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      The moon was round and full as the six Savannah teenagers made their way up the long gravel driveway of what locals ominously referred to as “the Old Gilley House.” As the headlights of their late model Model T illuminated the towering oak trees lining either side of the drive, Henry felt Norma shudder next to him in the passenger seat while he tried to mask his own nerves with bravado.

      "Just think, we'll be the first ones brave enough to spend the night here on Halloween!" he said.

      Norma giggled nervously. Typically, she’d be sitting next to her boyfriend Marshall in the back seat but since Henry was driving, she’d opted to sit in front instead of packed in with three boys in the back. Every time she shifted or brushed up against Henry’s arm, he felt a charge of electricity.

      He made an effort to focus on the drive before him. Up ahead, emerging from the gloom, was the hulking three-story Victorian silhouette. The wind began to pick up as an ominous howl whistled through the decaying wooden eaves of the house.

      The jagged peaks of its roofline looked like claws reaching out into the inky night, beckoning them inside with a creepy pull that was both terrifying and thrilling in equal measure. 

      “Ooooh! Are we sure we wanna do this?” Gladys said from the back seat.

      She was sitting on Marshall’s lap since there were four of them back there. Henry had always thought that Gladys, with her big doe eyes, rosy cheeks and curves in all the right places, was one of the prettiest girls in school. She knew the effect her beauty had on men and wasn't afraid to use it to get what she wanted. Glancing in the rearview mirror, Henry couldn’t help but notice that she was squirming a bit more on Marshall’s lap than was probably necessary. Marshall’s letterman jacket clung proudly to his broad shoulders muscled from hours of practice. He was used to walking into any room with an athlete's easy grace and used to drawing admiring eyes.

      At this moment, he didn’t seem at all bothered by Gladys’s clinging. Henry glanced at Norma, but she seemed unaware of what was happening with her boyfriend in the backseat.

      “Can I get a little room here?” Donald muttered from where he was wedged against one of the backseat windows between Donald and Charles—the sixth member of this expedition. An expedition that had been Donald’s idea. Donald was the resident jock and not given to too many ideas, but Henry had to admit that this one had been intriguing, at least at the outset. Glancing at him now in the back seat, Donald looked every bit as apprehensive as the rest of them.

      “Can you get this jalopy to go any faster?” Charles asked.

      Charles was new to their group. Well, new to their school. His family had moved to Savannah in the middle of the fall semester. Henry wasn’t exactly sure why Charles had been invited along on tonight’s escapade. Probably just wheedled his way in after eavesdropping on their plans at the school cafeteria.

      Henry brought the rattling Model T to a stop in front of the house. Shadows seemed to move inside the decaying structure, fueling his imagination with horror movie scenarios. They all listened to the death rattle of the engine as it slowly stopped pinging and peered up at the dark windows of the mansion. Henry shivered.

      “Are you sure, guys?” he asked and then immediately could have bitten his tongue.

      Instantly the three guys in the backseat began hooting him down.

      “It’s Halloween, you big baby!” Marshall said loudly, already grappling for the car door handle before jumping out to the indignant squeals of Gladys who fell inelegantly onto the car floor.

      Flashlights in hand, the six teenagers left the car and began making their way up the creaky front steps of the dark unwelcoming manor. The double doors stood ajar, beckoning them inside with an eerie groan as the wind pushed against them. Henry could only imagine what woodland creatures had taken refuge inside on a cold night like this. He pushed the thought from his mind.

      Entering the foyer, thick layers of dust and cobwebs choked what little light the flashlights were able to provide. Peeling wallpaper and creaky floorboards betrayed the house's long abandonment. The air was musty and damp, with a hint of mildew and rot, like a forgotten grave slowly being unearthed. The scrapes of the teens’ footsteps were the only sounds disturbing the tomb-like stillness.

      “Let’s split up,” Henry said, eyeing the long corridors with its ripped carpet runners. All the furniture in the house had long been sold or stolen.

      “No!” Norma and Gladys said in unison, their eyes wide with horror at the suggestion.

      Norma turned to Marshall and put her hand on his arm as if for comfort, but he was looking around the foyer. Norma’s raven hair was pinned up, emphasizing high cheekbones and penetrating brown eyes that seemed to see straight through superficial smiles. The way Henry saw it, Norma was marriage material and Gladys, well, wasn’t.

      “Yeah, well, you and Marshall pair off then,” Henry said to Norma. “Obviously.”

      “Why can’t I go with them?” Gladys asked, crossing her arms and sticking out her bottom lip.

      “You don’t want to come with me, doll?” Charles said with a leer.

      Nobody knew much about Charles, Henry noted. He was not only new at the school but made it hard to get to know him. Vain, sneering, with more than a touch of the bully in him.

      “Drop dead,” Gladys said, tossing her hair. “I’m going with Marshall and Norma.”

      “Fine,” Henry said. “Everybody got lights?”

      He and the other two boys headed up the creaky stairs to the second floor. Henry had to admit, it was deliciously creepy. His nerves jumped every other moment when one of them stepped on a particularly creaky floorboard. He shined his flashlight beam down the stairs from the first-floor landing where it rested on an antique mirror, its reflective surface dulled and warped. For a minute he thought he saw something in the mirror. A reflection. But it was gone too fast to say for sure.

      “Did you hear that?” Donald asked in a hoarse whisper.

      All three boys froze and held their breath. He waited, but all Henry could hear was the sound of the wind prying open the weak spots in the house’s ancient framework.

      “Let’s keep going,” Charles said, pushing past the other two, his flashlight beam leading the way.

      Upstairs, all of the bedrooms seemed frozen in time. In one bedroom, a rocking horse swayed of its own accord, setting the boys' nerves on edge.

      As the sound of the wind outside grew stronger, unexplained bumps and thuds seemed to answer from deeper in the house. Dark designs crept in their minds as, one by one, their flashlight beams flickered and weakened.

      “The hell with this,” Donald said. “I’m going back downstairs.” He turned and abruptly raced back down the stairs.

      Henry felt a vibration of panic blaze up his spine as Donald’s urgency seem to ratchet up his own fear. He turned to run down the steps after him, but in his haste, missed a step and went tumbling down the stairs to the first landing.

      “Watch it!” Charles said as Henry plowed into him.

      They both scrambled to their feet and ran behind Donald who by now had disappeared down the stairs. Henry was breathless by the time he and Charles joined the others in what must have been the dining room.

      Dusty chandeliers hung low over a long mahogany table, casting eerie shards of light through the dangling crystals caked in cobwebs. Wallpaper hung in deteriorating swaths, revealing crumbling plaster scrawled with strange symbols. In the corner, a hulking china cabinet stood. Lurking shadows danced at the brink of their flickering flashlight beams.

      As soon as he saw Marshall and the girls, Henry could tell that something had happened. He felt an ominous prickling in his scalp as he watched the three teens. Marshall was standing next to a cavernous fireplace concentrating on spreading out the blankets they’d brought to sleep on. The girls Norma and Gladys sat separated, their arms crossed, their faces impossible to read. Nobody was speaking.

      “What’s going on?” Donald asked.

      Even he could feel the tension in the air, Henry realized. And Donald wasn’t known for being sensitive.

      “Yeah,” Charles said, walking over to Norma. “You guys see a ghost or something?”

      “Nothing is the matter,” Norma said. “Mind your own business.”

      “Look, we don’t have to do this,” Henry said frowning at the trio.

      Personally, the place was giving him the creeps anyway and now with the girls in a snit, all the fun was going out the window.

      “Are you kidding?” Charles said as he pulled out a bottle from the backpack he was wearing. “The party has just gotten started!”

      Henry hesitated only a moment. He had to admit that the booze would help to soften the rough edges of whatever was happening tonight. Even the girls seemed interested although they didn’t come right out and say they’d drink. Once Charles settled onto the floor with the bottle, Donald and Marshall joined him and they all started passing the bottle. It was only a matter of moments before the girls came and joined in. Henry was sure the girls wouldn’t drink but they did. He wasn’t sure if he was happy or sorry about that. They still looked miserable. He tried to catch Marshall’s eye, but his friend appeared to be studiously avoiding that. Like he felt guilty?

      What had happened while we were gone?

      Twice during their drinking circle Charles tried to steal kisses from Gladys—he wouldn’t have the nerve to try with Norma, not with Marshall right there—and twice Gladys rebuffed him. Both times Charles laughed it off, but Henry thought he could see something in his eye. Something rancorous. He figured Charles to be the kind of person who wouldn’t forget that Gladys had rejected him in front of the others.

      Henry deliberately changed places so that he was positioned between Charles and Gladys. But he sighed as he did. Sometimes he got tired of being the world’s policeman. Was he supposed to watch out for Gladys now too?  His eye went to Norma who was cuddled up with Marshall, her head resting on his chest as he guzzled more shine. He burped and laughed, and she smiled adoringly at him. What was it about being treated disrespectfully that always made the girls swoon, he wondered?

      “All right,” Donald said, “don’t hog it, Marsh, old boy.”

      Henry watched Marshall hesitate before handing over the bottle. He knew that Marshall and Donald didn’t get along so great. There was some issue with Donald being passed up on varsity that he blamed Marshall for. Henry didn’t know all the details. Marshall probably told him, but Henry wasn’t really into sports.

      “Are we going to stay or go?” Gladys asked the group.

      “What do you want to do?” Marshall asked her.

      That was unusual. Normally, Marshall did a pretty good job of ignoring Gladys. But asking her like that meant something. Henry couldn’t help think that it was another clue to whatever had happened among the three of them when they’d been alone.

      “I’d like to spend the night here,” she said to him, staring directly into his eyes.

      “Ditto,” Charles said, reaching for the bottle from Donald.

      The old wooden boards above their heads let out an ominous creak as if in response to an unseen footfall. Henry reached for the bottle from Charles. He didn’t care what they did one way or the other. His old man was home tonight and probably drunk so staying out was a moderately more attractive idea than going home.

      “You girls got alibis?” Donald asked.

      “We’re supposed to be having a sleepover at each other’s house,” Norma said, snuggling further into Marshall’s armpit.

      Henry was surprised at how quickly everyone seemed to tire out. The hooch was probably a big reason for that. It was strong and none of them were used to it. He glanced over and saw Gladys out like a light and not far from her even Donald was sawing logs.

      Norma and Marshall curled up together on their blanket, while Henry and Charles found separate corners in the room to take their own blankets. Charles used his backpack as a pillow. At one point in the evening Gladys had begged for them to keep the one lantern they’d brought lit, even though Donald had teased her that it just meant she would see the ghosts more clearly when they came for her.

      That comment and the resulting drunken laughter was the last lighthearted moment that Henry remembered of the whole night. What he was aware of next was being awakened from a light sleep by the sound of a terrified scream coming from upstairs.

      Gladys was the first to react by jumping up and holding her blanket to her chest. Henry remembered her makeup had smeared around her eyes which were round with fear.

      “What is that?” she shrieked.

      The scream went on and on. To Henry it sounded like a desperate wail of primal fear that seemed to come rippling down the hall and through the floorboards.

      It was the sound of a man screaming in terror.

      “Somebody do something!” he shouted as he scrambled to his feet, his heart pounding in his chest.

      That was when the rest of the group had lurched to their feet too and were looking around the room, mirroring panicked looks in their eyes. That was also the moment when they each, one by one, realized something else too.

      Marshall was missing.
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