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A NOISE OVERHEAD COMPETED WITH the sound of bass music thumping throughout the house, partiers talking and laughing in the hall outside the bathroom, and Jason’s piss streaming into the bowl in front of him.  His eyes roamed the ceiling, trying to spot the source.

The music took over again and he finished his business then flushed the toilet.  When the sound of the tank refilling died down, he closed the lid, then stood on it to get closer to the ceiling.  He wanted to hear it again, but the party was drowning out everything else.

He gave the ceiling a couple of thumps with his fist.  Something above him shifted and he bent an ear toward it.  There was definitely something up there.

He left the bathroom and walked down the hall.  Downstairs, one song melted seamlessly into another.  This one he recognized, Goldfrapp’s “Strict Machine”.  He looked over the rail and saw Carter talking to Andrea.  Good, he thought.  Keep him distracted so he doesn’t notice me snooping around his house.

He opened a door, but it led to Carter’s parents’ bedroom, and he closed it again before anyone noticed.  Carter had made it clear to everyone who showed up that the bedrooms were off limits.

Jason passed two girls sitting together on the hall floor.  Both were very drunk, but still conscious, of a sort, and one trailed him with her eyes.  He nodded a “s’up?” and the girl looked away.

He tried another door but found only a linen closet.  He knew Carter’s room was at the end of the hall, and before the bathroom, he’d just come from Carter’s brother, Calvin’s, room, which left just one more door to open.  He peeked inside and saw stairs.

Jason glanced back and saw the drunk girl staring at him again.  He held up a finger in a be quiet gesture, then vanished inside, pulling the door closed behind him.  He hadn’t noticed a light switch, so he pulled his phone from his pocket and activated a flashlight app so he could see.

Now, standing here with a light to give away his location, and no idea what lay up there, he suddenly felt a moment of doubt.  Anything could come leaping out of the darkness.  He aimed the beam at the top of the stairs, sure for just a moment the light would fall on a gaunt naked figure staring down at him.  This was Angel Hill, after all, and while Jason had never had an encounter himself, the rumors abounded.

The space at the top of the stairs was empty, but he heard another THUMP, and he called out, “Hello?  Somebody up there?”

On the other side of the door behind him, bass music seeped through.

He went up the first stair and asked again, “Hello?”

Nothing from upstairs.  The darkness followed as he ascended, and his flashlight beam parted it like magic, only briefly, then it closed again behind him.

At the top of the stairs, Jason swept the beam to his left, asking again, “Anyone up here?  I heard you downstairs.  It’s okay,” as he moved.  He saw unmarked boxes and old toys, the family Christmas tree waiting for winter, and old, discarded exercise equipment.  The beam from his light didn’t penetrate very far, though, and the edges of the attic were still black.

THUMP!

He whirled, his heart pounding, with fear or adrenaline, he didn’t know.

Then he saw her.  In the far corner.  Nowhere near where the bathroom would be below her, and he wondered how he had heard it from there.  She crouched on the floor.  He only saw her back.  She shone white in the darkness, but that could be his flashlight beam bouncing off her white shirt.

The back of her head was a black blob, floating at the top of her body.

“You alright?” Jason asked, stepping away from the stairs, moving toward her.  “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

He imagined her spinning around, flashing a grin full of teeth, saying, “But I plan to hurt you,” before leaping on top of him.  But Jason wasn’t a pussy, and he wouldn’t go out like that.  He had made it up here, and he could handle whatever this was.  After all, he had sought this out, hadn’t he?  He heard the noise and came to investigate.

He crossed the attic and stopped halfway between the ghost and the stairs.  He thought he’d heard something other than a thump.

“I’m sorry?” he said.  “I couldn’t hear you.”

She said it again, but to the wall, her words being swallowed in the dark.

Jason moved closer, his light still on her.

“One more time?”

She turned, just a fraction of an inch, to her left, revealing the barest hint of profile, and said it again.

“I’m sad now.” 

“Hey,” he said, easing closer.  “What’s wrong?”

Anyone who had ever seen even one horror movie about ghosts knew the key was the find out what the ghost wants.  Usually they wanted to be avenged, sometimes they just wanted to be buried in a proper grave, but it’s always the case in those movies that, when the hero discovers what the ghost really wants, and that action is performed, the ghost is able to move on to the next stage, be that heaven, hell, whatever.

Jason felt confident he could help this girl.

“I’m sad now,” she said again.

“It’s okay,” he tried to reassure her.  “Everything’s gonna be fine.  Just tell me what you need.”

He took a knee but kept his distance.  He didn’t want to frighten her away, nor did he necessarily want her turning on him at close range.  She seemed harmless enough, but she was still a ghost.

“I can help you,” Jason said.

She seemed to hear him.  Her head cocked a little more in his direction.  He caught more of her face.  Whoever she had been, she had been beautiful.  While her skin looked as if someone had dipped her in milk, her long hair was black, and it made him think of the ghosts in Japanese horror movies.  Her lips were full and dark red, and they combined with her skin tone to create a very exotic and, he had to admit, erotic quality.

“I’m alone now,” she said, and it wasn’t just sorrow he heard in her voice, it was utter despair.  She turned to the wall again and Jason watched, horrified, as she clawed at the floorboards, like an animal trying to dig her way out.

Jason liked to think he was fairly intelligent, so he decided if she wouldn’t tell him what she needed, he would figure it out himself.  He watched her working away at the floor.  He wondered if maybe she had died up here.  Maybe her body had been hidden under the floor?  Was she trying to expose it?

Or was she trying to get out?  Maybe her body had been moved, but if she had died up here, maybe her soul was still trapped, and all Jason had to do was help her leave.

“I think I know what to do,” he said, and he stepped closer.  “I’m gonna help you.”

He pocketed his phone, then leaned down and scooped the girl up in his arms.  He expected some resistance, perhaps she would fight to keep trying to dig her way out and he would have to carry her struggling body, but almost as soon as he touched her, she went limp in his arms.

He lifted her off the floor, wondering at the feel of her flesh.  She was ice cold but felt solid enough against him.  For the second time tonight, he held a woman close to him and carried her like this.  But he wasn’t going to think about that, he reminded himself.  Just pretend like that never happened.

He finally got to look at her face and decided his earlier assessment had been correct: she was beautiful.

Her white skin, close up, appeared flawless, like china, and even though she seemed, for all intents and purposes, to be passed out—another memory flicked through his mind and Jason shoved it away—he could tell her waking face would be perfect.  He wished he’d met her when she was alive.  He wouldn’t mind sitting across from this face and having a conversation.  He considered what ticks she might have had in life, what expressions she might have made when forming certain words.  He felt a moment of regret that he would never find out.

He carried her away from the wall and wondered for the first time if, once he got her out of here and downstairs, perhaps out of the house altogether, would anyone else at Carter’s party even see her?  Or would Jason look silly parading through the crowd with empty arms held aloft, as if he were miming carrying something?

He couldn’t let that bother him right now.  He had an important task.

He got her to the middle of the room, prepared to carry her down the stairs.  The only problem was, it was dark up here and with his arms full, he couldn’t carry his phone, with its super bright light.  He knew the stairs had been toward the center of the room, spilling out from a hole in the floor, surrounded by a railing.  But with this girl in his arms, he couldn’t find them.

He tried to shift her around so he could dig out the phone again and find his way, but she had gone limp and wasn’t complying.

I’m trying to help you, he thought.  The least you could do is help me help you.

Finally, he decided he was going to have to set her down again, find the stairs, then get her out of here.

As soon as she touched the floor, though, she sprang back to ... well, not life, he guessed, but ... animation?  She took off for the corner again and was once more digging at the boards.

Jason pulled out his phone, intending to find the stairs, then leave the phone there, light guiding him, and go back and pick up the girl.

The problem arrived when, after a couple of seconds
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