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Erica's family had the coolest basement Shelly had ever seen.  Not only was it fully finished with paint on the walls and carpet on the floors, but the first thing you saw when you walked downstairs was an actual real-life Ms. Pac-Man game, just like at the arcade.

There were other neat things in the basement, like a giant pool table, but Shelly was too short to play, so she wasn't interested in that.  

Around the corner, there were two couches and a love seat where you could sit and watch a large console television.  Shelly didn't know what kind of wood it was made from but, boy, was it fancy!  Lots of carving and fake drawers.  Much nicer than the TV she had at home.

Everything at Erica's house was nicer than what she had at home.

“You can drop your overnight bag in here,” Erica said, but Shelly felt nervous entering the TV nook.  Erica's older brother was in there, playing Zelda with a friend.  Erica must have gotten the drift, because she said to Derek, “My party's starting now, Bozo.  Mom says you have to stay upstairs for the night.”

“Five more minutes,” he grunted.

“Now!”

He didn't leave until the other girls arrived, and when he did, he said to Erica, “Enjoy the basement while it lasts, squirt.  When I turn sixteen, Mom and Dad are gonna put in a separate entrance and this'll all be mine!  As far as the eye can see!”

The other girls wanted to play Ms. Pac-Man, but Erica said she was bored of that game.  Plus, she could play it any time.  She wanted to play games she couldn't when it was just her and Derek at home.  

Before they'd decided on what to do, Erica's mom brought pizza.  Real pizza from a pizza place!  So much better than the flat-as-a-pancake mini pizzas Shelly's mom bought at Franklin's Frozen Foods.  Melty cheese and crispy pepperoni and moist, chewy crust.  

Shelly could eat like this every day.

After cake and ice cream, Erica opened presents.  She squealed about every single thing she unwrapped.  She squealed about the hot pink slouch socks Shelly gave her, even though they cost a lot less than the other girls' gifts.  It made Shelly feel good about herself, when Erica squealed.  That's one reason Erica was such a fun friend: she got excited about pretty much everything.

Once Erica had thanked each girl for her gift, her mom popped Labyrinth into the VCR, supplied them with an evening's worth of sodas and snacks, then headed upstairs.  The basement was self-sufficient.  There was even a bathroom off the TV nook, which was lucky, because Jacintha ate so many cheezies she blew orange chunks and then begged the others not to tell.  Erica's mom would call her mom and then she'd have to go home.  She didn't want to go home.  

Who would?  Erica's basement was paradise.

When the movie was over, Jacintha and Kristin rewound the tape so they could watch it again.  Everybody else was restless, so Tammie taught them a weird trick.  One at a time, they would stand inside the door frame leading to the bathroom.  Tammie went first to show them how it was done: she held her hands at her sides so her palms faced her body and pressed the backs of her hands into the door jambs.  

“You have to push hard,” Tammie said.  “And hold it for half a minute.”

Jacintha and Kristin got mad when everyone else started counting down the seconds, because they were trying to watch Labyrinth again.  They'd decided that, instead of sleeping, they would watch it over and over, all night long.  

Nice plan.  They'd probably fall asleep before midnight.

After thirty seconds, Tammie walked out from the doorway and her arms floated up in the air.  “I'm not doing this on purpose,” she said.  “I can't get them down.  They're stuck up there!”

Shelly's tummy turned.  She was in awe of what she'd witnessed until Kristin yelled out, “It's fake.  You're just holding your arms like that.”

“You try it, if you don't believe me.”

“I don't want to try it.  I'm watching Labyrinth.”

Jacintha shushed her and smacked her leg.

Kristin smacked Jacintha back, and things devolved from there.

April stepped forward and said, “I'll try.  I want to try.”

Erica walked in front of her.  “I'm the birthday girl.  I get to go first.”

While Erica positioned herself in the doorway, Shelly looked around for another place to try the trick.  Outside of the TV nook, she found a door she'd never noticed.  It was hidden in the corner of the big room where the pool table was.

When she touched the handle, a strange feeling passed through her.  Something in the back of her mind told her she shouldn't open that door.  She shouldn't go inside.  But another feeling pushed her to do it, to open up and look within.

It was just an old storage closet.  Shouldn't be scary, but it kind of was.  You could hardly walk in, it was so jammed full of furniture: a desk, some wooden chairs, a full-length mirror.  Stuff like that.

Shelly didn't feel right about turning her back on the closet—in fact, she was too scared to face away from it—so she pressed her hands against the door jamb and stared at her reflection in the mirror.  It was so old it had weird black veins running through it, and patches where the glass looked warped and foggy.  Shelly didn't like the way she looked in that mirror, so she concentrated on counting.

Before she got to thirty, she heard the other girls squeal and Erica cry out, “I'm not even trying to do this!  It's happening on its own!”

Shelly struggled to stay put until the count was up.  She wanted to know if the trick was for real. 

When half a minute had passed, she stepped out of the doorframe and, like magic, her arms floated up to the sky.  She couldn't believe it.  Her arms had gone up all on their own and she couldn't get them down.  She ran to the other girls and Erica squealed and they double high-fived with their hands above their heads. 

Next, Tammie suggested they play Light as a Feather, Stiff as a Board, but they'd need everyone's help—including Jacintha and Kristin.  Those two agreed to play only if they could do it in front of the television, so the girls moved the coffee table out of the way and Erica laid down on the carpet.  Since she was the birthday girl, it only made sense that she should go first.

A wave of tiredness passed through Shelly as she took her place on the floor.  Jacintha and Kristin kneeled so they were facing the TV, while April fell into place at her side.  

Tammie took her spot at Erica's head and said, “Cross your arms over your chest, Miss Young.  You are now officially dead.”

Erica sneezed and everyone giggled with nerves.  

Tammie said, “Everyone do what I'm doing: slide two fingers from each hand under the dead body.  When I start the chant, everybody join in, and then we'll be able to lift her like magic.”

Shelly's stomach tightened.  She didn't like the idea of her friend being a corpse, but when everyone else started chanting, so did she.

“Light as a feather, stiff as a board.  Light as a feather, stiff as a board...”

They lifted Erica's body ever so slightly off the ground.  At first, it felt heavy, but as they continued the chant, Shelly felt as though some force outside herself were taking over and Erica was floating up in the air the same way her arms had done after she'd pressed her hands against the doorframe.  She glanced up at Jacintha, who was kneeling across from her, but Jacintha focused on the television set.  

All at once, Erica's body fell to the floor, as though the force that had held it up lost interest in their game.  

“It worked,” Erica laughed.  “I could feel myself floating.”

Jacintha and Kristin whispered something to each other, then they got up and stepped over Erica and dragged the coffee table back into place.

“Wait!” Tammie cried.  “We're not done playing yet!”

“You might not be, but we are,” Kristin said.

Shelly didn't mind that the game had been interrupted.  She didn't like imagining her friends were dead, even if she knew it was pretend.  So she helped put the coffee table back where it was, and then absently stuck her fingers in the bowl of Ringolos, letting the circular snacks marry themselves to her fingers.

Hopping to her feet, Tammie shouted, “Let's play Bloody Mary!”

Before anyone had a chance to respond, Jacintha called out, “I think I'm gonna hurl!”  

She ran to the bathroom and slammed the door. 

“Maybe she's sick for real,” April said.  Knocking on the door, she asked, “Should we get Erica's mom?”

“No,” Jacintha moaned.  “Just put the movie on pause.”

After that, she puked again.

“So,” Tammie said.  “Bloody Mary, anyone?”

“We can't play Bloody Mary,” Erica replied.  “We need a mirror, and Jacintha's in the washroom.”

Shelly said, “I know where there's a mirror.”

Suddenly, all eyes were on her.  She wasn't prepared for the attention.  Her throat ran dry.

“Where?” Erica asked.  “We're not going upstairs.”

“It's not upstairs.  It's in the storage closet.”

“What storage closet?”

Shelly thought it was weird that Erica didn't know about this room that was in her own house, but she led the group—all but Kristin and Jacintha—out of the TV nook.  The closet door was now closed, which she found strange.  She could have sworn she'd left it open after doing the arm trick.  But maybe one of the other girls had closed it, or maybe the floor was tilted and it shut on its own.

“There's a mirror in here,” Shelly said as Tammie tried the door.

When it didn't open, Erica said, “That room is always locked.”

“It was open before,” Shelly replied.  When she tried the door, it opened no problem.  “See?”

Erica crept forward, but stopped before entering the storage room.  Even when she was dead, she didn't look so serious.

“You've never seen this room before?” April asked.  

Erica shivered, then jumped back.  “I'm not going in there.”

“Why not?”  Shelly crossed the threshold without a second thought.  “Whose stuff is—”

The question wasn't out of her mouth when the door slammed shut.  

Shelly's world went dark.  She felt like she was locked in a coffin.  If she knew which way was out, she'd have run in that direction and banged on the door and screamed to be set free.  But what if she ran the wrong way and bashed her head against the piled-up desk and chairs?  Or raced right through the mirror and found herself in another world?

From the opposite side of the door, the girls rang out in peals of laughter.  

“It's not funny!” Shelly yelled.  “Let me out of here!”

“Let you out why?” Tammie called back.  “You're first up for Bloody Mary.”

“I'm supposed to have a flashlight,” Shelly reasoned.

“That's just too bad!”

The other girls chastised Tammie for being too mean, but they didn't open the door.

A glimmer of moonlight danced through a small window, and finally Shelly could see her surroundings, at least a bit.  This closet was the creepiest place she'd ever been locked inside, but she wanted to prove she was brave.

“I'll do it without a flashlight,” she told the girls.

“Good,” Tammie said.  “Now close your eyes and spin around three times.  Say Bloody Mary's name while you're doing it.  When you open your eyes, you'll see her in the mirror and you'll scream.”

“I won't scream,” Shelly grumbled.  “I'm not a baby.”

She wasn't
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