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When my friend and mentor, Mike, a man I’d known for over 35 years, died, I told my daughter, “I have texts from four dead people on my phone.”

It started with my friend Dave three years earlier.  He was a publisher of hardcore horror and for years I’d served as a copyeditor in exchange for free books.  The last text I had from him was a response to my Happy New Year.  Not long after, he’d died in a car crash.

Next came my aunt Dale—my mother’s twin sister—who was taken by cancer, followed a few months later by my dad to heart failure.  And then, two years later, Mike was in a motorcycle accident.

So I had texts from four dead people on my phone and I couldn’t bring myself to delete any of them.

I mentioned this to my daughter who replied, “That is officially the weirdest collection you have.”

“Not on purpose!” I said.  This was around my 51st birthday and I joked, “Man, I hope none of them tell me happy birthday.”

They didn’t.  What happened instead was way different.

I wondered sometimes if holding onto those texts served more as a memorial for me, or an anchor for them.
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I WAS HOME ALONE THAT year on Halloween, my wife having taken the boys trick or treating.

“Be careful,” I said as they left.  “Don’t get hit crossing the street.  Lot of idiots out tonight.”

I was supposed to be with them, but an hour before, I’d been doubled over with intense stomach cramps and had spent the time wishing I could just throw up whatever it was and be done with it.

I only realized later the cramps weren’t sickness but a cosmic stalling tactic to keep me home for when that first text came in.

I was sitting on the couch, waiting for the Pepto to kick in, one hand on my stomach, the other holding the remote, scrolling through Shudder.  It was Halloween, after all, and what better way to celebrate than to spend the night watching horror movies.

I was looking for something mindless, something I didn’t have to pay close attention to in case my stomach started acting up again, when my phone beeped.

I assumed it was my wife, but then I looked at it.

From SWOPE—Mike’s last name: “Hey Buddy.  You busy?”

My very first thought was That’s not supposed to happen.  Followed quickly by the logical thought, His phone’s turned off, someone else has his number now.

Followed again by the next logical thought: Whoever has his new number, wouldn’t have his phone, and therefore wouldn’t have my number.  Right?

I stared at the screen for a minute, my heart pounding, wondering what to do.  Finally I replied, “Hello?”

I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

Was this a joke?  A very bad one, mind you, but could it be?

I couldn’t put the phone down.  I suddenly had no interest in watching horror movies, and my stomach was in knots now for an entirely different reason.

Finally, another message popped up, repeating the last part of the first message: “You busy?”

I looked around the living room, wondering if I was being watched.  The curtains were drawn, so no one was looking in from outside, but still I felt eyes on me from somewhere.

I replied, “Just sitting here.  Who is this?”

I got up and peeked into the hall.  The porch light was out; I was supposed to be with my wife and the boys tonight, so we hadn’t bothered to buy any candy for trick or treaters.

The phone beeped and I looked down at my hand.

“Mike.  Who else would it be?”

Ok, this wasn’t funny.

“Well, that’s not possible,” I replied, having to retype the message a few times because my fingers didn’t want to work.  “So who is it really?  Is this Stephen?”

Stephen was one of his kids, the one I’d talked to about my author site when I heard about Mike’s accident.

In 2002 Mike bought me a domain name and set up an author website for me, and for the next two decades, that was my Christmas present every year.  He would renew the domain and host the site for free.  He usually got me something else on top of that, which I kept telling him wasn’t necessary; the website was present enough.  But there was usually something comic book-related thrown in there as well.  He liked to find me Purple Rain homage covers.  He was big on homage covers for some reason.

“Why would my son be texting you?” came the reply.

I thought about my reply, then sent: “Because it’s physically impossible for Mike to be texting me.”

I watched and waited, but those little bubbles didn’t appear.  A minute passed.  Then another one.  I watched the time tick by on the phone screen.

I sat down and set the phone on the coffee table.  The screensaver was scrolling past on the television, but I wasn’t paying attention.  I was still staring at the dark phone screen.

I was starting to think the joke was over when the screen lit up with another chirp.

I opened it and read, “Twisty French fry.”

Mike and I met in the late ‘80s at a popular roast beef restaurant we both worked at.  One of the menu items was curly fries, which he always called “Twisty French fries” when calling out orders.  He was the only one who ever called them that.

I sat in silence for a minute, trying to sort this out in my head.  I’d spent the last three decades writing horror fiction and I’d written my share of ghost stories.  Hell, I even believed in ghosts.  But in none of my experiences had one talked directly to me.  And through an iPhone, no less.

This was either one of the most frightening things to ever happen to me, or one of the most exciting and interesting.

“Dude?” I said.

“So,” came the reply, “you busy?”

I settled back into the couch and texted with my dead friend.

“Just sitting here.  Kara and the boys are out trick or treating, but my stomach was fucked up, so I stayed home.”

I almost ended by asking what he was doing, but I thought better of it.  I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know.

“So if I needed one, you could give me a ride, then?” he replied.  “I hate to ask, but...”

The fuck? I thought.  A ride?

“Um ... where are you?” I asked.

“Not sure.  Somewhere quiet.  I just want to go home but I don’t know how to get there.”

I thought about asking if he recognized any landmarks, but, again, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.  So instead I said, “Are you in town?”

He’d died, as far as I knew, in Mulvane, Kansas, where he’d lived since the early 1990s.

“I think so?” came his reply.  “I’ve tried several numbers in my phone, my kids first, obviously, but yours is the only number I can get through to.”

Well that’s just great, I thought.  How did I ever get so lucky?

“Well, I’d kinda need to know where you are,” I said, thinking I could talk my way out of being designated driver to the dead.

“Just go to your Maps,” he said.  “Type in my name, it should come up how to get here.”

That’s not how that app works, I wanted to say.  But my curiosity beat me to the punch, and I pulled up the app, typed in SWOPE, and ... it gave me directions.  And a ten-minute drive time.

Hmm.  Still not loving what was happening here.

Then I thought of telling him, shit, sorry, dude, Kara and the boys just got home.  I think I passed whatever I have on to one of them, he seems really sick, I gotta go take care of this—which is what I wanted to type—but my fingers typed for me: “I’m on my way.”

I stood up, slid into my Sketchers, grabbed my wallet and keys from the desk by the front door, and stepped outside.  I felt like I should text Kara, or better yet call her and try to explain what was going on, but something told me I’d be home before her.

I got in my Jeep, set the phone in the cradle on the dashboard, started the car, and followed the directions to where Mike was.

There’s a bus stop in Angel Hill.  It’s not on any routes and no buses ever stop there.  Because of that, no one ever uses it, it’s always just this lone structure on an
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