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This book is dedicated to my son, Matt.

Life is like a book—each day, another page; each year, another chapter. 

And just when you think you've figured out the ending... 

it's over.

So live life to the fullest.

I've loved sharing my story with you—you’ve been one of my favorite chapters.

When I'm finally gone and it's your time to go, come join me in Laurelsville I'll be waiting.

Dad-

Grab your favorite blanket, cozy up in your most cherished spot, and let me take you on a thrilling, mysterious, and ghostly journey. I’ll drive, you ride shotgun—trust me with your thoughts, your fears, and your curiosities.
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Before we begin, remember this:
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The scariest roads are the ones we pave with our imagination. Buckle up. The engine’s running, the headlights are dim, and the path ahead twists into shadows. Every turn holds a secret, every mile a whisper, and by the end, you might not see the world—or yourself—the same way again.
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Ready? Let’s go.

More Scares @

www.coldfeverbooks.com
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Prologue 

[image: ]


[image: ]

1975

Tonight wasn’t like any other night. For some reason, you could taste the dread in the air. The fog was thick, sweeping over the small town like the breath on the back of someone’s musty neck—hot and stale, yet cool at the same time. The change of season had already been in motion for weeks, shifting from the warmth of summer to the crisp chill of fall. Piles of leaves, crackling and dry, lined the streets, creating a patchwork of orange, red, and brown under the dim streetlights.

The town itself seemed to hold its breath. The usual buzz of life had quieted, leaving only the faint rustle of wind and the distant creak of an old swing in someone's yard, swinging back and forth. Houses stood in neat little rows, their windows dark except for the occasional flicker of a television or the warm glow of a porch light. Halloween decorations dotted a few yards—carved pumpkins, plastic skeletons, and ghosts swaying in the breeze. But even those cheerful attempts at festivity couldn’t mask the unease that crept through the air tonight.

It was the kind of night that made you lock your doors twice, the kind of night where shadows stretched too far and sounds lingered just a bit too long after they should have faded.

At the edge of town, on Cold Fever Lane, stood a single in the eerie silence. Its porch light a weak flicker, casting uneven light across the weathered boards of the porch. 

The doorbell glowed faintly, its frosted orange light bleeding from a round button sunk into the doorframe like a watchful eye.

In the distance, the fog parted, and a figure emerged. Cloaked in shadow, it moved with deliberate slowness, the twisted silhouette blending into the mist. Its hair hung like tangled vines around a face hidden in the darkness, and its long, gnarled fingers clutched something small and shiny. A faint smile played on its cracked lips as it approached the house, footsteps silent against the damp ground.

The doorbell still glimmered like a beacon. The figure stopped, its head tilting as though listening for something. Then, with a single, claw-like finger, it pressed the button.

Ding-dong.

Inside, the house was still. A hand brushed aside a curtain upstairs as Teresa peeked out into the foggy night. “There’s no one there,” she whispered to herself, her voice trembling. Teresa thought nothing of it as she continued peering through the curtains, her eyes scanning the empty porch below. Shrugging, she convinced herself it must’ve been her imagination—maybe the noise of the TV something harmless. Letting the curtain fall back into place, she returned to brushing her teeth, her toothbrush gliding back and forth, up and down, with rhythmic precision. 

The minty foam coated her mouth, and for a brief moment, she felt a strange sense of responsibility, even pride, as she stared at her reflection in the mirror. She tilted her head, wrinkling her nose playfully, then smoothing it back out.

And then, she heard it again.

Ding-dong.

She froze mid-brush, her reflection now a wide-eyed, motionless stare in the mirror. The sound echoed faintly, but its weight was unmistakable. Her eyes darted toward the hallway behind her, and a wave of unease crept into her chest. Slowly, she spat the frothy toothpaste into the sink, rinsed her mouth, and placed the toothbrush neatly on the counter. Grabbing the towel, she wiped her face, trying to steady the prickling fear crawling up her spine.

Her parents were out for the evening. She was only fifteen, and they’d left strict instructions: never open the door for anyone.

It was just her. Alone. Sometimes an average house could feel bigger when you're by yourself—but this house wasn’t average. It was too big, with too many corners, too many places to hide. The thought slithered through her mind and made her chest tighten.

Who would be at the door at 9:30 at night?

Teresa tiptoed toward the stairs, the muffled chatter of the TV filling the hollow silence of the house. Her breath hitched with every careful step, her heart thudding faster, heavier, as though it knew something she didn’t. Get it together, she scolded herself. It’s just the wind. Or a package. Or... something.

But deep down, she knew it wasn’t.

She paused on the last step, standing just before the foyer. The stillness pressed in on her, thick like the fog outside. She waited, her ears straining for any sound, but there was nothing. No footsteps, no voices—just the faint hum of the refrigerator somewhere in the background. She cautiously moved forward, the cold tiles of the floor sharp against her bare feet, each step calculated and slow. Her throat felt dry as she crept toward the window near the front door.

She leaned slightly to the side, peering through the glass pane that overlooked the front porch. There was no one there. The porch light casting a dim glow over the steps, illuminating nothing but a pile of leaves swirling gently in the breeze. She exhaled, her nerves settling slightly as she muttered, “Nothing’s there, dummy.”

Just as she turned back toward the stairs, she heard it.

The sound of a baby crying.

Her body stiffened, every muscle tensing at once. She’d left the TV on, hadn’t she? Maybe it was just a commercial or part of the show. But this... this didn’t sound like it came from the TV. It was too sharp, too vivid—like it was coming from somewhere inside the house.

Teresa’s palms grew clammy as she swallowed hard. Her gaze flicked toward the upstairs landing, now swallowed in darkness.

She reached for the light switch. The bulb pulsed once—an ugly flash—then died.

“Shit,” she whispered. Perfect time for the lights to go out.

Her eyes strained toward the staircase, ears pricked. That’s when she heard it again—faint, but unmistakable. A crying sound.

Her breathing quickened. She stood frozen, every nerve tight, torn between bolting for the door or creeping closer. Fear pressed against her chest, yet curiosity tugged her forward.

With a shallow breath, she gathered what little courage she could and edged one foot toward the stairs, her mind scrambling for answers that didn’t feel right.

It’s nothing, she told herself. Just the TV. Just a coincidence.

And then—

Ding-dong.

The third ring, the figure was grinning. This was its favorite part.
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Hearing the doorbell ring a third time, sharp and insistent, snapping her attention back to the front door. Teresa’s heart pounded violently in her chest as she spun toward the sound. It felt heavier this time, colder, as though the very air around her had shifted. She glanced back at the stairs, then toward the door, unsure which threat to face first.

Her hands trembled as she stepped closer to the door, her shadow stretching across the floor in the dim light. Her breath came in short, shallow bursts. She was certain now—she shouldn’t be scared, but something wasn’t right. Something felt... wrong.

Standing just feet from the door, she reached for the curtain again to look outside, her fingers hesitating mid-air. The crying upstairs had stopped. Now, it was silent—completely silent. Too silent.

She swallowed, her hand brushing the fabric, pulling it aside just enough to peek through one more time.

The porch was empty.

Teresa finally had enough. The tension boiling in her chest turned into frustration as she marched to the door, her fingers gripping the cold, brass doorknob. Without a second thought, she twisted the locks and yanked the door open with haste, her breath catching in her throat as the night air poured inside. But there was nothing there.

Just the quiet hum of the streetlights and the swirling mist that wrapped itself around the porch steps. A sudden breeze pushed past her, cool and insistent, slipping through the open door like an uninvited guest. It brushed against her skin, raising goosebumps on her arms, and sent a stack of mail fluttering slightly on the table near the entryway.

Teresa stood there dumbfounded, her heart pounding as she leaned out slightly, scanning the yard and the street beyond. No figures. No sounds. Just the endless fog that seemed to breathe in sync with her fear.

She sighed, shaking her head, trying to convince herself it was all in her imagination. The breeze grew colder, pushing against her like invisible hands, urging her to close the door. She complied, shutting it firmly and locking both locks for good measure.

And then, she heard it.

Creaaak.

A single floorboard groaned from upstairs, the sound cutting through the heavy silence like a knife. Her body stiffened, her breath freezing in her chest. She turned her head slowly toward the staircase, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end.

“Hello?” she called out, her voice trembling as it echoed through the house.

No response. Just the weighty, suffocating silence that seemed to press down on her from all sides. She stared up at the dark landing, her eyes straining to see anything beyond the shadows that pooled at the top of the stairs.

Her pulse quickened as her mind raced. Maybe it’s nothing. Maybe it’s just the house settling, she thought, though she couldn’t convince herself. That sound was deliberate. It wasn’t just the house.

Her palms still sweaty, Teresa reached for the banister, her fingers tightening around the cool wood. She took a cautious step toward the stairs, the creak of the floorboard upstairs echoing in her head. Whatever—or whoever—was up there, it wasn’t going to wait for her to feel brave.

And then, from the darkness above, she heard it again. This time, it was closer.

Creaaak.

Teresa, now frozen at the top of the stairs, stared down the dark hallway. Her breath hitched as her eyes locked onto a figure—a tall, hooded silhouette cloaked in shadow. The figure stood impossibly still, its presence so heavy it seemed to fill the entire space. The faint light from the bedroom shining into the hallway barely outlined its form, but she could see the hood, its dark fabric swallowing any glimpse of what lay beneath.

Her voice trembled, barely more than a whisper, as she forced the word from her lips: “Hello?”

The figure didn’t respond. It didn’t move. The air grew colder, heavy with a suffocating dread, and Teresa felt her knees weaken as her instincts screamed at her to run. Her heart thundered in her chest harder, as she took a shaky step back, her body trembling with fear she couldn’t contain.

Creaaak.

The sound came from behind her.

Teresa froze, her breathing uneven now, fast and sharp. Gasp in her throat as the floorboard groaned under the weight of something unseen. The hair on the back of her neck was at full attention, and for a split second, she didn’t know where to look—toward the shadowy figure in the hallway or the invisible presence behind her. Her eyes darted between the two as panic clawed its way into her chest.

And then, the bedroom lights flickered.

The hallway went completely dark.

A terrifying scream echoed through the house.
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1987

Stephen Baker never thought he’d leave the North End. It was all he’d ever known—red-bricked buildings stacked close together, the sound of kids playing outside, and the familiar sight of St. Mary’s Catholic School, where he had spent most of his life directly across the street from his apartment.

He still remembered the first time he put on his altar boy robe, the crisp white fabric draping over his shoulders as he stood near the altar, watching Father Collins light the candles. He took his role seriously, showing up for five o'clock Mass every evening, reciting prayers with precision, and walking the long aisles with reverence. At one point, he had even thought about becoming a priest, dedicating his life to something greater than himself.

His mother, Barb, worked as a lunch lady at St. Mary’s. It wasn’t much, but it helped with the bills. With just the two of them, money was always tight, and Catholic school tuition wasn’t cheap. The school had given her a break on tuition in exchange for her time helping in the cafeteria, and Stephen never once heard her complain about it.

What she did talk about were her AA meetings.

She had started going years ago, long before Stephen was old enough to understand why. He just knew that every Tuesday and Thursday evening, she would leave for a couple of hours, coming back smelling like coffee, peppermint gum and cigarettes. At first, she went alone, but then she met Nancy.

Nancy was one of those women who always had something to say, laughing loud enough for the whole room to hear. She and his mom hit it off instantly, and before long, they were inseparable—attending meetings together, grabbing lunch, even spending weekends together. And wherever Nancy went, her daughters weren’t far behind.

Stephen didn’t mind hanging out with Nancy's kids, Toni and Charlene, even though they were older than him. Toni was around his age, maybe a few years older, and Charlene had her own place, so she wasn’t around as much. At first, it was just casual—going to the movies, eating dinner together, playing board games. But over time, it became more frequent, almost routine.
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Toni was different from her sister Charlene in almost every way. While Charlene had a rebellious streak, Toni was the responsible one—sharp, studious, and always focused on school. She excelled in math, effortlessly solving equations that made others’ heads spin. Her shoulder-length black hair framed her face, and a few light freckles dotted her cheeks, giving her an almost delicate look. Though she and Stephen didn’t always see eye to eye, he knew she meant well—even if her way of showing it sometimes felt more like a lecture than advice.
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Charlene had the kind of presence that turned heads the second she walked into a room. With a jet-black feathered hair cut just above her shoulders,wild waves framing her face, and dark eyeliner outlining her deep blue eyes, and a leather jacket with silver zippers, she had a look that screamed rock ‘n’ roll. She wasn’t just stylish—she carried herself with a confidence that made people either intimidated or obsessed.

Her tight jeans hugged every curve, emphasizing her voluptuous frame, and the way she leaned against the hood of her red Love Bug, cigarette between her fingers, made her look like something straight out of a Joan Jett album cover. At 22, she had already seen enough of the world to be sharp and quick-witted but still had a wild streak that kept people on their toes.

She worked as a medical assistant, a job that seemed almost too clean-cut for someone with her edge, but it paid well enough to afford her a room in a tiny but cozy house she shared with a guy named Mouse.

Stephen had a serious crush on her, not that he’d ever admit it. She was Nancy’s daughter, practically off-limits, but that didn’t stop his stomach from doing flips whenever she ruffled his hair or called him “tough guy” in that teasing, smoky voice.

––––––––
[image: ]


That New Year’s Eve, Barb and Nancy decided to go out for the night, leaving Stephen at Charlene’s place. Toni was there too, making it the first time Stephen had ever spent the night at Charlene’s house.

Charlene’s roommate, Mouse, was the kind of guy that made you feel like you needed a shower just from looking at him. Fat, with long, greasy hair that hung over his ears, which poked through like a real mouse’s, he had the kind of skin that always looked a little damp. He wore ball caps everywhere, never seen without one, and drank so much soda that empty cans covered half the coffee table.

As the night wore on, they sat in the living room, telling ghost stories, the glow of the TV flashing in the background. That’s when Mouse brought up something that made the air in the room feel a little heavier.

“I found a Ouija board in my basement,” he said, taking a swig of soda before wiping his mouth on his sleeve. “Been sittin’ down there forever. You guys wanna play?”

Stephen hesitated, but Charlene grinned, her red lipstick curling into something mischievous. “Hell yeah, let’s do it,” she said.

Stephen frowned. “What the hell is a Ouija board?”

Mouse smirked. “It’s a board you use to talk to the dead.”

Stephen scoffed. “And why the hell would I wanna talk to dead people?”

Charlene leaned in, eyes gleaming with curiosity. “To ask questions. Like... what’s it like on the other side? That would be pretty cool.”

Stephen shook his head. “Cool? More like creepy as hell.”

Mouse shrugged. “Only if you’re scared.” Charlene grinned. “Come on, don’t tell me you wouldn’t want to know.” Stephen crossed his arms. “Nope. ‘Cause if they answer, that means something’s in the room with us.”

“Wait a minute,” Stephen said, narrowing his eyes. “You found a Ouija board in your basement? Whose is it?”

Mouse shrugged his fat shoulders, taking another swig of soda before licking the sugar off his lips. “Dunno,” he muttered. “It was just here when I bought the place.”

Stephen frowned. “So, it’s just been sitting down there?” Mouse smirked. “Yup. And now tonight, we’re gonna use it.”

Stephen scoffed, shaking his head. “Yeah, well, you can go get it.”

Mouse grinned, his greasy hair clinging to his forehead. “Come on, I’ll go with you.” Before Stephen could argue, Charlene and Toni chimed in.

“Go get it, tough guy,” Charlene teased, nudging his arm. “What’s the worst that could happen?”

“Yeah,” Toni added, flashing a grin. “It’s just a dumb board. You’ll be fine.”

Stephen exhaled sharply, glancing toward the basement door. He did not want to do this.

But he also wasn’t about to back down in front of Charlene.

“Fine,” he muttered, pushing himself up. “Let’s just hurry up and get this damn thing over with.”

Mouse lumbered to his feet, leading the way as they pushed open the creaky basement door. The air instantly grew colder, a damp chill wafting up from below. Stephen hesitated at the top of the stairs, staring down into the pitch-black abyss, before Mouse flipped on the switch, revealing a single, low-hanging bulb swaying in the center of the room.

Step by step, Stephen descended, each wooden plank beneath his feet groaning under his weight. The scent of mildew and old wood filled his nose, the kind of smell that clung to a place that had been forgotten.

And then, he saw it.

Sitting alone in the farthest corner of the basement, its edges coated in dust, was the Ouija board.

Just waiting.

Stephen swallowed hard, and grabbed it. “Alright, we got it. Let’s go.”

Mouse let out a chuckle as he grabbed the board. “Man, you actin’ like this thing’s gonna bite.”

Stephen didn’t respond. He just wanted to get out of there. The moment they had the board in their hands, they bolted back upstairs, slamming the basement door behind them.

It was just before midnight when they sat down at the table, opened the box, and set the board in front of them.

The letters faded with age.

A weary “YES.” A lonely “NO.”

At the top, a pale moon stared down with a hollow sadness. Opposite, the sun—drawn with equal sorrow—seemed to sag beneath the weight of its own grin. The whole thing radiated unease.

Stephen frowned. “Okay... so how do we use it?”

Mouse leaned forward, his voice dropping. “First, we all place our hands on this.” He tapped the heart-shaped pointer. “It’s called the planchette.”

The planchette was icy beneath Stephen’s fingertips, colder than it had any right to be.

“Then,” Mouse went on, “we move gently... back and forth... like this.” He guided it in a slow figure eight, whispering the instructions as if afraid to speak too loud.

They exchanged nervous glances, then set the planchette on the center of the board. Fingers brushed against fingers as they each took their spot, the wood pressing cool against their skin.

Mouse cleared his throat, eyes flicking to the corners of the room. Then, barely above a whisper, he asked the first question.

And the room itself seemed to tighten around them.

Stephen felt something, a pressure in his chest he couldn’t explain. The planchette moved, but no one admitted to pushing it.

As they played with the Ouija board, the planchette slid back and forth, each movement slow and deliberate, as if something unseen was guiding it. The room was dimly lit by two candles, their soft glow flickering against the walls.

Suddenly, the air changed—a sickening stench filled the room, thick and pungent, like sulfur and rotten eggs.

Charlene wrinkled her nose. “Okay, who the hell farted?”

Nobody owned up to it.

Mouse, leaning forward, his greasy hair casting a shadow over the board, took the lead. "Who are we contacting? Tell us your name."

At first, the planchette hesitated, almost like it was thinking.

Then, slowly, it glided to M... then A... then G... then G... The room fell silent as everyone exchanged uneasy glances.

Stephen’s stomach twisted. “Magg? What the hell does that mean?”

A silence fell over the group. Then, ever so faintly, the planchette on the board shifted on its own.

Before anyone could move, a sudden gust of cold air blew through the room, extinguishing the two candles at once. The room plunged into darkness.

Toni let out a blood-curdling scream. “Something just touched me!” She jerked away from the table, her chair screeching against the floor.

Everyone ripped their hands away from the board, their breathing ragged.

Stephen pushed back from the table, his heart pounding. “Yeah, fuck this—I’m done.”

The others burst into nervous laughter, brushing it off as a joke, but Stephen didn’t think it was funny.

He couldn’t shake the feeling that they may have just invited something in. Charlene flicked her lighter, and re-lit the candles.

The room was quiet now, the energy from their Ouija session still lingering like a bad aftertaste. The small planchette sat motionless on the board, and Stephen could still feel the cold sweat on his palms from the way it had moved, on its own.

Mouse leaned back in his chair, finishing the last sip of his soda before wiping his mouth with the back of his greasy hand. He grinned, eyes flicking from the board to Stephen.

“Alright,” he said, stretching his arms. “Now you go put it back in the basement.”

Stephen snapped his head toward him. “Fuck that. I’m not going down there.”

Charlene let out a husky laugh, exhaling a stream of smoke from her nose and mouth as she leaned back on the couch. The glow from her cigarette tip pulsed like a tiny red heartbeat in the dim room.

Mouse chuckled. “Why not?”

Stephen crossed his arms. “Because I don’t want to it's your board, you go do it!”

Mouse smirked, his chubby fingers drumming against his knee. “You haven’t been down there this year yet.”

Stephen frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?” Mouse glanced over at the clock on the wall—12:30 AM. “The new year started a half hour ago,” he said with a wicked grin. Stephen rolled his eyes. “Yeah, and?”

Mouse shrugged. “Means you haven’t been down there this year yet.” Stephen snorted, shaking his head. “Dude, you’re seriously reaching.”

Charlene smirked, tapping her ashes into a ceramic skull-shaped ashtray. “C’mon, Steve. Scared?”

“I’m not scared,” Stephen grumbled, but he sure as hell didn’t want to go back down there.

Mouse chuckled again, his stomach jiggling slightly under his stretched-out Led Zeppelin t-shirt. “Look, I’ll go with you.”

Stephen sighed, glancing at the board. He didn’t see the big deal. “Why don’t we just leave it upstairs?” He said.

Mouse’s grin disappeared.

“I never leave that thing upstairs,” he said, suddenly serious. “It gives me the creeps.”

Stephen raised an eyebrow. “Then throw it out.” Mouse hesitated, rubbing his fingers along the brim of his grimy ball cap. “I have,” he muttered. Stephen stared at him. “What?” Mouse looked up, his face completely blank. “I’ve thrown it away—several times.”

Silence.

Stephen’s throat went dry. “And?”

Mouse licked his lips, eyes darting toward the board.

“It always winds back up in the house.”

Stephen felt his stomach drop. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

Charlene chimed in, her voice quieter now. “No, Stephen. He’s telling the truth.”

Stephen stared at both of them, waiting for someone to laugh, to say it was a joke.

But no one did.

The room felt colder.

Mouse exhaled through his nose, slapping his hands on his knees. “So? You coming?”

Stephen didn’t want to. Every nerve in his body screamed not to go back down there.

But Mouse was probably twenty-seven—maybe older. And one thing Stephen knew for sure: age didn’t matter. Old or young, people were afraid of the dark.

So he went with him. Because if he didn’t, what would that make him? A coward.

“...Fine,” he shouted. “Let’s do this!”

Mouse smirked and pushed himself up from the table. Together, the two of them grabbed the Ouija board and made their way back toward the basement door.

As Stephen placed his hand on the doorknob, he swore he felt something watching him.

––––––––
[image: ]


After the board was returned to the cold, musty basement, Stephen yawned, stretching his arms over his head.

Charlene smirked, stubbing out her cigarette. “Getting tired?”

Toni stretched with an exaggerated groan. “I know I am.”

Stephen nodded. “Yeah, it’s late.”

Charlene flicked off the lamp. “Alright then, let’s head off to bed.”

Mouse waved them off, grabbing another soda from the fridge. “Night,” he mumbled. “I’m just gonna stay up and watch some TV.”

As Stephen followed Charlene and Toni toward the bedroom, he barely processed what was happening.

“There’s only one bed,” Charlene said with a shrug. “Guess we’re all squeezing in.”

Stephen tried to act cool, but inside, his heart was pounding.

Lying there between Charlene and Toni, the soft scent of Charlene’s perfume mixing with cigarette smoke, he thought to himself:

This might be the best night of my whole life.

He snuggled closer, feeling the warmth of her body next to his, her leather jacket draped over the chair nearby.

"Charlene shifted trying to get comfortable, her warmth pressing into him. Stephen felt the blood rushing to his groin, and he clenched his jaw, forcing his mind elsewhere. Not the time. Not the time, he thought.”

His eyes fluttered shut, that uneasy feeling crept back in. He couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t over. Like something had followed them upstairs.

And for the first time in a long time, Stephen wasn’t sure he wanted to close his eyes. Inevitably he did and drifted off to sleep.

After just a few hours, Stephen stirred awake, his ears catching the faint but unmistakable sound of water running. The soft hum of the shower filled the quiet night, mingling with the rhythmic drip of condensation against porcelain. Blinking away the haze of sleep, he turned his head toward the dim glow seeping from beneath the bathroom door. His heart drummed against his ribs as curiosity tugged at him.

Carefully, he slid out of bed, as not to wake Toni. His bare feet pressing into the cool hardwood floor. With each careful step, he tiptoed across the room, his pulse quickening as he neared the door. The warmth of steam curled through the crack at the bottom, carrying the clean scent of soap and lavender into the air.

With a slow, deliberate push, he eased the door open just enough to see inside. Through the mirror’s reflection, he saw Charlene stepping out of the shower, her skin glistening with beads of water that caught the dim bathroom light. She reached for a towel, dragging it across her body in slow, soft strokes. Stephen’s breath caught in his throat as he watched, transfixed.

Her full, natural curves moved with every pass of the towel, her large breasts swaying slightly as she dried herself. He had imagined her countless times, but nothing compared to the real thing. The way her hips curved, the way her damp hair clung to her shoulders before she brushed it back—it was intoxicating.

A pang of guilt struck him, but he couldn’t look away.

Then, as if sensing something, she paused. Stephen’s stomach clenched. He darted back toward the bed, his steps swift but silent. Sliding beneath the sheets, he shut his eyes and steadied his breathing just as the bathroom door opened.

Watching through slitted lids, he felt the bed dip, as she sat on the edge of the bed  beside him. She smelled like fresh lavender and strawberry shampoo and conditioner, her body radiating heat. He listened as she brushed her damp hair, the soft rustling filling the silence.

Then, after a moment, she settled in, sighing softly as she pulled the covers over them.

Stephen kept his breathing slow, pretending to sleep, though his heart raced wildly beneath his chest.
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Chapter Two 

[image: ]


[image: ]

The soft hum of the night had settled into the house, the only sound the steady breathing of Toni beside him. Stephen lay in the dim glow of the streetlight filtering through the blinds, his body warm beneath the blankets.

Then.

Ding-dong.

His eyes snapped open.

He swallowed, blinking into the darkness. He lay still, listening. Maybe he’d imagined it.

Ding-dong.

The sound echoed through the house, clear and unnerving.

He sat up, adjusting himself against the pillows. A second later, his mother’s voice called from downstairs.

“Stephen, the door, honey.”

He frowned. His mom?

What was she doing here?

“Who is it, Mom?” he called back.

She paused. Then, in a strange, almost sing-song tone, she said, “It’s for youuuuu whooooo.”

Something felt off.

Still, he slid out of bed, his bare feet pressing against the cool floor as he made his way toward the staircase. 

Looking back and seeing Toni and Charlene still sleeping obliviously. As he reached the bottom off the stairs, his stomach twisted.

His mother stood by the door, her back to him.

She didn’t move.

“Mom?” He said creeping closer.

Slowly, she turned her head over her shoulder, her face twisted into something unnatural, her lips stretched too wide into a grin.

Then—she laughed.

A chilling, hollow laugh that sent ice down his spine.

She stepped aside, revealing the open door.

And standing in the doorway...

A skeleton draped in a heavy black cloak, its bony fingers wrapped around the handle of a massive sickle.

Stephen drew in a sharp breath that refused to leave.

His body moved before his brain could catch up—he lunged for the door, trying to slam it shut, but the figure shoved forward, pushing into the house with an unnatural force.

It came for him.

Chasing him.

Stephen ran, but every step felt slow, like running through deep muddy water. His legs refused to move fast enough, his heartbeat pounding in his ears.

“Mom!” he screamed, “Help me!”

But she only stood there in the hallway, her shoulders shaking with laughter.

Stephen tore through the house, running through the living room, down the hallway. But the entity with the skeletal face was always right behind him, pointing and laughing, its deep, rattling voice filling the air.

The back patio door—his only escape.

His fingers fumbled with the lock, shaking as he yanked the door open. He burst outside, his lungs gasping for air.

He spun around.

Nothing.

The house stood quiet, the wind barely rustling the trees.

Then, just as relief started to settle in—

Cold, boney fingers wrapped around his throat.

Stephen’s body jerked violently, a scream trapped in his throat—

“Hey, hey! Kid, wake up!”

A rough hand shook his shoulder.

Stephen’s eyes flew open, his chest heaving, his body covered in sweat.

Charlene’s face hovered over his, her dark eyes filled with concern. “You okay? You were having one hell of a dream there, kid.”

Stephen swallowed hard, his heart still racing.

He couldn’t explain it.

Couldn’t shake the feeling that whatever he had just seen... wasn’t just a dream. 

Something was still here. Watching.

And Stephen had no idea that from this night forward, his life would never be the same.
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One afternoon, a couple weeks later, Stephen came home from school to find his mom waiting for him in the kitchen, a serious expression on her face.

Barbara Baker stood in the dim light of the kitchen, her arms crossed as she leaned against the counter. The old, yellowed linoleum tiles beneath her feet squeaked slightly as she shifted her weight. She was tall, about 5’9”, with long, thin legs and equally thin arms, but her belly was soft and pudgy beneath the loose blouse she wore.

“What do you think about us moving in with Nancy and Toni?” She said.

Her short, blondish-brown hair framed her round face, and her plucked eyebrows arched slightly over her light blue eyes—eyes that, at the moment, were watching Stephen carefully, waiting for him to say something. A pair of small diamond studs shimmered in her ears as she tilted her head, and the faintest touch of rouge and lipstick softened the weariness in her features.

Stephen froze. He blinked at her, his stomach tightening. “Moving? What do you mean, moving?”

His mom exhaled, glancing down at her hands. “It’s time for us to leave these projects, Stevie. Don’t you want to have a better life?”

A better life? What was wrong with the one they had? His friends were here. His school was here.

“But all my friends are here,” he argued. “What about St. Mary’s?”

She hesitated, her lips pressing together. “We can’t really afford the tuition anymore, honey. You might have to go to public school.”

That hit harder than he expected. “But you work there,” he said quickly, grasping for some kind of logic that would keep them from leaving. “Can’t they just—”

“They’ve already done all they can,” she cut in gently. “And the public schools are better on the east side.”

Stephen felt his stomach drop. The east side?

“What do you mean the east side?” he asked, his voice rising.

His mom sighed. “That’s where Nancy is moving. Into an apartment building with Toni.”

“What about Charlene?” he asked, desperate for another reason why this wouldn’t work.

“She still has her own place. It would just be the four of us.”

Stephen stared at her, his hands curling into fists at his sides. His whole life—his school, his church, his friends—gone just like that?

“I don’t want to move,” he muttered, barely above a whisper.

She reached across the table, taking his hand in hers. “I know this is hard, Stevie. But it’ll be good for us. You’ll make new friends, and maybe...” she hesitated, then continued, “maybe this is the fresh start we need.”

She let out a quiet sigh, rubbing her hands together. “Stevie,” she said gently, “I know this isn’t what you want. But it’s what we need.”

Her voice was calm, but Stephen could hear the slight strain in it. She was trying to make him understand, trying to keep things together the way she always did. But all he could focus on was the way her words felt like a door closing behind him, locking up the life he’d known for good. Stephen didn’t respond. He couldn’t.

Because deep down, he knew that no matter what he said, the decision had already been made.

The next day at school, Stephen sat at the lunch table with Dion, Lee, James, and Troy. Lee always had something to say, cracking jokes every chance he got. He and Stephen used to fight all the time, but at the end of the day, they were still friends.

As Stephen unwrapped his sandwich, he casually dropped the news. “I’m getting ready to move to the east side.”

Dion raised an eyebrow. “So you finally leavin’ the projects, huh?”

“Yeah, looks that way,” Stephen replied.

Troy nodded. “My mom’s been talking about moving too. Probably another year and we’ll be outta here.”

Lee smirked. “Well, that’s good. Maybe then there’ll be some snacks left.”

Stephen shot him a questioning, cocky look. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

Lee chuckled, leaning back. “I’m just sayin’, man. Every time your mom’s working, snacks go missing.”

The table erupted in laughter—except for Stephen. He didn’t think it was funny. Without a word, he got up, tray in hand, and walked toward the garbage like he was going to throw it away. But with one swift motion, he spun around and cracked the tray across Lee’s face.

Before Lee could react, Stephen tackled him to the ground, fists flying. The lunchroom exploded with chaos.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Kids crowded around, chanting, while the nuns rushed to break it up. It wasn’t long before Stephen was dragged to the principal’s office, where they called his mom.

At home, she paced the living room, arms crossed. “This is exactly what I’m talking about. Now do you see why we need to leave? What’s the sense in all this fighting?”

Stephen slumped onto the couch, still fuming. “Mom, he was talkin’ about you—saying you eat too many snacks.”

His mom sighed, shaking her head. “That’s childish. You’re gonna be fifteen in a few months. It’s time to grow up.”
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