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By the Fire


[image: image]


Welcome to Camp Fear, where you bring your fears and leave in tears. I hope you enjoy your stay—trust me, everyone does. Come closer... no, closer... yeah, stay warm here by the fire. I want to tell you a story. You like stories, don’t you? I love stories. Do you know what the best kinds of stories are? The ones that are true. And I only tell true stories. So, listen up, because today, I’m going to tell you a story about basements. 

Basements are dark, scary places. Especially the corners. 

Estella would do anything to stay out of her basement because there are ghosts down there. Everyone says that she’s just being silly, that there are no such things as ghosts.

But she knows better.

Because she’s seen one. And she doesn’t ever want to see another.

You’re going to want to huddle together, Campers, because this true story I call ‘Walkie-Talkie’ is guaranteed to send a shiver up your spine.
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Part I 

Basement
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"No, Mom—no, please. Don't make me go down there."

I give my mom the puppy dog eyes, but for some reason it doesn't work today.

"Estella, you're getting too old for this."

I look at my mom and force my eyes even wider.

"Mom, please. Please, I'm begging you."

For a second it looks like my mom is about to break, that she won't make me go down there.

But then she presses her lips together so tightly that tiny wrinkles form around her mouth.

"No, I’m not doing this—not today. I need your help. Besides, you're getting too old to be scared of the dark."

"It's not the dark, Mom. I don't care about the dark. I like the dark. It's the—"

"Ghosts." My mom rolls her eyes and I just stare at her. "I've told you so many times that there is no such thing as ghosts—everyone knows that ghosts don’t exist."

"I—"

"Estella, no. I can't do this anymore. Please, clean the basement."

I grind my teeth, set my jaw, and cross my arms over my chest.

"Don't grind your teeth, Estella. You know what the dentist said."

I don't reply. I want to say something, I want to say something that will get me in trouble, but I don't.

I turn around, tuck my chin to my chest, and walk towards the basement.

I'll show her. I’ll show Mom that I'm not afraid.

I make every step deliberate, one foot in front of the other, swinging my hips as I do, knowing that my mom is watching me walk away.

We don't live in a big house, so it will only take me about ten steps to get to the basement door. The first step is a big one. The second one makes an equally loud bang. As does the third.

The fourth... not so much.

The fifth I can barely hear.

My mom is right, of course. I don't hate the basement because of the dark, I hate it because of the ghosts. Everyone knows that ghosts like dark places.

Cold places.

Scary places.

And there is no place darker or colder or scarier than my basement.

I've only been down there three times in my whole life. The first two times, my mom made me get something from the freezer. I don’t think I’ve ever run that fast before. I ran so fast that no ghost was able to catch me.

Maybe they didn’t even see me. 

The third time... well, that was the worst. 

The absolute worst.

Mom made me go to the basement to find an old shirt or something. She told me that it was right near the stairs, but it wasn’t.

It was in the corner. 

And there was something else in that corner.

Something that looked like it had a face, but it wasn’t a normal face—the face had no eyes. 

It was a ghost, and it nearly got me.

"Estella, hurry up. We have something to do after lunch. I’m not missing it, and neither are you.” 

I touch the doorknob and immediately pull my hand back. It's freezing.

“What are we doing today?” 

I turn to look at my mom and see sadness in her eyes.

“Mom?”

“I’ll tell you later. Just stop stalling. Please, I need some time alone... just clean the basement, like I’ve asked you for the hundredth time.”

My jaw still clenched, I grab the cold handle and open the door wide. 

And then I stare into the darkness.

I don't want to go down there.

I would do anything not to go downstairs—I would give away my favorite teddy bear. I'd give away all my teddy bears.

I’d donate my left arm not to go into the basement.

But I don't have a choice.

Of course, the first wooden step that I stand on creaks. Basement steps always creak.

Because basements are cold and scary and dark and creaky.

I reach up and turn on the light switch, and for one terrifying moment, it doesn't go on.

Because lights never work in a basement either!

But after a small flicker, the bare bulb below me starts to glow and my chest, which has been incredibly tight, begins to loosen a little bit.

There are no such things as ghosts... there are no such things as ghosts... there are no such things as ghosts.

Clutching the railing tightly, I head deeper into the basement.

It's a complete and total mess—of course it is.

Because basements are scary and dark and cold and creaky and messy.

That's just what a basement is.

Everyone knows this.

“Hurry up, Estella!”

Grunting, I finally step onto solid ground and check the corners. All but one of the corners.

I don't look behind me and to the left, because that's the corner that I saw the ghost in.

By cleaning the basement, my mom means picking up all my toys.

I can do this in ten minutes, I tell myself. I just have to move fast.

Very fast. So fast that no ghost can get me. 

After a deep breath, I hurry to my toys. I grab my teddy bear in one hand and a Barbie doll in another. 

And then I glance around for a box.

This, as it turns out, is a terrible, awful mistake.

Because my eyes accidentally fall on the corner of the basement.

The corner behind me and to the left. 

The ghost is still there. 

And why wouldn’t it be? This is a basement, after all.

My blood turns cold, and I scream. 
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Part II

Ghosts
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"Estella? Estella?"

My mom comes running down the stairs so fast that she nearly trips and falls. But I barely notice, because my eyes are locked on the ghost in the corner of the basement.

"Estella?"

All I can do is point. My mom's eyes follow my finger and then she freezes, too.

I want to tell her to go back upstairs, to save herself, but I can't speak. Terror grips me from my tongue to my toes. The ghost is here in the basement with me, and there’s no way out. 

My mom clears her throat, then actually starts moving toward the ghost.

What is she doing? Has she gone completely mad? 

It certainly looks that way, given how she roots through the stacks of clothes that cover the ghost’s body. At any moment, I expect the ghost to grab her, suck her soul or drag her to wherever it came from, but it doesn’t. 

The ghost appears to be as frozen as I am.

Are ghosts afraid of humans? My terrified mind starts to wonder. Are we ghosts to them? 

I watch as my mom does the impossible: she grabs the ghost by the throat and then yanks it forward.

Before I can even start to understand what’s happening, she's running towards me, holding the ghost out in front of her. 

"No! No! Please, no!"

"Estella, open your eyes!"

I don’t listen. In fact, I do the opposite: I close my eyes as
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