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Prologue
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Down the hall, a door creaks open. I throw a finger to my lips.

“Shhh, hide!”

I tap my pockets, frantic to find my phone, but it must have fallen in the shuffle. There’s no way to call for help!

This is like a giant game of hide-and-seek we’re never gonna win.

My phone has to be in that first room. I can make a run for it, find help, save everyone. Crawling low to the floor, I squeeze myself against the wall, making my way down the hall, creeping slow. The room is only a few steps away. But I trip on a raised floorboard, the noise echoing.

The murderer runs into the hall. “Gotcha!”

I scream, squeezing into a ball, closing my eyes tight, bracing for whatever is going to come.







ONE
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Hi. My name is Harmony Roundtree. I’m twelve years old and I see dead people.

Okay, that’s a lie. I don’t actually see dead people. I would like to see dead people. Not their dead bodies, but their spirits. Or their shadows? Uhhhh … let me start over.

Hi. My name is Harmony Roundtree. I’m twelve years old and I love ghost tours. (Okay, that’s a little better, right?)

“Welcome, souls! My name is Vampire Dan. Well, that’s what the dead like to call me.”

On the cobblestone corner, under a vintage gas lantern, a tall man in a black velvet cape and top hat greets a small crowd huddled together. I stand in the back, on tiptoe, stretching to hear his every word.

“This is the Ghoulish French Quarter, New Orleans’s premier ghost and vampire tour, if I do say so myself. Which I do. Often! Tonight, we will venture through the quarter, where I’ll point out some of our legendary haunts and the history behind them. You’ll learn about real-life vampires, witches, a famous voodoo queen, and a pirate who won’t leave a church alone.”

I break out my camera, testing the lighting. I’ve been getting pretty good at shooting without using the flash. Flash kills spooky vibes. If I had a better lens, my photos would be crispy clean, but ain’t no one got that kind of money to spare right now. Maybe someday.

“Hang on! I see we have a stowaway,” Vampire Dan says, and I know instantly he’s talking to me. I don’t just stand out ’cause I’m the only kid in the group. I’m also a Black girl with a natural curly crown and thick black glasses.

“Where’s your mommy and daddy?”

The entire group turns to me, staring.

“My daddy is playing at the Spotted Cat. My mom’s dead. Can we go now?”

Vampire Dan holds up his hand. “Ah, ah! Not so fast. I’ll need to speak to an adult if you’re going to be on this tour. Some of the stuff we talk about here … it’s pretty brutal.”

I sigh and pull a note out of my camera bag. Figured he’d confuse me with a toddler.

“Here’s a permission slip.”

Vampire Dan tips up his glasses, unfolds the sheet ripped from a hotel notepad, and reads. “ ‘To Whom It May Concern: Please allow my hardheaded daughter to go on your tour. She’s mature for her age, but don’t let her come home with a ghost. Any problems, you can find me onstage at the Spotted Cat nightclub. But there won’t be any problems because she knows better. Sincerely, Big Al.’ ”

A few people in the crowd giggle.

Vampire Dan shrugs. “Well, I guess it’s okay,” he mumbles.

He says it like a question, so I jump in for the kill.

“Don’t worry,” I whisper. “Daddy gave me money for a tip.”

At that, he brightens and folds the note away. “All right, souls, let us begin!”

The crowd starts to move through the dark streets, everyone giving me a curious once-over. I don’t mind. I’m used to being the only Black girl on the ghost tour.

My best friends back home, Kiki and Truth, think I’m weird. Which is fair. They send me pics of hairstyles and funny dances, and I send them pics of  haunted houses.

You might be wondering: What is a girl like me doing on a tour like this?

It all started when my grandma died last year. See, my grandma took care of me while Daddy traveled all over the country performing at clubs. My mom died when I was a baby, so it was always just us three in our fourth-floor walk-up apartment in Harlem. Grandma was old-school. Like, wake-up-on-Saturday-morning-and-clean-the-whole-apartment-while-listening-to-gospel-music old-school. She hated mess. Dust bunnies were her enemy.

One Saturday morning about a month after she died, I was sitting in the living room watching TV when I heard this loud slap come out of the kitchen. When I went to check it out, I found the closet door open, with the broom, mop, and duster all lying on the kitchen floor.

You ever have a feeling that something’s … off? You can’t explain but you can sense it? Well, at that very moment, something felt off. Not wrong, but not all the way right. As soon as I saw that stuff on the floor, I ran out the building.

Later on, when I told Daddy what had happened, he brushed it off, said that he probably left the closet door half-open when he grabbed his coat. But my aunt Peggy (that’s his younger sister) laughed and said, “Mommy’s probably telling y’all to clean up around here. It looks a mess!”

She was calling my grandma a ghost. Like Casper. Or those creatures in the Ghostbuster movies. But ghosts aren’t real.

Right?

By that time, Christmas break was finished and Daddy planned to leave me with Aunt Peggy while he hit the road. I love Aunt Peggy, but something about staying in the apartment, the place where me and Grandma made so many memories, made me feel … uneasy. So I asked if I could join Daddy on his tour.

It took some convincing and a lot of research, since no one knew much about homeschooling. But there’s an online program that keeps me on track with my assignments, tests, and reading. Even Daddy helps me study and now wants to be called Professor Dad.

Dad’s first stop was in Boston. I was sitting in the hotel lobby when I overheard a manager talking to some guests checking in.

“And if you’re up for a little spooky adventure, Boston Ghosts and Graveyards Trolley is always a fun time.”

When I boarded the trolley, I kinda expected it to be like the haunted house ride at Coney Island. But the tour guide broke out his iPad, with pictures of REAL ghosts in each of the spots we visited.

“So, these ghosts are still here?” I asked in front of a haunted brewery.

“Yup. If you stay long enough, you probably could catch one.”

Ever since that night, in each city we’ve visited, I’ve tracked down a ghost tour to jump on. Ghost tours take you around by bus or on foot, pointing out the different places in the city that are haunted. They could be homes, hotels, cemeteries, restaurants, even libraries.

I snap to attention as Vampire Dan, here in New Orleans, goes through the standard rules of the tour: (1) Do not stray from the group. (2) Do not go into buildings without permission. (3) No videos or audio, but pictures are encouraged. (4) Anyone breaking rules will be asked to leave.

“Are there any questions?” he calls. “Yes, you sir.”

“Why is New Orleans so haunted?” a man in front of me asks.

“Well, there are a number of spiritual and scientific reasons why the Big Easy is so haunted. The energy here calls for the paranormal. But I think of it as: Who says you gotta follow the rules of the afterlife? Some people stay because they want to, others leave to that great beyond. If spirits want to stay, they can stay.”

An older woman snorts. “How do we know this stuff isn’t fake?”

I suck my teeth. What are you doing on this tour if you think it’s fake? I think but don’t say.

“Ooooh, no! Nothing fake about us,” Vampire Dan laughs. “We tell ghost stories passed down from us locals, sharing true, sometimes disturbing accounts of haunting. Like this one.” He motions to a two-story building, painted bright yellow with navy blue shutters. The second-floor balcony is made of black iron twisted into a design that looks like flowers and vines.

 “I always like to start my tours here, at the Andrew Jackson Hotel,” Vampire Dan goes on. “In 1792, this was the original site of a boarding school for boys who had lost their parents in the yellow fever epidemic. But the fires of 1794 burned down the orphanage, with five young boys still inside. It was later the site of a federal courthouse, then this hotel. Through the years, hotel guests have reported being woken up by children’s laughter or even pushed out of bed before finding themselves alone in their room. Guests have heard the sounds of little footsteps running through the hall or voices asking to play.”

The group falls real silent. I gaze up into the tall windows, wondering if the boys are watching us, hoping we come inside to hang out. I take a few pictures, goose bumps covering my arms.

My grandma wouldn’t like this stuff. She wasn’t into Halloween, scary movies, or anything that isn’t of Jesus. But I can’t get all these questions about ghosts out of my head, and she’s not around to answer them. Or maybe she IS still here, stuck or something, and wants to go to heaven but doesn’t know how. Maybe I can help her. Maybe the answer is on these tours.

I line up my camera and snap a shot of Vampire Dan raising his lantern. The firelight dimly reflects off the slate tiles on a nearby roof, still damp from the earlier rain showers. When it rains in New Orleans, it REALLY rains. Thank God my curls enjoy this kind of humidity. We’ve only been here for two days and I can never leave the hotel without an umbrella.

I also never go anywhere—especially on a ghost tour—without my camera. I’m determined to take my own picture of a ghost. To prove to Daddy and Aunt Peggy and to my friends back home that what happened in my apartment that day was real.

I haven’t gotten a picture of a ghost yet. But in every new city, I keep hoping.







TWO
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Savannah, Georgia, is one of the oldest cities in the United States,’ ” I read out loud from the travel guide on my phone. “ ‘Millions of visitors are attracted to its historic homes, cobblestone streets, and parks. Tourists especially love River Street. The waterfront promenade is home to some of the world’s best restaurants, bars, shops, and cafés—’ ”

“River Street’s where the club’s at,” Daddy says from behind the wheel of our SUV. “On the top floor of a barbecue spot. They got some meannnn ribs and hush puppies up in that joint. Now, get off that phone before you miss this view!”

Daddy drives across a long gray-white bridge with cables that look like violin strings hovering over a murky river. I roll down the window and let the breeze in. It’s early June and hot, but the air has a crispness to it.

“So, you’re gonna be playing there every night?” I ask.

“Got a few lunchtime shows too. It’s good business here, love. We’re gonna like it.”

Daddy plays guitar for a blues band. They call themselves the Remedies. His guitar is one of those old-fashioned kinds that real blues players play on. Or that’s what he likes to say.

Once off the bridge, we drive straight into downtown Savannah. That travel guide wasn’t playing—this place is real pretty! The streets are narrow, with tall houses that remind me of brownstones back home, except these are painted blue, white, green, orange, and gold. Some have iron balconies, like the ones I saw in New Orleans, and real fire lanterns that are probably older than the Civil War. Horse-drawn carriages click-clack through the streets, and the sidewalks are crowded with tourists.

And the trees! They’re so tall and wide, branches all twisted and tangled, bowing into the roads. It feels like we’re driving under a ceiling of fuzzy moss streamers. I take out my camera and start clicking. Everything is so green, like the entire city is shaded by a forest that’s still growing.

“What the …”

Daddy’s confused voice makes my head snap in his direction. At an intersection, a black hearse slowly crosses in front of us. Except in the back, where the casket would be, the roof  is cut open. People are sitting in it like it’s a double-decker tour bus going through Times Square. I read the red writing on the car’s side: HEARSE GHOST TOURS.

A ghost tour!

“Oh boy,” Daddy mumbles as I whip out my phone and Google.

“ ‘Savannah, Georgia, is widely considered to be one of the most haunted cities in the United States,’ ” I read out loud. “ ‘Many visitors and locals have had paranormal experiences in historic buildings and cemeteries …’ ”

There’s a long list of ghost tours. I click on each one, hoping to find a tour available, but most of them are booked up solid for the week.

All except one called Orbs and More. With Daddy’s permission, I make myself a reservation for tonight. I can’t wait!
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The longer Daddy drives, the more homes we see, but not like the ones downtown. We’re in a more normal neighborhood now, with regular stores, way more Black people, and zero tourists.

Daddy turns down a quiet street and pulls up in front of a redbrick house with a white porch.

“What’s this?” I ask as I tip up my glasses. “We’re staying … here?”

Daddy smooths his eyebrows in the mirror. “Since we gonna be in Savannah for six weeks, I figured we might as well get comfortable and stay in a home. It’ll be like our own place.”

Daddy opens the car door before I have a chance to ask another question. Grandma would say, “When Daddy can’t look you in the eye, he’s up to something.”

What is he hiding?

But then I see it. On the porch, there’s a woman standing at the steps. She’s thin and pretty, brown-skinned with a sprinkle of  black moles on her cheeks, her hair in short coil curls like my aunt Peggy used to get. Next to her is a little boy wearing a yellow Marvel T-shirt and jean shorts. He’s like her twin in glasses. The woman waves at us, a little hesitantly.

I watch Daddy greet the woman with a type of hug that says they haven’t seen each other in a really long time. The woman looks … upset, wiping away tears. I wonder what that’s about. Daddy talks softly to her as if he’s trying to comfort her the way he did me at Grandma’s funeral. I don’t even realize I’m holding my breath while watching them.

Don’t bug out, I tell myself. She could be cool.

But can anything be cool in this heat? Without the breeze from the river, I now feel how hot it really is in Savannah. Stay out here too long and it’ll feel like we’re baking on the sidewalk.

“Harmony,” Daddy says as I join him. “This is my friend Lena.”

“Hey, Harmony,” Lena says with a sniff. “Real nice to meet you.”

Don’t seem like it’s too nice.

 “And this little man is Robert,” Daddy says, motioning to the boy. “What’s up, Robert!”

“I go by Robby,” the boy says, all matter-of-fact.

“Oh, my bad!”

“That’s okay.” Robby turns to me. “Mama said you’re twelve. I’m ten, but I don’t really act like it, so we’re kind of mentally the same.”

“Oh.” I chuckle. “Uh, hey. What’s up?”

I look from Lena to Dad and back, waiting for someone to explain what’s going on.

Lena takes a deep breath, wiping her face. “I’m so sorry. I hate meeting you in this condition. But … we just got some awful news.”

“Mr. Truman was found dead yesterday,” Robby says with a straight face. Lena nudges his shoulder.

I feel a lurch in my stomach. What?

“Who’s Mr. Truman?” I ask.

“Mr. Truman was a friend of the family,” Daddy explains. “Lena knew him through work.”

“I’m so sorry,” I mumble. I feel awkward enough being at this house with these people I don’t know—but they’re mourning a friend who died? This is kinda intense. “Um, what happened?”

Lena sniffs and shakes her head. “It’s horrible.” She glances at Robby like she doesn’t want him to hear. “We’ll talk about it later. Now, where are my manners?” she adds, opening the front door. “Please come in. Dinner’s almost ready, and the guesthouse out back is all set up for you.”

We walk into a small living room with a burgundy sofa and cream armchairs, the TV set to the local news. To the right is a hall leading to bedrooms. Ahead is a round wooden dining table next to an old kitchen with green cabinets and a white fridge. Something that smells delicious is simmering on the stove. Through the back window, I see a small yellow guesthouse in the middle of a narrow, fenced-in yard.

“That’s where we’ll be staying,” Dad tells me, pointing to the guesthouse. Whew. At least we’ll be in a separate place.

“You sure you can fit in there, Daddy?” I joke.

Dad smiles and tickles my neck. “I can live in a shoebox if I wanted to. You’re the one that wants five-star everything and room service.”

I laugh and shake my head.

I see Lena watching me with a small smile. “You look just like your mother, Harmony. A beauty!”

“Thanks,” I say, my shoulders easing and my face warming. It’s a compliment I get sometimes. I never met the woman, but people say I stole her face.

I don’t remember Dad ever mentioning anyone named Lena. And she knew my mom. How? I want to ask her, but then Lena says she’ll be back and heads into the kitchen.

“Do you want to see something cool?” Robby asks. He proudly shows off a robot the shape of a flattened oval sitting on the coffee table. It looks like one of those robot vacuums Grandma always said she wanted but swore probably didn’t clean too good. “I won a competition last week with this. It can sense fires in other rooms around a house.”

“Whoaaaa,” Dad says. “Hey, man, that’s cool. Mony, you see all this?”

It’s hard to miss. Robby’s mini robots are spread out all over the living room like a collection of trophies. Some are made of  LEGOs. Other of shiny metal and plastic. Around Robby’s stuff, Lena’s is in there, with Black art paintings, African statues, straw baskets, and family photos hung on the peach-colored walls.

Grandma had albums full of old family photos like these. Her albums looked like thick Bibles, the spines worn down and fraying. Photos were pasted on the pages inside, then layered with crunchy plastic that crinkled whenever you touched it. I loved flipping through the books, seeing pictures of my dad when he was little, and then when he was in high school with my mom, the two of them going to prom together. And even older pictures, like of Grandma’s parents growing up in the South, and then of Grandma from her modeling days. My grandma was a for real model, like for shopping catalogs you get from Macy’s, Kohl’s, and JCPenney. Grandma learned about angles and how to take a good picture from all the photo shoots she did. That’s what made her fall in love with photography. She used to say that photos tell stories the same way books do except you get to see people the moment they are living their history.

That’s why I want to be a photographer someday.

“Dinner’s ready,” Lena calls, placing a bright red pot on the table. Inside is steaming shrimp, corn, sausage, crabmeat, and red potatoes.

Dad claps his hands together as we sit. “Mmm. My favorite.”

“Harmony, you ever been to a boil before?” Lena asks, dishing spoonfuls into my bowl. I shake my head. “It’s a low country specialty. We usually just spread it out on newspaper and go at it, but I’m trying to keep it cute for your first night.”

Dad is eating like he’s starving, like the shrimp is made of gold, like he’d never had Grandma’s fried chicken and honey corn bread before. He called it heaven on earth.

“So, Harmony,” Lena starts. “What do you think about Savannah so far?”

“It’s really pretty. The trees are cool. Willows?”

“Nope,” Robby says. “They’re called live oaks. They’re the official state tree of Georgia. The long plants hanging off their branches are Spanish moss, which are full of chiggers, red ants, and spider mites, so DON’T touch them.”

“Oh,” I say, holding in a laugh. “Good to know.”

Lena reaches across the table to touch Robby’s arm. “My baby is a bit of a boy genius. He gets it from his father’s side of the family ’cause I can’t remember what I had for dinner last night, but he could remember just about anything you put in front of him.”

“I’m skipping two grades and starting middle school next year,” he announces proudly. “And I homeschool right now.”

“Skipping grades? Homeschooling?” Dad laughs. “But what about playing ball and kicking it with the homies?”

Robby scoffs. “That’s kid stuff.”

Lena shakes her head and laughs too. As we eat, she and Daddy talk about music, from jazz to hip-hop to rock and roll. It’s like being around music historians.

“Are you a musician?” I ask Lena.

“No. I’m the director of event planning for the Savannah Historical Society,” she explains. “They host a gala every year, raising money for different programming.”

“Mom gets really dressed up for it,” Robby adds.

“I’ve been busy running around like a chicken with my head cut off trying to sell as many tickets as I can. I even roped your father into performing.”

I look at Dad, who stares down into his bowl. He never mentioned that gig. “Is the whole band performing?” I ask him.

“Nah. Just me,” he says with a shrug. “A little mood music. Gotta break out my suit and tie for this one.”

Does he even have his suit and tie? When we were packing, he said we could only bring a bag and a half, since we had to carry so much gear. I left most of my stuff behind, including Grandma’s photo albums.

I’m about to ask him when Lena gasps loudly, her attention on the TV behind us.

“They’re talking about Mr. Truman!” Robby says, pointing to the screen.

Lena grabs the remote and turns up the volume on the news.

“There are still no leads on the murder of a local business owner Tim Truman, whose body was found yesterday morning on a side street near Colonial Park Cemetery …”

Murder? I think, feeling a chill down my back. No wonder Lena didn’t want Robby to hear about this. But now he’s watching the report with the rest of us, hearing words like blunt-force trauma as a cause of death.

A photo of  Tim Truman pops up on the screen. He was about Dad’s age—tall, bald, lean, with a wide smile and ears that stuck out a touch. Lena covers her mouth as if to keep in a sob.

“… Mr. Truman’s death is presumed to be a robbery gone wrong. His young nephew Jabari Robinson, who he was last seen with, is still missing. Police are asking for any leads.”

The four of us sit silent, staring at the TV, the ceiling fan clicking as it spins above. The news report switches to the weather and Lena shuts off the TV. Nobody really feels like eating now.

Lena brushes away a tear. “I’m sorry y’all are arriving at such a terrible time,” she says to me and Dad. Her hands clench into fists. “I have no idea who would want to”—she glances at Robby, who looks worried—“hurt Tim Truman. He was a good man. He really believed in community and loved Savannah. And his little nephew Jabari was staying with him for a few weeks while his mother and brother toured colleges. The police have been searching everywhere and can’t find the boy. They’re thinking he might’ve been kidnapped. Could you imagine? His poor mother!”

I bite my lip, gripping my arms. This sounds really bad.

“How, um, did you know Mr. Truman?” I ask Lena, because I’m not sure what else to say.

 “He ran the Black History Tours here in Savannah, so we worked together a bunch,” Lena explains. “He always stayed on the historical society’s neck, making sure we had an accurate account of history. I just can’t believe he’s gone.”

I feel a twitch of sadness seep in. ’Cause I know all about not believing when someone is gone. It took me months to believe Grandma was gone. Dad gives me a look as if reading my mind. Or maybe he’s having the same thought. Anytime Grandma comes up, it’s like the air is stolen out of our lungs, our hearts stop for a second and start back up again. Unlike her heart, that just stopped.

“The community’s having a little memorial for Tim in a few days,” Lena adds. “I’ll be going to pay my respects.”

“We could join you if you’d like,” Dad tells her supportively.

A memorial? I think with a slight quiver. After Grandma’s funeral, I’ve been to enough services to last a lifetime. I don’t think I can take another.







THREE
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After dinner, I check my phone. I have about forty-five minutes to make it to the meeting point.

Daddy is on the sofa, dozing off after some good food and a long drive. I step into the kitchen, where Lena is putting away dishes while Robby helps her dry them.

“Hey, Lena, can you point me in the direction of the bus?”

She cocks her head with a frown and looks out the window as if searching for the sun that is about to set.

“Um. Well, where you off to, Miss Harmony?” Lena asks, trying to sound innocent.

“I’m going on a ghost tour.”

Hand on hip, she moans, “Oh Lawd. Not those silly things. You really want to waste your time on that? You haven’t even been on a real tour of Savannah yet.”

I repeat something a ghost tour guide said in Nashville. “You can learn a lot from the dead about their city.”

She looks at me like I have five heads. Robby snickers.

But it’s true. On ghost tours, you find out about the real nitty-gritty stuff that happened. Stuff they’d never say on the Disneyland-type tours.

Lena shakes her head. “Those people don’t know what they’re talking about. They’re making stuff up, taking tourists’ money, and messing with spirits.”

I stare at her and stay silent. Does she think that’s going to change my mind?

She wipes her hands and steps into the living room.

“Albert!” she shouts, and Dad jerks awake.

“Hmm. Huh? What?”

Lena crosses her arms. “Are you really going to let Harmony go off on her own to some ghost tour? She’s a young girl.”

Dad yawns. “Stuff gives me the heebie-jeebies, but she’s into it. Can’t hurt. Plus, I trust her. She’s built Harlem tough.”

I smile at Dad. We’ve become so tight over the last six months on the road, I guess since all we have is each other. He respects me. He thinks I’m old enough. And that’s all that matters.

“Well, all right, I guess,” Lena mumbles. “There’s a bus stop on the corner, Harmony.”

“Thanks,” I say, grabbing my camera bag.

Robby rushes to his mother’s side, hopping up and down. “Mama, can I go too?”

Lena shakes her head. “Absolutely not. That stuff is too mature for you, buddy. And it’s getting late. You haven’t taken your shower or your vitamins or said your prayers or—”

Robby groans. “Mommmmm.”

“Let the young man live a little,” Dad says with a laugh. “Harmony got him. Those tours are harmless, Lena. Let the kids have fun!”

Lena rubs her arms, looking unsure. Her hands are even shaking a little. “Al … I don’t think they should be taking the bus so late. Especially after—”

She stops herself, and I know she must be thinking about her friend Tim Truman and his nephew. Which I kind of understand. It is creepy. But ghost tours are safe.

 “How about Albert and I go with you?” Lena suggests. “We won’t follow you on the tour, but we’ll stay somewhere close by, just in case. Maybe we’ll get ice cream or something. When you’re done, we’ll pick you up. How’s that?”

From the nervousness in her eyes, I can tell she’s trying to play it cool but is really freaking out.

I sigh and look over at Dad. He nods.

“Okay,” I say. “Let’s go.”

 “Yes!” Robby jumps in the air and runs to put on his sneakers.
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“Did you know there are twenty-two historic squares in Savannah?” Robby asks in the back seat as Dad drives us through downtown Savannah. I was lucky enough to cop Robby the last ticket for the tour. So used to being alone on these treks, I honestly don’t mind the company.

 “I do now,” I say. Each square is like its own little park, with lawns, bushes, flowers, and plenty of those live oak trees.

We drive past Forsyth Park, the largest park in the city. Kinda like what Central Park is in New York. It has a giant bowl-shaped fountain that is lit up at night.

I take out my camera and try to steal a few shots from the car.

“Oh! So you’re into photography?” Lena asks. “Of course you are. I remember that your mom loved taking photos too.”

An uneasiness prickles at my side. “How did you know my mom?” I ask.

Dad locks eyes with me in the rearview mirror, then focuses back on the road.

Lena takes a breath, like she’s steadying herself. “I met her at one of your father’s shows, maybe a year before she had you. She loved Savannah.” She pauses, then adds, “I know you will too.”

Daddy gives Lena a quick look that he thinks I don’t catch. I put my camera away and gaze out the window, staying silent.

Daddy finds parking. The streets are packed with people heading down to River Street.

“All right now, you two stay real close together,” Lena says as we get out of the car.

“Yes, ma’am,” Robby says.

“I mean it, now. Don’t go venturing off alone.” She grabs Robby close and pulls him into a tight hug, showering his head with kisses.

I give Dad a look, mouthing, Can she chill?

Daddy coughs over his laugh and tucks his chin. “You know the drill, Mony love. You got your phone? Your bag?”

“Yup.”

Robby wiggles away from Lena and grabs my hand, pulling. “Come on!”

Dad softly takes Lena’s arm. “You promised me ice cream, woman.”

Lena bites her lip and looks at me. “Just … keep an eye on Robby, will you?” she whispers to me. “His brain is sharp, but his eyes may not be.”

I give her the thumbs-up. “Got it. See you guys later.”

I watch Lena and Dad walk away, trying to ignore the pinching in my gut. They look like they’re on a date. Not holding hands, but it almost feels like they don’t need to.

I lead Robby over to Madison Square (not to be confused with Madison Square Garden in New York, where my Knicks play basketball). We sit down on a dark green bench to wait.

Redbrick paths cut into a square that is surrounded by beautiful historic homes, with a church on the corner. Grandma would say that’s a good sign. In the center of the square is a large bronze statue of a man holding up a flag. The curly live oak tree branches seem to be bowing toward him.

 “You sure this is the right spot?” Robby asks.

I check the confirmation email. “It says to meet at eight thirty. ‘Your tour guide will arrive, wearing a green Orbs and More tour vest.’ ”

“Orbs and More?” Robby scoffs. “Oh brother.”

“What? I thought you wanted to go on a ghost tour.”

“I wanted to get out the house for a change. Ain’t like this stuff is real.”

I roll my eyes, annoyed that I wasted money on his ticket, even though Dad will pay me back.

“You know ghosts aren’t real, right?” Robby adds.

That’s the thing. I don’t know. Or I don’t know for sure, for sure. All I know is something happened back in my apartment. And it’s hard to ignore all the evidence that says ghosts are real. Well, at least the evidence I’ve seen on these tours. I just need something … a sign … to make me believe for real.

“It’s people making up stories,” Robby continues.

I wipe my glasses clean. “Pfft. Your mom told you that?”

“Yes. Plus, it’s a scientific fact. I’ve done the research.”

“I bet you have,” I laugh.

Robby scowls. “If I told you this bench was haunted, would you believe me?”

“It’s funny you should say that,” says a voice behind us.

We spin around. A skinny young guy stands there with a thick black binder under his arm.

“There’ve been reports of a woman,” the guy goes on. “Dressed in Victorian garb, seen weeping on that very bench. But when people look away for even a split second, she disappears.”

I jump to my feet, grabbing Robby up with me.

“Ow,” he hisses, snatching his arm back.

The guy smiles. “I’m Asher. Are you two here for tonight’s walk?”

“Wait, you’re our tour guide?” Robby asks in disbelief, and I don’t blame him. I’m used to old men leading these tours, some dressed in capes with top hats or carrying old-timey lanterns. Asher has on a T-shirt and cargo shorts with a backward baseball cap. He’s maybe college age, with a mop of dark curly hair and bushy eyebrows. If it wasn’t for his bright green vest that says ORBS AND MORE, I wouldn’t believe him.

“The one and only,” Asher says. “But! Are you two sure you’re old enough to do this?”

“I’ve skipped two grades,” Robby says with a huff. “I think I can handle a little story time at the park.”

I roll my eyes and pull out a folded note. “I have a permission slip.”

Asher waves his hand. “No need for that. I invite all people to learn about the paranormal. Including little ones.”

Robby grumbles under his breath and I hold in a snicker.

“Hey, are we gonna get this party started or what?” a scruffy voice barks behind us.

I turn to see the group of adults waiting for the tour to start. I always check out the people on these tours, hoping to see someone who looks like me. Tonight, it’s about fifteen people, some old, some college age, some Daddy’s age … all white. You don’t see many Black people on ghost tours. As Aunt Peggy says, “We don’t mess with that spirit stuff.” We don’t go investigating strange sounds in horror movies, fool around with witchcraft, or conjure things. So, I’m pretty much like an alien sighting on these tours.

Asher clears his throat and hops up onto the bench.

“If you’re here for the ghost tour, please gather around!” he calls. The group forms a semicircle as he begins his intro. “My name is Asher Livingston, and WELCOME to Orbs and More, the leading ghost tour experience in Savannah! You could have been anywhere in the city, but you’re with us and we thank you!”

Asher talks all hyped up like he ate ten Pixy Stix for dinner and he can’t seem to stand still.

 “Tonight! During our two-hour walking tour, we’ll pass by some historic haunts, including a cemetery and legendary squares like this one.”

“Um, kid, no offense,” the scruffy voice man says, “but you seem a little young to be doing this.”

At first, I thought he was talking to me, but he’s looking straight at Asher with a skeptical eyebrow raised. Glad Robby and I weren’t the only ones doubting his skills.

Asher laughs. “Well, you can never be too young or old to be into ghosts.” He gives me a wink. “But a little about me. I’m a recent graduate of the Savannah College of Art and Design, otherwise known as SCAD. I’ve been into the paranormal for the majority of my life, and I started Orbs and More two years ago.”

A woman on the tour snickers. “I didn’t know SCAD had ghost as a major.”

These adults are mad wack for trying to play Asher like he’s a clown. If I were him, I’d tell these cornballs to kick rocks.

But Asher seems to take it in stride.

“I left with a film degree. I’ve actually been working on a TV project that’s soon to be greenlit. I can’t talk about it yet, but it has everything to do with the paranormal, of course.”

“Is it a ghost hunters’ show?” another woman asks. “I love those!”

Asher waves a hand. “Those shows are all smoke and mirrors. I‘m into authenticity. You’ll see. Now,” he goes on, “before we start, I want to warn you about potential activity you may encounter as we walk past the city’s most haunted spots.”

“What kind of activity?” one of the adults asks.

“Strange noises, pushes. There have even been bites or marks on people’s skin because of attacks from ghosts.”

A wave of nervous energy fills my limbs. In all the tours I’ve taken, no one has ever given a warning like this before.

“Yeah, right,” another adult says, chuckling. “I got a bridge I can sell you too.”

Asher pulls out his phone and flips to a photo of a large red welt on the back of an arm, the flash bright, lighting up the whole picture. He flips to another photo, of three deep scratches on the back of a man’s neck, as if they were made with an animal claw.

“This happened to a guest on our tour two weeks ago,” Asher says, his tone low and serious. “Note the date.”

Murmurs take over the crowd. Robby peers at the photos, gripping my arm, then catches and rights himself, pretending to be cool.

“So, if you see or feel anything, let me know and we’ll move along right away.”

I shoulder my camera bag with a grin, feeling both queasy and excited. Asher must really be legit. This is going to be the best tour I’ve ever gone on!

“All right! Let’s make our way, shall we?”

Asher jumps off the bench and starts walking, the group following him down the shadowy streets. Soon we stop on the corner in front of a tall cement archway leading to a cemetery, the gate locked for the night.

“Welcome to Colonial Park, the oldest cemetery in Savannah,” Asher announces.

I feel a chill, remembering that on the news, they said Lena’s friend, Mr. Truman, was found not far from here.

A black iron fence surrounds the entire perimeter of the cemetery, which has gotta be two or three blocks long. I can see the headstones inside and most of them look blank, as if worn down from time. The tall live oak trees and dangling moss scattered around the ancient graves make everything look even spookier.

Asher points out a plaque inside that marks a mass grave where nearly seven hundred people were buried.

“It was a darkkkk and hectic time during the yellow fever epidemic of 1820,” Asher explains. “Whole families were wiped out, hospitals overrun. Because so many people were dying, bodies were thrown in graves without full confirmation of their death. So, they started putting these bells aboveground, with a string attached to a person’s finger below, just in case.”

“In case of what?” a woman asks, confused.

“Ah! Well, if the person was alive, they would wiggle their finger, the bell would ring, and they would be rescued.” Asher smirks. “It’s where the saying saved by the bell comes from.”

The crowd of adults chuckle and murmur.

Asher lowers his voice. “The problem was that a lot of bells were ringing during the night. But no one was ever found alive. Even now, there’ve been reports of people walking by here at one or two in the morning, hearing a bell ring.” Asher pauses. “And no one has been buried in here since 1853.”

I gulp and slowly take out my camera, snapping a few pictures. I glance at Robby to see if he’s scared, but he seems fine.

“There’ve been other reports of strange occurrences,” Asher goes on. “Men and women taking cabs from River Street, giving the address of this corner, and disappearing from the back seat once the cab pulled up.”

I shiver.

On the opposite side of the street is another tour group. A balding guy who looks more the ghost tour guide part is swinging his lantern with two dozen people following. Asher spots him and quickly leads us away.

“Why are there so many ghost tours in Savannah?” I ask as we walk off.

Asher stops on the next corner.

“Now that’s a good question. Savannah was crowned the most haunted city in the United States by the National Society of Paranormal Investigation and Research.”

“Not New Orleans?”

He shakes his head. “Nope. They’re a close second. When the society conducted their survey, they considered the amount of activity reported here as well as the city’s age and dark history, from slavery to bloody battles to multiple plagues—more than any other city. But the biggest reason why they declared this the most haunted city is because of what we’re standing on.”

I look down at the redbrick sidewalk. Each brick has two black spiral swirls, carved next to each other.

“When the Civil War hit, there was far too much going on to bother with individual graves and headstones. So, the city came up with a system. Notice those swirl symbols? Each swirl represents a body buried beneath it.”

My stomach drops to my feet. “But these bricks are all over the place!”

“Correct. Most of this city was built over mass graves.”

The hair stands up on the back of my neck. We’ve literally been strolling over a graveyard this entire time? Robby’s face is unreadable, but the way he grips his little backpack straps is telling.

We continue on with the tour, and, at every stop, Asher grows more dramatic. I sometimes have to hold in a giggle. He’s wild animated. The way he tells the stories, you’d think he was a Broadway actor. I expect him to break out in song and dance at some spots.

As we walk farther from the downtown area, the streets are empty and quiet in an eerie way. It feels as if someone is watching, peering out from one of the old windows. The big trees cast long shadows, blocking streetlights, and we’re just about walking through pitch blackness. I rub my arms, even though it’s still warm out.

The adults ask their silly questions, cracking jokes and rolling their eyes at Asher’s stories, which is mad annoying. If they didn’t believe in ghosts, why come on this tour?

I guess I could ask myself the same question.

“AH!” a woman screams, and everyone whips in her direction.

Behind us, a blonde-haired young woman is on her knees, hands out as if she just caught herself before face-planting onto the ground.

“Are you okay?” Asher asks, rushing over to help her to her feet.

“Someone just pushed me!” the woman cries, her cheeks red and blotchy.

A silence comes over the crowd. The woman was in the back of the group. No one was behind her. The entire street is empty. Not a car or a person in sight. I hold my breath until my lungs burn.

Asher looks around the street, his mouth in a hard line, suddenly seeming anxious.

“Um, okay … everyone. Let’s keep moving. Quickly please.”

The woman still seems shaken, smoothing back her long hair as the color drains from her face.

Robby throws me a skeptical look. “She probably tripped over a crack in the sidewalk,” he whispers. “You see how old these streets are.”

“Yeah,” I agree absentmindedly. But the way Asher keeps glancing over his shoulder makes me think otherwise.
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Our next stop is Calhoun Square. A redbrick walkway cuts through the lawn, and backless wooden benches are scattered around. Spanish moss dangling off branches makes the whole spot seem darker somehow, like the trees are leaning in, trying to hear better.

Asher stops in the middle of the square and faces us.

“Friends,” he says in a dramatic whisper. “You are standing on what was once a burial ground. But it’s located outside the original city limits. Now, who do you suppose they’d want to bury on the outskirts of town? Who wouldn’t they want to mingle with their kind?”

An uneasy silence comes over the crowd.

Robby timidly raises his hand. “Uh … Black people?”

The group’s eyes shift to us, then away. The guilty look all people have when they don’t want to talk about slavery. As if the evidence isn’t right in our face all day long?

“Correct. Savannah was a major central port in the transatlantic slave trade. Thousands of Africans were brought here and sold into labor, and this spot was a mass African burial ground. No headstones or formalities.”

I think of all the images I’ve seen of the slave trade, the way people were kept on ships, in chains, and families torn apart …

I shudder, my feet unable to stay still as I pace in place. No wonder it feels so heavy here. That type of pain never leaves the air.

“Even to this day,” Asher says, waving at the ground, “you don’t have to dig far before you come across a bone or a skull. The people buried here were abused in death as they were in life, and they are not at peace. They suffered a grave injustice and are angry about their mistreatment. That type of anger evolved and turned them into what the Gullah people call hags or haints. Malevolent spirits that cause ill or misfortune to the living. There is not one house in this square that hasn’t experienced some type of haunting, strange accident, or misfortune.”

He turns in a slow circle, pointing to all the homes around us. My heart starts racing. We’re surrounded by ghosts!

“Anyone who has lived and died here stayed long after,” Asher says. “LOTS of activity! People have captured photos of ghostly entities walking through the square or floating in and out of homes. Like that house, 432 Abercorn Street, where a famous homicide took place in the late 1950s …”

My stomach ties itself in a large knot and twists into a cramp. I touch my side and lean into the pain. Robby notices.

“You okay?” he whispers.

I clear my throat. “Yeah. Fine.”

But I’m not fine. We’re standing on ancestors, on our history, and they’re mad. So mad they turned into something scary. Is that what Grandma is turning into? Maybe she’s mad that Daddy and I haven’t been cleaning up the way we should.

I bow my head and say a quick prayer.

I’m sorry, Grandma! Promise, I’ll get to cleaning as soon as we get home.

“And that is the Arnold House,” Asher says, carrying on with stories. “During the Civil War, they used the basement as a makeshift hospital. Many soldiers died on the operating table. Today, soldiers are seen walking through the halls as if ready to report for duty. There’s even a story about ghost soldiers practicing drills on that very grass.”

Adults start taking pictures with their phones, and I almost forgot my whole take-a-picture-of-a-ghost mission. I grab my camera and snap a few shots of the square.

“What about that house over there?” one of the adults asks.

Asher glances over at the white abandoned house on the corner.

“Oh, right. Yes. That’s the Myers House. Originally owned by Henry and Elizabeth Myers in the 1800s. It’s said that when Henry went off to war, Elizabeth waited by the downstairs window for him to return. When she learned of his death, she died of a broken heart right by that very window. Years later, when another family moved in, Elizabeth was seen walking the halls. But the house has been vacant for a long time now.”

“Uh, hey … I think I caught something in the square?” the blonde woman squeaks loudly, holding her phone up. “I’m not sure. Is this an orb?”

On the screen is a snapshot she took of the dark square, lit only by a few streetlights. But in the corner, I see something that looks like floating round white lights. I gasp.

Orbs!

Asher leans over to examine the photo and nods. “Yup. Definitely activity.”

As the tour group gathers around the woman to get a glimpse of her photo, my stomach fills with butterflies. I grip my camera tighter. Is this it? Is this finally the moment I cop a shot of a real ghost?

I start clicking away, turning in a circle, holding my breath. The houses are really beautiful … except for that one on the corner. The Myers House, Asher called it. The looming white mansion stands out and not just because of the wire fence around it. It’s missing half its windowpanes, at least the ones that aren’t boarded up. And—

Wait. Did something just move in there?

I mean … I thought I saw something. It could be a weird trick of the streetlight. I hold my breath and zoom in. Maybe if I get a little closer—

Asher claps his hands, and I jump with a screech.

“Moving along! Next stop is …”
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On the ride home, Lena and Daddy laugh over some silly inside jokes, and I scroll through photos from the tour, examining each picture like a forensic scientist from a crime show. Robby munches on saltwater taffy Lena picked up for him.

“Want some?” he asks, his mouth full of gooey candy.

“No, thanks,” I mumble, focused on my camera, the battery at 5 percent.

“Man, some of that stuff was really … dark. I’m going to have nightmares. I just know it. I don’t even watch horror movies. Sometimes I read horror comics, but then my mom takes them away.”

I suck my teeth. Every shot seems … normal. No ghosts.

“What’s wrong?” Robby asks.

“Nothing. Or, well. I don’t know how that lady got a shot of a ghost on her phone and I didn’t? I took mad photos of everything!”

He shrugs. “Yeahhhh. I don’t know. Her photo just looked like a fuzzy glare to me.”

“But that Asher guy said it was an orb.”

Robby snorts. “Of course he did.”

I start to snap back but come up empty, ’cause he’s right. A ghost tour’s sole purpose is to make people believe that ghosts are real. So of course Asher would play along. And that lady, she probably works for the company, a paid actress or something who pretends to be a tourist and makes us think she saw a ghost!

My jaw clenches and I throw my head back with a groan.

“Ugh!”

Robby shrugs. “Well, I had a good time. That Asher guy is hilarious. Probably makes lots of money.”

My stomach clenches tight. If Asher is making a lot of money, he’s not alone. I don’t want to admit how much I’ve spent on all these tours. It’s kinda embarrassing. But tonight has to be the last one ’cause I can’t keep on playing myself like this. If I can’t catch a ghost in the most haunted city ever, then something must be up, and that something must be me.

Real talk, traveling with Dad has been fun, but it probably broke my brain. Well, not just the traveling. I haven’t been thinking straight since Grandma died. But if she was here, she’d say enough’s enough. It’s time to get back to Harlem. Back to Truth, Kiki, and Aunt Peggy. Back to what I know, back to my block, and back to school. No more chasing ghosts all over the country.

With a sigh, I’m about to turn my camera off when something in the viewfinder catches my eye. It’s a shot of that abandoned white house in Calhoun Square.

I frown. I remember the house being all squares and rectangles, but something circular is in the windowpane. Thinking back, I purposely didn’t use a flash …

Wait!

I click the wheel, zooming in fast, and gasp.

“What? What’s happening?” Robby asks.

“Yo,” I mutter. I point a trembling finger to the first-floor window on the left, farthest from the busted-up door. “Do you see that?”

Robby frowns. “See what?”

“Look!”

Two white lights with a faint bluish tint shine in the window, a little blurred and fuzzy. But definitely there.

A chill falls over me, but a smile takes over my entire face. ’Cause those are not just white lights. They’re orbs. Which means only one thing …

It’s a ghost.

Robby stares silently at the photo for what seems like forever, then scoffs. “Yeah, right.”







FOUR
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Girl, let me get this straight—you took a picture of a ghost? Like, forreal?”

“Yes!” I say, trying to keep my voice down. “Check that broken window. You gotta, like, really zoom in.”

Once Daddy and I made it back and settled into the guesthouse, I sent the picture to my girls and we jumped on FaceTime with the quickness to debrief.

“Hmmmm. I guess there’s something there.” Kiki shivers, her bonnet wiggling. Kiki is short like me, with pretty dark skin and high cheekbones. “Oooh, I just got the chills.”

“Y’all trippin’,” Truth says, her phone propped up so she can sit on the floor and unbraid her hair. “Maybe it’s a car passing or something.” Truth is our tall brown string bean, all freckles and long legs she uses for track. Outraced every boy on our block.

“Nah,” I say. “Look how the lights stack on each other. The guide said there was a woman from like the 1800s who died right by that window. It’s probably her ghost!” I whisper.

Truth squints, her face closer to the camera. “Oh. Ohhhhhh.”

“Can you sell that picture to, like, CNN or something and get some coins?” Kiki asks with a grin.

I laugh. “I don’t think it works like that.”

“Yooooo, this is madddd creepy,” Truth says. “Get this off my phone, yo.”

I giggle and stretch across my twin bed. Although I would have preferred a hotel, after being spoiled on room service and anyone but me making my bed, I gotta say, the guesthouse is cute and cozy. I have my own room with a nice-sized window facing the rest of the backyard.

“How’s Savannah?” Truth asks. “Besides the ghosts.”

I yawn. “Well, we just got here, but it’s cool. Different. I feel like I’m walking around a movie set.”

“A horror movie set,” Kiki scoffs.

“Aight, so when you coming back home? You stay there too long, you gonna end up possessed,” Truth says.

“Before school starts, definitely,” I say. “Maybe earlier if I do that Studio Museum program.”

“You send in that application yet?” Kiki asks.

The Studio Museum in Harlem has this photography program for kids. They meet once a week for eight months, give you a brand-new digital camera, teach you everything you need to know about photography, and there’s a thousand-dollar stipend at the end. If I get in, not only will my photos be fire, I’ll have enough money to finally buy that fancy lens.

I sigh. “No. I don’t think my portfolio is perfect yet.” The application requires five photos for what they call a portfolio. I have four that I love—including a picture of Grandma we used in her funeral program. All I need is one more.

“What about this ghost photo you just took?” Kiki asks.

I mean, I could add this one from Calhoun Square, but … would the program think I was some weirdo, going around chasing after ghosts? What if they don’t believe the orbs are a ghost at all?

Still, it’s a good picture …

“Aight, wanna hear something crazy?” Kiki says, wiggling her eyebrows. “Aalyiah and Trenton broke up.”

Truth and Kiki been keeping me up with all the tea at school. But the more time I spend away, the more out of the loop I feel. Like they had a big water fight at the end of the year that I missed. Kiki and Truth talked about it for a whole week.

Kiki and Truth go on talking about some school gossip that’s carrying on over the summer, but I can’t stop thinking about my Studio application and that photo I took on the ghost tour. Maybe Kiki’s right: I should use this photo for my portfolio.

First thing tomorrow morning, I need to find a print shop.

[image: ]
The moment I wake up, all I can think about is my picture. I think about it while brushing my teeth, getting dressed, cleaning my glasses, eating breakfast, even while tying my kicks.

“Where are you taking me?”

Robby is acting like I’m kidnapping him, when he’s the one that saw me pack up my camera and head out the door, then yelled, “Wait for me!” from the porch.

“Real photographers print their work so they can really look at it,” I say. “They don’t leave it on memory cards or stored up in some phone.”

“What photo do you need to print?” he asks.

“The one I took last night of that house in Calhoun Square.”

Robby rolls his eyes. “Oh boy. For the hundredth time, it’s NOT a ghost!”

I pull up the photo again, pushing the camera in his face.

“Yo, you don’t see those lights with the strange blue tint?”

Robby peers at the screen again. “I see something. But it’s probably just some weird reflection.”

I suck my teeth. “Be so real right now.”

Robby shrugs his shoulders. “I’m being more real than you thinking you got a picture of a ghost.”

“Ugh! I don’t know why I’m bothering explaining myself. I’m gonna get this printed. And maybe with that window part blown up, we can really see it.”

Robby huffs. “And if we don’t?”

“I’ll have a creepy artistic picture. Like the ones you see in art museums.”

Robby laughs. “Fine. Since we’re out, can we stop at the bookstore after? Or maybe get some ice cream? Or take a bus down to the arcade. Or maybe—”

“Boy, you sound like you got a whole day planned. Don’t you ever leave the house?”

He shrinks a bit. “Not a lot. Not without Mama.”

“Ah, so I’m a babysitter now?”

“Pfft. No one would call you that. Especially since you’re seeing things like ghosts!”

I look down at the brick sidewalk and shudder, wondering what’s buried beneath us.
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A bell rings as we enter the empty shop. Old-school printers line the walls, dust on almost everything.

“Uh, you couldn’t find a nicer spot?” Robby whispers.

When I googled “print shops,” this was the first one that came up. I thought it would be more up-to-date too, but we’re already here, no sense in turning back now.

Behind the counter, a girl about my age slumps on her high stool, clicking away at a computer. She has short black braids and wears a vintage TLC T-shirt, her face slick and moisturized. She’s really pretty, probably real popular at school too. You can tell sometimes, in the way people carry themselves. Like just breathing is a chore. She doesn’t even look up at us.

I open my mouth right as an older gentleman walks out of the back office.

“Hey, there. How can we help y’all?”

The girl yawns, eyes falling on us as if she just noticed we were standing in the middle of the store.

I smile at her but she doesn’t smile back.

“Hi! I need to print a picture.”

The man nods. “My baby girl here can help you out.” He pats the girl on her shoulder. “Right, Myah?”

Myah winces a smile up at her dad and straightens her shoulders.

“So,” she mumbles to me. “What we printing today?”

He smirks and tips his head. “You in good hands! Be right back.”

Myah frowns at him as he grabs a bunch of boxes, the bell ringing as he leaves.

Myah groans and raises an eyebrow at me, hand outstretched, waving her fingers as if to say “gimme.”

I’m a little nervous handing this girl my memory card. She clearly isn’t happy about being here. Does she even know how to open a file?

“Um, it’s number 0248, from yesterday,” I say with a gulp, giving her my life’s work. So silly. I should’ve made a copy of the card before leaving the house. Regular cameras don’t upload to the cloud like cell phones.

Myah snatches the card and pops it into a reader attached to a large PC computer. She taps a few keys on the dusty board and frowns.

“This picture?” She looks at me sideways. “Um, no offense, but why didn’t you go to Walgreens or something? You know how much this is gonna cost?”

I want to say, ’Cause the best photographers only have their pictures printed at real photo labs. Not some janky pharmacy. But that sounds a bit too nerdy.

“I need this on some good photo paper.”

The girl shrugs. “All right. It’s your money.”

“Cool. I actually need two copies. Can you print the full picture, and then zoom in on the bottom window to the left of the door and print that out too?”

Myah rolls her eyes and moves the mouse, clicking about.

“How long is this gonna take?” Robby asks, looking at his LEGO watch as if he has somewhere to be.

I nudge Robby with an elbow. “Yo, chill,” I grumble.

“What’d I do?”

“If you want to be home so bad, you should have stayed there in the first place instead of chasing after me. You bringing down the vibe.”

“Heh. Little brother problems?” Myah says without looking at us.

“I’m not her brother,” Robby says with a hand up. “And I’m not a problem.”

Myah snorts, a small smile creeping in, but then she stops, her eyes widening at the monitor.

My heart drops. Only one thing could have happened.

She’s screwed up and all my pictures are gone.

My body sways forward, stomach hitting the counter. I think I’m about to faint. Fall flat on my face like they do in the movies.

All those pictures, of Kiki and Truth, of Dad at his shows, of Grandma … all those memories … gone!

“What’s wrong?” Robby asks, and I realize he’s not talking to me. He’s asking Myah.

Myah has a trembling hand to her open mouth. She ignores the question for a silent few seconds before jumping off her stool. Behind us, a large yellowish printer whirs to life. Paper whines through the gears, light catching the glass as it slowly putters, the sound echoing through the store.

Myah races around the counter, tapping the machine impatiently.

“Come on, come on,” she mumbles, bouncing on her feet.

“What is happening?” Robby asks, frustrated, while I’m still too stunned to speak.

The machine slowly spits out an eleven-by-seventeen print of my picture, but zoomed in on the window. I rush to Myah’s side as she snatches it off the tray. Blown up this size, I can see clearly the orbs in the corner frame. Just as I thought—two white-gray circles with a bluish tint.

But behind them is the silhouette of a person, slightly blurred as if they had just moved when I snapped the shot.

Oh my gosh. I wasn’t imagining things. I caught a REAL ghost, just like the ones I’ve seen in all those pictures online and in books. I’m going to be famous! Maybe the youngest photographer to ever catch a ghost. Maybe I’ll start doing my own tour. Maybe they’ll put this photo in a book. I’ll be rich. I could buy all the camera gear I want!

“Holy smokes,” Robby gasps. I didn’t even see him standing on the other side of Myah, tipping up his glasses.

“Where … where did you take this picture?” Myah asks me, her eyes wide.

I gulp. “On a ghost tour.”

“Where? When?” she asks eagerly, like I wasn’t talking fast enough.

“Last night. In Calhoun Square.” Is she scared? She lives in Savannah. She should know all about ghosts. “You … know what that is in the picture, right?”

Myah swallows hard, gripping the picture with both hands.

“Yeah,” she utters in a hushed voice. “It’s a ghost. And I know exactly who it is.”

Robby blinks in surprise. “Who?”

She looks up at me with tears in her eyes. “Tim Truman.”







FIVE
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Tim Truman?” I repeat nervously.

“Yes! The man they found dead downtown the other day. That’s his ghost!”

I gasp, remembering how upset Lena was about the death of her friend. How we saw his story on the news, and that the police were still searching for his nephew.

“How … do you even know that’s him?” I ask Myah. “They said they found his body in an alleyway or something. Not at this house.”

“Some of his family came to this shop to print flyers for his missing nephew Jabari,” Myah says. “Hang on.” She whips around the counter, shuffling through a stack of papers until she pulls out a yellow sheet. “Look.”

I stare at the missing person flyer. It’s a picture of a young boy in a red shirt, an orange life vest hugging his neck. He’s holding up a fish nearly the size of him that’s dangling off the line and cheesing like he’s about to eat for weeks off  his catch. Grandma would say he has chipmunk cheeks. With his big brown eyes behind glasses, he looks a little like Robby.

“That’s … terrible,” I say, thinking of how sad the family must be.

“I know,” Myah says. “When the family was here, they were talking about how Tim kept going by that old house in Calhoun Square right before he died. No one knew why, he just kept saying he was ‘researching.’ ”

Robby frowns. “Okay. So?”

“Look, I know all about ghosts,” Myah says firmly. “And a spirit always lingers near a place that means something to them.” She studies the photo of the orbs again. “So that’s gotta be him!”

Hmm. From what I know, ghosts do stay close to the place they last inhabited or where they died. Does that mean Tim Truman could have DIED in that house? If so, then how did his body end up in the alleyway?

“Well … actually,” I start off slow. “It might not be Tim Truman’s ghost. This is the Myers House.”

“The who?” Myah snaps.

“On the tour, the guide told us about this woman who died by that window, a really long time ago. So. It might actually be her ghost, not Mr. Truman’s.”

Myah shakes her head. “No. It’s him. He’s calling from the beyond.”

Dread fills my stomach. Am I really about to argue with some girl over a ghost?

Robby chuckles.

Myah shoots him a glare that could burn the eyebrows off his forehead.

“What?” she asks Robby.

“Come on! So what if there’s some white lights in the pic. That don’t mean it’s a ghost.”

“And you just gonna ignore the shadow standing behind those lights.”

“That could be anything.”

“And how you gonna ignore what … Wait, what’s your name again?” Myah asks me.

“Harmony. And this is Robby.”

Robby puffs his chest out with a hard nod to make himself look big and bad.

Myah snorts. “Right. How you gonna ignore what Harmony is saying? She thinks it’s a ghost too.”

“ ’Cause kids think and do all kinds of weird stuff.” Robby shrugs, then stares directly at me. “Like go on ghost tours when ghosts aren’t even real.”

“Shots fired,” I grumble with a chuckle.

“Well, it’s true!” Robby says.

Myah isn’t paying attention to us. She prints out the full photo for me, then prints another copy of the zoomed-in window. She hands me back my memory card, and I pay for the two printouts.

 “If you don’t mind, I’ll keep this copy,” Myah says, studying the zoomed-in picture again. She frowns, concentrating on the photo.

“You good?” I ask her.

“We have to go see this house,” Myah says. “Right now!”

“What?” Robby gasps, turning to me.

But Myah is already grabbing my arm and dragging me out the door. “Come on!”

Next thing you know, we’re out in the hot sun as she quickly locks up the store, hangs a CLOSED sign, and speed walks away.

“This is a bad idea,” Robby insists as he jogs behind us. “You know this is a bad idea, right?”

I don’t know what to think. Too blown away by the idea, the possibility that I took a photo of a man who’d just died. Not some person from hundreds of years ago, someone who was ALIVE a few days ago.

But is it even really Tim Truman’s ghost in that house?
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Besides a few old ladies walking their goldendoodles, Calhoun Square is deserted. As if people know this place is haunted and can feel it in the air.

“This is nuts,” Robby grumbles behind me.

“Yeah, you’ve said that about ten thousand times,” I shoot back, trying to keep up with Myah.

Myah walks up the brick path, her eyes tracking the house.

“That’s it?” she asks.

“Yup.”

She gives it a sharp nod, as if introducing herself.

“Let’s get closer,” she says, marching directly toward it.

“I’m staying right here,” Robby huffs, stomping his foot.

I gulp and follow Myah. In the light of day, the house is taller, gloomier, and raggedy-er than I remember. Chipping white paint scatters the ground as if the house is shedding skin.

Two iron staircases on either side lead up to a small porch landing with a rotting front door. A red-and-black NO TRESPASSING sign is hammered in the middle of the door. The iron stairwell is rusted orange. I doubt it could even support my weight.

I take out my camera and snap a photo of each window. Half are boarded up, but the other half are wide open, glass panes missing. I wonder if any ghosts will show up now.

“I gotta get closer,” Myah says.

“Wait! Myah!”

She races around to the back of the house, where there is a tall chain-link fence, gate closed with a heavy bike chain and a rusted padlock.

Myah inspects the lock. “Looks like this hasn’t been opened in a while.”

My ears perk up at the sound of snapping like a branch, or maybe wood, coming from the window above my head. As I stretch on my tiptoes to peek inside, I hear jingling. Myah has pushed the gate open enough to slip under the bike chain and into the backyard, walking through the tall weeds like she’s wading into water.

“Yo, what are you—”

“Shhh! There’s another door back here. Come on.”

I look around the empty block, checking to see if anyone is watching. ’Cause this is definitely breaking and entering.

Back in the square Robby watches us in horror, waving me over and shaking his head. But I creep under the chain and follow Myah, stepping over trash that must have blown into the yard somehow.

Myah is right. There’s a back door that leads to the lower part of the house. The basement maybe?

Myah suddenly whips around. “Did you hear that?” she hisses.

“No, what?” I gasp, my heart racing.

“It sounded like a can rolling across the floor. Something is in there.”

My stomach knots up. SomeTHING and someONE are two totally different things. I watch Myah inch closer, leaning an ear toward the door. I have to stop myself from telling her to run.

“What is it?” I whisper.

“Shh. Come here.”

I gulp and join her, leaning toward the warped gray plywood that looks like it’s been ripped off, not as secured as the front door.

A cramp hits my right side, and I lean over with an oof.

“You okay?” Myah asks.

“Um, yeah,” I say as the pain fades. Must have been something I ate.

Inside, it sounds like a whirling storm, wind whistling through the cracks. But it’s not windy out here. It’s swamp-humid, not a breeze in sight.

Myah closes her eyes and holds a hand on the door, breathing in deep.

That’s when I notice her necklace dangling on her shirt, made of a long, dark rope twisted into a little leather pouch.

“Cool necklace,” I say. “Did you make it yourself?”

Myah grips the pouch, pushing her shoulders back with a raised eyebrow. “No. My grandmama made it. It’s a mojo bag. Do you know what it means?”

“Yeah. It’s for protection from evil spirits and stuff, right?”

Her lips twitch into a small smirk. “Yeah. How you know that?”

“I saw it on a lady in New Orleans, at a voodoo shop.”

Myah’s eyes light up. “Was it on another ghost tour?”

I start to respond when she suddenly bolts upright, her eyes wide.

“Did you hear that?” she whispers. “It sounds like someone’s screaming.”

I don’t hear a thing.

She shakes her head. “Something bad happened here.”

“How do you know?”

“I can just … feel it.” She shrugs with a shiver. “I know about these kinds of things.”

This is the part in the horror movie where a Black person would/should say, “Nahhhhh. Nope!” and head home to mind their Black business. But something about this house doesn’t feel scary. More like … sad.

“So what are you picking up on?” I ask Myah.

“Mr. Truman’s spirit is in this house, for sure,” she mumbles, studying the windows.

I stare at the door, shivering. If Mr. Truman’s ghost is in this house, he would be the freshest ghost in Calhoun Square.

“He’s probably watching us right now.” She sighs. “I wonder what he would say.”

I huff. “I’d hope he’d tell us what happened to him.”

Myah whips her head my way. “You’re right! He could tell us who murdered him! He probably knows what happened to Jabari too!”

“Oh, wait. I didn’t mean we should try to communicate with—”

“Psst!”

We spin around and find Robby standing by the gate, waving us over.

“Cops just drove by,” he whisper-shouts.

Myah moves quick. I take one last look at the door and follow her. We wade through the weeds, stoop under the chain, and walk to the middle of square as if we’re all thinking the same thing: Get as far away from this house as possible.

But as Robby and I stop to catch our breath, Myah keeps walking.

“Hey, where are you going?” I call after her.

“Back to the shop before my daddy figures out that I left,” she says. “Not like we booming with business or nothing.”

Robby shakes his head. “Well, it was nice meeting you!”







SIX
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I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t still thinking about the photo, Myah, and the haunted house the next afternoon. Did Myah really hear screams inside?

Robby, meanwhile, is standing in front of his house, dressed head to toe in every possible protective padding you could own, his helmet making his head look bigger than it already is.

“Man, it’s not going to hurt you,” Dad says, laughing. “Come on!”

Robby shakes his head, helmet jiggling. “Studies show that the most common bone break and skull fractures have been from attempting a bike ride.”

Daddy grips the handle of the small black bike, rocking it back and forth. “Well. Good thing you have your … uh … safety gear.”

“Yo, you’re ten,” I say.

“You need to know how to ride a bike,” Daddy says. “How else do you plan on keeping up with all the other kids?”

Robby squirms. “Um, have my mom drop me off … I guess.”

On the porch, Lena watches with a tight smile, arms crossed over her chest. When Daddy offered to teach Robby how to ride the bike that had been collecting dust in the backyard, she was all for it. Now, it seems like she’s ready to toss the bike into the nearest dumpster.

“You mean none of your friends ride bikes?” I ask.

“I … don’t know anyone who rides a bike,” Robby says, avoiding my stare.

Daddy raises an eyebrow at me. Sounds like Robby really doesn’t have any friends to visit even if he could ride his bike.

“Well, say, man, let’s just give it a try. All right? Here we go.”

I prop up my camera and take a few shots of Robby very cautiously climbing onto the seat, gripping the handles, wobbling. Dad stands behind him, holding it steady. They work on scooting and mastering balancing. And even with Dad’s gentle coaching, Robby’s only able to glide a few feet before fear gets the better of him.

“I—I can’t break my wrists,” Robby sputters, a tremor in his voice. “These are my playing hands for my games.”

Dad helps him off the bike. “Hey, man, I get it. Can’t break my wrists either. Playing hands too.”

Robby smiles, relieved. “Thanks.”

“Now, I’m not giving up on you,” Daddy warns. “Riding a bike is scary at first, but then you get used to it. And if something breaks … well, then you’ll have a cool story to tell while it heals.”

Robby nervously glances at me. “Um. We can play something else,” he offers. “Maybe a board game!”

“Maybe,” I say. “I got a call to make so … BRB.”

I run to the guesthouse and FaceTime with the girls.

“You hear from the Studio Museum yet?” Kiki asks. She’s sitting outside on her stoop.

I glance at my desk and the large envelope on it, with printouts of all my portfolio photos. I wanted to show Dad the final versions. Plus, I just like to have photos around.

“Sending the application in today. All I have to do is add one last photo … with a little explanation about it.”

“Ain’t today the last day to do it?” Truth asks. “Quit playing. You know your photos are fire!”

“Yeah, especially the ones with me in them. Ha!” Kiki laughs.

I sigh. “But what if they’re not?”

“Stop tripping,” Truth says. “Everything is gonna be fine.”

I take a deep breath and open my laptop.

“Okay, so I think this year we should get matching jackets,” Kiki is saying, unwrapping a lollipop. “You know, like the ones sports players be wearing.”

I scroll through my files and open up the application, a few lines left blank to allow a description for the last photo in my portfolio. I type out the sentence, slow.

Photo number five: A haunted home in Savannah, Georgia, located above an African burial ground. Notice the white lights in the bottom left window and the shadowy figure. Like most ancestors, this ghost still has a lot to say.

Does that make sense? Does Tim Truman have something he wants to tell us? Is that why he’s waiting by the window? Or is the Studio going to think that I’m—like Robby keeps saying—nuts? Only one way to find out.

“But we don’t play any sports,” Truth says with a chuckle. “Or y’all don’t.”

“I think it would be cute! Or, like, we could each take a color. I call dibs on purple though.”

I save the application and drop the file in an email.

“Mony, what you think?” Kiki asks.

“Oh, uh, yeah,” I say. “Sounds cool.”

I hold my breath and press send.
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When I walk into the house, Robby and Lena are sitting at the table, a pitcher of iced lemonade and plate of cookies between them.

“Hey, Harmony,” Lena says. “We’re about to play some Monopoly. Want to join us?”

“You can join,” Robby says with stone-cold seriousness, “but I’m warning you that I’m the car and I’m always the car.”

I lick my lips, staring at the Monopoly box on the table. It’s a Pokémon edition, not the classic we have at home.

Not like Grandma’s.

I swallow hard. “Ummm … maybe another time.”

Grandma loved games. Poker, gin, blackjack, even solitaire when no one was around. But with me, she always played Monopoly. Said it was good for life skills, learning about finances and real estate strategy, which seemed mad silly. She’d always buy a bunch of  buildings and do this evil giggle every time I landed on her square and had to pay her rent.

I haven’t played since she died, and I don’t think I’m ready to try yet.

“Coming up on the hour, updates on the Rebecca Hutton case …”

I turn to see the local news on TV. They’re showing a photo of a pretty white girl with long brown hair who’s gone missing. Apparently Rebecca Hutton is a twenty-three-year-old grad student from Virginia who was last seen leaving a bar on River Street at one in the morning. Video shows her walking past a Christmas store, then entering a hotel. She was never seen again and everyone is now obsessed with the story.

I notice there’s no mention of Mr. Truman or Jabari. I can’t believe this isn’t national news by now. The streets should be filled with cops searching for Jabari. I glance at Lena, wondering if she’s thinking the same thing.

“Mailing something?” Lena asks, nodding at the envelope in my hand.

“No, it’s just some stuff I was gonna show Dad …”

“He already headed to the club for the night. Something about practicing some new songs?”

“Oh, then I’ll just—” As I wave the envelope, I realize I didn’t seal it, and some of the contents come spilling out, papers flying. I gasp and dive onto the floor, my heart almost falling out of my mouth.

Lena picks up the picture of the Myers House that floats right by her shoes.

“What’s this?”

Robby’s eyes stretch wide as he watches Lena with the picture.

I try to act smooth and not raise any red flags as I refill the envelope.

“Oh. A picture I took on that ghost tour the other day.”

Lena nods, impressed. “It’s nice! Kind of creepy … but that’s the whole point with those silly tours, isn’t it?” She hands me back the photo. “Where was this one taken?” she asks.

I hesitate before telling her. “Calhoun Square.”

“Mmmm. The African burial ground. Sacred land.”

“Wait! You know about it? They say that place is really haunted.”

Lena smiles and rolls her eyes. “Depends on what you consider haunted to be. The ancestors are there, watching over us, protecting us from things we don’t see. Just because they don’t take no mess don’t mean they’re all bad.”

“What else do you know about Calhoun Square?” I ask her, intrigued.

“The historical society has been petitioning to have the name changed, to reflect and honor our ancestors. Tim Truman was leading the charge.”

I perk up. Tim Truman? Could that be why he was so interested in that house? Maybe Myah was right, after all, and the ghost in there is him.

I want to ask Lena more about Tim Truman and Calhoun Square, but I don’t want her to get suspicious. So I bite my tongue and head back to the guesthouse.







SEVEN
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When I wake up the next morning, Daddy is already up and out, which is strange. Being a musician all his life, he’s a night owl and never an early riser. I find him at Lena’s table eating eggs and bacon, dressed for the day, along with Lena and Robby.

“Morning, Mony love,” Daddy says, sipping some coffee. Robby follows, sipping what looks like very milky hot chocolate.

“Hey,” I say, fidgeting with my pj’s. “What’s going on?”

“They’re having that memorial for Tim Truman today,” Lena says as she sets a plate down for me. “Figured it’d be nice if we show our faces.”

 “It’s casual,” Daddy tells me. “Nothing we gotta dress up for. I promise.”

I nod. A few days ago, the thought of going to this memorial filled me with dread. But now that Myah put the idea of Tim Truman’s ghost into my head, I wonder if I could learn more about him.
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It’s a short walk from Lena’s house to the home of  Ms. Trina, one of Tim’s oldest friends. The backyard of the small red house is filled with people. White balloons are tied along the fence and tables are spread out, some wrapped in newspaper, others covered in food and drinks. Mr. Truman’s picture is blown up on a big poster. At the far end of the yard is a DJ that looks a little like Daddy’s best friend, Uncle Scott. Another person mans the grill, smoking ribs. No one I see seems sad. More like, they all just chilling, glad to be in each other’s company.

Lena walks around the party, giving out hugs and introducing Dad to everyone, with Robby in tow. I hang back, anxious again about being this near to people who are grieving. Even if they look happy, this is not a birthday party.

Two women walk out the house with huge pots, heading for the tables.

“Watch it now! Watch it!”

They scatter a jumble of steaming seafood on the table, just like what Lena made for us on our first night.

“Baby, what you doing? You lost?”

I spin to see a woman around Lena’s age talking to me.

“I … uh … I …”

“Go on, get yourself a plate before it’s all gone,” she says, pushing me toward the food.

“Wait. I—”

“Trina, who dat is there?” the man at the grill yells.

“Ron’s baby girl,” Ms. Trina shouts back, patting my shoulder. “You know she shy.”

I don’t know a Ron, but it seems too late to correct her. She’s already plopping me into a chair, handing me a plastic bib and a silver nutcracker. I stare at it.

“For the crab legs,” Ms. Trina instructs, then walks off to help more people.

“Um, thanks,” I squeak, giving my neighbor a polite smile. I pluck a corn on the cob out of the pile of shrimp, potatoes, and crab legs, all dripping with a peppery red sauce. It tastes delicious, like an explosion of seasonings, a whole party in my mouth.

Down the table, everyone is laughing, eating, and telling stories. Some have plates of red rice with okra, peas, sausage, and corn bread. Stuff my grandma loved to make. I fumble a bit with the nutcracker on a lobster claw, and one of my neighbors helps without me having to ask.

When I feel I can’t fit another shrimp into my stomach, I grab a roll of paper towel, wiping my hands clean as a man at the end of the table raises his cup.

“To Tim-bo. Gone on to glory way too soon.”

“Man changed all our lives over here.”

“Boy, he loved going fishing. Just about lived on a boat as a kid. And them oysters hate to see him coming!”

The group cackles.

“Remember when he did that food drive?”

“And them group tours! Had them white folks pouring libations in Calhoun Square, making them apologize for they ancestors. Now that was something!”

The table laughs. I pay close attention.

“I went on one of his tours not too long ago, when I had some family visiting,” a woman says. “Learned a thing or two myself. That’s what I loved about him. He never let you forget where you come from.”

“His nephews loved visiting they uncle every summer,” another woman says tearfully. “Young Jabari just about followed him wherever he went. Sitting right up under him on every tour. He could’ve probably run it himself. I hope they find him soon. Just breaks my heart.”

“Who they think did it? They got any clue?”

“Y’all quit talking all loud like that,” Ms. Trina says, coming back to the table. “You know his family here. Show some respect!”

“But, Trina, all we want to know is—what the cops talking ’bout?”

The man at the grill sucks his teeth. “Not a thing! You know they too busy searching for the Hutton girl.”

“The white lady who went missing on River Street?”

“Yeah, yeah. That’s the one. Seen her face every dang time I turn on the TV.”

“I heard that cash reward is up to somethin’ like ten thousand dollas.”

“Yeah, and not a penny offered up for little Jabari,” Ms. Trina says, shaking her head.

“Ain’t that something!” the man at the grill says. “People been looking for him all over, hanging up signs, making our own search parties, but none of them cops want to help none. Shoo.”

“His poor mama,” a woman whispers. “Life ain’t ever gonna be the same with him gone.”

My throat closes up and I immediately shove back from the table, trying to get as far away from everyone as possible, holding back tears. Because they’re right …

Life is never the same once someone you love is gone.

I walk to the front yard, hoping to find a safe space to escape for a little while. Real talk, I’m ready to head back now, but I doubt Lena wants to go and Daddy will just make up some reason to stay.

Out front, on the gray porch, a woman sits alone. She has smooth brown skin, her hair pulled back in a frizzy ponytail, dark eyes puffy, holding a tissue in one hand and a stack of flyers in her lap. She stares at one of the flyers, unblinking.

A flyer whirls by and I snatch it off the ground, still keeping out of sight.

MISSING: JABARI ROBINSON

Same one Myah showed us in the shop. It lists all his details. Age: ten. Weight: eighty pounds. Last seen wearing blue-and-white shirt and black shorts.

The woman must be Jabari’s mother. She looks so … heartbroken. That’s what they said I looked like at Grandma’s funeral. Like my heart had been broken into pieces so tiny and scattered that my body didn’t know how to operate.

I peep that the flyers were slipped onto every windshield of every car parked nearby. While people party out back, she has been working. She probably can’t rest until she finds her little boy.

A hand taps my shoulder, and I jump with a yelp.

Myah.

“Hey,” she says, staring at the flyer.

“Hey,” I say, shocked to see her. Was she standing behind me this whole time? “What are you doing here? I didn’t know you knew the family like that.”

She nods. “Everyone knew Mr. Truman. He wouldn’t hurt nobody! Someone did him wrong.”

“Oh, yeah,” I mumble.

“But it’s good you’re here. So we can tell somebody about what we saw.”

“Wait, what?”

“Harmony!” Robby comes running out from the backyard. “Your daddy’s looking for you.” He stops short at the sight of Myah.

“Let’s see about this first!” Myah says, holding up a copy of the zoomed-in photo.

Robby’s eyes widen. “Oh no.”

“What are you about to do with that?” I ask Myah.

“I’mma tell people where they can find Tim Truman’s spirit.”

I look back at Mrs. Robinson, wiping away tears, and my heart hurts for her. We can’t show her that photo because what if it’s not Tim Truman’s ghost? What if it’s just the old-timey ghost of Elizabeth Myers? I would hate to disappoint a grieving family. ’Cause I know all about grief and the way it makes you hold on to hope. And a picture like this can do more damage than good.

I whip back to Myah. “You can’t do that to them.”

“Come on,” Myah says, marching to the front door.

I glance at Robby, who shrugs, and we follow.

Inside it’s narrow and hot, like all the ovens are on broil. A few people are scattered around each room, fanning themselves. Myah zooms around like a shark, searching. It’s almost hard to keep up with her. But in the very back of the house, in a small dining room, Myah stops.

“Hi, Ms. Trina.”

Ms. Trina, bending to grab some cups out of a cabinet, stands up straight.

“Oh! Hi, Myah,” Ms. Trina says, placing the cups on the table. “I didn’t see you out there. Your daddy here yet?”

“Yes. He out there with Mama.” Myah takes a deep breath. “Um, Ms. Trina, you know Mr. Truman’s sister, Mrs. Robinson, well, right?”

“Yes, ma’am. Going on about thirty years. She … not ready to talk to anyone right now.” She wrings her hands nervously, glancing out the window at the cars, flyers flapping in the light breeze.

“Well, um …” Myah looks at me. “We think we know something about what happened to Mr. Truman.”

Ms. Trina’s smile falls. “What? What you going on about, girl? Spit it out!”

Myah pulls the photo out of her pocket and slides it across the table. She points to the lights in the window.

“We think this shadow—and these lights—are Mr. Truman. Well, his ghost.”

“Who is we?” Robby says under his breath, crossing his arms.

Ms. Trina stares at the photo. I can’t get a good read of her face, but her body language is giving … angry.

“Hang on,” she snaps, holding her hand up. “Is this about to be some ghost story?”

“Nooo,” I cut in. “I mean, I don’t think so. Well, I guess I …”

Ms. Trina sucks her teeth and shoves the photo toward Myah.

“Chile, I ain’t in no mood for these games.”

Myah stabs the picture with her finger. “This isn’t a game! That’s—”

“I mean it now! Mr. Truman is gone, Jabari’s missing, and you carrying on about some ghost.” She lowers her voice. “And his family is around here. You trying to upset them or something?”

“No. We’re just trying to help!” Myah pleads, seeming desperate.

“Um, ma’am,” I start, trying to lighten the mood. “Maybe you could look at the photo again. The ghost tour we went on said—”

“See, now that’s the problem with these ghost tours, letting young kids on them. Filling your heads with all kinds of nonsense. If it’s not ghost stuff, it’s those psychics and voodoo ladies, claiming they know where bodies are buried, sending everyone on wild-goose chases!”

I clear my throat. “I get not believing in this kind of stuff. But you gotta admit the orbs look very … real.”

Ms. Trina waves her hand. “This photo could have been made using … what they call it, AI, Photoshop, or whatever you kids are into nowadays.”

Robby frowns, speaking up for the first time. “Uh, Ms. Trina, I know a lot about computer programs and let me tell you, these girls wouldn’t know how to do anything like that.” He points a thumb at Myah. “She’s got a computer from the 1900s.”

Myah narrows her eyes at him. But it’s true. We wouldn’t know how to make something like this. And the photo came directly from my memory card.

“Enough,” Ms. Trina says. “I don’t want to hear no more of this ghost mumbo jumbo. Now get before I tell your momma what you been up to.”

That’s all Robby needs to hear. He spins around and practically runs out the front door.

I stay with Myah, watching her face turn red, her eyes glassing over before she storms out the house. I grab the photo and follow.

On the sidewalk, Myah paces back and forth. “I knew no one was gonna wanna listen,” she says with a huff.

I glance back at the party. “Yo, I know this stuff is kinda creepy. But Ms. Trina didn’t even want to hear anything you had to say. Just blew you off  like you’re some kid.”

“She IS some kid,” Robby corrects me.

My hands roll into fists. That’s the real problem. Kids know a lot more than adults think. So what if Ms. Trina doesn’t believe in ghosts? She could have listened, looked at the photo. I’ve been on enough ghost tours to know there’s some facts to these stories. Ghost tours pass through that square every night. Maybe they …

Oh. Ohhhhhhhh!

The idea is sticky, risky, but it might just work.

“Hang on!” I tell Myah and Robby. “It’s not over yet! We gotta show them. Don’t tell them.”

I wave my photo in the air.

Myah and Robby stare at me blank faced.

“Is that some New York slang or something?” Myah asks.

“My grandma used to say that to me. You gotta show people what you’re about, don’t just tell them.”

“What does that mean?” Robby asks, growing frustrated.

“It means, we’re gonna find out what happened to Tim Truman!”

“And how are we going to do that?”

I study the picture of the house. It’s spooky looking, like it belongs on the cover of some horror novel in the library.

“We’re gonna prove that the house is really haunted by going in there, Ghost Hunters style.”

Myah looks at me silently while I go on to explain.

“I’ve learned a lot about ghost hunting the last six months. They say if something happens once, it’s a coincidence. But twice is a pattern and three times is fact. If we get more evidence than just this picture, ghost hunters will take us seriously. The more people that know that place is haunted, the more word will spread, then everybody will HAVE to listen to us.”

Myah nods, holding her necklace. “And I know how to prove it too. If we can reach Mr. Truman’s spirit, we can find out what happened to him. He can tell us what happened to Jabari! We could save him!”

I turn to Robby. “You down?”

He sighs and shakes his head at the ground. “This is not how I planned to spend my summer.”

I butter him up to seal the deal. “Yo, we’re gonna need your tech skills. For equipment and stuff.”

He brightens at this opportunity. “Oh! Well, in that case. Okay.”

“But you can’t tell your mom.” I don’t know her like that, but Lena doesn’t seem to be down with the ghost stuff anyway. We gotta do this without adults.

Robby rolls his eyes. “I know. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

“Okay,” Myah says. “We got our own Ghostbusters crew.”







EIGHT


[image: EIGHT]
Daddy bellows the end of a song, crooning as his guitar rings out a long note. The crowd surrounding the stage hoots and hollers in response, the applause lighting up the room.

“Wow, your pops can really play that thang!” Myah says across the bar table, sipping water. We came to see Daddy’s show before we go on part one of our mission tonight: talking to Asher about the Myers House. Robby wasn’t allowed to come (Lena: “A bar is no place for little boys”), but he’s busy at home doing research. (On what? No clue.)

“Yo, these ribs are fire!” I say through a mouthful of food.

“Nah. My uncle makes the best ribs in the city. These are just okay. You’ll see.”

Daddy bows to the applause and makes his way over to our table in the corner. Clearly we’re sitting VIP since we’re the only two kids in the entire place.

“You sure you got enough food?” Daddy asks, looking over my platter of ribs, mac and cheese, black-eyed peas, and hush puppies.

“I told them to put it on your tab,” I say, offering him a hush puppy. “These taste just like Grandma’s!”

Daddy smiles. “Told you this place had some good food.”

I motion across the table. “Dad, this is Myah Horton. Myah, Dad. Myah and her parents were at Tim Truman’s memorial yesterday.”

“Nice to meet you, sir,” Myah says with a nod.

“Hey, likewise. I love seeing baby girl make new friends. You from Savannah?”

“Yes, sir. Born at Memorial.”

“And what school do you go to?”

“I’m at Hubert Middle School.”

Dad grins. “All right. That’s a good school!”

“What do you know about schools down here?” I ask with a laugh.

Dad shrugs. “Eh, I know lots of things! Let me get back to work. Looks like I’ll be working overtime trying to pay off your tab.”

Dad throws me a wink before heading back to the stage and on to his next song.

“How long have you been traveling with your pops?” Myah asks.

I wipe my mouth clean with a napkin. “Almost six months.”

“That’s cool. You homeschooling or something?”

“Yeah, but we’re gonna go back to Harlem in the fall, before I start school. You ever been to New York?”

“Ew. With all them people living on top of each other, sharing the streets with rats as big as fat cats? No, thanks.”

I laugh. “That’s mad OD! It’s the greatest city in the world! Better than living on top of a graveyard.”

“That’s what all you New Yorkers say. But nah, I get it. Life is much … slower down here. But a good slow, you know what I’m saying?” She laughs, her necklace bouncing off her shirt.

“Yo, what did you mean when you said … ‘And I know how to prove it’? How you gonna prove it’s Mr. Truman in that house?”

“Oh! ’Cause I know how to talk to spirits.”

I wait for her to say “sike” or “just kidding,” but she remains stone-faced.

“Ummm … what?”

Myah blows out some air. “I know. It sounds crazy, but it’s true. I’ve been hearing ghosts all my life.”

“So, you really know how to talk to them? How?”

“Well. I haven’t really tried. I mean, when I did, my grandmama got real mad. It’s why she makes me wear this mojo bag. To keep bad spirits away ’cause I got the gift.”

I want to laugh, but she seems dead serious.

“You … don’t tell people that often, do you?”

She shrinks a bit. “No. Gives everybody the creeps, talking about the dead and stuff. Black people don’t even go on ghost tours and yet YOU do. So, I feel like I can trust you with this stuff.”

“Thanks. I guess it is kind of weird, right?”

“A little. Just don’t go running your mouth off about it.”

I hold my tongue. Why are ghosts such a touchy subject? Why can’t we talk about the dead? I’m sure they talk about us. But maybe she’s right. We should keep this story between us for now. Which means, no telling Kiki and Truth. Strange to think of keeping secrets from them.

I wipe my sticky hands, checking the time. “All right. Let’s go find Asher.”
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“Where is this guy? ” Myah says, tapping her foot by the bench in Madison Square.

“He’ll be here! The website said they have a tour at nine p.m. tonight.”

We hang away from the crowd, closer to the sidewalk. The streets are full of people.

Myah checks the time. “I don’t want to be too late riding that City Kitty.”

“City Kitty?”

“The CAT bus, girl. Most of us take it, but it just come when it wants to.”

“Is that Myah? Myah!” someone calls out.

A boy our age with short, skinny dreads rides down the street on his bike with three other boys riding behind him.

“Who’s that?” I ask, trying not to frown but failing.

Myah’s face falls and she turns away.

The boy stands on his bike, shouting, “Myah, what you doing down here? Don’t want to be seen out, huh? Still owe them folk all that money, huh? HAHHH HAHHH!”

The boy rides off, his laugh echoing off the buildings, and his friends follow, all of them cackling and teasing as the group fades into the shadows.

“Uhhhh … What was that about?” I ask. Those boys were mad annoying.

Myah straightens and shakes her head as if nothing had happened at all. “Anyway, you had them twenty-five-cent oysters yet? Or the saltwater taffy and candied apples? So dang loud down here. So much traffic. You probably used to that being from New York, right?”

Is she really gonna pretend some boy wasn’t just clowning her out here? I open my mouth right as I spot Asher walking toward the square.

“There he is!” I tip my chin in his direction.

Myah does a double take. “That’s your ghost expert?”

I laugh. “Come on!”

We race up the block to cut him off, hoping to have a little privacy.

“Hi, Asher! Do you remember me?” I ask him.

Startled at first, he takes me in and smiles.

“Hey? Yes! Hi. I remember you. From a couple nights ago, right?”

“Right. Listen, I have a few questions for you, if you don’t mind.”

He looks at Myah with a confused grin and checks his watch. “Sorry. I don’t really have time to talk. I’m about to give a tour.”

“It’ll be quick! I swear.”

He looks over at the crowd forming in the square. “Well. Okay. But let’s make this fast. Don’t want the guests to get antsy!”

“Remember the other night, when you took us to Calhoun Square? You said it was an African American burial ground with a lot of activity, right?”

“Yes?”

I pull out the blown-up picture from my bag. “You know this house, right?”

Asher stares at the photo for a moment, frowning. “Uhhh, no. Nothing comes to mind.”

I blink. “You said it was the Myers House. Belonged to a woman who died next to the window?”

Asher breathes in and takes another look. “Oh! Yeah. Right. Sorry, it looks different.”

“Do you see anything … weird in it? Maybe in the window?” Myah suggests.

His eyes ping-pong between us, then focus on the photo again. He swallows hard, staring.

“Huh. Well. Looks like there are some lights.”

“Yes! Orbs!” I say.

He twists the photo around as if a different angle will make it clearer. “You think it’s a ghost? Is that what you want to know?”

“Yes, sorta.”

“See, we think it’s the ghost of  Tim Truman,” Myah goes on to explain. “You ever heard of him? He was found dead a few days ago.”

Asher’s eyes go wide. “Whoa! No, sorry, I never heard of him. Sounds awful.” He shakes his head. “Well, I don’t think you captured a ghost there.”

“But what are those lights?” I ask.

He chuckles. “Could be anything! Probably just some random streetlights or a flash hitting a piece of glass inside.”

“You don’t think it’s the ghost of Elizabeth Myers?” I challenge him. Doesn’t he see that shadow of a person behind the lights?

He looks again as if he’s thinking hard, then wags his finger.

“You know, the City Council voted to tear the Myers House down a few weeks ago. Another condemned mansion. The ceiling caved in and just about everything is rotted. Too dangerous to try to restore. But they did mention some old mirrors inside, so that’s probably it.”

Myah shakes her head. “Soooo … you really don’t think it’s a ghost?”

“Nope. Afraid not.” He hands me back the photo. “And … I wouldn’t bother anyone with this. People who don’t believe in ghosts or the paranormal tend to get really sensitive about stuff  like this. Especially when it comes to a dead loved one.”

I nod, understanding, but Myah still seems skeptical.

“Like I said, the place is boarded up and a hazard,” Asher adds. “So whatever you do, don’t go in that house. It’s dangerous in more ways than one.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, feeling nervous.

“Remember how I told you that square is full of dark energy? That energy can appear in different forms, like demonic spirits. Those spirits are known to attach themselves to people, especially children. You can end up bringing one of those spirits home with you.”

Myah turns into a statue.

“Now, if you would excuse me, I have a tour to get to. But if you want to know more about ghosts, you can take my extended tour. I go into deeper history about the haunts in Savannah. Have a good night, guys!”

Myah and I watch him walk away and start his performance in the square.

“Is that it?” Myah asks, all sad.

Real talk, of all people, I would’ve thought Asher would be on our side. I’m shocked. He seemed so cool and into paranormal stuff. Maybe I misread him. Maybe he’s just like everyone else who blows off  kids.

I shake my head. “We need another opinion.”







NINE
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From around the corner, we watch Myah’s dad leave for lunch at noon. As soon as he’s out of sight, Robby and I run into the print shop.

“Right on time,” Myah says, sipping a soda.

“Hey … why do you work here again?” Robby asks, poking at the dust on the windowsill.

“Other than it being my dad’s store?” Myah laughs. “I, uh, kinda got in a little trouble this year. Okay, a lot of trouble.”

“What did you do?” I ask.

“I … well, it’s a long story. I’m working off my debt this summer, and I canNOT mess up or I’ll never get my phone back.”

“Heard.” Whatever she did, it must have been really bad. I haven’t seen her with a cell once.

“Anyway, we got bigger problems.” Myah grabs a newspaper off the counter. “That guy Asher was right. The city council did vote to tear the house down. And it’s happening the end of this week!”

“What?” I say, grabbing the paper out of her hand.

CITY COUNCIL APPROVES DEMOLITION
PLANS FOR CALHOUN SQUARE HOME

The article isn’t much but to sum it up: We have until Friday to prove to everyone that the Myers House is haunted. The job feels almost impossible.

“What do we do now?” Myah asks.

“Maybe we go there every night?” I suggest. “Take photos until Tim Truman’s ghost shows up again?”

“Girl, be for real,” Myah snorts. “My daddy ain’t gonna let me stalk some house in Calhoun Square every night! Plus, didn’t you say we needed more evidence? Something ghost hunters would be into?”

She’s right. We need good evidence, enough to make the city stop the demolition. I pace around the store thinking hard about all the ghost tours I’ve been on and shows I’ve watched. Most of the ghost hunters had equipment, like cameras with night vision and—Wait! That’s it!

“Sound! We need sound! Didn’t you say you heard screaming?” I ask Myah. “We go into the house and bring some sort of recording equipment. If we get a recording of ghostly screaming, that’d be enough proof.”

“You don’t mean go INTO the house, right?” Robby asks. “You mean, stand outside like you did last time.”

“Ghost hunters don’t just stand outside and gather evidence. We have to go in. It’s the only way.”

“No way,” Robby says with a scoff.

“Listen,” Myah says. “The longer we wait to find Tim Truman’s ghost, the longer it’ll take to get answers about his murder. Then the longer it will take to find Jabari.”

Robby shakes his head. “No one is gonna just let us go up into that house. What if someone spots us and calls our parents? I don’t know about y’all, but my mama can fly across town in under a minute.”

“Okay, he might have a point,” Myah concedes. “I can’t get in any more trouble. We need a distraction,” she adds. “Something to keep the attention off us and keep the adults busy.”

It’d have to be a pretty big distraction, I think. I glance around the store, my eyes landing on a wedding invitation sample pinned to a bulletin board.

“Hey, Robby, when is your mom’s gala for the historical society again?”

Robby’s back straightens. “Thursday.”

I clap my hands. “That’s perfect! Both your mom and my dad will be there.”

“You right,” Myah agrees happily. “My daddy prints the programs and stuff for it. All them rich people downtown will probably be there too. Means no one will be around to snitch.”

“We could sneak in that back door right when it’s dark,” I suggest. “One visit to the house would do it.”

Robby raises his hand. “I have something to say.”

“Oh boy,” Myah mumbles.

“Okay, Robby,” I sigh. “Let’s hear it.”

He takes a deep breath and yells, “Ghosts aren’t REAL! This is crazy!”

“What are you talking about?” Myah snaps. “Of course, ghosts are for real! And that ghost is Tim Truman.”

“Or … it’s the ghost of Elizabeth Myers,” I offer. Even though Asher seemed kinda sketchy about that. But the night of the tour, he said almost every house in Savannah has a ghost in it. It could be anybody.

“I know what I see in that photo,” Myah says.

Robby pinches the bridge of  his nose like we’re giving him a headache. “And what if it’s NOT a ghost? You’re really going to risk sneaking into that house to find out?”

“I’d rather try and be sure than not try at all,” Myah shoots back.

Robby searches my face and shakes his head, mumbling, “This is nuts.”

“You said you would help,” I remind him. “So help. We need equipment. The real official kind that real ghost hunters use. Got any ideas?”

Robby huffs, then he rubs his chin, thinking. “Maybe we can borrow some from Asher.”

Myah raises an eyebrow at me. I didn’t tell Robby what Asher said last night. That would only add fuel to his “there’s no such thing as ghosts” fire.

“Nah. Let’s find someone else.”

“Someone like who?” Robby asks.

“Another ghost expert. I mean, this city should be full of them!”

“Maybe we should talk to my grandmama,” Myah says. “She knows all about them haints. She taught me everything I know.”

“Haints?” That’s what Asher called them. “Is she Gullah?”

Myah nods. “It’s what us Gullah people call ghosts and spirits.”

“I … got somebody,” Robby suggests.

We whip around to him. “You do?”

Hesitantly he pulls a printout from his pocket. “I’ve been doing some research ’cause, unlike you two, I believe in science. There’s this guy that lives right in the city. A parapsychologist.”

“A what?” Myah snaps.

“He’s a professor who studies the paranormal. I think you should talk to him.”

I read the page and smile. “Actually. That’s not a bad idea.”
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I find Dad on Lena’s porch, putting together two brand-new rocking chairs.

“There’s my daughter! Been wondering where you ran off to. And stole the boy too.”

“We met up with Myah,” I say. “Her dad’s shop is right by that City Market place.”

“Ah, that’s where all the cool kids hang out. Glad you taking Robby along. He needs to get up from under his mother sometime. They don’t have a lot of family.”

Dad finishes the chair, standing up to look at his handiwork.

I push one of the chairs back to test it, and Dad grips it tight.

“Whoa, whoa! It’s bad luck to rock an empty rocking chair! Your grandma would go off if she saw you doing that. Plus, I’m not sure if I put in all the screws right.”

“Sorry,” I laugh. “Since when did you become Mr. Fix-it?”

“I know my way around a drill. At least I think this is a drill.” He chuckles. “Lena asked me to help out around the house.”

Ah. Of course. Anything for Lena.

I push the thought away and clear my throat. “Hey, Dad, can I get an advance on my allowance?”

He looks up at me with a frown. “An advance? For?”

“For … another ghost tour.”

“Harmony, you’ve already done one in Savannah. Isn’t there something else you want to do? I mean, this city is amazing and you’ve barely scratched the surface.”

“Yeah, but this tour takes you to Bonaventure Cemetery and other sights. Please! I really wanna go.”

Dad rubs the back of his head.

“I don’t know, Mony love. I’m not sure if all this spooky stuff is good for you.”

He’s never had a problem when I did my own thing in other cities. Either Lena’s gotten to him or he might actually be worried. I rest a hand on his arm and smile.

“You’re right. But I swear, it’s a wrap after this. Please? It’s my last summer of fun before we head back for school. Then you’ll never have to worry about me going on these tours again.”

Dad winces a smile. “All right. But just … keep this between us. Okay?”







TEN
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I snap a picture of the man waiting in Johnson Square. He’s a little older than my dad, wearing tweed pants and a short-sleeve button-down shirt, even though it’s mad hot. He has long, graying brown hair tied in a low ponytail. He paces back and forth in front of the water fountain, checking his watch and fidgeting with his messenger bag.

“Are you sure that’s the right guy?” Myah asks from our hiding spot on the corner, giving him a mean once-over. “He don’t look like nobody’s scientist.”

I tip up my glasses. “This is where he told us to meet him.”

Robby blows out some air. “I feel like we’re in the middle of one of those PSA videos that teach kids not to talk to strangers or they end up getting kidnapped.”

Myah shakes her head. “We’re in the middle of investigating one kidnapping already.”

I put my camera back in my bag. “He can’t kidnap all of us in broad daylight. We ready?”

Robby shrugs, and we look to Myah for the final decision.

“Hmph. All right. Hurry it up though, I don’t have much time before I have to get back to the shop.”

I cross the street, leading the way, with Robby and Myah trailing behind. Guess they don’t want to be the first kidnapped. I stop with a big smile right in front of the man.

“Hi! Are you Maverick?”

He frowns, gray eyebrows raised, all paranoid-like.

“Yeahhhh,” he says in a husky voice. “And you are?”

“We’re your noon tour.”

“What?”

“Yeah! Well, we’re really not here for a tour,” I add. “We have some questions we’re hoping you can help us with.”

He blinks, then scoffs. “Listen, kid, is this a joke? Did Harvey put you up to this? Do you know how much I charge for private tours? Four hundred bucks, up front.”

“Four hundred dollars!” Robby gasps, and I wave him away.

“Yeah,” Maverick says. “I’m not opening my mouth until I get paid.”

I sigh, digging into my bag and pulling out a wad of cash. “We have fifty-three dollars and twenty-five cents. How much time does that get us?”

Maverick eyes the crumpled bills and huffs. “You’re lucky it’s a slow week. This gets you fifteen minutes.”

He snatches the cash, counting it as he walks to a nearby bench.

“We’re here to learn how to hunt for ghosts,” I say, following Maverick.

“Like, for real,” Myah adds. “Not some kiddie stuff.”

Maverick laughs, sits on the bench, and leans back. “Who says ghosts are real?”

Robby grins at us. “I like him.”

“I bet,” I grumble.

“I thought you said this guy was a ghost scientist or whatever?” Myah snaps.

“That I am,” Maverick says. “But scientists always have to consider and test every possibility before reaching a conclusion on any theory.”

“So DO you believe in ghosts?” Robby asks him.

Maverick gives us a smug grin. “There’s a lot of reasons to believe in the unknown.”

Myah looks like her head’s about to explode. This guy is talking in riddles. Can’t believe I just wasted fifty dollars!

“Uhhh, yeah,” I say. “My bad. Sorry to waste your time. We’ll be taking back our money now and going.”

Maverick points two fingers at me. “Let me guess. You think you’ve seen a ghost or experienced something unexplainable before, right?”

I nod. “Yeah.”

“Okay. And what was going on in your life around that time?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, stumped by the question. I thought he’d ask for more details about what I saw.

Maverick smiles. “There was a study done once, finding that people are prone and susceptible to seeing ghosts typically right after a loved one dies. They’re called grief hallucinations. Out of every ten people that say they’ve seen a ghost, seven of them had recently experienced grief of some sort. A person’s mental state at the time of a paranormal occurrence could muddle the way that person interprets the occurrence. Could make you think you’re seeing, hearing, or experiencing things that aren’t really there. You hear someone whispering your name and it could be wind whistling through a cracked window. Aftershocks from earthquakes miles away can cause vibrations, make things rattle, or cause old doors and cabinets to suddenly open on their own.”

A lump the size of a baseball rolls up my throat, and I grip my stomach tight. Could it have just been a tiny earthquake miles away that made our closet door open that day, and not Grandma? Could I have been imagining this all, like Dad said? Like everyone else has said? What if I’ve been wasting my time looking for proof of something that never really happened to begin with? I gulp down the painful thought and fight the tears threatening to embarrass me in front of everyone.

I’m not going to cry. I’m not.

Myah’s eyes toggle from me to Maverick and back before she huffs.

“Well, I don’t know about her, but I sure seen spirits and I ain’t confuse them for some wind. We paying you to teach us how to hunt ghosts, not get a talking-to about if ghosts are real. We know they are. Everybody in this city knows it too. I thought you were legit?”

Maverick straightens. “I am.”

Myah clearly hit a nerve, questioning his street cred.

“Okay, then. Tell us what we need to know!”

I glance at Robby’s watch. We don’t have much time left. “If someone wanted to hunt ghosts on their own, where should they start?” I ask.

Maverick sighs. “First, I would interview the individual who saw the ghost. What were they doing, wearing, can they remember all the details? Also, are they suffering through grief, loss, depression? It’s important to know a person’s mental state for reasons I explained.”

Both Robby and Myah stare at me, and I gulp hard.

 “Okay … then what?” I ask.

“Next, I would do thorough research of the site where the ghost was seen. Look at a blueprint of the place. What could potentially be seen as a haunting could very well be just old pipes, wind through cracks, or uneven floorboards. It’s important to study the environment. What’s the weather like? What kind of people are around?”

Myah nods. “Blueprints and weather. Got it. Next?”

“Then I would obtain the right equipment for a proper survey.”

Bingo! “What kind of equipment?” I ask.

“Hmmm.” Maverick reaches into his messenger bag. He begins pulling out items and laying them on the bench. Robby creeps up closer, his eyes wide.

“These are dowsing rods,” Maverick says, picking up two copper metal sticks that make an L shape with little balls at the end of each of them. “The rods will form an X when you’ve come across a spot where the spirit’s energy is strongest. You walk around with them and ask the spirit questions.”

He offers the rods to Myah. She grips them tight, grinning, as Maverick continues.

“This is a K2 EMF reader,” he says, holding a small black box in the shape of a remote control, with a dial measuring from green to yellow to red that reminds me of  Dad’s audio equipment. “It responds to fluctuations and spikes in the atmosphere. The higher the read, the more likely a presence.”

Now Robby grins as he tests the reader. This type of stuff excites him.

“This is a thermal meter,” Maverick goes on, holding up another device. “It detects temperature changes, which may signify a paranormal presence. The colder the spot, the more likely a presence is near. Of course, you have your phones to take pictures, video, and record sound. Lastly, and I have scientific data to back this up, is an Xbox Kinect.”

Maverick holds up a black device that looks like the head of WALL-E.

“Hey, I have Xbox, but I’ve never seen that before!” Robby says.

“Originally the Kinect used infrared light to create a map of a room and track movement, often represented by stick figures. But some people have claimed to see stick figures appearing on-screen when no one was there, suggesting it can detect an entity of the spiritual kind. It’s one of the reasons experts believe Xbox softly discontinued it.”

 “Whoa,” Robby mutters.

Myah sets down the rods. “Hmm. What about a Ouija board?”

“Don’t ever use that,” Maverick snaps, snatching the rods. “Ouija boards open portals you’re not ready for. Spirits can attach themselves to the board. You’ll end up taking one of them or all of them home with you. You can even end up dead.”

I reel back, terrified. Robby grips my arm. I wasn’t expecting Maverick to be so … scary?

Myah smirks at Maverick. “Sounds like you believe in ghosts, sir.”

“I didn’t say that.”

Robby huffs. “Okay, let’s settle this another way. If ghosts are real, then why don’t they come out during the day? Why are all the ghost tours only at night?”

Maverick’s eyes almost twinkle, and he nods to the fountain behind us. “This is Johnson Square, the place of one of the most famous ghosts in all of Savannah—Little Gracie Watson. Gracie was the six-year-old daughter of a hotel manager. Gracie had free rein of the hotel that stood in this square, which has since been torn down. She was beloved and known for entertaining guests. She died tragically of pneumonia in 1889. Her distraught parents commissioned a lifelike marble statue of Gracie for her tombstone in Bonaventure Cemetery, where people leave gifts and tokens. But here, in Johnson Square, many report seeing a little blonde girl in a white dress walking up to people on benches and saying hi or running around the bushes, giggling. And she only comes out during the day or at twilight.”

A shiver runs down my back. The three of us slowly turn, scanning the square, seeing if we can spot Gracie hanging out. But the square is silent. Too silent.

“Ghosts do come out in the day,” Maverick says. “You probably walk beside them without knowing. But at night, it’s quieter, less noise pollution, and we as humans are more perceptive to our surroundings. So, if you want to hunt for ghosts, they’re more likely to be found in the night.”

Maverick collects the rest of the equipment and taps his watch.

“Time’s up. Happy hunting!”

I glance at his bag. “Hey, wait! Can we, uh, borrow this equipment from you?”

Maverick wiggles his eyebrows. “Sure. But it’ll cost you.”

I take a deep breath. “How much?”
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Two hundred fifty dollars?! That man is insane,” Myah blusters over her chicken sandwich in the print shop as Robby uses her computer to do research. “I’d need a one hundred percent guarantee that stuff  is going to work before giving him that kind of money, even if I did have it, which I don’t.”

I bite my lip, thinking. How am I going to come up with that money without raising any red flags? If  I ask Dad, he’ll probably say something to Lena, who will freak out and dead this whole operation altogether.

“Maybe we don’t have to rent everything Maverick showed us. Just one or two things,” I suggest. Even though I still can’t imagine that man cutting us a deal. He seems overpriced and real full of himself. “Y’all don’t got any money at all?” I ask Myah.

She shakes her head. “You see me working in this store for free! There’s gotta be some child labor laws against this.”

 “Most of my competition money goes into buying new parts for my robots or Mama puts it in a savings account for college,” Robby adds.

Wait! I have a savings account! My grandma set one up for me with some birthday money I got when I was ten. I’ll ask Dad for it. Tell him I’m buying new camera equipment, which isn’t a total lie. I’ve been telling him I want to do this photo stuff for real. He’ll get it. He’ll understand!

“Find anything yet?”

Myah’s voice snatches me out of my thinking, and I glance down at the Google page open on my phone. Even with the ghost equipment, we still need to follow all the tips Maverick gave us. That means learning everything we can about that house.

“No. Nothing in any newspapers,” I say. “But this archive I found only goes back to the late 1850s. Maybe the house is older than that? The only things I see are other hauntings that happened in Calhoun Square. But nothing at the house itself. No mention of the Myers.” I click on another website and read it. “It says here that Calhoun Square was laid out in 1851. It’s the only square in Savannah with all of its original buildings still around it. It also served as a burial ground for slaves.”

The ancestors won’t let anyone have peace after being wronged, I think to myself and shiver. If something happened to Tim Truman there, he would be one of many ghosts haunting that square. He might be stuck there, forever.

Myah stares far off at nothing.

“Hey, you good?”

Her mouth twitches. “I’m just … thinking about Jabari. I feel so bad for his mom and brother. My daddy printed more flyers for them this morning. I hate that I can’t help them. If we can reach Mr. Truman, maybe he can tell us what happened and we can help them find Jabari and bring him home.”

I reach a hand out to touch hers. “We’re gonna get some answers, Myah. Trust me.”

She sniffs with a nod, then picks up her sandwich again.

Without thinking, I grab my camera and take a photo of her to cheer her up. All my friends back home love it when I take candid shots. But I left the camera setting on automatic. The flash pops, and it’s like a strike of lightning blinding us all. Myah reels back with a yelp.

“Oops! You okay?” I ask.

“All I’m seeing is white,” she squeaks.

“My bad. The flash is kind of bright.”

“That thing is a weapon,” she says, rubbing her eyes.

“Hey, look what I found,” Robby says. “It’s a blueprint of the house.”

On the computer screen is a black-and-white copy of the house layout.

“Whoa. Where did you get this?” I ask, leaning close.

“The internet is a vast and marvelous place,” Robby says. “It was on some builder site. I guess they were trying to renovate before giving up on the project.”

“Are the Myers listed as a previous owner?” I ask excitedly.

“Nope. Not that I can see.”

I don’t get it. I know I heard Asher tell the story right. Are we spelling their names wrong or something?

Myah clicks a few buttons and prints the blueprint out on a giant sheet of paper, almost the size of Robby.

“The builder says the place is uninhabitable,” Robby says. “No electricity, no running water, no plumbing.”

“Which means no leaking pipes to make noises or static to get in the way of equipment,” I say. “Whatever sounds we hear or things we see in there, it’s definitely a ghost.”

“Definitely is a strong word,” Robby shoots back, and I roll my eyes.

Myah spreads the sheet out on a cutting table and we gather around. All I see are a bunch of lines and scribble scrabble.

“I … don’t know what I’m looking at here,” I say.

“Me either,” Robby admits. “And I build things for a living.”

Myah begins pointing at the different lines on the page. “The house has two floors and a basement, which is the width of the house. Here’s the front door, and here’s the back door. The first floor makes an I shape. Kitchen, bathroom, sitting area.”

Robby raises a skeptical eyebrow.

She shrugs. “Architects come by here all the time printing these things. I know how to read them. See this? These double lines mean doors. These lines mean windows. It means that the ghost you captured in your photo was in this room. Closest to the front door. Since the front steps are gone, we’d have to go through the back, up the basement stairs, and down this hall.”

I nod, pointing to the room. “Then we set up in there?”

“Set up what?” Robby asks.

“The equipment! We’ll use the EMF reader to track the ghost. Myah will use those rods to talk to them, and I’ll take a bunch of photos,” I explain.

“Nah, I think we should cover the whole house,” Myah says. “Not just that room.”

“That’s gonna be a problem,” I say.  “Remember Asher said the wood is really old and kind of dangerous to walk on.”

“Hmmm.” Robby stares at the sheet, tapping his chin. “Maybe we don’t have to walk in every room. I can build a robot that could go around the house, fit it with a camera and maybe even that thermal meter.”

“Wait, you can do that?” I ask, impressed.

He nods excitedly. “I can program it to read the temperature and snap pictures too. Then we’ll know which rooms we have to go in and which ones we don’t.”

I grin. “That’s actually a dope idea! But do you think you can make a robot in a day?”

“Pfft. I didn’t win back-to-back competitions for nothing.”

I laugh. “Whatever, I’m still gonna help you,” I say. “We can work on it tomorrow.”

Robby brightens. “Really? Okay! I already got all the parts we need!”

“Yeahhhh,” Myah says skeptically. “But robots can’t feel energy. That’s how I know spirits are with us, I have to feel them.”

“Oh brother,” Robby mutters.

Before Myah can snap at him, I jump in.

“How about we do both?” I suggest. “Go inside and feel around, but also get Robby’s robot to go places that aren’t safe.”

“If you don’t believe, just say that and get out the way!” Myah yells at Robby.

“I’m just trying to help you not die falling through the floor of some house ’cause you THINK there’s a ghost and THINK it’s Mr. Truman. What if he doesn’t want to talk to us? What if doesn’t know who murdered him, or what happened to Jabari? What if Jabari just ran off and joined the circus or something?”

Myah rolls up the blueprint. “And his uncle just ended up getting killed? You make no sense!”

I sigh. “Okay. Robby’s got a point.”

Myah whirls around. “Oh, so now you don’t believe either?”

“No! I mean, yes. I just … it would make more sense for it to be the Myers House ghost.”

“Or it’s Mr. Truman,” she shoots back.

“Or it’s neither of them and you two are chasing nothing,” Robby groans.

We both look at him this time, and he backs away, hands up in surrender.

“Okay, real talk,” I say with a sigh. “The one thing I don’t understand, the one thing that keeps bothering me, is why Tim Truman’s ghost wants to stay in Calhoun Square. What was so special about that house?”

Myah thinks on it. “Maybe … it’s the spot he was murdered? Maybe he was chased there by the murderer?”

“Maybe he was taking a ghost tour,” Robby says with a chuckle.

Myah snorts. “Ain’t no Black people around here gonna go on no ghost tours.”

“No. But … didn’t he used to run his own tour?” I ask, remembering what Lena and others at the memorial had said.

Myah eyes widen. “Quick! Google Tim Truman’s Tours.”

Robby returns to the computer and pulls up the tour website. On the About page is a picture of Tim Truman, standing in front of a large white passenger van, cheesing hard.

Robby reads out loud: “ ‘Welcome! My name is Tim Truman, and I’m happy to take you on a Heritage Tour, where you’ll learn about the African American history here in Savannah. We start our tour at the First African Baptist Church.’ ”

“That’s around the corner,” Myah shouts. “It’s the oldest Black church in the country. Wait.” Myah hurries away for a minute and comes back with a rolled-up scroll. She unravels and spreads it out on the cutting table. It’s a map of Savannah.

“Daddy used to print these tourist maps a long time ago for some of the hotels,” Myah explains and points on the map. “This is where we are. The church is here. And Calhoun Square is here.”

Robby keeps reading. “ ‘On this tour we’ll stop by places like the African-American Monument, the Civil Rights Museum, and the Beach Institute.’ ”

“That last one’s the first school for newly freed slaves,” Myah says, dragging her finger across the map and circling the area. “The Beach Institute is only a few blocks from Calhoun Square.”

I grab my camera bag and head for the door. “Okay. Let’s go.”

“What? Where?”

“All those places must know Tim Truman. Maybe they know why he was obsessed with that house in Calhoun Square.”
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The blue-and-white sign hanging off the side of the building looks like it would swing in the wind if it wasn’t so hot.

THE BEACH INSTITUTE 1867.
AFRICAN AMERICAN CULTURAL CENTER

Myah jogs up the steps to the entrance, and I can’t help noticing how the building is similar in size to the Myers House. A white-and-gray home with mint-colored shutters. Tall, wide, taking up most of the street. Except this building is well taken care of, not abandoned, and hopefully not haunted.

Inside reminds me of a small art gallery.

“Be out in just a minute,” a woman calls from the back office and I recognize the voice.

Myah must too and she gasps. “Oh, wait. We should—”

“Myah? Robby?”

 Ms. Trina, dressed in an orange-and-black African print skirt and top with matching head wrap, stops short at the sight of us. Especially since we’re the only people in here.

“You knew she worked here?” I whisper.

“She volunteers a few days a month,” Myah whispers back, equally stunned.

“You trying to take your new friend here on a tour?” Ms. Trina asks, grinning with pride.

“Um, no,” I start, staring at my team. “Well, kinda.”

Myah stumbles over her words. “We’re here about something … or someone.”

Robby rolls his eyes. “We’re here about Tim Truman.”

Myah shoves Robby’s shoulder. Could he at least try to be a bit smoother with it?

Ms. Trina blinks a few times, then turns to face us head-on, eyes narrowed.

“What’s this all about?” she asks, sounding suspicious. “I thought I told y’all to leave him and his family alone.”

“I’m, um, real sorry about upsetting you the other day with that picture, ma’am,” Myah says. “You know I was just trying to help.”

Ms. Trina raises an eyebrow. “Yes, I know all about how you like to help people.”

If Myah could go pale, she would. She flashes me and Robby a stunned look and casts her eyes down to the floor.

“Well, um,” I say, stepping forward. “We’ve been learning so much about Tim, you know, following in his footsteps to … honor him. That’s how we heard about this place.” I pause. “We were hoping to learn more about him.”

Ms. Trina gives me a once-over, then takes a deep breath and holds it.  “God rest his soul. Tim was a real real good friend to me … and to this place. We’re all devastated.”

I can hear it in the crack of  her voice—the mourning, the loss, the grief. It’s something I know well.

“Can you tell us a little about why he loved it here?” I ask.

She raises an eyebrow. “You want a tour?” she asks.

Myah jumps in. “Um, we a little tight on time, ma’am. How about a preview?”

Ms. Trina chuckles and waves her hand. “All right. Follow me. Folks usually pay for my tours, you know. But I’ll make an exception.”

We walk through the building that feels more like someone’s home than a museum.

“The Beach Institute was founded in 1867, around the Reconstruction era,” Ms. Trina says. “It was the first school built specifically for emancipated Black folk in Savannah, Georgia. The school taught reading, writing, and math, preparing folks for a life outside slavery. A benefactor from New York, Alfred Beach, contributed to the building of the institute, which is why it’s named after him.”

“Whoa, someone from New York helped build this?” I ask.

“That’s right. Mr. Beach designed the New York City subway.”

“What! Stop playing! That’s crazy.” I ride the subway every day! Well, when I’m home.

Ms. Trina laughs. “Tim used to bring a lot of you Northerners around here, and they were always shocked by what they learned.”

“He brought all his tours here?” Robby asks.

Ms. Trina sighs. “Brought tours here three days a week. But this was not just some stop on the road for him. This was history. His great-grandfather was one of the first students here.”

“Forreal?” Myah gasps.

Ms. Trina waves at some old black-and-white photos on the wall.

“Whoa,” Robby mutters, checking them out. “I wonder if my family went here too. I don’t know anything about my dad’s side of the family. But! Maybe my mama’s side.”

“We have a genealogy project we’re working on, so you may be able to find out,” Ms. Trina says proudly. “Tim Truman was born and raised here in Savannah, from a long line of Southern people. Loved this place like I don’t know what. That’s why he started the African American Tours. He wanted to teach people about the real low country. Teach them our history, our roots, the people who made this city. Stuff that tends to get erased and left out them other tours. He made it a point to drive people here and to Pin Point Heritage Museum.”

“Pin Point is where my grandmama is from,” Myah says to me. “Gullah folk live there.”

Ms. Trina nods in agreement. “Everyone just wanna come down here and go on some ghost tours. But there’s other parts of history that they don’t give respect to. Not that you see many Black folks up on them tours.”

Robby stares pointedly at me, and I let out a nervous laugh.

“Yeah, that’s true.”

“Tim was all about community,” Ms. Trina goes on. “Had a fire in him to make changes around here. His whole life was dedicated to fighting for Black history to be recognized. Wanted to make sure people remember where they came from, ’cause it’s easy to forget, easy to get buried. He started doing a lot of his own research. He wanted the truth to not only be accurate but corrected. Even recently, he was doing a lot of studying about some place up in Calhoun Square. Wanted it to be a landmark, not just some haunted house.”

The three of us shoot up straight. Did she just say haunted house?

 “He’d been lobbying with the Savannah Historical Society to petition to have the name of the square changed.”

Robby’s eyes widen, head whipping in my direction. Lena had mentioned Tim wanted to change the square’s name.

“Why change the name?” Myah asks, frowning.

“Well, ’cause of who it’s named after,” Ms. Trina says, hands on her hips. “Mr. John C. Calhoun didn’t want to give up slavery and told everybody such. Having that square named after him, when it’s really an African burial ground, is pure salt in the wound. An insult! Tim made sure everybody knew it.”

“Do you remember the last time you saw Mr. Truman?” I ask.

“I sure do. Last I saw of him, he was dropping some flyers here, right before closing, so around five. Said he had a meeting in Calhoun Square with someone who said they were gonna back his cause for the name change. His nephew was with him, sweet little angel. Then … they done found Tim’s body that very next morning. I told the police every detail of that day I could remember.”

“Who do you think killed him?” I ask.

She shook her head. “Tim ruffled some feathers around here but not enough to get himself killed. Although … everyone remembers when he butted heads with Walter Preston last year.”

“Who’s that?” Robby asks.

 “I know that name,” Myah says to us. “He’s part of one them superrich families who act like they own Savannah. Or at least that’s what my daddy says.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Ms. Trina says. “And the Prestons sure don’t want nothing to change. They rather we leave the ‘unsavory’ history of Savannah in the shadows. Just ’cause that family got money, they think they can throw their weight around, but Tim stood up to them.”

Changing the name of the square could piss off some people, but enough to get him killed?

The front door opens with a small chime. Ms. Trina looks up at the group pouring in.

“Excuse me, y’all. My three o’clock is here.”

Ms. Trina heads for the door, warmly greeting the small crowd. We step around the people and head outside.

“So that’s why Tim Truman was in Calhoun Square the night he died,” I say. “He had a meeting with someone. But who?”

“She said he was researching some old house.” Myah shook her head. “That meeting had to be in the Myers House. Which means …”

“He was murdered in that house,” I say with a shiver.

“But Mr. Truman was found in an alleyway,” Robby says, frowning.

“Oh lawd,” Myah gasps. “What if Jabari is in the Myers House and he’s dead! What if it’s Jabari’s ghost you saw, Harmony?”

I feel a chill go through me.

Robby holds up his hands. “Hang on! Ms. Trina said she told the police all this, right? They would’ve looked already, and found—um, Jabari’s body.”

“That house doesn’t look like it’s been searched by the anybody,” I say.

I think again of Rebecca Hutton. If the police were told that was the last place she was seen, wouldn’t they have torn up that house looking for her? And Robby does (annoyingly) have a point. What if Tim Truman wasn’t in that house that night? Then there’s still a chance that it’s the Myers ghost … or another ghost, or nothing at all.

“We need to get in that house. It’s the only way to know anything for sure.” I turn to Myah. “What do you think?”

Myah nibbles on her thumbnail and nods. “I think … it’s time we talk to my grandmama.”
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Outside a one-level home about twenty minutes from the print shop, there’s a skinny tree planted in the front yard. On each of the bare branches are blue glass bottles. Maybe fifty in total. I can’t tear my eyes away from it. It looks like one of those art pieces you’d see in a gallery.

“Tell me again why we’re here?” Robby whispers as we pile out of Myah’s dad’s car on a rocky driveway. Actually it’s not just rocks. Most are broken oyster shells.

“ ’Cause I ain’t going in no haunted house without knowing how to protect ourselves from demons,” Myah snaps, but low enough so her dad can’t hear. She shoulders a book bag as we head up the walkway.

In a rocking chair, an old woman waves at us, smiling before slowly standing up, her knees a little wobbly.

“Hey, Mama,” Mr. Horton says, climbing up the porch steps. “Myah wanted to stop by, and I figure I’d fix the cable. For the hundredth time.”

“Mmmm-hmmm,” the old lady grunts with a grin, swatting him away.

He walks into the house while Myah runs up the steps and dives into her arms.

“Heyyy, Grandmama!”

“Miss Missy, what you up to now?” Grandmama says, but laughs and swallows her up in a tight hug. A hug like my grandma used to give me.

Fighting the prickling tears, I clear my throat.

“Oh, right,” Myah says. “Harmony, Robby … this is my grandmama. Grand, these are my new friends!”

“Hello, there,” Grandmama says in a scratchy voice. She tall, tall as Myah’s dad, with the same wide smile and chocolaty skin. No one can say those three aren’t related. “Y’all come on up here. Want some lemonade?”

On the porch, Grandmama passes around slices of her lemon pound cake and cups of lemonade that’s more sugar than water. Robby eats like he’s never been fed before, which only makes us all laugh.

I don’t want to talk bad about her grandmama’s house, but even out here on the porch she got a lot of stuff and most of it look like trash. Dry weave baskets, shells, rocks, rocking chairs, nets, even a mirror. Then that tree … I take my camera out and snap a few photos.

“Grandmama, we got questions about haints,” Myah says.

Grandmama gives her a dark look. “What you getting yourself into now? Ain’t I tell you to leave that stuff alone?”

“I know,” Myah says shyly. She shifts so her back is a little to me. “But my friend here has the questions. Not me.”

Why she acting like that? She’s the one who wanted to come here!

“You call them haints, but they’re really just ghosts, right?” I ask Grandmama.

“You’re all wrong, baby. See, spirits, or ghosts, are just people who pass. But haints, they mischievous, evil little demons. When I was a little girl, haints would get in the house, sit up on your chest, and steal your breath while you sleep. Others would take your skin, so they can walk around during the daytime. They’re attracted to pain and prey on the weak. That’s why when somebody dies, you gotta do what you gotta to keep them from coming up in your house.”

Myah nods. “Grandmama, tell them how you protect yourself from haints.”

“Well. There’s a few things my mama taught me about. You gotta start with a cleanse. Cleanliness is next to godliness, and those little devils can’t stand the sight of God. Clean yourself and the house. To keep them out your house, pour salt at the door or brick dust.” She points to a bowl of uncooked rice in the corner. “Keep a bowl of rice by the door. They’ll see it, get distracted, too distracted from counting to follow you inside. And lastly, that haint blue.”

She points to the ceiling inside her house, which is painted a light blue mixed with mint.

“You paint the ceilings haint blue so them haints will think it’s the sky and will pass though it. Some people paint the doors or shutters ’cause they say haints can’t pass through or over water, so they’ll run off at the sight.” Then she points to the tree. “You can even slide bottles on the bare branches of trees to keep haints away.”

So that’s what that tree is for. This stuff isn’t junk, it’s protection.

“How can you tell the difference between a ghost and a haint?” Myah asks.

“You can’t,” Grandmama says, real hard. “That’s why you should leave them all alone. Or they’ll come home with you and never let you go.”

I shudder.

Grandmama stretches over and palms Myah’s necklace.

“This is what we call a mojo bag. Some folks call it a prayer in a bag. It has different herbs in it to keep you safe. It blocks things from getting too close. I made one of these for each of my grandbabies. You never know what’s out there.”

“But I’m the only that still wears it,” Myah says, all proud.

“That’s why you my favorite.”

Myah sucks her teeth. “You told Lawrence he was your favorite last week!”

Grandmama taps her chin. “You sure it was me and not some other old lady?”

They fall into each other laughing, and I can’t help but watch with a sting of jealousy. Grandma and I used to have silly inside jokes too.

Mr. Horton comes out of the house, dusting his hands. “Mama, I told you about unplugging things.”

“Well, how else am I supposed to use my curling iron?”

“Use it in the bathroom, not in the living room.” He sighs. “Come on, y’all. Let me take you on home. Don’t want your folks looking for you.”

I stand and grip the shaking rocking chair behind me.

Grandmama smiles. “Ah! Your peoples must be from the South. I can see it on you.”

“My grandma is. What’s the rocking chair thing about?” I ask.

“They say don’t rock an empty rocking chair or there will be a death in the family.”

Robby pales and slowly stands, holding his chair steady.

Grandmama walks us all over to Mr. Horton’s truck where we say our goodbyes.

Myah jumps. “Oh! Be right back! I forgot something.”

“What you forget?” Grandmama calls for her, but Myah’s already running inside the house as Robby and Mr. Horton hop in the truck.

“Thank you so much, Grandmama,” I say.

She holds my hands steady. “You come see me whenever you’d like. I love company.”

With Myah out the way, I dare myself to ask the question.

“Have you … really seen a haint?” I whisper.

She stares at me, her eyes growing serious. “That one in there,” she says, her chin tipping toward the house. “We keep her close for a reason. See, some my stories got deep in her head. So deep that Myah think she can talk to the dead folk. She was using one of those Ouji boards to try to communicate with them and charging kids to speak to their dead loved ones like one of those psychics with a crystal ball. Playing with them people like those ghost tours do. Her father had to pay all those families back. She almost got kicked out of school! When I saw what she was doing, I took the board from her. So, I don’t tell my stories no more like I used to.”

My stomach drops. Myah was selling fake readings?

“Then, you don’t really believe in ghosts, do you? Is that why there’s never any Black people on the ghost tours?” I ask.

Grandmama shrugs. “Well. I can’t speak for everybody everywhere, but us Gullah Geechee people don’t mess with them ghost tour stuff ’cause we been around here a long time and know more than anybody that them haints are tricksters. Our ancestors taught us that. You may think you talking to ghost, but you really talking to a demon. And one is harder to get rid of than the other.”

I open my mouth to ask more just as Myah skips out the house, book bag on her shoulder, smiling.

“You find what you looking for?” Grandmama asks.

She shakes her head. “Nah. Daddy, we ready to go!”
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When Mr. Horton drops us off, Dad is loading his car up to head to the club. He stops to chat with Mr. Horton as Robby runs inside to Lena.

“So, what time we linking up tomorrow?” Myah asks me.

“Umm. I don’t know,” I mumble, backing away from her. “I might be busy.”

Myah’s smile slowly fades. She sighs. “Grandmama told you, didn’t she?”

I start to deny it, but I can’t hold my anger in much longer.

“You were selling readings!”

Myah holds up her hands. “It’s not like that.”

“You said you could talk to spirits.”

“I can! Girl, I swear,” she insists, checking over her shoulder to make sure our dads aren’t listening. “Grandmama just don’t believe me.”

“Okay, fine, this city is full of ghosts. Talk to one right now.”

Myah chokes. “It’s … it’s not that simple! And you of all people know it. How many of them ghost tours have you been on where nothing happened? Ghost come when they come, ain’t no call on demand.”

“Then how do you think you’re gonna help us talk to Mr. Truman?”

“ ’Cause I can just … feel it this time. Okay? Trust me!”

“Trust you? You out here pretending you can talk to the dead and ripping people off. Wait, did you really hear screams that day by the Myers House, or were you just making that up too?”

Myah squirms. “I … I heard something,” she mumbles.

“Girl! We’re about to risk our lives going into that house. We don’t know what could be in there. Ghost, demon, or nothing, and you want me to just trust you?”

Myah huffs, arms crossed. “Well, I’m putting a lot of trust in you too, ghost hunter! This whole thing was your idea. Meanwhile, everybody and they mama is looking for Jabari. Really looking. Do you really think you can help the way you think you can?”

I start to pop back but freeze up. ’Cause I don’t know if  I can really help. I don’t even know who Mr. Truman or Jabari are, and I’m out here risking my life for strangers.

I say nothing and walk off.

I hope Myah’s being honest now, and she can “feel” that Mr. Truman’s ghost is in that house.

And I hope nothing happens in that house that’ll make me regret ever opening my big mouth.







FOURTEEN
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I was just about to ask after you,” Lena says as I walk in. “Dinner’s ready.”

Although I’m still pretty full off lemonade and cake, I can’t turn down a warm home-cooked meal. But Myah also got me a little queasy. How could she lie like that and steal all those kids’ money?

Then again, how much would I spend to talk to Grandma one more time.

Dad comes inside carrying his guitar case, already dressed for the night’s show.

“Hey, baby,” he says to me. “Feel like doing your pops a favor?”

His wiggling eyebrows make me laugh. “Maybe. What’s up?”

“Can you come along with me tonight? Think we need some new pictures of the band for the website.”

“After dinner, of course,” Lena chides.

“Okay! I’m down.”

“Can I come too?” Robby asks.

“Chile, no,” Lena says, kissing his forehead.

Robby sulks.

“Let me just grab my other battery from my room, and we can leave right after dinner,” I say, heading for the door.

“Bet,” Daddy says, sitting at the table. “Smells good, Lena.”

I cross the living room, and just as I’m about to head out to the guesthouse, an email pops up on my phone screen. A message from the Studio Museum in Harlem. I catch my camera bag before it falls out of my hand and plop into the nearest chair, not trusting my legs, my hand clammy as I tap the screen and read …

Dear Harmony,

Thank you so much for your application. After reviewing, we are happy to inform you that you are accepted into the Teen Program …

“I got in!” I scream. “YASSSSSS!”

Robby, Lena, and Dad all freeze, watching me hop around and dance into the kitchen like a maniac.

“I got in! I got in! I got in!”

“Got in what?” Robby asks.

“I got into the internship at the Studio Museum in Harlem. It’s a photography program. They’re going to teach me everything!”

“Oh. Well,” Lena says with a nervous laugh. “Congratulations.”

“OMG! We have to get back home right now,” I say to Dad. “I need to, you know, get settled and stuff. Go back-to-school shopping before I start this program. It’s once a week, but with cheer practice and this, I’m going to be busy. Can you believe it? Dad, ain’t this great!”

Lena nods along, then looks at Daddy. They seem stunned by my news and not in a good way. This is the time they should be congratulating me. Instead, something unsaid flows between them. Dad rubs his face, wincing, then gives me a tight smile.

“Oh, um. That’s great, baby. Real … real good news.”

My stomach plunges to the floor.

“What’s wrong?” I ask him. “Are you worried about money? ’Cause it doesn’t cost nothing. In fact, I’m going to get something called a stipend. I can buy my own lunch now! Oh! You think you can skip the last week of this gig? Or maybe I’ll fly back alone and Aunt Peggy can stay with me?”

My brain is working so fast my mouth can barely keep up. But even through my word vomit, I peep Lena giving Dad a stern look before turning to Robby. “Robby, help me with something back here,” Lena says.

“Something like what? I’m hungry.”

“Come on, young man,” she snaps, pulling him out of the kitchen by his ear. She’s trying to give us space. But for what?

Dad stares down at his folded hands. My stomach tenses, and I can’t shake the feeling of wanting to run from whatever is about to come my way.

“Dad? What’s wrong?” Oh God, is he dying too?

He sighs. “Baby, I have to tell you something. You’re not going to like it. But … if you just give it a chance, well, you’ll grow to like it. Maybe.”

“What are you talking about?” I snap. Only because it sounds like he’s talking in circles.

He takes a deep breath. “We’re not going back to Harlem. We’re moving here. To Savannah.”

I blink, thinking I’m hearing things. “Huh? No. I’m saying we have to go back home.”

Dad rubs his head. “Mony. We can’t move back, ’cause the apartment is gone.”

Once again, I swear I’m hearing things, so I try not to overreact. But my heart must have heard him right, because it’s racing and skipping beats.

“Gone? What do you mean gone? What happened?”

Dad swallows before he goes on to explain. “The apartment was in Ma’s name, paid for with her Social Security. And once she died, the landlords came after it. It was one of the last rent-stabilized spots in the building, they weren’t gonna let that go. It was gonna cost more money to fight them than we had. I couldn’t afford the new rent so … I had no choice but to give it up.”

I’m listening, but my mind is back in the apartment, picturing it empty. Picturing Grandma’s ghost standing there, wondering where everyone went. Picturing her watching another family live there. Picturing her heartbroken, missing us, the way we miss her. Tears start to bubble, my hands shaking so hard I have trouble holding my phone. I don’t understand, and even if I ask him to explain another dozen times, I still won’t get it.

“Why … why didn’t you tell me?” I ask, my voice cracking.

He shrugs. “I … couldn’t. We had already lost so much. First your mother, then Ma … I was waiting for the right time to break the news.”

The room grows hot, like the whole house is on fire. How could he keep this from me? We talk about everything. He should have told me. Given me time to say goodbye and pack my own room …

I gasp. “Wait, what about all our stuff?”

“Peggy packed up everything and put it in a storage spot,” he says, like he’s trying to reassure me that everything is fine. But it’s not fine. Aunt Peggy was in on this too?

Once again, my mind is not in Savannah, it’s in Harlem, taking a mental inventory of every inch of the apartment. My clothes, my coats, my skates, my TV, my favorite books …

Suddenly my lungs stop working as a dark thought slips in.

“What did you do with all of Grandma’s albums?!” I’m shouting now.

Dad holds up his hands. “Peggy got them at her place!” he insists. “Don’t worry, they’re safe.”

“I wasn’t worrying before because they were safe in our home!” I scream, tears falling down on my shirt.

Dad tries reaching for me, and I back away. “Mony, I’m sorry. I didn’t want it to go down like this.”

“You knew the whole time, didn’t you?” I ask with a sniff. “That’s why you were okay with me coming on this tour with you. You wanted to get me out of the house, so you could get rid of our spot and shack up with your new girlfriend in Savannah!”

Dad shakes his head. “Nah. It ain’t like that at all, I swear. This opportunity to come to Savannah came up while we were on the road. I promise, I was gonna tell you. I was just waiting for the right time.”

“How could you lie to me? Why did you lie to me? We’re supposed to be a team!”

Dad sighs. “But … we got a good thing going here, in Savannah. The bar is going to give me a standing gig. We’ll have enough to buy our own home. I mean, look at all this fresh air, trees, quiet … It’s something your mother really wanted for you. Schools are pretty good too. And you already made a new friend.”

New home? New school? New friends?

I don’t hear anything else he has to say. I walk past him, out the front door, down the porch steps. The sky is dark pink and blue, the sun fading, the air still hot as ever as I sprint away, tears blinding me.
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My home is gone.

That’s all I keep thinking as I drift farther from Lena’s place with no real direction and no goal in mind. Wandering through the streets, down the cracked sidewalks as the night bugs come out, replacing the silence, seeming almost louder than the passing cars. I’m low-key surprised Dad ain’t come after me. But maybe he knows I need some space.

I think about calling Truth and Kiki, but what do I say? How do I break it to them that I won’t be coming back? That I’m gone and we’re separated for good? They’ve been so cool about everything, with Grandma passing, me going on the road with Dad, searching for ghosts. Are they even going to want to be my friend anymore? What will we have in common? What do kids my age even do here?

In Savannah, the nights seem to bring alive a different energy. Everything seems both quiet and loud, fast but slow, the sky darker, the stars closer. Maybe that’s why ghosts love the night more than the day.

I really shouldn’t be walking around alone, not when there’s a murderer on the loose. That’s something Robby would say.

Maybe I could go back to New York and live with Aunt Peggy. But her one-bedroom apartment is in Brooklyn, and that might as well be in another state from Harlem. Sure, I would be back in New York where things make sense, but I’d be sleeping on a sofa, with no privacy and Aunt Peggy’s smelly cat.

I turn a corner and hear the familiar thumping of a giant speaker. The kind people set up during block parties in the summer.

Will I never be at a block party again?

I drift toward the sound of old-school R&B music, passing more homes and yards, until I notice one house with dozens of cars parked out front, people heading up the driveway and around to the back, voices carrying over the music. A couple jumps out of a blue pickup truck, the woman carrying a sheet pan of food.

It’s when I get to the driveway that I realize … this is Ms. Trina’s home.

I stand stuck, watching family and friends gather in the backyard again. A wave of sadness comes over me thinking of the home that’s no longer my home. Missing something that’s there but too far away for me to touch. I pull out my phone, staring at the selfie of Grandma and me on the home screen, thinking of the day we took that pic, right outside the D train before school. Grandma liked walking me to the train every morning, our own little ritual. There aren’t subways in Savannah. Is Dad gonna have to drive me to school now?

This isn’t my party, these aren’t my people, this isn’t my home. What am I supposed to do?

More people are filling the yard even though it’s already mad late. Back in Harlem, some block parties wouldn’t end until three in the morning. I weave between the parked trucks in the driveway, trying to stay out of sight so Ms. Trina won’t spot me. I grab my phone, ready to send a 911 text to Truth and Kiki, when I notice I’m not totally alone. On the sidewalk, a teenage boy is leaning against a pickup truck, staring at the house, his eyes far away. A girl walks up to him, the same age, gives him a can of Coke and a bag of chips.

“Thanks,” he mumbles.

“Your momma okay?” she asks, leaning beside him.

“Yeah, I guess. She decided not to come tonight. I know everyone means well, but she’s too worried about Jabari to pretend.”

This has gotta be Jabari’s brother, Jay. I turn my back, focusing on my phone, pretending I’m not listening in on their conversation.

“Man,” Jay mumbles. “It’s like, I keep checking his account, checking to see if he logged in anywhere. He don’t go a day without playing his game. Even on punishment, he’d try to tell Mom that he’s practicing for some competition to win her money. That kid, boy.”

“What the police saying?” the girl asks.

 “Not much, as usual. I don’t know how long we’re gonna be able to stay down here looking.”

 “So … where you think he at? Someone had to have seen him somewhere.”

 “Everyone says he was with my uncle that night. They saw him sitting in the van. But when they found the van, keys still in it, there was no sign of Jabari.”

The girl sighs. “Dang. But … you don’t think he … he …”

I sneak a peek at Jay. He rubs his face, still staring at the ground.

“When Jabari was, like, five, he was playing hide-and-seek with my cousins in this big park. And he hid so good that no one could find him for hours. I mean, everybody was looking. Mom started worrying, thinking he got kidnapped. But Jabari, he loved running around like a little annoying ninja, pretending he was invisible. I got so used to him hiding and popping out that I could almost feel him, you know? So, I don’t know where he’s at, but he can’t be dead … ’cause I can still feel my little brother. And I don’t want to leave yet ’cause if  we go, what if  I can’t feel him no more? Then that means … he may really be … gone.”

Jay shakes and sobs into his hand as the girl rubs his shoulder.

Tears stream down my face, blurring my vision, and I sprint off into the night.

Because I realize the longer we’ve been away from Harlem, the harder it is for me to feel Grandma too, and now that our apartment is gone … will I ever feel her again?







FIFTEEN
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I asked my mom if you could move in with us, and she shot that down real quick,” Kiki says over FaceTime. “Says she loves you but got her hands full.”

“So did my parents,” Truth says, patting her bonnet. “Mad wack. We could fit you in my room, easy.”

I sniff under the covers, the sun coming through the blinds. I walked into the guesthouse around ten last night and finally called Kiki and Truth, then cried myself to sleep.

“Thanks, chat, for asking,” I mumble. “I get it though.”

“Did you talk to your aunt yet about moving in with her?” Truth asks.

“Nah. She don’t really have the space for me either. And … I don’t know.”

Kiki and Truth huff, falling silent, looking as depressed as I feel. We haven’t all looked this sad since Grandma died. And I really don’t know what to say when everything I’ve ever known has been snatched from me. It’s like I’ve been pickpocketed and didn’t know until it was too late to do anything about it.

New home. New school. New friends. Well, not really. Can I even call Myah a friend?

“What are you gonna do?” Truth asks.

After seeing  Jabari’s brother last night, it feels silly thinking about myself when a family just lost their whole world.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Yo.” Truth breathes in deep. “I know this is wack but take it easy on your pops, aight?”

“What? Why?” I snap.

“My mom said it’s mad hard trying to keep a spot in Harlem that you can afford. And everywhere is mad expensive. And your pops is a forreal Harlem dude, born and bred. He probably wasn’t trying to leave either.”

“Yeah,” Kiki says. “Though it’s wild messed up he didn’t tell you what’s up, he also lost his moms. He must be so sad. Just like you. But trying not to show it.”
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Everyone in the house seems to freeze as soon as I enter, dressed and ready for another hot day.

“Oh! Morning, Harmony,” Lena says, holding a pot of coffee.

“Morning,” I mumble back. If ghosts are real, I don’t want Grandma popping up on me, telling me I’m being rude.

Dad is at the kitchen table, eating cereal. Doesn’t look like he slept much, and I feel a little guilty for yelling at him like I did. He lost someone too—his mom. But he shouldn’t have lied to me. That much I know.

“Hey, Mony love,” Dad says, but I say nothing. Grandma gotta be mad at him too.

Dad saw me fill out the application, refresh my email a million times waiting for a response, and the whole time, he knew we weren’t going back to Harlem. Or maybe he wasn’t paying attention at all? Maybe he had no clue how important any of this stuff was to me? My stomach feels queasy, and I wish Grandma was around to give me some of that pink stuff to keep me from throwing up all over myself.

Dad shoots Lena a nervous look. “Uh, Harmony,” Dad says. “Can we talk? I think maybe we should—”

My phone rings and I look down at the unfamiliar number. I’d rather talk to a telemarketer than Dad, and that’s saying something.

“Hello?”

“Hey, girl.” It’s Myah.

She’s not someone I want to talk to either, but anyone is better than Dad.

I step out onto the porch for some privacy. “Hey. What’s up?”

There’s a brief silence before she clears her throat. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you everything. We cool?”

I sigh. “Yeah, I guess.”

“Okay, cool, ’cause we heading to the beach today.”

“The beach?”

“Yeah. It’s on Tybee Island. Some of my friends from school are going, and we got room for one more in the car if you want to go.”

The beach sounds like everything I need in my life right now.

“I was supposed to help Robby with the robot thing today. And shouldn’t we be preparing? We only have one more day before the gala.”

“He’s fine! He can do it himself. Come on, girl, we NEED a beach day. We’ve been dealing with some heavy stuff.”

I glance at the door, thinking of Dad sitting inside, waiting for me so we can talk, so he can say all the things he should’ve said months ago. I’d rather be anywhere but here. And Myah’s right. Robby’s been building robots since he could walk. He’ll be fine without me.

“Well. Okay, I guess.”

“Cool! Pick you up in twenty.”

I rush back into the house, passing the adults without a word, and out to the guesthouse. I change into my bathing suit and cover-up, throwing my hair in a bun.

I run back into the house and grab my camera bag and towel from the closet.

“Soo … where are you going?” Dad asks behind me.

“Out,” I say, remaining cold as ice.

He clears his throat. “Harmony. Can we talk?”

I pay him in silence.

“Harmony, I’m still your father, and you need to stay home so we can talk about this,” Dad says with some bass in his voice. “I know you’re mad, but I did what’s best for not just you but for us.”

His lines sound rehearsed and spoon-fed. That makes me even more mad. He’s been listening to Lena. Is she the one who told him to get rid of our apartment and leave the only home I’ve ever known? Why couldn’t he save our house? Was being in his band more important than giving us a normal life?

Angrily I zip up my camera bag.

Robby runs out of his room and stops short as if knowing something is up. Lena looks as if she wants to stop him but doesn’t talk.

“Where are you going?” Robby asks, frowning at my orange swimsuit.

“I’m going to the beach with Myah.”

 “Oh! Okay. Ummm, can I come?”

“No,” I snap, a little too quick. “She didn’t invite you. Just me.”

The room goes dead silent. Robby squirms.

“Baby, Harmony got plans, but why don’t you come to work with me?” Lena says, trying to give Robby an assuring smile. “I still got so much to do for the gala, and you always have the best ideas.”

Robby looks at her for a brief second and returns to me.

“But … but you said you would help me with the robot for … you know.”

I shrug. “You can do it without me. You’re good at that stuff.”

His eyes grow wide, toggling from his mom then back to me. “But … but …”

I spin to face him. “I just need to get out of here without you up under me for a while. Okay?”

A car horn blows outside. Mr. Horton’s truck pulls up to the curb with Myah in the passenger seat and two other girls in the back.

“Later,” I yell over my shoulder and run out the door.
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Crisp waves roll out from the ocean and slap the shore. I haven’t been to the beach since last summer, when I went to Coney Island with Truth and Kiki. After chilling all day, we spent the night playing games, riding rides, and watching the fireworks.

Now I may never see them again.

How could Dad do this to us?

My chest caves in at the thought. I take my camera out, clicking a couple of photos just to keep myself from crying in front of people.

Myah, wearing a green bathing suit and sunglasses, runs out of the water, laughing, while her two friends from school play in the waves. They packed sodas, sandwiches, chips, and cookies, just like my girls would back home. We listened to Lil Baby in the car on the way to the beach, just like I would with my girls. We even laughed about Mr. Horton’s funny driving, just like my friends and I did about Kiki’s mom’s driving. It all seems so familiar. But these aren’t my friends. They’re Myah’s. And I’m not entirely sure whether Myah’s my real friend or not.

“You okay?” Myah asks me, drying off with a towel. “You seem … off.”

I don’t want to tell Myah what happened with Dad. I don’t want her to think he’s some jerk or like other parents who don’t care what their kids think. He just … didn’t have a choice. At least that’s what I try to tell myself. I also didn’t want Myah to think that I hate Savannah. I mean, it’s pretty cool. But I miss Harlem. I miss home. The thought of  being stuck down here without even the chance of saying goodbye …

“Why wouldn’t I be, after learning about you?” I shoot back.

Myah bites her lip and sits next to me on the towel. “I guess I get that.”

“But nah, I’m good,” I say with a sigh. It’s not like I totally trust her to tell her what I’m really feeling or nothing.

Myah stares at me. “Okay. So, who died?”

I reel away. “What!”

“Back with that Maverick guy. He had you thinking real hard about somebody who died. Somebody who maybe had you thinking you were seeing things. So. Who was it?”

I’m a little floored at how Myah can read people like a book. Maybe she is some kind of psychic after all.

“My grandma,” I admit, a frog in my throat. “And I guess my mom.”

“Oh. Wow. I’m sorry. Was … seeing my grandmama … hard for you?”

“No. Your grandma’s mad cool.” I sniff. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m acting like this. She’s been gone a little while now.”

“Girl. That was your grandma! What other way you supposed to act? If  I lost my grandmama, I don’t know how I’d act.”

I bite my quivering lip, gripping the towel tight.

“I miss her,” I say. “She was, like, my best friend. Nothing feels the same without her. House don’t feel the same. Food don’t taste the same. Holidays. Birthdays. Nothing. And I guess I’m just trying to figure out how I’m supposed to go on when I don’t know how to move on from all that I know.”

Myah nods. “My uncle Clay died two years ago. Real sudden. It hit everyone hard ’cause he was, like, the funny one. You couldn’t have a cookout or party without him. He used to pick me up from school every Friday with a hot pickle.”

“A hot pickle?”

She holds her hand up. “You wouldn’t understand. Them things are good! Anyway, now Fridays don’t feel the same without him. But one day, I started talking to him. Telling him how I miss him and our pickles. When I got home that day, there was a pickle waiting for me. Just sitting there right on the table. I took it as a sign.”

“Is … that how you figured out you could talk to spirits?” I whisper.

She shrugs. “Sorta. My mom said something just told her to go get me a pickle that day. But I figured that’s how it worked, right? Just start talking to the people we be missing and maybe they start talking back, in some ways. And you know what, they did! At least with me, that is.”

I raise an eyebrow. “So how you go from that to scamming people out they money?”

Her eyes fall on the sand, lips twitching. The sign of someone who’s feeling guilty, which she should.

“It sort of … happened. I guess I kinda got carried away. My girl Latoya’s dad passed away and she kept saying she wished she could talk to him one last time. So, I just … tried to help her. Told her what he would have said. Then … more people started coming. My cousin Dale said people gotta start paying for my services. So … that’s what I did.”

“Ummm … wow?”

“I know, it’s messed up,” she huffs. “But the thing is, every time I did a reading, I could see I was really helping people feel better. And that made me feel better.”

I want to ask her more, but her friends are running up the beach.

“Hey, New York,” one girl says, already giving me a nickname. “What y’all talking about over here? Myah telling you she sees dead people again?”

The girls cackle. Myah squirms, playing with shells in the sand.

I perk up. “Nah. But … y’all don’t believe in ghosts or nothing?”

“Oh nahhhhhh. I ain’t messing with that stuff. My mama would kill me dead.”

“Hey, you ain’t wanna come in the water?” the other girl asks.

“I don’t know how to swim that good,” I admit.

The girls giggle. “Neitha do we!”

“We got beaches in New York too, though.” I grin. “Aaaaand the best food.”

Myah’s friends freeze, holding up their hands. “Oh, now you starting something!” they say.
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Myah’s friends and I spend all afternoon on the beach laughing and kicking it. They tell me about their school, the teachers that sucked, the boys they loved/hated, class trips, and cheerleading. It all feels real normal. I don’t think I’ve had a normal day like that since Grandma died.

Myah’s dad drops me off at last.

“So. Tomorrow?” Myah says from the open window, her eyes saying more than her words.

I nod. “Yes. Tomorrow.”

“All right!” She grins as her dad drives off with a wave. A part of me wants to run after them. But … Dad should be at the club tonight. He never misses a gig. He’s played with the flu and a fever. Doubt he’d skip a gig just ’cause I’m mad at him.

I walk up the porch, where Lena sits waiting.

“Hey, Harmony,” Lena says, folding her hands.

“Hey,” I mumble, shouldering my bag.

“You left in a hurry this morning.”

“Uh. Yeah.”

“Well. You mind sitting for a while,” she says, gesturing to the rocking chairs.

All I want to do is sleep and get ready for tomorrow, but this don’t seem like an invitation. More like a demand. I sit.

“Well. Tell me about your day?”

I’m really not in the mood for chitchat, but I play along. ’Cause if she has something to say about my attitude, I can pop right back.

“Went to the beach. With a friend,” I say dryly.

“That girl Myah, right?”

 “Uh, yeah.”

“And … you couldn’t bring Robby with you?”

I swallow hard. “There wasn’t any room.”

She crosses her arms but keeps smiling. “I see. It seems that Robby was under the impression y’all two had plans today. Something about building a robot? So he was pretty upset he couldn’t go with you. He spent all morning locked up in his room, crying. He’d never tell me that, but I could hear him through his door.”

My stomach drops, my mouth so dry I can’t talk.

Lena gives me a long look. She’s about to give me the business.

“I know Robby’s probably just a kid to you … but he’s had it pretty rough. You see, his father passed away when he was four. Ever since, it’s really been us two. Not much family left to account for. Which is why chosen family is so important. They say, what God takes away, he replaces three times over. So not only does Robby love having Al around, he loves having you here too. He’s never had family this close before, and he’s just in heaven. But you leaving like you did today not only hurt your father, it hurt Robby too.”

I hold in a groan. I knew she was about to lecture me about Dad. I just knew it.

“So, with your husband gone,” I say, feeling bold, “are you trying to replace him with Dad as your new husband and me as a stepdaughter? Is that why you had Dad get rid of our place?”

She laughs, rocking back. “Girl, I did no such thing! In fact, I told your father he should talk to you about it first, but I think he was scared. The landlord was coming down heavy on him. He didn’t know what to do. They were working on trying to evict him, throw y’all out in the street. He didn’t want you to worry about that. Especially after you both lost your whole world.”

“Oh,” I mumble, thinking of what Truth and Kiki said, how I should take it easy on my dad.

Lena reaches over and holds my hand. “Your dad and I … well, we’ve been friends for a long time, and we’re still figuring things out. Your father is a really special person, and so are you. But I don’t want to get in the middle of what you and your father got going on. All I’m saying is, kids at school teased Robby bad ’cause he’s real smart. So bad I had to pull him out. He’s used to being left out or blown off, but not by family. And you are family to us, no matter what happens between me and Al, you understand?”

I nod with a sigh. “I understand.”

“Now, Robby may think he grown in the head,” Lena says, leaning back, “but his feelings ain’t grown. He’s been through a lot. Lost someone special to him he ain’t been able to replace. And you know all about loss, don’t you?”

I think of Grandma, holding back tears. “Yeah. I do.”
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With a deep breath, I knock on Robby’s door. It’s wallpapered with posters and pictures from Robot Magazine. Something I didn’t even know existed.

“Who is it?” a little voice says.

“It’s me.”

I hear a couple of sniffs and a whole two minutes pass before he unlocks the door. Robby’s face is all puffy, his eyes red.

“Hey,” he croaks.

The guilt feels like a heavy stone weighing down my stomach. “Can I come in?”

He shrugs, scurrying back to his desk. I’ve never been inside Robby’s room before. It’s like an equipment warehouse. There are gadgets, robot parts, and wires everywhere. Crazy complicated LEGOs, computers, video game consoles, TVs, tools … You name it, he got it.

“Whoa,” I mutter.

At his desk, he tinkers with a clear plastic ball that looks like the inside of a remote control.

“What’s that?”

“It’s the Sphero Bolt,” he mumbles, hitting some square buttons on his iPad. “I’m programming a new game for a competition.”

“This is fire,” I say, sitting on his plaid bed, grabbing a large Rubik’s Cube off the windowsill. “Hey, I’m sorry I ditched you today. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings like that. I was just … Well, doesn’t matter. I’m sorry.”

He shrugs, keeping his back to me. “It’s okay.”

“Nah. It’s not. Friends don’t do that to each other. Neither do family.”

His back straightens and he whips around quick.

I smile. “Listen, I don’t got a lot of experience being a big sister. But I know I’m not supposed to hurt your feelings. I’mma do better.”

Robby twiddles his thumbs. “Mom said you were upset about moving to Savannah.”

I breathe in deep again, and it pains my chest. “I am. But that don’t mean I should’ve taken it out on you. Just ’cause you’re mad about one thing doesn’t mean you should take it out on anyone. My grandma used to say that.”

Robby nods. “My mom says that too.”

I rub my hands against my shorts. “So … we good?”

Robby blinks, the smallest smile showing. “Yeah.”

I exhale, grateful.  “Good. And are we ready for tomorrow?”

“Almost.”

He swivels his chair around and grabs a tank-looking robot off his desk.

“It’s a Yahboom Raspberry Pi tank with a 4B board, camera, and high-power 370 motor.”

I blink. “Uhhh … okay.”

“It has treads instead of wheels so it could go over rough terrain, like debris in the house. I still need to fasten a bracket to hold the thermal meter and program it.”

I nod. “Okay. Let’s do it, then.”

“Really? You want to help?”

“Of course. Youuuuu … just gotta tell me what to do. ‘Cause I didn’t understand one word you just said.”







SIXTEEN
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I sluggishly roll out of bed around noon. Robby and I stayed up until one in the morning finishing the robot. I’ve never been a night owl. Grandma always said I was the queen of naps and decent bedtimes. I could use about three more hours of sleep, but there’s too much to do today. I have to meet Maverick to pick up the equipment, bring it back to the house for Robby to attach the thermo-thingy to the robot, pack the gear, and then head to Calhoun Square to meet Myah.

We have our stories set: Myah is going to say she’s spending the night at our house. I’ll claim I’m going on a ghost tour. Tonight is the historical society gala, so Lena will be too busy to notice Robby is gone. As long as we’re all home before midnight, everything will be fine. It doesn’t leave a lot of time to catch a ghost, but we have to work with what we got.

At the breakfast table, Dad is slurping a coffee, watching the local news. He perks up at the sight of me.

“Good morning, Mony.”

“Morning,” I say, sipping some orange juice.

Dad smiles. He’s taking my reply as a sign I’m talking to him, which I’m definitely not.

On the TV, I hear:

“Coming up next, updates on the search for Rebecca Hutton …”

Still no mention of the search for Jabari or even about the investigation into Mr. Truman’s death. It’s like it never happened, like that part of the city doesn’t matter.

Dad clears his throat. “So. Remember we got the gala tonight. You still want to come?”

“No,” I snap.

“But … it’s in a museum. And the mayor’s gonna be there. I even pulled out the suit. Sure you don’t want to get fly and join us?”

“Not interested. In fact, I don’t think I can make any of your shows ever again. I’ll be too busy getting ready for this new school I’m supposed to go to.”

Dad puts down his mug. “Mony. Please … I—”

“I need money,” I say without looking at him.

He blinks. “Huh? What for now?”

I start to make up some excuse, but feeling bold after his betrayal, I puff out my chest.

“Ghost-hunting equipment. I found a haunted house.”

Dad groans, rubbing his face. “Harmony, didn’t we talk about this.”

“Yeah. But I guess there’s a lot we should’ve been talking about instead.”

He leans back as if I slapped him. “Harmony, I’m worried about what you up to.”

I whip around to face him. “I’ve been on ten ghost tours in ten different cities. And I always go alone. You never ask me about them. You never even look at my photos or nothing. You haven’t taken anything I’ve said about them seriously. Now you’re worried about what I’m up to?”

“What you talking about? I’m always worried about you. Everything I do is for you!”

I shake my head. “You always do what you want to do, no matter what. All my life you’d leave me for weeks with Grandma while you toured. And even after she died, you were ready to go on tour and leave me alone with her ghost. We went everywhere you wanted to go. Stayed where you wanted to stay, even here with some lady I never even heard you talk about but considers us family! You never want to do anything that I want to do, so why you caring now? If you did care, you would’ve known that all I wanted to do was get in that program at the Studio Museum. That all I wanted to do was go back home, and now I don’t have a home to go back to ’cause you got rid of our place because you wanted to. It’s always about you. When is it going to be about me?”

Dad is speechless, his mouth stuck open, his eyes wide.

“So, let’s just go back to what we know. Can I have some money now? Please?”

Dad rubs his face with a sigh. He pulls out his wallet and hands me a wad of cash. It looks like the entire amount he’s made on tips this week.

“We’re not finished talking about this,” he warns, his voice a little scratchy.

“When do we ever talk about anything?” I shoot back.

Dad gets up and heads to the guesthouse, shutting the door hard behind him. My heart aches at the sight of him so hurt. We’ve never fought like this. The whole interaction makes my skin itch.

I take a deep breath and shake it off, making a quick bowl of cereal. A few minutes later, Robby emerges from his bedroom in dinosaur pj’s, rubbing his eyes. I hold in a laugh at the sight of him. Sometimes I forget that he’s really just a kid.

“Where are you going?” Robby asks, taking in my appearance.

“Meeting Maverick, remember?”

He nods, yawns, and walks around the table to grab a bowl for cereal.

“Do you have the money? ’Cause we could—” He cuts off for a moment, eyes widening at the TV. “Isn’t that Asher?”

I turn around and read the caption on the screen: CITY COUNCIL MEETING DISCUSSING DEMOLITION OF CALHOUN SQUARE PROPERTY.

“What?!” I yelp.

Robby runs to the remote and turns up the sound.

“Local residents and leaders took to the City Council meeting to raise issues over the demolition of an abandoned property that is scheduled for tomorrow. Residents have concerns about the implosion method selected …”

“Whoa! They’re going to blow it up!” Robby shouts, seeming both excited and a little shocked by this.

I push up my glasses and squint. In the very back of the council meeting, there’s Asher, leaning against a wall, his hat tipped low, scanning the crowd.

“I thought he didn’t know anything about that house?” Robby asks with a frown.

He could be there for other reasons. Or maybe he does know more than he’s letting on. Maybe that’s why he was warning us to stay away from it. Maybe he’s on the side of the city that’s trying to tear it down because whatever is in there is too evil for people to be around.

I’ve got to find Asher. I need to know what he knows before we walk into the house tonight.
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“Right on time,” Maverick says, sitting with a black duffel bag on a bench in City Market.

“I have some of the money,” I blurt out.

He pauses. “Then you’ll get SOME of the gear.”

“That’s fine,” I agree, too tired to try to negotiate.

I pick three things: the dowsing rods, a thermal meter, and an EMF reader. As Maverick counts his money and I repack the items, I check my phone again, hoping I’d get a missed call from Asher. I tried contacting him every way I could on the bus ride over.

“Um, do you know other ghost tour guides? Like, personally?” I ask.

Maverick nods without looking up. “A good amount of them.”

“I was hoping to find this guide I had a few days ago. His name is Asher.”

He laughs. “Asher? You mean that little Orbs and More group? Ha! I have pants older than that guy.”

“So you know him?” I ask, feeling hopeful. Maybe he has a way to get in contact with him.

“Well, we all KNOW Asher,” Maverick says in a dramatic voice. “He’s a fake, a phony! He doesn’t know anything about real paranormal expertise. He’s more like an actor. He makes up stories as he goes along. And he’s just focused on getting some TV show made.”

“Oh yeah, he mentioned something about that,” I say, remembering.

Maverick looks at the equipment, then back at me. “Is that what you want this equipment for? For some house he told you about? I wouldn’t waste your time or your money.”

“No! This place is really haunted.”

He raises one eyebrow. “How do you know?”

“I just … do.”

He stands. “Tell me all about it.”

My stomach knots and I’m instantly on edge. I take a shaky step back.

He must sense my hesitation, and he clears his throat. “Look, finding a new haunting down here, it could bring big business. You tell me where it is, and I’ll see to it myself. You won’t need any of this stuff. I’ll give you your money back. Just … tell me where it is.”

He seems hungry for information. More like starving.

“You mean you’ll keep it for yourself, right?” I snap. “I gotta go. Thanks for the gear.”

Maverick jumps in front of me. “Hey! You bring me evidence of haunting, and I’ll make sure we make a lot of money off of it.”

“Is that the only reason you’re into ghosts? For the money?”

“The paranormal world can be pretty competitive,” Maverick says as if apologizing for something. “Everyone got a story out of Calhoun Square, but a new one can really drum up some new eyes.”

I shake my head. “What about helping the people who are ghosts?”

Maverick snorts. “You can’t help the dead the way they can’t help you.”

My mind clicks back to that day in our apartment in Harlem. The day that started me down this road of haints, ghosts, and demons. Was that Grandma or not?

Wait! I never told Maverick about Calhoun Square. I never even mentioned it. How did he know?

“So. We got a deal?” Maverick asks.

My throat closes up, sweat dripping onto my shirt. How does he know about the house? Was he following us?

I straighten, deciding to play it cool. “Any last tips?”

Maverick thinks for a moment. “Yeah. Trust your gut. Your instincts know more than science can explain.”

I blink. It’s like he took the words right out of Grandma’s mouth.
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When you think you’re being followed, you gotta take the long way home. You walk slow, around lots of people, to blend into the crowd. I spend almost two hours zigzagging my way through the Historic District. I walk the whole riverfront and side streets, stopping in stores I would never buy a thing in. But I don’t spot Maverick anywhere. He’s not, like, a spy or anything. He can’t be that good that I’d miss him.

By the time I make it back home, Robby is dressed and ready to go.

“You got everything?”

“Yup,” I say, dumping the bag on Robby’s bed. He inspects the equipment and immediately attaches the thermal meter to the robot.

“Did you talk to Asher yet?” he asks eagerly.

“No. But … I did talk to Maverick.”

Robby frowns. “And?”

I wonder if I should tell him. Admit that Maverick was acting sus and gave me the creeps. But I decide not to bring it up. It’ll only scare Robby, and I need him focused.

“Nothing. He said to trust our gut.”

“I gotta show you something,” Robby says, running over to his computer. “After you left, I started digging around, trying to find more on Orbs and More, and Asher. And I found this.”

He pulls up a clip on YouTube.

There’s Asher on a stage, dressed as a vampire. Fake blood oozes out his mouth, smoke swirling around him.

“What the … ?” I ask.

Asher breaks into song, waving his arms around like he did on the tour.

“The college he went to has a theater department,” Robby says. “Asher wrote this play. He wrote a bunch of plays, all with scary themes.”

A cast of characters joins Asher onstage, singing some song. Lights flash and flicker. Asher flings about, basically being his regular dramatic self. A girl comes onstage and he play bites her neck. She looks familiar, but I’m so caught up in Asher’s performance that I don’t have time to wrack my brain. But her acting is terrible.

“He said he was a film major,” I mumble, not taking my eyes off the screen. Mostly ’cause it looks so ridiculous. Others must have thought the same thing because the audience is practically empty. “He said he was working on a project that had everything to do with ghosts or something like that.”

“I know you believe in ghosts,” Robby starts, real nervous. “But maybe—”

The girl screams, placing an arm to her forehead as she faints, dropping to the floor.

The memory comes rushing back, taking my breath away.

“Wait!” I shout, tapping the screen. “Go back. Go back.”

Robby jumps, scrolling back, and I tap the screen again.

“That’s her! That’s the lady from the night of the tour.”

Robby frowns. “Huh? Who?”

“The blonde lady who said she got pushed. The lady who got a picture of a ghost! That’s her!”

It takes a moment for Robby to remember. “The woman who tripped on the crack?”

“YES!”

Stunned, Robby fast-forwards to the end of the play. The song ends, and the cast bows. The camera then zooms onto each face, displaying their name.

Asher Livingston.

Britney Preston.

I step back, a hand to my mouth. “Yo. They were working together, tricking people on ghost tours. We’ve been played.”

Robby watches me, his eyes screaming an “I told you so” stare.

“Okay, what now?” he asks.

I shake my head. “It still doesn’t explain the orbs in that house,” I say. “Asher’s a trash actor, but I don’t think he would pay someone to flash some lights in an abandoned home. We’re still going in there. Tonight!”

Robby pauses. “Do you really think it’s Mr. Truman’s ghost?”

“I don’t know,” I admit. “Still can’t hurt to check it out since no one else will before it’s torn down.”

Robby’s lips twist back and forth. “I’m … a little scared.”

I touch his shoulder with a light squeeze. “Hey, you don’t have to go, you know. It’s okay.”

“No! I want to,” he says.

“Well. If it gets to be too much, you can tell me and we’ll leave right away.”

He groans. “Myah is gonna think I’m being a baby.”

“Okay. Then she doesn’t have to know. We’ll come up with a code word. My dad and I have that. I used to go to all his gigs and it would get really late and Dad would stay talking to everybody. So we came up with a code word that I used when I really really wanted to go home.”

“What’s your code word?”

“Peanut butter.”

“That’s two words.”

We laugh. “Okay, what’s yours?” I ask him.

Robby looks around the room, eyes landing on one of his robots. “Hero.”

“Okay. That works for me.”

He wraps the robot in some type of carrying case. “It’s cool, the way you and your dad have your own language. Code words and stuff.”

“Yeah, I guess,” I sigh.

“And you going on tour with him. That’s cool too. My mom would never let me do that.”

It has been cool touring with Dad. But was it all just a trick to get me out of our apartment?

Robby zips up his bag.

“I think me and my daddy would have had code words. If he was still alive, I mean. My mama said he liked robots too. I think we’d travel and do competitions together.”

I smile. “Well, you can still have a code word with him.”

Robby stares at me straight-faced.

“It’ll be just a word that he knows,” I continue. “Like your own secret.”

Robby sighs. “Let’s go before my mom sees we took off. The bus will be at the stop in four minutes.”

Lena should be long gone by now. But as soon as we reach the front door, her voice startles me.

“Aht aht aht. Just where do you think you’re going?”

She walks out of the kitchen, dressed in a yellow gown, fastening a gold bracelet to her wrist. She has a sparkly clip in her hair, makeup fire.

Robby freezes, his mouth hanging open.

“Oh. Hey, Lena,” I say, nervously. “Uhhhh, where’s Dad?”

“Rehearsal at the museum. Doors open in two hours,” she says, eyes locking on Robby. “I’ll ask again. Where do you think you’re going?”

Robby’s eyes flick from me to Lena and back. “I’m … going out with Harmony.”

“No,” she snaps. “You’re going to the gala. Just like always. Now, go on to my room. I already laid out your suit.”

“But Mama!”

“I said no! Harmony is old enough to make her own choices, I guess,” she says, crossing her arms. “You, boy, cannot. And I don’t want you on any more of them ghost tours. The spirits don’t want to be disturbed. You understand?”

Robby huffs and takes off his book bag, handing it to me. “Here.”

I stare at it, shaking my head. “I can’t work that thing without you,” I whisper.

“You have to,” Robby insists, pushing the bag into my hands. He looks at his mom and runs to the back.

I groan and head out the door.

“Harmony,” Lena calls, following me onto the porch. Her voice is calm, but her face is all business. “I’m not trying to interfere. But this thing with your father … I just feel that—”

“You know,” I say, shouldering the bag. “Robby is much smarter than you give him credit for, even emotionally. Maybe you should start trusting him.”

Lena frowns. “I trust him. I don’t trust the world.”

“Well, how will he ever trust himself if he never experiences the world?”

Lena stares at me, unblinking. And I take that moment to run for the bus.







SEVENTEEN
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Myah is waiting at Calhoun Square, holding a can of paint and a brush, her book bag slung over her shoulder.

“What’s that?” I ask, lugging the equipment bag, sweat dripping down my back. The sun has set, but with the humidity, it feels like ninety degrees out.

She shrugs. “Haint blue. Daddy had some in his toolshed. No one’s gonna notice if we paint anything since the place is coming down tomorrow.”

“Okay. And what’s in the bag?”

“Backup,” she says quick. “Where’s Robby?”

“Not coming,” I say. “It’s just us two.”

She nods and heads for the house. “Let’s get inside before all the tours start and someone spots us.”

We’ve been talking about this very moment for almost a week, and now that it’s here, my lungs don’t feel like they’re working right and I have trouble walking.

The place looks as scary as I don’t know what. It almost feels like the house is watching us the way we’ve been watching it. My stomach fills with hot dread, skin growing tight like my muscles are trying to run away.

You can do this, girl. You got this.

Just as we reach the back fence, my phone buzzes in my pocket and I jump with a yelp.

“What? What?” Myah gasps, spinning around.

A FaceTime from Kiki and Truth.

“I have to take this,” I say, rushing away to answer the call. Kiki is in her room, music playing out of an iPad. Truth looks like she’s walking from the corner store. Their faces light up.

“Ayeee, girl, what you doing?” Truth asks.

I take a deep breath. “I’m … going in a haunted house.”

“Ooooh, I didn’t know they had parks down there?” Kiki says.

“Nah, y’all. A real haunted house.”

The girls stare for so long I think the phone is frozen.

“Yo, what?” Truth shouts. “NAHHHH! This ain’t a good look.”

“Y’all don’t get it,” I say, my voice cracking. “If I get this proof about ghosts, then everyone will believe me about what I saw that day and y’all will stop thinking I’m being weird.”

“Girl, we believe you! Who cares about everybody else?” Kiki says.

“And so what if you being weird?” Truth adds. “People be weird every day, don’t mean we don’t call your weird butt every day.”

They’re just trying to talk me out of this. I shake my head.

“I have to do this, y’all. If I can’t help Grandma get out of our apartment, after everything I’ve learned, then maybe I can help this ghost go to heaven.”

Kiki gasps. “Is that what you’ve been doing all this for?”

I realize it’s the first time I’ve said this aloud to them or anyone.

Truth stops walking, staring into the phone with a long sigh. “Yo, just … be careful. Like your grandma would say, ‘Trust your instincts.’ ”

I smile. Grandma would say that.

Kiki shakes her head. “Aight. Fine. But if you don’t call us back in thirty minutes, I’m calling my moms to call Ms. Peggy to call your daddy to come and get you!”

“Aight. Call you in an hour.”

“Nah, I said—”

I click off the phone before I lose my nerve and turn back around, finding Myah staring at me.

“Okay,” I say, tipping up my chin. “Let’s go.”

She looks like she wants to say something but stops herself.

We slip under the chain, wade through the tall weeds, and make it to the back door. The plywood is loose enough to tilt it to the side. I take a flashlight out of my bag and hand it to Myah. We both step inside and immediately fall into darkness.

Myah clicks the flashlight, scanning the space. The basement is made of old stones with a dirt floor. It smells moist and moldy. I take a step forward and kick a can at my foot.

“Ah! What is that?”

Myah whips the light to the floor, where there’s a bunch of candy wrappers, empty takeout boxes, and soda cans. I crouch down to examine the cans.

“These are kinda new,” I say, noticing there’s no sign of rust or rotting. “Someone may be in here. Like a homeless person. We need to be careful.”

Myah bites her lips like she’s holding in a scream and nods. “The … the stairs should be this way. Come on.”

We shuffle farther through the basement, keeping close together. Above us are small random pockets of light, where you can look up through the floorboards into the rooms. My heart is pounding as we reach the stairs. Myah stumbles with a shriek, reaching her hand out to grab me and stop herself from tripping over the first step.

We’ve got to get it together. If we jump at every little thing, we’ll be here all night.

At the top of the basement stairs, we can see the door is cracked open, with a little light leaking in, probably from the streetlights outside. I tap my foot on the first step, giving it a test, then the second.

“Seem sturdy enough,” I whisper. Not sure why I’m whispering.

“Let’s go one at a time anyways. You first. But don’t go too fast.”

I nod, ready myself, and rush up the stairs, pushing the heavy door open with my shoulder, falling right into the kitchen. Or what used to be a kitchen. You can tell by the counters and burnt bricks where a stove may have been.

I pan the flashlight around the giant room and up to the high ceilings. The place is a disaster area. Chips of white paint cover the rotting wood floors like snow. More garbage, empty chip bags and candy wrappers. The room smells stale, like the old antiques stores Grandma liked to shop for furniture in.

I take a step and the floor creaks so loud that I gasp. The ground is covered in dust, but I can make out some footprints of random sizes. Lots of them. As if someone was walking in a circle.

Oh no. Would a ghost have made those footprints?

Myah runs up the basement stairs, breathing heavy. She must not have liked being down there alone.

“I told you not to go too fast—”

I shoot my hand out, stopping her, and shake my head. “Wait,” I whisper to her, and call out to the house. “Hello? Anyone here? Hello!”

I point to the footprints, and Myah’s eyes widen.

Silence. Nothing but creaks and echoes.

“Maybe it was a mouse,” Myah whispers.

We tiptoe out of the kitchen and peer down the long hall in shock. There’s a giant hole in the ceiling and an old-school claw-foot bathtub blocking the front door.

“Dang,” Myah mumbles. “That must be where the ceiling caved in.”

“What was over there?” I ask, pointing to the corner, relying on her memory of the blueprint.

“That was the breakfast nook,” Myah says, then tips her head down the hall. “Mr. Truman should have been in that first room on the right, called the formal sitting room.”

If it was Mr. Truman, I want to correct her.

There are a lot of doors. A lot of rooms he could be in. I think for a moment and pull out the EMF reader. “Let’s use this.” I click it on, and it lets out a loud zipping static and a pop.

The meter light runs from green, meaning everything is clear, to yellow, meaning proceed with caution, to red, meaning there’s definitely activity.

I hold the meter out in front of us like a wand, take a deep breath, and start walking slow. We tiptoe around the thin floor, creaking with every step down the hall. Myah lets out a tiny gasp as I open the first door.

A bathroom, judging by the moldy tiles and piss smell. I wave the meter, nothing clicks. The next room, maybe a bedroom. I wave the meter, nothing clicks. To our left is a large dining room, the table still there but faded a light gray, tilted on its sides, the chairs thrown about, missing legs and cushions. I wave the meter and it clicks up to yellow.

I freeze. Something is nearby.

“Try this room,” Myah says, opening the door, and out runs a rat the size of Dad’s sneaker.

“AHHHH!” we scream, hopping around. We run down the hall, the floor squeaking.

Or was that the rat?!

Breathing heavy, we stand by the bathtub, swinging the flashlight across the floor. Beside us is a staircase with a moldy green rug runner, the banister missing. Glad I wore the sneakers I don’t care about tonight.

The meter in my hand clicks up to red.

“Harmony,” Myah whispers, touching my arm.

I hold out the meter with shaking hands and move closer to the room right before the last room that faces the square. It’s pitch-black inside. No windows. Just some old chairs and piles of wood.

The meter shrieks red.

Nope. Not going in there. I’m brave but not stupid. And if there’s one rat, there’s gotta be more.

“Let’s check the next room,” I say finally. It’s the room that faces Calhoun Square, where I took the picture, where most of the windowpanes are missing. “This was where I saw the ghost,” I say, staring out into the dark empty square, the large trees blocking most of the streetlights. Everything looks covered in shadows. I think of all the ancestors buried underneath the brick walkways, benches, and lawns, wondering if they’re watching us. Are they mad or do they need our help?

The meter whistles a sound at yellow.

“Okay, let’s do this,” I say, breaking out of my trance and pulling out my camera.

Myah grabs the dowsing rods, holding one in each hand. She straightens her back and takes a deep breath, mumbling some words, like a prayer.

I set my phone down to voice record. “We might not hear him, but this might pick up something. Whatever sounds we catch will help.”

“Got it,” she says, turning off her flashlight.

“Okay. You call to him and I’ll start taking pictures.”

Myah agrees, seeming nervous, but rolls her shoulders back and starts.

“Spirits, hear me,” she says in a dramatic voice. “Spirits, hear me!”

I stare at her and she frowns.

“What?”

“Girl. Be so for real right now.”

She sighs. “Okay, okay. Ummm … is there anyone with us right now?”

The rods don’t move.

“Is anyone with us?” Myah asks again. And again. Nothing.

“These things ain’t working,” she grumbles.

“Keep trying. Or … maybe just talk to Mr. Truman.”

Myah swallows hard and nods. “Okay. Mr. Truman, are you with us? Tim Truman?”

I hold my breath, waiting. No answer.

I grab Robby’s robot tank and the controller monitor. Robby had hooked up the thermal meter so it could sense temperature spots in the room. The monitor clicks to life, but the robot doesn’t move. I tap a few buttons and suck my teeth.

“Dang. Is anyone here?” Myah asks.

The rods swing and we gasp.

Myah smiles wide, her face brightening. “Okay, okay. So, is this Mr. Truman?”

The rods swing again, back and forth, then point to the door.

I gasp. “Hey! I think he wants us to follow.”

This is it. This is really it!

“Go,” I whisper.

Myah steps cautiously into the hall, following the swinging rods. She walks right next door into the windowless room.

“Harmony,” Myah cries, voice quivering.

“Coming!” I shout, grabbing my bag and the robot and running after her. I quickly turn on both flashlights, facing them up to the ceiling, which lights up the whole place.

The rods stop moving.

“Mr. Truman? Mr. Truman? Dang.” Myah shivers. “It’s freezing in here.”

My spine locks stiff. A sudden drop of temperature … that’s a sure sign of a ghost!

As I set down the robot, it clicks on. The thermal meter passes Myah, and she’s a bright red blob on the controller. But when I face the robot the opposite way, I notice a bright blue blob. It’s quick, like a blip on the screen before it disappears. I look in that direction. Empty.

I swallow hard and start to rationalize. Maybe it was a false alarm. Maybe the meter is picking something up outside. Maybe I broke it. But the hairs on the back of my neck prickle.

“I … I think something’s here …” I whisper, trailing off, desperately trying to work the controller. But I can’t get the robot to move.

Myah throws the rods on the ground with a grunt and grabs her book bag, digging around. I’m too busy messing with the robot to worry about what she’s doing. I know Robby taught me what to do, but I can’t remember all that programming stuff. And what was that blob?

When I turn around, I see Myah is on the floor, setting up a tan-and-black Ouija board.

“What is that!”

Myah purses her lips. “What’s it look like?”

“Have you lost your mind?” I snap, looming over her. “Put that away!”

“But we’re so close! I feel it. Let’s just try!”

“Maverick said not to mess with those things!”

“He also told us that he didn’t believe in ghosts. So I’ll stick with what I know.”

“Wait! Did you steal that from your grandma’s house?”

She looks at me, the guilt all over her face. I can’t believe I trusted this girl. Again.

“Myah, we’re not supposed to—”

A door somewhere down the hall creaks. We freeze, staring at each other. I go through a mental checklist that would explain the noise but come up empty.

Then, footsteps. Real footsteps. Creeping closer.

Oh no.

Myah jumps to her feet, staring at the door.

“Psst,” a raspy voice says, and I lose all feeling in my legs.

“Myah,” I gasp, lips quivering. Really, my whole body is shaking.

Myah searches the room, grabs a piece of wood, and shouts, “Who’s there?”

I point the flashlight at the door. Myah reels the stick back like a bat, ready to swing.

The footsteps grow faster, closer, until they’re right on us.

Just as I’m about to start crying, Robby turns the corner.

“Robby?!” we shout.

Robby, dressed in a light gray suit and black tie, puts up his hand, shielding his eyes from the light. His little pocket flashlight makes only a pinprick of light for him to work with.

“What are you doing here?” I yell.

He eyes the slab of wood in Myah’s hand as she slowly sets it down.

“I couldn’t let you do this without me.”

I snatch him up in a tight hug, relieved, both that he’s here and that he wasn’t a ghost or a demon.

“We didn’t want to do this without you either,” I say. “But don’t ever go walking around by yourself again, got it?”

He smiles. “Got it.”

“I have to get him back to the gala,” I say to Myah. “Before his mom freaks out.”

Now that we’re gonna be living with her for who knows how long, I don’t want no smoke with Lena. She paranoid but ain’t all bad.

“Mama’s busy,” Robby says, grabbing the robot and the controller. “She won’t notice I’m gone for at least an hour.”

He kneels on the floor, fiddling with the robot until it pops to life, gears and wheels whirling.

Something thumps from overhead, and the three of us jump.

“What was that?” Myah gasps. “Another rat?”

Only a rat the size of a puppy could make a noise like that. And I’ve only seen those on the New York subway.

Robby grabs the robot, runs out the room, and up the stairs.

“No, Robby, wait!” I whisper, tracking him with my flashlight.

At the top of the stairs, he sets the robot on the landing and runs back down, the stairs creaking and moaning.

“You’re crazy! You could have fallen—”

“This way we’ll be able to see what’s upstairs,” Robby says, running back into the room and messing with the controller.

CREEEAAAKKKKK.

The sound is so loud it feels like it came from all four corners of the small room. We freeze, staring at each other.

Robby grabs hold of my arms, shaking. Or maybe I’m shaking.

Another thump above our heads makes me jump.

“Robby,” I whisper, not taking my eyes off the ceiling. “The robot.”

Robby nods. He presses some buttons and pulls up the monitor. Using the remote control, he guides the robot down the upstairs hallway. The camera is fuzzy and doesn’t have the best night vision. But light from the moon shines through the cracks of the boarded-up windows, just enough to see something.

Robby drives the robot into the room above us. The thermal meter picks up a large red blob in the corner.

Something is there. Something too big to be a rat.

I glance over at Myah. She’s back in front of her Ouija board. She sets down a small heart-shaped piece of wood with a glass circle in the middle. I’ve seen a Ouija board used in movies and TV shows but never in real life.

She closes her eyes and tilts her head. “Is someone in this room with us?”

The piece doesn’t move.

“Are you here with us? Are you close? Can you tell us your name?”

Nothing.

“Is your name Tim Truman?”

Nothing.

Myah sucks her teeth. “Mr. Truman, we don’t have time for games. Jabari is missing and your family is worried sick. What happened the night you were—”

Something shifts upstairs. Footsteps right above us, walking fast. Oh no. Someone is definitely in the house!

Right as I turn my attention back to the monitor, a hand grabs the robot and the camera goes dark.

“Harmony,” Robby whimpers, looking up at me wide-eyed, and I stop breathing. We stare at the open door of the room, but that’s all I can manage to do. I can’t move a muscle.

“Mr. Truman,” Myah whispers, her voice quivering. “Is that you?”

Suddenly my side cramps up, like I ate too fast and went for a jog. I wince, grabbing it as if I can stop the pain.

I know this pain. It’s the same pain I had the last time I was near this house.

Am I feeling a ghost?!

I glance behind me at Myah’s Ouija board.

The heart piece wiggles to the word NO.

Myah blinks, her eyes taking up her whole face.

More steps from upstairs. Ghosts aren’t this aggressive. Ghosts don’t make this much noise. That’s when Myah’s grandmama’s words come back to haunt me.

“You may think you talking to a ghost, but you really talking to a demon.”

This isn’t a ghost. This is a haint!

At that very moment, I spot Myah’s paint bucket and grab it, rushing to the door of the room. I flip off the lid, dunk in the brush, and start slapping paint on the door.

Robby stands up. “What are you doing?!”

“Trying to protect us!” The door is half finished, my hands covered in thick blue, the room filling with its eye-burning scent.

Robby frowns. “I thought you paint the door blue to keep the haints OUT. But …”

The brush falls out of my hand as I gasp.

If the haint’s already in here … it means I just trapped us with a haint!

“No. No. No. No,” I mutter, desperate for Robby to be wrong. But I know he’s not.

Something is coming down the stairs, creeping slow. Robby grabs one of the flashlights, pointing it at the door.

“Get behind me,” I say, pushing him back.

The footsteps stop and I’m too frozen to move, to run or hide. There’s not even a window for us to jump out of.

We’re trapped.

Myah is breathing hard and loud. We stare at the door for eternity.

That’s when a little face peers into the room and tips up his glasses with one finger.

Myah jumps to her feet.

“Jabari?!”
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The boy squints into the room, like he hasn’t seen light in days.

“No way,” Robby mutters, controller falling from his hand.

“Jabari? Is it really you?” Myah says in sheer disbelief, inching closer.

That’s not Jabari. That’s a haint. It’s tricking us. That’s what they do.

The haint/Jabari shuffles into the room, holding the robot, like a little kid who just broke something expensive and gotta own up to it.

I shake my head. No, he’s not real. We’re seeing things. What was it called again? Grief hallucinations.

Myah grabs a bottle of water from her bag and offers it to him. He clutches it with both hands and chugs.

I hang back, staring at the boy, and blink several times to make sure I’m not dreaming. His clumpy curls look like a dryer lint trap. His scrawny arms and legs are ashy, his clothes are nasty, his glasses are dusty. And he smells awful.

“Everyone has been looking for you,” Myah says, picking dry leaves from his hair. “We thought you were kidnapped! Or dead!”

I finally move across the room and poke the haint with a finger. Jabari flinches away with a small “ow.”

“Yo!” I gasp, hand to my mouth. “You really are real!”

He nods and drinks more water.

I’m shook. I’m gagged. I’m all the things.

“Where were you? Didn’t you hear us calling for you?” Myah demands.

“I didn’t know who you were,” he answers in a thick Southern accent. His voice is scratchy, like he hasn’t talked in a long time.

“Well, what are you doing in here in the first place?!” Myah presses.

“Hiding,” he says quietly.

“Why?”

“ ’Cause every night … I would see the person who killed my uncle,” he says, his bottom lip trembling. “If I opened my mouth, the same thing would’ve happened to me, to my brother and mama. I didn’t want them to get hurt too.”

“Wait, hold up, you saw who murdered your uncle?” I ask, baffled.

He nods twice and begins to sob. “I didn’t see all of it, but I heard it happen. I was supposed to wait in the van. I wasn’t supposed to be sneaking around and spying. But I was bored, and I didn’t have Wi-Fi. I just wanted to see if I could follow Uncle Tim without him knowing, like in the movies. But I couldn’t save him. And after, I was too scared to move.”

Robby’s mouth hangs wide open in shock. “How did you even last so long in this house?”

Jabari squirms. “Sometimes I’d sneak out and take food from a spot around the corner. Don’t tell my momma!”

“Why didn’t you ask anybody for help?” Myah asks.

“Were you really THAT scared you couldn’t say nothing to nobody?” Robby asks.

Jabari nods forlornly. “I didn’t know what to do.”

Myah sucks her teeth. “And what was your plan, just stay in this house forever?”

“Myah, chill,” I say. “He was scared. He’s a little kid!”

Jabari sniffs, wiping his face. It makes sense he’d stay hidden if  he was so afraid.

Myah reels herself back in. “You right. You right. But, Jabari, everybody’s been worried sick over you.”

He perks up. “Is my momma okay? And my brother, Jay?”

“They fine! They been looking for you,” Myah says.

He straightens. “Not around here, right? They can’t come around here!”

“No one knew you were up in here. But we’re gonna get you out now,” I say.

“No! I can’t leave,” Jabari cries, panicking. “They’ll know that I saw who did it! They’ll kill me too!”

He turns to look at me but knocks over the flashlight. The light hits the thick lenses of  his glasses, and he flinches away, the glare bright.

A bright white glare …

“Your glasses,” I gasp, pointing at him. I realize it suddenly. “The streetlights must have hit his glasses when he was looking out the window,” I tell Robby and Myah. “Those are the orbs I caught with my camera.”

Robby, too stunned to speak, nods his head and sets the flashlight back straight.

“It’s okay. We’ll keep you safe,” Myah insists, trying to nudge Jabari toward the door. “We promise. People are gonna be so happy to see you. ALIVE!”

“You don’t understand,” Jabari says, backing away from us.

He’s falling apart when I thought he’d be happy to be found. What did he see that got him so shook? What scared him so bad that he stayed locked inside a haunted house for days?

Except the house isn’t haunted, not like we thought. All the creaks and noises were just an old house being old. The EMF reader was probably just picking up static from other houses—if it even really works.

There’s no ghost in here, not the ghost of Tim Truman or Jabari. Just a regular boy stuck inside a house. So, something outside must be keeping him in.

I think back to the photo I took from the square, the shot of what we now know was Jabari peeping through the window. He would have seen the killer in the square, heard his voice matching the voice he heard kill his uncle.

“Wait, you saw this person every night?” I ask.

“Yeah,” Jabari says. “Just about.”

My stomach tenses with a hard jerk and I grab my camera bag.

“Robby,” I say, with a firm look. “Peanut butter.”

Robby’s mouth drops. He jumps up, stuffing his robot in the bag.

“Come on, we gotta go,” I say, frantically searching around the room, making sure we have what we need.

“What’s going on?” Myah asks, confused.

“We gotta get out of here,” I say, pushing her and Jabari toward the door. “Right now!”

“What? Why?”

“He said he saw the killer every night. Who comes by here every night?”

Myah thinks for a moment before it clicks. “A ghost tour!”

Asher comes here every night. Asher knew about the house. Asher lied about everything. Stupid, stupid, stupid, I should have known!

But it’s too late. I hear slow footsteps coming up from the basement, lagging like he has all the time in the world. He’s probably been watching us this entire time. Waiting until we cornered ourselves in the one room without windows, unable to cry for help.

We huddle together, watching the door, waiting for him to appear.

But it’s not Asher. It’s the blonde lady.

Britney.

And she’s holding a knife.
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The flashlight reflecting off the sharp blade has me in a choke hold. I can’t seem to move or think.

Britney is taller than I remember. Bigger. Like she could be in the WNBA or something. Thick blonde hair so long it touches her butt. And with a knife in her hand, she looks like a monster.

I turn to Jabari. “She killed your uncle?”

Jabari nods slow, half  hiding behind Myah, who stares in disbelief.

“Who is this lady?” Myah snaps.

“I work with Asher,” Britney says with a slick smile. “Or used to.”

I think back to the night of the tour. She seemed so regular, so mousy, so … not crazy.

“Why did you kill Mr. Truman?” Myah snaps. “What did he do to you?”

Britney sighs, twirling her knife around. “Asher and I, we had a chance to pitch our own ghost TV show,” she explains, sounding almost excited to tell us. “But the producers said they only were willing to come to Savannah for something NEW and exciting. So, we made up a whole new story about a house in Calhoun Square. Told them some old slave was buried underneath here, causing all kinds of disturbances. I figured we’d do what we do best, make magic, just like on our tours. And with a house like this, in the middle of Savannah’s most haunted square, it tracks. But Asher …”

“He didn’t want to do it?” I say.

She shakes her head. “He said it wouldn’t be ‘authentic.’ Ha! Like we ever were. I get paid every night to come on tour and show our doctored-up pictures of ghost attacks and pretend to fall. We’re making a killing! So, I said I would do it on my own. I have the connections.”

Something dawns on me, and I take a step forward.

“There is no Myers ghost, either, is there?”

Britney chuckles. “No. We made all that stuff up. No one named Myers ever even lived here. This place was just old and abandoned.”

My hands ball into fists as tears threaten to stream down my face. I can’t believe it. We’ve literally been chasing a lead to nowhere.

“But come on! This house is perfectly creepy,” Britney says with a laugh, glancing around. “Anyway, in order to make our new story believable, I knew we needed one witness to back up our claim. And a Black historian, in a square known for being a burial ground for slaves … that’s television gold! So I asked Tim Truman for a little help. People definitely would’ve believed him. All he had to do was go along with our story that haints haunted the Myers House and drove everybody crazy.”

“So why did you kill him?” I mumble.

Britney sniffs. “That night … Tim and I had agreed to meet here, at the house. I was gonna tell him all the ways we were going to pull this off. But he came and told me he wasn’t going through with my plan, that it was wrong to lie about his ancestors just for money. He said he planned to reach out to the producers himself and tell them the truth.”

“He didn’t want you disrespecting the ancestors,” Jabari shouts through tears, Myah holding him back. “That meant everything to him.”

 “There are ghosts all over this city!” Britney snaps. “One more story wouldn’t have hurt anybody. I had the costumes, the makeup, all the props and gadgets we needed to make it look real. I’d asked Tim to come to the house, so he could see for himself. But he just wouldn’t listen.” Britney’s eyes bulge. “The TV show was going to be my big break. My chance to stop playing these bit parts, always the side character, never the lead. A chance to prove to my family that I’m onto something big so they’d stop looking at me like I’m some failure. And he was going to ruin everything!”

Myah stares in disgust. “You didn’t have to kill Mr. Truman! He was a good man.”

Britney shakes her head again, her eyes flooding with tears. “I didn’t mean to do it. It was an accident! We started arguing and I tried to stop him, to make him listen. I pushed him and he fell. Hit his head on one of the stones in the basement. Gone just like that. I had to move him, get him out of the house, or this place would have been a crime scene and the producers would’ve lost interest. But I didn’t know that nosy kid had followed us. I didn’t know he was here or even missing until it came up on the news. He must have been hiding in the shadows like a ninja or something.” She glances at me. “And when Asher told me about the picture you took on the ghost tour, I realized the kid must have still been hiding in here.”

“So Asher knows about everything?” I gasp.

She scoffs, shaking her head. “Not at first, but I called him that night. I told him to meet me here, then help me move the body, or I’d tell everyone he was involved, and like I said, my family runs this city. No one was gonna believe his word against mine. I told him that we shouldn’t do tours in Calhoun Square anymore, it was too risky. But he swore that if we didn’t carry on as usual, it would look suspicious. ’Cause what ghost tour doesn’t go to Calhoun Square?! Your uncle knew that well,” she tells Jabari. “Gosh, he would’ve made SO much money, and I even would’ve put in a good word with my father and the city council to change the square’s name, just like Tim always wanted. It would’ve been a win-win for both of us!”

City council? Wait! Her name is Britney Preston. She must be in the Preston family!

“Did you have your father rush the demolition of this house?” I demand. “Why?”

“Well … once the producers passed on my show idea, I realized I had to erase any evidence of what happened here.” She looks at Jabari. “Or any witnesses.”

Jabari whimpers into Myah, and she holds him tight.

“I knew you were interested in this house,” Britney says to me with a tight smile. “Asher tried to throw you off the scent. But then I had lunch with Maverick. He told me he had met with some kids who were trying to get into ghost hunting. I asked him if you showed him a picture of this house and he got reallll nosy about it. But I swear, I didn’t mean to kill Tim Truman. He just tripped. I think. Or maybe a ghost pushed him.”

Britney is for real, for real crazy. There’s no denying it now. And with crazy people, you gotta take it slow and play their game.

“Well. You can just tell everyone it was an accident,” I say, trying to keep her talking, to buy us time. “What happened with Tim Truman. They’ll believe you. We’ll back you up.”

Myah looks at me like I got two heads.

“It’s too late for that,” Britney huffs. “And I’m not going to jail.”

“What are you going to do?” Myah spit out.

Britney sighs and pulls a roll of  black duct tape out of her bag. “This building is coming down tomorrow. You four will be in the basement when it happens. No one will be able to hear you scream.”

Robby squeezes tighter to me, a whimper escaping him. This is it. There’s no way out. We’re all going to die in here. Just more ghosts added to Calhoun Square.

With the ancestors …

But the ancestors wouldn’t give up so easy. They fought to the end and passed that down to all of us. That’s why we’re all fighters and protectors. Myah never gave up on wanting to help Tim Truman and his family. Jabari did everything to protect his family, including living in this run-down house. And Robby ran all the way from the gala just to help me.

“Now come on,” Britney says. “We’re going down to the basement. And no one try anything funny. I mean it!”

Trust your gut.

It’s my gut that knows what to do. My gut that tells me how to stay safe. My gut is my ancestors. Grandma, Mom, they’ve always had my back … they’ve been with me this entire time. Every time something happens, my gut is the first thing I feel. Maybe it’s not a ghost I’m feeling. Maybe it’s them.

Trust your gut.

I look down at the camera hanging around my neck as a plan forms. One side of me thinks it’s crazy, but the other side, the side that’s kept me safe, thinks it’ll work.

“Close your eyes,” I whisper to Myah.

“What?”

“Trust me. And when I tell you to, grab the boys and run.”

Myah swallows hard but gives a subtle nod.

“All right. Let’s go,” Britney orders, then points the knife at me. “You first.”

I take a deep breath and step toward her, prying myself out of  Robby’s fingers. I don’t know if  I can pull this off, but I’m gonna try.

Trust your gut.

Another step. Then another. Britney gives me a sly smile. A smile that says she’s won. When I’m a foot away from her, I quickly grab my camera, point, and shoot. The room turns blinding white.

“Ah!” Britney hollers, shutting her eyes tight.

“Now!” I scream at Myah, and shove Britney with both hands. She stumbles, tripping over a chair and falling to the floor.

Myah pushes Jabari and Robby toward the door. “Go! Go! Go!” she yells.

The boys hesitate but run out into the hall, sneakers squeaking.

Myah grabs the paint can and hurls it at Britney’s head. It hits with a loud DINK, bright blue paint splattering across the floor and walls. She screams, paint dripping into her mouth.

“Come on!” I scream, dragging Myah out and shutting the door. Right as Myah yanks a nearby chair to shove against the knob, we hear screams and a loud crash behind us.

“What was that?”

Robby’s howl from down the hall makes my insides ice over.

“Robby!”
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I take off in the direction of  his cries, but we don’t have to run far. In the kitchen, Robby has fallen through a small hole in the floor.

I dive for his hands, hearing my camera lens crack beneath me as the flashlight rolls into the corner. I scoop my arms under his armpits, holding him in a tight squeeze. The wood around us snaps like fallen branches. Is the whole floor going to go?

In the corner, something squeaks and skitters. A rat runs out of a crack in the wall, right into the beam of the flashlight, right in our direction. I let out the biggest scream before a Ouija board sweeps through the air, knocking the rat away. Myah tosses the board aside and grabs hold of a sobbing Robby.

“Pull!” Myah orders.

There are more snaps, the floor groaning a loud moan. I don’t think it’s gonna hold all our weight. It’s gonna cave in and we’re going to die! I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be with Grandma and Mom yet. I don’t want to leave Dad behind. But I can’t leave Robby either.

I wiggle back, pulling Robby with me, my glasses falling off in the struggle. Wood scrapes against my arms, splinters in my fingers.

“Pull! Pull!”

With every bit of energy I have, I tug and we heave Robby out, dragging him away from the hole.

“Are you okay?” I ask, catching my breath.

“My leg,” he cries, his face wet. “It really hurts.”

I grab the flashlight and point it in the direction of his leg for two seconds, which is just enough time to see blood. Lots of it.

“I think it’s broken,” I say to Myah.

Myah scans the room. “Where’s Jabari? Where’d he go?”

“I don’t know,” Robby whimpers, squeezing my arms.

I grip him. He can’t walk in this condition.

“We can’t move him like this.” I turn to Myah. “Go get help!”

“What? No! I’m not leaving you!”

“And I’m not leaving Robby.”

Myah’s face struggles. “I can fix this … I can … I can—”

Down the hall, a door creaks open. Myah freezes. Robby’s eyes go wide, and I throw a finger to my lips.

“Shhh, hide!”

Myah looks left and right, backing into a wall. I scoop an arm under Robby’s legs and drag him into a corner, behind the long dining table turned on its side. Robby put a hand over his mouth to keep himself from screaming, but his muffled breathing is still loud. We need a distraction.

I grab a nearby rusted can and throw it in the opposite direction of the next room. It hits a window, breaking more glass.

Britney grunts, stomping toward the sound. I stare into Robby’s terrified eyes, tapping my pockets, frantic to find my phone, but it must have fallen in the shuffle. There’s no way to call for help!

“You guys are in some serious trouble!” Britney shouts, her voice cracking. “Come out right now!”

She throws a chair across the room next door. She’s crashing out and it’s only a matter of time before she walks in here. Robby whimpers. I don’t see Myah. And where’s Jabari? This is like a giant game of hide-and-seek we’re never gonna win.

My phone has to be in that first room. And there’s open windows. Ghost tours have to be walking around by now. I can make a run for it, find help, save everyone.

I point to the ground, mouthing Stay here to Robby. He tries to stop me, but I pull away. Crawling low to the floor, I squeeze myself against the wall, making my way down the hall, creeping slow, listening to Britney’s tantrum. The room is only a few steps away. But I trip on a raised floorboard, the noise echoing.

Britney runs into the hall, covered in blue paint, waving the knife.

“Gotcha!”

I scream, squeezing into a ball, closing my eyes tight, bracing for whatever is going to come. Maybe it won’t be so bad, the dying part. I’ll see Grandma again, maybe even meet my mom. But then I think of Dad. Us singing in the car, eating cheesesteaks in Philly, barbecue in Memphis, clam chowder in Boston … Can’t believe I’m gonna die alone in this house.

But you’re not alone.

Suddenly the tense knot in my stomach eases, and a calm wave washes over me. I’m not scared. It’s not over …

And I’m not alone.

I look down and grab my camera, snapping with another bright flash. It only slows down Britney’s steps. Just then, Jabari jumps out of the room behind Britney, swinging Myah’s stick against the back of  her head. The knife knocks out of her hand and clatters across the floor. She falls on her knees, cursing, but it’s still not enough to stop her. I grab Jabari’s arm and we break for the front room. Maybe we can jump out the window and run for help.

But the front door bursts open, wood flying, and a giant shadow takes up the frame.

“Dad!” I scream.

There’s Dad, dressed in a tux, mouth open in shock. And right behind him is Lena in her high heels. Her eyes land on Britney and she storms in, charging toward her.

Britney shouts, holding her hands out, pleading. “Wait! No, hang on! No—”

But her next words are cut off, replaced by gurgling sounds. Lena pins her up against the wall by her neck without even a struggle, eyes flaring in rage. Blue, red, and white lights flicker through the front windows, sirens blaring.

Myah runs inside through the back door, breathing hard like she’d raced around the entire city.

“I got help as fast as I could!”

Police pour in after her, heading straight for Britney and Lena. I run to Robby’s hiding spot. He’s frantically stretching to see what’s going on.

“Robby, they got her! They got Britney. We’re safe.”

Robby winces, giving me a thumbs-up. “Hero. Please.”

Dad shoves the table out of the way, spots us on the floor, and does a big exhale. “You two okay?”

“I think his leg is broken. But we’re okay. Right, Robby?”

Robby is too busy staring at Lena. It takes three huge officers to pull her off Britney, who’s still screaming and begging for help.

“Mom?”

Dad chuckles and takes out his phone, holding up the two faces waiting on the screen.

“Girls,” he says. “I got her!”

Kiki and Truth scream with joy.
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That was so cool, Mama!” Robby says for the millionth time, after recounting every detail of the night. Lena holds his hand as the doors of the ambulance shut and they speed off.

Standing beside me, Dad shakes his head. “She’s never gonna let that boy out of  her sight after this.”

“Maybe she will,” I sigh.

A crowd forms around the house, police tape blocking everyone off. A handcuffed Britney was whisked off  by the police in one car, Jabari in another. I wish I could see him reunite with his mom, but just knowing it’s about to happen makes me smile.

Myah shivers, rubbing her arms.

“You okay?” I ask her.

She shrugs. “I guess.”

“You guess?”

She looks at me, tears in her eyes. “I almost got us killed! Thinking I can talk to ghosts. What was I thinking?”

I grab her hands. “Hey! You were thinking like you always think. You’re always trying to help people, make people feel better. And because of that you saved Jabari. Just ’cause you can’t talk to ghosts don’t mean you don’t care about people.”

Myah nods and grips me into a hug. “Thanks, girl. I couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Yeah,” I sniff.

At that moment, Mr. Horton comes running through the crowd and Myah jumps into his arms. Someone must have called him.

I turn to Dad. “Wait. How did you know where to find me? Kiki and Truth didn’t know where the house was.”

Dad sighs. “Let me see that camera bag.”

I frown and give him my bag, hoping he won’t be too mad about the broken lens. He digs around the bottom, pulling out a round metal disc.

“What!” I cry. “You’ve been tracking me this entire time? So, you don’t trust me at all, do you?”

Dad waves the disc in the air. “The tracker is for your camera so we won’t lose it. I know how much it means to you.”

He bends down to meet my eyes. “Harmony, I trust you. I always have. But I’m still your father. And a father worries sometimes. I wasn’t following your every move, but when I wanted to know where you were, I checked. And you were always exactly where you said you were. That made me trust you even more. Mony, parents … mess up. A lot. We’re just kids in bigger bodies, still trying to figure stuff out like you. Which is why we know what it’s like to need our parents. I needed my moms, bad. And with her gone … Even if we didn’t lose the apartment, I don’t think I could’ve stayed in our place with her not being there. Or being there … in another way.”

I gasp, gripping his arm. “So, you do think Grandma’s a ghost, don’t you?”

He rubs the back of his head. “I don’t know. And I don’t know if  I can take seeing her as a ghost. Still, I should have talked to you more about Grandma and how I was feeling. Then, I would have known how important it was for us to stay there. Losing your mother, then my mother, it’s a lot for a man to take.”

I never thought about it like that. Dad lost two people he loved in our spot. It was probably hard for him to stay. But he was willing to stay for me.

“They say when a lot of people are sad, it makes the ghost stay earth-side,” I say. “ ’Cause sometimes they can’t move on. So maybe it’s better we not be around for a little while and let Grandma have some peace.”

Dad smiles and hugs me. “It’s just you and me, Mony love. And I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

I wipe my eyes. “How was playing at the museum gala?”

He laughs. “I didn’t play a single note. Once Kiki and Truth called me and we figured out Robby was missing, Lena and I booked it out of there. I had just pulled up to Calhoun Square when Myah came running out the house. But I’m not gonna front, I just had a … feeling all night. And what did Grandma always say?”

I smile. “Trust your gut.”

A plainclothes police officer approaches us. Now I gotta start explaining what I was doing in that house and maybe even get in trouble for breaking in or something. I hold my breath and wait for the damage.

But then the officer takes my cell phone out of  his pocket.

“Is this yours?” he asks.

“Oh! Yeah,” I say. I forgot all about it in the scuffle.

The officer opens the screen and presses stop on the voice note.

My phone had recorded the whole thing.
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The whirring buzz of a drone flying over our heads casts a shadow on the sand.

Myah sits up on her towel, snatching off her sunglasses. “Boy, if you drop that thing on us, I’mma break your other leg!”

Robby, covered in sunblock like a frosted cake, fumbles with his controller, flying the drone away from our spot at the beach. He limps closer to the water, wearing a large bucket hat, his cast wrapped up tight in layers of plastic bags and duct tape.

I grab my camera with my brand-new lens, paid for by the city of Savannah, and snap a shot of him. The doctor says he’ll be able to get his cast off  by the end of the month. So he’ll be starting a new school on crutches, but Robby doesn’t mind.

“Everyone’s gonna ask me what happened, and I get to tell them! I’m gonna be famous!”

Behind us, our parents snicker in matching beach chairs with a speaker between them, playing house music. Dad hasn’t been to the beach in a few years. The sun looks good on him. Even Lena looks relaxed, letting Robby hobble around the shore with his new toy.

The drone zooms back overhead. Myah groans and rolls over on the towel.

“Let’s get in the water before I kill that boy.”

The sea feels like a warm bath as my toes grip the rocky sand. School is starting next week, which is nuts. In Harlem, we don’t start until after Labor Day. In the South, kids start school in the middle of the summer. I guess it’ll be like that a lot. Me comparing everything to Harlem. Myah’s been introducing me to some more of her friends, so seventh grade won’t be so weird on the first day.

Dad had Mr. Horton print and frame my photos, with plans to hang them up in our new home. During the day, when he’s not dead tired, Dad follows me around while I take pictures of the city. Savannah really is a pretty place. I’ll probably never get tired of it. While we’re still waiting for our stuff in storage to arrive from New York, Aunt Peggy did ship Grandma’s albums. I was able to show Lena and Robby all our family photos, including the ones Mom took. Speaking of photos, it sucked that I had to turn down the program at the Studio Museum. But Lena has connections with the photography department at SCAD, which will be starting a young photographers program next year. They’ll even have a gallery showing, so everyone will be able to see my “ghost” photo.

“Did you see Asher on the news this morning?” I ask Myah.

Myah waves her arms through the waves. “Yeah. I kinda feel bad for him.”

“Girl. For HIM?”

She laughs. “I don’t mean feel bad like that. The guy definitely was a scam artist. I feel bad ’cause Britney went crazy and ruined any chance he had of  being famous.”

According to the police, thanks to my recording, the case against Britney was pretty rock-solid since she admitted to everything. She pled guilty right away. Not to mention, while we were all in the house that night, Asher had gone to the police. He couldn’t carry the guilt any longer.

Jabari, his mother, and brother went back to North Carolina. He and Robby play online almost every day. He doesn’t talk about the days he spent in that house, and honestly I don’t blame him.

With all the commotion we made, the city put a pause on the demolition of the Myers House. Or whoever’s house it was since that Myers story was all crap. The city doesn’t know what they’re going to do with the house yet, but until then, ghost hunters have been circling.

“And you saw Rebecca Hutton’s parents on the news?” Myah asks.

I sigh. “When do we not see her on the news?”

There’s still been no sign of Rebecca Hutton. She’s either run away or she’s become another ghost in a city of ghosts. Only time and some good ghost hunters will tell.

Myah glances over at Robby, making sure he can’t hear us. “So. What are we going to say about the house?”

“What do you mean?”

She gives me a look. “Girl. Come on. You know you saw that piece move.”

I remember the Ouija board piece worming its way to the word NO. But I don’t shiver or feel afraid. ’Cause I know whoever was there was trying to help us.

I smile. “Yeah. I did.”

She smiles back and splashes some water my way.

I won’t be going on a ghost tour anytime soon. I think I got the answers I’ve been searching for.

Maybe Grandma really is a ghost or maybe she’s already gone on to the great beyond. Maybe she didn’t feel the need to stay ’cause she doesn’t have any unfinished business. She knows that me and Dad will be okay, ’cause we got each other. ’Cause we trust our guts.

But if I do ever find myself in another city and get the itch, I think I know how I’m gonna introduce myself now:

Hi. My name is Harmony Roundtree. I’m twelve years old, and I definitely believe in ghosts.







Acknowledgments


[image: Acknowledgments]
Soooo … I had to take a few liberties to keep this book PG (some Savannah ghost stories are REALLY gruesome), but the majority of the facts and history in this book are real. However, I want to give a shout-out to Calhoun Square, now Taylor Square, which was officially renamed in 2023 after a community campaign to honor Susie King Taylor. Taylor was a formerly enslaved woman who became the first Black nurse in the Union army and an educator. Taylor Square is the only square in Savannah named after a person of color.

To my family and everyone in the BK Buie crew, thank you for holding things down while I tour, write, research, and follow my dreams. Further, a huge thank-you to Dylan Jones, local parapsychologist in Savannah, for helping me with my ghost-tour research (especially the equipment), Pin Point Heritage Museum for all things Gullah Geechee culture, and Antwan Eady for hooking me up with some Savannah connections.

Thank you to my agent, Jenny Bent, for protecting me when I was overwhelmed. Special thanks to the Scholastic marketing, publicity, sales, and school market teams for all your work on Blood in the Water, one of the most amazing author experiences of my life! And of course, to my amazing editor Aimee Friedman, I really appreciate your willingness to put up with me. LOL!

Shout-out to some of my favorite tours in Savannah:

The Witching-Hour Savannah: witchinghoursavannah .com (home to Dylan Jones and other paranormal experts)

Blue Orbs Tours: blueorbtours.com

Ghost Hunters of Savannah Paranormal Investigation: trolleytours.com

The Beach Institute: beachinstitute.org

Pin Point Heritage Museum: chsgeorgia.org/pin-point -heritage-museum

Footprints of Savannah—Black History Walking Tour:footprintsofsavannah.com

Savannah Black History Tours: savannahblackhistory tours.com







About the Author


[image: About the Author]
Tiffany D. Jackson is the New York Times bestselling author of Blood in the Water, Monday’s Not Coming, Allegedly, Let Me Hear a Rhyme, Grown, White Smoke, Santa in the City, The Weight of Blood, Marvel’s Storm: Dawn of a Goddess, and Trick-or-Treating in the City, and she is the coauthor of Blackout and Whiteout. A Coretta Scott King–John Steptoe New Talent Award winner and an NAACP Image Award nominee, she received her bachelor of arts in film from Howard University and has over a decade in TV/film experience. A Brooklyn native, she currently splits her time between the borough she loves and the South, most likely while multitasking. Learn more at writeinbk.com.







Turn the page for a sneak peek at Blood in the Water by Tiffany D. Jackson!

[image: Blood in the Water by Tiffany D. Jackson]






[image: Chapter One]
Some calls are so important that you can only take them in your room, on your bed, feet propped up on the window ledge. Because that’s where the best reception is, and you can’t afford to lose a single second to a signal drop.

“You all packed up and ready to go?” Dad asks.

I press Mom’s cell phone to my ear. It can be so hard to hear Dad’s voice over the other voices shouting behind him. All those men in there, trying to call their families. Girls like me, gripping the phone tight like a life preserver, trying to feel their dad’s love through the Inmate Calling Service.

“Yeah,” I say with a sigh. “Mom is letting me take her new duffel bag.”

“She wants you to make a good impression. Okay, twelve times twelve?”

“Don’t see why,” I grumble. “And it’s one forty-four. Come on, Dad, be for real! School ended two weeks ago.”

“Martha’s Vineyard is supposed to be the place that rich Black folks go. This’ll be good for you! Get you out the house. Twenty times thirteen?”

I clutch the phone, nervous about accidentally hanging up. One slip of the finger and the call will be lost and then … silence for a whole day and this is my last chance to talk to him till I don’t know when.

“Uhhh … two hundred and sixty? And what’s wrong with our house?” Well, our apartment, on the third floor of a Brooklyn brownstone, if you want to be specific, which I always do.

“Nothing, baby,” Dad laughs. “But summertime is supposed to be for adventures. And you’ve seen all you can on Macon Street. Okay, now what’s one fifty-seven times—”

“You have five minutes remaining!”

The robotic lady’s voice is such a painful reminder of why we’re having this conversation on the phone, and not in person. Dad won’t be in person again for a minimum of seven to ten years.

Dad is silent for a moment. Maybe he’s thinking about it too, all the years he has left in there. Does he think about it as much as I do?

“Um,” I mumble, gripping the cell phone tighter, wishing I could climb right through it. “You talk to your lawyer lately?”

“Kaylani, what did I tell you? Don’t worry about all that. Your only job is to be a kid. Something you haven’t been doing much of lately. That’s why this trip is gonna be good for you.”

I groan, flopping on my bed, my Nintendo Switch nearly falling off before I save it. Close call! If the screen breaks, Mom won’t buy me another one. I don’t think she can afford it.

“But why I gotta go when I don’t wanna? I’m cool right here! It’ll probably be all hot out there. And you know I hate the beach.”

Dad laughs. “Who hates the beach?”

“Me! ’Cause sand gets in everything. I’ll be picking sand out of my sneakers till Christmas.”

“Lani, why you coming up with all these wack excuses? This ain’t like you. This ain’t like us. We don’t back down, do—”

“You have two minutes remaining!”

My hand starts to shake as I check the clock. Dad is only allowed fifteen minutes a day and it’s already been thirteen. Not enough time. It’s never enough time.

“Well,” I start, rolling my eyes to keep from tearing up. “What if they don’t like me ’cause … you know?”

Daddy goes silent and I wish I could see his face. I didn’t want to tell him how I’ve pretty much lost all my friends after his trial. Or how I really don’t want new friends because it’s hard to explain where he is and why. But I have a feeling Mom told him what’s been going on. It’s why they’ve been so pressed about me going on this trip to visit Grandma’s bougie church friend.

Daddy clears his throat. “Lani, I know things have been rough. Tough times don’t last, tough people do, and we’re gonna get through this. Can’t promise if they gonna like you or not, but what’s there not to like? You funny, smart, pretty like your moms, and you got a good heart. Just promise me you’ll be yourself. No switching up. Keep it real and keep it honest.”

“Okay, Dad. I promise.”

Dad sniffs again and I hear some mumbling in the background.

This is always the worst part, the hanging up. The unknown happening on the other end of the line. He’s not here to play Minecraft or test my math skills. He’s somewhere far off, somewhere he don’t belong and don’t want me to visit. So instead, he calls every day, four o’clock, right after school. But calls aren’t enough. It’s like eating a big fat cheeseburger but you’re still hungry for more.

Today, he’s calling in the morning, bright and early. Because I’m about to leave for that trip that’ll take me even farther away from him than I already feel.

“Okay, kid, you’re burning up all my minutes again,” he says with a laugh. “Talk to you later, baby.”

“Wait!” I beg, trying to keep my voice from sounding like I’m going to cry, which I’m always close to doing before he hangs up. “Did Mom give you Mrs. Watson’s phone number? Do you know what time you’ll call when I’m there? I want to be near the phone when you do.”

Dad hesitates for moment. “Um, yeah. But you know, I probably won’t be able to talk to you every day.”

“What? Why not?”

“Well … calls are hard to make, baby.”

That’s an excuse. Dad ain’t the best liar. Which makes him being in prison so extra stupid ’cause I know he didn’t do anything wrong. I just know it. But I don’t say anything. ’Cause calling him out when he’s already down and out isn’t a good look.

“Just do me a favor,” Dad says. “Be real nice to the Watsons for me. Before … everything happened … I was trying to get some of their tax affairs in order but their paperwork was such a mess. They getting old and confused but they’re real nice people. Been good to me and Grandma. Even now.”

Grandma has known the Watsons since she and Grandpa first moved to New York from Florida in the 1950s. Mr. Watson was a pastor who also worked on the stock exchange, Mrs. Watson a secretary. With no job and nothing but time on his hands, my super-religious grandpa offered to build Mr. Watson’s church for free.

“Your grandpa knew his way around a hammer and nails,” Grandma would say.

The Watsons never forgot the favor. When Grandpa died, Mrs. Watson gave my dad money to go to private school, then college, and Mr. Watson referred him to his job at Mercer Hedge Fund.

That is, his job before it all blew up.

Few weeks ago, Mrs. Watson asked Grandma if I would join them at their home on Martha’s Vineyard. I don’t want to go. But I also don’t want to disappoint Dad. He’s already been through so much. So I suck it up and tell him what he wants to hear.

“Okay, Dad,” I say. “I promise. I’ll be good. I love you.”

“Love you too, sweetheart. Don’t forget—stay sharp, eyes open.”

The line goes dead with a click, and my heart that had ballooned at the sound of his voice … deflates and flattens.

There’s never enough time.

I tip my chin up and walk into the living room, where Mom is stuffing the last of my T-shirts into a duffel bag. J-Roc’s album plays out of the speaker on the bookshelf. Mom has been listening to J-Roc a lot since Dad’s been gone. Makes it feel like Dad’s still here with us. Like he’s just in the kitchen, washing dishes as always or helping her fold laundry.

At seven a.m. that morning, Mom had walked in with a cup of coffee and started packing. Still dressed in her night-shift nurse uniform, she gives me a bright smile.

“All right, Kay-Kay. I think you’re all set!” she says, the zipper zinging through the air. “Mr. Watson will be here in fifteen minutes to pick you up. He says it’s a four-hour drive to the ferry, so you better make yourself a PB&J sandwich and grab some juice for the road.”

I stand beside her with the phone in my hand, ignoring the bag by my feet.

“Dad says he’s not going to call when I’m in Martha’s Vineyard!”

“Mmm. Oh,” she says, turning away, her voice going a touch high. Something that happens when she’s nervous. “Well, that’s okay. You’ll be too busy to be on the phone with him. You’ll be swimming, eating ice cream, fishing, and riding bikes in the sun! Oh! Reminds me, you need some leave-in spray. Can’t let your braids get all ashy while you’re gone.”

She books it to the bathroom, and I follow to her favorite room in our house. Mom is always good about appearance. Nails always short but pink, brown face always moisturized, short black bob always silk-pressed and swaying while she walks. I barely like to comb my hair and if ash wasn’t an issue on my dark skin, I wouldn’t bother with lotion at all.

“But,” I start, trying to figure out how to convince her this isn’t a good idea, “if Dad and I don’t talk every day, who will he talk to? You’ll be at work. Won’t he get lonely?”

Mom drops a jar of shea butter into a Ziploc bag and eyes me in the mirror. “Uhhhh, you know he was my husband first, right?”

I cross my arms. “So!”

Mom laughs, kissing my forehead. “Kay-Kay, relax. I’ll make time for the man. I promise! Did you pack up your book bag? You got your summer reading, right?”

Questions are always a distraction. Whenever things were bad with Dad’s trial, Mom would hit me with the off-topic third-degree: Did you clean your brush? Did you turn in that extra homework assignment? Did you—

“Did you talk to the lawyer?” I ask. “Tell him what I said? About the discovery stuff.”

Mom groans. “Didn’t I tell you to stop asking about that?” she snaps.

I step back, trying to keep the hurt off my face.

Mom closes her eyes and takes a deep breath before pinching the bridge of her nose.

“I’m sorry, baby girl. I didn’t mean that. Maybe … well, I guess I’m a little nervous. Letting you go on your first big trip without me. Then being in this place all … alone … for the first time. It’s just a little much.”

I rush into the cramped bathroom and bury my face into her side, wrapping my arms around her, trying to squeeze her just as tight as Dad would. She squeezes me back with a chuckle.

That lawyer hasn’t been helping and it shows. From what I can tell, all he does is take Mom’s money, but he doesn’t provide many answers to our questions. He’s supposed to be submitting something called an appeal. It’s when after a person is found guilty, you ask a higher court to review the decision and change it. I learned that and then some at the mock trial workshop for kids that I took at the library last month. Now I know what a bunch of stuff Mom and the lawyer are talking about means.

There’s a pre-law camp that starts in August. It’s only for kids ages fourteen and up, but the teacher said that if I pass the entry test, I can take the course. And I’m going to. I’ll learn what I need to help our lawyer and get us one step closer to freeing Dad. This summer, I plan to study. So, really, there’s no time to waste on some silly vacation.

I look up at Mom, hopeful. She doesn’t know about the workshop I took. She thinks I’ve been doing arts and crafts. She doesn’t know about my plan. I have to be strategic.

“Maybe I should stick around,” I offer. “I could get a job! Help out at Ms. Merrion’s day care. That could pay for Dad’s prepaid calls, right?”

Calls are eighteen cents per minute. It can add up. And I see Mom working double shifts, trying to manage the bills and lawyer fees. It’s a lot to juggle. So, really, I’d be better off here, where I can be useful.

But Mom shakes her head with a sniff, giving my shoulder two fresh squeezes, then walks out the bathroom.

“Out of the question, Kay-Kay. You are in need of some FUN!”

“Mom! I—”

“Kaylani McKinnon.” The use of my full name makes me stand straighter. “A change of scenery will be good for you. And your father agrees. It’ll just be a few weeks.”

I dig my sneaker into the floor.

“Four weeks with people I don’t know,” I grumble.

She crosses her arms. “You’ve met London before. You used to play together.”

“Yeah, but I haven’t seen her since I was five!”

Mom waves me off. “So! Girls your age got plenty in common.”

I doubt that. I have no idea what it’s like going to some uptight Connecticut private school, and London Watson definitely doesn’t know nothing about Brooklyn public schools. We live on two different planets. Nah, solar systems.

This is going to be a nightmare.

“Remember, Kay. This. Is. For. Fun,” Mom says. “No work, just play. Okay?”

“Yes,” I agree. And since #operationFREEDAD isn’t work to me at all, I’m not lying.
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