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For the 2020 WordCrafter Short Fiction Contest, the theme outlined in the submission guidelines was a paranormal short fiction story in which the setting is central to the story. In many ghost stories, the location or setting is a central element in the story. Certainly, a spooky setting can be a key element in getting buy-in with a paranormal tale. 

Did you ever wonder why many ghost hunts take place in hotels, hospitals, battle fields, cemeteries, etc...? Ghost hunter, Connor Randall says that this is because these settings are liminal places, locations of transition which attract more paranormal energy. Randall claims many hauntings are caused by “residual spirits”, or building memories, caught “like a broken record”, repeating the same actions over and over again, apparently unaware of our presence on this side of the veil. 

Although that doesn’t explain reports of non-repetitive and unpredictable manifestations, ghosts which don’t seem to be attached to a place, but perhaps an object or even a person instead, it does explain why location is central to so many good ghost stories. The spooky setting makes the story all the more believable.

Whether ghosts or some sort of ethereal imprint, places where hauntings are said to occur, liminal locations, seem to provide wonderfully scary settings. Let’s face it, a ghost story that takes place in a park on a sunny day wouldn’t be nearly as believable as the same story, but in a nearby cemetery at dusk, during an impending thunderstorm with thunder and lightning crackling all around. The scary setting helps to set the right tone in which to believe in the paranormal and is vital to the tale.

The winning story from the above-mentioned contest was “Olde-Tyme Village”, by Christa Planko, who found the perfect ending for her story. You find it in the following pages, along with other contest entries and stories by invitation, including one by the author of last year’s winning story, Enid Holden. I hope you enjoy each one as much as I have, as we explore the places Where Spirits Linger.
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Kaye Lynne Booth lives, works, and plays in the mountains of Colorado. With a dual emphasis M.F.A. in Creative Writing, writing is more than a passion. It's a way of life. She’s a multi-genre author, who finds inspiration from the nature around her, and her love of the old west, and other odd and quirky things which might surprise you. She has short stories featured in the following anthologies: The Collapsar Directive (“If You’re Happy and You Know It”); Relationship Add Vice (“The Devil Made Her Do It”); Nightmareland (“The Haunting in Carol’s Woods”); Whispers of the Past (“The Woman in the Water”); and Spirits of the West (“Don’t Eat the Pickled Eggs”). Her western, Delilah, her paranormal mystery novella and her short story collection, Last Call, are all available in both digital and print editions. 

In her spare time, she keeps up her author’s blog, Writing to be Read, where she posts reflections on her own writing, author interviews and book reviews, along with writing tips and inspirational posts from fellow writers. She’s also the founder of WordCrafter. In addition to creating her own imprint in WordCrafter Press, she offers quality author services, such as editing, social media & book promotion, and online writing courses through WordCrafter Quality Writing & Author Services. When not writing or editing, she is bird watching, or hiking, or just soaking up some of that Colorado sunshine.
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Dear Diary,

Today was about as awful as any eight-year-old girl ever had. I don’t think I’ll ever understand why folks have to be so mean. And poor Edna. She’s just on old woman who thinks a little different. That’s what Mom says, and I think she’s right. Edna is one of the nicest ladies I know. 

I saw Edna outside the supermarket when I was waiting for mom to pick up Gram’s grocery order. Michelle Jones and the group of girls she hangs out with just kept taunting her, calling her ‘Crazy Edna’, trying to yank her shopping cart away from her. As sure as my name’s Cassie Cook, somebody had to do something.

I could see in her eyes how scared she was. Edna thinks people are after her anyway. She’s been our housekeeper and Mom’s friend since before I was born. For as long as I’ve known her, she’s talked about how everyone is after her: the government, her neighbors, the mailman, the church... but mostly the government. Edna thought they were all after her at one time or another, forming conspiracies against her, trying to kill her. 

One time she stopped opening mail for two years, because she was convinced that her mailman was poisoning her envelopes with something that would seep into her skin and kill her if she touched it. I know. That does sound crazy, even crazier than the voices she hears in her head or closing off entire sections of her house. Mom says she just passes through phases, and no one is really after her, but she isn’t hurting anyone living like she does, so we should humor her as much as we can. 

I could tell those mean girls really frightened Edna. So, Diary, you can see why I had to step in. Edna may think a little differently, but she’s my friend.

Michelle and her bunch are the type who make themselves feel better about who they are by talking down everyone around them. They are a couple of grades ahead of me, in the sixth grade, and I avoid them all as much as possible around school. I knew trouble was coming as soon as I came around the corner of the grocery.

“Well, well. Look what we have here, girls,” Michelle said, twirling a lock of golden blonde hair around her finger. “It’s Crazy Edna, the bag lady.” She sauntered over to block the sidewalk ahead, Tara, Ashley and Sharon all trailing behind her like a line of baby ducklings imprinting on their mother. Michelle reached out and grabbed Edna’s cart, jerking it toward her. “What do you have in that cart, Crazy Edna?”

Edna tightened her grip on the shopping cart and pulled back. “Here, now. You stop that,” Edna said, her voice rising. “Those are my groceries. I need them. I paid for them.”

But Michelle didn’t let go of the cart, instead giving it another tug. “Are you sure that you paid for them? Maybe the little green men beamed them down to you.” 

“Is that what really happened?” Sharon said, stepping up next to Michelle with her fuscia pink hair gathered up in short ponytails that looked like balls of porcupine quills spiking out on either side of her head. A nose ring with a small ball on each end hung from the piercing in her nose, making it look like she has a booger there. “Or maybe you’re beaming them up to them as an offering. Do you worship them?”

“You let go of my shopping basket!” Edna said, yanking back hard, ripping the metal wires from Michelle’s fingers. 

“You are crazy!” Michelle yelled, shoving the shopping cart into Edna’s ankles, causing her to cry out in pain.  Michelle stepped forward with her fist drawn back. 

I thought she was going to punch poor Edna in the face! “Hey Michelle! You can’t talk to her like that.” I said, stepping in between them.

I wish you could have seen the surprised looks on all their faces, Diary. It was as if they hadn’t really seen me standing there before. Of course, that’s when Michelle hit me right in the eye. My head started spinning from the blow and I fell to my knees, scrapping my elbow on the sidewalk. But that wasn’t the worst part. 

My mom came out of the store then, with Gram’s groceries and put a stop to the whole thing, chasing those girls off. Mom is a big lady with a loud voice. Those nasty girls didn’t have the guts to argue with her. They scattered as soon as they saw her coming out the door of the grocery.

When I told her what had happened, she said, “That’s ridiculous. Edna hasn’t ever claimed to see an alien. She hears voices. It’s a totally different thing.” 

At home when Gram found out, things got really bad. Mom and Gram got into an argument about Edna while Mom was cleaning my scrapped elbow, putting anti-biotic ointment on it.

“Now, Sherry, how many times have I told you that woman is bad news,” Gram said in that lecturing tone that means she’s about to lay down the law. “I don’t know why you don’t fire her and hire someone who has all their wits about them.” 

Mom dabbed at my wound with a wet washcloth, while I gripped the back of the kitchen chair, gritting my teeth and trying to pretend it didn’t hurt.

“Edna is a perfectly good housekeeper,” Mom replied, pouring peroxide over my elbow, making me wince. “In all the years she’s worked for us, have you ever had complaints about the cleanliness of this house?” She grabbed a clean dish towel from the drawer and patted the wound dry. “She keeps the dust off the furniture well enough to pass your white glove inspection, and that’s no easy task, Mother. She keeps the silver polished, waxes the floors, and even keeps the cobwebs cleared from the ceilings. What more could you want?”

“The woman talks to people who aren’t there,” Gram said, countering Mom’s argument with her hands on her hips. It was a stance that said she wasn’t prepared to back down. “She’s not a good influence to have around the child. Cassie is impressionable.”

“So, she talks to herself as she cleans. So what? She’s harmless,” Mom said. “She’s more than just our housekeeper. She’s my friend, Mother. And I don’t have so many of those that I want to throw her to the wolves just because she imagines things.”

“She’s my friend, too,” I said, but I don’t think they heard me.

“Just look at what’s happened to this child already because of her,” Gram persisted. “A black eye. A black eye, for God’s sake!” She placed her hand under my chin and raised it, so Mom could get a good, clear view of my face. “It’s neglectful, I tell you, for you to allow such a thing to happen.”

“Mother, that was not Edna’s fault, nor mine,” Mom said, raising her voice to my grandmother, which is something she’s never done before, at least not in my lifetime. She pushed down harder than intended, making me wince as she applied anti-biotic ointment with a gauze pad. “Why don’t you make yourself useful and go make an ice pack for that eye you’re so concerned about.”

I don’t think anyone has ever talked to Gram like that before, not even Pops. But she did as Mom instructed without saying another word. She was silent even as she placed the ice pack over my eye, which was beginning to swell shut.

After supper, Mom came to my room and told me she was going over to Edna’s to see if she was doing okay. She wanted me to stay home and rest and keep ice on my eye, but I begged her to let me go with her. I hated to use it against her, but in the end, I did what I had to do. I threatened to go tell Gram if she didn’t take me with her.

I wasn’t sure Edna was going to let us in when we got there. She was confused at first, and we had to convince her that it was really us, and not some imposters trying to trick her into opening the door. 

It was me who finally convinced her it was us when I mentioned the day trip we took to the mountains, when we happened upon thousands of lady bugs, covering the rocks as we crested the top of one hill that day. All at once, they took flight, filling the air around us until we were standing in a cloud of red and black, and then they were gone. They didn’t just thin out, moving all together as one. No one else knew about that day or that amazing sight but she, my mom and me. 

So, that did it. She let us in, but she wasn’t in a good state of mind. Mom told me to go sit in the living room and watch television, but Edna didn’t want the set on. She was very agitated. She said the government agents who were after her were using the airwaves to try and tap into her brain. There was a partially assembled puzzle laid out on the card table, but I remembered Edna saying that sometimes ‘the people’, who she said lived upstairs, on the second floor of her house, came down and re-arranged the pieces when she wasn’t looking. I’m pretty good at puzzles, but Mom says I shouldn’t add to Edna’s delusions.

So, I was left to my own devices while Mom tried to calm Edna and bring her back down to reality, which was okay for a while, because I brought a book with me, Alice in Wonderland, by Lewis Carroll. It’s a hard book to read, because the language is so peculiar, and eventually it made my head hurt trying to make sense of it, so I wandered around the living room, looking at all the unusual trinkets and knick-knacks that occupied the shelves upon Edna’s walls. 

I was looking at her bowling trophies on a table near the bottom of the stairs, thinking about the times Mom and I had gone bowling with Edna. Heck, Edna taught me all I know about bowling. 

A rubber ball came bouncing down the stairs and landed at my feet, and a chill ran down my spine. I bent and picked up the ball, peering up into the utter darkness of the second floor. I know Edna doesn’t use the second floor. It is scary up there. I squinted to try and see through the gloom, but it didn’t do any good, so I placed my foot on the bottom stair and started to climb. 

I only made it to the third stair, when Edna came running out of the kitchen waving her hands at me. 

“No, no, no, child,” she said with eyes as big as saucers. “You don’t want to bother the people upstairs!”

“I was just going to return this ball I found,” I said, hoping this explanation would appease Edna and she would calm down once more. In three steps I had managed to undo all the calming my mother had done for the last hour. Worse, I had upset her even more.

“Where did you get that?” she asked, snatching the ball from my hand.

“It just rolled down the
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