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        Hell is empty

      
        and all the devils are here.

        William Shakespeare
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      If you’d have asked me if I believed in the supernatural five months ago, I would’ve thought you were crazy. Out of your mind. Maybe even on top of the moon. This is because, five months ago, my life was ordinary—completely and utterly mundane.

      Five months ago, everything was simple.

      Five months ago, nothing had changed.

      Five months ago, the nightmare hadn’t yet begun.

      I suppose, before I get ahead of myself, that I owe it, to anyone who might be reading this, to tell them who I am.

      My name is Becky Rommel, and if I were to describe myself, I’d say I was pretty average. I live in an ordinary home in the suburbs of Central Texas. Have ordinary parents who work nine to five jobs. Go to an ordinary school, and get ordinary grades. At five-foot-five, with long dark hair and a smattering of freckles across my face, I am not much to behold. I’d even argue that my plainness is why I never attracted much attention, even after my parents told me I could start dating when I turned sixteen.

      My sister, though… she is something. Was something, if I want to be clear. Alice was something. Was someone. At least, she was… before it began.

      The story I am about to tell is one I hope I will never have to repeat. To be perfectly honest, I really don’t want to tell it. But I feel I owe it to my sister, to my family, and most importantly, to myself, to explain what happened that fateful July night, and how the nightmare was spawned from that one single moment, that one innocent game.

      It all began like this:

      It was the night of July the 2nd, and me, my sister, and my best friend Judy were bored out of our minds. With our parents gone, and us alone, it was only natural that we would go digging through the stuff in the attic. It was, as Alice was always quick to describe, the creepiest place in the entire house. It was not uncommon to find cobwebs in the corners, or even spiders dangling from their webs. But it wasn’t the bugs that we were interested in. Rather, it was the stuff in the old boxes that naturally drew our attention, that we naturally gravitated toward.

      “What do you think we’ll find?” Judy asked as we continued to comb through the boxes.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “I don’t come up here that often.”

      “What she means to say is that she doesn’t snoop,” Alice replied, tossing her long, blonde hair back over her shoulders.

      “We’re not snooping,” I said. “We’re just… looking.”

      “Looking. Snooping. Same deal.”

      Alice was seated on the floor, digging through the largest of the boxes, tossing old paperbacks out, shaking dust from her hands the whole while. As she dug, searching for only she and God knew what, I found myself watching her from across the room—admiring not only her determination, but her face as well. She had the clearest skin. The prettiest smile. The most perfect teeth. She could light up a room with her presence alone—which, to be honest, would’ve helped, given that we were rummaging through old boxes in the dark.

      “Is something wrong?” Judy asked.

      “Why?” I replied.

      “You’re just staring.”

      “Shut up!” I said, and gently shoved my best friend aside. “I wasn’t staring.”

      “We all know Alice is pretty, Becky. Now come on. Let’s find something or get out of here. I’m getting bored.”

      “This is history!” I jokingly said.

      “If you call the eighties history.” Judy turned and tapped on something on the nearby bookshelf. “Hey. What’s this thing?”

      She then pulled, from the dustiest shelf imaginable, a long, wooden board, upon which I could see were a number of letters.

      “What is it?” I said.

      “I don’t know,” Judy said. “It looks like… a game?”

      “A game?” Alice asked. Her eyes widened instantly. “Let me see.”

      My sister came to join us a moment later, just as Judy had finished brushing the dust from its surface. Her eyes brightened upon seeing the board. “Oh!” she said. “I know what this is!”

      “Looks like the alphabet to me,” Judy said.

      “No, silly. It’s a Ouija board.”

      “A weejee what?”

      “Oh-wee-juh,” Alice replied. “Otherwise known as a spirit board.”

      “What do you mean by spirits?” I asked.

      Alice smiled and reached out to pluck a triangular piece from the corner of the board. “This is what’s called a planchette,” my sister said, “and this is what you hold when you’re asking the spirits questions. They’re supposed to move the planchette over the letters and numbers—to spell out what it is they’re saying.”

      “Sounds stupid,” Judy said.

      “Isn’t that—” I swallowed. “Like… a bad thing?”

      “Why would it be bad?” Alice asked. “It’s just a game.”

      A game, I thought, and frowned. It’s just a game.

      Alice plucked the board from Judy’s grasp. Pressed her hand atop its surface. Allowed her fingers to dance across the old wood. She then said, “Well… since we’re here all alone… why not play?”

      “You want to talk to ghosts?” Judy asked.

      “Why not?” Alice asked.

      “I didn’t take you as the kind of person who believed in that stuff.”

      “I don’t. But if I can be proven wrong…” She turned her eyes up at me. “What do you say, Beck? Wanna try it?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. And I didn’t, either. Because as much as Alice’s curiosity was igniting my own, I couldn’t help but feel, deep down, that we were doing something wrong—that maybe, just maybe, the board had been put up here for a reason.

      That’s ridiculous, a part of me said. Why would someone do that?

      I didn’t know. But given that I didn’t want to disappoint my sister, whose gaze was upon me like a shining star in the night, I knew I couldn’t refuse her. So, with that in mind, I said, “Okay. Let’s play.”

      We settled onto the ground at that moment—me on one side, Judy on the other, Alice between us. My sister placed the board in the center of our semi-circle, then leaned forward and took hold of the planchette with four fingers, two from each hand. “You hold it like this,” she said, “and ask it questions.”

      “Okay,” Judy said, and leaned forward to put her four fingers on it as well.

      I did the same.

      “Okay,” Alice said, and took a long, deep breath. She closed her eyes for several moments, then opened them before saying, “Oh, great spirits⁠—”

      Judy rolled her eyes.

      “—we call upon you on this warm July night to see if you exist, and to ask you for answers to our greatest questions.”

      “What color are my eyes?” Judy asked.

      “You’re not supposed to ask it stuff like that,” Alice said.

      “You said you wanted to know if they existed. So… what better way than to ask if they know what color our eyes are?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. Alice apparently wasn’t, either, because soon after, she said, “That’s not⁠—”

      The planchette moved beneath our grip.

      “Hey!” Alice said. “Who moved it?”

      “I didn’t,” I replied.

      “Neither did I,” Judy said.

      “You had to have,” I said.

      “No, I didn’t,” Judy countered. “Why would I move it?”

      “I don’t know! I⁠—”

      “What letter did it move to?” Alice asked.

      “The B,” I said, looking down at the planchette’s glass eye.

      “Someone had to have slipped,” Judy said. “There’s no way this thing moved on its own.”

      “It didn’t move on its own, Judy,” Alice replied. “It’s a spirit board, which means that the spirit is moving it.”

      “Sure it is,” Judy replied. “So, great spirits, what color are my eyes?”

      The planchette moved again.

      “L,” Alice said. “Again! Do it again!”

      “It’s just the fireworks vibrating the house,” Judy said. “A ghost is not moving the board.”

      “Yes it is!” Alice said. “It’s⁠—”

      A deafening explosion sounded outside the house, causing us all to jump.

      “U,” I said as I looked down at the board once more.

      “It was the fireworks,” Judy said. “See? I told you.”

      “You’re being a Debbie Downer,” Alice said. “It’s almost spelled out the whole word.”

      “It’s not⁠—”

      The planchette moved us to the last letter.

      “E,” Alice said.

      Both me and my sister lifted our eyes to face Judy.

      Judy pulled her fingers back, shook her hands, and said, “This is stupid.”

      “It told us what color your eyes were!” Alice cried. “See? I told you: spirits!”

      “Even if it was the spirits, why did it answer such a dumb question?”

      “Because you asked it, dummy,” I replied.

      Judy smacked my arm, and I smacked hers back.

      Alice leaned forward and started to say, “Let’s ask it⁠—”

      But then the sound of the garage door opening echoed into the house, cutting her off before she could continue.

      “That’s my cue to get home,” Judy said, and rose. “Thanks for the game, Alice.”

      “But—” my sister said.

      Judy turned and started for the stairway a second later. “You coming, B?”

      “In a second,” I said, before turning my eyes to look at Alice. I waited until my friend had started down the stairs before whispering, “Did you move it?”

      “I didn’t!” my sister said. “I swear!”

      I narrowed my eyes at her; and she, ever the honest one, shook her head. I waited a moment for her to say something—to fess up, to say this was all a joke, that this had all been planned in advance between her and Judy. Then I said, “We should probably put the board up. So Mom and Dad don’t freak out.”

      “Yeah,” Alice said, and sighed. “Probably.”

      She turned, then, and strode over to the shelf, where she placed the spirit board upon it and sighed once more. She turned her head to look at me, then smiled and said, “What’re you looking at?”

      “Nothing,” I said. Then I added, “It’s not like the board’s going anywhere, Alice. It’s still going to be there tomorrow.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I know.”

      “Besides—it’s just a game. It’s not like any of it was real.”

      “I—” Alice started, then stopped and said, “Yeah. It’s just a game.”

      “Girls!” our father called. “We’re home!”

      “Let’s go,” I said, turning toward the stairwell. “Before they ask us what we’ve been doing.”

      Alice could only nod; and though I tried my hardest to convince myself otherwise, I couldn’t help but feel that Alice was telling the truth.

      The only thing I could think to console myself were the four words I’d just uttered:

      It’s just a game.
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      Judy went home not long after our parents returned, leaving me and Alice to reel in the aftermath of our strange and unexplainable experience. Quiet, mostly, for fear that our snooping would be discovered, we greeted our parents with nods and smiles, as most teenage girls do, and went through the subtle motions—asking how Dad’s company dinner had gone, how Mom had happened to endure it.

      “It was fine,” our mother was quick to say, all smiles and admiration for our father, who was slowly but surely rising up the ladder as a research analyst for the biggest bank in Austin. “We had fun. Didn’t we, David?”

      “We sure did,” our father replied, offering a smile to us girls. “I take it the two of you kept yourselves out of trouble?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We did. We just hung out with Judy. Talked some. Played some games.”

      “What kind of games?” our mother asked.

      Alice’s gaze shot up from her cell phone.

      “Just some stuff on our cells,” I said, hoping, perhaps fruitlessly, that neither of our parents had caught Alice’s reaction.

      “Nothing we’ve heard of, I’m sure,” my father smiled. “You kids and your technology these days.”

      I didn’t reply. Neither did Alice. Thankfully, we were good at dodging around uncomfortable subjects, as well as prying questions. We simply acted as if we were two teenage girls bored over our father’s teasing.

      Sighing, my father reached up to loosen his tie, and said, “I don’t know about all of you, but after all that excitement, I’m beat. I’m heading to bed.”

      “Me too,” our mother said, and stepped toward the stairway. She pressed a hand to my arm, smiled, then reached out to touch Alice. Her smile faded the moment her hand fell on her skin. “Are you okay, hon?”

      “Why?” Alice asked, a bit dismissively at that.

      “You feel cold.”

      “I’m fine,” my sister said, and reached up to pull her shirtsleeve down her arm. “Don’t worry, Mom. Everything’s fine.”

      Our mother’s gaze lingered on her for a moment; and though a part of me wondered if she knew that something was wrong—that we were, in fact, lying about what we’d been up to—she didn’t push for answers. Rather, she simply said, “All right,” then added, “Goodnight, Becky. Goodnight, Alice.”

      “Goodnight,” we both said.

      We waited until our parents had disappeared up the stairs, and until their bedroom door had shut behind them, before turning to face one another.

      “You almost got us busted,” Alice said.

      “Me?” I asked, dumbstruck by her accusation. “You were the one who looked like you’d seen a ghost.”

      “I didn’t—” my sister started, then shook her head and said, “You know what? Never mind. It’s no big deal.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Alice jumped as another loud firework went off somewhere outside. “I’m fine,” she said. “You worry too much.”

      “I just—” I started to say, then stopped before I could continue.

      Alice turned her head from where she’d advanced toward the stairs to look at me.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Everything’s fine, Becky. Besides—” Alice smiled a short moment later. “I’m starting to wonder if Judy was the one who was moving the planchette.”

      “You really think she’d do that?”

      “You know how she likes to mess with people,” Alice said, and left it at that. “See you tomorrow, Beck.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “See ya.”

      I waited until Alice disappeared up the stairs before reaching down, withdrawing my phone from my pocket, and pulling Judy’s name up in my contacts to text her. I asked: Were you moving the piece on the board?

      A moment later, Judy replied: Why would I do that?

      I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, or if I even wanted to insinuate that my friend had been pulling a prank on us, so I simply typed back, Just wondering. Talk tomorrow.

      Then I slid the phone back into my pocket and made my way up the stairs, fully intent on putting the weird experience behind me.

      The only problem was: I couldn’t put it behind me, nor could I simply dismiss it. Even after I showered, washed my face, combed my hair, brushed my teeth, and crawled into bed, I couldn’t think about anything but what had happened earlier that night, and how the board had spelled out Judy’s eye color.

      A bombardment of thoughts entered my mind.

      Was it Judy moving the planchette? I found myself wondering.

      Was it the fireworks shaking the attic? I eventually questioned.

      Then, finally, I asked myself: Did we really make contact with a ghost?

      The last thought seemed foolish. Childish. Outrageous beyond compare. Even thinking about it seemed wrong, but to even attempt to believe it?

      I couldn’t help but laugh.

      That would be the day, I thought, when Becky Rommel believes in ghosts.

      As outside the fireworks continued to go off, prompting fantasies of ghosts communicating with teenage girls to infiltrate my mind, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and expelled it a short moment later.

      I decided, then and there, that I wouldn’t attempt to rationalize what had happened. Even if Judy hadn’t moved the planchette, and even if it hadn’t been the fireworks causing the attic to shake and move the board as a result, I wouldn’t turn to blaming ghosts. That was kid’s stuff—kid’s stuff I knew could get me into trouble.

      With that thought in mind, I began to go through my careful motions to attempt and fall asleep.

      Breathing in, then out⁠—

      Allowing my chest to rise, then fall⁠—

      Blocking out my thoughts, and allowing darkness to take their place⁠—

      My doubts faded. My muscles lightened. My mind, racing with thoughts over what could have happened, slowed.

      Everything seemed to be going well.

      I was just ready to fall asleep when I heard it.

      Thump thump.

      Thump thump.

      Thump thump.

      Thump.

      I opened my eyes to consider my room, only to find that I was almost in pitch-black darkness. Chest tight, heart pounding, I rolled onto my side to consider the window, and frowned when I saw no explosion of fireworks outside.

      “What in the—” I started to say.

      Then, I heard it again:

      Thump thump.

      Thump thump thump thump.

      Thump thump.

      Thump.

      I couldn’t tell where it was coming from. It seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at the same time—echoing all around, in the walls and outside of them.

      The walls, I found myself thinking.

      I pushed myself up on one elbow, then twisted myself around to stare at my space behind my headboard. “Alice?” I whispered. “Is that you?”

      It wouldn’t be unlike her. As little girls, we used to ask each other questions through the walls, then thump once or twice to respond. It used to drive our parents crazy, mostly because, on the second floor, the walls were thinner, and not as well soundproofed as the floor beneath us. Sounds carried easily, which was why we’d eventually stopped communicating this way. I narrowed my eyes and waited for the sound to come again.

      “Alice?” I asked, in a voice slightly louder. “Is that you?”

      I waited—one thump for yes, two for no.

      Maybe it was the fireworks, I thought. Maybe someone’s setting them off somewhere down the street, and that’s why I’m not seeing the lights as they’re being set off.

      Maybe, I thought. Or maybe, Alice was yanking my chain.

      “Alice?” I asked again. “Is that you?”

      Thump thump thump.

      “This isn’t funny,” I whispered. “I’m trying to sleep.”

      Thump thump.

      “Alice!” I hissed. “Stop!”

      The sounds stopped.

      With a sigh, I lowered my head back to my pillow, and turned my head to regard the doorway.

      That was when I saw it—the shadow, passing over the room, as if a bright light had cast someone’s darting figure across the far wall.

      My heartbeat quickened, and my blood ran cold.

      Get a hold of yourself, I thought, forcing my eyes as tightly shut as possible. You’re just psyching yourself out.

      Maybe so. But at that moment—while lying there, in my bed, waiting for the sound of the thumping to begin anew, or for the idea of seeing a shadow to cross my mind once more—I found my thoughts racing just as they had before.

      When I opened my eyes the next time, I could see nothing but moonlight streaming through the window behind me.

      See? I thought. You’re just being paranoid. It was just a cloud. Nothing’s wrong. Everything’s fine.

      “It was just a game,” I whispered, then added, in a low voice: “Ghosts don’t exist.”

      Thankfully, I began to nod off not long after.

      I slept through the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            That Following Morning

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why were you knocking on the wall last night?” I asked that following morning.

      Alice lifted her eyes from where she sat eating cereal across from me. “What?” she asked, pushing her spoon into her mouth.

      “The wall,” I replied. “You were knocking on it.”

      “Uh… no. I wasn’t.”

      I frowned as I considered her—as I watched her continue to eat her cereal, as she only occasionally glanced up from her phone to look at me. There must’ve been something in my gaze, or I might have been looking at her for too long, because a short moment later, she lowered her spoon, and cleared her throat to speak.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked.

      “Are you yanking my chain?” I countered.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Someone was knocking on the wall last night, Alice.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me.” She paused. Then, she whispered: “Maybe it was the ghost!”

      “That’s not funny, Alice.”

      “Okay. Maybe it wasn’t the ghost. But it sure as hell wasn’t me.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes!” Alice said, then sighed—a long, drawn-out sound that instantly made me feel stupid. “I swear, Becky—you let every little thing get to you.”

      “It sounded like when we were kids,” I offered. “Before Mom and Dad got after us for pounding on the walls.”

      “My room was shaking too,” she offered. “It was the fireworks, Beck. Don’t worry about it.”

      I didn’t want to. I really didn’t. And yet, the more I thought about it, and the longer I watched Alice eat her cereal, the more I was convinced that something had happened last night.

      She could be screwing with me, I thought.

      Or maybe, a part of me offered, she’s telling the truth.

      The neighbors had been setting off some heavy-duty fireworks last night. Combined with the way the old house tended to creak as the weather changed, it would only make sense to hear things, especially in the summer, now that the weather was starting to get hotter.

      With a sigh, I slid out of my seat, and said, “Sorry for asking. It’s just… after what happened last night…”

      Alice lifted her eyes to look at me.

      “I just wasn’t sure if you were pulling a trick on me.”

      “We’re too old for tricks, Becky.”

      “Tell that to Judy,” I said, and we both laughed.

      With that conversation out of the way, Alice finished the last few bites of her cereal, stood, then crossed the short distance to the sink with her empty bowl in hand.

      It was only when her phone vibrated, then lit up that I realized where her attention had been lying.

      “Are you still talking to Billy Dorman?” I asked.

      “Quiet!” Alice whispered. “I don’t want Mom to hear! You know she’d freak.”

      “I know. He’s eighteen.”

      “And I will be too in a few months, so… I don’t see what the big deal is.”

      “Neither do I,” I replied, “but it’s not me you’d have to convince.”

      “Which is why we’re gonna keep our mouths shut,” Alice said as she narrowed her eyes. “Right?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. We are.”

      She smiled, her eyes brightening once more. “Good.” She pushed her phone into her pocket and turned toward the stairway. “Mom!” my sister called.

      “Yes, honey?” our mother called back.

      “I’m going to the mall to meet some friends!”

      “All right! Have fun!”

      Alice turned to face me. “You want to come along?” she asked.

      “Why would I want to go to the mall and watch you make out with Billy Dorman?”

      Alice smirked and smacked my arm. “I’ll see you later,” she said, spinning to retrieve her set of car keys off the rack.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “See ya.”

      The moment Alice walked out the front door was the moment when my thoughts started to catch up with me.

      You could’ve gone with her, a part of me said. Could’ve gotten your mind off things.

      Maybe so. But the truth was: I didn’t want to go with Alice, in part because I wanted to go up in the attic. To check the bookshelf. To see if the board was still there. Something, and I’m not exactly sure what, compelled me to do so.

      It was for that reason that I started toward the stairway.

      “Becky!” my mother called from the office downstairs.

      “Yeah, Mom?” I replied.

      “Can you come here for a second?”

      I hesitated, not only because I was afraid of what she might think, but because of what she might do. Frozen in place near the stairway, I waited—one moment, then two; a third, a fourth. When I finally mustered up enough courage, I called back, “Yeah!”

      Then I turned away from the stairway and began to make my way down the short hall.

      Given the fact that the wall outside the office was not really a wall but a big window looking in, I could see my mother before I even made it to the office. Seated at the desk she normally occupied, looking on at the computer upon which she planned her elementary school lessons, she appeared to be intent on everything but me. She barely lifted her eyes to acknowledge me as I passed in front of the glass, and it was only when I entered the office that she spun her chair about to look at me.

      “What’s up?” I asked, trying my hardest to remain nonchalant as I set my gaze upon her.

      “Is everything all right?” my mother asked.

      I frowned as I looked at her. “Why are you asking?”

      My mother sighed. Slipped her glasses from her nose. Allowed them to dangle from the beaded cord hanging around her neck. She then said, “You’ve been acting… distant lately.”

      “What do you mean distant?” I frowned.

      “You just seem a bit… withdrawn. Like something’s been bothering you. Are you sure everything’s all right?”

      “Everything’s fine, Mom.”

      “School is going okay? The kids are treating you right?”

      “Barely anyone notices me,” I replied. “It’s Alice who gets all the attention.”

      “Ah. Alice.” She turned her head to look out the window behind her, and appeared to consider the daylight outside before saying, “She does get a lot of attention. Doesn’t she?”

      “Better her than me,” I offered.

      “What?” my mother asked, then laughed. “You don’t like the attention?”

      “I’d just prefer to be left alone.”

      “I see,” my mother said, and lifted her glasses once more. She held them between two fingers for several moments, then frowned before asking, “You don’t have anything you want to tell me? Nothing you want to get off your chest?”

      “Not… really,” I said.

      My mother smiled. She then said, “All right. I’ll leave you be. I just wanted to check in with you and see how everything was going. Sometimes I feel like I’m sharing a house with ghosts.”

      I laughed—a bit too nervously at that. “Yeah,” I replied. “Ghosts.”

      Then I turned and made my way out of the room.

      At the stairway, I paused to consider what I might say if she were to catch me going up to the attic, or what I might do if she caught me in the act of looking for the board, let alone holding it.

      You’re not going to be up there for long, I told myself.

      And besides: even if I were up there for an extended period of time, it wasn’t as though Mom would come busting up the stairs. I’d hear her before she even got up the first flight, let alone the second. Like the rest of the house, the stairs creaked, sometimes so loudly that they could be heard even through closed doors.

      With that thought in mind, I started toward the attic.

      At the first landing, I turned my head to look downstairs.

      At the second, I briefly considered my room to my left, then Alice’s just beyond. Our parents’ room was on the right, and though Dad wasn’t inside to bust me in my quest to start into the attic, I still paused as I passed by their room.

      Besides, I told myself. It’s not like I’ve been told I can’t go up to the attic.

      It was then that I nodded. Then that I stepped forward. Then that I, with many reservations, made my way down the long hall, then up the stairs that led into the attic.

      At the trapdoor, I took a moment to compose myself, then reached up and opened it.

      The smell of dust still permeated the place. Even the presence of three bodies—of three teenage girls—from the previous night hadn’t disturbed it.

      All right, I thought. Let’s get this over with.

      I turned toward the bookshelf at the far edge of the room. Prepared myself for the worst. Stepped forward, and then, with my cell phone primed in hand, flicked the flashlight app on to shine light upon the room.

      I was fully prepared to see the spirit board resting on the shelf.

      Except, I didn’t. I didn’t see the Ouija board there.

      No.

      It was gone.
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      I wasn’t sure what to think. How to feel. Even how to act. My mind was so clouded by panic that, at first, all I could do was stare. But as my heart began to hammer inside my chest, pumping blood into my balled fists and causing my eardrums to throb, I found myself trembling.

      It’s okay, I told myself. Stay calm.

      There had to be a logical explanation. Maybe the board had fallen off the shelf. Of course, a quick look at the floor showed that nothing was there. Then I thought: Maybe I’d placed it somewhere else. The fact was: we’d been rushing to get downstairs once our parents arrived, and as a result, I’d made haste. But, naturally, a quick scan of the top shelf, then the bottom, revealed that it wasn’t in either of those places.

      But if it isn’t on the floor, I found myself thinking, and it isn’t on a different shelf…

      Where could it have gone?

      My desperation almost blinded me, my fear of our parents discovering we’d been messing with the board nearly choking me. I had to force myself to take slow, deep breaths to calm myself down, and even then, I still felt like a jackhammer was threatening to split me in two.

      “Stay calm,” I whispered, “and think.”

      If the board wasn’t on the shelf… and it wasn’t on the floor… then that could only mean…

      That someone must have taken it.

      Of course, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that I hadn’t heard Dad go up to the attic last night, and Mom never braved the claustrophobic space due to her phobia of spiders. That could only mean…

      “That Alice took it,” I said.

      The words came out of my mouth instinctively—as if they were planted there by some unseen force. Unsure what to think, and even more unsure how to feel, I spun to face the trapdoor, only to find myself doubting my thought immediately.

      As much as I wanted to believe in the simplest explanation, there was no real reason for Alice to have taken the board from the attic. She’d said herself that she thought Judy had been the one pulling our legs—that my best friend had been the one who’d somehow been moving the planchette beneath our fingers. That alone left the tickle of doubt, of suspicion, in my mind. But even then, the idea of blaming Judy seemed irrational, too. How would she have snuck it out of the attic, let alone past my parents and out of the house?

      With a frown, I reached up to run a hand through my dark hair. It was there, standing in the half-light produced by my smartphone, that I began to regret having ever touched the board.

      This is what you get, I thought at that moment, for messing with things you shouldn’t.

      After taking a long, deep breath, I stepped toward the trapdoor, fully intent on descending back into the home.

      That was when I heard the creak of a floorboard from somewhere behind me.

      I spun, instinctively searching for someone.

      Naturally, no one was there. There was nothing in the attic except brown boxes, old books, and enough dust to last a lifetime.

      It was after hesitating there for some time, and with that certain thought in mind, that I turned and made my way back down the stairwell. I did not hear the creaking sound again, even when I closed and secured the trapdoor behind me.

      Of course, with the board gone, my anxieties surged to the forefront, my paranoia to the surface of my conscience. Convinced, with each passing second, that Mom would come barreling upstairs demanding answers, I slipped into my room and grabbed my tablet from its place on its charger, fully intent on reading a book to pass the time. At least I couldn’t be seen as suspicious for doing that. Or so I hoped.

      I read for what felt like hours. For what seemed like an eternity. Swiping the touchscreen as I finished a page, allowing my eyes, and my brain, to naturally follow the flow of words across the tablet’s surface. Occasionally, I would look up,  and I would wonder how Alice was doing, or what she was doing. The idea of her having snuck out of the house to see Billy Dorman was always present in my mind—a reality that bothered me in more ways than one. He was a guy she said was just a friend, but who seemed to be much more. As a result, I often thought, Is she being taken advantage of? Guys were cruel, and more often than not, only had one thing on their minds. But the more I considered it, the more I thought something contrary to that—something that dodged the question of an eighteen-year-old man-boy’s intentions entirely. I thought: Is she happy?

      Alice had grown sullen over the summer break, and though it was almost always the same at the end of each school year, I couldn’t help but worry each time. As a social butterfly, Alice craved real, physical, in-person interaction. Unlike me, who was perfectly fine with messaging my best friend online. I’d always admired that about Alice. She could literally walk up to a stranger and start a conversation with them. That was how she’d started talking to Billy, who was undoubtedly one of the most handsome guys around. He was nice enough to me, and even nicer to Alice. I knew Mom and Dad would like him, too. If he hadn’t actively been pursuing my seventeen-year-old sister.

      Sighing, I lowered my gaze to my tablet once more, but stopped as I heard the sound of a car pulling into the drive.

      I lifted my chin. Craned my head forward. Saw the shiny red car that Alice had been gifted for her seventeenth birthday. Then I thought of the spirit board, and wondered if it would even be appropriate to ask her about it.

      Rather than think on it any longer, I marked my place in my book, set my tablet on my bed, and slipped out of my room.

      Mom intercepted Alice before I could reach her.

      “How was the mall?” she asked.

      “It was fine,” my sister replied, lifting her head to glance up the stairs at me. “I ran into Tiffany.”

      “Tiffany from Round Rock? How’s she doing?”

      “She’s doing fine,” Alice said. “She’s just worried about senior year, what with it being our last and all.”

      “You girls are growing up too fast,” our mother offered. “Pretty soon you’ll be out on your own and in college.”

      “Yeah,” my sister offered, her eyes once more darting toward me. “Hey, Mom. I hate to ask, but can we talk more in a bit? I have to run to the bathroom.”

      “Sure, sure,” our mother replied, stepping aside so Alice could make her way forward. “I’ll start lunch in a few minutes. Chicken salad sound good?”

      “That sounds great, Mom.”

      I stepped to the edge of the narrow hallway as Alice started up the stairs, only to turn and follow in her footsteps.

      “Is something wrong?” I asked as we made our way to the second floor.

      “What do you mean?” Alice replied, spinning to face me.

      “You’re usually a chatterbox after going to the mall.”

      “I’m fine, Becky,” she said. “Don’t worry about me.”

      “Did something…” I leaned forward. “Happen with Billy?”

      “What?” she asked. “No. No! Nothing happened! Why would you think that?”

      “It’s just… you seem…”

      But I wasn’t sure what to say. She seemed off, somehow, like someone had said something to hurt her feelings, or at least upset her. I could see it in the look in eyes, the subtle pull of a frown on her mouth.

      She said, “Nothing happened, Becky. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked as I pursued her down the hall. “Because you know you can tell me anything, Alice.”

      “I know, Becky,” she said, turning to face me as she began to open the door. “Seriously. Nothing happened.”

      “Are you sure—” I started to say.

      Then, I stopped as the door fully opened.

      “What?” Alice asked, turning to look into her room. “What’re you⁠—”

      But she stopped speaking, too. And for good reason.

      Lying, atop her neatly made bedspread, was something I could’ve never imaged.

      Lying, atop her bed, was the spirit board.
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