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  Chapter 1
The Haunted House


The deserted farmhouse was almost perfect for Project See-Our-First-Ghost. The trees surrounding the yard and the old field next to it would keep night-owl neighbors from seeing us. The boarded-up windows would hide our flashlight beams from anyone on the road. Best of all, it had been there for over a hundred years, so people must have died in it. We just needed to find their spirits. 
The only thing wrong was the streetlamp in front, which was so bright that it showed the paint peeling off the door. It would light us up too, as soon as we stepped out of the darkness and onto the overgrown lawn. Anyone driving by would see three thirteen-year-old boys sneaking into an abandoned house in the middle of a Friday night. They’d call the police. The police would phone our parents. And mine had already warned me that if I got into trouble one more time in the next two months, I’d be spending summer vacation with my grandparents instead of my friends.
I was almost sure this met their definition of trouble.
It had been a fast jog uphill from our neighborhood, but as soon as I stopped panting, I asked, “Um, guys? How do we get past the streetlight?”
“No one will spot us, Samash,” M.L. said. “We saw, what, three cars, on our way here?”
“But what if one does go by?” Marty pushed. “I don’t want to be grounded all of April vacation. And I want Samash here with us this summer, not stuck in a little town too far away to visit.”
“Marty, Marty, it’s not a problem,” M.L. said. “We won’t get caught. We’ll do the same thing we did on the street. If we hear a car, we stand next to a tree, and the shadows will hide us. Shhh. Listen.” 
Except for the rattle of bare branches, all was quiet. 
“Nothing’s coming. Run up the driveway and go to the back of the house where it’s dark. Now!”
M.L. sprinted into the glow of the light before I could protest. There were no trees along the driveway, only two dead-looking shrubs. But I followed him, just like Marty and I’d been doing since pre-K. He was our leader, the one who could take a boring day and turn it into an adventure. Besides, he knew an older kid who'd been here before and told him how to get inside.
As gravel and fallen leaves crunched under my feet, I waited for a grown-up to yell at us, but we made it without hearing a voice or an engine and without waking the neighbors.
After Marty caught up, we moved into the backyard and waded through last year’s weeds, which were still a little flat from the snow that had covered them only a month ago. Marty was as calm as always, and M.L. was excited. I was the only one looking over my shoulder, worried someone with a badge was creeping up behind us. So why was I there?
Until a week ago, the three of us had agreed to stick to parentally approved, boring adventures until school got out in June. I mean, I love my grandparents, but summer would be wasted if M.L. and Marty weren’t part of it. Then a For Sale sign went up in front of the abandoned house, and M.L. convinced me we couldn’t wait any longer. If someone bought it, we’d lose our best chance to see a real live ghost.
Scratch that.
A real dead ghost.
He also promised we’d be back in our beds before dawn, and my parents would never know I’d snuck out. 
I hoped he was right.
M.L. stopped at a boarded-up window. “This plywood has holes that fit over the nails,” he whispered. “If we lift it up a little, it will just slip off.” 
I nodded and pushed up on the bottom while he shoved up the other corner. Marty, taller and stronger than either of us, stood in the middle and grabbed both sides of the wood to pull it clear. We’d been doing stuff like this for a long time. We knew how to work as a team.
My flashlight, shining through the red bottle cap taped on the end, lit up the frame where the windowpanes had once been. Inside, a table and chair were pushed against a wall, but our lights didn’t reach the shadows in the corners. Anything could be hidden there.
“I need to record this before we go in.” M.L. lifted one of the two high-tech cameras he’d slung around his neck and aimed it toward the dark room. If there were any ghosts we couldn’t see, we hoped they’d show up on his video. 
According to my favorite book about haunted houses, that happens sometimes. 
When he’d finished, he turned to me. “Samash, you’re our ghost expert. You’re first.”
I grinned with pride. Ever since that ghost hunting movie I watched when I was ten, I’d been excited about real-life hauntings. I’d memorized the library’s paranormal shelf, bought every supernatural book I could afford, and searched the internet every week for new videos. It felt good that my friends thought I was a pro.
“Anything special I need to know?” I asked as I brushed the windowsill with the sleeve of my black hoodie. Cutting myself on glass and bleeding all over my clothes was a rookie mistake and would tip off my parents that I’d done something they wouldn’t like.
Marty looked up from the thermometer in his hand. “The floors all looked solid in the photos I saw, but I don’t trust the stair railings.” Marty was our technical expert and researcher. If he couldn’t find it online, it wasn’t there.
“I’ll start shooting video again as soon as you get in,” M.L. said. “If you see anything, point to it, so I’ll know where to focus my camera.”
I nodded. If we got a good shot of a real spirit, it would not only go viral online, it would also prove that ghosts were real. After rubbing my sweaty palms against my jeans, I hoisted myself up with my hands, scrabbled against the wall with the toes of my sneakers, and twisted myself around. My butt landed on the sill with a thump, and I spun to put my feet down inside the abandoned room. It didn’t feel any different from the yard, but it smelled like my locker when my gym stuff needed to be washed.
The needle on the old-fashioned compass I pulled out of my pocket wasn’t spinning around the way it would near a ghost’s electromagnetic field. I knew I wasn’t in a cold spot because the readout on the thermometer didn’t budge after Marty passed it to me. There were no glowing orbs or see-through people in front of me. Maybe this place wasn’t haunted after all, I thought, but I reminded myself we still had the whole house to explore. 
My flashlight’s red gleam was great outside because no one noticed it, and it didn’t destroy my night vision. Inside, though, I needed to see any holes in the floor so I wouldn’t fall through them. I pulled out my phone. Its bright light chased away the shadows in the corners and glittered on bits of scattered glass. The floorboards in front of me looked as solid as Marty thought, but I stomped on the nearest with one foot to be sure. Then I did the same thing for the whole room. Both my friends were inside when I finished.
“We all know the drill,” M.L. said. “Let’s go.”
We searched the bottom floor. We found nothing.
The staircase and upstairs hall were bare too.
The little room in the corner? I thought it was empty until the boom of a foghorn blasted through it. 
I leaped higher than our school’s high jump champion. 
Marty’s and M.L.’s brains rebooted faster than mine. Marty’s footsteps were pounding down the stairs, and M.L. was dashing toward me before I recognized what the noise was: Marty’s phone. Even worse—it was his mother’s ringtone. M.L. grabbed my arm as he sprinted past me. “C’mon, c’mon, we have to get outside before she comes looking for us.” 
Right. I shook off his hand so I could snatch the thermometer off the floor where I’d dropped it, and then I raced after him. We stopped long enough to put the plywood back on the window before running toward the old field, where we’d agreed to meet if anything went wrong. Marty was sitting on the stone wall beside it, his phone still in his hand.
“Hey,” I said. “How’d your Mom find out you were gone?”
“One of my sisters.” He sounded sadder than I felt. “Emily had a nightmare and ran into my room. When she saw my empty bed, she started screaming.” 
“How much trouble are we in? Did your mother get our GPS location before she called?” M.L. asked.
“I had to tell her where we were, so that’s a no.”
My shoulders dropped about a foot as I relaxed a little. We could pretend we’d been looking for ghosts outside. Marty’s parents would still be mad, but they’d go nuclear if they knew we’d broken into an empty building.
“My mother’s calling Samash’s parents to get us. I’m sorry, Samash, I messed up. I should have locked my bedroom door.” Marty’s head dropped even lower.
And that’s when I knew that—Poof!—the exciting summer of adventures I’d planned with M.L. and Marty had disappeared. In its place were two grim months of tiptoeing around my grandparents’ house, trying not to cause one of my grandmother’s headaches.
“Why can’t we just walk home?” M.L. shone his light around the weeds and shrubs next to us.
“Mom said to wait here.”
“Then why can’t she come herself?” M.L. asked. “I’d rather have dead silence from the front seat than be yelled at the whole way.”
“Dad’s not there, and she can’t leave my little sisters alone.”
“I keep telling you, Marty, you should have been born into a family with no other kids, like Samash. Or have parents who don’t care what you do, like mine.”
Marty straightened up a little. Maybe he’d compared M.L.’s family to his because he answered, “My brothers and sisters aren’t so bad.” 
Pretending that my world hadn’t just fallen apart, I plopped onto a spot on the wall that wasn’t covered with vines. “Maybe we’ll be lucky, and my mother will drive over, not my father.”
M.L. stopped peering into the bushes and turned to face us. “How long do we have?”
“Fifteen minutes, maybe?” Marty guessed.
“That’ll work. Marty, run around the field and trample the grass so it looks like we were exploring it. Samash, think up a good story to explain why we were looking for a ghost out here. And leave the rest to me,” M.L. said. “I’ll figure out how to keep you here for the summer, Samash, no problem. We have months to think of a good plan. Trust me.”






  
  Chapter 2
Project Show-I'm-Responsible


M.L. talked his father out of punishing him, but he couldn’t help Marty or me. Before he could even try, his parents dragged him to his sister’s violin competition, the third one this year. I’d heard Bridget play, and I couldn’t figure out how she kept winning prizes. M.L. thought it was because her music turned the judges’ brains to mush. To save himself, he always stuck in earplugs when his parents weren’t looking. Anyway, by the time his family got back on Sunday night, both Marty and I were already deep into solitary confinement. 
Marty was grounded for two weeks. He couldn’t go anywhere but school, he couldn’t use his phone, and he could only use his laptop for schoolwork. On top of that, April vacation started on Monday, so he couldn’t even see us at lunch and recess. He was allowed to send one text to us before his mother confiscated his electronics. 
I got the same sentence as Marty, but with an added punishment: I’d also be banished to my grandparents’ house for seven weeks of my summer break while my mother was in England and my father was at work all day.
Seven weeks. Seven weeks away from my best friends. Seven weeks with no adventures. Seven weeks of Grampa canceling canoe trips because Gramma was too sick to leave alone. Almost two months. Forty-nine days. More than half my vacation.
M.L. left a message on Monday night in our secret Samuel-Ash-is-grounded-again hiding place under the rock next to my family’s mailbox. He’d tried to convince my parents to keep me home for the summer, but they wouldn’t listen. And he couldn’t try again until his family got back from touring music colleges for Bridget. He wrote a lot more about how awful the concert was; how she’d won third place; and how she and his parents couldn’t talk about anything else. The only part I focused on was that even M.L. couldn’t change my parents’ minds. That meant it was up to me to persuade them.
On Tuesday, I started Project Earn-Dad’s-Trust-Back. 
When he walked through the door that afternoon, his eyelid wasn’t twitching. Good. He wasn’t smiling, but he wasn’t frowning, either. Good. The vein on the side of his forehead, where his hair was turning gray, wasn’t moving in and out. Good. He was in a better mood than he usually was after work.
I waited until he’d changed out of his shirt and tie and was rummaging through a cupboard in the kitchen before asking if I could talk to him for a minute.
“Sure, Sam, but I have a few emails to deal with first,” he said as he ran water into the glass he’d grabbed. “Give me half an hour.” He disappeared down the hall without waiting for me to answer, dressed in a sweatshirt and jeans but somehow still looking as if he were wearing a suit. 
Exactly 31 minutes had gone by when I poked my head into the office my parents shared. Dad swiveled, his phone pressed to his ear, and waved me into my mother’s desk chair. With no phone of my own to play with and only science books on the shelves, I eavesdropped until he said goodbye and turned toward me. “Okay, Sam, what do you want to talk to me about?”
I’d practiced this in front of my mirror until I could say it without stuttering, choking, or gagging. “How can I convince you I’m responsible enough to stay home by myself while you work?”
“Do you have a time machine?” he asked, raising his eyebrows. 
Sarcasm, I thought. Not good. I hate it when he gets that way. And he’d been like that all year, ever since he was promoted from engineer to vice president of his company.
I pretended I didn’t understand. “Why would I need one?” I asked.
“Because I warned you that you had only one more chance, and you chose to misbehave. That was your last warning, Sam. I’m not giving you another. Face it; you blew it. Now, I have work to do.” He twirled back to his laptop.
Ouch. I slouched out the door, careful to close it quietly to show how responsible I was instead of slamming it hard, the way he deserved. I hoped he was nicer to the people who worked for him. Maybe spending the summer with my grandfather, who actually liked me, would be better than spending it with my father, The Wicked Grouch.
But spending the summer away from my friends would be torture, I reminded myself the next morning. Project Earn-Dad’s-Trust-Back had failed, so it was time for Project Guilt-My-Mother.
The college where Mom taught botany had the same vacation schedule as my school. She came out of her office while I ate breakfast at the kitchen table and sat across from me after reheating her mug in the microwave. “What are you doing today?” she asked.
“I dunno. I finished my homework yesterday. I’ve read all my books from the library. You won’t let me use my phone, my laptop, or invite my friends over.” Even the piece of sky I could see through the window above the sink looked gray and crabby. “I guess I can practice my basketball moves in the driveway. It’s not supposed to rain, is it?” 
“The weather forecaster predicted downpours for this afternoon, but I could drive you into town after lunch to get more books,” Mom offered. 
“Aren’t you afraid I might talk to someone my age?” I grumped. Then I remembered I wanted her to feel guilty, not mad. I snuck a glance at her as I reached for the sugar bowl to make my healthy cereal taste less like cardboard. Her hair was in the ponytail she wore when she was at home, but her curls hadn’t started falling out of it yet, so she hadn’t been rushing around doing housework. She wasn’t frowning, so she wasn’t grading papers. This would be my best chance all day to change her mind about sending me to stay with my grandparents.
“You’re allowed to say hello to your friends,” she said, sipping her coffee.
“Maybe we’ll run into Ken. I haven’t seen him since August, and I miss talking to him. How’s he doing?”
Ken was a Ph.D. student who was learning how to find new medicines by studying the chemicals inside plants, just like Mom does, so he basically lived in her lab. I almost never saw him from September to May. Every summer though, Mom moved her papers and books out of the university and into her home office, stuffed the greenhouse in the backyard (the one that I wasn’t even allowed into) full of the plants she was researching, and only used the equipment at school when Dad was around. If Ken or any of the other graduate students she supervised needed her during the day, they called or stopped by. They were fun to talk to. Added perks were that my mother always made lunch for me and would drive me anywhere I wanted to go. This was the first summer break that things would be different.
“You know that Ken uses the college library, not the one in town,” Mom said. “And if you’ve missed him, why have you said, ‘no’ whenever I invited you to come to the lab with me?” She put down her mug with a clunk. “Sam, this sounds suspiciously like you’re trying to make me feel guilty about sending you to stay with your grandparents for your vacation. And you can stop it right now.”
My mother was too good a listener. Sometimes, like then, she even heard what I was thinking. I stalled by pouring myself some more cereal from the box on the table.
“Sam, if I don’t leave for England on June 12, I’ll need to send someone else from my research group in my place. That’s not fair to me. It was my idea and my presentation that won the money to pay for this. I’ve done all the groundwork and know what to look for. You can’t ask me to give all that up. Seven weeks at your grandparents’ house will not kill you.”
“I’m not asking you to give it up. But why can’t I stay alone while Dad is at work?”
“Because you just broke at least three of our rules, which tells me you can’t be trusted to follow any of them.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “One. You went out past your curfew. Two. You didn’t tell us you were leaving the house. Three. You didn’t tell us where you were going. And,” she added, “on top of that, you broke the most important rule of all. You put yourself in danger. Some of those old farms have abandoned wells on their property. If you fell into one while you were hunting for ghosts in that field, we wouldn’t have searched for you until morning.”
I winced as I scooped up the last bit of my shredded wheat. I’d been proud of the story I’d come up with about a farmhand who fell from a hayloft and now haunted the land where the barn stood before it burned. It should have kept me out of trouble, not gotten me into it. “Marty’s mother would have looked for us.”
“It was sheer luck that Emily had a nightmare and woke up. I’m not willing to trust your safety to luck.” 
I didn’t think it was lucky at all. We’d planned our trip to the vacant house on the one weekend that month when Marty’s two older brothers would be camping with their Teen Ecologists troop, and his father would be a chaperone. With the brother who shared his bedroom gone, we’d thought Marty could sneak out with no one hearing. I still couldn’t believe his little sister had ratted him out. 
“How can I prove I’m responsible? Can I help with dinner tonight?” My mother cooked real meals during her breaks from school instead of driving for takeout or pulling the weekend’s leftovers out of the freezer.
Mom tilted her head to one side and gave me her I-don’t-believe-you face. “You’re not planning on putting cayenne pepper into the food to get even with me, are you?” she asked.
I was hurt. “Mom, I haven’t done anything like that since fourth grade.”
“I remember sugar instead of salt in the mashed potatoes last summer.” 
“At the barbecue at Marty’s place.” I nodded. “But that was M.L., not me, and his mother’s potatoes, not yours. And I thought they were pretty good.”
“They weren’t bad,” Mom admitted. “But they were missing something. I’m not sure what.”
“Chocolate. Everything tastes better with chocolate.”
“That must be it,” Mom said, her face lighting up with the smile I hadn’t seen since I’d been grounded. “So, Sam, if you promise that you won’t add anything to the food or try to change the ingredients in anything I’m making, you may peel the carrots tonight before dinner.”
“Thanks, Mom,” I said. Only later did I realize she should have thanked me.
All of May, I worked on Project Prove-I’m-Responsible, Project Obey-My-Curfew, and Project Tell-My-Parents-Everywhere-I’m-Going. But Project Convince-My-Friends-Not-To-Plan-Things-That-Will-Get-Me-In-Trouble-If-My-Parents-Find-Out flopped. Luckily, Project Hide-The-Evidence succeeded.
But in the beginning of June, a suitcase appeared in the corner of my bedroom, and Mom ordered me to pack it before finals started. Nothing I’d done had changed my mother’s or father’s minds. M.L.’s and Marty’s ideas had failed, too. The only thing left was Project Begging-And-Whining.
“Why can’t I stay alone this summer?” I asked as we sat around the kitchen table eating takeout that night. “I’ve been responsible all spring, and you leave me by myself sometimes, like when you ate out on your anniversary. I promise I’ll behave. Don’t you trust me?”
“No,” Dad said. He was still in his tie. That always meant he’d brought piles of work home and was cranky about it.
I thumped my water glass onto the table.
“I trust you to stay by yourself for a few hours in the evening,” Mom said, giving Dad a dirty look. “But spending the whole day with your friends? No. M.L.’s grandmother is no longer here to keep an eye on you. When you’re together, you don’t think about whether something is dangerous or if it’s right or wrong.”
“But I was good all spring!”
“Only because you don’t want to leave M.L. and Marty for the summer,” Dad said. “If we let you spend your vacation with your friends, will you still keep out of trouble?”
I thought fast. “You could let me stay here but send me away if I misbehave,” I tried. But convincing M.L. to follow my parents’ rules for June and July would be impossible. He didn’t even do it for May.
“Why don’t you want to stay with your grandparents?” Mom asked. “You used to love visiting them. You and your grandfather were best friends, and you’d spend hours in the kitchen with Gramma.”
“That was when Gramma liked me. Now she hates me.”
“She does not hate you. When she has a bad headache, she just… well, she takes it out on anyone nearby. But you’ll have your grandfather.”
“Grampa will be busy taking care of Gramma. He didn’t even take me hiking the last time I stayed with them.” I used to get excited about visiting my grandparents. Grampa was fun, and Gramma and I made cookies together. Nothing bothered her then, not even dropped eggs. But that changed when she crashed her car three years ago. She was never the same after that. Sure, she looked and acted the same until something went wrong. Then a headache would start, and she’d look sicker and sicker, and get crabbier and crabbier. “Why can’t the doctors fix her?”
“The medicines made her thinking fuzzy, so she stopped taking them,” Mom answered. “Her neck must be healing on its own, though, because she said she’s feeling better. And both she and your grandfather are looking forward to seeing you.”
I stole a look at Dad. He was chewing and pretending not to listen, but he always went quiet when we talked about Gramma’s headaches. And I got that she was his mother, and it was tough on him. But being sad made him even grumpier than his job did, so I tried another argument.
“M.L.’s parents trust him. They never, ever, punish him.”
“Don’t go there,” Mom warned. “Every family is different.”
“At least we try to keep you from hurting yourself. And we gave you a name I can pronounce,” Dad said. “Count your blessings.”
“Macdara Lorcan O’Sullivan is a lovely name,” Mom protested. “And it’s been passed down for at least four generations in that family.”
Dad nodded. “Lovely, traditional, but impossible for me to say or remember.”
Mom shot him another dirty look, but he was right. The only person who actually used M.L.’s real name was his Grandmother Feeney. But M.L. had stopped speaking to her when she sold the big old house next to his and moved to a little apartment half an hour away. That meant that everyone, even his parents and teachers, now called him by his initials.
Grabbing the last slice of pepperoni pizza, I gave up arguing until the next day.
Project Begging-And-Whining didn’t work either. Before I knew it, school was over, Mom had left for Europe, and Dad was driving me to my grandparents’ house for a summer of no friends. He grounded me for two weeks too, so I didn’t have my phone or my laptop. My gravestone was going to read, “Samuel John Ash. Age 13. Died of boredom.”
And that was why, two days later, I sat in front of the ancient computer in a dark little office, pounding out messages. The keyboard was so clackety I was afraid of waking my grandparents. Still, what choice did I have? This was too important to wait. M.L. and Marty weren’t answering, though. Where were they? They must still be awake; it was vacation!
“I assume you have a good reason,” came a voice from behind me, “for using electronics when you’re grounded.”






  
  Chapter 3
Busted!


I spun around in the swivel chair so fast that I knocked the clunky old mouse onto the floor. Grampa stood in the doorway between the office and the living room. It was too dark to see his face, but his shape reminded me of Dad. 
“Uh,” I started, but my brain couldn’t think of anything to get me out of the trouble I was suddenly in. For sending messages to my friends while I was grounded. For staying up past my bedtime. For using my grandparents’ computer without permission.
“Um, I couldn’t sleep,” I said.
“Obviously,” Grampa said. “But a boring book would send you to sleep faster than online videos.”
Uh-oh. How long had he been standing there? How much had he seen?
“Sam, turn off the computer, then wait for me in the living room. We need to discuss this, but first, I want something from the fridge to keep us awake.” 
After I’d found the missing mouse under the desk, I slumped into a soft chair in the next room and tried to make my tired mind think. I still didn’t have a good excuse when a squeaky floorboard warned that Grampa was coming back from the kitchen. I’d have to stall this talk until after I’d slept.
After he quietly closed the hall door behind him and turned on the lamp beside me, I yawned until my jaw wouldn’t go any wider. “I’m sleepy now, Grampa. Can’t this wait until tomorrow?”
“It could. But I want to deal with it now.” He slid the tray he’d brought with him onto the coffee table and then pulled a couple of Gramma’s homemade afghans out of the basket beside the TV. Tossing one to me, he threw the other on the couch. “Besides, wouldn’t you like a piece of your grandmother’s warmed-up strawberry-rhubarb pie with ice cream?” 
Is that what smelled so good? “Um, I’m sleepy,” I said, but my stomach growled. Traitor, I thought. Snuggling into the huge chair, I pulled my icy feet onto the seat before tucking the blanket around them and my shoulders. My bedroom upstairs suddenly seemed dark, lonely, and far away. “Well, maybe just one piece.”
Grampa sat on the couch with the second afghan wrapped around his legs as we ate our pie. The glow from the lamp glinted off the rims of his glasses and the gray in his hair. Really, it was almost white now, not gray. Outside the circle of light surrounding us, the room looked shadowy and scary, but inside, it seemed cozy and warm. 
“Tell me, Sam,” he said. “Why did you break your father’s rules already?”
Grampa didn’t seem mad, and besides, the adults in my life were running out of punishments. So, I stopped licking the rhubarb syrup off my fork and told the truth. I talked about the perfect summer M.L., Marty, and I had planned. I complained about all the chores I’d done that day. I griped about how bored I was. I said Mom must be furious because she hadn’t called me yet. “And,” I finished, “Marty and M.L. are already having adventures! Without me! It’s like they don’t even care I’m gone!”
“You know that—how?”
“They posted videos,” I said. “I know I’m not supposed to go on your computer, but I just wanted to talk with them. They’ve already gone back to the haunted house. On the day after I left! And they promised they’d wait until I got home. They promised! And I don’t have their numbers because I don’t have my phone, so I couldn’t call to wake them up and ask why they would do that. And they’re not answering messages.”
“What haunted house is this?”
Uh-oh. I forgot he didn’t know about that. “Um, not the house, the field next to it. The one I got into trouble for visiting at night. It’s supposed to be haunted, I’m the ghost expert, and they went back without me!”
“Let’s start with the most important thing first,” Grampa said. “Did they find any ghosts?”
“No.” I shook my head. “But I watched their video twice, and they went into all—went over the whole field. Without me!”
“But they didn’t see any spirits? No floating lights? No cold spots?”
“No.” I stared at my grandfather. “You know about ghosts?” 
“Only a little. Not as much as you.” 
His sudden smile reminded me of M.L.’s, the one my mother called his Plotting-Mischief-Warning, but I called his Adventure-Planning-Alert. 
“If they didn’t find anything paranormal, then they’ll want to go back when their ghost expert comes home from vacation, won’t they?”
“Yeah.” I blinked at him. “Yeah, they would, wouldn’t they?” The fork slid off my tilting plate and clunked onto the rug near my feet. “Oops. Sorry.” I picked it up fast before I messed up Gramma’s clean house and got another chore on the list.
“Especially if that expert has been honing his ghost hunting skills over the summer, right?”
Back in my chair after putting my dishes on the tray, I looked up from re-wrapping myself in warmth. “You mean like reading up on it? I can’t. I left all my books at home.”
“Sam, let me tell you about this fantastic building in the center of town that lets you borrow books for free as long as you return them in two weeks. I think you have one near your house too. Reading without paying. It’s amazing! It will completely change the world!”
“You mean the library.” I grinned. 
Grampa was trying to look serious, but he couldn’t do it. I always knew he was joking whenever his eyes lit up and the crinkles at their corners got deeper. He was the only person I knew who didn’t have to smile with his mouth. His whole face smiled.
“Yes, that’s the name: the library!” Grampa’s eyes uncrinkled, and his voice changed to his serious tone. “We’ll finish talking about your friends in a minute. I want to discuss the rest of your complaints first.” He bent forward to put his stuff onto the tray.
I stopped smiling. This was it. This is where he got mad and grounded me for three weeks instead of two. I wished I’d remembered he could do that before I told him so much.
Straightening up, he said. “Let’s start with the easy things. Your grandmother and I have already talked about making the summer better for you. If we do chores in the morning, we can have fun in the afternoon.” 
Fun sounded good. I sat up taller. The only fun we’d had so far was the day I arrived when we’d found a false bottom in an old family antique. No treasure in it—just a bunch of old seeds Grampa insisted on planting—but I guess it proved he was good at thinking up adventures.
“That checks off the overwork and your boredom,” he continued. “Now, what’s this about your Mom being angry?”
“I didn’t kiss her goodbye at the airport,” I confessed. The words started pouring out, and I didn’t try to stop them. “That’s why Dad grounded
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