the conversation with Nevaeh. He had a tendency to do that. But now he gazed over at the next row of tables and booths, where signs advertised replacement windows, plumbing snakes, life insurance, and other things that Groveview residents apparently wanted more than mystery solving, judging by the crowds around them. And Nevaeh was right. Her older sister, Prilla, was indeed all by herself, at a card table with a taped-on sign that said: “Want to hire TWO great companies at once to clear out your overstuffed house? Ask ?????s and sign up here!”

Colin’s mom and Nevaeh’s dad both owned junk-removal companies. But they took very different approaches. Colin’s mom’s company was called Possession Curation, and she focused on helping people pare down their belongings to only the items they truly cared about. Nevaeh’s dad was the Junk King. He was all about finding new uses for old things, new buyers for items other people might throw in the trash. For years, Colin’s mom and Nevaeh’s dad had viewed each other as competitors—enemies, even.

It had been Colin and Nevaeh’s idea for their parents to start working together as partners.

Colin widened his gaze. Just to the right of Prilla’s table, Nevaeh’s dad and her three older brothers stood in a booth with signs all over the place practically shouting, “THE JUNK KINGDOM” and “GOT JUNK YOU DON’T WANT ANYMORE? THE JUNK KING WILL TAKE IT! I LOOOOVE JUNK!” It kind of hurt Colin’s eyes. Also, everyone in Nevaeh’s family looked alike, with their thick, dark blond hair; wide, constantly surprised-looking brown eyes; pale, prone-to-freckling skin; and mouths that always seemed to be open or on the verge of grinning, laughing, or calling out a joke. So just about every time Colin saw one of Nevaeh’s siblings, he did a double take and had to remind himself, No, that’s not some weird sci-fi version of Nevaeh who’s years older and maybe even a different gender. It’s just that Nevaeh has brothers and a sister. She’s not an only child like me. Remember?

Colin slid his gaze past Prilla to the left, where his mother stood alone in her own company’s booth, which looked sleek and classy and quiet and peaceful and . . . a little empty. Colin and his mom looked alike, too, with dark, curly hair and deep-set eyes. But Colin had always been tall for his age, and his mother was tiny. She didn’t take up much space, even in her own booth.

“Prilla can hold her own,” he told Nevaeh, a little brusquely. He really wasn’t thinking about Prilla at all.

“I guess.” Nevaeh slumped down in her folding chair and let out a small sigh. Then suddenly she bolted upright. “Quick. Two o’clock,” she muttered, speaking out of the side of her mouth like a spy or a gangster.

“It’s not two,” Colin argued. “Check your phone. It’s at least—”

“I’m not talking about time,” Nevaeh countered, still keeping her lips mostly pressed together, as if she were telling secrets. “Direction.”

“Oh, right.” Colin resisted rolling his eyes. Nevaeh was probably the only twelve-year-old on the planet who gave directions based on where the hands of an old-fashioned clock might point. But Colin had been hanging out with her most of the summer—he knew to turn his head just slightly to the right.

And he understood instantly what she wanted him to see: a girl in an odd purple dress was staring at him and Nevaeh. Staring hard.

Or maybe the girl was actually staring at the sign they had in front of their table, the sign Colin himself had carefully lettered:

MYSTERY SOLVERS, INC.

Nevaeh Greevey and Colin Creedmont, Owners

We find: Lost friends and relatives * Lost pets * Lost items

We help with: Other mysteries and dilemmas

The girl seemed to feel Colin’s gaze on her. She gave her head a little shake and looked away. Colin had done that particular move a million times himself. She might as well have shouted, Who? Me? Stare? I’m not staring! Why would anyone accuse me of staring? Leave me alone!

But then the girl jutted her chin into the air, a power move that Colin never would have attempted. This motion seemed to say, Yeah, I know you’re watching me now. So what? Watch all you want!

“Hey!” Nevaeh called, even though the girl was a good fifteen or twenty feet away. “You’re welcome to come over and ask questions! We’re here for anyone who thinks they need our help!”

The girl turned her head again, but only enough to barely make eye contact. She opened her mouth, touched the tip of her tongue to her teeth, then brought her lips together once more. And then she turned away and faded back into the crowd.

It took Colin a moment to make sense of what he’d seen.

“Did she just mouth the word ‘Later’ at us?” he asked, still not quite believing his own eyes.

But Nevaeh wasn’t listening. She bolted to her feet, knocking her chair over behind her.

“Hey!” she called again, starting to scramble past the edge of their card table as if she intended to chase after the girl. “Hey! We don’t bite! We—”

Nevaeh stumbled and rammed into the table. The piles of business cards and brochures they’d arranged so carefully slid across the table and rained down onto the ground. Nevaeh and Colin both rushed to pick up the cards and brochures before anyone trampled them into the dirt.

And when Colin looked back up again, the girl in the purple dress was gone.

“Did we both just imagine that?” Nevaeh asked, as if she’d had trouble believing her own eyes, too.

“I saw a girl in a purple dress that looked like it was made out of . . . I don’t know, velvet?” Colin said. “She was about our age. She had long, straight dark hair and dark eyes and . . . would you call it a smirk on her face?”

“Okay, we both saw the same thing,” Nevaeh said, as if that was a big relief. “Except . . . are you sure the dress was velvet? Who wears velvet in July? Or wears a dress at all at a zucchini festival?”

Colin, Nevaeh, and everyone else around them were wearing T-shirts and shorts. Before purple-dress girl, the most formal person they’d seen the entire day was the Groveview mayor, who’d cut a ribbon and given a sappy speech to open the festival. And he’d just been wearing a golf shirt and khakis.

“Wish I’d taken a picture,” Colin muttered. He’d really gotten into photography lately. Sometimes the pictures seemed to reveal things he hadn’t seen with his bare eyes.

Nevaeh squinted, as if she could imagine the photo he might have taken.

“Was there another girl behind her?” she asked doubtfully. “Another girl in a dress, but a lot younger, like, only seven or eight, and her dress wasn’t nearly as fancy, and—”

“There was!” Colin agreed. He frowned, remembering. “But except for them both wearing dresses, they didn’t seem connected, so I thought . . .” He snorted, figuring it out. “I know! That girl must be even worse at babysitting than I am!”

Colin’s only experience with babysitting had been tagging along with Nevaeh. And the only “work” he’d actually done was pushing a stroller.

“That’s not how you treat a kid you’re getting paid to babysit,” Nevaeh countered, wrinkling her nose. “Ignoring her completely, like that? That was an older sister being forced to take care of a younger sister, and she doesn’t want to, and the younger sister thinks she’s old enough to go around on her own, so she was ignoring her big sister, too. . . .”

“Maybe,” Colin said, unconvinced. Nevaeh knew a lot more about sisters than he did. But he’d also watched Nevaeh around her siblings, and even when they were ignoring each other—or annoyed or mad at the others—they still seemed connected, as if they had invisible puppet strings drawing them together. Nevaeh and her brothers and sister squinted the same way; they waved their hands in the air the same way when they talked. Even if they all dyed their hair different colors and put in colored contacts and somehow altered their face shapes with makeup, it would still be clear to anyone that they were siblings.

Purple-dress girl hadn’t seemed connected like that to anyone around her.

Nevaeh started straightening the piles of brochures and business cards they’d reassembled on the table.

“At least we didn’t waste any of these,” she said. “Though, at the rate we’re going, we’ll still have enough left to pass out at the fiftieth annual Zucchini Festival. People are just interested in the zucchini doughnuts and the rides. Nobody wants to hire us.”

“Maybe not here,” Colin admitted. “But, remember, we did find Mr. Sudowski’s car keys a few weeks ago, and we found the address for Mrs. Conroy’s second cousin once removed when she accidentally threw her address book in the trash, and—”

“Mr. Sudowski’s car keys were in his car.” Nevaeh rolled her eyes. “And just about every other mystery we’ve solved, the adults we were helping could have figured things out for themselves if they were better at using Google.”

“Yes, but—”

“Do you two actually solve mysteries, or do you just talk about them?”

Colin jumped.

Purple-dress girl was back. She was standing right in front of their table now.

How had he missed seeing her walk toward them?

“We solve mysteries,” he said firmly.

Purple-dress girl plunked an ancient-looking black shoebox down on the table in front of them. But she didn’t open it. She kept her hands around it, holding it together. She might as well have put up a “Keep Out!” sign on it.

“What do you know about ghosts?” she asked.

Colin shivered. Given the way she’d crept up on them, he wasn’t entirely sure that purple-dress girl herself wasn’t a ghost.

But Nevaeh being Nevaeh, she just looked purple-dress girl straight in the eye and challenged, “What does anyone know about ghosts? Seems like that’s more a field where people believe things or suspect things, not know. What are you looking for—ghostbusters? Exorcists? We don’t do paranormal. We stick to the real world.”

Purple-dress girl grinned. Her dark eyes glowed.

“Good,” she said. “That’s what I want, too.”

“So do you have a mystery for us to solve?” Colin asked.

“Sure do.” Now purple-dress girl flipped the lid off the shoebox. She tilted the box forward, so Colin and Nevaeh could see into it.

“I want you to help me prove these aren’t pictures of ghosts,” she announced.

Colin watched the pictures sliding toward him in the box. He had a clear view of only the photo on top. It showed a boy in old-fashioned clothes lying in a coffin. But the boy seemed to have a ghostly shadow—another, more faded version of himself in the same clothes, sitting up and staring out, his mouth open, as though he were calling for help. In the picture, the boy seemed to be both lying down and sitting up, all at the same time.

Colin gulped.

“But what if that really is a ghost?” he asked.
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Serena’s Story

“Maybe you better back up and tell us where you got those pictures,” Nevaeh said. Because, honestly, if she let Colin keep talking, he was going to lose this job. “Why don’t you start by telling us your name?”

“Oh, sorry,” the girl said. She pointed to herself, brushing a lace collar. “I’m Serena Lane. You can call me Ree.”

Good grief, Nevaeh thought, looking Ree up and down. Colin was right—her dress is velvet. Velvet and lace. . . . Is she one of those girls who’s all about taking pictures of herself for Instagram, and she thinks she’s going to be some big influencer from Groveview? And maybe she’s just talking to us so she can make fun of us on her site?

Maybe Nevaeh wanted Colin to lose this job for them.

But then Ree cast a glance over her shoulder, as if worried that someone might see her talking to Colin and Nevaeh. That could have made Nevaeh even warier. But there was something so lost about Ree’s glance, something so sad and mysterious.

Nevaeh made a snap decision.

She stood up and reached over the metal bar separating her and Colin’s table from the next one over, where someone who’d gone to school with Nevaeh’s older brother Axel had a sign claiming he could fix any cell phone problem in thirty minutes or less.

“Mind if we borrow your extra chair?” Nevaeh asked. She didn’t wait for an answer, just grabbed the folding chair and lifted it over the bar. She settled the chair alongside hers and Colin’s, and patted the seat invitingly. “Come back here with us, so you can tell us the whole story,” she told Ree.

And so you can hide, if that’s what you want, Nevaeh thought.

Ree threw one more glance over her shoulder, snatched up the box of pictures, and dodged around the table much more gracefully than Nevaeh had done moments earlier. But when Ree got to the empty chair, she turned it around so she could keep her back to the crowd.

Interesting, Nevaeh thought. She wanted to raise an eyebrow at Colin, or blink at him to send a secret message: Do you see her body language? But Ree was watching Colin and Nevaeh so carefully. She would have noticed.

“I just moved here,” Ree said, settling into the chair. She kept the box clutched on her lap. “This box was in the attic of our new house.”

“People leave behind all sorts of things in attics,” Colin said sagely. “Nevaeh and I have a lot of experience with that.”

He made it sound like the two of them had spent decades—rather than just a matter of months—helping their families clean out attics. And yet, this was the first summer for both of them doing that.

“Yeah, well, I bet you don’t have experience with a house like mine,” Ree said. She cast another nervous glance over her shoulder and held the box tighter.

“Why do you say that?” Nevaeh asked.

“Umm . . . ,” Ree began. She bit her lip. “It’s a really old house—like, more than a century old. And—”

“Oh, we deal with old houses all the time!” Colin interrupted reassuringly. “We—”

Nevaeh stepped on his foot to get him to shut up.

“Go on,” she told Ree.

“It’s a funeral home, all right?” Ree said. “I live in a funeral home now. And it’s hard enough that . . . well, never mind. I can be okay with living in a funeral home. I can handle it. I’m not a baby. I’m not a coward. I can . . . be supportive of my mom, if this is what makes her happy. But I am not living in a haunted funeral home. If it’s haunted, I refuse!”

“I don’t blame you,” Nevaeh said.

She tried to think of something else to say to get Ree to calm down. But, really, didn’t Ree deserve to be upset? Who wouldn’t be upset, moving into a funeral home they thought might be haunted?

The carnival ride operators chose that moment to crank up the music of the merry-go-round. The tooting and whistling of the calliope music should have sounded cheerful and carefree. But it was hard to hear it that way with the word “haunted” still echoing in Nevaeh’s ears. Once again, Nevaeh wanted to catch Colin’s eye. She wanted to have a private conversation with him. But this time, what she longed to tell him was, This girl needs more help than we can give her, don’t you think? Can’t she tell we’re just kids, and we’re really just playing at being able to solve mysteries?

It was so hard being twelve. Sometimes Nevaeh felt like she was capable of anything, but no one would give her credit or even listen to her ideas. And other times, Nevaeh felt like she didn’t know anything about anything, and it was really unfair when people treated her like she should.

This whole afternoon at the Groveview Zucchini Festival, Nevaeh had been flipping back and forth between thinking, Why won’t anyone take us seriously? and This is embarrassing—what if someone actually takes one of our brochures? What if they try to hire us for something we can’t handle?

Ghosts—or potential ghosts—definitely fit in the category of things Nevaeh didn’t know how to handle.

Beside her, Colin cleared his throat.

“People used to take pictures of dead people all the time,” he said, sounding amazingly calm. “It was a thing, a hundred years ago or so.”

“I know that!” Ree snapped.

“You do?” Colin said, as if that was a surprise.

What if he offended Ree, and she just got up and stomped away?

“Colin’s not just being, like, a mansplainer,” Nevaeh said, defending him. “He really does know a lot about photography. And, I guess, the history of photography.”

Colin started to reach for the box of pictures.

“Maybe if we go through all those pictures one by one,” he said. “Maybe then we’ll figure out—”

Ree jerked the box back, hugging it tightly against her chest. She threw yet another worried glance over her shoulder.

“Not here,” she said. “What was I thinking? This won’t work.”

“You were thinking we could help,” Nevaeh reminded Ree. And . . . reminded herself. Nevaeh was a Greevey, and Greeveys liked helping people. Even if they weren’t always sure how.

“Okay, okay . . .” Ree seemed to be trying to calm down. She took deep breaths. But she kept an iron grip on the box.

This was starting to feel like a standoff.

“Where would you feel more comfortable showing us the pictures?” Colin asked gently. “You may not have found Groveview’s library yet, but sometimes we—”

“No!” Ree looked panicked again. “Not anywhere public! It has to be . . .” Suddenly her expression smoothed out. She smiled. And then she raised her eyebrows in a way that made her expression seem mischievous. Or maybe evil. “You have to come to my house. If you want to prove that I’m not living in a haunted funeral home, you have to be in the house.”

“We can do that,” Colin said immediately. “Right, Nevaeh?”

Wait—Colin’s not afraid? He’s leaving it up to me to be the one who chickens out?

Nevaeh gulped.

“Just tell us when, and we’ll be there,” she said.

And if her voice sounded a little faint—a little ghostly—she fervently hoped no one else noticed.
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Serena’s House

The house was huge.

Colin and Nevaeh stood across the street staring at it, just an hour later. They didn’t have to check any house numbers against the address Serena had given them because there was also a scalloped sign out front, with the words “Lane-Rhodes Funeral Home” in elegant, curlicued script.

“I don’t know why she said she lives in a funeral home,” Nevaeh said, sounding awed. “She should have said she lives in the funeral home. The one everyone knows.”

“She’s new,” Colin said, as if apologizing for Serena.

He had no clue how many funeral homes there were in Groveview. But this was the one kids made jokes about when they passed it on the school bus—“You keep bugging me, you’re going to end up there!” The jokes were never funny, and Colin had noticed they kind of stopped the year that one of their teachers had cancer. That year, there had been times the whole bus went silent, passing the funeral home. But the teacher was fine now, and the jokes had come back.

If you didn’t think of it as a funeral home, the house was also amazing. It was a style that Colin thought might be called Victorian—because of some English queen, a long time ago? It had two turrets that looked like upside-down ice-cream cones, and extra wings that jutted out at the sides and back that made him think of pictures he’d seen of cathedrals with flying buttresses. Cheerful summery flowers were planted in beds all around the house: daisies and marigolds and zinnias.

But there was also a hearse in the driveway, a big, black car that clearly had room in the back for a coffin. Or—who could say? Maybe there actually was a coffin in the back, and Colin just couldn’t see it because of the tinted windows.

“Have you ever been inside a funeral home before?” Colin asked Nevaeh. “Ever been to a funeral?”

“My grandfather’s,” Nevaeh said. “And for some other people my parents knew but I didn’t. Not really.” She shrugged. “You know. Dad knows everybody in Groveview. Dead or alive.”

Even Nevaeh was trying to make a joke about the funeral home.

Colin didn’t laugh.

“My grandparents died before I was born,” he said. “The grandparents I know about, anyway.” Because there was such a huge black hole in his life connected to his father, he didn’t know anything about his father’s family. “My mom’s never taken me to anybody’s funeral. I guess we’re lucky? Not to know anybody who died?”

Now he was doing that thing where he was making simple facts into questions.

Nevaeh patted his arm.

“Look,” she said. “I know you’re dying to see all those pictures Ree had in the box. Oops—sorry—didn’t mean to do that. ‘Dying’ . . . ha ha . . . I mean, you want to see the rest of those pictures. But maybe we can just call up this Ree girl and tell her if she really wants to hire us, we have some terms she has to agree with, and one of them is not going into that funeral home until we have to. We can say it’s better to look at the pictures in a neutral location, and—”

“Ree didn’t give us her phone number,” Colin reminded her. He held up his own phone, where he’d typed all the directions Ree had given them. “And we forgot to ask.”

“Ugh,” Nevaeh said, hitting her forehead with the palm of her hand. “Don’t tell my dad I forgot the first rule of customer contact.” She squared her shoulders. Colin had known Nevaeh long enough now to recognize this as her “Okay, whatever. I’m taking charge” signature move. “The longer we stand here, the harder it’s going to be. Come on.”

She grabbed his arm and tugged, and Colin let her pull him along.

“Ree said to go in the back door,” Colin reminded her, once they were across the street. “Because”—he gulped—“there might be a funeral going on, and we can’t interrupt.”

“Looks like there is a funeral going on,” Nevaeh said. She pointed toward the rows of empty cars lined up behind the hearse. All of them had a little purple flag attached to their hoods with some sort of magnet. Each flag had the word “Funeral” written on it in white lettering. Colin squinted in confusion, and Nevaeh explained, “People will go from the funeral here to the cemetery for the burial, and they’ll drive in one long line that nobody’s supposed to interfere with. The flags let people know what’s happening. These cars will be allowed to go through red lights and everything.”

“Oh,” Colin said. “I didn’t know that.”

They cut through the row of cars and darted around toward the back of the house. Here, the flower beds weren’t quite so perfect. An old sign leaned against the side of the building, its faded paint making Colin remember that the funeral home used to be called Taggart’s Funeral Parlor. This sign included a line of script that bragged, “Serving Groveview since 1902.” The back door, when they reached it, wasn’t imposing carved wood like the front, but a flimsy screen in a metal frame.

“She really said we should just walk right in without knocking or ringing the doorbell?” Nevaeh asked.

“Right,” Colin said.

It still felt like they were doing something illegal when they pushed open the door. Now they were in a tiny, old-fashioned kitchen.

“Ree?” Nevaeh called softly. “Hello?”

“She said we should meet her upstairs, remember?” Somehow, Colin couldn’t manage to make his voice louder than a whisper. “Because that’s where her family lives, and the whole first floor is just the business, and . . .”

And why did Ree have to tell us that the basement is where they prepare the bodies? Colin thought. So we’d be sure to go up, not down, the stairs?

He decided not to say that to Nevaeh. She was already heading up a narrow staircase, and Colin followed.

“Funeral feet, please,” someone said ahead of them, and Colin practically jumped out of his skin.

But it was just Ree, grinning at them from the top of the stairs.

“Oh, sorry,” she said. “I can tell you two didn’t grow up having to be quiet all the time while funerals were going on. ‘Use your funeral feet’ is what my mom and grandma used to tell me all the time when I was a little kid—funny how it just came back to me. . . .”

To Colin’s relief, the second floor of the funeral home was full of sunshine and light and giant windows. A long hallway lay behind Ree, lined with doors. At the other end of the hallway, Colin could see the curved banister of another, grander staircase at the front of the house.

As soon as Colin got to the top of the kitchen stairs, Ree reached back to shut the door behind him.

“Okay, now we don’t have to worry about noise so much,” Ree said. “There’s a lot of soundproofing in this house, between the floors.”

“I thought you said you just moved here,” Nevaeh said, almost accusingly, as if she was looking for holes in Ree’s story. “Why did you have to worry about having funeral feet even when you were a little kid?”

“Oh, my mom—and my grandma, too—they always worked in funeral homes,” Ree said. “This is just the first time it’s been a funeral home where we’ve lived, too.” She crinkled up her nose like she’d thought of something funny. “Want to know the whole story? We’re here now because my mom fell in love at a funeral directors conference.”

“Bet that doesn’t happen very often,” Nevaeh muttered.

“Oh, you’d be surprised.” Ree’s eyes twinkled. It was amazing how much more relaxed she seemed here than she’d been at the Zucchini Festival. She led them into a room that didn’t look like anyone had unpacked it yet. Except for a single twin bed and a scattering of brightly colored beanbag chairs, everything else was in boxes. Ree plopped down in one of the beanbag chairs and gestured for Colin and Nevaeh to do the same.

“It all started as a joke,” Ree went on. “My mom’s last name is Lane—you probably figured that out—and Harvey, my new stepdad, his last name is Rhodes. And so these other funeral directors were talking about the worst funeral home names they’d ever heard, and they said to Mom and Harvey, ‘You two should get together. You could call your company “Lanes, Roads, and Other Journeys.”’ Get it? Journeys? Like . . . death?”

Colin decided he didn’t like funeral-home humor.

“Okay . . . ,” Nevaeh said, as if she didn’t understand, either. “So . . . that’s why they got married?”

“No—that’s just why they started talking,” Ree said. “That was the first time my mom had gone to one of those conferences without my Grandma Hal, and I guess Mom was kind of lonely. And she found out that she and Harvey had both always dreamed of owning their own small-town funeral home instead of working for some chain, and . . .” She shrugged. “Do your parents make sense to you? Do the things they do seem logical?”

“Let’s talk about the pictures you were going to show us,” Colin suggested quickly.

“Sure.” Ree rose from her beanbag chair and went to one of the stacks of moving boxes. She lifted the flaps on the top box and then shoved aside a layer of clothes, before pulling out the black shoebox she’d shown Colin and Nevaeh before.

She’s been keeping that box and those pictures hidden even in her own house? Colin thought. Even in her own room?

Then Ree began to spread the pictures out on the floor in front of Colin and Nevaeh, and Colin forgot everything else.

Each picture showed the same boy, again and again. Some of the pictures were a little fuzzy, so it was hard to make out his exact features. But he had a thin face and close-cropped hair that might have been dark brown or black. In every picture, he wore a white shirt and suspenders and pants that looked like they were made out of tweed and buckled at the knee—were they the old-fashioned type called knickers?

Every picture was in black-and-white, not color—Colin would have to look up when people started using color film a lot. Was it the 1950s? The 1960s?

In almost every photo, the boy was lying down, usually in the same creepy, old-fashioned coffin. But even in the one photo where the boy was standing up—or maybe it was just that he’d been propped up to look like he was standing—the boy had his eyes shut, and his skin seemed unnaturally pale.

He always looked dead.

“Wait, where’s the picture you showed us before?” Nevaeh asked. “The one where it looks like there’s a ghost escaping from his body?”

“I’m going in order,” Ree said.

“Of when they were taken?” Colin asked excitedly. “Do you have the contact sheet or the negatives from the original film?”

Both Ree and Nevaeh looked at him like he was speaking a foreign language. Colin was about to explain what he’d learned reading about how photography was done before digital cameras. But then Ree answered his question, and he snapped his mouth shut.

“No,” Ree said. “I’m going in order of what’s creepiest.”

She put the “ghost coming out of a dead body” picture down on the floor.

I shouldn’t think of it as a picture of a ghost, Colin told himself. I should tell Nevaeh she shouldn’t call it a ghost. That, like, prejudices us. There’s got to be a logical explanation.

He leaned in closer, ready to study every detail.

But Nevaeh was still staring up at Ree in horror.

“You mean—that’s not even the creepiest picture?” Nevaeh asked.

Colin saw that Ree was still holding one more picture in her hand.

Silently, she lowered it to the floor.

In this one, there appeared to be two boys side by side in the coffin. But the coffin was blurry and out of focus, and the boys’ shoulders almost seemed to overlap.

Colin snapped his fingers.

“Double exposure!” he shouted. “That’s all this is! That was a way to do trick photography, in the old days when people used film. See, you’d just take two pictures in a row without advancing the film—this is just the same boy, photographed twice in different poses, and—”

“Then why does it look like one of the boys is dead and the other’s alive?” Nevaeh asked, her voice trembling.

Just then, a door slammed somewhere down the hall, and all three kids jumped.

“That was just the wind, right?” Colin asked.

Neither Nevaeh nor Ree answered him. But a wavery voice came through the wall: “Who are you? Who’s there? Who’s in my room?”
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The Voice

Nevaeh scrambled to her feet and took off running for the door. Her thoughts felt twisted: Was she running for the stairs to get out of this terrifying place once and for all? Or was she going to be brave—and maybe foolish—and run toward the next room over to see where that voice was coming from before she left?

She glanced back over her shoulder. Colin seemed completely frozen in place, still sitting in front of all the ghostly pictures.

Wherever I’m running to, I cannot just abandon Colin, Nevaeh thought.

She circled back and bent down to grab him by the arm.

“Come on!” she yelled at him.

Maybe she was planning on just running away in terror, without checking anything.

“Stop!” Ree cried. “That’s just my grandmother! Grandma Hal!”

“Hello?”

It was the wavery voice again. But this time, it did sound like an elderly woman, not a maybe-ghost.

“Please . . .”

This wasn’t a scary voice. It was someone who was scared herself.

“Let me go talk to her,” Ree said. She looked down at the pictures scattered across the floor, then back at Colin and Nevaeh. It almost seemed as though Ree was frightened, too. She gritted her teeth and added, “Please don’t leave until I get back.”

She slipped out the door.

Nevaeh let go of Colin’s arm.

“I didn’t really think it was a ghost,” she told him, defensively.

“I didn’t know what to think,” Colin said.
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