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I caught sight of a familiar face on the street and called out.

“Roger! Yo, Roger!”

The man turned around. It was him, all right. He walked back to shake my hand, grinning with genuine pleasure.

“Dan! How are you? Must be three, four years since I’ve seen you, right? What brings you back to town?”

“Thanksgiving, visiting the family, you know. My mom ran out of a few things so I volunteered to do a grocery run. To tell the truth, I’m glad for a break. My sister and her kids are overrunning the house. Do you have time to grab a beer and catch up?”

Roger had been my landlord, of sorts, the year after I graduated from college. I had just moved out of my parents’ house, working at my first job while hunting for something better. A couple of years older than me, Roger had begun to climb the American Dream ladder by buying a modest house in our Jersey shore town. It was nothing special, just a dark green ranch with three bedrooms and a finished basement. Roger advertised for roommates and collected rent from two other young men who, like us, were starting out in life. After living there for a year, I found a good job in New York City and moved to an apartment in Brooklyn.

None of us needed much beyond a place to crash. Roger kept the house repaired and the lawn mowed. His calm, reasonable voice usually ended any disagreements between tenants. We became friends, and a year after I moved away I received a wedding invitation when he married his girlfriend, Laura.

“Remember the old Sea Dog Grill? Take a look at it now,” said Roger as we entered the tavern, much improved since it had been our favorite retreat.

“From dive to fern bar!” I joked. “My feet don’t stick to the floor anymore.”

Roger laughed as we settled into a booth and ordered beers.

“So how’s Laura? Still in the old house?” I asked.

“She’s great. Well, better since we sold the place. It . . . wasn’t the right house for her.”

That sounded strange.

“What was wrong? I realize it wasn’t a palace, but it was a good starter for a couple, and you always kept on top of things.”

The beer came, and after taking a drink he swirled his around, staring down into the glass. Then he looked up at me with a wry, almost embarrassed smile.

“Something weird happened after you left.”

“Weird?”

He hesitated, then took a deep breath.


After you moved, I put out the word that I had an empty room for rent. A former tenant referred his coworker. He stopped by, liked the room, and seemed okay. He worked as an auto mechanic, and his references checked out.




Roger chuckled and shook his head.


You know, I can’t even remember his name. Alan, I think? A big guy, really tall, could have been six-foot-five. Heavyset, looked like he had been a football player. Bright red curly hair. Kind of a brusque personality, but as long as he paid his rent, we didn’t have to be best friends.

The day he moved in, he arrived about noon with his stuff and a couple of six-packs. I drank a beer with him, but that was it. We moved his things into his room in a couple of hours. While we worked, he polished off the rest of the beers by himself.

He was expecting a new mattress to be delivered the next day, so he asked if he could crash on the living room sofa for a while. “Wake me up at six if I’m still asleep, okay?” I said sure and went out to run a few errands. When I got back, he was still there. I started to make myself some dinner, then checked the clock and saw it was time to wake him.

I shook him and got no response. Tried again, called his name, called louder. Nothing. I couldn’t hear any breathing, didn’t see his chest moving. I grabbed his wrist and tried to feel a pulse, even though I really didn’t know what I was doing. I was panicking by then and ran to call 911.

The paramedics arrived and started to work on him. A few minutes later one of them asked, “Does this man have any family?”

“Honestly, I have no idea,” I said. “I barely know the guy. He just moved into my house today.”

The paramedic said, “Well, his next of kin will have to be located. He’s dead.”




I stared at Roger. “Seriously? A stranger just moves in and drops dead?”

Roger smiled ruefully. “I know, right? Turns out he died of diabetic shock. Guess it was all that beer. He hadn’t said anything, and I didn’t see any kit like the kind diabetics carry around. Luckily, the authorities could use his driver’s license to track his family. He didn’t have much, just a brother who came to identify and claim his body.”

We sat in silence for a minute.

“So was that the weird thing that made you sell?” I asked.

“Well, there’s more,” he replied.


Laura and I were getting serious, and I could see it was time to end the rental business so she could move in. The last two guys left, and she joined me.

Laura liked the house at first. She improved it—planted a nice garden, picked great colors when we repainted the interior.

Then she started to act strangely. I didn’t think she had a nervous bone in her body, but she became very jumpy. She would be talking to you, or doing something in the kitchen, then she would stop and look quickly over her shoulder, as if she sensed someone sneaking up behind her. She looked into rooms before she entered, like she worried someone would jump her.

One night I had to work overtime, and I got home pretty late. All the lights in the house were on. Laura was waiting for me in the living room. I can’t even describe the look in her eyes.

“Please, please don’t do that again,” she begged me. “Don’t work late and leave me alone here.”

Of course I knew I couldn’t promise any such thing, but I did just to calm her down. I tried to get her to tell me what had spooked her, but she just shook her head and went off to bed without a word. You know Laura; that wasn’t like her.




Laura was a math teacher at the local high school, smart, level-headed, and upbeat. No, that didn’t sound like her at all.

Roger continued.


One day she approached me, very hesitant, while I was puttering around the house.

“Roger, I have to tell you something. It will sound crazy, I know. But I feel like I’ll go nuts if I don’t say anything.”

“Honey, for ages I’ve been wanting you to tell me what’s bothering you,” I said. “You never wanted to talk about it, and you seemed so freaked out I didn’t want to push you.”

She said, “Roger, ever since I moved into the house I’ve sensed . . . well, a presence. And not just some indefinable presence, I’ve sensed another person here. I can see him out of the corner of my eye, standing right next to me. Sometimes I even feel him breathing down my neck. It’s a tall man, and he’s very angry. He’s yelling at me, haranguing me, waving his arms around, but I can’t hear a word he’s saying. When I turn to look straight at him, he disappears. I never know when he will turn up, but that night you worked late he kept showing up in every room I entered—first on one side of me, then on the other. I was terrified, so I just sat in one place till you got home.”




Roger finished his beer. “When I heard her describe a tall man? Well, I finally knew the meaning of my blood ran cold.”


“Can you tell me more?” I asked her.

“He’s intimidating. Besides being tall, he’s heavy and broad-shouldered, looks like he could hurt you. And the strangest thing of all: he has curly red hair, carroty red. I don’t think I’ve known a single redhead in my life! That’s why you have to believe I’m not making this up, Roger. Why would I imagine a presence, a ghost, with red hair? When you bought this house, did the realtor tell you someone died here?”




Roger sighed. “I felt weak in the knees. You see, I had never told Laura about the incident with Alan. It was a freaky experience, and I didn’t want to frighten her. I wanted her to stay, and to marry me.” He laughed. “What is it they say about good intentions? That certainly backfired on me. I finally told her the story.”

“What did she say to that?”

“Strangest thing. She didn’t say a word, just sat down and covered her face with her hands. I put my arms around her. When she looked at me, she was crying.


“Roger, don’t you get it? The poor guy doesn’t realize he’s dead! All he knows is that one afternoon he laid down to take a nap, and when he woke up, everyone ignored him. He’s reaching out, trying to find out what happened. No one answers him! He tried to get my attention, and when I didn’t respond he got angry. And no wonder!”




He smiled and shook his head. “I never believed in ghosts, and before this happened I would have bet money that Laura didn’t either. Poor Alan. Maybe he hoped that a sympathetic woman could help him. He didn’t understand that she couldn’t. No one can. He’s a lost soul. Scary when you think about it—how easy it is to slip through the cracks and die alone.”

I stared at Roger in shock, then took a big swallow of my beer. A ghost? Did he really believe this? Did I?

“Hmm . . . there are stranger things in heaven and on earth, as they say. That’s what made you sell the house?”

Roger nodded. “Yes, we sold pretty soon after that. And we got a good price for it, too.”

“Did you tell the realtor that someone had died there?”

“Yes, I did, and the realtor told the buyers. They didn’t care, didn’t believe in spirits.” He shrugged. “As far as I know, they’ve had no experiences.”

Roger paid our bill and we left the tavern. He offered me his hand and I grasped it for a heartfelt shake.

“Take care, Rog. Great to see you, and say hello to Laura.”

“I will.” He pulled a card out of his wallet. “Here’s my number; why don’t you stop by on Sunday to see the new house?”

“Sounds good, I will.”

I backed off with a wave. Just as I turned away, a flash of bright color caught my eye. For a moment, I could have sworn a tall redheaded man was trailing Roger, waving his arms, talking fast, desperate to be heard. Then he was gone. Probably just my imagination.

But it was strange how the picture stayed with me the rest of the day.
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The last colors of the sunset glowed through wavy panes of glass bordered in dark lead. Isabella floated along the stone wall toward the window, oblivious to its rough, clammy surface. She edged as close as she dared, hovering between window and wall. She had always loved sunsets. As a small girl she often climbed to the highest turret of her father’s castle to gaze in awe at the sinking orange ball of the sun, haloed in brilliant gold, vermilion, blue, and purple. There she remained until night draped its indigo curtain across the horizon. Isabella’s angry nurse, given the slip once again, would come huffing up the narrow staircase to grasp her small arm and haul her back down, scolding all the way.

Isabella had seen Rodrigo for the first time from that tower when she was six years old, he perhaps nine. She watched as his distant figure wandered over the green and golden fields of his father’s estate. Sometimes he charged to scatter a flock of birds, or stopped to crouch and peer at something—an animal? An object? Other times he waved a fallen branch like a sword at an imaginary foe.

As a girl, Isabella was not permitted to move about at will. Her nurse accompanied her on strolls within the walls of the castle; a stablehand escorted her when she rode her palfrey through the woods and over the fields. At church, her father and brothers surrounded and protected her. Her position as a member of an illustrious family forbade her interaction with any child, girl or boy, not of the same elevated station. Only her cousins’ occasional visits or her sojourns to the manor homes of her extended family lifted the burden of her loneliness.

Thus, Isabella became fascinated by this foreign boy, so near to her yet so far. She made up stories based on his escapades, inserting herself as a character so she could share in his adventures.

One day, Rodrigo ventured close enough to the castle wall to see Isabella staring down at him. At first, he looked flustered. Then, with a mischievous grin, he capered like a clown, turning cartwheels and somersaults, pulling grotesque faces. Isabella laughed and clapped her hands in delight. Rodrigo ended his display by thumbing his nose and running into a tree-lined dell as fast as he could.

She saw him less frequently as the years passed and they left childhood behind. Meanwhile, Isabella grew in stature and loveliness; many who saw her remarked on the change and followed her with an interested gaze. Fathers and mothers discussed when she would be of marriageable age, and their sons felt the first stirrings of an emotion which fanned itself into love, then burning desire.

Isabella and Rodrigo met face-to-face for the first time following a Christmas mass. The roiling crowd making its way toward the front doors pushed her right up against him, and they stared into each other’s eyes. His were green, and the round boyish face she remembered had grown chiseled, lips and chin fringed with the first shadows of beard and mustache. His olive skin set off wavy black hair, and he stood a full head taller than she. For his part, Rodrigo observed a girl just entering womanhood, with curling chestnut hair barely tamed by the gold netting covering her elaborate coiffure. Eyes the golden brown of autumn leaves studied him with frank curiosity.

Stunned for a moment, neither could speak. Just as Rodrigo opened his lips, Isabella’s oldest brother Carlos stepped between them and gripped her arm. He looked down his nose at Rodrigo and gave a curt nod before turning away, sweeping Isabella and the rest of the family out of the church and into the plaza.

The two young people knew each other’s names. How could they not? All the landed gentry were acquainted—at least by reputation—although they might not be on friendly terms. Noblewomen memorized detailed genealogies to plan advantageous matches for their children. Strong alliances through marriage not only increased a family’s wealth and power but protected them from ancient vendettas.

Such a feud existed between the families of Isabella and Rodrigo. As the children were unaware of it, Isabella sought to meet the young man again. She enlisted the help of her young maid Ximena, a peasant girl possessed of a deeply romantic sensibility. Ximena’s first task was to carry little notes to Rodrigo’s family castle, flirting with the guard at the postern gate to gain entry. At the scullery door she handed the note to a servant, along with a small coin to ensure cooperation. In this way, Isabella and Rodrigo contrived to go to confession on the same day, approaching each other wordlessly in the church aisle. Rodrigo swept off his hat in a deep formal bow to Isabella. As he straightened he slipped a piece of paper into the hand of the passing Ximena. Thus they conspired to ride out separately and meet in a nearby wood the following week. At Isabella’s insistence, Ximena rather than a stablehand accompanied her on a donkey.

As the young people’s clandestine meetings grew more frequent, their feelings for each other became stronger until they finally confessed their love. Rodrigo removed a ring with a tiny ruby from his hand and placed it on Isabella's. “This is my pledge that I will wed you and no other,” he whispered in her ear. “We will be very happy, and live together forever.” Overcome by joy, Isabella dreamed of a bright future with her lover as she and Ximena rode home. 

They passed a small cemetery where the local villagers buried their dead. Rough voices and a sharp clink of metal pierced Isabella’s fantasies, and the girls paused. A man had jumped into an open grave and hammered vigorously at something unseen.

“Who are they burying?” asked Isabella.

“Why, it is that girl, Lucia, who killed herself last week,” replied Ximena with a self-important air. “She who was madly in love with the miller’s son. They do say he got her in the family way, and when she told him, he ran off to join the army! Lost her mind over it, and stabbed herself in the throat.”

Isabella shuddered and crossed herself. She had seen Lucia once, helping her father deliver sacks of flour to the castle kitchens. She was a pretty, lively girl with a red ribbon woven through her dark curls.

“The poor thing, how terrible! But what is all that hammering?”

Ximena was proud to be the repository of local folklore as well as gossip. “Why, Miss, he is hammering a sickle across her neck and into the earth, to pin her in the grave. Those who kill themselves are known to rise from their graves at night, and feed on the blood of the living!”

Isabella stared at her in open-mouthed horror, but the oblivious Ximena gabbled on.

“If Lucia tries to rise from her grave, the sickle will cut her head off. If they are really worried, they might also attach a padlock to her toe—”

Unable to bear the grisly tale a second more, Isabella wheeled her palfrey around and urged it to a gallop, leaving Ximena and her donkey far behind.

Isabella hung Rodrigo’s ring on a string around her neck, tucked beneath her clothing. However, one evening as she prepared for bed the hidden
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