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  Dedicated to the three ghosts who haunted the halls of the house I lived in, patiently watching me renovate time and time again only to discover they were not going anywhere without my help. 



Thank you for allowing me the time and grace needed to finally pull up a chair and listen to your words, and in the quiet of a room of my own making, finally set us all free.
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  Chapter one
The Bayou House


We possess a remarkably childish idea of what a haunting looks like. 
We are taught by old stories and campfire tales to believe that ghosts are nothing more than bed sheets with eye holes clumsily punched in them, or pale, tragic figures trapped forever in the chipped oil paintings of old museums. We look for clanking chains, cold spots in old cellars, and floorboards that creak under the weight of unseen feet. Things that go "bump" in the night.
But truly, the entities that haunt humankind most relentlessly don't wear shrouds. They don't linger in abandoned asylums or shambled houses. If I can be honest, they look exactly like us. They are the phantoms we break off from our own souls to survive a moment of terror, shame, or abandonment, and we leave them behind to guard an old wound while the rest of us keeps moving forward with life. They walk with you everywhere. They sit in your passenger seat. They eat at your table. They watch you wash your clothes, play with your children, cook your meals, go to work, and come home again. They watch you, they listen to you, and sometimes—if you are brave enough to pay attention—you will find out just how often they are the ones speaking through your own mouth. That can be the scariest part of the whole experience.
I tell you the story you are about to read, because in reading it, you may discover the origins of your own hauntings. And if you are ready, you will learn the devastating, powerful alchemy that occurs only when a person stops running from these phantoms and learns the disciplined art of sitting with their ghosts.
Tonight, a man named Leo is going to speak with his ghost for the very first time. And that conversation will change his life forever.
[image: ]
The green, subterranean glow of the dashboard lights illuminated the cab of the 1992 Ford pickup, casting long, angular shadows against the vinyl bench seat. Outside, the world was a blurred expanse of dark Alabama asphalt, dripping pine boughs, and the heavy, black envelope of a deepening southern night.
The rhythmic, heavy slap-slap of the windshield wipers cut through the silence, clearing away the relentless, fine mist of a dying storm. On the radio, the volume knob was turned nearly to its limit, the static of a country music radio station vibrating through the worn door speakers. It was loud enough to rattle the glass.
Leo had thought he was driving by himself on that lonely evening. He wished to be alone—as much as he had grown to hate the hollow ache of an empty room, tonight he would have given anything for true silence.
But he was not alone. Sitting right next to him on that cracked vinyl seat was the phantom.
Leo kept his eyes locked on the yellow lines of the road, but he became aware of a presence shifting itself in the seat beside him—scooting closer toward him from across the distance of that cab, its invisible gravity pulling at the air in the cab, causing the hair on his neck to rise.
Slowly, deliberately, he let his gaze drift to the right, looking through the dark interior toward the passenger window. That is when he saw it for the first time. The green illumination from the dash struck the glass perfectly, creating a mirror against the pitch-black woods flying past outside.
There it sat. It looked exactly like Leo as he was in that moment—the same sharp jawline, the same trimmed beard, the same heavy set of his shoulders. Most people would have missed it. Most people would have glanced over, dismissed the image, and thought it was just a reflection in the glass, driven by the light of the dashboard.
But if you genuinely want to see a ghost, you have to be brave enough to look closer.
If you really looked at the eyes in the glass that night, you would see the terrifying truth. The eyes in the reflection weren't moving when Leo moved. They didn't blink when Leo blinked. They were fixed on him, ancient, wide, and burning with a frantic, looping panic.
The ghost in the glass didn't look like a monster. It looked like the man Leo had been just three hours ago. It was the Phantom of Panic.
The mouth of the reflection didn't move, but the voice didn't need air to travel. It echoed straight through the marrow of Leo’s bones, vibrating at a frequency that made the loud music on the radio sound like a distant whisper.
"Check it again," the phantom in the glass demanded.
“Don’t worry, the road ahead is empty and I will watch it for you. The important thing now is what the message says.” Its eyes flared with a desperate, erratic energy, its face pressing so close to the glass its breath should have fogged it. "Pull the truck over onto the gravel right now, Leo. Check the phone! It’s been three hours since the last message. Just fifteen words. That’s all it would take to fix this. Just write a message explaining why you bought the tires, why you planned the weekend, why you were only trying to protect her. If you explain it perfectly, the silence will stop. Re-read what she said. Analyze the tone you probably sounded like. You should have worded it differently and she would have responded by now."
Leo swallowed hard, the copperish taste of anxiety hitting the back of his throat. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel until his wrists properly ached, keeping his eyes locked on the wet yellow lines ahead, refusing the ghosts' offer to watch the road.
He didn't need to look at the screen to know those fifteen words by heart. They had arrived with a resounding, clipped chime right before he left for the house, burning themselves into his mind.
"I'm completely done with this, Leo. We are finished. Do not text me again. Goodbye, Leo." 
Every relationship had friction, but this was nuclear, a sudden strike out of a clear blue sky. She had never escalated like that before. In a panic, he had tried to send a text offering a fragile olive branch to repair the tear, but it was met with a stark, quiet void. That terrifying silence was the exact gateway that had thrown open the portal to the realm of his innermost thoughts—the dark spaces where ghosts often chose to haunt.
"No," Leo muttered, his voice sounding small against the roar of the truck's exhaust. "We aren't doing this tonight."
The image in the window didn't just flinch at Leo's resolve—it bared its teeth, a low, guttural hiss scratching against the glass. It had seen Leo try to sound steady before. 
"You have to do it!" the phantom snarled, its voice dropping into a ragged, desperate growl that clawed at Leo’s ears. "Don't you feel how cold the cab is getting? The silence is a trap, Leo! If you don't chase her down right now, she’s going to leave.” The ghost drew its breath in with a hollow drag, before releasing the final sting, “Just like the others did."
The glowing reflection pushed into the window, shimmering with the greens and reds from the dash light, its voice a vicious, mocking whisper now. "If you don't reach out, she will think you don’t care. Is that what you want? You ruined it, Leo. You always ruin it. You should have been clearer. You used awful timing about the tires. Dammit, look at me! Why do you always do this to us? You're going to lose her. She had every right to be harsh with you and declare it over. You're going to end up in an empty room again. Text her! Fix it! Fix it NOW!"
The pressure in Leo’s chest expanded, a physical weight that made it hard to draw a clean breath. The ghost was using his own voice, his own fears, and forty plus years of his own muscle memory against him. It knew exactly how to trigger his running shoes.
He looked back at the window, staring directly into the frantic, vicious eyes of the reflection. Then something happened in that truck cab. For the first time in his life, he didn't see an enemy in the glass. He saw a shattered, exhausted, terrifyingly desperate version of himself that had been blamed for every cold room he had ever tried to heat.
"I'm not lacing up the shoes tonight," Leo whispered quietly. His voice dropped into a low, slow grunt. "I’m tired of running. I’m so tired of believing I am too much. I refuse to be the one always trying to fix the damage."
The phantom in the glass froze in disbelief, its snarl dying on its lips. Its expression flickered with a sudden, shocked confusion, a low whine escaping its throat as it realized the panic wasn't working. It leaned closer to the pane, but the green light of the dashboard seemed to dim slightly around it, losing its power.
"You can sit in the seat for the rest of the drive," Leo whispered, turning his eyes back to the road as the headlights caught the old wooden sign for Bayou Street. "But you don't get the wheel anymore. We are going to the house. I have work to do."
The truck turned sharply onto the crushed limestone driveway of Bayou House, the gravel crunching loudly under the tires like breaking ice. Leo pulled in front of the house, cut the ignition and the loud strains of George Strait suddenly cut short. The green glow of the dashboard died, plunging the cab into total darkness.
Leo stared ahead at the looming dark shape that filled his windshield. To many on the street, the empty farmhouse would seem creepy. To Leo, it had been a home, a prison, a worksite, and a war zone. Tonight, he would be gathering the final things standing between memories and a closing sale.
Leo drew a deep breath in through his nose, held it for several seconds, and then released it through his mouth, calming his mind. He looked over at the now empty and dark passenger window. The reflection was gone. The phone lay right there on the seat next to him—face up, a cold, dark slab of glass swallowed by the blackness of the night.
He stepped out of the cab and into the thick, warm Alabama humidity, the rain finally stopping completely, leaving the air heavy and wet. A slight inconsistent breeze carried the heavy scent of brackish river water from just across the field behind the house, its marsh grass, and the ozone of the dying storm. The crunching of the limestone gravel beneath his boots felt loud and intrusive amidst the tree frogs and crickets.
Leo stood by the truck door for a long, unbroken minute, his hands resting on the damp metal frame, looking up through the darkness at the house. He was drowning out the low rumble of the voice from the truck cab by making a quick inventory of the things left to grab before the final lock up. Satisfied his memory was still working in his favor, he turned toward the walkway leading up to the old, empty house. It sat tucked away at the very end of Bayou Street, a sprawling, weathered two-story farmhouse that had swallowed decades of dust and secrets. Under the moonlight, the faint green of the roof shingles looked almost black, and the white paint on the siding was peeling in long, pale curls like old parchment. Up on the second floor, his eyes found the specific windowpane that had once been shot out by a BB gun.
The glass had been replaced since then, of course, but just seeing the window
[image: ]
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