

    
        
          The Ghost of Briarwood Lane

        

        
        
          Young Adult Fiction: Ghost Stories, Volume 4

        

        
        
          Lila Hawthorne

        

        
          Published by Arcane Horizons Publishing, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE GHOST OF BRIARWOOD LANE

    

    
      First edition. December 21, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Lila Hawthorne.

    

    
    
      Written by Lila Hawthorne.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Chapter One — The House with the Thorn-Hedge

Chapter Two — The Paperboy’s Route

Chapter Three — A Map of Lies and Cul-de-Sacs

Chapter Four — The Door That Isn’t There

Chapter Five — The Night Ledger

Chapter Six — What the Lane Remembers

Chapter Seven — The Redelivery

Chapter Eight — Thorns, Floodlights, and Film

Chapter Ten — The Lane Writes Its Name

Sign up for Lila Hawthorne's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For every voice that was silenced too soon,
and for those who chose to listen anyway.
For the kids who ask the hard questions,
even when the answers scrape like thorns.
And for the streets, the houses, and the quiet places
that remember what we try to forget—
may we always be brave enough to finish the delivery.
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Chapter One — The House with the Thorn-Hedge
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The first thing Lydia notices about the house on Briarwood Lane is that it looks like it wants to be left alone. Not in a dramatic way, not haunted-house-on-a-hill with lightning for punctuation, just... self-contained. The clapboard siding wears a coat of sensible gray, the front steps sag a little in the middle as if bracing for a question, and the yard is ringed by a hedge so dense and bristling it might as well be a wall. The briars make a soft, unspooling whisper each time the wind pushes through, a sound too deliberate to be accidental and too steady to be a warning.

Dad double-parks the rental truck halfway into the gravel apron and kills the engine. The sudden quiet feels huge. “Well,” he says, as if introducing two slightly suspicious parties. “Home.”

Rowan pops his seatbelt and thumps both sneakers against the dashboard before Dad can stop him. “Do we get the upstairs?” he asks, peering past Lydia at the narrow windows, at the wedge of sky dulled by fog.

“We get what we get,” Dad says, good-natured but tired. His work polo hangs off one shoulder where the collar’s gone limp in the wash. He’s tried to pretend this move is simple math—new job, new rent, new school—but the pockets under his eyes look like numbers he can’t make add up.

Lydia opens her door and the cold wraps around her ankles. The air here smells faintly metallic, like wet pennies or old keys. The tidal river sits just beyond the back lots, close enough for the town to carry its weather around like a damp cardigan. She steps onto the gravel, her travel-stiff knees popping, and the house stares back at her with windows that reflect more sky than glass.

She keeps her sketchbook pressed to her ribs with one arm while the other drags her backpack into place. Drawing a thing pins it down. Lines are decisions. She has learned that if she can capture the angle of a roofline or the weight of a porch swing, then the rest of her day stops wobbling. She’s filled whole pages with boxes and shingles during algebra class, made staircases out of margins. It used to annoy her mother—“You draw instead of talking”—and the thought comes so sharply that Lydia flinches. Mom left seven months ago, and this is the first place that won’t have her mail still arriving with a hopeful rubber band.

The briar hedge scrapes. Not the breeze again, not exactly. It sounds like a pencil on textured paper, like someone’s hand writing behind a wall. Lydia looks. The thorns are long and curved like fishhooks, the leaves thick, dark, and humming with tiny gnats. Tucked inside the weave, just above eye level, something metal catches the gray light and winks.

Rowan is already out of the truck, arms windmilling. “Treasure hunt!” He lopes toward the porch, stops short of the hedge, and leans in. “Lydie, what is that?” He’s the only person who calls her that without making it feel like a nickname she has to grow into.

“Don’t,” Dad warns from the driveway, hauling the first box onto the edge. “Thorns. Let’s move fast, yeah? It’s going to rain.”

“It’s always going to rain,” Lydia says, but she’s smiling because the banter is a raft and the day is water. She tucks her sketchbook under her arm and steps carefully onto the path. The hedge wavers without moving. Her fingers hover over the glossy leaves, and she reaches for the little glint of metal threaded in the green.

It’s a bicycle bell. A real, old-fashioned ding-ding kind, knuckled with rust and engraved with a pattern of chevrons worn almost smooth. Someone has looped a torn strip of red cloth through its base and tied it around the thorn, like a ribbon medal after a race. It shouldn’t be warm—it’s October, there’s no sun, and the metal has been kissing damp leaves for who knows how long—but when Lydia touches it the heat of it is startling, quick as a breath against her palm.

She jerks back and scrapes her knuckle. A bead of blood surfaces, bright and ridiculous.

“You okay?” Dad is there in three strides, glancing from her hand to the hedge as if he suspects this new neighborhood might already be testing him.

“Yeah,” she says, flexing her fingers. The bell dangles, swings once, and stills. She wants to take it, to turn it over in her hands until it gives up its story, but she looks at those thorns and leaves it where it is. “It’s just... hung there.”

Rowan rises on tiptoe to see. “A bell means ‘ding,’” he announces gravely. “We should ring it. Like a doorbell. Ding means we’re here.”

“Maybe later,” Dad says. He uses the hem of his shirt to wipe Lydia’s knuckle. “Boxes first.”

They ferry their lives inside in armfuls. The rental has that universal furnished smell—old couch foam, cleaner with bravado and no follow-through, a whisper of old coffee sunk into the grain of a kitchen table. The living room window eats most of the light. New lightbulbs might fix it; repainting would definitely help, but the lease is strict about changes, and Lydia’s not sure how much energy they’ll have for that anyway.

She does a quick tour with her sketchbook open and her pencil parked behind her ear. The kitchen is a long, narrow rectangle with a gabled ceiling, as if the builder started to raise a barn and changed his mind. The fridge hums at a pitch that makes her molars ache. The downstairs bathroom has a mirror that tilts a hair to the left and refuses any attempt to straighten it. In the small back room—their dining room-slash-Dad’s office—someone has bolted a shelf to the wall made from a slice of raw plank, bark still intact along the bottom. Lydia likes it immediately. The bark looks like a coastline.

Upstairs, two bedrooms and a linen closet with shelves so deep and shadowed they could be caves. Rowan claims the one with the slanted ceiling, immediately lining his bottle caps along the radiator cover like a parade of metal moons. He narrates as he unpacks, giving each cap a name and rank, assigning duties: “Explorer, Scout, Lookout, General Fizz.” He is eight, and when he makes lists of things the world stops being bigger than him.

Lydia takes the room with the tall window. It faces the lane and the thicket of hedge. She sets her suitcase on the bed, flips the latches, and chooses the square tin that holds her softest pencils. Opening it calms the pulse in her wrist. On the first clean page she sketches the front elevation: three windows, narrow stoop, little clerestory above the door like a second, secret eyebrow. The lines don’t behave at first. The proportions want to slip. She draws it again, faster, letting the wobble stay. When she’s finished, the page looks like a thing with a personality rather than a floor plan and she tells herself that’s progress.

Dad hollers up the stairs that the pizza’s here. They eat on the floor because they forgot the box labeled PLATES, which turns out to be under two other boxes labeled IMPORTANT and MISC in Dad’s one-man handwriting. He keeps looking around like he’s trying to memorize happiness while it’s in front of him. “We can make this good,” he says, and Lydia nods because he needs her to, not because she knows how.

After dinner they hunt for the Wi-Fi password, discover it scrawled in tiny block letters at the back of the house’s manual binder: BRIA RWOOD-87, which someone started to write and then broke across the line. Dad sets up his laptop at the plank shelf and logs into the new scheduling system for his night shift at the distribution center. “Just for a bit,” he promises, and Lydia means to believe him.

Dusk slides in as if the moment it was waiting for arrived ahead of schedule. Lights go on up and down the lane, not in unison, not a human constellation, more like notes in a melody you only recognize later. Lydia packs the last of the packing paper into a trash bag and takes it to the bin by the hedge. The air feels thicker now, denser with that penny scent. Her eyes skid across the place where the bell hangs, and without deciding to, she reaches into the greenery and closes her fingers around it again.

Warm again. Not just warm. Alive-warm. She could convince herself it’s residual heat held by metal, but it’s not that kind of heat. It’s the heat of a small hand you forgot you were holding until it squeezes back.

Lydia lets go. She rubs her palms against her jeans. She tells herself she is being ridiculous.

Rowan taps the glass of the front window from inside and points at the coffee table. He’s rigged a bottle cap ramp that launches them into the air. He wants to show her. She musters a grin, goes in to cheer for General Fizz, helps him rescue two caps from the radiators where they’ve slipped, and when Dad stands and stretches and says he’s going to shower before work, she nods like she isn’t listening to the house.

The first night in a new place always takes forever, even if you’re exhausted. Every sound is an audition. The refrigerator’s hum, the tick in the baseboards as they let go of the day’s heat, the occasional distant slosh of the river against its stone banks. Lydia lies awake after Rowan falls asleep, after Dad leaves with a kiss pressed to her hair, after the fog moves itself from street level to window height and turns the streetlight into a blurred coin.

She is almost gone under when it starts: a soft scrape, then another. The hedge, writing its letter.

Lydia blinks. The sound is not close and not far. It carries, it repeats. Scrape-scrape. Pause. Scrape-scrape-scrape. It is not wind. Wind has edges and intentions. This is rhythm. It sounds like the same hand practicing the same word until the loops look right.

She sits up. The tiny clock on the crate by her bed says 2:03. Her phone face shows no messages, only the default calm of a day about to start. She listens. The fridge hum lowers a note and then holds. The hedge writes. Lydia stands and pads to the window, bare feet silent on the wood. The glass is cold against her forehead.

At first all she sees is fog and the suggestion of hedge. Then the fog separates like curtains, just a little. The bell is a darker bead in the dark.

She doesn’t move. The scratch-scratch comes again. There is no breeze. A dry leaf skids across the lane, stops at the curb, and stays there. Lydia grips the window frame and listens with every part of herself, the way she listens when she tries to capture the angle where two lines meet and make it look like intention instead of accident.

The bell rings.

Not loud. Not cheerful. Two notes, barely there. A ding and the idea of a second ding. The sound slides under her skin and makes her think of the time Mom still lived with them and used to press her ear to Lydia’s chest after a run and say, “Good heart.” Then the fog closes again. The hedge goes back to being a dark border. The night resumes pretending to be normal.

Lydia doesn’t sleep after that. She waits for footsteps. She waits for nothing. She waits for day like a runner waits for a light to change.

Morning shows up unceremoniously. The fog hasn’t left; it’s just rolled itself into a longer scarf. She makes coffee because it is a ritual, because it tells her hands what to do. Rowan appears with a plastic sword slung through the loop of his pajama pants and says, “I think this house knows we’re new.”

“Why?”

“It creaks differently than the old house creaked.” He flops onto a chair and frowns at the edges of the table, as if he could narrow them into a different shape with sheer force of will. “Also, that hedge was spelling in the night.”

Lydia freezes with the mug halfway to her mouth. “What?”

“It was writing,” he says, as if this is simpler than math, kinder than truth. “Like you do with your pencil. I heard it. And I saw a circle and a line.”

She thinks of the bell. “What kind of circle?”

“Like a face but not a face.” He shrugs, bored with the part he can’t name, already onto the next thing. “Can we explore after school tomorrow? If we take the path by the fence we can get to the corner store with the gummy sharks.”

“We don’t even know where school is yet,” Lydia says, softening it with a smile. Dad will have an email for them, some forms, a map, a half-apology that they’ll arrive after the beginning has already begun. New
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