


Chapter One

The minute Alison saw Grandpa’s new home, she knew she had to say something—anything—or she might start crying.
Or worse, yelling. Asking Grandma why she was doing this, why she had to move Grandpa out of the house they’d lived in forever and into this nursing place.
It wasn’t a home.
“Well, good, Grandpa, there’s a nice big TV.” She pointed. “You can keep up with the Twins and Vikings and Wild games. Maybe they have cable here and—” She stopped short at the look on Mom’s face. Or not.
Alison turned to Grandma and held out her hand. “Can I take something, Grandma?”
Grandma shook her head, her lips pressed tight the way Alison’s did when she was really ticked off. Only Alison thought she saw tears in Grandma’s eyes.
Grandpa must have seen it too. “It’s okay, Maggie.” His voice was as gentle as it used to be when Alison had fallen off her bike or had her skates go out from under her. “I know why you did this. You don’t want another Spriggs tragedy.”
“A what?” Alison asked.
Grandma stood as still as a goalpost.
“What about the Spriggs?” Alison wanted to know. The Spriggs house was the neighborhood haunted house. Of course, no fifteen-year-old, Alison included, really believed in ghosts. Even her younger brothers, at twelve and ten, were too old to believe the local legends. It was just a deserted old house, abandoned like Alison’s grandfather.
 The house would soon be torn down. No one seemed to know anything about what happened to Henry Spriggs. If Grandpa did, he’d never said.
But now he wasn’t going to get the chance. At least not to Alison. Grandma turned to Mom with the phoniest laugh Alison had ever heard. “Sometimes Daddy doesn’t know what he’s saying,” she murmured.
But Alison knew this wasn’t one of those times.
Which meant she had to find out what it was all about.
Whatever it was had painted Grandma’s face the color of panic. Did she have something to do with Mr. Spriggs’ disappearance?
Just what was Grandma afraid of, anyway?
***
The house had less than two weeks left to live.
Every winter the Minnesota snows would weigh down the roof till Alison could hear it creaking when she trudged past on her way to the sledding hill or the old pond out back. She often wondered if one day the ice dams would send the whole building tumbling to rubble. The boarded-up lower windows stared brown and blank onto the expanse of what had once been a yard. The wood siding by the back door had broken away and beams showed through. It looked like someone had begun tearing the outer layer off to look for treasure, but quickly realized how silly it was and abandoned the project.
Alison wouldn’t make that mistake.
She had to work fast if the answer to the Spriggs tragedy was in the house. The university had bought the property, and a week from Monday, twelve days from today, they would come and knock the house down to build student apartments.
“SMSU is taking over the whole town,” Alison said.
“What?” John didn’t even look up from his handheld game. Alison tried not to hope he would trip on the curb. It was half a miracle she and Charlie had gotten him to come with them. He used to be a lot more fun. She wouldn’t have bothered with him, but she might need the boys’ help getting in the house.
Besides, her brothers had always been her friends. Maybe even her best friends. When you were on a mission, you took your friends with you.
“The U’s buying everything up,” Alison said. “Pretty soon they’ll own the whole town.”
“Yeah.” Charlie swung his baseball bat over his shoulder. He’d brought it in case anyone wondered where they were going or what they were doing. Pretty good con job for a ten-year-old. Alison had played along by bringing her glove.  “I don’t know where we’re all gonna play now.”
He was right. They were losing their baseball lot, their football and soccer field, and in the winter, their sledding hill and hockey rink. SMSU planned to fill in the old pond behind the back porch when they tore down the house. Not that it was such a rip-roaring pond, as Grandpa would say. Like the rest of the property, it hadn’t been kept up or even touched in probably twenty years. But it was big enough and frozen solid long enough for Alison and her brothers to skate a few laps on it, knock a puck around and pretend to be Niklas Backstrom or Devan Dubnyk stopping it from going into the net.
This was a tragedy.
But Alison figured it was her parents’ dream come true. Maybe now their tomboy daughter would grow up and become a makeup-sloshing boy-crazy wing-ding like most of the girls in her class. A homecoming princess and figure skater, like Mom had been.
Not much chance of that.
“Hey.” John stopped at the edge of the Spriggs’ yard and pointed to a sign planted next to the house. “Look at this. We’re busted if someone catches us here.” 
Alison moved closer and read it. 
PRIVATE PROPERTY
This property belongs to SOUTHERN MINNESOTA STATE UNIVERSITY
And is slated for demolition JULY 6
NO TRESPASSING
There was another sign a few yards away.
DANGER Construction Zone
HARD HATS REQUIRED
Charlie scratched absently at the back of his neck where it always sunburned. Alison reached to stop him, but he sidestepped her. “How come they’re talking about hard hats when they haven’t even been out here to do anything?”
“They’re surveying.” John stepped over the broken post-and-rail fence into the yard. 
“What’s that mean?” Charlie asked.
John ignored him and tapped at the screen of his game.
Alison answered for him. “It means they send guys in to figure out how they’re going to do stuff. Like knock the house down, fill in the pond, start building.”
The fence had been white once, but now the color reminded Alison of dirty mop water. The Spriggs’ front door faced the field where the kids played ball. Sometime in the ’70s the city had built a road that faced the back of the house. The house stood far enough from the road, and from the Hy-Vee on the other side, that you had to know it was there to know it was there.
Or have grown up in New Berlin. Rumors got around, and everyone knew about Henry Spriggs, who disappeared shortly after his wife and daughter died, never to be seen again. But even though Alison had known that all her life, she never bothered to ask her grandparents more questions. She just took their word for it that no one knew anything.
Until yesterday.
“So what’s supposed to be so great about this place?” Charlie asked.
Something caught in Alison’s throat and she couldn’t answer.
“Did Grandpa say something?” Charlie persisted. “Is he sad about moving out of his house? What’s—”
“Dude!” John interrupted. “Take a breath.”
Charlie didn’t. “How come you got to go and we had to stay home with Dad?”
“You’d have gotten in the way.” Alison hated the way Charlie’s face slumped. She tried to soften her tone. “Grandpa’s room at the nursing place is pretty small. Mom and Grandma and I didn’t even all fit.” She tapped Charlie’s head with her baseball glove. “You had a better time staying home, believe me. You got to watch the Twins game, and you didn’t have to put up with Mom’s—uh, stuff.”
“Mom’s not so bad,” John said to his video game.
“But she has been picking on Alison a lot this summer,” Charlie pointed out. “Her and Dad both. They—”
Hate me. Alison cut him off. “Hey, let’s get going. I brought some stuff we’ll need.” She pulled a pliers and a screwdriver out of her pocket and pointed to the nearest window. “We can use this to get the boards off one of the windows.”
John shook his head so hard his hair bounced. “You’re talking about pulling boards off the window and climbing into this place when Dad’s always told us not to ever come in here?”
“You’re not afraid of Henry Spriggs’ ghost, are you?” Alison teased him. 
“Not a ghost,” John said. “Dad.”
“How’s he going to find out?”
John shrugged and stuck his game in his back pocket. “Which kind of screwdriver did you bring?”
“Phillips.”
“What if the boards are screwed on with flatheads?”
She took a deep breath. When had she become so clueless to him? And not just her. He didn’t think Charlie couldn’t do anything right lately.
The only bad thing about your brothers being your best friends was when they didn’t want you anymore. Just like any other friend.
“I can see if there’s another way in.” Charlie dropped his bat and ball on the ground and headed for the rear of the house, to the front door. Or what Alison thought had been the front door fifty years ago.
 “Where are you going?” she called after him. 
“Duh,” drifted over Charlie’s shoulder.
Alison took off after him. “Hey, wait for us.” They’d never been inside the Spriggs house. Never even thought—okay, they’d thought about it, but that was as far as they got. The holes in the front porch, the broken-out windows, and the rumors of haunting were enough to keep most people away. Not to mention the threat of being told on. A lot of people didn’t want kids on their property. They were all afraid something would happen and they’d get sued. When your dad was an assistant prosecuting attorney, you thought about stuff like that.
Alison wanted to get into the house more than Charlie did. But she didn’t want him stepping on that porch. If his foot went through one of those holes, he’d fall all the way to Narnia.
Charlie stopped at the steps and turned, the sun shining off his pale hair. “Maybe you don’t have to use a screwdriver on the boards. Maybe someone left the front door open. It’s not like they need to lock it.” He climbed up the steps, hanging onto the teetering railing with both hands. 
Alison heard the crack from halfway up the front walk. “You’re about to go through!”
Charlie froze.
“Shh.” John looked around. “We gotta be quiet or someone’ll call the cops. Then we’ll get busted for trespassing and Dad will go DEFCON on us.”
Charlie slumped down and crawled up the remaining steps, then across the front porch. He raised one hand toward the closest window, like he was waving to his admirers. “It’s okay up here.”
He grabbed a board and yanked. It came off in his hands. For a moment he stood dumbstruck, then he chortled, the kind of I’m-up-to-something laughter that drove their parents crazy. “Hey! Awesome!”
Then he vaulted into the house.
Alison waited all of two seconds. She dropped her glove and charged up the walk after Charlie. She stopped in front of the steps, so suddenly that if she were a cartoon her feet would have screeched. The house was even worse up close. One upstairs window had four holes the size of softballs, jagged splinters stood up from another, and a third was missing completely.
“I’m going in,” John said from right behind her.
I guess he’s not worried about Dad anymore. “Wait.” She put a hand on his arm. “Just ’cause Charlie went up these steps doesn’t mean they’ll hold us. We’re a lot bigger than he is.”
“We just have to be careful.” John brushed past her and started up the stairs, stepping gingerly around the holes and leaping over the missing step. “Hey, Charlie, wait for us!”
Alison held her breath and followed. The steps groaned under her weight and she slowed to a tiptoe. Soon she was climbing through the broken window behind her brother. Her sneakers thumped to the wooden floorboards and she blinked.
I’ve never seen anything like this in my life.
The house was a wreck. Beyond a wreck. It made a regular wreck look like a room at the White House.
The remaining front window was so filthy it looked like someone had purposely smeared it with mud. The floors were dull gray with dust. The few pieces of furniture—an upholstered chair, a wood table, a sofa with feet—had overturned and broken, and mice had chewed their way in past the mold that turned everything a sick gray-green. She couldn’t even tell what color the peeling wallpaper—what was left of it—had been. Hanging over everything was a sharp and nasty smell.
Charlie’s small nose crinkled. “Wow, mouse whizz. That’s almost as bad as that Port-a-Potty at the park.”
Alison shuddered. She’d been desperate enough to use it once. She couldn’t forget the terror that she would drop something into the bottomless pit—her phone, her notebook, herself. When she left she’d cleaned her shoes with baby wipes. About ten of them. “No one’s lived here since before we were born. What’d you expect to find?”
“What did you?” For once John seemed to have forgotten his video game. “You brought us up here saying there was something important in here. What’s up?”
Charlie nodded. “Yeah. Why are we here?”
Alison looked around the lonely, destroyed room and felt sad for the house. What would it be like to hold a family, then sit empty for fifty years?
“It’s like this.” She wished she had a place to sit. It was almost a mile walk from their house, and on a hot June day, it got long. “Grandpa said something yesterday that made me think he and Grandma know more about what happened to Henry Spriggs than they’ve ever said.”
“So?” John said.
“Well, like there was something funny about the Spriggs family that involves Grandma and Grandpa. He didn’t get a chance to say because Grandma cut him off, acting like he was talking crazy.”
“Is that the guy who used to live here?” Charlie asked. “Henry. I didn’t know that was his name.”
“That’s no big deal,” John said. “That doesn’t mean anything. I mean, we don’t even know what happened to them. Or care.”
 “Grandpa knows something. One time we walked by the house, and Grandpa told me Mr. Spriggs disappeared after his family died in some kind of accident.”
“When’d he say that?” John asked.
Alison had to think. When was the last time she and Grandpa spent much time together? Time where they talked, walked, did fun things, just the two of them? “It’s been a while.” The last summer both boys were in preschool had been the summer Alison was seven. Old enough that she remembered asking questions and making up stories about the spooky old house half- hidden by woods, but not old enough that Grandpa would have told her any really serious details about it.
Like what kind of accident killed the family and what that had to do with him and Grandma. 
“I still don’t get why you wanted to come in here all of a sudden.” Charlie wrapped his arms around his chest as though he were cold, even though the house was at least as warm as the outside air.
She wasn’t sure how to explain it to the boys. It was the way Grandma looked when Grandpa mentioned the Spriggs tragedy. And how she acted like he didn’t know what he was talking about.
But he did. And so did Grandma.
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