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			Dedication

			To Kelly Altier, I’m so proud of you. 
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			John

		

	
		
			One

			Since the letter arrived, my nights have been plagued with relentless nightmares. I know it’s been thirty-five years since Jimmy lost his life. Now they want me to return. Losing a friend when you’re a child is something that will scar you forever. The memories refuse to fade. The image of Jimmy disappearing over the falls, the raft splitting in two, is etched in my mind. The haunting sound of the raft breaking echoes in my dreams, along with Jimmy’s desperate cries for help. But it’s the look of betrayal on his face as he slips beneath the water that torments me the most. Was it a final goodbye or a plea for salvation?

			I woke in a cold sweat, stepped out of bed, tiptoed past the cat, and made my way to the guest room. If I couldn’t sleep, the last thing I wanted to do was wake Sara. We both had to work in the morning. It might as well be me who had a rough day. Sara was the one good thing that happened in my life. Well, I can’t forget my boys, Zack and Daniel. Okay, I have a lot to be thankful for. Being grateful doesn’t help me sleep. 

			I pulled back the covers and snuggled into bed. The night was quiet, sometimes too quiet. I stared at the ceiling, unsure how that would help me sleep. I’ve been to counseling as a child and even as an adult. I’ve done everything they ask and then some, but it can’t rid my mind of the sounds and images. How could they invite me back? Yes, I’ve been home a time or two for a day to say hello and then return to the city Sara and I call home. Most of the time, the family gathers here. 

			This time, everything is different. The family wants us to stay for an entire week for a family reunion with many activities. Lexi, Sara’s older sister, was pushing this on everyone. It’s not like I didn’t want to pay for a hotel. We could afford it; I was using it more as an excuse. Then Lexi called Sara and agreed we could stay at her new place. She purchased a nice place out in the country. I was looking forward to seeing her home. She said she had one extra bedroom since her daughter Claire was coming into town and would occupy the other guest room. Since he had plenty of rooms, Zack and Daniel would stay at Bobby Parker’s house. He had one open room, but I knew I didn’t want to sleep in that house. I don’t think I would ever be able to sleep knowing Jimmy could appear at any moment. Parker was Sara’s older brother by three years. I’m unsure how I felt about my boys staying in a haunted house. They always wanted to stay there, but you know the old saying, be careful what you wish for. 

			My older brother Buck lived in our old house with Mom and Dad. It would be great to see them again. Buck said his son Ryan was also going to be there. How was I going to survive the week? My therapist said this would be good for me, that I needed to face my fears. The one thing I never told my doctor was that my fear was still alive. Well, if you count a ghost as alive. 

			I hadn’t seen Jimmy since the day after we put Annabelle and Donald Thornhill to rest at the old cemetery. Jimmy broke his promise. I’m not sure what his motives were. That never sat well with me. I’m sure Jimmy still looks the same. He died when he was thirteen. I bet he’s still wearing those cutoff corduroy shorts; they were his favorite. But they are so out of style now. Like he was ever worried about style. I laughed at my joke. 

			What if he appears? How will he feel about Sara and me? Will he think we abandoned him? After high school, we decided to get a fresh start. We moved to the city of brotherly love. Yes, Philadelphia. We shared a small apartment for many years and then finally purchased a townhome. Fifteen years ago, we could afford a nice place an hour outside the city. Sara found an excellent job at a local medical clinic only a few miles from the house. I worked from home, writing articles for local papers and publishing a book or two a year. 

			Sara hounds me about writing our childhood stories. She thinks it would be a great series of books. I’ve mentioned a few things in other stories, but I’m not sure I was ready to disclose all the details of my childhood to the world. Maybe one day soon but back to the real problem. I am returning to Lizardville after all these years. 

			Zack and Daniel were bringing their girlfriends on this trip, and that’s all I needed: to be responsible for two more lives. There’s nothing like adding more pressure on me. The door inched open. I froze, and my heart rate increased. I leaned forward. The air conditioner didn’t turn on, and the doors didn’t open alone. I looked around and didn’t see anything. My fingers twitched, a nervous habit I have when I get excited. I laid my head on the pillow and pulled the cover over my head. What am I, ten? I slowly lowered the blanket past my eyes and then my mouth. I gazed around. The room was empty, just me and four walls. My breathing was heavy. I need to get this under control. “Crap,” I yelled when the cat lunged into bed and cuddled at my feet. If I kept this up, I would have a heart attack and wouldn’t need to worry about facing Jimmy. I stared at the ceiling a bit longer. 

			“John.” Sara nudged me. “Hey, it’s time to wake up.” I opened my eyes to see her smile. “Thanks.” I smiled back. That’s the best way to start the day. 

			“I’m heading out,” Sara said, turning for the door. She didn’t have to ask why I was in the guest room. She already figured it out. “Oh, John, I’ll be home early, so please get the luggage down from the attic because we need to pack,” she said from the doorway before leaving. 

			“No problem.” I hope she heard me as she walked away. That’s what I needed to do today: get in the attic. That reminds me of the last time I was in an attic back home. Things didn’t go so well. Let’s hope today will be different. 

			I pushed the covers to the side and forced myself to get out of bed. Maybe I’ll get a little writing done, then take a nap. Now, that was a plan. After I showered and had my breakfast, I sat down to finish a bit of writing. I wrote a thousand words in my new novel—The Basket Maker Hallows. Before laying down for a quick power nap, I thought pulling down the luggage first was best. I didn’t want to forget that. 

			I walked slowly toward the garage; it was times like this that I missed the attic in my bedroom. It was a typical door and staircase that led to the attic. It had a complete floor, and I could stand up, but I was shorter back then. I was only a kid. 

			I opened the interior garage door and stared at the ceiling. I was not too fond of this pull-down attic door because I always felt like I would fall on the steep stairs, or they would break. I raised my hand slightly, wrapped two shaking hands around the white cord, and pulled. It felt stuck, so I pulled again, and the door finally gave way. I extended my hands over my head and pulled the ladder down until it touched the floor. I also made sure the anti-slip device was locked in place. 

			I hesitated; my heart thumped in my chest. I don’t know why I was nervous. I’d been in the attic twenty or thirty times since we lived here. There was nothing to be afraid of. This was not the attic back home. I smiled. I am being silly. I placed my foot on the first rung, then the other foot on the second rung, and began my climb. If I remembered correctly, the luggage was on the left-hand side. I could grab it and go. 

			Just another step before I reached the top. I inched my way upward and peeked over the opening. It was dark. I should have brought a flashlight. I took another step, placed my hands on the floor, and pulled myself up until I could stand. I waved my hand around, searching for the pull-down cord until I found it, and then tugged at it. The light flicked on, and I could see everything was normal. There were no ghosts here. I looked left and then right. I located the luggage at the far end of the attic. I found that odd. I never put it over there. I moved my foot forward to the sound of a creaking board. I froze. A shiver ran down my spine. Stop being silly. Everything is fine. This whole trip had me on edge. 

			I slowly moved my right foot and then my left. I inched my way across the attic floor. The wind howled outside, and a draft of wind rushed through the vents. It sent a shiver down my spine. For goodness sake, you’re a grown man; pull yourself together, John. I stared at the luggage: three bags. I had better bring them all down, or Sara would send me back up for the one I left behind. I took a deep breath and another step. I reached down and grabbed the handle of the enormous bag. Picking it up, I glanced around again and turned to face the attic door. I walked briskly over, set the bag next to the opening, then spun, and walked back to grab the smaller two bags. See, there is nothing to be afraid of. I reached down as another gust of wind raced through the attic. I don’t remember them talking about any storms rolling in. I bent over and then straightened. 

			My fingers trembled. I rubbed my chin and inhaled. I bent over and grabbed the first of the smaller bags. See, there’s nothing to worry about. I leaned over, wrapping my hand around the second handle, and my right hand began to itch. I trembled as the itch continued to my wrist. I glanced downward, dropped both bags, and swatted the spider off my arm. “Crap.” I shook all over, my arms flailing at my sides. I jumped back. I raised my right foot over the spider and noticed it was only a daddy longlegs. I remember watching a television show one afternoon about spiders, and they said the daddy longlegs spider doesn’t have a venom gland or fangs. They pose no threat to people. That’s not what I’ve always heard. I remember pulling out my phone and fact-checking the show on Google, and they were correct. I did find it odd for the spider to be in my attic. They were commonly found in the cellar. Another interesting fact is they don’t spin webs because they don’t produce silk. That is why I didn’t notice him. If I had seen a web, I would have been more careful where I placed my hands. I lowered my foot to the side of the spider and watched him scurry away. 

			I inhaled and then exhaled, trying to lower my heartrate. Quickly, I grabbed both handles, one with each hand, spun, and briskly walked to the attic door. I set them down and turned around, placing one foot on the stairs. I grabbed the first bag, quickly went down, and set it on the garage floor. I repeated this process twice, folded the ladder up, and closed the door, catching a glimpse of the light as it closed. Dang it.

			I grabbed the cord, pulled the door, lowered the ladder in frustration, climbed back to the top, and paused. It was freezing up here. How could the temperature change so quickly? Something moved like a blur in the wind out of the corner of my eye. We have lived here long enough for me to know we don’t have ghosts in our house. I was pretty sure of it; maybe it was a raccoon or squirrel. But that didn’t explain the chill in the air. We’ve lived in this house for over fifteen years, and I’ve never noticed anything odd in the past. It must be my mind playing tricks on me. The trip to Lizardville had me spooked. I shook my head. It’s all in your mind. I’d deal with it when we get home. Right now, I just wanted to leave the attic. I stood up, reached, and pulled the cord. Now, the only light came from the garage. I turned and started down the ladder, pausing one last time, and glanced around. Yes, I was positive my mind was playing tricks on me. I descended, stepped on the floor, folded the ladder, and let the door slam. 

			I grabbed one of the towels from my workbench and wiped off the luggage before bringing it into the house. I carried them to the bedroom and laid them on the bed. I decided not to tell Sara about the spider, something moving, or the attic’s chill—no reason for her to worry. I’d call an exterminator when we get home. Now, it was time for that nap.

		

	
		
			Two

			I woke to the sound of the garage door opening. Sara was home, and my mind raced. Had I done everything she asked? I wouldn’t say I like to disappoint her. That wasn’t how I wanted to start this trip. I sat up and went to the kitchen to check the sink. The dishes were done. I breathed a sigh of relief. The door opened. “I’m home,” Sara hollered.

			“I’m in the kitchen,” I said.

			“Did you, by chance, get the tent out of the attic?”	

			“No, but I got the luggage,” I replied, a bit puzzled. This was new. Why do we need a tent? 

			“Zack called. He, his brother, and the girls are going to camp out at Lexi’s,” she said as she entered the kitchen. 

			“I’ll get the tent out of the attic.” I smiled and returned to the garage. When I opened the door, I hoped that whatever was up there had left. I stood, pulled the light, and grabbed the box labeled “family tent.” I lowered the box to the garage floor, returned, pulled the cord, and closed the attic. Not so bad this time. 

			“Got it,” I hollered to the bedroom. 

			“Why haven’t you packed? The kids are already on the way. We need to get on the road,” Sara said. 

			“I thought we were leaving tomorrow morning.” Why am I always the last to know things? 

			“Sorry. Change of plans.” Sara smiled and laughed. She was excited to see her family; the boys must be excited about visiting Lizardville. Boy, won’t they be disappointed? There isn’t much to do there. 

			I opened my suitcase and then the drawer on the chest of drawers. I started grabbing socks, underwear, t-shirts, and a few pairs of shorts. I walked to the closet and picked out a few nice shirts and a couple of pairs of jeans. I even tossed a jacket in the bag just in case. I walked to the bathroom, picked up my overnight toiletry bag, and glanced in to take inventory. Everything seemed to be in order. I stuffed it in my suitcase and zipped it up. “Done,” I said and shot Sara a smug look. 

			“Thank you.” She smiled. She was ignoring my smirk. “You can take this one to the car.” She pointed to the large bag in the corner. I grabbed mine and hers, walked to the garage, and opened the hatch on our SUV. I placed the two bags inside, picked up the tent box, and then dusted it off before sliding it into the back. I thought about the sleeping bags. I darted to the hall closet, grabbing four of them in case the boys or their girlfriends forgot. I stuffed them in the back and closed the hatch. 

			“Are we going to take a cooler?” Sara asked from the doorway. She startled me. 

			“Um, just a small one for the trip. Does that sound good?”

			“No, bring the large one, so we have room for whatever we need,” Sara said, closing the door behind her. 

			I grabbed the large ice chest, placing a dozen canned sodas inside. Then, I added a small milk, a few ice packs, and a half bag of ice. She would add more items, but I placed the cooler in the back seat anyway. I noticed the small piece of luggage next to the door. I scooped it up, putting it in the rear of the car. I thought we had everything. I wondered if the kids were riding with us or if they would follow us. Why would they want to ride in the car with Dad? I chuckled at the thought. 

			I walked back to the kitchen. “The car’s packed.” I leaned forward, kissing Sara softly. 

			She said, “I’m ready. The boys should be along any minute.”

			That was music to my ears. Let’s get this trip started. I only wished for an uneventful vacation. It was about a three-hour drive to Lizardville. I hate to admit it, but seeing the old gang, my parents, and, okay, even my brother would be pretty cool. 

			I heard brakes squeal out front. I thought Zack was going to get them fixed. Sara bounced up and down. I hadn’t seen her this excited for some time. The boys were together, and they had their girlfriends with them. Zack pushed the front door open; Sara mugged him before he could say hello. He was followed by Daniel and two girls whom I recognized from a previous visit. 

			“That’s why I always let Zack go first.” Daniel pointed to his brother, still smothered by Sara. “Dad, you remember Beth,” Daniel said.

			 “Of course. It’s good to see you again.” Beth gave me a quick hug. She was friendly, about twenty-one, a slim brunette with curly hair about shoulder length. She was 5’2”. She seemed the perfect match for Daniel as he was a little taller than her. 	

			Sara finally moved from Zack and cornered Daniel, who gave me a look. Save me! Zack stepped forward to say hello with a quick hug, followed by a quick hug and hello from Amy, who was twenty-three, slim, with long blonde hair and a quirky personality that was the perfect fit for Zack. “I thought you were going to get your brakes fixed?” I glared at Zack. 

			“I know. I just haven’t had time.” Zack paused. “I’ll take care of them when we get back. Or maybe Uncle Parker can take a look at them?” he added.

			“I told him you would mention it.” Amy tapped me on the arm. “But what do I know?” She gave a slight giggle. 

			“Don’t feel bad. He doesn’t listen to me either.” I gave Zack a sarcastic smile. “Alright, we had better get on the road, or you four will be setting up the tent in the dark.” I laughed, and Sara shot me this cute little smile. 

			“Oh, I almost forgot. You know what I say. Never pass on an opportunity to use the bathroom. So, do it now because we are not stopping,” I said firmly. The looks I received were not the best, but it didn’t faze me. However, I did notice that Beth and Amy darted to the bathroom. I was proud of them. 

			[image: ]

			I slowed the car, taking the Salona exit off Interstate 80. I quickly realized nothing had changed in the area. Back in Philly, there was new construction happening daily. Suddenly, I felt like a child again—that nervous kid who was unsure of himself. I slowed my pace and glanced in the rearview mirror. Zack was only a few car lengths behind. 

			The interstate changed our area a little. It made the trip more accessible, yet many cars would drive past with no reason to stop. That meant less money for the area. I pulled onto Salona Road. I flashed back to my childhood. The fire station hadn’t changed, except maybe a new coat of paint. Fishing Creek still looked the same with the mountains and a few farms scattered here and there. 

			I paused at the next stop sign, glancing at the road sign: Lizardville Road. A shiver ran down my spine when a male voice whispered in my ear, “Turn back.” I abruptly pulled off the road. My breathing was heavy, my heart pounding and my stomach tied in knots. 

			“Are you alright?” Sara asked.

			That couldn’t be Donald Thornhill. We crossed him over a long time ago. It wasn’t Jimmy’s voice. He was still a teenager. So, who was that? 

			“John,” Sara yelled and nudged me. “Are you alright? You’re scaring me,” Sara repeated. 

			“Dad, you alright?” Zack said, tapping on the driver’s side window. 

			“John, you are pale and clammy. Please answer me,” Sara insisted. I felt her hand on my cheek and then my throat. I turned to face her. 

			“Did you hear the warning?” My heart raced. 

			Sara leaned over me and unlocked my door; Zack opened it. “Dad, are you alright?” I nodded. 

			“John, what’s going on? Talk to me.” Sara’s hand felt soft on my arm as she rubbed back and forth. “Do we need to go to the hospital?”

			“Did you hear the voice?” I leaned over and whispered to Sara. I did not want to alarm Zack. 

			“What voice?” Sara returned my whisper.

			“He said, ‘Turn back.’ It was a warning from a male voice.” I was starting to feel better. Just a little startled. How could his voice have entered my car to give me a warning? “I’m fine, only antsy,” I replied. I glanced at my hand. My fingers were twitching again. 

			“Dad, is this about the stories you told us when we were kids?” Zack asked. His expression was puzzled. I nodded. “Dad, they are just stories, pages in your novel, but they are not real,” Zack assured me as he patted me on the shoulder. “You’re gonna be fine, Pops,” Zack snickered and returned to his car. 

			He pulled alongside my car. “See you at Uncle Parker’s house,” Zack hollered.

			I nodded. Sara continued to stare at me. “What?” I asked.

			“I’m worried about you, John.” Her lips grazed my cheek. I smiled, pulled the car out of the driveway, and followed Zack to Parker’s house. Moments later, I pulled alongside Zack’s car in the driveway. Everyone was outside greeting Parker. Sara jumped out and dashed to her brother. I spotted Buck mingling with everyone. But I needed a moment to myself. The voice puzzled me to no end. Why the warning? Who was it from? Why did the voice sound familiar? This was going to drive me crazy. Should I warn the others? Sara, Buck, and Parker? How could Sara and I, upon returning to Lizardville, wake up the spirit world? I need help mentally.

			The car door burst open, and Buck grabbed my arm, yanking me out of the car. “What’s up, little brother?” Buck questioned as he tried to put me in a headlock. 

			“We’re not kids anymore,” I said, shoving him off me. “I’m good, and how are you?” 

			“I’m good. It’s fun living with Mom and Dad again,” Buck said in a sarcastic tone. 

			“I’m sure it is,” I replied, not wanting to get into details. 

			“They want you, Sara, and the boys to swing by before going to Lexi’s, alright?”

			“We don’t have much time before the sun goes down, and the boys want to pitch the tent out at Lexi’s. Tell them we will swing by tomorrow.” I smiled, and Buck nodded.

			I turned to face Sara and the boys. I noticed the boys were both staring at the dam and remnants of the factory. I snapped my finger a few times and told them we had to hustle if they wanted to get the tent pitched tonight. Parker and Buck decided to tag along, and I was okay with that. 

			“Where’s Lexi’s new house?” I asked. 

			“Follow me,” Parker said as he and Buck climbed into his black pickup truck. I opened the door for Sara and helped her into the car. I walked to the driver’s side, opened my door, and fastened my seat belt. I turned the key, put the car in reverse, and followed Parker’s pickup down Lizardville Road. I checked my mirror to make sure the boys were behind me. 

			We drove past the house where I grew up. Zack blew his horn as we drove by. I’m not sure Mom and Dad heard him. I’d call them when we got to Lexi’s house. We continued by the lumberyard. I noticed it had doubled in size. I guessed business had been good for them. We turned right on Lizardville Road before Big Fishing Creek and the General Store, where I had my first job. I forgot to ask if Tom still owned the place. I would guess he sold it and retired. I wondered if he was still alive. Who owned it now, and would they know who I was? It’s funny how time flies, and you lose track of old friends. 

			I glanced out over the creek. It always looked peaceful. It was times like that that I missed my childhood. I slowed the car, enjoying the scenery. I missed my days on the water; fishing and camping were two of my favorite things. I hadn’t been fishing in years, not since the boys grew up and moved out. Maybe we could get a little fishing in while we were here. That would be a blast.

			“Turn around and go home,” the male voice whispered. I jerked the wheel to the right and then left. Sara screamed, and I straightened up the car. 

			“What on earth are you doing?” Sara yelled, her hands trembling. 

			“Sorry, I heard the voice again, which freaked me out. He told me to turn around and go home. I should know this voice, but I can’t pinpoint it yet,” I explained to Sara, who was staring at me like I was crazy. 

			“I think you are worrying about nothing,” Sara said.

			I was sure she was right. I’d built up most of this in my head. Obviously, I didn’t want to come home for the week. I’d been on vacation before with no issues. Yet, on this vacation, I was hearing voices in my head. 

			We went over the old bridge that we used to jump off and swim when we rafted down the creek. This was always one of my favorite places. I remember that day when Jimmy jumped off the top rail of the bridge. He got stuck underwater and told me about his crazy puzzle box story. I didn’t believe him then, but I sure do now. 

			Parker used his right turn signal. I freaked out for a moment, as did Sara. Why were we turning down Old Man Smithers’ driveway? He rounded the corner and vanished in the brush. I followed suit and turned right. I passed the tree line, and the yard opened into a large clearing. I noticed a small house sitting next to the river. It had a fresh coat of paint on it and lots of flowers around the front. Lexi and her daughter Claire were waiting to greet us. 

			“Did you know she bought Old Man Smithers’ house?” I said sharply. 

			“I did not.” Sara gave me this bizarre look. 

			“I don’t want to stay here,” I begged. 

			“I think we will be alright. After all, Lexi is living here. Let’s give it a night, please.” Sara gave me that sad look, and I melted.

			“One night, but if anything happens, I’m out of here,” I said.

			“We’ll be fine.” Sara smiled. The car stopped, and Sara was out the door, hugging her sister quicker than I could say no. 

		

	
		
			Three

			Staying at Old Man Smithers’ house was not what I expected. I wasn’t sure I could stay there. I didn’t have any fond memories of the place, only bad ones. I could tell by Sara’s reaction that this came as a surprise to her, too. I sat momentarily, watching Zack, Daniel, and the girls meet in the yard. They had no idea whose house this was. Why would Lexi buy Old Man Smithers’ house? She must have lost her mind. Was it revenge? I knew the house was secluded and had lots of land. But I still would not have bought this house. I’d be sure to ask her why.

			My fingers twitched as I tried opening my door. I stepped out and approached my family who were gathered on the lawn. The boys had already unloaded their car and pulled the tent and sleeping bags from the back of mine. I walked up behind Sara and gave her a nudge. 

			“You remember Claire?” Sara said. She was pointing to our niece.

			“Wow, the last time I saw you, you were like this tall.” I held my hand out a little above my waist. 

			“Uncle John, we all grow up. It’s been a long time since we have seen you,” Claire said, and I nodded. “So, how is the writing going? Any bestsellers?” Claire asked.

			“I’ve had some success, but I’m enjoying the journey,” I responded and smiled. “Congratulations on becoming a Registered Nurse. I see you are following the ladies in the family. Your mom and Sara are both nurses. I’m proud of you,” I said and hugged her quickly.

			Lexi strolled up and hugged me. She always liked me because I cared for her sister; we had all been through so much as kids. When you go through something as a group, it strengthens friendships. 

			“How have you been, Lexi?” I asked quizzically. 

			“I’m fine.” She gave me this odd stare. “I know. Why did I buy this house?” Lexi added.

			“Dang, girl. Now you can read minds?” I said and chuckled.

			“I’m sure it was on your mind,” Lexi said. “Well,” she grinned, “I love the location; it has so much potential.”

			“The place looks better than I remember,” I said.

			“When I heard Mr. Smithers passed away, I drove here to look around. By chance, Terry, the realtor, was here looking around. So, he gave me a tour,” Lexi said, spreading her hands to show off her home.

			“But the history?” I asked.

			“What history?”

			“You know, the bad blood between him and us.” I gave her a wry smile.

			“If I remember, he had an issue with you boys, not me.” Lexi furrowed her eyebrows.

			“Um, I guess you have a valid point,” I said. She was right. He didn’t like us boys, yet he did help us when we needed him most. Come to think of it, we didn’t see much of him after that day in the cemetery. I wonder why? I gazed over Lexi’s shoulder and watched Zack, Daniel, Amy, and Beth work together to erect the tent as a team. I almost forgot how big the thing was. Yes, there would be plenty of room for the four of them. 

			Lexi snapped her finger at me, pulling my attention back to her as Sara walked over. They entered the house, and I grabbed our luggage from behind the car. After making a few trips, I paused to reflect on how pretty it was. The bluffs cascaded upward into the mountains on the far side of the river—the gentle flow of water soothing with light ripples as the stream flowed by. A calmness flooded my body. I was starting to get a better feeling. This week was going to be fun.

			After the tent was up, the boys set up the horseshoes. Buck and Parker lost several times as Sara, Lexi, and I sat watching from the screened porch. The sun dipped below the tree line, casting darkness on the lawn. The boys piled a few logs on the fire, and I watched it roar to life.

			We grabbed our lawn chairs, forming a circle around the fire. “Does anyone have marshmallows?” Sara asked. 

			“No, but you could pass me a beer.”

			Buck opened the cooler, handing Lexi a nice cold one. 

			Parker pulled up a chair next to Claire, Beth, and Amy. “Would you like to hear a ghost story?” he asked.

			“No,” Sara and Lexi screamed in unison. 

			“Come on. You know they’re gone,” Parker said with an evil grin. 

			“Come on, man. The ladies said no. Besides, Jimmy’s still around,” I said.

			“You act like these stories are real?” Amy chimed in. “Daniel and Zack told us all about them. Nothing happened.” Amy gave me a look of disbelief. 

			“Amy’s right. Nothing happened when they told us the story,” Beth added. “Come on, Mr. Malone, tell us.” 

			“Please call me John, and for the last time, no, you don’t understand.” My voice elevated, and my hand started to twitch. Sara noticed and laid her hand on mine. I took a deep breath. “The last time Parker told this story, I was thirteen. I spent over a year running for my life. I also lost my best friend.” I broke out in a sweat. My spine tingled. “News flash for you all: this is not a game you want to play. It comes down to life or death.” I pushed my chair back, waved my hand, and walked to the house to escape this nonsense. The last thing we needed was to wake up the spirit world. 

			“Dude, come on back,” Parker yelled. I kept walking. I wanted no part of this. 

			Buck grabbed my arm, pulling me backward. “Johnny, it’s alright. Parker and I tell the stories all the time. Nothing happens. They’re gone, don’t you
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