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            In the Beginning

          

          The Summer of 1975

        

      

    

    
      I remember the first day of that cruel summer as if it were yesterday. It was hot, at least eighty or ninety degrees, and even the wind rushing through my hair did little to keep me cool. But it was still summer, and there was no school, and for all it was worth, riding my bike made me feel like I was a bird flying in the sky. Nothing could take the wind from my sails.

      “Hey, Charlie!” a familiar voice called from the curb. “How’s it going?”

      “It’s going fine!” I called back, twisting my head to find my best friend, Sarah Anders, standing nearby. “Come ride with me, Sarah!”

      “Charlie—”

      “I said, Come ride with⁠—”

      “Look out!”

      I turned my head. Saw that I was racing toward the edge of the cul-de-sac. Twisted my handles in an effort to keep myself from crashing. The momentum caused the bike to twist at an awkward angle, and I fell, harder than I could’ve ever thought possible.

      I landed with a yelp. Cried out as I bounced once, then twice, before the bike went sailing to the street alongside me.

      A voice called, “Charlie!”

      I lifted my head to find my older brother rushing toward me, his long legs propelling him across the street from our house.

      I grimaced as I looked down at my hands, my wrists, my knees, and ankles, trying to mentally judge if I was hurt.

      My brother was at my side in an instant. “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “I’m fine, Jake,” I replied, grimacing as he offered a hand to help me to my feet. “I just crashed.”

      “It looked like you took a hard fall.”

      “It sure as hell hurt.”

      Jacob smirked before extending his hand toward me. “Don’t let Mom catch you saying stuff like that.”

      “Trust me,” I replied, taking hold of his wrist, “that’s the last thing I want.”

      Jacob helped pull me to my feet. “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “It looks like my pride is the only thing that’s⁠—”

      I looked down at my brand-new jeans. Saw a tear running down the thigh.

      I mumbled, “Oh, crap.”

      “She just bought those jeans,” Jacob said. “Mom’s gonna kill you.”

      “I know, but maybe she didn’t⁠—”

      But the sound of our mother calling, “Charlotte! Charlotte! Are you okay?” disturbed the quiet calm of the afternoon.

      “I’m fine, Mom,” I grumbled as she came rushing across the driveway, her sun dress billowing about her knees in the process. “I just… fell.”

      “Probably because you weren’t paying attention,” my mother offered.

      She took a moment to scan me—from my hands, my wrists, my face. The moment her eyes landed on my brand new jeans, she sighed a sigh that could’ve crumbled a mountain.

      “I just bought you those jeans,” my mother said.

      “I know,” I replied. “I’m sorry, Mom. I wasn’t trying to fall.”

      “They probably saved her from skinning her knees,” Jacob offered not long after.

      My mother’s eyes shifted from me, to my brother, then back to me again before she said, “You best get inside and wash up. Your father will be home soon, and dinner’s almost ready.”

      “Okay,” I said, turning my head to wave goodbye to my friend. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Sarah!”

      “See you tomorrow!” Sarah Anders called. “Hi, Missus Spencer!”

      “Hi, Sarah,” our mother said. “Say hello to your folks for me.”

      “I will!”

      My mother draped her arm across my back as I rose from grabbing my bike, and followed me and my brother along the street until we finally made it to the garage.

      “Go shower,” my mother said to my brother. “And you—” she turned her head to look at me “—you go change. Your father will throw a fit if he sees those jeans are already torn.”

      “Yes, Mom,” I said.

      After securing my bike in the garage, I turned to follow my mother into the house, wherein we each went our separate ways—she to the kitchen, Jacob to the upstairs bathroom, and me to my bedroom.

      Inside, I let loose a long sigh, and mumbled, “I guess it could’ve been worse.”

      You could’ve cracked your head, I mentally added.

      The familiar sound of my father honking his town car’s horn entered our ears as he pulled into the driveway.

      A few minutes later, I emerged from my bedroom just in time to see Jacob stepping out of the bathroom, water droplets still in his hair.

      “You okay?” he asked after a moment.

      “I’m fine,” I replied. “Why?”

      “I don’t know. You just have a look.”

      “What kind of look?” I asked.

      Jacob grinned and replied, “The kind of look you get after landing on your ass.”

      “I oughta⁠—”

      “Charlie! Jacob!” our mother called. “Dinner’s ready!”

      I slugged my brother’s arm in jest as I walked past him, only for him to reach out and run his hand through my hair in the process. I batted his hand away as we descended the stairs and entered the living room.

      In the kitchen, my mother was pulling a lasagna from the oven, while my father was just setting his briefcase down. He turned his head toward us and smiled before adding, “Hi, kids.”

      “Hi, Dad,” we both said.

      “How was your day?”

      “It was fine,” Jacob said in his usual nonchalant manner. “I shot hoops. Charlie rode her bike.”

      “How about your day?” our mother asked. “How was it, dear?”

      “Same as ever,” our father replied. “But I suppose that’s okay. It can’t all be fun and games.”

      “Go ahead and sit, Jacob, Charlie. I’ll serve you,” our mother added.

      “Speaking of games,” our father then said, before turning his head to face us, “I brought something home for the two of you.”

      “Brought something home?” I asked.

      “What is it?” Jacob added.

      Our father crouched down to pop his briefcase open. He then reached in; and a moment later, produced what appeared to be some kind of wooden board.

      “What is it?” Jacob asked.

      “The guys at work were calling it a witch board,” our father replied.

      “A what board?” I asked.

      “A witch board,” he replied. “Take a look.”

      Jacob accepted the board from our father as he passed it over, and twisted his head about to consider me. “Take a look at this,” he said.

      The board—which possessed rounded corners, and appeared to be older than either me or even Jacob—looked like it had lived a long life. There were two stars on the two bottom corners, one on each side, a full moon on the upper left side with the word yes, with a star and a crescent moon with the word no in the corner opposite it. The full alphabet, and the letters one through nine and zero, rested below it. But even with its faded letters, the two words that struck me most were the ones that rested near the very bottom—the two words that said good bye.

      Good bye, I think, and frowned a moment later.

      “Oh! Almost forgot!” My father reached into his briefcase once more and brought out a small, triangular piece of wood with a magnifying glass at the edge of it. “Almost forgot the planchette.”

      “The plan-what?” Jacob asked.

      “The planchette,” my father said. “It’s how you talk to them while playing the game.”

      “Talk to who?” I asked.

      “The ghosts,” my father replied.

      My mother shook her head as she finished setting the lasagna and the steaming potatoes on the table. “You kids and your games,” she said.

      “Do you know how it works?” I asked a moment later. “Can we play?”

      “After we eat,” our father said. “As to how you play… I’m honestly not sure. I just pulled it out of the trash.”

      Jacob and I exchanged glances.

      “Wash your hands,” my mother said. “You can play after dinner.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            The Game Begins

          

        

      

    

    
      Dinner was a quiet affair, as it usually happened to be. My mother asked my father about his day, he asked about hers, and Jacob and I ate mostly in silence, only offering up the occasional answer as a question was asked. Throughout, my eyes kept darting to the board, just as I saw Jacob’s were, too.

      A game, I thought. Our father brought home a game.

      But what kind of game was it? Was it something you made up? Something you did as a joke? Or was it really what he said it was—a board that allowed you to talk to ghosts?

      These questions, and more, ate at my mind as I struggled to consume the food in front of me. My eyes kept straying to the board, my mind to the possibilities at hand. Even my stomach seemed unfit to eat, as with every passing moment, it struggled to process my evening meal.

      Thankfully, it was over in half an hour. I rose, alongside Jacob, and began to gather the plates, all with the intent to wash them, as was our final chore for the evening.

      At the kitchen sink, Jacob asked, “What do you think it is?”

      To which I replied, “I don’t know.”

      He scrubbed at a dish with a sponge, determination furrowing his brows as he fought to get the last of the crumbs from the plate. “Dad hardly ever brings anything home for us.”

      I cast a glance over my shoulder. “I know,” I said. “That’s why I’m a bit… well…”

      “What?” my brother asked.

      “Bewildered?” I questioned.

      He smiled and passed me a plate to dry. “Just two more plates,” he said. “Then we can go see what this whole thing is about.”

      Thankfully, Jacob washed them in record time, and I padded them with a soft towel before hanging them on the rack to finish drying.

      A moment later, we turned to face the sideboard that held our long-gone grandmother’s China, and the board atop it.

      “Well?” Jacob asked. “Shall we?”

      I nodded. Jacob took hold of the board. He glanced into the living room, where my father watched television, and my mother read from a novel.

      “Maybe my room is better,” Jacob offered a moment later.

      “Yeah,” I said. “That sounds good.”

      We marched down the hall and up the first flight of stairs, then around the bend. My room was the first off the stairs, while Jacob’s stood at the far end of the second floor.

      “Something wrong?” Jacob asked when he caught me twisting my head to peer over the banister.

      “No,” I replied. “Nothing’s wrong. Why?”

      “Scared already?”

      “I’m not scared!”

      Jacob pushed his bedroom door open and said, “Come on. Let’s see what this is all about.”

      He closed the door behind him as we entered, and it was here that I surveyed the space. A small basketball hoop hung over a trash bin in the corner, and a desk was nestled opposite his bed, always tidied and made. This was where he started toward, and this was where he placed the board.

      “Shouldn’t we do it somewhere else?” I asked.

      “Where?” Jacob replied. “It’s not like it’s going to make any difference if we’re on the bed or on the floor.”

      “I guess not,” I offered.

      Jacob settled down. Said, “Sit.”

      I planted myself on the bed, drew my sock-covered feet atop the comforter, and crossed my legs just like he did.

      Planchette in hand, Jacob leaned forward and said, “I wonder how this works.”

      “Maybe you hold it?” I offered. “And let the… well…”

      “What?”

      “The ghost do its thing?”

      “You really think we’re gonna summon a ghost?” Jacob asked.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “I mean… maybe?”

      Jacob laughed and said, “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      He pressed the planchette against the center of the board, at which point he leaned forward. “Put your fingers on too, sis.”

      I did as asked, and leaned forward until my head was almost bumping against my brother’s.

      “So… what do we do now?” I asked. “Do we ask it questions?”

      “I guess,” Jacob said. He frowned, but asked, “Is anyone there?”

      But, naturally, nothing happened.

      “Maybe ask it again?”

      “Is anyone there?” Jacob asked.

      The planchette shifted beneath our fingers.

      “Did you do that?” I asked.

      “Did I do it?” Jacob asked. “Did you?”

      “I didn’t move it,” I said.

      “You’re kidding me,” he said.

      “No, I’m not!”

      “Yes, you are!”

      “No, I’m not!”

      “Is anyone here?” Jacob asked a third time.

      The planchette slowly drifted to the far corner of the board, near where the word Yes was printed in faded black writing.

      “That’s weird,” Jacob offered a second later.

      “So… if you’re not moving it,” I then replied, “and I didn’t do it, then that means…”

      I paused. Lifted my eyes to face my brother.

      We both said, “Ghost” at the same time. Then we laughed, and both said, “Jinx!”

      “Ask it something else,” I offered after I finished laughing. “See what else it’ll say.”

      “Where are you from?” Jacob asked.

      The planchette started to move on its own once more.

      “H,” I said as it drifted toward the letter, “E… R…”

      “E,” Jacob finished, and waited for the planchette to move once more. He frowned, but asked, “Here?”

      The planchette moved back to the word yes.

      “So… the ghost is from Texas,” I say.

      “Ha. Funny.” Jacob frowned as he considered the board once more. “Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this,” he said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Don’t you think it’s a little bit weird?”

      “What? That we’re talking to a ghost?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, and shrugged not long after. “You think it’ll answer anything?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Who does Jacob Spencer like?” I asked with a stupid grin.

      The board started to move.

      “B,” I read, “R… E⁠—”

      “Charlie,” Jacob warned. “Don’t⁠—”

      “N,” I said, then lifted my head and, before it could finish, asked, “You like Brenda Chastain?”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      A knock came at the door a moment later.

      The planchette abruptly jerked to the words Good bye. Then it vibrated once and ceased to move.

      The bedroom door opened not long after, revealing our mother. “Jacob, Charlotte. It’s almost time for bed.”

      “Aww, Mom!” I cried. “We were just⁠—”

      “It’s almost nine-thirty, Charlotte Anne. It’s time for bed.”

      “Okay,” I said, but sighed not long after. I pushed my legs over the side of the bed and said, “Thanks for playing, Jake.”

      “Yeah,” Jacob replied. “No-no problem.”

      I sauntered out after my mother, and turned to close my brother’s bedroom door after me.

      “I’m glad the two of you are getting along,” my mother said. “I never got along with my brothers.”

      “Jake’s different,” I said. “He’s special.”

      “I suppose he is,” my mother said.

      Though the way she said it made me frown, the lost, almost wayward look in her eyes was enough to give me pause.

      “Something wrong, Mom?” I asked.

      “No,” my mother replied. “Nothing’s wrong, Charlotte. Don’t worry.”

      My mother turned and started down the hall a moment later.

      “Remember to brush your teeth,” she said.

      “Of course,” I replied.

      Then I turned and made my way toward the bathroom at the end of our hall, fully intent on doing what she’d asked.
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      What happened earlier in the evening lingered in my mind long after I went to bed. Even with the window open, and the cool night air blowing in over me, I tossed and turned for the first hour I lay in bed, during which time I found myself thinking back to the board, and the way it moved, the way it had abruptly stopped. A part of me wanted to believe that Jacob had been pulling my leg. That he had just wanted to scare me. He was my older brother, after all, and sometimes prone to giving me grief. However, even with that knowledge in mind, I couldn’t help but have my doubts.

      If it wasn’t Jake, a part of me said, then who could it have been?

      Could it have really, truly been a ghost?

      “That’s ridiculous,” I mumbled under my breath. “There’s no such thing as ghosts. We would know if there were.”

      Still, the idea that something from beyond the mortal world could have been communicating with us haunted me—to the point where, while lying there, in my small but comfortable bed, I began to entertain what I felt were the stupidest of inclinations.

      The shadows of leaves flickering along my wall⁠—

      The silhouette of the tree branch moving outside my window⁠—

      The sound of a dog barking, of a car speeding by⁠—

      For several long, indeterminable moments, I felt as if my raging thoughts would never calm. Fortunately for me, I have always been able to fall asleep relatively easily, and as a result, I started to drift off to dream not long after⁠—

      At least until something began to creak in the wall.

      At first, I ignored it—thinking, naturally, that it was just the house’s old wooden beams contracting with the descent of the outside temperature. This seemed to be the case, because after occurring for the briefest of moments, it stopped.

      Good, I thought, shifting my covers over my shoulder and tucking them beneath my chin. Now I can sleep.

      I had just started to doze off when the creaking began anew.

      “Seriously?” I asked.

      A single knock sounded on the wall behind my bed.

      “Jake?” I whispered. “Is that you?”

      But, naturally, there was no response.

      “If you’re trying to be funny,” I continued, “knock it off. I’m trying to sleep.”

      A second knock came, followed by a third.

      This time, I rolled over to face the wall, then tapped on the wall with two fingers and uttered, “Knock. It. Off” with each resounding thud.

      This time, the knocking stopped.

      Frowning, I opened my eyes to find the moonlight spilling into my room, casting slivers of bone-white light across the mint green wallpaper that decorated my room. The shifting branch of the large tree beside my window caught my eye—and for a moment, I imagined that it was a hand, slowly creeping toward me, trying, with all its effort, to reach through the window and grab me.

      This is stupid, I told myself.

      If it’d been a school night, I would’ve been mad. But given that it was just the beginning of summer, and I had the chance to sleep in, I felt that I shouldn’t be too mad⁠—

      Even if it was my brother pulling my leg.

      Sighing, I slipped the covers under my chin once more, and told myself that I would drift off to sleep once and for all.

      The last thought that crossed my mind, as I slipped into dream, was that Jacob couldn’t have been knocking on the wall. Not unless he was out of bed.
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