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MY HAUNTED AFTERNOON


“Don’t let go, whatever you do!” Lynn hissed in my ear as her friend shrieked and tried to yank her hand out of mine. In the flickering candlelight, Debbie’s face looked unearthly. Her eyes were staring but she did not seem to see us; her voice was an octave lower than it had been an hour earlier when I had first met her. I was ten years old and shivering with fear. “Everything will be fine if you don’t break the circle,” Lynn urged again and just then Debbie jerked free of my sweating hands and ran into the next room in the dark basement.

I had expected an exciting afternoon, but not this. We were visiting friends of my parents in Tennessee. Their sixteen-year-old, Lynn, was supposed to stay with me while the adults went out, so her friend Debbie had come over to keep her from being too bored. I thought that having teenagers pay attention to me was so wonderful that I would have done almost anything to be their friend. Then they had suggested a séance. “But you can’t tell your parents about this,” she said, and I’d agreed immediately. Of course I wouldn’t tell. My parents wouldn’t allow this, just as they didn’t allow me to watch the spooky television shows that always gave me nightmares. And of course we girls wouldn’t reveal each other’s secrets.


We lit candles and turned off the lights. “What if I can’t sleep tonight?” I’d asked nervously, suddenly remembering that I was to stay in Lynn’s room while she took the sofa.


“Don’t worry—I’ll sleep in the room with you tonight,” Lynn said. “I promise.” I was secretly thrilled as Lynn lit candles and turned off all the lights in the basement room. 


Even though it was a bright afternoon, the basement admitted no outside light. We settled on the floor and held hands in the dark. “Debbie goes into a trance sometimes and a spirit takes over,” Lynn explained ominously. “I guess the house is haunted. Most of the spirits are friendly. Once in a while there’s a dangerous one. If anything happens, don’t worry. We’ll be fine—as long as we don’t break the circle.”


I was digging my nails into Debbie’s and Lynn’s palms from the first moment. The older girls chanted syllables that made chills run up my spine—yet I felt so included that the experience was exhilarating. Suddenly, Debbie’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she began to speak loudly in a deep voice. “It’s something evil!” Lynn gasped. Rocking wildly back and forth, Debbie pulled at me, and I gripped her hand as if my life depended on it, which I almost felt that it did at that moment. “Don’t break the circle, whatever you do. The spirit can stay in the house if you let go!” Lynn was saying when Debbie pulled free.


I’m not sure how the rest of the afternoon went. I remember that Lynn and Debbie left me sitting alone and terrified in a basement I was convinced was haunted. When they returned, Debbie was herself again. Lynn said that she had somehow driven away whatever had taken over Debbie. Even Debbie’s miraculous recovery didn’t make me suspicious. I was terribly grateful to both of them for making everything all right again. And I treasured the secret of the séance because I knew that we could discuss it later, while Lynn and I were lying awake in the same room talking like teenagers together.


That evening, I was sent off to bed at the usual time. Lynn said nothing. Surprised, I said to her, “Aren’t you going to stay in the room with me?” Lynn looked blankly at me, and my heart sank. She had never had any intention of keeping her promise. I lay awake in the dark, petrified that something evil was loose in the house, but even more upset that Lynn had lied to me. 


I couldn’t sleep in the unfamiliar room. Every shadow looked threatening in that house that I was convinced was haunted. I finally called for Lynn, and when she came into the bedroom, I begged her to stay in the room with me. That’s when she told me that the whole séance was a practical joke. “Debbie was just pretending,” she said. “Didn’t you know that stuff wasn’t real?” Then she left, saying she would come back in a little while. 


Suddenly I knew that she was lying and that she wouldn’t come back. I knew that she had lied all afternoon. I knew that the séance had been an act. The girls’ apparent interest in me was also a lie, and realizing that was somehow even worse than the fright she and Debbie had given me that afternoon. I had thought they were sharing secrets with me, involving me in their private teenaged world. Instead, they were just playing a mean trick on a ten-year-old. 

I felt like a gullible fool—and I still had nightmares that night. I think I would have preferred to learn that the house was really haunted.

