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IN MY SHORT STORY COLLECTION One Hand Screaming, I confess that I scream a lot. Silent screams were what I called them. I explained how story ideas bounced around inside my head like an impending storm, brewing into a force that would escape in a wild dance of chaos if I couldn’t stop to write them down.

And I constantly wrote those stories down.

Sometimes the stories I wrote would be straight out horror. That came, of course, with my penchant for the macabre.

Other times the stories would be more in line with an episode of The Twilight Zone – eerie and odd events that ventured just a bit left of center, casting strange and dark shadows across the landscape of the story.

And, at other times, I would create a story that didn’t seem to fit well in any particular genre. Perhaps because the roots to the tale were founded in straight out “literary” or “contemporary fiction.”

And, Lord knows, I had a hard time placing some of those stories in traditional publications.

Take the first story in this collection, for example. Spirits is, in a nutshell, a love story wrapped up in literary or contemporary fiction sensibilities. But it contains an underlying sense of the paranormal and pulls out some tropes from a classic ghost story. So, it’s a bit all over the place, and was difficult for me to find a home for. But it’s one of the short stories I’m most proud of.

In this fourth collection in the Nocturnal Screams series, I wanted to share some tales that, while they might contain something a bit darker, their foundation remains within the more “contemporary fiction” or perhaps even “literary” regions. 

Spirits suggests and hints at a ghost story. But it’s so much more. It’s really a love story and about the things and places that can tie people together.

Fall Spectacle looks at the paranoia and fear that can consume a small town, which provides the basis for the classic old tale of “you can’t go home again” for the story’s narrator.

And, while the micro short story Less of a Man contains, perhaps, the most blatant element of horror to it, the tale is, at its core, about the relationship between a father and a son.

I go into a bit more detail, providing full stories-behind-the-stories for each, which appears at the end of this book. That’s where I will reveal to you some insights behind the inspiration and what I was attempting to do when crafting the tales.

But those are for after you finish the stories, if you so choose to explore deeper and beyond.

For now, though, let’s walk together, shall we, down a seemingly normal street in a seemingly normal town. Let’s be wary of the shadows and the distant echoes of screams that we hear in the distance as I share a tale or two with you. But let’s not lose our focus on the characters and the plights that they are suffering under, for therein lies the true sadness, and perhaps, the true horror.
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Spirits
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SITTING HERE ON THE bus stop bench is startlingly comfortable, even though the sheets of misty rain have already cut through my jacket, plastering my shirt to my skin.

The cold dampness doesn’t bother me.

Because my mind is otherwise occupied.

By thoughts of Sally.

I haven’t thought about her in years; ever since I left Ottawa, actually. But now that I’m back, back here, especially, the vacant lot across from where I’m sitting –- the lot where the old Phoenix movie theatre used to stand –- stares back at me and reminds me of her.

Reminds me of that night.

*   *   *
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“DO YOU BELIEVE IN SPIRITS?” Sally asked, the flashlight throwing long shadows up her face.

“You mean ghosts?” Rob admired how her features could still seem attractive even in such an eerie light.

“No,” Sally said, her face disappearing as the flashlight clicked off. He heard the echoes of her movements in the large empty theatre. The complete darkness, coupled with the serious tone in her voice, was suddenly unsettling. “Not ghosts. Spirits.”

“There’s a difference?”

“Uhuh,” Something touched his hand in the darkness. At first he flinched and tried to pull away. Then he realized it was Sally’s hand.

He squeezed.

She squeezed back.

He let out a deep breath. For a moment he had been uneasy, but things were okay again. That’s how their relationship seemed to work. That was why they were in this abandoned movie theatre after all.

Rob was making plans to go away to college and they had been talking about the consequences of his moving to a city four hours away while she stayed in Ottawa. They each got a bad feeling about being separated like that, and so they did what they usually did when they were having a minor crisis. They came to the place where they’d had their first date: The Phoenix.

What they had meant to each other that evening of their first date –- what their entire relationship meant –- came back to them whenever they went inside. As corny as it had seemed to their friends, it had become a ritual that worked for them.

Only now, the theatre was closed down and boarded up.

But they didn’t let that stop them. It was exciting actually. One of the things Rob had always liked about Sally was her sense of excitement, of adventure: Her spirit.

And she was definitely showing it tonight.

Sneaking to the back of the abandoned building in the middle of the night; climbing the fire escape to the roof; prying the old service door open and slipping inside; scrambling through the darkness with the light of a single flashlight beam to guide them; finding their way into the theatre house; making out in the darkness. Yes, this was the gist of what Sally and Rob were all about.

“A ghost,” Sally said, nestling herself onto Rob’s lap. “Is a specter. It’s supposed to represent the lost soul of someone who has died.”

“Isn’t that what a spirit is?”

“It can be. But a spirit can also be something more. For example, take my teddy.”

“Pouffy Bear?” Rob giggled.

“Yeah. Now listen, I’m serious.”

“Okay,”

“I’ve had him ever since I was a baby and I’ve always kept him close by. I talk to him. I sleep with him every night...”

”Hey, I’m jealous.”

“Shush. And I shower him with love and affection.”

“So?”

“Well, some people believe that because I’ve spent so much time with him, because I’ve projected so many emotions and feelings onto him, that Pouffy somehow absorbed it all and can feed it back to me.”

“So you’re saying that because you spent eighteen years loving him, that Pouffy, a stuffed animal, loves you?”

“Sort of.” Sally shifted in his lap, turning to face him in the darkness. “When I’m sad or angry, I hold Pouffy Bear and he’s able to make me feel better. I feel protected and safe whenever I hold him, because he provides me with a feeling of love and affection.”

“An echo of the affection you’ve given him?”

“Yeah. But this doesn’t just happen with objects,” she said. “It can happen with a place. People who haven’t died can still leave their spirit in a place. And they spend the rest of their lives searching for . . . something . . . because they have
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