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It was a cold night. It was a still night. It was a night when the moon hung low in the sky, and the stars were barely visible. It was the kind of night when one expects the unexpected, a night when bats

flood the sky and wolves howl. A night when people stay home.

Oscar should have felt fine going out into the dark. Most ghosts adore it, but not Oscar. He feared all the things that went bump in the night, so he tried very hard to avoid it. When he received a mysterious note saying an important package waited for him at the old cemetery, he most certainly did not want to go.

He blew the note into the air where it hovered before him. A torn corner and smudged letters made it difficult to read.
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The signature all but gone. The only letter left was a y. Oscar scratched his head and pondered over who sent him the note. Aunt May? No, he hadn’t heard from her in years. Cousin Marty? No, Marty was out of town. Who? Who sent him this note?

Oscar wondered about the package. What could it be? No matter how hard he thought, he couldn’t come up with an idea. 

He had to go. Someone had sent him something. And it’s rude not to pick it up at once. Still, he floated back and forth and forth and back for an hour before gathering the courage to leave the abandoned cottage he called home.

 He puffed up his sheet, whirled the note into his back pocket, and passed through the door. He headed down the courtyard path toward the back gate. Oh, Oscar did hate to go out. After all, who knew what was out there—out in the dark, waiting, just waiting for him to come along?

What if it’s a beast with rows and rows of sharp teeth? Or long, curved claws? Or slimy, stinky skin and a warty nose that dripped black snot? One thing was certain: it would eat him.

Moving down the path, he tried to make himself small and unnoticeable. Maybe if he kept very quiet and stayed very careful, no one and no thing would notice him. 

But big and noisy might scare everything away. No, no, Oscar did not want to draw attention to himself. He decided to stay quiet.

Something plummeted from the branches above him. Oscar gasped and froze.

He twisted to rush back to the cottage. A voice stopped him. 

“Sorry! I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
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Just what a monster would say, he thought. Oscar shivered, crinkling his sheet.

“I was merely coming down to fix my web,” said the voice.

“A web to trap me,” Oscar mumbled.

“Oh my, no. I’m a garden spider taking care of my nightly chores.”

Oscar turned and saw a lovely chocolate brown spider with pale yellow stripes. “Oh, you didn’t scare me … much,” he replied. “I was just on my way to the old cemetery to pick up a package.”

 “It’s a nice night for it. My name is Zelda. What’s yours?”

“I’m Oscar. I live in the cottage.”

“Well, hello, Oscar. Nice to meet you. I’m out here every night repairing my web. It’s strong, but sometimes a tree branch falls or something hurls over the wall, tearing it down.” Zelda smiled. “I don’t mind. I enjoy rebuilding my web.”

“It’s very pretty. It looks so delicate.” Oscar picked up a piece of the broken web — not an easy thing to do when you’re a ghost. His hand used to pass through everything or he’d crushed it. He practiced for two weeks until he got it right.

The sticky web stuck to his hand. He tried to pull it off, only to have it stick to his other hand. He attempted to fling it off. That didn’t work either. So he balled it up, stuffed it into his front pocket, and pulled his hand out little by little, leaving the sticky ball behind.

Zelda’s eight eyes lit up. “I love the night. It’s so beautiful, so alive. The crickets chirp. The fireflies flicker on and off while they twirl and glide over the water. It’s simply magical. You must come out and watch it with me.”

It did sound beautiful. Oscar bit his lip. “Okay. I’ll meet you here tomorrow night.” 

He shouldn’t dawdle any longer. If he didn’t go soon, he’d lose his nerve and go home. Oscar eyed the path ahead. It stretched into blackness. A cold breeze rustled the bushes behind him, compelling him onward.
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Oscar passed through the gate and gazed down the long, narrow road. Tall, thick trees with hundreds of branches and leaves lined both sides of the street. Certain that horrible, hideous creatures hid behind the trees, Oscar traveled down the dead center of the road.

He glanced nervously toward the trees as he made his way. Leaves stirred. Strong wind swirled dust and bits of bark everywhere. A white monstrosity zigzagged across the sky, screeching and shrieking. The thing landed with a loud thump mere inches from him.

Dropping to the ground, Oscar spread flat as paper. He waited, his eyes closed tight, and counted.

One. I hope it doesn’t eat me.

Two. I knew this was a bad idea.

Three.

Four.

Five. Perhaps it’s gone.

Six.

Seven.

Eight. Maybe it’s nothing.

Nine. 

Nine and a half.

And with a shutter, ten.

Razor-sharp talons clawed the ground. Oscar gulped. A ball of feathers, a beak, and two large orange eyes stared at him. The beak opened.

This is it.

“Err, excuse me mate,” it said. “I seem to be a little lost. Got turned around, so to speak. I’m not a very good navigator. I get my east and west mixed up, you know. I’m looking for—” The creature leaned in. “Say, are you alright?”

Oscar stood and shook himself. What he imagined as a ghost-eating monster was, in fact, a harmless, rather amusing owl. Oscar blushed and his sheet turned cotton candy pink. “You
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