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      For Kenny

      My ever and my always

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Do you experience feelings of dread in your basement or attic?”

        Egon Spengler, Ghostbusters

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Your house isn’t haunted; you’re lonely.

        Ron Swanson, Parks & Rec

      

        

      

      
        
        
        -But who is that on the other side of you?

        T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land
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      It was bound to happen.

      Growing up, my two favorite books were ones you probably never heard of. The Ghost Next Door and Ghosts I Have Been—picked out at the Scholastic Book Fair. Picked out because of the transparent figures and swirly mist with faces inside. And as for my favorite movie? Well. I’m sure you’ve heard of Ghostbusters.

      I’ve read those books a dozen times, even as an adult, when I want to feel the innocence of childhood again. That spooky thrill of a summer night when you’re up reading too late and every shadow begins to move. And I’ve seen the movie hundreds of times easily. I’ve even stood outside the building in Tribeca.

      I love ghost stories.

      So it’s no wonder that I would grow up and write a book of them. They aren’t the only kind of thing I write but they do show up a lot. I like my stories haunted.

      But here’s the thing.

      Ghosts aren’t the only things that haunt. Sometimes I think we haunt ourselves more than anything else. Memories that refuse to let go. The wistfulness of the past. We hold on and we hold on. Those are the things we hear tip-toeing over floorboards. What we see barely outlined in the shadows.

      They are us.

      We want to be haunted.

      And so we haunt ourselves.

      That’s my theory, anyway. All of us on one level or another are nostalgists, longing for something that has come—or gone—before.

      I write stories about people who are haunted—whether by ghosts or ideas or memories. Here, you’ll find everything from urban legends to that one lone bend in the road that seems to want to take and take, to a woman in Victorian England and her ghost companion. And more. I love the idea that gone isn’t really gone.

      And that’s what these stories all have in common. They aren’t all scary, and yet they’re flavored with some amount of unease because… well… because we don’t really know what’s coming. And the not knowing feels spooky. But that’s the beauty of life. It’s all so fleeting. And maybe that’s the appeal of ghost stories to me. That they give you just a little bit longer with what you’ve lost.

      One last dance.

      As I write this, I have two more ghost stories coming out this year. “The Discarded Ones” in Apex Magazine. And “Glass Moon Water” in Diabolical Plots. Eventually those will be gathered into another collection of ghost stories along with a few others I have haunting drawers and computer files.

      But for now, here are five original stories that have never appeared anywhere else. Along with a few notes about how they were written.

      I love to read story notes in collections—what inspired the author to write what they did. What they themselves think about each story. A behind-the-scenes, if you will. A caption to a photograph. So I’ve added some here, but they’re at the end so that if you like that sort of thing, you can read them without being spoiled. And if you don’t, they won’t get in the way.

      But they’re there, waiting for you.

      Along with the ghosts.

      

      Linda Niehoff

      March 2023
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      We played Light as a Feather at Elsie Mack’s sixth grade slumber party.

      She lived in a two-story Victorian that had stairs in the front and the back of the house. We slept on the wood floors in what you might call the entryway next to a large heating grate on the floor. Mindi Striek said that if you looked down it you could see the ghosts in the basement.

      “What ghosts?” Elsie said. “We don’t have ghosts here.”

      She had to say it. We might not come back if it was truly haunted. Might not bring our sleeping bags and lumpy pillows and thin blankets and stuffed backpacks to school on Friday morning so we could walk home with her Friday afternoon underneath the tall lonely maple trees. Along the red bricked streets. The leaves had already started to fall, making that raspy sound when you walked. That crab scuttle when they tumbled across the street.

      We jumped over the heating grate until her mom told us to stop. She had a cigarette in one hand un-smoked but leaving wispy trails. Like what was the point, other than she just needed something to hold on to. Her face was the kind that had drawn in cheeks and her teeth were the kind that looked fake. She was too skinny and worked at the Pump and Pay out on the highway and sometimes when she walked past you she smelled like the taquitos that whirled around on metal rollers all day. All that grease soaked into her.

      All of us secretly believed in our hearts we were not going to turn out like Mrs. Mack. We’d all go far away for one thing.

      Maybe once you would’ve called it a foyer, where we’d put down all our sleeping bags. It was a wide-open space before the house divided up into smaller rooms—a dining room and a living room where her mom and dad sat and watched TV. Friday night scary movies were on after the late news. Elsie’s pink bedroom upstairs was too narrow for all of us to sleep in. Besides her brother was up there down the hall. The only real room for us was in that open area in between the front door and the front stairs.

      Right next to the heating grate.

      Mindi Striek’s mother didn’t like her playing Light as a Feather. She thought it summoned things. “I’m not allowed,” Mindi’d announced that night sometime after we were done jumping. Light as a Feather was too close to ghosts.

      She only sat out once though when we lifted Elsie Mack who went first because it was her house. The next time when it was my turn, Mindi Striek was there with the rest of them. Their breath moving over me in my shin-length flannel nightgown with rosebuds and ruffles. We wouldn’t sleep in concert t-shirts and bikini underwear until the end of eighth grade.

      Mindi Striek placed her middle and index finger under me, same as everybody else. All her mother’s warning had done was make it feel more like this was something we had to do.

      They tried to lift me and I went all lopsided before we all dissolved into throaty howls as they dropped me back down. Then Elsie, who had my head resting in her lap, rubbed my temples.

      “She’s getting sick,” she said.

      Sick sick sick, the girls all chanted.

      “She’s dying,” Elsie said.

      Dying dying dying.

      “She’s dead,” Elsie pronounced.

      Dead dead dead.

      Then they began to chant all at once, “Light as a feather, stiff as a board. Light as a feather, stiff as a board.”

      There was that moment when you felt yourself rising, all of them under you in perfect unity. Nothing crooked or lopsided. It felt like floating away, their voices far below you. Of course, they were right there. But in that moment you were rising up. Leaving them behind.

      Then it was over.

      We settled down into our sleeping bags and told every story we knew. We closed our eyes tight. We didn’t want to see a face in the grate looking back up at us. Reaching its fingers through. Trying to get to us. Claw its way from the cold and the dank.

      Cellar things.

      The stories we told were just wings that floated us away. Something to send a shiver up our bony spines.

      They didn’t feel real.

      Not even Irena Junket whose name we all knew. A prom queen girl who’d died in the 50s on that curve outside of town, keeping her seventeen forever. She’d turned into a Halloween costume the Junior High girls wore every year for their last trick-or-treat. Something sparkly and pink. Add some blood and a glitter crown from the Dollar General along with a cheap tube of Wild Child’s Too Blue lipstick.

      I remember inching over to the grate in the dark that night, placing my hands against the metal until I felt the crisscross of it press into my palm. I knew red marks would be tattooed there if I looked.

      I pressed harder hoping those marks would keep until morning. Some kind of proof.

      I swear the air felt cooler coming up. Everything had gone dark and there were the deep breaths and snores of the alive all around me. I pressed my palms down until they hurt and looked and looked.

      There was nothing but an endless deathly black that you could never really understand. And that vague dank smell of earth. Of cold things coming up and up. Never stopping coming up.

      I told those stories. I said her name

      Irena Junket

      just like everybody else that night.

      Even though I didn’t see anything except for the dark down there. Still I felt the basement breath cold on my face. That dark place where Irena Junket and every other dark thing lives underneath. Every basement keeps her.

      The next morning my palms only held their own lines, no trace of the grate, but when I touched them they felt bruised underneath deep down. A vague hurt.

      Seemed like that meant something. That I’d been hurt in a way I couldn’t see.

      TWO YEARS LATER

      Crammed upstairs in Elsie Mack’s pink bedroom. It doesn’t have wall-to-wall carpet. It’s all wood floors with a rug in the middle that doesn’t reach all the way to the edges. Hers is the only room like that. It feels old fashioned.

      We’ve never all stood in my room getting ready. Where I live isn’t the type.

      She has pictures torn out of Glamour magazine and Seventeen taped up. Women in black and white, their heads thrown back, their hair wet. Watching us, sultry and red lipped. Ads that still smell like the perfume strips you could tear out and rub on your wrists like you’d been up to the mall instead of just ripping out a sample.

      Elsie’s got an old dresser with a big mirror and we’re all crammed around it. It’s not dark yet. An almost full moon is tangled up in the bare branches outside the window. The air’s gone all shadowy but there’s still time. All of us glitter. Ramie has the tube of blood and she’s putting it all over us. She was careful at first. Delicate dabs dripping out Mindi Striek’s lips.

      But by the time she gets to Charlie Greaves she’s smearing it down the side of her face squeezing the last of it. A gash that started somewhere in her scalp, making her hair sticky. Charlie’s hands are a wounded red when she’s done. She doesn’t wash them off.

      Elsie has the Wild Child lipstick and we crowd around the mirror, passing it one to the other. Handing it down the line. It started in a pristine point and by the end of the night it’ll be a dull nub. We’re lining our eyes in blue, in black, in purple.

      There’s so much taffeta in this room. So much tulle. So much glitter sparkling against bodices that flare out into ballerina skirts. We’ve raided older sisters’ closets and gone down to the Goodwill for any kind of prom dress we can find.

      We douse our bangs with a thick wet layer of Aqua Net and hold them up high until they set.

      We are an entire graveyard of Irena Junkets.

      We pose for pictures downstairs in the foyer where we used to have slumber parties. The flash going off from some of the moms who’ve gathered and brought their Polaroids. Not mine, though. Never mine. She’s back across the highway. The heating grate looms next to us and whatever is down there is watching silently.

      I glance at it.

      Wanting to press my palms against it one last time.

      Knowing somehow that this will be the last time I’m inside this house.

      The night feels final even before we ever go out into it.

      We head downtown first where there are twinkle lights strung up with ghosts hanging down—Styrofoam balls draped in wedding veil netting. They dance and sway in the wind. The air is saturated with the smell of greasy food from the nearby restaurants. This is where everyone starts out.

      And they’re all watching us.

      All the goblins and cowboys and little princesses and mermaids. The scarecrows and football players. The devils and the zombies draped in ragged unwinding strips.

      This is our moment.

      We’re only playing the same part that every other girl in Riverton has played before us. There are a few other Irenas lurking along the edges. Lonely girls that aren’t a part of us. For a moment my chest twinges at the sight of their loneliness. Dark is falling and they’re half in and half out of shadow.

      And I think of Irena out there in the night in the cold even though it was May, two weeks before graduation. I feel the scrape of taffeta and tulle and lace around me. How I’m in the middle of a crowd, protected from anything that could hurt me.

      I take in a deep breath and feel myself alive. I feel each bone, each muscle, each eyelash. My face is sticky and bloody. But I’m so alive.

      I squeeze my hands into fists and dig my nails into my palms and I swear I can still feel the hurt. Like whatever it was down there all that time ago marked me.

      Soon we’re moving down the long hollow streets and into the shadows. Moving from streetlight to streetlight. Running and howling. The moon gets higher and higher, untangling itself from the branches.

      We don’t even knock on doors. We’re too old for that.

      We’re just out in the night. And it feels like it belongs to us. Like nothing can stop us. We are light as a feather. We are floating away. We all gather in a circle and Elsie Mack starts it. First a quiet calling. Then her name.

      “Irena Junket,” she says and the name stops us.

      “She’s getting sick,” she says.

      For a moment we all look around the shadowy circle. At our hollow purple eyes. Our bloody faces. Every Irena Junket face is a mirror of our own. Then we say Elsie’s words back but in a whisper.

      Sick sick sick.

      “She’s dying,” Elsie says.

      Dying dying dying. A little louder.

      “She’s dead,” Elsie cries.

      Dead dead dead.

      And then we’re all saying it. Over and over and Over. Twirling in and out of the street lights. Irena Junket is dead and dead and dead.

      Moving in a circle in the middle of the street. We sing
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