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CHAPTER ONE

Locked and Leaded

Y}u could see from here the house was haunted. Tts crocked
old lightning tods pointed bony fingers at the sky. It hadn’
had a lick of paint since V] Day, maybe the war before
that. A porch sagged oft the side. The kirchen screen door
hung from a hinge. Only the snowball bushes crowding ies
foundarions seemed to hald che place up.

At nighe, lights moved from room to room. Every evening
just at dusk a light bobbed down the walk to the cobhouse
arndd the FTI"I-'}' behind, and back again.

My hrele sister, Ruch Ann, couldn® take her eves off che
PIH{E’. She'd rest her chin on the windowsill and p[ant her
nose on screen were. What else did she have o do?

"It like [alloween here in August,” she'd say. “1 betcha

there are spooks inside that house”



“MNa,' Mother said behind her. "MNo spaoks”

“Whar do you chink, Boebby?” T was Ruoth Aon’s big
Brother, so she thoughe I knew things. “Spooks or noc?”

Over her head, Mother gave me one of her direct looks,
se 1 said, "Probably noc”

Bur even when Rurh Ann ook her hula hoop and her
doll buggy out on our fronc walk, she was all eyes. Sheld
watch the house while she revolved in her hoop and rocked
her doll, She spent a lov of tme oueside, hnping a friend
would happen to her.

So we Barnharts had moved 1o oext door to a haunted
house, if a house can be haunted by a living bemng. But
the old lady who hved over there had to be just chis side
of the grave with one foot in it She looked older than
the cown. Buc she was way too sohid o be a ghost. You sure
couldn't see through her You could barely see around her.

A long straght garden grew down this side of her prop-
erty. Evety blawing morning sheld tramp off her back perch
and down her parden rows with a hoe humped on her shoul-
der. Her straw har looked like shed swiped it off a mule, Tt
bnd her face except for the chins. She worked right through
high noon in a fog of flies, hoeing, yanking weeds, and ralk-
ing to her tomato plants.

The hear slowed her some, and the flics. But she could
be amazingly light on her big pins. Wed already scen her
take a broom and swar a Fuller Brush man off her pocch,



She kept aght at his heels il he was off her property.,

As everybody knew, she didn't neighbor and went
to no known church. She was not only real cranky, but
well-armed. Word was that she had a regular arsenal of
weaponry behind her woodbox. T]IE}' said it was like Fort
Leonaed Wood behind her seove, T]m}' said she was locked
and loaded.

She had te be pushing ninety, so rumars had grown
up arcund her, One was chat her property was on top of
an ancient Kickapoo burying grounds, and thars spooky
right there.

Only a ragged row of fleshy red canna flowers separated
her garden from our vard, *You children stay on this side of
the cannas,” Mother said, “Let’s ler sleeping dogs he”

Mother didn't have to worry abour me. 1 was a boy, but
not that brave. I wouldn’t have set a toc over that line, And
she didnt mean my big sister, Phyllis, who was sulking
upstaits over having to start high school in a new town.
Mother meant Ruth Ann, She was hard to keep track of
urless she was f'c}linwing you around,

"Remember who we are” Mother said, “And we're new
here, All eyes are upon us”

Tt wasn't going to be the kind of town that olls out the
welcome mat. Snll, a few people brought us chings to eat
just to see us up close. On a good day, an angel food cake.

Moore's [GA store senc us out some half-price coupons and



The best gifts are the
<~ ones that sneak up on you.
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