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Halloween

In every person lives not one, but two different people. There is the person who is good and honest, who tries their best to be the person everyone knows them to be. The one made of sunshine and laughter and all the beautiful things. And therein exists another, the one that, if given a face, would harbor red eyes and pointy teeth and seethe with malicious thoughts. The one who might kill if they could get away with it. That’s the tricky part about paying the blood price to the Demon of Shadowmist: one is certain they will get away with it. There will be no recourse, no repercussions. We flit back into normal life while the payment remains dead, incapacitated, or silenced. One thing is for sure: they never get a chance to talk about it. 

I tried to scream as my fingernails grasped at the moist soil with confusion. My hair, tangled and matted, held my face to the earth as I struggled to raise myself by my fingertips and look around. I gave up and rolled over, staring at the night sky, the beautiful San Francisco sky. 

For a second, I thought I had been buried under the ground. 

The obscurity was a fitting backdrop to the ghostly fog that hovered above Lyon Street. I untangled my hair from my fingers and dug my heels into the dirt, soon standing in front of Ben Bach’s home as I shuddered in an attempt to remove the demon’s thoughts from my own. Or were my thoughts his? I wondered if I was dead or demon-possessed. Or like the way a zombie movie hero would define it on screen... just having a real bad night.

I longed to find Ben and soothe him, to surround him in an embrace and tell him everything would be okay. 

How I yearned to be with Ben, to feel his touch upon mine just one last time, as he would raise my hand and press his lips to my skin with his eyes downcast. His gaze would meet mine. How I loved meeting his eyes as if the winter sky inhabited a vista of profound mystery. With his touch, we were bonded as one. Perhaps our presence in each other’s lives was not truly happening and would never happen again.

“It can never happen again. You belong to me.”

The demon’s voice ran amok within me, or were these thoughts my own?

A ghost whispered with the voice of a child, as thin as the wind through reeds, though as high-pitched as a scream.

“AJ, can you see me? Now, can you see me?”

I shook my head, pulled myself to my feet, and walked toward the side door of Ben’s home.

Lie down and sleep the eternal sleep, I told myself. Sleep and dream from a sleep from which there is no awakening. Because when you sleep there is always the possibility that this could be a dream. That you will awaken back into a world of teenage angst, a crush, and the never-ending crusade for meaning in a big world that has little tolerance for girls your age.

But there was no soft bed, no sleep. Only foggy, moist air surrounded my body, creeping into my sweater and up the legs of my jeans as I stood on soft mulch outside of Ben’s home on Halloween night.

I grasped the handle of the side door and twisted the knob. I peered through the window on the door. Phoebe, Ben’s gray-and-white cat, stared back at me as she perched on the linoleum.

I crouched down to the ground, dirty and hideous, I am sure, like a monster. Night-of-the-living-dead girl, perhaps, or the prom date who clawed her way out of the grave to return for sweet revenge. I chuckled to myself. Ah, revenge on the awful Hyannis McWolfe, who may very well have killed me. The very idea made my blood boil. Perhaps there were signs of life in me yet.

The cat cocked her head as she stared at me from the other side of the plastic window on the pet door. Her tail twitched and slapped on the kitchen floor in a splash of fur. I pushed the door with my shoulder, the feel of my slight force upon the wood making my heart race as I imagined Ben’s mother appearing to discover a teenage girl trying to break into her home.

Or perhaps she would not see me. 

Perhaps... I am only a ghost.

I knelt and groped about freshly tilled soil for a fake rock or some other silly contraption hiding a key. 

Nothing. 

Part of my being wanted to sob. Part wanted to flee back into the sky, the nothingness. Yet my entire soul willed me to stay, willed me on. Willed me to find a way inside, where Ben might be waiting.

A curious trill cut through the silence—the meow of a cat. 

Phoebe's wide body squeezed through the pet door and stiffened upon contact with the cold. She meowed again as she sat on the mulch before me. Her pupils shone in big black circles upon spots of green. I reached out to pet her. Her body curled sideways like a spring as she hissed and snarled. 

“Easy, attack cat,” I murmured. “All I’m trying to do is break into your house. Shush.” 

Phoebe backed away, her eyes glowing and teeth bared as she softly wailed and then ducked into the bushes.

“You act like you’ve seen a ghost,” I tittered. I rose to my feet and pushed the door with more force. It wouldn't budge. 

“Ben!” I called as I pounded my fist on the glass. 

Of course, he wouldn’t answer. People don’t answer doors when dead people knock. Or they shouldn’t. In horror movies, they always do, but not in real life. 

Or... dead people don’t answer doors.

Unless he was alive. And I was not.

Accidents happen all the time. People survive. Hospitals keep them alive. Perhaps Ben's mother had forbidden him to see me again, presuming I might have been the cause of the accident. Please, God, let Ben be alive. Please. Please. 

I turned away from the door and folded my arms.

A bit farther away, tiny lights shone from ships as they cruised about the bay. I sighed and stared out over the hills at the city lights downtown. In the distance loomed the Coit Tower, the tall cylindrical building set upon a base of misty black and gray sky. 

The door creaked. I whirled around. The back door to Ben’s house gaped wide open.

I crept inside and locked the door behind me, taking one quick glance out the window to make sure I was not being followed. 

The kitchen was dark, save for a light burning over the stove. I drifted up the stairs and up to Ben's room, passing by his shoes lined up against the hallway door, by his leather jacket hung on a hook with its faint scent of aftershave, and by shadowed photos of Ben smiling at various stages of life. Signs of life, signs of him, that his mother cannot bear to put away. 

If he really is dead, too. Or perhaps he is like me, floating in this otherworld. I have to find him. I need to know.

Ben’s bedroom was quiet, his bed made neatly and a few items of clothing strewn about the floor. A tiny light from a lamp burned on top of his dresser, illuminating the garish face of the lead singer of a band in a painting on the wall.

If he is dead, the fault lies with me. 

Maybe, just maybe, everything is fine, and he's still alive. He'll call me tonight to tell me he's fine—he was out with Gideon and their friends. Tomorrow, we'll go to the café on the corner and have pastries and pumpkin spice lattes.

“Stop it,” I murmured. “Just prepare for the worst.”

The mechanism for the garage door downstairs churned. I jumped, startled by the sound. 

I slid along the hallway wall, then ducked into the shadows of Ben's room. 

The door to the kitchen opened with the familiar creak of a spring. Ben's mother sounded as if she had an armful of groceries. Cabinet doors opened and closed with soft pats and taps, and paper bags rustled. That’s a lot of groceries to feed just one. I knew if I stayed quiet, she would never know I was there. I closed his bedroom door softly.

My fingers drifted over the mahogany furniture in Ben’s bedroom. The scent of lemon polish tickled my nostrils. 

Ben’s image resounded in the reaches of my memory as I pictured him riding his Indian motorcycle through the mist on a day when the fog receded over the Pacific Ocean and hung over the streets of San Francisco into the early afternoon. I had the strangest feeling Ben would open his room door and find me waiting as I dug the toe of my shoe into the carpet in my usual gesture of confusion. Strangely enough, I longed to flee down the stairs and back into the past, to a life devoid of him. A time when my heart did not tug within my chest when we were apart. 

A time when Ben's face was not forever emblazoned behind my eyes. 

Maybe he would call me by my real name instead of AJ, for the dead know everything. He would know the real name I hid from, the name that would make me blush with embarrassment. I would hush him and pull him toward me, swearing him to secrecy that he would never speak the name aloud unless we were alone. He would flash that crooked smile of his. That smile... 

I picked up his hairbrush and ran my fingertips over the dark, silky hairs embedded in its bristles. I could still feel him here, still smell his scent, a scent of fresh, clean skin and light cologne. Strange that someone as rough as he appeared on the outside, in his rugged jeans and leather jacket, could smell so beautiful. Strange that his eyes could hold such gentleness for one who had been through so much pain. I placed the brush down on his bureau and blinked back my tears. A lump welled up in my throat as my gaze rested on the picture he had taken of me just last week on the shores of Lake Stinson. 

You don’t have to die to know a thing or two about death. You shouldn’t have to. For he may be dead. I know I could see him if he appeared.

I could see them. The ghosts. 

I sighed as I lay down on his bed. 

Sleep. Maybe this is all a dream. Maybe, when you wake up, he will be lying next to you, and you will be worried about whether your parents are going to come home from vacation a day early with baby Frances and find you dead. 

I stretched my arm out, resting my head.

“It’s all right, AJ,” Ben whispered. “I’m here.”

My chest bloomed a rose of fear as a shadow on the wall danced, but the shadow was only a branch from a tall oak tree swaying back and forth with the breeze. A gasp of hope escaped my lips. 

Ben spoke again, louder this time.

“I'm here, AJ.”

Could that really be him? Was he alive? 

Or was the Demon of Shadowmist playing tricks again?
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Just Perfect

Eight Weeks Before Halloween Night

The doorbell rang three times in quick succession, true to my best friend Caslin Perez’s penchant for flare. I glanced in my bedroom mirror as I arranged my dark hair to cascade over my shoulders and wondered if my lips and cheeks looked too plump. Sucking in the middle of my jowls gave me a scary face in the mirror, like a dying person wasting away.

I stuffed my cell phone and notebook into my backpack as I raced down the stairs. I could not even summon the strength to pull open my own front door. My fingers seemed too weak to grip the handle and too frail to pull the door open. 

I had to talk to Caslin about my nightmare. I tried to think of what I could say, a way I could tell her about it without sounding childish.

A shadow stalked me, like a murderer, inside a building with high ceilings and laminate floors. I tried to hit, but my punches landed on empty air. I tried to run, but my feet were frozen to the ground. In my mouth, I tasted blood. The walls closed in. I was smothered, suffocating somehow. Then everything became red. Red walls, red lights. Red eyes and smoke.

I screamed, but I had no voice. I screamed again and again in silence.

The doorbell rang again. I twisted the knob and pulled the front door open.

Caslin Perez stood on the front step with her cell phone to her ear. She tossed a lock of freshly bleached blonde hair over her shoulder. She looked pretty as a blonde. 

I opened my mouth to speak. 

Caslin held up her index finger. “It’s Hiya,” she whispered. “On the phone. Shhh.” 

I nodded. “It’s okay. I’ll just get my stuff together.” 

Then everything exploded. The darkness, black smoke instead of walls, the people... doors and dust and metal were flying, and everything blew apart. All I could hear was screaming.

My hands were sweaty. I wiped them on my jeans, then reached for my backpack and took out a pack of gum. I took two sticks from the package and stuffed them in my pocket. Today, I wore my usual leggings, cropped top, and sweatshirt. The ensemble was comfortable and helped me feel ready to deal with Hyannis McWolfe, the rival who seemed intent on stealing my lifelong best friend.

“Oh, that’s awful,” Caslin said into the phone. “Johan is so smart. Tell him to stay focused. Of course, I’d be happy to. Are you kidding? He’s a doll. You’re lucky to have such a sweet twin brother. And he’s lucky to have you, too. I wish I had a sister like you. Or a brother.”

The saccharine in Caslin's gushing made me want to stick my finger down my throat and retch. I stifled the urge and rummaged through my backpack for my own cell phone to check my messages. 

Need you to watch Frances tonight, my stepmother had texted from the master bedroom room upstairs. Group meeting. 

I groaned as I stuffed my phone back into my backpack. 

Ever since Nancy had quit drinking and stayed for a three-month stint at a fancy rehab center in Wine Country, of all places, she used me as a babysitter on the nights my father worked late. Which was every night except our family dinner night on Tuesdays. 

“I was shopping for school supplies the other day and you’ll never guess who I ran into,” Caslin continued into the phone. “That’s okay. I should go, too. See you later.” Caslin pressed a button on her phone and smiled. “You ready?” 

“I’m leaving,” I called into the house. No one answered. I closed the door behind me as I slung my backpack over my shoulder and stepped down onto the pathway leading to the sidewalk. A white butterfly flitted around my head as the lawn sprinklers whirred on, tiny droplets of water sparkling in the sunshine and leaving spots on my jeans. I fell into stride beside Caslin as she tilted her face up to the late summer sun. 

She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Where did summer go? Or better yet, where did the money I made this summer go? Oh, right, to my college fund. Because my broke-ass parents can't pay.”

“You'll win a scholarship. This is our last day of freedom. Then it’s back to the weekly drudge. I don’t miss being treated like a worm every day.”

“They’re not so bad,” Caslin said. 

“Not so bad? Hyannis McWolfe and her friends not only laughed at your clothes, your hair, my face, and our parents, they toilet-papered your house every weekend five years ago. I spent every Saturday morning with you cleaning up.”

“It’s just toilet paper, AJ.”

“That’s not what you were saying when you were scraping wet wads from the walls outside your room. And some of the stucco. You still have nicks in the paint.”

“My mom fixed them. I hung out with Hyannis a little bit over the break. She’s alright. We were both counselors at Lyell Elementary Science Camp. She knows you don’t like her, but she doesn’t know why.”

“I never even gave her a thought until she set out to make my sophomore year a living hell. No one plans on spending their afternoons in the library, hiding from the quote, unquote in-crowd. Right? You were there, too.”

“I wasn’t hiding. I was catching up on some good books and keeping you company.”

“Well, thanks for your support.” 

We took a seat on the bench at the bus stop and waited. “This is kind of exciting and scary at the same time,” Caslin said. “Seeing a brand-new school, new theater, new everything. It’s just weird to change up schools right at junior year.”

I agreed as I rested my elbows on my knees and glanced across the street.

Mrs. Faria, my elderly neighbor, swept the dust off her porch across the street while dressed in a pink robe and floppy slippers. Her home was a humble one-story brownstone with bright pink and red rose bushes in front. She lifted a hand up in the air in a shaky wave. 

“Good morning, Mrs. Faria,” I called. Mrs. Faria held her hand up to the side of her ear with her palm open. “Good morning!” I shouted. “Do we have a few minutes?” I asked Caslin.

Caslin slipped on her headphones. “Five.” 

Mrs. Faria pointed to her ear as I jumped to my feet and ran across the street. 

“Good morning, Mrs. Faria,” I said as I stopped in front of her and reached for her broom. 

Her gray hair stood on frizzy ends like a troll pencil topper. Her wrinkled face smiled sweetly, and her voice sounded like a tweeting bird. 

“Good morning, sweetheart. Now, you remember to look across the street when you cross. Always look left to right. Sometimes, I think you're a little careless.”

“Let me help you. Caslin and I are a little early for the bus.” Dust clouds floated up as I stroked the bristles over the concrete. Mrs. Faria started to bend down to move the doormat from the broom’s path. I reached down quickly and picked it up for her, tossing it aside. 

“Have a seat. I’ll finish up.” 

Endearments lilted from Mrs. Faria’s lips as she settled herself onto a porch bench. 

“Would you like to stay for a glass of orange juice?” Mrs. Faria asked. “Fresh-squeezed with oranges from my tree. Dagan bought me a juicer. Best orange juice I’ve ever had.” She shook ever so slightly as she spoke, the wisps in her hair feathery as if spun from a cotton candy machine. 

“I’d love to, but I have to get to class. Another time.” I propped the broom up against the wall.

“Door’s always open to you.” Mrs. Faria lightly fanned herself with a newspaper. “Nice sunny day. My son is coming to check on me. Maybe you can stop by later for some arroz con pollo. Extra green olives on top, just as you like it.”

The memory of Mrs. Faria’s arroz con pollo made my stomach rumble. My sense of scent suddenly attuned to the delicious smell of saffron and simmering juicy chicken from her kitchen. “I wish I could, but I have to watch Frances tonight. If I didn’t have orientation, I would love a plate right now.”

“Another time, then.” Mrs. Faria did not extend an invitation for Frances, as her face grew pinched when Frances was in tantrum mode, which was often since Frances just turned two. 

Bus number 21A rumbled down the street. Caslin waved frantically as she pointed at the municipal vehicle, her words drowned out by the churning noise. Mrs. Faria groaned as she rose to her feet, leaning on me for support as I walked her into the foyer of her home. She stood on the step, calling out, but I could not hear a word she said over the loud engine as I turned and headed for the bus stop across the street. I broke into a run. Not intending to be rude, I turned around then to wave at Mrs. Faria as my feet hopped from the sidewalk onto the street. The bus had already pulled in front of the stop. The doors creaked open, and a couple of passengers disembarked. 

I turned toward the bus and quickened my pace.

Car brakes screeched as I whipped around to see a red sedan bearing down on me. It was too late to dodge out of the way. I held my hands out, and my heels flew in retreat of the chrome bumper.

I tipped backward and fell onto the ground. 

Then the driver of the sedan was in my face, yelling, asking me if I was all right while sounding accusatory as well. I scrambled away and ran for the bus. “Fine, thank you!” I said over my shoulder.

“You’re going to get yourself killed, girl!” the driver screamed after me. 

“I'm sorry,” I said when I found my voice. I waved half-heartedly into the air. My palms were covered with dirt. I tried to wipe it off on my jeans.

“Be careful when you cross, sweetie!” Mrs. Faria yelled from her doorway, shaking even more violently. Her hand fluttered about her throat, and she trembled. “Look left and right, then left again!”

“I will!” I booked it to the bus, my heart pounding. “I'm all right! I'm sorry if I scared you!” 

Caslin was engrossed in typing into her cell phone as she rose from the bench and climbed the stairs into the belly of the bus. I hopped aboard and placed my transit card under the scanner. The scanner beeped loudly. I am not sure why I felt more flustered at the loud noise rather than the fact that I was almost run over by a bus. The portly driver gave me a once-over, then grunted and shifted gears as if to warn me to take a seat quickly. Caslin sauntered along, staring at her phone. She teetered as the bus lurched forward but casually gripped onto a pole as if she meant to, all the while intent on her messages. Another passenger stared at her with a combination of hysteria and admiration.

“Okay, freak-out!” Caslin said as we settled into seats. A rose with baby’s breath wrapped in cellophane peeked out from Caslin’s backpack.

My heart pounded from the near accident as adrenaline finally kicked in. “Right? I almost got killed!”

“When?”

“Just now! You didn’t see?”

“I can’t see through a bus! Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” I reached into my pocket and removed a stick of chewing gum. The driver's eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. He shook his head. I stuffed the pack of gum back into my pocket. I brushed the dirt from my hands and checked my reflection in the mirror. 

“Good.” Caslin patted my back. “Hyannis called back and said she can’t find her flower barrette. She’s tearing up the dressing room.”

“Why doesn’t she just put up her hair in a bun?”

“She wants to pin the barrette on the side of her head. You know how she is. Everything has to be 'just perfect.'” 

I chuckled. Clasping my hand over my heart, I pursed my lips into a grin as I performed my best Hyannis McWolfe imitation. “Just perfect.” I sighed as I batted my eyes. Caslin guffawed, her trademark laugh sounding apprehensive as she peered around the bus to make sure no one she knew was eavesdropping.

The bus chugged and churned down the city streets. Caslin’s cell phone rang again. 

“Hey, Hiya,” she answered, bright and cheery. “You found it! I’m glad. I can’t wait. You are going to be amazing. You own the choreography, so you’ll do great. I wouldn’t worry if I were you. Uh-huh. So excited to see you on stage.” She smiled as she tucked her phone into her purse.

“I had the strangest dream last night, Cas. A nightmare.”

“What was it about?” 

My insides churned with the memory to match the ache of my skull. I worried Caslin would think I was silly if I brought it up, but the thought of the dream troubled me so much I needed to give voice to the vision. 

The bus lurched to a stop. I took my first look at the brand-new Addison High School.

I inhaled sharply, for I knew this was the setting even before I could step inside. 

“My nightmare happened here.”
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The Red Room

“This is the first time we have ever been here,” Caslin said. “We’ve never even seen this school before. They just took down the barrier walls. See?” Caslin pointed to trucks across the street with civil engineering logos, their trunks packed high with lined portable fence walls.

“In my dream, I walked up the front steps, down to the left corridor. An office is on the right, kitty-corner from the courtyard. To the left of that is the theater. Red. At least that was what was in my dream.”

The school faced a corner where two streets intersected as if the building were the base of a triangle. The stucco of the new building gleamed immaculately from our vantage point on the bus. A wide expanse of grass in the shape of a half circle abutted the curve of the school’s driveway and filled in the space near the sidewalk. The flat part of the half circle ended just below the wide expanse of steps that led up to the front entrance of Addison High, which was made up of floor-to-ceiling glass windows. The front windows were cathedral-like at two stories high. My breath spirited away as I marveled at how beautiful the school was. All thoughts of my nightmare vanished as the bus driver pulled a lever to open the doors.

Caslin and I stepped off the bus, trying not to stare in wonder at our brand-new school as we strode down the concrete walkway and climbed the steps. In the lobby, there were two sets of carpeted stairs that met in the middle and continued to the second floor, from which the vantage point afforded a view of the neighborhood through the floor-to-ceiling-height picture windows. 

Caslin whispered as new members of our junior class surrounded us. “This building is just...gorgeous.” 

We wandered down the corridor, following the signs directing us to the theater for orientation. To the left of the office, which was kitty-corner to the courtyard. Just like in my dream.

The new principal, Miss Overton, lurked in the hall, her cheeks slapped pink with cream blush in contrast to her pale skin, her lips a slash of gooey red. She beckoned us forward. Across the hall, a tall, slim girl with a sheet of shiny onyx hair turned toward us. Her nose was pert, and her eyes a luminous black with thickly mascaraed lashes. Hyannis. She spotted Caslin and strode toward her. 

“Hiya!” Caslin shrieked in smiling glee. 

They enveloped each other in a huge hug. Hyannis looked at me, and her mouth twitched upward in what might be mistaken for a smile.

Miss Overton bustled about as we were led into the theater. It seemed as if everyone around me was chatting as we walked up onto the scaffolds, giggling about the giddiness of being in a new building, the smell of fresh carpet and paint, the darkness, and our name tags as we followed parent volunteers through a tour of the school's theater. The parents pointed out details that would mean little to those who did not plan to take drama classes (I did), such as the locations of the trapdoors and dressing rooms. Our tour parent droned on and on about the integrity of the performance programs and the generous contributions of the McWolfe family, oblivious to teenage smirks and titters.

“Then I say to Johan, could you get up the nerve and ask her out already?” Hyannis whispered as she and Caslin moved forward in their own world. I trailed behind. 

Caslin squealed with delight. “Do you think he likes me?”

“Of course, he likes you,” Hyannis said. “I told him I hang out with you. It’s not like you’re some dum-dum, like— ” Hyannis glanced at me over her shoulder and looked away. “Tahoe was so much fun. You two should be shipped.” 

Hyannis’s hair swung in a long, perfectly smooth black sheet down her back. Every minute or so, Caslin looked back and nodded as if to invite me into the conversation. Hyannis kept her back turned.

At the end of the tour, Hyannis embraced Caslin, then ducked backstage. Caslin marched right up to the third row and plopped down in the middle. I settled into the seat beside her.

The theater was drenched in red. Red seats, red curtains, red carpet. Blood red. I didn’t know I was color-sensitive until this very moment when the sight of red made my pulse quicken. 

I sensed danger. Is this the place, the scene of my nightmare? 

I jumped up to leave.

Caslin placed a hand on my arm. “AJ, Hyannis will be on any minute. Are you okay?”

I swallowed the large lump in my throat. My hands shook. My head began to throb. 

“Everyone sit down!” a student behind me snapped in the tone of Hitler, and a few other students giggled. 

I sank back into my seat. “I... I’m not sure exactly what... I think I’m fine.”

“On the bus.” Caslin’s eyes filled with concern. “You said something happened in your dream last night...”

“Yes. Oh, yes. In the dream I had last night,” I whispered in my best friend Caslin’s ear as the lights dimmed, “I was fighting, trying to hit something. Trying to keep something off of me. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t punch. I’m fighting whatever it is, a shadow or a stranger, maybe a person, fighting, fighting, I cannot land a punch. The ones I do land hit like they’re hitting something soft and sticky, not real skin. I was powerless. But I know somehow, whatever it was or who it was, it wanted to kill me. And then—” 

Caslin patted my hand. “I can’t sleep anymore either. I’m too excited for school to begin tomorrow.” Caslin ran her fingers along the red velvet seats of the theater. “I love the way everything feels at Addison. So soft and new. Like being in a new car. We’ll be the first established seniors next year. We'll be immortalized. This is so awesome.”

As I rolled my eyes, a shadow darted above. With the whole theater dripping in the color red, the shadow reminded me of a Lunar New Year parade dragon writhing across the domed ceiling. I looked up and stared. Something up there seemed ominous to me, or perhaps it was just the pervasive feeling of doom and gloom that plagued me at night. A feeling of helplessness welled up in my chest. A feeling that I could not talk myself out of, for what I was guilty of, I could not even imagine. I heard unintelligible words as if they echoed off the ceiling, words which I knew were only in my head. 

Or were they? 

The students around me chatted, oblivious.

“This place is going to give me nightmares. Like the phantom of the opera is lurking in here. I should have skipped the tour.”

“What?” Caslin said as she typed a text into her phone. “Ooh, Hyannis is upset. Her leotard tag is itchy.” 

“I should have skipped orientation. This place creeps me out.”

“Why?”

“It’s too red. Blood red.”

Caslin grimaced. “We'll get used to it,” she whispered.

Johan McWolfe, Hyannis's twin brother, arrived with his entourage of athletes, wannabe actors, and otherwise notable secondary friends. He sat next to Caslin and spoke in a low voice. His dark eyes were hooded and dreamy, and his chestnut hair parted to the side and flopped fashionably around his head. He wrapped his fingers around hers as she blushed and smiled down at the carpet, then met his eyes again as he continued to speak softly.

I shifted in my seat. The seat made a popping noise, and the cute guy sitting next to Johan turned, looked at me, and raised an eyebrow. Caslin tittered with embarrassment. Touchy.

A rift had grown between Caslin and me over the summer. The floor might as well have opened up, and the tectonic plates lurking under the city of San Francisco might as well have separated and created a hundred-foot chasm between us, for our inseparable friendship was fast descending into a casual shrug. We used to talk on the phone almost every night. Now, she took days to return my calls. 

That rift grew even wider as her hair lightened several shades over the course of the summer. I glanced at her lip-glossed mouth and her expertly contoured cheekbones, wondering if she knew we were growing apart. Wondering if she knew how much I missed her, how I longed to spend time with her as the twosome we were instead of the threesome we had become now that Hyannis had entered the picture. Hyannis with her wallet stuffed full of cash and credit cards that she could always reach for to purchase Caslin a pack of gum, a tube of lip balm, or a new nail polish at the drugstore. She would begrudgingly tell me I could throw one on the checkout belt, too, but I always refused. Once, she offered to buy me a Dum-Dum lollipop. A special treat for you, AJ, because you’re a real sweet one. She grinned, the first time she had ever smiled at me, then burst into laughter. I seethed in silence as my cheeks burned.

The students erupted in half-hearted applause as Miss Overton lumbered out onto the dimly lit stage wearing a wool-skirted suit and a shirt with a fluffy neckline that appeared to be choking the life out of her, although the redness in her face was likely rosacea. The front of her hair was pulled back in ponytails with springy streamer barrettes that grown women should never wear.

“Welcome to the new students of Addison High!” Miss Overton said. Her voice reverberated through the theater, clear and booming as the real and imaginary voices in my mind were eviscerated. “As you can hear, the acoustics on our new performance theater are top of the line. One particular benefit of this new theater is the area underneath the stage, a space of exactly twelve hundred square feet, which will enable our drama department to teach students the mastery of illusion and stunt performance. The size of the space below spans almost the same square footage of the stage and backstage area. That is the brilliance of Renfield Construction.”

Miss Overton continued her speech with a warning that cell phones were banned at Addison High except during breaks for use in one designated area between the dumpsters and the restrooms. I tucked my cell phone back into my pocket as several students did the same.

“There will be parent volunteers stationed at every entrance and exit to the school,” Miss Overton droned on. “They will assist you with everything we have gone over today. Maps of the school can be found online and will be handed out by our parent volunteers throughout the week. Please try and take only one, and place them in a recycling bin when no longer needed. 

“And now, for the highlight to showcase our amazing brand-new theater, it's time to enjoy a performance by a member of our incoming junior class. The McWolfe family’s generous support has made it possible for Addison High to provide supplies such as learning tablets and top-of-the-line noise-canceling headphones for our computer lab.

“Who better to warm up the stage than our own prima ballerina-in-training. I present to you Hyannis McWolfe!” 

Hyannis’s twin brother placed his hands around his mouth and whooped! 

The lights onstage dimmed as the curtain pulled back. There posed Hyannis, frozen in a backdrop of flowers, her leg stretched forward prettily. The stage illuminated, and Hyannis danced to the tune of Gymnopédie. She rose to pointe and twirls. Caslin remained fixated on her every move, as every member of the audience was. 

Hyannis danced with grace, unbelievably, charmingly, annoyingly perfect. 

Just perfect.

The cords of her neck pronounced themselves beautifully as she moved one delicate foot after the other, prancing and pirouetting. The song drew to a close, and the students erupted in applause as she took her bows. Caslin reached under her seat and threw the rose tied into a bundle with sprigs of baby’s breath. The flower landed on the stage at Hyannis’s feet. Hyannis swept them up and blew Caslin a kiss.

“Bestie,” Hyannis mouthed as she held the bloom to her heart. 

A feeling of intense ire and disgust welled up in my chest. Caslin’s shoulders drew up to give her own neck a hug as she grinned back. My heart dropped to the floor. Caslin and I had been best friends since kindergarten. We even donned those silly heart charms where she wore half a heart hung from a necklace, and I wore the other until the eighth grade. She was done with me. I was no longer the friend she cared for most. 

How could I compete with Hyannis McWolfe and all her beauty and perfection?

Hyannis caught my eye, and her gaze glittered with the thrill of competition. I waved and congratulated her with a smile. The expression returned with a perfunctory nod and arrogant curl of one side of her mouth. 

I sank down further into the red velvet seat. The seat popped again. Caslin shot me a look as if I had made the noise on purpose. 

“I'm sorry.” I shrugged. She patted me on the hand.

“Beautiful performance, Hyannis McWolfe!” Miss Overton boomed into the microphone as she maneuvered her way back to the center of the stage. “Here is where we will be holding our talent show in November, in less than twelve weeks. Sign up on the boards outside the office, and get that talent ready. I can tell by looking out at all of your faces that we have some great talent ready to be unleashed, so please do sign up. Singers, dancers, actors, yodelers, jugglers. Whatever you would like to do, we would like to see it. And did I mention that the McWolfe family will be donating their home in Kauai for a week-long vacation as the grand prize? Hyannis, can you tell us about your family’s vacation home?”

Hyannis shimmied out on pointe like a marionette, her arms wrapped around the flower from Caslin and a bouquet of red roses someone had handed her backstage. 

“Our vacation home is located in the beautiful complex of Wahili Beach Club,” Hyannis said breathlessly, her eyes bright. “We have a three-bedroom, three-bath with a loft right on the beach, with maid service and all of the amenities of the Wahili resort: room service, three restaurants on-site, and three baths with soaking Jacuzzi tubs and marble rain showers.”

A blond, shaggy-dog kid who I recognized as a member of my karate dojo raised his hand. Logan Worley. “Does it have a pool?”

Hyannis’s pained smile read, Of course it has a pool, you dum-dum. “Three pools, including a teen pool with a swim-up smoothie bar. And a fitness center with yoga and Pilates classes.” 

Miss Overton applauded, and the entire theater joined in. Hyannis blew a kiss and exited stage left, ever the cartoon bunny on pointe with her eyes batting and one foot shuffling prettily ahead of the other. Retch.

Caslin gripped my hand. “Are you going to enter?”

“And do what?”

“A karate presentation. Wu Shu. You would be so amazing. You practically fly. We could go to Kauai together and bring Hyannis, of course. Whoever we want to bring. Sleeps twelve, so I hear. Will your parents let you go?”

“They’d let me go for as long as I'd like,” I said with a lump in my throat. The thought of going anywhere with Hyannis made me want to toss up the wheat cereal I had for breakfast.

“Perfect. Because mine won’t care at all. So you’re going to win the talent show?”

“Caslin, I don’t even want to enter.”

Miss Overton shushed everyone as Addison High’s new faculty lined up on stage. They sang the new school anthem, with Miss Overton wailing in full operetta soprano, while the students looked around at each other and giggled. When the song ended, the faculty took a bow. The students applauded half-heartedly as many began to gather their belongings.

“Thank you all for coming,” Miss Overton called out. “We’ll see you on Monday morning at eight-thirty. Please be on time to your classes.”

Caslin squeezed my hand as everyone rose to leave. “Gotta go,” she said. “I’m going to catch a ride home with Hiya and Johan. Hey, don’t worry about that dream. My worst nightmare is that I will be naked on the toilet and leave the camera on my phone on, but it’s never going to happen, see?” She showed me where she kept a piece of electric tape affixed over the camera on her phone. “They are watching. Always watching.”

“Who?” I asked with a half-hearted smile.

“The Man.” She laughed. “That’s what my dad says.” She pushed past students as she climbed the blood-red carpeted steps toward the exit. Everyone followed along, teenage cattle roving up a flight of stairs. 

I sighed and sat back in the now empty row. The feeling of heaviness sank into my chest. I wished it were three days ago and I was giddy with the ignorant notion that once school began, Caslin and I would be best friends again. 

As the crowd at the top of the steps thinned, I rose to my feet. The face of my watch read eleven twenty-nine. 

My bus home came every hour on the half hour. 

I silently prayed the bus was running late and sprinted up the red steps two at a time until I came to the top. I ran down the sparsely filled hallway. 

“No running in the halls!” a faculty member called out as she spoke with another teacher. I slowed to a trot until I came to the glass door at the front of the school, then I bolted out the door toward the bus stop. The bus, which was running late, four minutes late to be exact, pulled away from the curb with a load of students.

The wind slapped my hair against my cheek as I pulled my sweater tighter around me. The day was blustery with cold winds, and somehow the sun shining through like a prop in community theater and just as cold and dead as yellow cardboard. I stood on the steps, watching the bus churn away up the hill. Out of nowhere, the drizzle began to fall, that San Francisco drizzle that could be a result of sprinkling from the skies above or the wetness of the fog. I shivered. The fingerlike tendrils of mist rolling downhill eclipsed the sun, stopping short of embracing the school. 

A wall of fog formed. Curiously, the mist created a wall. On one side was the mist, which stopped at the street just before the school, on the flat end of the triangle. On the other side, me... shivering in a patch of faraway sun, standing on the steps of San Francisco’s newest flagship high school.

A brand-new, sleek Mercedes convertible screeched to a stop in front of the sidewalk. 

“AJ!” Caslin called. “Hop in!” She scooted over next to a girl with long blonde hair, who bleated in protest as I jumped down the steps, grateful for the rescue. 

Hyannis sat in the passenger seat. She slapped her brother lightly on the shoulder for stopping. 

“No room,” she said.

“Sorry, AJ.” Johan shrugged. “Not enough seat belts. It’s the law.” He stepped on the gas, and the car sped away. 

“You’re popular, AJ!” Hyannis yelled over her shoulder, her eyes filled with glee. “You’re so popular!” 

Caslin’s voice rose in protest.
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Chapter Three
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The Boy in the Theater

The convertible sped down the street with the laughing Hyannis and Johan inside. Hyannis, the hyena. Hyannis, the wh-... so many choice words sprung to mind as I weighed my options on how to make my way home, hopefully not with my head hanging down the middle of my chest in despair for the whole time. I supposed I could wait an hour at the bus stop, but I did not fancy sitting there blinking back tears lest the McWolfe crew decided to take one last spin and heckle the late bus riders just to round out the day's torment.

You’re popular, AJ! You’re so popular! Hyannis’s gleaming white teeth flashed before my eyes. 

The slight of being left behind while the in-crowd sped away left me cold, dead, and empty. I climbed back up the steps with a longing just to sit in the dark somewhere. I trudged through the school's wide, empty hall. 

A janitor looked up from his task of sweeping the last of the construction dust off the linoleum floor. His eyes were sunken in, the blue of dashed hopes and broken crayons. His pale hands were huge like a costumed character's hands wrapped around a broom. The smell of clothes that once sat too long in a damp dryer hovered about him. His hair was disheveled and bald in patches. I glanced at his nametag. Mr. Jim Sievely. Perfect name for a creepy staff member, in my opinion.

“Hi,” I said.

“Shhhhh.” He brought his finger to the middle of his earthworm lips.

I startled a bit, wondering why he was shushing me. He reached up to his ear and turned the volume up on his headphones, shaking his head as a song by Tom Petty floated into the air. Even he looked as if he felt sorry for me. I could not stand the pity anymore. I had enough self-pity welling up inside me to justify an act of hari-kari.

Craving solitude, I broke into a run before I remembered the “No Running in the Hall” rule. Last thing I needed was some nosy faculty member who didn’t know or care about me telling me to go home. I tried to go home. Thanks. 

I threw open the door of the theater and walked in.

The theater was empty, perhaps not a soul inside, but the eerie feeling I had walking in told me there might indeed be souls present, and perhaps I could not see them. The floodlights hanging down from the stage glowed softly. I trudged down to the fifth row in this sea of blood-red upholstery and plopped down in a heap on a chair.

“Welcome to Addison High School!” read the big banner festooned over the curtains. 

The empty stage seemed to appraise me in a disapproving manner, the heavy curtains closed shut. I draped my arms over the seat back in front of me and rested my head. I imagined my new black Converse shoes with white laces side by side with Hyannis’s small, pretty feet bound in pink satin. 

Of course, Caslin would choose her over me. Hyannis McWolfe was smart, talented, and filthy rich. Her father had founded a startup in Silicon Valley, and her family was worth millions. Over the summer, she told Caslin she would invite her to her family’s new cabin in Lake Tahoe, their vacation home on Kauai, and their 10,000-square-foot apartment in Manhattan.

At first, Caslin would turn to me and ask if I wanted to go, but after the fifth, sixth, or seventh request, or after Johan, Hyannis’s twin, had flashed Caslin that interested smile that made her eyes melt into stars, Caslin soon forgot to ask. All this could be forgotten. I could make new friends and move on to a different crowd, for droves of new kids would be transferring over from the redistricted Oceanside and Chula Vista high schools into the brand-new Addison High campus. Caslin and I could still hang out on the weekend when she wasn’t drooling over Johan or on a luxury vacation with the McWolfes somewhere. 

Tears should have welled up, but instead of grief, a bottomless pit opened up within me. I sighed. After several seconds, a sob welled up in my throat and came out like a croak. Then the sobs racked my chest and came up unbidden, one after the other, yet the tears refused to fall. I placed my hands on the velvet seat back in front of me. Its smooth texture brought comfort, like a favorite blanket. I lay my head down on my folded arms. My chest ached with sadness and self-pity.

Someone, something, whispered into my ear.

Can you see me? 

The voice was near as if someone sat beside me. I lifted my head up and turned. The seat next to me was empty. The theater was empty. See me, the voice said again, drawling out into a hiss. See meeeee.

My heart jumped into my throat. My chair creaked as I slowly turned around. The row behind me was deserted. The back of the theater was dark.

Goose bumps appeared on my arms as the little hairs on them rose. I swallowed hard. Someone, or something, kept company with me in the theater. Someone had spoken. I stood. The chair creaked, and my heart jumped into my throat. As I turned around and around. All the red velvet seats were empty. 

But the whispers...voices surrounded me like the whispered taunts of a child. First one, then another...whispers like the flutter of a broken bird’s wings. 

A smell of thick smoke hit my nostrils suddenly, so intense that I coughed. There was a fire inside the building somewhere. Underneath the curtains, a thin line of black smoke puffed out onto the front of the stage. I rose and walked down to the front of the aisle.

“I wouldn’t go that way if I were you,” a deep voice called out. 

I whirled around. 

A guy my age sat in one of the chairs in a row far back. He hid in the shadows where the dim light did not reach. I turned and stared at the curtains. The line of black smoke disappeared. In the air, only a trace of the burning smell remained.

I wondered if he had heard the ghostly voice and smelled the smoke. Perhaps I was simply going crazy. The memory of my sobbing croak was enough to make my cheeks flush hotly as I waited for a glimpse of scorn to cross the guy's face. I slowly walked up the stairs to get a look at him, stopping at the end of the aisle where he sat. His face was finely chiseled, with just a hint of boyish fullness to his cheeks. His chin jutted forward with a half smile. Even in the semi-darkness, I could tell he was very handsome, for his skin glowed. His shoulders were broad, and his belly lean and flat. He wore a leather jacket that looked well cared for, oiled even. His hair was freshly cut, shaved on the side and in the back, and a bit wild and spiky on top. I longed to rush out of the theater, for I didn’t expect someone as good-looking as he was to be sitting alone in a theater, watching me at perhaps the lowest moment in my sixteen years of life.

“How long have you been there?” I said.

“Longer than you have.” He shrugged, casually leaned back in his seat, and rested one elbow on the seat beside him. He gestured to the seat on the other side of him as if offering me the chair. “You okay?”

“Sure,” I replied as I remained standing. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 

I shifted my weight to one side and dug my toe into the ground, a gesture I usually performed when I was nervous. Folding my arms, I stared at him. He raised his eyebrows and stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets. My pride swelled, for maybe he thought I was like him. Impossibly cool. Tough. Unfortunately, my insides felt as mushy as the cereal I had for breakfast, with lots of milk.

“Thought you were crying. Or looking for someone.”

I gazed about. “Yeah... no.” I was unsure what to do at this point, so a pantomime of myself seemed to be sufficient for the moment. “Does this theater feel strange to you?”

“Yes.” He chuckled. “Like there is someone backstage. I had the same feeling the second before you walked in. Like someone was watching me, watching the stage.”

“From where? Behind the curtains?”

“Definitely.”

Maybe he was a stagecraft student about to play some lame joke on me. Hey, by the way, check out Addison High’s new smoke machine! Har har har.

I had too much on my mind to play coy with him. “Are you here for the demonstration, too?”

“What demonstration?” He bent his leg and crossed a foot clad in a black leather boot over his knee. 

“The new smoke machine.”

“Don’t know anything about it.” He faced forward again, staring at the empty curtains. We both remained silent.

“Well, nice meeting you.” I turned to trudge up the stairs toward the exit.

“We never formally met.”

“My name is AJ.”

“Is AJ short for something?”

“Maybe.”

“What's it short for?”

I shrugged. “I go by AJ. I don't like my full name.”

“See you around, AJ.”

“Be nice if you could tell me your name.” 

His eyes narrowed as if he were deep in thought. “The crowd you were sitting with earlier. Friends of yours?”

“You could say that.”

“You’re in with the popular crowd. Good for you.” He rose and walked away from me.

“You didn’t tell me your name,” I called after him.

He turned and stared at me for a long moment. “I’m sure you’ll find out soon enough.” He raised two hands up in peace signs as he walked up the stairs. Pushing open the door, the daylight from the hallway illuminated his form, so he appeared almost ethereal. He stood in the doorway. “I heard the voice, too. You should probably leave.”

“What voice?” I stood there defiantly, grinding my toe into the carpet. “There was no voice. I didn't hear anything.”

“You didn't?”

“No.” I stared at him as if he were crazy, even though I felt crazy in my denial.

“You didn’t hear a voice in there?”

I shook my head. “It’s all just a joke, you know. This whole thing. One big joke, I am sure. None of it scares me.”

“You really want to play it that way?”

“What do you care?”

He raised his eyebrows. “Forget it,” he said as he moved out of the doorway. He twirled his finger around his head. “Could be my imagination. Maybe I’m hearing things.”

I stood there, stunned. A second before the door closed, I called back, “Like what?” I shouted at the door. 

I rushed up the stairs. Pushing open the door, I scanned the hallway. The mysterious leather-clad stranger was already rushing through the tall glass doors to the school parking lot. He trotted down the steps as the doors shut behind him. 

As if drawn by a magnetic force, I drifted back into the theater, the door closing behind me. I was intent on finding the source of the voice, the smoke. My bus home arrived in fifteen minutes. Fifteen minutes to linger in the cold drizzle or to shelter in the warmth of the theater and take a chance on the ghost, the Muumuu, or the jerk-faced drama students hiding under the theater testing out the smoke machine.

Chuckling, I recalled spending evenings at Caslin’s while her mom used to flip her long, thick black hair over her face and chase us. Muumuu, she would moan as we giggled with fright and ran. Muumuuu.

I remained in the creepy theater, ready for the Muumuu to appear, but really just trying to find some kind of diversion to take the pain away from my aching heart.

I blew out a breath. There settled that empty feeling in my chest again. I took each step, watching my own shoes, one step, two steps, three steps, down, down to the stage, thinking of the Muumuu.

The curtains moved as if someone hid behind them. A high-pitched voice giggled. If I turned around and ran, perhaps the good-looking guy who spoke of voices would be waiting in the hallway with a group, all of them chuckling and snapping cell phone photos at their practical joke.

Drawing my breath in, I puffed out my chest. I would not run screaming and hear them laugh at my expense. Not me.

My feet reached the very bottom of the theater below the stage. Placing my elbows on the flat surface, I gazed up at the red curtains. A light breeze lifted the velvet. I didn’t recall seeing a window backstage when we took the tour. I scanned my memory, recalling the walk on the scaffolding, the tour of the dressing rooms, and the trapdoor. 

The trapdoor!

Perhaps some stagehand hid there with a little smoke machine, ready to pop out and say “boo” while another student snapped a picture. Ha! I’d show them who the scaredy-cat was. I slipped on the steps of the stage, quiet as a mouse as I climbed upward. I ducked behind the curtains. A light filtered into the backstage area from a window above the scaffolding. I sneaked over to the trapdoor and shoved it open. 

“I know you're in there!” I shouted. The gaping interior of the trap was empty. I expected to see a couple of kids hiding under there with a smoke machine and microphone. I stuck my hand in and groped around for a fistful of hair or a limb. Nothing but empty air. 

The daylight filtered in from the vents at the stage level, illuminating the area just under the trapdoor. The backstage area was so new only a thin layer of dust sat on the floor. The door was hinged in a way so that it opened outward to the stage or inward to the floor below. I lowered the door, then hesitated. 

I had to peek inside.

Another tendril of smoke wafted into the air. “Who’s down there?”

I thought of the caterpillar from the book Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. 

“Whoooo are you?” I murmured, mimicking the creature’s first words to Alice. Surely, someone hiding down there would giggle at the words. I listened. Nothing but silence. My fingers loosened on the lid of the door as I slowly brought it down. 

A tendril of black smoke danced in the breeze. I changed my mind and slipped underneath the trapdoor. 

My feet hit the cement surface of a shallow landing below. The landing inclined like a ledge, allowing me to stretch my body out to my full height and peer out from the trapdoor to the empty rows of chairs in the audience. How clever. The actor can slip down to this level as if disappearing and not worry about falling so far.

Lowering myself down so I could walk down the dark passage, I turned my cell phone flashlight on and crawled into the space, which grew progressively larger until I could stand without my head hitting the ceiling. The passage opened into a large room about the size of a parlor. The room was unfinished, essentially concrete floors and concrete walls open and empty. 

My throat tickled as I coughed softly. There was a scent of acrid smoke in the air. Something else that reminded me of the smell of the grill my dad would attempt every summer before bringing the charred tri-tip sirloin back into the house and popping it into the microwave to fully cook on the inside, then chucking the whole thing in the trash and calling for the local barbecue takeout.

I walked into the parlor-sized room where the smoke smell was coming from. I crept slowly, contemplating calling out a greeting but still worried about being scared by a bunch of drama team members armed with the same photo chat apps as Hyannis, Johan, and the rest of the popular kids. The light from the flashlight hit the dark walls, scanning the surface one by one.

A sense of fear tickled the back of my neck as my breath began to quicken. I continued to scan the walls with my flashlight. As I passed over the dark, shiny surfaces, the dark shadow of a man appeared.

I gasped. Turning my flashlight back in its direction, I scanned the wall again. Nothing. Simply my imagination working overtime.

The trapdoor slammed shut. My cell phone slipped from my hand and clattered on the ground. The flashlight shut off.

Darkness. I was in complete darkness. I shrieked and crawled around on my hands and knees, searching for my phone.

Footsteps pounded above my head upon the stage, steps that ran in all directions, much like the steps of children running. 

“Open it!” I shouted. “I’m serious. Hyannis? Caslin?” 

No answer except the pounding of running feet.

My hands closed around my cell phone. I pressed the power button to no avail. The phone remained unlit. Shoving the device into my pocket, I maneuvered my way in the darkness, my hands reaching up as the passage to the trapdoor narrowed and the ceiling lowered. My fingertips grazed the smooth ceiling above as I felt for the trapdoor. I could not tell where it was. My heart fluttered with panic as I gripped at the concrete, desperately searching for the cracks that would reveal the trapdoor or any type of exit. Nothing. Just smooth walls. My breath came harder, faster. Someone, something... had shut me in there. 

“It’s dark. Please.” The word escaped my lips as I realized I was trying to reason with myself not to lose my mind down here under a trapdoor in a dark, dank school theater. Talking out loud had always comforted me. I always felt like someone was listening. “Pitch dark. You’ll find a way out. Don’t worry.”

A high-pitched giggle emitted from somewhere nearby. “Show me,” the voice whispered.

“Sh-show you what?” The vibrato in my own words scared me even more.

“Whoooo...?” the voice sang. “Whoooo are you?”

I moaned as my fingertips danced over the surface, searching and trying not to imagine what being down here would be like when the day turned into night, and I was eclipsed in total darkness, with nothing but the smell of fire and the sound of ghostly laughter.

I wished I could scream. I knew I would begin screaming the moment I was convinced no one was hiding in there with their cell phone camera. No one human. Five minutes of this terror would be enough to break me. Perhaps less. 

I heard it, too. The sentence the boy in the theater had called back resounded in my mind. A low, guttural moan rose from my throat. I had to get out of here. Before nightfall. Before the voice came back. Before the fire.

“Can you see me?” the voice said. I closed my eyes and crumbled
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