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But ’tis strange:


And oftentimes, to win us to our harm,


The instruments of darkness tell us truths,


Win us with honest trifles, to betray ’s


In deepest consequence.


Macbeth, Act I, scene iii.




CHAPTER ONE


‘I don’t think that’s such a good idea,’ Dr Dalton said.


‘Oh, come on. It’ll be kicks.’ Lana, standing on tiptoes, continued to pull the flat box of the Ouija off the bookshelf. The games stacked on top of it teetered. Monopoly and Careers, high above her, started sliding.


‘Look out!’ Keith warned.


She flung up a hand and blocked the boxes. But a leather dice cup, out of sight until now, slid down the tilted ramp of the Monopoly box and fell. It bounced off her forehead. She flinched, muttered, ‘Shit!’ and plucked out the Ouija. The rest of the games dropped, jolting the shelf.


Howard grinned. Served Lana right for going against the professor’s wishes. Some of the other students were laughing.


Dr Dalton neither grinned nor laughed, but Howard saw a glimmer of amusement in her eyes. ‘I told you it wasn’t a good idea.’


‘I didn’t know you had booby-traps,’ Lana said.


‘Every so often I get lucky and trap a booby.’


‘Funny,’ Lana muttered. Bending down with the Ouija box under one arm, she picked up the dice cup and set it on a shelf. She turned around and met the professor’s eyes. ‘You don’t really mind if we give this thing a try, do you? I’ve never seen a Ouija board in action.’


‘You’re better off that way.’


Keith went, ‘Oooooo, ominous.’


Lana gave him a quick look as if she didn’t appreciate his interference. To Dr Dalton, with a smile and a shrug of her shoulders, she said, ‘It’s just a game, Corie.’


‘So is Russian Roulette.’


‘Woooo,’ said Keith.


What a scrote, Howard thought. But he kept the opinion to himself. He was no dummy. Keith, who looked and acted like a jock in spite of being an English major, could probably demolish him with a single blow.


From a padded chair in a corner of the den, Doris said, ‘The analogy seems somewhat inflated, if you ask me.’


‘Nobody asked,’ Keith pointed out.


Lana, on tiptoes, studied the stack of games. ‘Have you got a revolver up there, Corie?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Then why a Ouija board, if it’s just as dangerous?’


‘It’s sort of a keepsake. Obviously, I should’ve gotten rid of it.’


‘What’s the big deal?’ Keith asked.


‘One must beware of tampering with the unknown,’ Doris said, her voice full of menace. She widened her eyes at Keith, though he wasn’t even looking in her direction. Then she swung her thick legs off the foot rest, bounded up and pranced toward the group.


Here she comes, Howard thought. Our fat Puck. Our spritely, pedantic gnome.


She raised a warning finger. ‘There are forces lurking in the shadowy corners of the universe that …’


‘Stuff it,’ Keith suggested.


‘That’s enough,’ Dr Dalton told him. She said to Lana, ‘Hey, we’re here to have a good time. If your heart’s set on fooling around with that thing, be my guest. But just keep me out of it. A deal?’


‘Sure! Great! OK, who’s going to do it with me?’


‘I’ll do it with you any chance I get,’ Keith said.


He probably does, Howard thought.


Ignoring the remark, Lana asked Dr Dalton, ‘How many can play at a time?’


‘Up to four, I guess. More than that, it would get awfully crowded around the board.’


‘OK. We need two more hearty volunteers.’


‘Include me in,’ Doris said.


Keith looked as if he would rather ‘include in’ a wad of used toilet paper, but he made no protest.


‘That’s three,’ Lana said. ‘One more. Any takers?’


Howard looked around. Professor Dalton was shaking her head. He saw Glen over in a corner, stuffing potato chips into his mouth. Angela was sitting at the far end of the sofa, hands folded on her lap, gazing into space.


I probably ought to go over and sit with her, he thought. He hadn’t really spent much time with Angela tonight. She might think he was trying to ignore her.


But God, she was so weird. As if she were from a different planet, or something, and longed for home.


Keith slapped Howard on the shoulder. Harder than necessary. ‘Join the fun, Howitzer. You can play kneesies with Doris.’


He looked at Lana. ‘Is it OK with you?’


‘Sure. Why wouldn’t it be?’


He shrugged, feeling a little dumb for asking Lana’s permission.


‘So, Corie, how do we play?’


Before she could answer, Doris said, ‘I’ve done it before.’


‘Where’d you find a blind guy?’ Keith asked.


‘Oh, that’s rich, Mr Harris. It’s wonderful that you’ve achieved the capability of amusing yourself with quips of such startling inanity.’


‘Oink,’ he said.


Lana swung her arm out. The back of her fist whapped Keith’s chest. It struck his left pectoral, a solid mound under his clinging shirt, with a sound like a mallet smacking raw beef. ‘Knock it off,’ she said.


Dr Dalton raised her eyebrows. Her lips, pressed together tightly, were turned down at the corners. Howard had seen that expression before. She was delighted that Lana had given Keith a thump. Delighted, but determined to keep her grin in check.


‘I have a card table in the kitchen,’ she said. ‘Why don’t we bring it out here so the rest of us can keep an eye on you.’


They went into the small, tidy kitchen. Dr Dalton scooted chairs away from the table. She folded one of them. As she handed it to Howard, she gave him the special look. A look she never gave anyone but him. He returned his version of it. Not a wink, but it seemed to hold the meaning of a wink: they were secretly sharing a wry amusement at the antics of the others. What are a couple of folks like us doing in the midst of all this?


He felt himself blush. He supposed he always blushed when she looked at him that way.


She handed chairs to Doris and Lana, then squatted down and tugged at a metal cuff to release one of the table’s folding legs.


Howard saw the way her white shorts were drawn taut against the smooth curves of her rump. Her blouse was stretched across her back. Through its fabric, he could see the pink hue of her skin and the bands of her bra.


His throat tightened. His heart pounded faster and he felt a tight pressure in his groin.


Turning away, he carried his chair toward the den.


He’d taken this special summer session class for only one reason: to be in Dr Dalton’s presence. He’d taken so many of her classes during his three years at Belmore University. But they were never enough. Ever since she’d stepped to the lectern on his first morning of freshman English, he’d been captivated by her. She was just so beautiful, so smart and funny, so caring.


She liked him a lot, too. He knew that.


But he also knew that she didn’t think of him as a possible lover. Never would. A, he’d been born nine years too late. Not an overwhelming age difference, but still a barrier. B, he was only a rung or two up the ladder from being a nerd. C, Dr Dalton was a loner who didn’t seem interested in any men, much less wimpy twenty-one-year-olds.


Just be glad she’s your friend, he told himself.


But an awful feeling of loss swept through him as he set the chair down in the den. Dr Dalton’s party tonight marked the end of the summer session. Howard would be packing tomorrow, flying home the day after. He wouldn’t be seeing her again until the fall semester, nearly two months away.


As the others came in with chairs and the table, he found himself regretting that he’d agreed to join in. Dr Dalton had no intention of messing with the Ouija. If he’d refused, he could be spending the time with her.


Keith held the table steady on its edge while Dr Dalton snapped its legs into place. He flipped it upright, and she directed him to position it near the center of the living room.


Keith sat across from Lana, Howard across from Doris.


Lana was shaking open the box when Glen came over, a heap of potato chips cupped in his hand. The floor stopped shaking when he halted behind Doris. He gazed down at the Ouija and poked a chip into his mouth.


‘Would you like to take my place?’ Howard asked.


‘When they’re ice skating in hell, pal.’


‘Very sensible,’ Dr Dalton said.


Does she think I’m not sensible? Howard wondered. No, she understands. She realizes I was pushed into this.


Maybe he could get Angela to take his place.


He looked toward the sofa. Angela was staring at him with those big, gloomy eyes.


‘Angela?’ he called. ‘Wouldn’t you like to play?’


‘Thank you, no.’


‘Quit trying to squirm out, Howitzer.’


‘I think you guys are nuts,’ Glen said. A wet fleck of chip flew from his mouth, sailed over Doris’s head and landed on the Ouija. On the Y of the YES in its upper left-hand corner. Only Howard seemed to notice. ‘Didn’t any of you read The Exorcist?’


‘Get real,’ Keith said.


‘That’s how that little twerp got possessed, fuh … messing around with her Ouija board.’


Doris said in her menacing voice, ‘No good can come of it.’ Then she chuckled.


Lana looked up from the back of the box. ‘It says here we put our fingers lightly on the message indicator and just start asking questions.’ She set the box on the floor, then placed the heart-shaped plastic pointer in the middle of the board and rested two fingers of her right hand on it.


‘Atmosphere!’ Keith said. ‘We oughta be doing this in the dark, don’t you think?’


‘How would we read the messages?’ Lana asked.


‘A flashlight. Have you got a flashlight, Prof?’


‘I’ll get one,’ she told him. ‘You’ll probably want a pen and some paper, too.’


Lana looked up at her. ‘Is this thing really going to say something?’


‘I wouldn’t be at all surprised,’ Dr Dalton said, and walked off.


‘I’ll get the lights,’ Glen said.


As he started away, Angela reached up and turned off the lamp at her end of the sofa. She sat in the gloom for a few moments, gazing toward Howard and the others. Then she got up and came over. In her soft, hesitant voice, she said, ‘If it’s all right with everyone, I’ll record the messages.’


Thata girl,’ Keith said.


Howard suspected that she just didn’t want to be left sitting alone in the dark.


‘I like all this confidence,’ Lana said. ‘God, it’d be cool if the thing actually does come through.’


‘The spirits of the dead are always eager for human contact,’ Doris said, this time using her normal voice.


Could she be serious? ‘Spirits of the dead?’ Howard asked.


‘Who else?’


‘Us? I mean, I’ve studied a little about this kind of thing. From what I’ve read, the consensus seems to be that the pointer’s movements are probably controlled by the subconscious mind of one of the participants.’


‘Which, in itself, could be interesting,’ Lana said.


‘A nice theory,’ Doris said. ‘Nice in its Elizabethan sense – meaning simple, naive, and ignorant.’


Keith nodded, grinning. ‘Right. All the smart people know it’s dead folks talking.’


‘You may mock me now, but …’ Her head turned as Dr Dalton came into the room. ‘Hey, Professor, do Ouija messages come from the subconscious of someone guiding the pointer? Or from discarnate entities?’


‘I’m no expert,’ she said.


‘But you’ve used this board, am I right?’


‘I’ve used it. That’s why I want nothing to do with all this. Who wants the light?’


‘Me,’ Angela said. ‘I’ll be taking the notes.’


Dr Dalton gave her the flashlight, a ballpoint and a pad of paper.


‘OK?’ Lana asked. ‘Let’s give it a try.’


As those at the table reached out and rested their fingers on the pointer, Dr Dalton said, ‘Remember what I told you. Don’t mention my name while you’re fooling around with that thing.’


‘Mine either,’ Glen said, taking up his position behind Doris. ‘Can’t be too careful when it comes to fooling around with spooks. Not that I believe in any of this.’


‘We won’t mention anyone, OK? Let’s get started.’


‘Just one of us should ask it questions,’ Doris whispered.


‘I’ll do it,’ Lana said. ‘OK. Here goes.’ Then she spoke in a clear, steady voice. ‘Oh, great spirit of the Ouija board, we your humble servants ask that you address us. Hello? Hello? Anyone out there? Yoo-hoo. Calling all ghosts, calling all ghosts …’


‘Don’t be frivolous,’ Doris muttered.


‘Spirits of the netherworld, we beseech you to communicate with us. Denizens of the other side. Ghoulies, ghosties, long-leggity beasties …’


‘Damn it, Lana.’


‘Speak to us. Oh great subconscious, oh great id, get this mysterious message indicator moving. Come on, we’re losing patience.’


The platform under their fingers suddenly began to slide.


‘All right!’ Keith whispered.


‘Shhhh.’


It made loops, jerked from side to side.


‘Is somebody doing this?’ Lana asked.


It stopped near Howard, at the end of the top row of the alphabet. Angela’s hip brushed against his upper arm. She leaned over and turned on the flashlight. ‘M,’ she whispered, and kept the light on the pointer as it slid away and stopped. ‘E.’


It remained motionless.


‘Me,’ she said.


‘Ooo, boy,’ Keith muttered.


‘It made sense,’ Lana said. ‘Jesus. I asked who was …’


The plastic heart darted for a corner of the board. It stopped on NO.


‘Not Jesus,’ Doris said.


‘Thing’s got a sense of humor,’ Keith said. He sounded nervous.


‘You pushed it over there,’ Lana said.


‘No way. I swear.’


‘Howard?’


‘I didn’t. Honest.’


‘Doris?’


The pointer moved. But not the way it had moved before. This time, it didn’t glide lightly over the surface of the board. It felt weighted down, sluggish, pushed. ‘That,’ Doris said, ‘is how it feels if one of us steers it.’


Lana pulled her hand back. She brought it up to her chest. Fingering a button at the top of her blouse, she stared at the board.


‘Problem?’ Doris asked. Her voice reeked of sarcasm.


‘Shut up,’ Lana said.


‘We aren’t feeling quite so frivolous now, are we?’


‘Let’s ask it something,’ Keith said.


Lana tapped the button with her fingernail. ‘I don’t know about this.’


‘This is what a Ouija board is supposed to do,’ Doris informed her.


‘Come on, Lana.’


‘OK, OK.’ She lowered her hand to the pointer. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.


It moved slowly across the alphabet, stopping long enough at each letter for Angela to check with the flashlight, speak the letter, and copy it on her pad.’ F-R-I-E-N-D.’


‘Friend,’ Lana said. ‘Glad to hear it. Where are you?’


‘N-E-A-R.’


‘Ask if it’s a ghost,’ Keith whispered.


‘Are you a ghost?’


The pointer sped toward the crescent moon in a corner of the board near Howard.


‘No,’ Angela said.


‘Not a ghost. That’s a relief. What are you?’


‘S-E-R-V-A-N-T.’


‘Whose servant?’


‘U.’


Lana let out a quick laugh. ‘Well, terrific. What’re you going to do for me, servant?’


‘G-I-V.’


‘You’re going to give me something? What?’


‘U-G-I-V.’


‘Me? I’m supposed to give something?’


‘K-I-S-S-K-H.’


‘Hey,’ Keith blurted, ‘that’s me. It wants you to kiss me.’


‘Bull.’


‘I’m the only K.H. around here. Keith Harris.’


‘Am I supposed to kiss Keith?’


The pointer slid toward the sun in the upper corner and stopped on the YES.


‘I’m starting to like this,’ Keith said.


‘Who does the guy think he is, Cupid?’


‘Just go ahead and do it,’ Doris said.


Keith took his hand off the pointer, stood up and leaned over the table. He pursed his lips.


Lana frowned at him.


Howard wondered why she was hesitating. He knew for a fact that she was going with Keith. They’d probably done a lot more than kiss.


‘This is insane,’ she muttered.


‘You don’t have to do it,’ Dr Dalton said. ‘If I were you, I wouldn’t do anything it asked.’


‘Come on, honey.’


Lana sighed, stood up, bent forward, and kissed Keith on the mouth. She dropped back onto her chair. Sounding a little miffed, she said, ‘OK, Ouija, I did it. Now what?’


When she and Keith returned their fingers to the pointer, it began moving rapidly.


‘M-Y-T-U-R-N.’




CHAPTER TWO


‘His turn?’ Keith whispered.


‘No way,’ Lana gasped. The beam of the flashlight glared on her face. A chill squirmed through Howard when he saw her lips squeeze together – as if they were being mashed by an invisible mouth.


She’s doing that herself, he realized. Afraid it’s going to kiss her.


She suddenly grimaced and turned away from the harsh beam of the flashlight. ‘Cut it out!’


‘Sorry.’ Angela lowered the light.


‘Are you OK?’ Keith asked.


‘Except for the fact that I’ve been blinded …’


‘Did you feel anything?’


‘No, of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘I thought for a second …’ Keith went silent as the pointer suddenly darted sideways. Howard caught his breath, startled by the sudden movement.


When it stopped, Angela leaned over the board. She aimed the flashlight at the indicator. ‘I,’ she said. The pointer kept moving, stopping, moving again.


‘G-I-V.’


‘See?’ Keith asked. ‘He didn’t want a kiss, after all. “My turn to give,” that’s what he meant.’


Lana let out a long breath. She seemed to slump forward a little. After a few moments, she said, ‘OK, Ouija. What are you going to give?’


‘L-O-O-T.’


‘Loot? What do you mean? Money?’


The pointer slid toward the smiling face of the sun and came to a stop on YES.


‘You’re going to give money?’


The plastic heart under their fingertips remained motionless.


‘Does that mean another yes?’ Lana asked.


‘I imagine so,’ Doris told her.


‘I really like this game,’ Keith said. ‘We split the take, right?’


Lana didn’t answer him. Staring down at the board, she asked, ‘Where is the money?’


The pointer darted over the curved rows of the alphabet, pausing while Angela read out each letter, then moving on. ‘C-U-S-H-U-N.’


‘Cushion? Under a cushion?’


‘C-O-U-C-H.’


‘I’ll check,’ Glen said. He rushed to the sofa, turned on the lamp at its far end, tossed aside the three seat cushions and started searching.


‘Anything you find in there is mine,’ Dr Dalton called to him.


‘This guy’s a real genius,’ Keith said. ‘Revealing the great secret of loot lost in the couch.’


‘They like to play games,’ Doris explained.


‘Here we go.’ Glen held up a penny.


‘Riches beyond our wildest dreams,’ Keith said.


‘Maybe there’s more.’ Glen got down on his knees and shoved a hand deep into the crevice at the rear of the seat springs. ‘Oh, yuck. Hang on. Hmmm. Anybody lose a comb?’ He pulled it out, then resumed his search. ‘Some more coins,’ he announced. He fished them out, counted them in his palm. ‘Forty-six cents, so far.’


‘This is my lucky night,’ Dr Dalton said.


Glen thrust his arm into the gap again. He swept it back and forth. ‘There’s … some kind of … Got it.’ He drew out his arm and opened his hand. ‘Woops.’


Nothing but a foil wrapper, Howard thought. Like the kind that Alka-Seltzer tablets come in, only red.


‘Uh – oh. Sorry, Professor.’


‘Just throw it away,’ she said. She sounded embarrassed, defensive.


Keith and Lana both started laughing.


‘I don’t even know how it got there.’


‘Oh, sure,’ Keith said. ‘Right.’


‘It’s nothing to be ashamed of, Corie.’


A condom wrapper, Howard suddenly realized. Somebody’d done it to Dr Dalton right there on the sofa. He saw her sprawled out naked, squirming and gasping as a strange man plunged into her. How could she let… ?


What’d you think, she’s a virgin? She’s thirty years old. She’s probably done it with lots of guys.


No! She said she didn’t know how it got there. She wouldn’t lie.


‘Quit digging around in there, Glen,’ she said.


‘Just a …’ He pulled his arm out of the crack, then lowered his head and inspected a new find. ‘What the hell?’


It looked like a chunk of paper.


‘Another clue to Professor Dalton’s secret, tempestuous life?’ Doris asked.


‘Give it a break,’ Dr Dalton muttered.


Keith tittered.


Glen used both hands to pluck open the tightly wadded paper. It appeared to be green.


‘A whole buck?’ Keith asked.


Glen spread the bill apart, stretched it taut and held it up toward the lamp. ‘Holy smokin’ Judas! A hundred-dollar bill!’


‘You’re shitting us.’


He hurried toward the table. Stepping between Doris and Keith, he placed the crumpled bill on the Ouija board. Angela lit it with her flashlight.


‘That’s a hundred bucks, all right.’ Keith grinned up at Dr Dalton. ‘I suppose you don’t know how that got there, either.’


She moved closer to the table. ‘I’ve never even had a hundred-dollar bill.’


Lana gazed up at her, ‘How’d it get there?’


‘It’s a used sofa,’ Dr Dalton said. ‘I bought it second-hand a couple of years ago. Some of this stuff might’ve been inside the thing when I got it.’


‘A likely story,’ Keith said.


‘How the money got into the sofa is irrelevant,’ Doris said. ‘The fact is, he led us to it. He knew it was there, and …’


‘Doesn’t take any mental giant to figure out somebody might’ve lost some cash down the back of a sofa.’


‘But a hundred-dollar bill,’ Lana muttered. ‘This has to be some kind of a trick. I mean, it’s weird enough that this Ouija thing is making any sense at all, but …’ She looked at Glen. ‘The hundred bucks came out of your pocket, right? You figured you’d put one over on us, get us all worked up …’


‘I found it where I found it.’


‘Swear to God?’


‘I swear.’


‘Angela, you were sitting over there.’


She took a quick step backward, retreating from the accusation. Howard twisted sideways and looked up at her. She was shaking her head. Her mouth opened, but she didn’t speak.


I ought to say something, he thought. She’s too timid to defend herself.


‘I don’t think …’ he started.


Dr Dalton interrupted. ‘Angela hasn’t been anywhere near the sofa since you started this nonsense. So, unless she’s psychic, she couldn’t have known that the Ouija would suggest searching for lost treasures in the sofa. Speaking of which.’ She stepped up beside Lana, stretched out her arm, and retrieved the bill. ‘Thank you very much,’ she said. ‘My house, friends.’


‘Don’t we even get a cut?’


‘You got plenty of laughs at my expense, Keith. That should be reward enough.’


‘Are you going to let her keep it, Glen?’ Lana asked.


‘Like she says, it’s her house.’


‘That’s really not your bill?’


‘I already told you. Hey, I wish it was, but it’s not.’


As Dr Dalton backed away from the table, Keith put his fingers on the pointer. ‘Come on, let’s see what else it has to say.’


‘Maybe this would be a good time to quit,’ the professor said.


‘What about the rest of us? You struck it rich. We haven’t gotten zip so far.’


‘I suppose I’d be willing to split the take with you folks. What the heck. It wasn’t mine to begin with.’


‘Now you’re talking.’


‘That wouldn’t be fair,’ Howard said.


‘I don’t mind. If it’ll keep everyone happy …’


Doris reached out and rested her fingers on the pointer. ‘Come on, people. We’re in contact with a benevolent spirit here. Let’s find out what else it has to tell us.’


‘I wouldn’t be so sure it’s benevolent,’ Dr Dalton said.


‘Seems mighty benevolent to me,’ Keith said. ‘Coughing up a hundred bucks.’


He placed his fingers on the plastic heart. Lana hesitated for a moment, then did the same.


‘Join the fun, Howitzer.’


‘If Dr Dalton thinks we should stop …’


‘That’s OK,’ she told him. ‘Maybe this wouldn’t be such a great time to quit, after all.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I’m sure if you quit now you’ll all leave here thinking the Ouija is some kind of terrific oracle. Keep at it for a while. I’m sure you’ll decide otherwise in fairly short order.’


Howard rested his fingers on the pointer.


‘OK,’ Lana said. ‘Ouija, we found the loot in the couch. Is there more?’


‘4-T-U-N-E.’


‘Huh? Four tunes? Songs? What are you … ?’


‘He means a fortune,’ Angela explained.


‘A fortune? Where?’


The pointer slid lightly over the board. Each time it stopped, Angela read the letter aloud. ‘A-W-A-Y.’


‘A way for us to get it?’ Lana asked.


‘That might be a single word,’ Doris said. ‘Away.’


‘As in “away from here”? Far away?’


The indicator carried their fingers toward the smiling sun.


‘Yes,’ Angela said.


‘Where? Where’s the fortune?’


‘4-M-E-2-N-O.’


‘Huh?’


Angela finished copying the message. She frowned as she stared at what she had written.


‘I don’t get it,’ Keith said.


‘For me to know,’ Angela explained.


‘For me to know, and for you to find out. What is this guy, a bratty kid?’


‘Games,’ Doris said. ‘He’s playing more games with us.’


Lana frowned at the board, ‘What do you want?’


‘2-B-W-I-T-H-U.’


‘To be with you,’ Angela said.


‘Oh, great,’ Keith muttered.


‘Tell it no,’ Dr Dalton said.


Ignoring the advice, Lana asked, ‘Where are you?’


‘A-W-A-Y.’


‘Are you dead?’


The pointer drifted around, forming spirals.


‘I don’t think he’s going to answer,’ Doris whispered.


It kept moving aimlessly.


‘OK,’ Lana said. ‘Forget I asked. Who are you?’


‘B-U-T-L-E-R.’


‘Your name is Butler?’


‘YES.’


‘Nice to meet you, Butler.’


‘P-L-E-A-S-U.’


‘Please you?’ Keith said as the pointer continued to move.


‘R-E-I-S-M-I-N-E.’


‘Please you? Are e is mine?’


‘That doesn’t make sense,’ Lana said.


‘Pleasure is mine,’ Angela read from her note pad.


‘Ah. Butler’s a polite fellow.’


‘Depends on how you look at it,’ Doris said.


‘Is Butler your first name or last?’ Lana asked.


‘I-M-B-U-T-L-E-R.’


‘I am Butler.’


‘Maybe I.M. are his initials.’


‘Butler might be his profession,’ Keith suggested. ‘He already told us he’s a servant.’


‘But he said it’s his name. So. Butler, let’s get back to this fortune you mentioned earlier.’


‘Y.’


‘Why?’ Angela said.


‘You’re the one who brought it up in the first place, Butler. You must want to tell us more about it. What do you want to tell us?’


‘M-I-N-E.’


‘It’s in a mine?’


‘Maybe he just means that it’s his,’ Keith said.


‘Is the fortune in a mine?’


‘YES.’


‘Where’s the mine?’


‘4-M-E-2-N-O.’


Lana sighed. ‘I don’t enjoy being teased, Butler. I’m tired of your games. Maybe we should just let you go back to whatever you were doing when we interrupted. Is that what you want?’


The pointer darted to a corner of the board and stopped beside the crescent moon.


‘No? Well, Butler, either you tell us where to find this fortune, or it’s adios.’


The pointer remained motionless over the NO.


‘I don’t think it’s a good idea to threaten him,’ Doris said.


‘Screw him,’ Lana muttered. She pulled back her hand. ‘Let’s put this thing away.’


Howard took his hand off the pointer. Keith and Doris did the same.


Lana folded her arms across her chest. A corner of her mouth turned up. ‘See what happens, Butler, when you don’t cooperate? It’s a two-way street, my friend.’


The pointer began to move.


‘Oh, my God,’ she murmured.


Angela flinched, her hip bumping Howard’s arm.


He gasped for breath as he watched the heart slide. The beam of the flashlight followed its slow course over the board. When it stopped, Angela whispered, ‘U.’


‘This isn’t happening,’ Keith said.


‘Shhhh.’


‘G.’


Howard looked up as Dr Dalton took a step closer to the table and bent over it.


‘I.’


She clutched her thighs. She was frowning down at the board, gnawing her lower lip.


‘V.’


‘You give,’ Angela said.


‘Who?’ Lana asked.


‘A-L.’


‘Al?’ Keith asked. ‘Who’s Al?’


‘Maybe it means “all” of us,’ Lana said.


‘Someone’s initials?’ Doris suggested.


‘Angela Logan,’ Angela whispered. ‘Me. He means me.’


‘Butler, do you want Angela to give?’


The pointer swooped up the board and settled on YES.


‘What do you want her to give?’


‘B-L.’


‘Who’s B.L.?’ Keith asked. But the indicator continued to move.


‘O-U.’


‘Oh you?’


‘Shut up, Keith.’


‘S-E-2-H-C.’


The pointer stopped, and Angela finished copying the message.


‘What does it say?’ Lana asked her.


‘I’m not sure. Maybe “below use to H.C.”’


‘H.C. might be me,’ Howard said. ‘Howard Clark.’


‘It still doesn’t make any sense.’


‘I don’t know,’ Angela’s voice trembled. ‘This is silly, anyway. He’s not going to tell us where to find his treasure.’


‘He might,’ Lana said. ‘If we do what he asks. Let Howard take a look at what you wrote.’


Howard turned. Angela stared down at him. Her mouth opened slightly, then closed. She handed the pad to him, and shone her light on it.


The message made immediate, perfect sense to Howard. It wrenched his breath away and started his heart thudding. ‘Well …’


‘Cough it up, Howitzer.’


‘It says, “blouse to H.C.”’


‘All right! Shuck it off, babe!’


‘Keith!’ Lana snapped.


‘Let’s put this thing away right now,’ Dr Dalton said. ‘I knew it’d start pulling some kind of crap.’


As she reached for the pointer, Lana grabbed her hand. ‘Just hold it a second, Corie. Hold it! We might be talking about a fortune here.’


‘Bullshit. There’s no fortune. This Butler – whoever the hell he is – is just messing with your heads. He’s using you for his own cheap amusement.’


‘Maybe, maybe not. But let’s give him a chance. Let’s just play this thing out, OK? All he asked was for Angela to give her blouse to Howard. It’s no big deal.’


‘I’m sure it’s a big deal to Angela.’


‘She’s not a child, Corie. Why don’t we let her make up her own mind. OK?’ Lana released Dr Dalton’s hand.


The professor stared at the board for a moment, then thrust her hands into the pockets of her shorts. ‘It’s just toying with you all,’ she said. ‘If you think this thing is going to make you rich, you’re out of your gourds.’


Lana raised her eyes to the girl. ‘You’re wearing a bra, aren’t you?’


Angela nodded.


‘OK, so what’s the big deal? It’s not as if he’s asking you to strip naked. You probably wear less when you go to the beach.’


‘But he’s … a spook or something.’


‘A rich spook,’ Keith said. ‘Come on, Angie. Part of the treasure’ll be yours, you know. We’ll split it up equally.’


‘Why me?’


‘Maybe he knows you’re the most likely to refuse,’ Doris suggested. ‘He made the demand of you because he thinks you won’t do it, and then he won’t have to give his information.’


‘It’ll be on your head,’ Keith said.


‘Don’t do it, Angela,’ Dr Dalton told her. ‘Don’t ever let anyone talk you into doing anything against your better judgement.’


‘But they’ll all blame me …’


‘Right.’


‘Keith,’ Dr Dalton snapped. ‘Shut your damn mouth.’


‘Maybe this will help.’ Lana unbuttoned her own blouse and pulled it off. ‘See? It’s no big deal.’ She dropped her blouse to the floor and sat up straight, her torso dusky except for the white of her strapless bra.


It covers as much as a bikini would, Howard told himself. But the sight of her breasts, bare along their tops, seemed to suck his breath away. He gazed at the smooth slopes, the valley between them, and felt an erection begin to push against his pants.


‘You too, Doris,’ Lana said.


‘Hey, Butler isn’t interested in …’


‘Just go ahead and do it.’


Doris sighed, crossed her arms against her bulging belly, grabbed the bottom of her sweatshirt, and lifted. She peeled the shirt up over breasts encased in a mammoth bra. She folded it, and placed it on her lap.


‘They did it,’ Keith said. ‘You can do it.’


‘All right,’ Angela murmured.


‘For Godsake.’


‘It’s all right, Professor.’


‘Nothing about this is all right.’


Angela switched off the flashlight. She reached down and set it on the card table close to Howard’s arm. Glancing sideways, he saw her tug the ends of her blouse out of her skirt.


He fixed his eyes on Lana, wanting to spare Angela the embarrassment of being watched by him. If he looked at her, it would be so obvious. She was standing right next to him. He would have to twist around on his chair and …


Besides, Lana was so much more beautiful than Angela. He found himself gazing at her breasts. The bra curled over their fronts just enough to hide the nipples. A little pull, and the clasp would come undone.


‘Quit staring, Howitzer.’


Keith’s words made him suddenly feel dirty. He murmured, ‘Sorry,’ and turned his head away.


Turned it toward Angela.


She had started with the lowest button. Her blouse hung open from the chest down. As Howard watched, she unfastened the button between her breasts. Then the one just below her throat, the last. She spread her blouse. She was gazing into space, not looking at Howard, so he studied her as she slipped it off her shoulders and down her arms.


She was skinny and her breasts were small. But heat pulsed through Howard’s groin. Even though the single lamp was behind Angela, it gave off enough light for him to see right through her bra. Its cups were flimsy transparent pouches, stretched tight over breasts shaped like cones. Her nipples were dark and erect. They looked huge. They looked like fingertips trying to poke through the wispy bra.


She turned toward Howard. The lamplight found her left breast. So close above his face.


Howard had never been this close to a breast.


She had a tiny freckle beneath her nipple.


If he stood up just a little bit, he would be able to feel the fabric against his cheek, as smooth and soft as a breeze. Hardly there at all. The skin beneath it silken, warm. He could press his face into it, feeling the springy softness. The nipple would push against his eyelid.


‘Here,’ she whispered.


Her voice startled him.


He lowered his eyes. Angela offered the blouse to him. He set the note pad and pen on the table, accepted the blouse from her and folded it slowly, wondering at the strange magic that made the garment feel electric. It seemed to send warm vibrations through his fingertips, up his arms.


It’s just Angela’s blouse, he thought.


But it had been next to her skin. It had caressed her breasts through the bra. It had been tucked deep into her skirt, down against her panties.


He freed his hands from the garment, and felt its gentle weight against his lap. A heaviness there, pushing down on his erection.


Cut it out, he told himself. Angela’s not so hot. I don’t even like her.


Not much, anyway.


‘Come on, Howitzer.’


‘Huh?’


He saw that Keith, Lana and Doris had already placed their fingers on the pointer. He reached out. As his fingertips met the warm plastic, he looked sideways at Angela.


She had taken a few steps back from the table. She was standing rigid. She seemed to be trembling. Her arms were crossed, hands cupping her breasts. When she saw him looking, a corner of her mouth twitched as if she were trying to smile.


‘OK, Butler,’ Lana said. ‘We kept our part of the bargain. Your turn to give.’


The pointer slid, stopped on YES.


‘Terrific,’ Keith whispered.


‘Tell us where the fortune is.’


The heart carried their fingers to the top row of the alphabet. Keith leaned over the dark board. He shook his head. ‘Need the flashlight.’


Howard picked it up with his left hand. He turned it on and aimed its beam at the pointer.


‘I,’ Keith read.


Howard tracked the gliding pointer with the flashlight as Keith spoke the letters.


‘M-E-E-T-U.’


‘I meet you,’ Doris said.


‘Where?’ Lana asked.


The doorbell rang. Howard’s heart kicked. Lana’s hand jerked away from the pointer.


‘Jumpin’ Judas!’ Glen gasped.


It rang again.


‘Just calm down, everyone,’ Dr Dalton said. ‘I’ll see who’s there.’


‘I got a feeling,’ Keith said, ‘it ain’t Jehovah’s Witnesses.’




CHAPTER THREE


‘I’ll go with you,’ Glen said as the doorbell rang again.


‘Thanks. I appreciate it.’ Oh, how much I appreciate it, Corie thought.


‘Whatever they’re selling, we don’t want any,’ Keith said as she stepped around the table.


‘Knock it off,’ Lana told him.


Angela hurried toward Howard, holding out her hand. He gave the blouse to her.


The poor thing, Corie thought. Wearing that nothing of a bra. Why didn’t I put my foot down?


At least no one made any cracks about it.


But God, she must’ve been mortified.


The bell rang again, and a fresh surge of dread pushed away her concerns about Angela. It was close to midnight. Who could be showing up at this hour?


Butler.


If it’s Butler, I’m going to drop dead on the spot.


In the foyer, she flicked on a light. She halted and gazed at the door.


Glen put a hand on her arm. She jumped.


‘It can’t be him,’ Glen whispered. ‘No way. You know what I mean? Relax. Just relax.’


She nodded. She took a deep breath and called out, ‘Who’s there?’


‘Coreen?’


She gasped.


‘What’s wrong?’ Glen blurted.


She lurched forward, pulling away from Glen’s hold. Her strength seemed to fall away. She slumped against the door, unlocked it and staggered backward, pulling it open.


‘Chad!’ The name was out of her mouth before she realized the man on the stoop wasn’t him.


A wild, bearded stranger stared in at her.


Some kind of derelict in a shabby hat, a filthy shirt and jeans. He wore a backpack, and carried a wooden staff.


But he had Chad’s voice!


‘What do you want?’ she blurted.


He grimaced, lips and mustache twisting away from his teeth. ‘I guess I’m not so sure anymore,’ he said. ‘I just wanted to see you, Coreen. I know it’s awfully late and you weren’t expecting me, but …’


‘Chad? It is you?’


‘Well, sure.’


‘Oh, my God.’


‘So I guess you know him, huh?’ Glen murmured.


She squeezed Glen’s arm, nodding as tears made her eyes sting. ‘Go on in with the others.’ He started away. ‘Get in here, Chad.’


‘Are you sure it’s OK?’


‘What do you think?’ She sniffed and wiped her eyes as he entered the house.


He shut the door and locked it. He propped his walking stick against the wall, lowered his pack to the floor and put down his hat. When he straightened up, Corie wrapped her arms around him. He hugged her. His beard was scratchy against her face. He smelled of sweat and wood smoke.


‘You look like the Wild Man of Borneo,’ she said, stepping back from him.


‘Been in the mountains a while. Playing Thoreau.’


‘My God, it’s good to see you.’


‘You look great, Coreen.’


‘You, too. You lost a lot of weight. I honestly didn’t recognize you.’


‘Well, it’s been a long time.’


‘A very long time,’ she said, feeling a stir of the old, familiar anger. ‘You could’ve at least kept in touch.’


‘I know. I …’ He shook his head. The look of sorrow in his eyes made Corie’s throat go tight.


‘But hey,’ she said, ‘you’re here now. That’s the important thing. You’re going to stay, aren’t you?’


‘Well… You’ve got guests.’


‘Just a few of my summer-session kids. I threw a little party to celebrate the last day of class. I’ll send them packing pretty soon. They’ve had enough fun for one night.’


Chad grinned. ‘A rowdy bunch?’


‘I wouldn’t say rowdy.’ She took his hand. ‘They’ve been monkeying around with the Ouija board, and it hasn’t exactly been a picnic.’


‘Jake’s old board?’


She squeezed his hand as memories started to come. ‘The very same.’


He sighed. ‘We used to have some good times with that thing.’


‘Yeah. And some bad times.’


She led him into the den. It was brightly lighted. She saw that the girls had put their clothes back on. Even better, Lana was fitting the lid onto the Ouija board’s box. They were done with the damn thing.


Lana looked up and grinned. ‘Who’s the hunk?’


‘I’d like you all to meet my old friend, Chad Dalton.’


‘Dalton?’ Lana asked.


‘He’s my brother-in-law, actually.’ Seeing the looks of confusion and surprise on their faces, she realized that none of them knew she’d been married. ‘Chad’s brother was my husband,’ she explained. A hollow feeling spread through her. ‘He passed away a few years ago.’ She quickly added, ‘Anyway, Chad and I are old buddies. Chad, this is my motley crew of students.’


She introduced them, and Chad gave each a cheerful greeting.


When she finished, he nodded toward the closed box. ‘So, did the Ouija board keep you properly mystified?’


Angela’s face went red.


‘It was pretty strange,’ Lana said. ‘I can’t believe the thing actually communicated with us.’


‘That’s what it’s for.’


‘Did it tell?’ Corie asked.


She saw Lana glance at Keith. ‘You mean about the treasure?’


‘A treasure?’ Chad asked.


‘It hinted around about a hidden fortune,’ Corie explained.


‘No fooling?’


‘You showed up just as they were trying to find out where to lay their hands on it. So, did Butler come through with his end of the deal? What did he have to say after I left?’


Lana grinned. ‘For us to know.’


‘Hey, whose Ouija board is it, anyway?’


‘I thought you didn’t want to get involved.’


‘Calamity Peak,’ Howard said.


‘I was going to tell her.’


‘Sorry,’ he muttered.


‘So was that all? Calamity Peak?’


‘Right after it said that, the pointer went off the board. Do you have a map?’ Lana asked. ‘Might be interesting just to see if there is such a place.’


‘Oh, there is,’ Chad said. ‘Calamity Peak’s in the Shadow Canyon Wild Area. About eighty, ninety miles east of Red Bluff.’


‘Red Bluff?’


‘Down in California.’


‘You’ve been there?’ Lana asked.


‘Close by. I’ve seen Calamity Peak from across a valley.’


‘Man, this is weird,’ Glen said.


‘Weird?’ Lana’s eyebrows climbed her forehead. ‘What’s weird? Butler tells us the fortune’s at Calamity Peak just as who should walk in but a guy who’s been there. What’s weird about that?’


‘Coincidence?’ Doris asked in an ominous tone. ‘Or fate?’


Keith turned to Chad. ‘How long would it take us to get there?’


‘You can’t be serious,’ Corie said.


‘Just curious.’


‘It’s probably over four hundred miles,’ Chad said. ‘But I have to warn you, the area isn’t very accessible. The base of the mountain’s at least a day’s hike from the nearest roadhead.’


‘So it would take what – two days at most?’


‘About.’


‘Keith, no,’ Corie said. ‘I can tell you right now that you won’t find any fortune at Calamity Peak. You won’t find anything but trouble. I don’t know what the deal is with Ouija boards – what makes them work or who or what Butler might be. But I do know that you can’t trust the things. Butler is screwing around with you. He’s playing with you. He’s jerking you around. For Godsake, look what he made you do.’


Keith glanced toward Angela, then met Corie’s eyes. ‘He didn’t make us do anything. Nobody forced Angela to …’


‘That’s right,’ Lana said. ‘She did it of her own free will.’


‘Oh, come off it. You people forced her into it, and you know it. Butler said “Jump” and you said “How high?”’


‘I don’t know what went on here,’ Chad said, ‘but Coreen’s right about the Ouija board. It’s a sly thing. It’ll trick you. You’d be wasting your time if you went searching for that treasure.’


Lana nodded. ‘I’m not real keen on the idea, myself. The way Chad talks, we’d have to hike all day and maybe even camp out.’


‘No maybe about it,’ Chad said.


‘You can count me out.’


‘Me, too,’ Doris said.


Keith raised his eyes to Glen. ‘How about it, my man? Up for an adventure?’


‘Butler gives me the creeps.’


‘Woos.’


‘That’s me.’


Keith glanced from Howard to Angela. ‘I don’t suppose either of you’d be interested.’


‘No thanks,’ Howard said.


Angela shook her head.


‘Professor? Chad?’


‘I’ve had enough of the wilds to last me a while,’ Chad told him.


‘I guess you’re on your own,’ Corie said. ‘And if you have any sense at all, you’ll give up the idea.’


‘Don’t worry,’ Lana said. ‘I know Keith. He’s not about to do something like that all by his lonesome.’ She scooted her chair back and stood up. ‘Anyway, it’s getting awfully late. About time we hit the road.’


As she carried the Ouija board’s box to the bookshelf and shoved it into place beneath the stack of games, the others got up from their seats.


She returned to the table. ‘Let’s put this stuff back where we got it.’


‘Oh, that’s OK,’ Corie said.


‘No, we’ll take care of it.’


She folded her chair. Keith flipped the card table onto its side to collapse its legs.


‘Somebody want to get my chair?’ he asked, glancing at Corie.


She folded it and picked it up.


Starting toward the kitchen, Lana looked over her shoulder at Chad. ‘You spooked us all pretty good when you showed up like that. Butler had just said, “I meet you,” and suddenly, whammo, there goes the doorbell.’


‘Lousy timing,’ he said, and walked along with the group.


‘It was great timing,’ Corie said. ‘Four o’clock in the morning would’ve been fine, as far as I’m concerned. I’m just glad you’re here.’


They entered the kitchen. In the breakfast nook, Keith set down the table. He snapped one of its legs into place, then grimaced at Howard. ‘You want to take care of this? I’ve gotta hit the John.’


‘Sure.’


Keith hurried away. Howard set up his chair, then crouched to open the rest of the table’s legs.


‘So, Chad,’ Lana said, ‘were you on a camping trip?’


‘You might say that. I’ve been pretty much living in the mountains since the spring thaw.’


‘All alone?’


‘Just me and mother nature.’


‘What a drag.’ She grinned. ‘Are you some kind of a hermit?’


‘That’s me.’


‘Sounds neat,’ Glen said.


Howard set the table upright. As Lana slid her chair under it, she frowned at Corie. ‘Do you think I could have a cup of coffee before we go?’


The request surprised her. Lana had seemed ready to leave. But she wouldn’t mind having some coffee, herself. ‘I’ll make a fresh pot,’ she said.


‘Oh, you don’t need to go to all that trouble. A cup of instant would be …’


‘No trouble. It’ll just take a few minutes, and then there’ll be plenty for everyone. Chad and I might be up half the night, anyway. Right?’


He smiled. ‘More than likely.’


It’ll be like old times, she thought. Sitting around the card table late into the night with Chad, drinking coffee and talking for hours the way they used to do while they waited for Jake to return from the job.


She started to remember the night of the telephone call. The night of Jake’s death.


Quit it!


She hurried past Chad, opened a cupboard and took out a coffee filter. With a can of Yuban from the refrigerator, she went to the counter. ‘I won’t make it especially strong,’ she said, scooping grounds into the filter. ‘Don’t want to keep everyone awake till dawn, or anything. Three scoops. Enough for plenty of flavor, but you won’t be able to stand a spoon up in it. Chad, you know where I keep the mugs. Why don’t you take a head count and see who’s interested … ?’


I’m babbling, she thought.


But Chad showing up like this. Though she was so happy to see him, his presence would be a constant reminder of Jake. All the great times they’d had, the three of them. And how he’d stayed on, looking after her, during the period following Jake’s death. And how he’d left her, finally. Abandoned her. Disappeared from her life for five years until turning up tonight.


Corie watched coffee dribble into the pot, and felt her anger rising.


He’d better have a damn good explanation, she thought.


Hey, don’t spoil it. He’s back. That’s what counts.


How could he do that to me?


Why did he suddenly come back now, after all this time?


She looked at him standing over by the table, chatting casually with Lana and Glen about the pleasures of solitude. Howard was staring at him, scowling a little as if he didn’t care much for what he saw. Angela’s head was down. She seemed to be gazing at the floor.


They sure put that girl through it tonight, Corie thought.


I never should’ve let them drag out that damn Ouija board in the first place.


Keith came in. ‘The pause that refreshes,’ he said.


‘We’re going to have some coffee,’ Lana told him.


‘I thought we were leaving.’


‘Pretty soon.’


When they were finally done with their coffee, Corie realized she wasn’t eager to see them go. But nobody wanted a refill.


‘It’s getting awfully late,’ Lana said. ‘And I bet you have a lot of catching up to do with Chad.’


Corie gave each student a quick hug at the door, then she and Chad followed them outside to Lana’s car.


‘Are you all going to fit in there?’ she asked.


‘We’ll manage,’ Lana said. ‘We made it out here OK.’


‘Well, have a great summer, everyone. See you in September.’


They waved and called out farewells through the car’s open windows.


Corie stood by the curb. She watched until the car swung out of sight at the end of the block. Then she took hold of Chad’s hand and smiled up at him.


It’s just us, now.


‘Nice bunch of kids,’ Chad said.


‘Yeah. They’re not bad. Ready to go in and polish off the coffee?’


‘Could it wait a while?’ he asked as they started back toward the house. ‘I’m filthy as a dog. I’d sure like to take a quick shower, if that’d be all right.’


‘Oh, fine. It’ll give me a chance to put some fresh sheets on your bed.’


‘A bed? Fresh sheets? I don’t know if I’ll be able to stand it.’


‘If you’d rather throw down your sleeping bag in the back yard …’


‘Trying to get rid of me already?’


‘Don’t even say that joking, Chad.’




CHAPTER FOUR


‘Did you get it?’ Lana asked after turning the corner.


‘Of course,’ Keith said. ‘But you’d better pull over.’


She stopped at the curb. ‘Where is it?’


‘Back at the Prof’s.’


‘You left it there?’


‘You didn’t give me the car keys. What was I supposed to do, stick it on the hood? I hid it in the bushes near her front door.’


‘OK. Well, let’s wait a minute. Give them time to get back inside.’ She shut off the headlights and engine.


‘If you want my opinion,’ Angela said, ‘I think what we’re doing is lousy.’


That’s for sure, Howard thought. He was glad Angela felt the same way.


‘Nobody asked,’ Keith said.


Howard felt her flinch a little against his side.


Say something, he told himself. Don’t let Angela take all the heat.


But he’d gone along with it this far, and so had she. Neither of them had made any protest at the house when it might’ve made a real difference.


The moment the Ouija board had spelled out Calamity Peak, Lana had shoved back her chair, snatched up the board and pointer, and rushed across the living room to hide them under the sofa. Returning to her seat just as Glen came back, she’d said, ‘I’ll distract Corie, get her into the kitchen. Keith, you get out here quick and take the Ouija board out to my car. We’re going after that treasure. The six of us. Play dumb when Corie comes in.’


By the time Dr Dalton had entered with Chad, Lana was in the process of putting the lid onto the Ouija board’s empty box.


That’s when one of us should’ve blown the whistle, Howard thought. Before it went this far.


I almost did, he reminded himself.


Damn it.


He’d really expected someone else to speak up, though, and save him from being the traitor.


‘OK, Keith. Go get it. We’ll wait here.’


Glen opened the passenger door. His side of the car rocked upward when he climbed out. He waited on the curb until Keith was out, then climbed back in. The car sank again under his weight. He banged the door shut.


‘It’s theft, you know,’ Angela said. ‘The Ouija board doesn’t belong to us.’


Lana twisted around in her seat. ‘We’re just borrowing it. We’ll return it to her when we’re done with it.’


‘It’s still wrong,’ Howard said. Immediately, he felt better. He wished he’d protested a long time ago.


‘Corie would’ve flipped her lid if she thought we were planning to go for the treasure. You heard her. She thinks the whole idea’s insane.’


‘Maybe she’s right,’ Howard said. Angela’s hand slipped onto his thigh, squeezed him gently, and stayed there.


‘What’ve you got against money?’ Glen asked him.


‘Who says we’ll find any money?’


‘Butler does.’


‘A spook,’ Angela muttered.


‘Dr Dalton thinks we shouldn’t believe him.’


‘He was right about the hundred dollars in the sofa,’ Doris said, leaning forward and putting her hands on her knees. She spread her legs until her left knee pushed against Howard. She didn’t seem to notice. ‘As far as I can see, there’s only one way to find out whether he’s telling the truth about the fortune. I’m certainly willing to devote a few days to the project. If we fail, at least we’ll have the satisfaction of knowing we tried.’


‘Besides,’ Glen said, ‘it’ll be a blast.’


‘I thought you didn’t want anything to do with the Ouija board,’ Howard said, easing his leg away from Doris.


‘That was before it started coming up with money, pal. Anybody starts telling me where I can lay my hands on a pile, I’m all for it. A guy can always use dough. I can, anyway. Maybe you’re so rich you don’t care, but …’


‘I’m not.’ He felt a rush of guilt, and told himself there was no reason for it. Why should he be ashamed of the fact that his parents could afford to pay for his education? It’s not a sin, no matter what people like Glen might think. ‘I just think letting ourselves be pushed around by the Ouija board isn’t all that smart.’


‘If Howard and Angela are so against the project,’ Lana said, ‘maybe they should bow out.’


‘Yeah,’ Glen said. ‘More for the rest of us.’


‘Do you two want out?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know,’ Howard muttered, and looked at Angela. ‘What do you think?’


She shrugged one shoulder just slightly.


‘We’re not going to force you into it,’ Lana said.


‘Hell, no,’ Glen said. ‘Better for us.’


‘That’s not necessarily true,’ Doris pointed out. ‘While I don’t think they should come if they prefer not to, it’s conceivable that their absence would put the project in jeopardy. Item, Howard was among the four of us in contact with the message indicator. Item, Butler appears to have a special interest in Angela; i.e., he requested that she remove her blouse as a precondition to giving us the actual location of the fortune.’


‘Knew she was the one wearing a see-through bra,’ Glen said. ‘Poor bastard’s probably horny out there on the “other side.”’


Angela’s fingers tightened on Howard’s thigh.


‘Be that as it may, they’ve both been significant participants. If they aren’t among us when we reach Calamity Peak, we might not be able to re-establish our contact with Butler.’


‘That makes sense,’ Lana said.


‘Of course.’


‘If either of you decides not to come, and Doris turns out to be right, it could screw things up for the rest of us.’


‘They’re coming,’ Glen said.


Howard let out a soft laugh.


‘What’s so funny, Howie?’


‘Nothing,’ he muttered. No point in making the guy mad. But Glen, like Keith, had always seemed to delight in sneering at Doris’s pedantry. Now, Glen was latching onto her theory as if it were gospel.


All of a sudden, she’s not full of shit?


‘We aren’t going to force anyone,’ Lana said.


‘If there’s a chance we’ll find money …’ Angela muttered.


‘Thata girl,’ Glen said. ‘How about you, Howie?’


‘Are you sure?’ he asked her.


‘The whole idea scares me,’ she said, speaking softly and looking into his eyes. ‘But … my scholarship only covers tuition. Even with the jobs, I never have nearly enough for … to buy the things I’d like to. I know there’s probably not much chance of really finding the money Butler told us about, but I guess I’d better … you know, go along with the thing. You’ll go, too, won’t you?’


He sighed.


‘What’s it gonna be?’ Glen asked.


‘Don’t rush him,’ Lana said.


He didn’t know what to do.


Going along with the group would be a betrayal of Dr Dalton. They were not only stealing her Ouija board, but they’d lied to her, pretended they had no interest in making the trip. Obviously, they had no intention of giving her a share of the money – if they found it.


He didn’t trust Butler. Whatever else Butler might be, he was nasty. He’d made them do things.


On the other hand, he felt sorry for Angela. She was scared, only going along with the others because she needed money so badly. She’d already suffered at the hands of Butler. Instead of sticking up for her, the rest of them had goaded her on, pushed her into taking off her blouse.


A lot of help I was to her then.


If I’d told her I didn’t think she should …


He suddenly found himself thinking about the way her breasts had looked, how he’d ached to feel them. The memories aroused him now, and her hand was still on his leg and he realized he would be with her for days if he agreed to go along. No telling what might happen.


He wouldn’t exactly mind being around Lana, either. She was hard to take, sometimes, but she was sure beautiful. She’d been awfully quick to take off her blouse. Hiking and camping with her for a few days, he was bound to see plenty more of her.


The thoughts excited him, but also made him feel guilty.


Angela needs me, he told himself. I’m the only one who gives a damn about her. That’s what matters.


He met her eyes and said, ‘I’ll stick with you.’


‘You’re not going along just because of me, are you?’


‘What’s wrong with that?’


She didn’t answer. Instead, she turned and kissed him softly on the cheek. Though her upper arm pressed against him, her breast didn’t. If she’d turned a little more …


‘Should’ve given him one on the mouth,’ Glen said as she eased away.


‘Why don’t you butt out?’ Howard said.


Glen laughed.


‘So,’ Lana said. ‘We’re all in. What we’ll do, I’ll drive us around to everyone’s place, and …’ She looked to the side as a quick scuff of footfalls approached the car.


Keith rushed up to the passenger door and flapped the Ouija board at the open window. The chest of his tight, knit shirt bulged over the heart-shaped pointer. He pulled open the door. ‘Out of my way, big guy.’


Glen climbed out, and Keith got in.


‘Any trouble?’ Lana asked.


‘Right where I left it. What’d you think, it wandered away by itself?’


‘Nothing about that thing would surprise me at this point.’


‘Only trouble I had was the message indicator. Stuck it down inside my shirt here, and it kept sliding around. I think it was trying to tell me something.’


‘You’re kidding, right?’


He laughed.


Glen slid in beside him and slammed the door. ‘Probably Butler checking out your tits.’


‘You’re the one with tits, man.’


‘And proud of them. Here, want a feelie?’


‘Fag.’


‘Knock it off, guys,’ Lana said. She started the car, put on its headlights, and swung away from the curb. ‘We’ve gotta figure things out. I don’t think we should wait for morning.’
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