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            Chapter One

          

          LOUISA

        

      

    

    
      All of this happened because of Louisa.

      It wasn’t her fault. My curiosity got the better of me. Even so, if I didn’t believe in ghosts, I might not have gotten involved at all.
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        * * *

      

      Summer vacation was flying by. I had spent July and the first half of August volunteering at the Arts & Crafts camp in the elementary school gym. I helped out with the younger kids including my sister Beth, who was a five-year-old pain in the neck. Mom and Dad made me include her in everything.

      I worked at the camp two or three days a week with my best friend, Izzy Perez. The camp was every day, so a few mornings a week I got a break from Beth. I was with her most afternoons, though.

      Izzy’s little sister, Katie, also went to camp every day, but Izzy didn’t usually need a break from her because their grandma often stayed at their house and babysat.

      One morning Beth and I were ready to ride our bikes to camp, but I noticed my front tire was flat. Dad said he would fix it as soon as he got a chance, so we ended up walking the few blocks to the school.

      To save time we took the route past the old Estate, a beautiful mansion with a carriage house, a gazebo, and a tiny cottage all surrounded by trees and gardens. It was pretty to look at, but it had a dark side too. It was rumored the house had been haunted for over a hundred years. I love ghost stories, so I’ve always been interested in its history.

      We were directly across the street from the mansion when ahead of us, a pale, dark-haired girl about my age came out of the old Winston house and walked down the front path. She pushed open the rickety gate separating the stone path and the front yard from the sidewalk. She stood there, gazing around and looking confused.

      I had never seen her before. Her family must have just moved to our seaside town. Maybe she was trying to figure out how to get to the beach. She wasn’t dressed for the beach, though. She wore a white skirt down to her ankles and a white blouse.

      It wouldn’t take her long to learn that she’d be a lot more comfortable in shorts and a tee shirt. Cape May gets pretty hot in the summertime.

      Beth gripped my hand. “Who’s that?” she whispered loudly.

      “Be quiet. She’ll hear you.” I walked up to the girl. “Hi. Do you need help? I can tell you where most places are.” I pointed to the left. “The beach is that way.”

      “You’ll need a bathing suit if you’re going to the beach,” Beth said. I glared at her.

      The girl looked startled. She stared at us for a second without saying anything.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I’m fine. I was just looking around.”

      “Are you here for the summer?”

      The girl glanced over her shoulder toward the house. “I don’t know how long we’ll be staying.”

      “My name is Sara. This is my sister, Beth. We’re on our way to the elementary school. Beth is in the summer camp there and I help out. If you’re looking for something to do, why don’t you come along? I’m sure they could use the help. There are tons of little kids.”

      Beth scowled at me. “I’m not a little kid.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re only five. That makes you a little kid.”

      Beth pouted and I ignored her.

      “I’m not permitted to go anywhere,” the new girl said.

      “Not even to the school? It’s only a couple blocks away and it’s totally safe. Our dad is the chief of police and he would never let us walk there by ourselves if it wasn’t safe.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed.”

      “Okay.” I gestured toward the Estate across the street. “Tomorrow there’s going to be a fair at the Estate. I’m going with two of my friends.”

      “And me,” Beth said.

      “Do you know anyone in town?” I asked. The girl shook her head. “You should come to the fair with us. Do you think your parents would let you?” I looked behind the girl at the broken-down porch. “We’ll be right across the street from your house. And our mom works at the Estate, so she’ll be nearby the whole time.”

      The girl stared across the street, her eyes roving over the lawn and the mansion. She blinked and looked at me again. “It’s just Mother and me. She might let me go. I’ll have to ask.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Louisa.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Louisa. We have to go, but I’ll stop by tomorrow before the fair with my friends. If your mom says it’s okay, we can all go together.”

      Louisa smiled, then tilted her head. “I have to go. My mother is calling me.”

      She went back through the gate, closing it behind her. She hurried up the stairs without looking back at us, then disappeared into the house.

      That was weird. I didn’t see or hear anyone, I thought.

      Beth yanked my hand. “Come on. We’ll be late.”

      We got to the school a few minutes later. Izzy and her little sister were already there, waiting for us to go inside.

      “On our way here I met a girl who just moved into town. I invited her to go to the fair at the Estate with us tomorrow.”

      Izzy nodded. “Cool. Come on, we better get inside before they start without us.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          GHOSTS AMONG US

        

      

    

    
      I slept late the next day because I had stayed up rereading one of my favorite ghost stories. A lot of my books were about ghosts and ghost hunters.

      I threw on shorts and a tee shirt and ran downstairs for breakfast. Dad had already dropped Beth off at camp and was reading something on his phone. Mom had her back to us, brandishing a spatula over a skillet of scrambled eggs on the stove. Bacon sizzled on the griddle near the sink.

      “Mom, do you think dead people can escape from their graves?”

      She was humming something to herself. I didn’t know if she had heard my question, but Dad spoke up.

      “We get calls all the time at the station from people in town who swear they’ve seen ghosts in their homes or yards. Is that what you mean?”

      “Yeah. Do you think people can come back after they die because they have unfinished business?”

      Mom arranged eggs and a couple slices of bacon on a plate and handed it to me, then did the same for her and Dad. “Sara, what makes you ask a question like that?”

      So I guess she had been listening.

      “I don’t believe in ghosts,” she continued. “Maybe you should lay off all those ghost books for a while. And don’t ask questions like that in front of Beth.”

      I turned to Dad. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

      He chewed a bite of scrambled egg before answering. “I’m not sure. I’ve never seen one, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

      Mom gave him a look, then checked her watch. She dragged her laptop closer and swallowed a gulp of coffee. “I have to be at the Estate in about half an hour to help set up for the fair. It’s going to be a hectic morning, greeting volunteers, getting the vendors checked in, and helping them all find their booth locations.”

      “Cape May is supposed to be the most haunted town in New Jersey,” I persisted. “There has to be some reason so many people think they see ghosts everywhere.”

      I could tell Mom was only half listening to me. She, of all people, should be concerned about dead people escaping from their graves since she spent so much time at the old Estate. She works on the second floor of the carriage house, where the business offices are located. Mom is the event planner and always super busy with tours, fairs, craft shows—you name it. It’s convenient for her to work there because we only live a block away.

      “I’ll leave lunch money on the counter for you and your sister,” Mom said a few minutes later. “Remember to bring it to the fair. Dad’s going to pick up Beth at noon and drop her off at the Estate a few minutes later. Be sure to meet him out front. And take your new phone in case you need to reach me. Keep it in your bag when you’re not using it.” She slung her laptop bag over her shoulder. “I’m heading out.”

      I turned twelve last Saturday and I had a few friends at my house for a pizza party. I’m glad my birthday is during the summer because everyone is in the mood to celebrate. This birthday was special because my parents gave me my first cell phone. I’m so excited! I can make and receive calls, text, and take photos. No internet yet. They wanted me to have a phone so they could contact me, and for emergencies.

      I left an hour after Mom. Izzy lives just down the block from me, so I stopped at her house before we went to pick up our other friend, Jack Charles. He lives nearby, too.

      I waited for Izzy on the back porch. When she came out, I sighed. “I wish you had to bring Katie with you. That way Beth would have someone to play with at the fair instead of following me around all the time.”

      “Ever since my dad died, Katie doesn’t like to leave the house. My mom even has a hard time getting her to go to camp every day.”

      Izzy and Katie’s father died last winter, and the whole family is having a really hard time. I spend as much time with Izzy as I can because I know how horrible I would feel if my dad died.

      Izzy’s grandmother opened the back door. “Izzy, you forgot the cookies.” She held out a large box tied with string.

      “Oh, yeah. Thanks, Grandma.” Izzy took the box and turned to me. “My mom made these for the baked goods tent at the fair. She’ll be coming later to work at the table.”

      Our next stop was Jack’s house. He was waiting for us by his front gate, dressed in his baseball uniform.

      “Do you have practice today?” I asked. Jack is really good at baseball and has practice most afternoons.

      “Yup.”

      “Can’t you change after the fair? You’re going to be so hot in that uniform,” Izzy said.

      “The Estate sponsors my baseball team, so they’re letting me and some of the other guys collect donations at the fair for new equipment. We have to wear our uniforms.”

      We set off toward the Estate. “I met a new girl yesterday,” I said to Jack. “Her name is Louisa and she just moved into the Winston house. I told her we would stop by today and take her with us. She’s our age and will probably be in our grade in the fall.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          TROUBLE AT THE FAIR

        

      

    

    
      We approached the old Winston house. The curtains were all closed and the front gate hung on one hinge. Weeds choked the front yard.

      Jack slowed down. “Are you sure this is the house?” he asked. “It doesn’t look like anybody lives here.”

      “I’m sure. She was right there by the gate. I’ll go up and knock. If she’s not there, we’ll just go without her.”

      I knocked on the big wooden door and after a full minute, Louisa opened it slowly. She looked at me, and then beyond me toward my friends standing on the sidewalk. She was wearing a long dress. I thought she would be too hot, but I didn’t say anything.

      “Hi, Louisa. Remember me? We met yesterday.”

      “Yes. Hello. It is very nice to see you again, Sara.”

      “The fair at the old Estate is starting. My friends and I wondered if you would like to walk around with us and maybe have lunch and meet some of the other kids,” I said.

      “I would love to,” she replied. “I’ll just go ask Mother.”

      She closed the door. Izzy and Jack came up the steps to stand with me.

      “She talks a little weird. Real formal,” Jack noted.

      “And she’s so pale,” Izzy whispered.

      “Maybe that’s just her style of speaking and maybe she sunburns easily,” I said in Louisa’s defense. “Let’s at least give her a chance.”

      The door creaked open.

      “My mother said I can go,” Louisa said. “I am sorry she cannot come to the door. She is busy looking for a jewelry box she lost in the move but said she would come to the fair later.”

      “That’s great,” I said. “These are my friends, Izzy and Jack.” Izzy and Jack both gave Louisa a wave and a smile.

      “This is such a nice town,” Louisa said wistfully. “But I don’t know how long we’ll be staying.”

      “Do your parents work at the Coast Guard base?” asked Jack.

      “It is only Mother and me. And I have never heard of that,” Louisa answered.

      “It’s a big deal here. Most of the kids in our school are from Coast Guard families,” Jack explained. “They’re usually only here for a couple years.”

      “I wonder if they are sad to leave,” Louisa said, with a faraway look in her eyes. As we entered the Estate grounds, I took out my new phone. “Hey everybody, I want to try out my birthday present with a photo of you guys.”

      Izzy and Jack struck funny poses and Louisa stood in the center with a faint smile. “One, two, three, got it,” I said. I looked down at the photo and was disappointed to see only Izzy and Jack. There was a dark space where Louisa was supposed to be.

      “Something’s wrong with my phone. I’ll have to try again, maybe in a spot with more sunlight.” I took another photo and we checked the screen. Same problem—all the images were clear except Louisa’s. She was just a dark spot. “I’m so sorry,” I said to her. “Maybe I used the wrong settings. I’ll check with my mom when I see her.”

      “It is fine,” Louisa said. “I understand.”

      “Thanks.” I felt pretty bad about it, with her being a new friend and all.

      After we dropped Izzy’s cookies off in the food tent, we spotted a magician doing tricks nearby. We sat down on some empty chairs and watched the show.

      Afterward I checked my phone. It was already noon. “I’ll be right back,” I told my friends. “I have to pick up Beth out front.” I made a face.

      Dad and Beth were waiting for me. “You’re late,” Beth complained.

      “I’m not late.”

      “Girls, that’s enough. Beth, Sara’s right on time. We just got here a minute or two early.”

      When Beth and I rejoined my friends, we all continued exploring the sights and sounds of the fair, laughing and joking. I introduced Louisa to any kids we saw and included her in our conversations. But as we were walking toward one of the food trucks for lunch, I noticed that she began to look uneasy, even frightened. I was about to ask her what was wrong when we heard the sirens.

      Police cars pulled up to the entrance of the grounds. Several officers, led by my dad, went into the mansion. After a short while they came out. We walked toward my dad. His back was toward us, but we heard him talking to one of the officers. “Okay, we know the tour guide heard glass breaking upstairs and ran up to find a cabinet door in one of the rooms broken into. She didn’t see anyone coming in or going out, other than the people in her tour, and they were all accounted for. Are there any valuables missing other than an antique jewelry box?”

      The other officers shook their heads. “It was probably somebody who used the distraction of the crowd to rob the place,” Dad said. He turned around, surprised to see us kids.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Are there bad guys in the house, Daddy?” Beth asked.

      “Just a little disturbance. Nothing to worry about, girls. Go have fun and I’ll see you tonight.”
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          VANISHED

        

      

    

    
      As I watched him walk away, I had a weird feeling and turned to see Izzy and Jack staring at me.

      “Didn’t Louisa say her mother was looking for a jewelry box?” Izzy asked nervously.

      I nodded, frowning.

      “By the way, where is Louisa?” Jack asked.

      In all the confusion we hadn’t noticed that she was gone. After wandering around and scanning the crowds, we decided she had probably walked home. We went back to her house and started up the porch steps to her door. Beth refused to come up with us, so she stayed on the sidewalk.

      “I don’t like it here,” she said. “It scares me.”

      “Hey, kids,” said a voice behind us. We turned around. It was Mrs. Hartman, a local Realtor. “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Hi, Mrs. Hartman,” I answered. “We’re checking on our new friend. She just moved into this house. She was with us at the fair and we think she went back home.”

      “This can’t be her house,” said Mrs. Hartman. “No one lives here. It’s been empty for several years.”

      Izzy, Jack, and I stared at each other as Mrs. Hartman continued walking down the street. Izzy was white as a sheet.

      “That’s weird,” I said. We made our way back to the sidewalk. Beth grabbed my hand and squeezed it hard.

      “It’s more than weird,” Izzy said. She looked at me, then Jack, then me again. “Don’t you realize what’s happened?” she squealed. “Louisa’s a ghost.”

      “What?” Beth cried. “Who’s a ghost?” Tears sprung out of nowhere and fell down her cheeks.

      I glared at Izzy, then turned to Beth. “There are no such things as ghosts, Beth. Izzy was just teasing.” If I took Beth home and she told Mom we saw a ghost, Mom would ground me forever.

      We crossed the street and went back to the fair. A vendor with doll clothes caught Beth’s attention and I told her she could look for a few minutes.

      Izzy took me aside and Jack followed. “That’s why Louisa didn’t show up in your photos. You made friends with a ghost, Sara. And now she probably knows that we know. She’ll creep into our houses and haunt us and …”

      Jack cut her off with a loud groan. “You are so dramatic, Izzy. Louisa, if that’s her real name, and her mother probably broke into the Winston house and stayed the night, planning to pull off the robbery in the morning. They read about the fair and thought it would be a perfect distraction. They’re probably jewel thieves that go from small town to small town taking advantage of events like this one.”

      “Louisa doesn’t look like a jewel thief,” I said.

      “How do you know? Do you even know any jewel thieves?” Jack asked.

      I waved off his question. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something else was
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