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The Man at the Window

Cordelia Liu stared up at her new school in disbelief.

It looked more like a creepy old mansion than a place of learning. Everything was eerily symmetrical, as though the school had been unfolded from the pages of a pop-up storybook. There were several conical towers on the left side of the building and their exact twins on the right, along with a matching assortment of gables and turrets. At the precise center of the school, an arched window several stories high split the exterior like a gaping wound.


ELIJAH Z. SHADOW MIDDLE SCHOOL

GRADES 5–8

KNOWLEDGE. CHARACTER. SPIRIT.


Until this point, Cordelia hadn’t realized that there was a longer version of the school’s name; the locals simply called it Shadow School. She was surprised—and a little relieved—that it had been named after a real person. Last night, her dreams had been haunted by teachers with shadowy faces.

This Elijah Shadow is probably the rich guy who donated the building, she thought, feeling silly. Boring dude, spooky name. Nothing more than that.

Cordelia shivered. The windbreaker she was wearing had been warm enough back in California, but it was hopelessly out of its league here in New Hampshire. She started to join the crowd of students entering the school but noticed a man in a gray suit watching her from one of the upper windows. It was hard to read his expression from this distance, but his shoulders were slumped. Guess I’m not the only one who doesn’t want to be here, Cordelia thought, figuring the man was a teacher with some old-fashioned ideas about how to dress. She gave a little wave, not wanting to appear rude.

The man’s mouth fell open, as though he couldn’t believe that she had actually acknowledged him. Instead of simply waving in return, however, he slammed his hands flat against the window and stared down at her with disquieting intensity.

Cordelia shivered. This time, it had nothing to do with the weather.

What’s wrong with that guy? she wondered, turning away from his blank-faced stare. She hurried toward the front of the school, seeking warmth and voices. Just before she passed through the entrance, Cordelia risked a second glance at the window. The man was gone.
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Mr. Derleth and Mrs. Aickman

For a moment, Cordelia wondered if she had somehow walked into the wrong building. The walls of the high-ceilinged foyer were papered with a gold-and-white pattern, which perfectly complemented the cranberry red of the carpet. Bronze sconces illuminated the halls. A wide staircase with chestnut railings wound its way to the second floor.

This can’t really be a school, Cordelia thought.

Upon further inspection, however, she noticed more familiar details: a sign for the main office, teachers sharing a quick chat before class began, brightly decorated bulletin boards. The building looked like the home of a creepy old spinster, but at its heart beat a normal, everyday school.

Cordelia had received her schedule in the mail and knew her homeroom teacher was Mr. Derleth in room 211. After nearly colliding with a woman glued to her phone, she climbed the stairs to a wide hallway with royal blue walls. Cordelia checked the room number in front of her—234—and the room to its immediate right—233—and followed the descending numbers beneath a series of evenly spaced arches. It was quieter than her old school. Not only did the carpet muffle footsteps, but the students themselves spoke with hushed voices, as though they suspected someone might be eavesdropping at all times. Cordelia imagined what the first day at Ridgewood would be like right now, her best friends Mabel and Ava walking arm in arm through a glorious cacophony of rowdy students—before remembering, with a jolt, that California was three hours behind New Hampshire. Mabel and Ava were still asleep.

Cordelia suddenly felt more alone than ever, separated from her former life not only by distance but time.

When she got to room 215, Cordelia figured that she was almost there, but the numbers suddenly dropped all pretense of consistency: 215 was followed by 242 and then, for some unfathomable reason, 32A. Cordelia’s homeroom—211—was nowhere to be found. She considered retracing her steps and then decided that she’d better ask for help instead.

“Excuse me,” Cordelia asked a passing girl who was walking alone, pulling a rolling backpack like a traveler at the airport. “Do you know where room 211 is?”

The girl checked over her shoulder, as if Cordelia couldn’t possibly be talking to her. She was sturdy looking, with deep-set green eyes and blond hair tied in a pragmatic ponytail. Her flannel shirt was untucked.

“I’m going to room 211,” the girl said. “We must be in the same homeroom. Mr. Derleth?”

Cordelia nodded.

“We can walk together, if you’d like,” the girl suggested.

“Cool. I’m Cordelia.”

“Agnes.”

They started down the hallway. Agnes was a lot taller than Cordelia—no great achievement there—but walked with a timid, guarded gait.

“I don’t remember seeing you last year,” Agnes said. “You must be new.”

“First day.”

“Getting around Shadow School can be tricky if you don’t know where you’re going. That’s not a problem for me. I have a particularly strong entorhinal region. That’s the part of the brain that controls your sense of direction. How’s your entorhinal region?”

“I never really thought about it.”

“That must be nice,” Agnes said. “I think about everything. Even when I don’t want to. My mom says my brain is like a neighbor who plays their music too loud and won’t turn it down no matter how nicely you ask. I’m sorry. We just met. I should be asking about you.” She stared intently into the air, as though cycling through a list of possible questions. “Do you have any nut allergies?” she finally asked.

Cordelia shook her head. “I love nuts.”

Agnes smiled, revealing light blue braces.

“Me too! Even peanuts. Which aren’t actually nuts. They’re legumes. But pealegume doesn’t really roll off the tongue, does it?”

“Not really,” Cordelia said, unsure what to make of this strange girl. “Is Mr. Derleth nice?”

“I don’t know,” said Agnes. “He’s new. Shadow School always has a lot of new teachers at the beginning of the year. The old ones tend to find different jobs over the summer. Or sometimes they don’t even make it through the year. Our second math teacher last year walked out in the middle of a lesson and we never saw her again. I think they find the school creepy.”

They passed an oil painting of a little girl wearing an old-fashioned nightdress. A teddy bear leaking black stuffing dangled from her hand.

“Can’t imagine why,” Cordelia muttered.

They entered an open area. There was no carpet here. Instead, tessellating triangles tiled the floor. A young teacher wearing a pretty dress that seemed too fancy for school checked her appearance in an antique floor mirror.

“This place is huge!” Cordelia exclaimed.

“You’ll get used to it,” Agnes said. “But you shouldn’t wander off by yourself until you get your bearings. And don’t go to the third or fourth floor. It’s like a maze. Sixth graders don’t have any classes up there, anyway.”

“Good to know,” Cordelia said.

“I can be your guide today and make sure you get to class on time.” Agnes paused awkwardly and tugged on the bottom of her shirt. “But only if you want to. I understand if you’d rather find someone else. I would probably want to find someone else if I was—”

“I’d love for you to be my guide,” Cordelia said, and was surprised to find that she meant it. Agnes was a little odd, but she was starting to like her.

They found room 211 between room 239 and a supply closet. Except for the desks and blackboard, it looked more like a living room than a classroom, with wood-paneled walls, a fireplace, and a long black couch in the back of the room. Cordelia slid into the first unoccupied seat she saw, aware that some of the students were watching her with mild interest; she was, after all, the new girl. Agnes, head down, continued to the back of the room. No one acknowledged her at all.

“Good morning,” Mr. Derleth said with a slight Southern twang. He was a tall man with a neatly trimmed beard and the saddest eyes that Cordelia had ever seen. His clothes hung off his gangly body. “My name is Mr. Derleth. I’ll be your homeroom teacher and your social studies teacher as well. I look forward to our year together.”

As Mr. Derleth took attendance, Cordelia tried to match names to faces. Nolan Bluth was a shaggy-haired boy losing the war against acne. Francesca Calvino didn’t hear her name the first time because her nose was buried in a book. Mason James, a smug-looking boy with brown hair dyed red at its tips, responded “Not here!” instead of “Here!” and immediately high-fived his friends, who were all wearing the same football jerseys as he was. Mr. Derleth glanced up and then decided to ignore them, as though their behavior was too tiresome to correct.

After the pledge, a final student strode into the room with his hands jammed deep into his pockets. He was wearing a black hoodie and walked with his head down. Cordelia caught a glimpse of long hair and dark eyes.

“Benji Núñez, I assume?” Mr. Derleth asked, checking his attendance list.

The boy gave a quick nod and took a seat behind Cordelia. Mr. Derleth leaned against his desk, which was completely bereft of the usual teacher knickknacks and family photos, and stared out at their expectant faces. There was a distant look in his eyes, as though he wasn’t really seeing them at all.

“This is an impressive building,” he said. “It looks like something you’d need a ticket to enter, like one of those old mansions in Rhode Island. I have no idea how the town managed to afford such a fancy public school, but—”

A girl raised her hand. Cordelia tried to remember her name. Maria? Melissa?

“Yes, Miranda,” Mr. Derleth said.

“My father is on the board of education,” she said. “And he told me that the town doesn’t pay a cent for this school. The Shadow family owns the building, but they ran out of money and couldn’t afford the taxes anymore, so instead of losing their property altogether, they made a deal. They wouldn’t have to pay taxes, and in exchange the town could use the building as a public school. My dad says that as part of the agreement, the school isn’t allowed to change anything about the original structure because it’s all historical and stuff. That’s why everything looks so old-fashioned.”

Mr. Derleth listened to this information with his head down and eyes half closed. Cordelia thought it was because he was tired—judging from the swollen sacks beneath his eyes, Mr. Derleth and sleep were nodding acquaintances at best—but it turned out that this was just his way of focusing.

“That’s interesting, Miranda,” he said. “And I’m so happy that Shadow School is being preserved. I spent a few evenings at the Ludlow Historical Society this summer to assuage my idle curiosity. Shadow School’s history is extraordinary, to say the least. Perhaps, as the year goes on, you can teach me some local stories that can’t be found in any book. I’d love to learn as much about this fascinating place as possible.”

The morning bell rang, ending homeroom. As the students rose from their seats, Mr. Derleth held up a hand, holding them at bay.

“Just a few quick announcements before you head off to language arts,” he said, consulting a sticky note. “If you owe the office any forms, please see that they get them by Friday. Band won’t begin for two more weeks, but you should email Ms. Schwerin about instrument rentals if you haven’t already done so. Dr. Roqueni would like to remind you that our custodial staff locks up at five o’clock sharp. Students are not permitted inside the school after dark. No exceptions. Today’s lunch special is macaroni and cheese.” Mr. Derleth offered the vaguest hint of a smile. “Enjoy your day.”

Mrs. Aickman’s language arts classroom was dark and dreary. Paper tombstones covered a bulletin board at the back of the room. The “deceased” were all famous poets. Cordelia saw Poe, Dickinson, and Shakespeare, among others. Stenciled letters proclaimed: THEIR WORDS LIVE. THEY DO NOT.

Mrs. Aickman herself was a diminutive woman with blue eyes and spiky gray hair. She waved the students inside the room, bracelets jangling together on her thin wrists.

“Morning,” she said, pacing back and forth. “You’ll notice I did not say ‘Good morning.’ I would never be so presumptuous. One of you brave children might be in the midst of some terrible tragedy. Perhaps your family received a phone call in the middle of the night, informing you of a favorite relative’s untimely demise. Or maybe Mr. Whiskers—that sweet, gentle cat—got splatted by a truck! No morning is ever ‘good,’ not for everyone.” She held her hand to her heart. “And that pain . . . is a miracle. Because great literature can only come from heartache and misery! Now, which one of you is Cordelia?”

Cordelia reluctantly raised her hand. Chairs squeaked as the other students turned to face her. She fought the urge to hide beneath her desk.

“I’m dying to know,” Mrs. Aickman said. “Are you named after the Cordelia in King Lear?” She addressed the class as a whole. “That’s a famous play by William Shakespeare. A tragedy.”

Cordelia nodded politely. It wasn’t the first time she had been asked this question.

“My parents met in a Shakespeare class back in college,” she said.

“How dreadfully romantic,” replied Mrs. Aickman. “In the play, class, Cordelia is the king’s kind, dutiful daughter. She has two terrible sisters, however. Goneril and Regan.” She raised her eyebrows at Cordelia. “Any evil sisters at home?”

“Just me.”

“Pity. You would have had so many interesting things to write about during our personal narrative unit. Speaking of which, it’s always good to begin a new year with a bit of writing, so please take out your notebooks and”—Benji Núñez slipped into the room, head down, and took a seat. Mrs. Aickman gave him a quick look of disapproval and continued—“write a page or two about your saddest summer memory.”

Agnes raised her hand.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Just to clarify—did you say ‘saddest’ summer memory?”

“That’s correct.”

“But my summer was wonderful,” Miranda chimed in. “My family has this gorgeous lake house in Maine, and every day we—”

Mrs. Aickman made a loud snoring noise.

“No one wants to read about happy people,” the teacher said. “In order to truly move a reader, you need to tap a spile deep into your soul and let the pain drip free. Bad vacations! Hideous sunburns! Dead relatives! That’s the good stuff!”

The students took out their notebooks and got to work. Cordelia considered herself a mediocre writer at best, but for this particular assignment, the words flowed easily. She started with the moment her parents told her they were moving—using tons of exclamation points to convey her shock and dismay—and then wrote about all the friends she had left behind in California. In her final sentences, Cordelia described how she had woken up that first chilly morning in New Hampshire and cried into her pillow, knowing that her old life was over forever.

When she was done, Cordelia closed her notebook and waited for her classmates to finish. She heard two boys whispering to her right.

“I touched the attic door yesterday,” said the first boy. He was the one with the red tips in his hair. Mason, Cordelia remembered.

“No way,” said the second boy, who had freckles and a long, horsey face. Cordelia didn’t remember his name. “School wasn’t even open.”

“Not to students,” Mason said. “But all the teachers had to be here setting up their rooms. It’s the law. No one noticed me sneaking up to the fourth floor.”

The second boy nodded with respect.

“Was it hot, like they say?”

“Burning.” Mason dropped his voice to an even softer whisper. “And that’s not all. When I put my ear close to the door I heard this crackling noise, like a campfire.”

“You’re making that up,” the boy said. Cordelia could hear the fear in his voice.

“Go up there yourself if you don’t believe me,” Mason said.

“Maybe I will.”

“You won’t. You’re too scared, just like everyone else. Another thing—the moment my hand touched the doorknob, I heard this horrible scream. It was Elijah Shadow. I’m sure of it. Still burning after all these—”

Mrs. Aickman shushed them, and the boys went back to pretending to write. What was that all about? Cordelia thought. She didn’t actually believe Mason—he was clearly just trying to freak out his gullible friend—but she was curious where the story had come from in the first place.

What happened in the attic?

A few minutes later, Mrs. Aickman announced that she would now be taking volunteers for anyone who wanted to share their essay. Cordelia slouched in her seat, praying the teacher didn’t call on her; she had no desire to share her innermost thoughts with a roomful of strangers. Fortunately, plenty of other kids were eager to read their work. Mrs. Aickman selected a boy named Grant Thompson, who strode to the front of the room and then paused a moment to clear his throat before reading.

His essay was entitled “The Summer All My Pets Died.”

“My gerbil was the first to go,” Grant said in an overdramatic voice. “She wouldn’t be the last.”

Grant had a lot of pets, and by the fourth backyard funeral, Cordelia’s attention had begun to wander. For this reason, she happened to be looking in the right direction when the woman in hospital scrubs passed the open doorway. She wore a surgical mask over her mouth and held her gloved hands in the air, as though she had just scrubbed up for surgery. Cordelia jerked in her chair, startling Agnes.

“Did you see her?” Cordelia whispered, nodding toward the door.

“Who?” Agnes asked.

Cordelia started to explain and then shook her head; Mrs. Aickman was looking their way, and she didn’t want to get in trouble on the first day of school. Besides, she had already thought of a perfectly reasonable explanation for the woman’s unusual appearance: she was probably a science teacher intent on making a grand entrance on the first day of school. Everyone here is so weird, Cordelia thought, slumping in her seat. She pictured the brightly lit corridors of Ridgewood, where the teachers wore normal clothes and the students wrote about happy memories instead of sad ones.

Cordelia missed her old life more than ever.
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The Boy Beneath the Bleachers

The day droned on. The rest of Cordelia’s teachers were a mixed bag. She liked her art teacher, Ms. Perez, who looked like she was still in high school and gave them chocolate and stickers at the end of class. Their science teacher, Ms. Patel, was also young, but in every other way the polar opposite of Ms. Perez: hyperorganized instead of carefree, strict instead of lenient. Cordelia’s least favorite teacher, however, was Mrs. Machen, an ancient crone who genuinely disliked children and looked like she should have retired a decade ago. Mrs. Machen felt that constant practice through worksheets was the only way to improve their math skills, and along those lines assigned a thick packet for homework.

By seventh period, Cordelia needed a break. After the unstructured freedom of summer vacation, it was nearly impossible to sit in a chair all day without getting antsy. Ten minutes into social studies, Cordelia asked to use the bathroom and escaped into the hallway. She walked past the main office and headed down an unexplored corridor with no particular destination in mind, catching snatches of different voices as teachers calmly explained their rules and expectations (except for Mrs. Machen, who was in the process of scolding a terrified fifth grader for forgetting the difference between a numerator and denominator). After she’d taken a few random turns, the school grew quiet. Guess they have more space than they need, she thought, peeking through the window of the nearest door. A single chair sat in the center of the dark room.

Cordelia backed away.

A few turns later she found herself in a short, doorless hallway—a dead end. There was a large photograph on the far wall. Cordelia took a closer look. The photograph showed a gray-haired black man sitting at a drawing table with the sleeves of his shirt rolled up. He seemed unaware that someone was taking his picture, his attention fully focused on his work. There was an obsessive, burning gleam to his eyes that Cordelia found a little frightening.

“The only known photograph of Elijah Shadow,” said a voice behind her.

Cordelia gasped in surprise and spun around. The speaker was a tall, elegant woman with light brown skin, her hair piled high in voluminous ringlets.

“I apologize for startling you,” she said, holding out her hand. “I’m Dr. Roqueni, the principal here at Shadow School.”

Cordelia shook her hand. Dr. Roqueni had a pianist’s fingers, long and graceful.

“Cordelia Liu. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise,” Dr. Roqueni said. “Let me take this opportunity to welcome you to our school. I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to meet you until now. There was an orientation for new students this summer, but I guess you couldn’t make it.”

“We weren’t expecting to move,” Cordelia said. “But then my dad lost his job, so . . .”

“You had to uproot your entire existence,” Dr. Roqueni said with genuine sympathy. “That’s rough, Cordelia. Trust me; I know. Where are you from?”

“Just outside San Francisco.”

“I’ve always dreamed of seeing the West Coast,” Dr. Roqueni said with a wistful expression. “Is it as nice as people say?”

“Nicer.”

“Well, California’s loss is our gain. We might not have beaches, but Ludlow isn’t such a bad little town. And I’m sure you’ll be happy here at Shadow School. What do you think so far?”

“Umm,” Cordelia said, not wanting to offend the principal. “It’s not quite what I expected.”

“You mean your old school wasn’t a creepy old Victorian mansion?” Dr. Roqueni asked in mock surprise.

Cordelia smiled and shook her head.

“This building was never meant to be a school,” Dr. Roqueni said. She pointed to the photograph of Elijah Shadow. “It was actually his house. Elijah designed it himself. Anyone tell you about the attic yet?”

“I overheard two boys in my class talking about it.”

“Let me guess,” Dr. Roqueni said. “Burning-hot door? Crackle of flames? Screams of agony?”

“Pretty much.”

“Our school’s own personal urban legend,” Dr. Roqueni said. “Elijah Shadow’s ghost haunts the attic where he died, and if you dare to open the door, he’ll wrap his arms around you and drag you into flames that burn forever.” Dr. Roqueni laughed. “It’s ridiculous, of course, but I actually don’t mind. Kids shouldn’t be going up there anyway. The attic’s dangerous. It was never properly repaired after the fire.”

“So there really was a fire?” Cordelia asked.

“Oh yes,” Dr. Roqueni said. “And that is how Elijah Shadow died. There’s usually some grain of truth to these things. But the rest—” Dr. Roqueni’s phone vibrated in her hand. She checked the screen and frowned. “Sorry. There’s something that requires my attention. Will you be able to find your way back to class?”

“Totally,” said Cordelia, who felt the urge to impress the principal.

“It was lovely talking to you,” Dr. Roqueni said. She walked a few steps away and then turned back to face her. “Who’s your homeroom teacher?”

“Mr. Derleth.”

“One of the new hires,” Dr. Roqueni said. Her face grew serious. “Did he remember to tell you that all students need to be out of the school by nightfall?”

Cordelia nodded.

“Excellent,” Dr. Roqueni said. “Just wanted to double-check.”

As Cordelia attempted to retrace her path back to social studies, she thought about what she had learned. A man died in this school. And people think his ghost haunts the attic. She wanted to believe that it was just a silly story, like Dr. Roqueni said. On the other hand, Shadow School sure looked like a haunted mansion, and it was very strange that no one was allowed in the building after dark. Maybe that’s when Elijah Shadow comes down from the attic, roaming the halls and looking for someone to join him forever . . .

Cordelia was so distracted by these thoughts that she didn’t pay close enough attention to where she was going. In a few minutes, she found herself in a part of the school she didn’t recognize at all. My entorhinal region is the worst, Cordelia thought. There wasn’t even anyone that she could ask for directions. The hallways were completely empty, the classrooms dark.

She heard someone crying.

It was definitely a student, though Cordelia couldn’t tell if it was a boy or a girl. She didn’t think they were hurt. These weren’t the quick, breathless tears of someone in physical pain, but a low, rhythmic weeping. It was the kind of crying you allowed yourself when no one else was listening. Wanting to help, she followed the sound to a windowless gym that had seen better days. The floor was buckled in several sections. Only a few flickering ceiling lights worked. On the opposite side of the gym was a set of retractable bleachers that could be folded against the wall to create more space, though right now they were pulled out.

The crying was coming from beneath them.

“Hello?” Cordelia asked, crossing the floor of the gym. “Is everything okay?”

She stepped around the side of the bleachers and peeked through the open end. A small boy of about four or five was kneeling in the shadows, his shoulders heaving as he wept. He wore navy blue pajamas. The pants were patterned with different trains, while the T-shirt featured a green-and-blue locomotive.

Poor little guy, Cordelia thought, her heart melting. She ducked her head and stepped beneath the bleachers.

“Hey there,” she said, speaking softly so she didn’t scare him. “My name’s Cordelia. I’m eleven. How old are you?”

The boy didn’t turn around, but she thought his weeping might have grown just a tiny bit softer. Taking this as an invitation, Cordelia halved the distance between them. It was a slow process. The space beneath the bleachers was tight and cramped.

An unexpected thought froze her in place.

What is he doing here?

Shadow School started at fifth grade. The boy couldn’t possibly be a student. So who was he? And why was he wearing pajamas and not regular clothes?

Pinpricks of fear ran up and down her arm.

Stop being such a wuss, she scolded herself. He’s just a little boy who got lost somehow. He needs your help.

“Pretty cool hiding spot,” Cordelia said, crouching so she would be at the boy’s eye level when he turned around. “Maybe we should head back. Your mom and dad are probably looking for you.”

The boy didn’t move. Cordelia inched closer.

“They’re probably worried sick,” Cordelia said, reaching out to gently touch his shoulder. “Besides, it’s a beautiful day! Don’t you want to go—”

Her hand passed through the boy’s shoulder as though it wasn’t there.

A cold, stinging feeling spread throughout her fingers, like she had buried them in snow. The boy rose to his feet and turned around. He wore thick glasses over his blue eyes, which were wide with surprise, as though Cordelia was the incorporeal one. The wheels of Cordelia’s mind spun uselessly, like a toy train off its tracks, trying to make sense of what was happening.

He’s a . . . a . . .

The boy took a step toward her. Cordelia tried to move, but her legs had been injected with rubber, and she fell to the floor. The boy leaned forward and gazed at her with a curious expression, then reached out a hand to touch her face. Cordelia watched it approach, frozen in fear.

She screamed.

The boy covered his ears and turned his back to her. Without waiting to see what he might do next, Cordelia crab-walked along the wooden floor and into the flickering lights, stopping only when she was on the other side of the gym. She watched the bleachers carefully, waiting for the boy to come out and continue the chase. He didn’t.

Cordelia slowly got to her feet, trying to wrap her mind around what had happened.

I just saw a ghost, she thought.

As she stumbled out of the gym, Cordelia heard sobbing. She looked back at the bleachers, thinking that it was the boy again. Then she realized that the sobs belonged to her.
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Listen

The moment her parents got home from work, Cordelia dragged them into the living room and told them the entire story. She expected sympathy. Hugs. Promises that they would return to California on the first available flight.

Instead, her mother let out a long, disappointed sigh and said, “Cordelia, you’ve made it perfectly clear that you don’t want to go to Shadow School, but—a ghost? Really?”

“I’m telling the truth,” Cordelia insisted, her voice trembling.

To those who didn’t know them well, Cordelia’s parents seemed like an odd match. Her mom was tall, thin, and Caucasian. Her father was short, pudgy, and Chinese. Mrs. Liu was a social butterfly who had already made a dozen friends in their new town. Mr. Liu barely spoke at all. Despite their differences, they laughed often and rarely argued, especially when it came to their only child.

Her parents looked at each other now, an unspoken understanding passing between them.

“It’s not that we don’t believe you, sweetie,” Mrs. Liu said, brushing back a strand of blond hair. “Or, at least, it’s not that we don’t believe that you believe you saw something. It’s just . . .”

“Ghosts aren’t real,” Mr. Liu said.

Cordelia inhaled deeply in an attempt to control her growing frustration. In terms of appearance, she looked more like her father. Her temper, however, came straight from her mom.

“I know what I saw,” Cordelia said.

“And we know how much
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