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Hello, fearless reader. This one is for you.
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CHAPTER ONE

Thirteen Bly Street was an old house. The haunted ones usually are.

It sat across from Flora’s home, looking terribly large and unfriendly. Thick ivy and shadows hung from the wraparound porch, and the turret loomed over the neighborhood like something out of a fairy tale—the old kind, from before happy endings. A wrought iron fence encircled the house, conjuring images of cemeteries in Flora’s mind. Tangles of roses twined between the bars, dotted with delicate yellow blooms.

The spookiest part of the house was the attic window. It was round like an eye and peered out over the neighborhood, as if keeping watch. Flora often imagined the house was on the lookout for someone who might come inside and call it home once more. Because no one lived in a house like Thirteen Bly. At least, not for long. People had tried. They usually lasted just long enough to mow back the unruly lawn and mend a porch step or two. Some had even attempted to trim the overgrown rosebushes (but ultimately decided against it after their first encounter with the sizeable thorns hidden among the dark leaves). In the end, it didn’t matter how long the people stayed; they always left. Thirteen Bly remained.
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The house was all peeling paint and sagging shutters now, and fewer and fewer people took notice. Thirteen Bly was not the sort to invite lingering stares, anyway. Flora herself only ever managed quick glances at its ever-dark windows, fearing one day she’d catch someone—or something—looking back.

But, for all its gloom, Thirteen Bly was just a house. Probably. Flora liked to repeat this fact as a mantra whenever she was feeling less than certain. Beneath the spooky exterior, it was wood and nails and maybe some steel and wiring (Flora wasn’t entirely sure what went into houses, but that sounded right). Maybe Thirteen Bly only looked like a haunted house. After all, Flora had never actually been inside. It was what was on the inside that really mattered, right?

Houses were much like moving trucks that way.

It was a bright, late-summer morning. Sunshine bathed Flora in warmth as she perched in a chair, looking out her bedroom window. She watched as women wearing bright pink shirts and matching hats hustled boxes and furniture from the back of a white moving truck and into Thirteen Bly.

Flora craned her neck, trying to get a good look at what the movers carried. Because, although the truck was just a plain, old, beat-up moving truck, what lay inside it could very well change her life forever. Which was why, while yet another set of lives were ushered up the steps of the house across the street, Flora needed to find her lucky sweater.

She moved from her window to her closet, digging through a disorganized pile of clothes, shoes, and newly bought school supplies. She sighed and ran a hand through her shoulder-length brown hair. Her room was in desperate need of tidying. But how could one possibly clean with new neighbors about to arrive across the street? Besides, the new school year was still two weeks away. There was plenty of time to deal with the mess.

She reached into the dark corners of her closet, her hand groping. All she came up with was a wrinkly sock. She tossed it over her shoulder. It landed on the rug next to her bed, where Sir Pounce, Flora’s beloved cat, lay stretched out in a patch of sunlight. The orange-and-white tabby squinted open one eye and meowed.

“Sorry,” said Flora, turning to him. “You can nap in peace once I find my sweater.”

Sir Pounce, satisfied with the apology, closed his eyes and rolled onto his back. He stretched out his front legs, paws sinking into the cool shadows beneath Flora’s bed.

Flora smiled at him. Then her gaze snagged on something lurking just beyond Sir Pounce’s pink, flexing toe beans.

She raced over and thrust a hand beneath her bed. A sweater slid out. It was green with silver stars stitched across the front.

Flora grinned. This was a sign. She was sure of it.

[image: A rumpled, dark knitted sweater adorned with several five-pointed stars across the chest and numerous small patches.]
She wasn’t superstitious, not really. Flora liked black cats and was forever stepping on cracks (how could anyone avoid them?), but part of her was certain that her green star sweater was lucky. Why else had all her favorite moments happened while she was wearing it? Like the time she’d taken top score during her cousin’s birthday at the Rock ’n’ Bowl and won the whole party free pizza. Or when she’d placed first in the school-wide spelling bee, unseating former champ (and self-professed “word nerd”) Emilio Sparks, who was two grades her senior. Flora had even been wearing the sweater the day her mom brought Sir Pounce home from the local shelter (a.k.a. the best day of Flora’s life). If there was such a thing as luck, Flora was sure it was sewn into her sweater.

She brushed away the worst of the dust bunnies, jammed the thick knit over her head, and pushed her arms through the sleeves. She crouched over Sir Pounce, giving him a generous chin scratch. Then she dashed downstairs.

Flora’s dad, Martin Abbott, had already left for work, but Kirsten, Flora’s mom, who worked from home, was at the front window with a steaming cup of coffee in hand.

“Any sign of them yet?” Flora asked, joining her mom.

“I’m sure they’ll be along soon,” said Mrs. Abbott. She lowered her reading glasses and peered out the window, watching as the movers trolleyed a stack of boxes down the metal ramp they’d installed at the back of their truck.

“What do you think they’ll be like—the new people?” Flora asked.

“Could be retirees looking to get away from the city. Or another developer with plans to turn the place into a bed and breakfast. I really thought that last couple would make it work, but they had to sell before even starting renovations. No telling who these next people might be. Maybe a family with kids this time, looking for a quiet place to grow.”

Excited butterflies fluttered in Flora’s stomach at these words. A family was exactly who she was hoping for.

Flora had nothing against any of the previous residents of Thirteen Bly. However, in addition to failing to stick around, they’d all been missing the one thing Flora wanted—a kid her age. She’d never spoken the words out loud, but for as long as Flora could remember, she’d harbored a secret wish for a best best friend. Two bests. It was the only way to describe the real, forever sort of friend she had in mind. She wanted a friend who knew what she was thinking without her saying a word, someone to share inside jokes with, someone who fit with her just right.

It wasn’t that she was unpopular. Flora had attended her share of birthday parties. She had people she could sit with at lunch (if she forgot to bring a book to read that day). She had no issue with any of the kids at school, and besides the occasional thoughtless remark, she’d never been bullied (thank goodness). No one actively disliked Flora. The problem was, no one seemed to care if she was around or not. Flora wanted more. Someone more. And how great would it be if that someone happened to live just across the street?

Flora drummed her fingers on the windowsill, leaning closer until her breath fogged the glass. She brushed the sleeve of her sweater across it, clearing the window again, then squinted, straining to read the writing scrawled across the boxes coming out of the moving truck. What kind of stuff would a potential future best best friend own? What kind of furniture? Flora searched for clues about Thirteen Bly’s new inhabitants, trying to conjure a picture in her mind.

Then, as if she’d wished them into being, a bright yellow SUV turned into the driveway of Thirteen Bly.

“Here they are,” said Flora’s mom.

Flora’s breath caught in her chest.

Two adults exited the SUV first. Maybe a dad and a mom? They looked about the same age as Flora’s parents. One, the maybe mom, was tall with light skin and blond hair pulled back into a neat braid. The other was compact with tanned skin, and his dark hair was streaked with gray.

After them, a little kid slid out of the SUV’s rear door. He was small and slight, probably about eight or nine. His hair was short and dark, like the man’s, but his skin was very pale. His face puckered into a sour expression as he looked up at Thirteen Bly.
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Flora’s hopes fell a little. This eight-year-old was probably not best best friend material. She made a quick, silent wish: Please don’t let this kid be an only child.

Flora’s heart stopped as the SUV’s other rear door opened. She forgot to breathe as a fourth figure hopped out of the vehicle.

[image: Flora, a young girl with shoulder-length hair and bangs, looking out a window with her hands resting on the sill.]
There, standing in the driveway of Thirteen Bly, was another kid.

This one had a mass of curly blond hair tied back into a ponytail with a scrunchy and freckles on her cheeks. She looked friendly despite the uncertain frown that crept across her face as she stared up at the foreboding facade of her new home.

Flora barely noticed the girl’s frown. She only cared about two things: This kid was moving into the house across the street. And, even better, she looked about twelve years old—Flora’s age.
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CHAPTER TWO

In Flora’s books, making friends was easy. The characters in her favorite fantasy series, The Witches of Everly, bonded over all kinds of situations. Sometimes they met on a quest or while battling a common foe. Or while narrowly escaping bloody sword fights on the battlefield. These were exactly the kinds of situations Flora needed in order to meet the new girl at Thirteen Bly. Well, maybe not exactly. Because even just thinking about blood made Flora want to puke.

While her mom washed up the breakfast dishes, Flora sat in a chair at the kitchen table, a pen and pad of paper in front of her. She tapped the pen against her chin. The pad of paper held a list of possible ways she could arrange to meet the new girl across the street.

“I think we need a dog,” said Flora, studying her list.
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Mrs. Abbott raised an eyebrow as she dried her hands on a dish towel. “I don’t see Sir Pounce on board with that idea.”

Flora frowned but nodded. “Maybe I could start a dog-walking business, then? Or teach Sir Pounce to walk on a leash? People would be extra interested in a cat that walks outside like a dog, don’t you think?”

Flora added teach Sir Pounce to walk on leash to her list.

Giving Flora a quizzical smile, Mrs. Abbott settled back at the kitchen table and opened her laptop. She was an interior designer and worked from home most days. Her office was in the spare bedroom upstairs, but she mostly preferred working in the kitchen, closer to the coffee maker. “Are you talking about meeting the new neighbors?” she asked. “Can’t you go over and introduce yourself?”

Flora looked aghast. “You mean, just knock on the door?”

“Sure,” said Mrs. Abbott, like it was the simplest thing in the world.

Flora shook her head. The idea made her mouth go dry. What if the new kid across the street thought Flora was weird? Or pushy? What if they didn’t even want a new friend? Or Flora embarrassed herself somehow, like by tripping over her own feet or saying something silly?

No, there was no way she could just go over there.

“Wouldn’t that be… weird?” Flora said.

“Not at all,” said Mrs. Abbott. “We could even bring them a little gift. Welcome them to the neighborhood and all that.”

“Oh!” Flora’s eyes widened, seizing on this perfectly simple solution. And she already knew what the gift should be.



Nothing said “welcome” like banana bread. At least, Flora hoped this was true. It was the only thing she knew how to make. She’d learned to bake it from a video she saw online once called World’s Easiest Banana Bread Recipe—Sure to Turn Out Great! Flora’s first attempt had produced a loaf that was soft and the perfect ratio of banana to bread. Flora had since tried other recipes, but after many failed attempts at various desserts, she decided to stick to what worked. She’d been making banana bread, and only banana bread, ever since.
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It was evening by the time Flora and her mom finally made their way across the street to Thirteen Bly. The late-summer air was muggy and suffocating, like a moist hand clapped over Flora’s nose and mouth.

Balancing the loaf (carefully wrapped in tinfoil) in one hand, Flora shoved up the sleeves of her lucky star sweater. The thick knit was too warm for the humid evening, and looking down now, Flora realized it was streaked with flour from her earlier baking. She frowned and stopped, wondering if she should go back inside and change. Suddenly, Flora regretted her choice of clothing—lucky or not. But there was no time; the welcome was happening. Flora shoved the sleeves of her sweater higher and hurried after her mom.

Thirteen Bly’s garden gate squealed with protest as Mrs. Abbott pushed it open. Flora took extra care navigating the overgrown walk up to the house, dodging thorns from the rosebushes. Thirteen Bly looked spooky in the fading evening light. Seriously, like something out of a scary book. The windows were as vacant-looking as ever. If Flora hadn’t known better, she might have assumed the house was still abandoned. The thought made unease bubble in her stomach.

What if no one’s there? said a little voice in Flora’s head. What if they were never there?

This voice was no stranger to Flora. It had been with her as long as she could remember, living at the back of her brain. She knew not to trust the voice—it was always turning everyday worries into potential threats. Like when Flora was invited to skip rope with other kids at school and her inner voice whispered all the ways she could trip and embarrass herself. Or like when she wanted to raise her hand in class, the voice talked her out of it. Sometimes, Flora wished it would just keep quiet.

Flora shook her head. This was not the time to let her imagination run wild. She’d watched the family move in with her own eyes. Even now, she could see their yellow SUV sitting in the driveway. All that waited on the other side of Thirteen Bly’s front door was a regular family and a lot of unpacked boxes. And perhaps—Flora hardly dared to hope—a future friend?

She ran through the introduction she’d planned in her head. Step one—introduce herself. Step two—hand over the banana bread. Simple. Impossible to mess up (probably).

Still, Flora’s heart raced, and her armpits felt clammy. Her sweater clung like a smothering bear hug she couldn’t escape. Why-oh-why had she worn a sweater? She would have liked nothing more in that moment than to rip it off. But she and her mom were standing before Thirteen Bly’s wide front door now. She had to act normal.

Mrs. Abbott gestured for Flora to go ahead.

Flora swallowed, swiped at her damp brow. All she had to do was raise her hand and knock. But Flora’s arm refused.

“I don’t know what to say,” Flora whispered to her mom, voice tight with panic.

“Just be yourself,” said Mrs. Abbott.

Flora groaned. She was pretty sure this introduction would go a lot better if she was as little like herself as possible.

She reached up and knocked on the front door.

For a long moment, nothing happened, until suddenly, the porch light above Flora’s head blazed to life. The door opened a crack. A small, pale face with dark eyes peeked out.
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It was the little kid.

“Hello there,” said Flora’s mom. “I’m Kirsten and this is my daughter, Flora. We live just across the street. We wanted to say hello and welcome you and your family to the neighborhood.”

Flora remembered the banana bread in her hands and raised it toward the boy.

He looked at Flora and Mrs. Abbott, his eyes darting between them. Then, without a word, he slammed the door shut.

Flora and her mother stood alone on the porch again.

Flora looked at her mom. “Uh…?”

Before she could say anything else, the door swung open once more.

“Who—oh! Hello?” It was the woman with the braid. She wore dusty jeans and a loose button-up shirt. She gave them a flustered but pleasant smile.

Mrs. Abbott repeated her introduction.

Flora held up the banana bread again. The woman accepted it, smiling more broadly now.

“Well, isn’t that sweet, thank you. I’m Trisha James. I’m sorry, my husband would love to meet you both as well, but he’s just stepped out to pick up a late dinner for us and—”

A new person appeared in the doorway. The blond girl.

Flora’s heart stopped.

The girl looked at Flora and Mrs. Abbott with wide, questioning eyes. Then her mouth cracked into a big smile.

“Hi! My name is Mac.” The girl’s eyes fell on Flora’s star sweater and went even wider. “Wow, I love your sweater! What’s your name?”

Flora froze. Her mind went blank; the introduction she had so carefully practiced leaked away like the runny meringue she’d once made for her failed attempt at lemon pie. Standing before Flora—finally—was the potential friend she had long wished for. And now Flora couldn’t say a word.

Mrs. Abbott stepped in.

“Oh, aren’t you a sweetheart,” Flora’s mom said. She introduced herself and Flora to Mac. “I’m a fan of this sweater too.” Mrs. Abbot plucked at Flora’s sleeve. Her cue to unfreeze.

“I love stars,” Flora squeaked. She winced. I love stars? That’s the first thing she says to this girl? Really?!

“No way! Me too!” said Mac, suddenly gushing. “What’s your favorite constellation? Currently, I’m loving Cassiopeia. But I’ve always had a fondness for Ursa Minor too.”

“Oh,” said Flora, heart sinking. She’d known this girl for thirty seconds and had already given her the wrong impression. Flora had meant she liked star shapes—like, visually—not the stars in the sky. Not that she had anything against the second kind, of course. “I don’t actually know much about constellations,” she said apologetically.

“That’s okay,” said Mac with a wave. “If you’d like to learn, I have a telescope.”

“You do? That’s so cool,” said Flora.

“It’s not the best, but you can see a lot. I already unpacked it because I hear the view is exceptional here—way better than where we used to live. It’s clear today, so the stars should be out in a few hours. You could come over and—”

Mrs. James put a hand on Mac’s shoulder and gave a light squeeze. “That’s a very nice offer, Mac. But we’ve had a long day. We need to eat, and there’s still lots of unpacking to do.”

Mac looked at her mom, her smile fading. Then she nodded, looked down at the ground, and went quiet.

“Of course,” said Flora’s mom, smoothing over the awkward silence that had fallen. “Flora would love to come over another time, wouldn’t you?”

Flora bobbed her head eagerly.

“Maybe Flora could show Mac around the neighborhood. And did I see you have another child too…?”

“Danny,” said Mrs. James, biting her lip. “I don’t know where he’s gone—Danny?” She turned and called up the wide staircase behind her.

There was no response.

“He’s a little shy,” Mrs. James said. “The move will be… an adjustment.”

Mac’s head dipped lower.

“Well, we won’t keep you,” said Mrs. Abbott. “We’ll be sure to stop by again, and if you need anything, we’re just across the street.”

Flora’s mom and Mrs. James exchanged phone numbers and promised to be in touch.

“It was nice to meet you, Mac,” said Flora.

Mac side-eyed her mom before shooting Flora a grin. “We’ll talk soon,” Mac whispered.

Flora felt her heart swell. She nodded at Mac. Then, she and her mom were walking down Thirteen Bly’s shaded front path, back toward the street.

Flora felt dazed. The introduction hadn’t gone as expected, but still, Mac had serious best best friend potential. Flora could already tell. Everything about the girl seemed awesome—even if her family came off as a bit strange. Why had the boy, Danny, closed the door in their faces? But maybe he was just very shy. She knew what that was like.

Flora grinned down at her lucky star sweater, no longer caring that it was dusted with flour or that it was making her feel like a sweaty, walking oven. It had come through for her again. Flora practically floated up the walkway back toward Thirteen Bly’s garden gate. She needed to research constellations when she got home, then pick out a favorite for the next time she spoke to Mac.

Flora took a deep breath in. The night air was fragrant, thanks to the yellow roses blooming in thick bunches along the gate. The masses of leaves and barbed, twining stems looked almost black in the twilight. A single pale rosebud stretched up toward Flora. It was small and round, just about to bloom. A perfect promise of the beautiful flower it would soon become.

Without thinking, Flora reached for it.

“Ouch!” she yelped as pain sparked in her hand.

“What’s wrong?” said Mrs. Abbot, turning.

Flora inspected her hand. Blood swelled on the pad of her thumb where an unseen thorn must have pricked her.
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Flora’s vision narrowed; smudged, dark shadows pressed in all around. Her head suddenly felt light and untethered like a bobbing balloon. Her legs trembled and her stomach lurched.

No, no! Not now! She fought to stay upright, taking careful, measured breaths.

Flora hated blood. The sight of a single drop was enough to make her feel like she’d spent five hours on that spinning tea cups carnival ride. But she couldn’t faint or puke here in the neighbors’ front yard. Not after she’d miraculously managed to make a good impression on a girl who might just possibly become her first-ever best best friend.

“Nothing,” Flora finally said, still forcing herself to take calming breaths. She stuck her bleeding thumb into her mouth so she wouldn’t have to see it anymore, almost gagging on the metallic taste.

She looked over her shoulder at Thirteen Bly. The windows were lit now, the house glowing like a jack-o’-lantern on Halloween night.

Then Flora saw something that made her forget the blood—a face looking down at her from the round attic window.

The glass was fogged, blurry with condensation thanks to the muggy night, but she could just make out a pair of dark eyes staring at her.

It was the little boy. Danny.

Unease bubbled in Flora’s stomach again.

She looked closer. Streaks marred the window—no, not streaks—writing. A message written in the condensation on the glass.
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Flora squinted, struggling to make out the words. As Flora read, goose bumps crawled up her arms.

Flora shook her head, unable to make sense of what she was seeing. At that moment, Danny raised an arm and swiped it across the window, erasing the condensation. And the message.

The boy disappeared from view, and seconds later, the attic went dark.

Feeling unsteady, Flora hurried to her house.

Why would a little boy she didn’t even know write GO AWAY? It didn’t make sense. Maybe she’d misread? Maybe her eyes were playing tricks on her? Thirteen Bly did give her the creeps.

Flora let out a shaky breath as she stepped inside her own house, closing the door behind her. She moved to the front window and looked across the street.

Thirteen Bly was spooky as ever. But there was no little boy in the attic window. And no creepy messages.

Thank goodness.
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CHAPTER THREE

Flora’s first official visit to Thirteen Bly was also the first time she heard the name “Daphne.”

The day was golden and warm with fluffy white clouds drifting lazily overhead, perfect for adventuring. Which was exactly what Flora intended to do.

It had been a few days since Mac and her family had moved in, and Flora figured enough time had passed that it wouldn’t be pushy to offer to show Mac around. So, after eating an early breakfast, she gathered all her courage and marched across the street to Thirteen Bly.

Flora felt butterflies flutter in her stomach as she crossed into the deep shadows beneath the covered porch. She hoped Danny didn’t answer the door this time. She’d convinced herself she’d imagined the weird message written on the attic window. It was the only explanation that made sense. Still, the kid had a weird vibe. Flora also didn’t want the door slammed in her face again.

Mac answered the door. She hopped up and down, blond curls bouncing, when Flora proposed they spend the day exploring together.

Flora showed Mac all the most important parts of town—at least, everything within the strict boundaries that Mrs. James had outlined for them before they left. They visited the local library, a creek where ducks congregated, and a place called Hooper’s Hill that offered lookout views of a large park below (not within their exploring boundaries). The most important stop on the tour was Bishop Public School, only a ten-minute walk from their houses. In less than two weeks’ time, both Mac and Flora would be starting sixth grade there. With any luck, they’d also be in the same class.

By the time they returned to Mac’s house, the sun was high in the sky. Mac grabbed an old blanket and spread it out in the shade beneath the large oak tree in her backyard. They stretched out. Mac asked questions about Bishop and the kids who would probably be in their class. Flora asked about Mac’s old school, where she used to live, and what books Mac liked. Flora told Mac about her favorite book series, The Witches of Everly, and promised to bring over the first one for Mac to read. The talking came easy. Easier than with anyone else Flora had ever known. Just one of the many reasons she was already sure Mac was meant to be her best best friend.
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“Did you have a lot of friends at your old school?” asked Flora. She said this casually, like the answer wouldn’t mean much one way or another. She figured a girl like Mac was probably popular, but did she have a best best friend? Someone who would often come to visit? Or would Mac welcome a new pal to spend all her time with?

Mac didn’t speak right away. Her gaze went distant, as if this question required a lot of thought. “A few,” said Mac finally. Then she looked up at the tree above them. “You know, this would be a great climbing tree.”

Flora squinted up at the oak. Overhead, green leaves danced in the gentle breeze, showering Flora and Mac with delicate, dappled light.

“How can you tell?” Flora asked. She rarely considered trees for their climbing purposes.

“All the low, strong branches,” said Mac. She lifted an arm, tracing the graceful arcs of the oak’s limbs with her finger. “Wide. Sturdy. The right kind for climbing.”

Mac jumped to her feet. She studied the tree, then grabbed on to a low branch and hoisted herself up.

“Wow, you make it look so easy,” said Flora. She stood, gazing in wonder at Mac, now perched on the thick branch above her. “I’ve never climbed a tree before.”

Mac gasped. Her eyes went wide with excitement. “Never?”

Flora shook her head and grimaced. “I have a hard enough time not falling while standing flat on the ground.”

Flora was sensitive about being clumsy. She was constantly falling off chairs, tripping over her own shoelaces, or blundering into mud puddles. Her ungraceful existence was a constant source of worry. If there was potential for disaster, Flora knew she’d find a way to make it happen. So, she’d learned to avoid situations where she might make a scene. Sometimes it meant she missed out on things. But missing out was better than being known as a super klutz, right?

“Nonsense. It’s easy,” said Mac. “I only learned a few years ago. Daphne showed me—”

Mac’s cheeks flushed, and her mouth pressed into a thin line, as if she was trying to keep more words from spilling out.

“Who?” Flora asked.

Mac didn’t say anything for a moment. Then she smiled. “She was just an old friend. From before.” Her voice was light but didn’t quite match the troubled expression on her face. “Look—just grab hold of the branch here and put your foot there.” Mac patted the rough bark beside her and pointed to a place on the tree’s trunk.

Flora wanted to ask more. Who was Daphne? And why didn’t Mac want to talk about her? But something about Mac’s reaction to the name made Flora think it was better to leave the subject alone.

So, instead, she followed Mac’s instructions; she reached up, grabbed the branch, and positioned her right foot against the tree trunk.

“Great!” said Mac, her usual exuberance returning. “Now, transfer your weight to your right foot, push off, then pull yourself up.”

“There’s no way I’m strong enough for this. I’m going to fall on my face.” Flora grunted as she adjusted her grip on the branch above. She practiced pushing off the trunk with her foot.

“You’ve got this. And look, if you start to fall, I’ll catch you. Promise.” Mac reached a reassuring hand toward Flora.

Flora grinned. “Okay, here I go. One… two—”

“Stop!” came a sudden voice, sharp with fear.

Flora let go of the tree branch, jerking away as if it had burned her.

She looked around, expecting danger nearby. There was only Mrs. James standing at the railing of Thirteen Bly’s back porch. She had a rag in her hand, as if she’d rushed outside while in the middle of dusting. Her eyes were big—fearful. She was staring at Mac.

What was wrong?

Mac dropped out of the tree, landing beside Flora with a light thump. Her face was pale.

“I was just showing Flora how to climb the tree,” said Mac quickly, all the fun and laughter gone from her voice.

Flora shot a concerned look at her new friend. In the short time she’d known Mac, she’d never seen the girl look so distressed.

The fear faded from Mrs. James’s eyes, and she shook her head a little. “Sorry. I just—I think it’s time for Flora to head home. We still have a lot of unpacking to do. Especially you, Mac.”

Mac’s face was a mixture of emotions that Flora couldn’t read. For a moment, Flora thought Mac was going to argue with her mother.

Finally, Mac hung her head. “Come on, Flora. I’ll walk you to the front door.” Mac shoved her hands into her jean pockets and trudged toward the house.

Silent, Flora trailed behind her. She shot a backward glance at the oak tree, searching for anything amiss—something that warranted Mrs. James’s frantic reaction.

But as far as Flora could tell, there was nothing.
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Flora and Mac climbed a rickety set of stairs up to the back porch. Mac opened a creaky door and slipped into the house. Flora paused at the threshold, peering inside Thirteen Bly with mistrust. She’d lived across the street from this house since she was born, and for as long as she could remember, she’d more than half believed it was haunted. Now, for the first time, she was about to step inside. What waited within?

Ghosts, of course, said the little voice in Flora’s head. What else was there in a haunted house?

Flora shook away the thought and hurried into the house after Mac.

The porch led to the kitchen, where Mrs. James had returned to unpacking. The room was in disarray, dishes and linens piled onto every surface with half-empty boxes and packing paper strewn about.

“Sorry about the mess,” said Mrs. James. Her voice was easy, as if the intense moment by the tree had never happened.

Flora made a murmuring sound, but she hardly noticed the moving-in chaos. She was too focused on the house itself. She looked around, taking it all in.

The kitchen was smaller than Flora had imagined it would be. There was barely enough space for a refrigerator in the compact, square room. But the ceiling was high, soaring above Flora’s head. Cabinets lined the walls and stretched all the way up. There was a small double sink on the far side of the kitchen, and above it was a wide window overlooking the side yard. The countertops were a dusty blue with metal edges. They felt out of place in a spooky house like Thirteen Bly.

“Retro,” said Flora, running a hand along the edge of the counter nearest to her. They reminded Flora of the 1950s-inspired diner on the other side of town that she and her parents went to sometimes.

Mrs. James laughed. “Tell me about it. The house has a lot of nice qualities, but this kitchen needs a refresh, a look more appropriate for the house.”

What should a haunted house’s kitchen even look like?

“If you want, you could talk to my mom. She’s an interior designer. She’s been working on designing a kitchen renovation all week,” said Flora.

“Really?” said Mrs. James, looking intrigued. “I might just do that. Ideally, we would have had some work done on the house before we moved in,” said Mrs. James, absently, unpacking a set of bowls now. “But there wasn’t much time to—wait,” said Mrs. James, stopping mid-thought. She dug through the box she’d been unpacking, as if looking for something.

“What’s wrong?” Mac asked.

“Nothing. It’s just… ” Mrs. James continued to dig, tossing wads of packing paper onto the floor. “I unpacked that bowl that belonged to your grandmother just a few minutes ago. You know, the one with the little blue flowers? I swear I set it here. Now I can’t
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