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‘’If an instrument had
desires it would want to be played.

Silence must be death for an
instrument. I believe it would go to any length to make music.
Changing the world for those who hear it would be its only desire.
“

- Jimmy Redbush
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Prologue






The Dean family lived an ordinary
suburban life. Ed and Doris had two sons, David and Donald. Donald
was an athletic boy, he played Varsity football in high school and
loved to hunt and fish with his father, a Pennsylvania steel worker
in the 1970’s. Doris stayed home to care for her family and David,
the younger son, spent most of his time with her. David had an
interesting mind. He was an equal master of art and science. He
devoted his days to painting landscapes and his nights to tracking
comets and the phases of the moon.

Doris was an accomplished musician and
to supplement the family income, she gave music lessons to the
children of Easton, Pennsylvania. On Monday, Wednesday, and Friday,
the house was filled with the sound of instruments. In the
beginning, it was mostly piano, but as the Seventies turned to the
Eighties, guitars, drums, and horns for the newly formed marching
band were all the rage.

Like most women of the time, there were
things about Doris that she kept secret. She loved her husband
dearly, but she knew that a sense of normalcy was required to
maintain a stable family and solid standing in the community so she
didn’t tell him that she had a gift. As her mother called it, the
gift of second sight.

There were many nights when Doris Dean
sat alone on the sofa listening to tales told by spirits. She was
often visited by them and she was taught by her mother that when
the dead come calling, you open the door. You see, it takes great
effort for a spirit to manifest and it would be a horrible
disservice to not allow them to confess the things in their hearts
that were preventing them from moving on. It would be like Darwin
going out of his way to prevent the further evolution of the
creatures of the Galapagos.

For many years, the dead were polite.
They came calling when the children were asleep and the tasks of
the day were done but something happened that caused the veil to
weaken. In the summer of nineteen eighty-two, Mrs. Dean was working
in her garden and was overcome by a mind shattering pain in her
head. She fell, lifeless, in the fresh, damp dirt and lay there for
several hours before the school bell rang and the boys came
home.

She was admitted to Easton Hospital
where she ran a fever of 104 degrees and didn’t regain
consciousness for three days. Her episode was never diagnosed and
once the fever broke and she was coherent, she was sent home but
life at home would not be the same for her.

The dead had become impatient and rude.
She saw them everywhere and heard them every waking hour. They were
forceful, demanding her attention and preventing her from living
her daily life. Her music lessons were erratic and the children
would go home and tell their parents that she was acting strange.
She would leave the room and have conversations with no one. One by
one, the children stopped coming for their lessons.

Frequently, neighbors would see her out
in the yard flailing her arms and yelling, but to their eyes, she
was arguing with thin air. They stopped inviting Doris and Ed to
neighborhood functions.

David and Donald would feel the stares
of the shoppers when they ran errands with their mother and they
eventually stopped going, making up excuses why they needed to stay
at home. Even, Ed, who loved his wife deeply, began to worry about
her mental health and considered having her sent to an institution,
but, for the sake of his boys, he lived with her strange behavior
until he left this world from a heart attack in 1984.

Both David and Donald left for College
that year. Donald with a football scholarship and David, having
graduated high school a full year early, on an academic
scholarship. Doris was now the only living person in her home and
the dead took full advantage. They began interrupting her
sleep.

There was just one thing keeping Doris
Dean for closing the veil. It was her desire to speak to Ed. She
was not happy with the way their life together had ended and she
believed that if he could come to her now, he would understand her
ravings. He would know that she wasn’t crazy, she was a
medium.

She called to him frequently, but he
didn’t come and the visions that the other spirits were showing her
were becoming more and more disturbing. As the spirits grew
desperate for her attention, they forced her to witness their exits
from the living world. She saw blood spilled in murder, graphic
images of bodies thrown from cars in crashes, military incursions,
factory accidents, bodies burning in housefires; it was all too
much for her.

Then, something else began to take
notice of the spirit traffic entering Doris’ home. It was a
darkness, an evil. You see, the darkness becomes offended when lost
souls find their way to the light. It relishes in their torture. It
gets power from their pain.

She could feel the black mass. It was
following her, stalking her. It was just around every turn and
waiting in every crack and crevice. It was observing her, waiting
for an opportunity to strike her down.

With no other choice, no mediums to
consult or experts on the matter, she went to church and asked the
priest for guidance. He told her to pray. She did pray, but the
mass grew larger and she knew that one day, it would simply leap
from the shadows and engulf her.

Her mother had told her stories about
these dark forces. She told her that they could consume your spirit
and make you do their bidding. They were blamed for many evil deeds
done by people in the old country. When these situations occurred,
they were called possessions.

One day, while doing laundry, the sleep
deprived woman noticed the Sulfuric Acid when she reached for the
box of Tide. Ed used the acid to make fertilizer for her garden. It
took only a moment for her to make up her mind. If she were
incapable of seeing the spirits, they may look for solace from
another and let her be. The darkness would have no use for her if
she wasn’t walking between worlds.

That was the day that Mrs. Doris Dean
caused her own blindness.







Chapter One






The wind blew softly making
the brown leaves dance and swirl across the blacktop. Gia hopped
like a frog in her princess costume tapping objects with her
glitter wand and abruptly renaming them while Zac was in his room
gazing at his reflection in the mirror. He had plans to be a zombie
tonight but as he glanced at the pile of grey and green makeup, he
wondered if it was worth the effort. Perhaps he was just too old for this now. The idea of hanging
out at Billy’s house telling ghost stories and playing video games
was appealing but knocking on doors asking neighbors for candy and
hearing, “Oh, you’re a scary one!” repeated by so many well-meaning
elders just didn’t feel right.

His mother entered the room. “Your
sister has been ready for an hour. What’s taking you so long?” She
asked as she took a seat at the foot of his bed.

“I don’t know. I’m just not into this.
I used to love trick or treating but now it just feels stupid.”
Thirteen didn’t feel any different than twelve until this very
moment.

His mother smiled and said,
“You’re growing up on me.” She stood and stepped beside him.
Speaking to his reflection, she said, “Let’s make a deal. How about
you get dressed so that I can have one last photo shoot with
my two trick or treaters
and you can walk Gia around for a bit but you
don’t have to knock on doors unless you change your mind. You know,
free candy and all.”

He agreed, if only for his mother’s
sake.

“Let’s go! They’re coming!” Gia shouted
as a parade of children came marching up the sidewalk. She leapt
from the stoop and ran past her father who was sitting on a lawn
chair wearing a skull mask and holding a bowl of candy.

“Ho, ho, oh! Wrong holiday!” They’re
father cried as they passed. “Be careful out there. Watch out for
the real monsters!”

Zac dropped his head and sighed. If
only it were that simple. He would love to believe in monsters, and
Santa Clause, and all the other things that made his childhood
great but right now the magic was gone.

Gia joined the marching trick or
treaters while Zac hung back waiting for Billy and Adam. They were
pulling up the rear of the crowd. He could see them push each other
and laugh as they saw him standing under the streetlight. They were
his best friends since Kindergarten and the three were inseparable.
He wondered if they were feeling like he was tonight but by the
looks of their overdone undead attire, it was doubtful.

This was a great neighborhood for
children. The town guidelines for trick or treating stated that
children were only welcome to knock on doors of houses that had
their porch lights on so that residents who didn’t want to
participate would not be bothered. This rule was all but irrelevant
in this neighborhood. Almost every house was decorated with
Styrofoam tombstones and cotton spider webs and costumed adults
sitting outside handing out candy. Almost every house, but not Mrs.
Dean’s house. Hers would most certainly be dark inside and out. She
was blind so there was no need to light the inside and it was
difficult to know if she was even home. The kids grew up skipping
her house and truthfully, they didn’t mind. She was a strange old
lady and there were even rumors that she might be a
witch.

For many years, Mrs. Dean stayed in her
house. Her caretaker would do her shopping and pick up her
medication. People thought that she may have been ill and in need
of constant care until last year when she suddenly began showing up
in public. A local girl named Lilly and her boyfriend Kyle began
spending a lot of time with her and her son, a famous doctor or
something showed back up in town with a bunch of people from his
work. No one was sure what they were doing, but it was right after
Lilly’s brother, a high school football hero, died in a car crash.
People wondered if there might be a connection but nothing ever
came of it.

As the children rounded the corner to
Elm Street, Zac stopped in his tracks. It took a few steps for
Billy to notice then he and Adam stopped too. “I’ve seen a horsefly
and a housefly, but I never thought I’d see an elephant fly!” Adam
spouted one of his classic Disney references and the three boys
looked at Mrs. Dean’s brightly lit front porch.

“Should we go there? Maybe it’s a
trap!” Billy said as images of Hansel and Gretel danced in his
head.

Gia had turned around and was walking
in their direction with a look of concern on her little face.
“Nobody wants to open the gate, Zac. What should we do? It would be
rude of us not to go to her house.” She was a very empathetic
little girl who never wanted anyone to feel left out.

Zac didn’t want to open the gate
either, but he knew his sister was right. If Mrs. Dean decided that
she wanted to participate this year. It would be terribly wrong to
ignore her. He looked at the other boys and said, “We’re the oldest
kids out here and we need to set an example. Let’s go open the
gate.”

Billy and Adam resisted but
like always, followed Zac’s lead. The three boys and Gia made their
way to the front of the precession and Zac lifted the latch on the
gate. It swung open and they stepped inside the yard in single
file. Some of the other kids followed but stopped on the walkway
and waited for Zac and his crew to ring the bell. Zac reached out
and pressed the bell. He jumped a bit when he heard the
ding dong on the other
side of the door. There was movement inside the house and as it
came closer, he could hear a younger girl saying, “See, our first
one! I told you the children would come. You were just being
silly!”

Zac sighed in relief. His sister was
right. It would have hurt the old woman’s feelings if they had left
her out. The door swung open and two figures immerged. As the light
hit them, Zac realized that it was Lilly and Mrs. Dean. Lilly had
the old woman by the arm, guiding her with one hand and holding a
crooked bowl of candy in the other.

Lilly, wearing a handsome grin, said,
“Happy Halloween!’ then to Mrs. Dean. ‘There are four children on
the porch. The bowl is to the right.” The old woman reached in to
the bowl and held out her hand. Gia stepped in front of the boys
and said, “Trick or Treat, Ma’am. Thank you for the candy!” She
held her bag directly under the woman’s shaking hand and the candy
thumped into it.

Zac spoke next, “Thank you but we don’t
have any bags. We are just supervising the younger
kids.”

Mrs. Dean spoke. “You’re still young
enough for candy. Just hold out your hand.” Lilly nodded and Zac,
blushing at the pretty girl who had just acknowledged his
existence, held out his hands. As Mrs. Dean placed the candy in his
hands, she held him there for a moment. She said, “I will be
participating in the garage sale tomorrow. I would like it if you
would come by.” Zac withdrew a bit so that their hands were no
longer touching. “Okay, ma’am, I’ll try. Thank you.” He said and he
and Gia moved back so that Billy and Adam could
approach.

The woman handed Adam his candy and
then reached for Billy. She placed the miniature chocolate bars in
his hands and said, “Oh, you’re not feeling well, are you? Please
tell your mother so that she can get you checked out.”

Confused, Billy replied, “Okay, thank
you.” and leapt off the porch.

Lilly smiled at Zac again and said,
“See you tomorrow!”

Zac returned a more sheepish smile and
nodded in agreement.

Seeing that the four of them had not
been turned to stone or tossed in a giant oven, the rest of the
children forced their way by and ran for the porch. As they exited
the gate Billy said, “That was one thing that I never expected to
happen, ever!”

Zac asked Billy “Are you really sick,
man? That was just weird.”

Billy answered, “Yeah, it was weird,
especially since I really haven’t been feeling great lately, but
what about you? You going to her yard sale?”

Zac shook his head. “I’m not sure but
it would be nice to see Lilly again. I mean, admit it, she’s
hot.”

The boys spent the rest of the evening
chatting away about Mrs. Dean and Lilly. They shared memories of
Lilly when she was in school and how cute she had always been. They
speculated about Mrs. Dean and why she would suddenly want to be a
part of things after all these years. As their talk continued, the
parade of children began to fade out as one by one, their tired
feet made their way home.

When the street was nearly empty Zac
took Gia’s bag from her and carried her haul back to the house. She
had lost her crown and rubbed off most of her makeup. Porch lights
were going off and it was time to leave another Halloween for mom’s
photo album and the history books.

“See you at my house in thirty!” Billy
yelled as the three boys split up for their journeys
home.

“Yeah, see you!” Zac replied making his
way up the front lawn. His father’s vacated chair still sitting in
a pile of used candy wrappers.

“How was it?” Their mother yelled from
the kitchen when she heard the front door slam.

“It was good.” Gia replied as she
flopped on the couch. She would be asleep in minutes.

Zac laid her loot beside her and went
to the kitchen. His father was at the table and his mother was
laying out fried zucchini and breaded mozzarella sticks on a paper
towel.

Zac grabbed a cheese stick and bounced
it from hand to hand waiting for it to cool down. “We went to Mrs.
Dean’s house.” He said

His parents both looked up from their
tasks. “She had her light on?” His father asked in utter
surprise.

“Yup and she said she’s going to be
doing the community garage sale too and she wants me to come.” He
answered.

“Well, then maybe we’ll stop by there
tomorrow.’ His mother answered. “But now, if you’re planning to go
to Billy’s house, you need to wash up and grab your
things.”

Zac tossed the cheese stick in his
mouth and headed to his room. When he was out of earshot, his
father asked his mother, “What do you think that’s all
about?”

She laid the paper towels
full of snacks in her Tupperware bowls so Zac could bring them with
him. “I’m not sure. Maybe it’s nothing. That girl Lilly has been
hanging around with her. Maybe she’s just trying to get her up and
doing things again. Normal
things.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it.” Her
husband replied. “That woman is anything but normal.”


Chapter Two

The night was filled with
fried food, potato chips, and soda by the gallon. The boys played
zombie slayers on the PS4 and told ghost stories by candle light in
the basement while Billy’s mom played Thriller and Monster Mash on
the surround sound. It was just like every Halloween for these
friends except the conversations were a bit different this year.
Instead of filling the down time with arguments about which
superhero was the most powerful, they were discussing which girls
in their classes had the hottest bodies. They were no longer
waiting for the SpongeBob Movie
to come out. They were excited about the release
of the new Aliens movie. Halloween Town
was replaced with Halloween and The Nightmare before Christmas was A Nightmare on Elm Street.
Elm Street was the same place where Mrs. Dean
lived, only she wasn’t a story for nightmares anymore. She was now
a real person. It was another part of growing up for Zac. A little
more magic lost.

It was nine o’clock in the morning when
Zac walked home from Billy’s house. His father was already on the
front lawn laying out items for the sale. Gia was playing in a box
of old clothes that was lying on a tarp next to the folding table.
She was wearing a camouflage fishing hat and a red sequined scarf.
Zac went in the house and his mother yelled, “Get your box of items
and bring it out to your dad. Don’t be too sentimental about
keeping things. Remember, anything that doesn’t sell goes to
charity.”

He collected his box of used up toys
and too small pants and brought them out to the lawn. His mother
was close behind him.

“The early bird already caught all the
good deals today. If we’re going to find any treasures hidden in
this neighborhood, we need to get a move on. Gia, are you coming?”
His mother asked.

“No, mommy, I’m going fishing with
daddy.” The little girl replied, now wearing a cap with a giant
trout on the brim and casting her plastic pole while her father
reeled in an imaginary shark with an old cane pole.

“Okay, Zac, looks like it’s
just you and me then.” His mother’s look seemed like a mild
warning. Come with me or perish!
So, he followed her out into the neighborhood to
browse through other people’s rubbish. They never really bought
anything, except for that time that his father bought the row boat
from Mr. Jackson. It was more a community event where people
got to visit and catch up and when it was
over, the charity trucks rolled in and picked up all the left-over
junk and hauled it away.

Their first stop was David Richardson’s
house. His mother and four other neighborhood mothers had unified
on the lawn to make one giant pile of junk instead of staying at
their respective homes and having five smaller piles.

Zac’s mother excused herself from
participating in their group event by saying, “Oh, you know the
sale is Al’s thing. He likes to haggle and tell stories about his
prized possessions. I’d rather get a little exercise and chat with
everyone” The women gossiped and talked about how big the kids were
getting while Zac and David chatted about school and sports until
they moved on and repeated the process with another
family.

This continued until they turned the
corner to Elm Street. Zac sensed that his mother had been anxiously
awaiting a visit to the Dean house. She seemed more than ready to
get a personal glimpse of the old recluse that had finally come
back out in to society. As they approached, Zac noticed that the
lawn was neatly speckled with tables covered in shiny trinkets and
he couldn’t care less about them. He wasn’t quite sure what he’d
been expecting to see in this yard sale. Maybe jars filled with
eyeballs or a pile of old broomsticks and a slightly used cauldron,
but tableware and knick-knacks were just too boring.

He was about to give up on the idea
that this would be a fun encounter when he spotted it. Next to the
porch was a blanket covered with musical instruments. He had
forgotten that Mrs. Dean was a music teacher before she lost her
sight. There was a flute, a saxophone, music books and the one
thing he was looking for, an old acoustic guitar. The sun shone
down on it as if it were conspiring with the seller to make it the
highlight of the sale. It looked like it was in pretty good shape.
It was missing a string and could use a mild cleaning, but beyond
that, it was a nice instrument.

He inched closer and heard a voice from
the porch. “Pick it up, boy. See if you two fit together.” Mrs.
Dean called down. Zac was too mesmerized to even wonder how the
blind woman knew that he was there and eyeing her
guitar.

Then, another voice said, “Do you
play?” It was the beautiful Lilly. He stuttered out an awkward,
“Yes…” as he reached for the neck of the instrument and pulled it
to him. He had just started playing in music class a few months
ago. He planned to join the school band when he got to high school
and wanted to be ready. He hadn’t gotten his own guitar yet because
his parents wanted him to be sure about his instrument choice
before they made a purchase but he was sure. The guitar was the
only instrument he wanted to play.

He stroked the side of the guitar
gently and put his fingers in position but remembered that Lilly
was watching and decided not to play a chord. He turned to look for
his mother and catching her eye said, “Mom, look!”

His mother approached and said, “Hello,
Mrs. Dean. Lilly, how’s your father?”

“He’s good, Mrs. Morris. Thank you for
asking.” Lilly replied and stepped down from the porch. She had
Mrs. Dean by the hand and led her to Zac and his mother. Mrs. Dean
didn’t acknowledge Zac’s mother. Her attention was reserved for
Zac.

“I think you two belong together.” The
old woman said. “Does she feel like your instrument,
boy?”

“Yes, I like it a lot. It’s just the
right size for me, too.” Zac answered, his eyes now pleading with
his mother.

“Was it one of your students’ guitars?”
His mother asked, still trying to get the old woman to acknowledge
her.

After a pause, Lilly answered, “Mrs.
Dean kept several instruments in the house when she taught. She
wanted to make sure the less fortunate children would have the same
opportunity to learn to play as everyone else.”

“Well, that was a wonderful thing to do
for the children.” His mother replied.

Mrs. Dean turned to her for the first
time and retorted, “Not for the children, for the world. Music is a
gift that is given to the universe, not to the
musician.”

“Again, a lovely sentiment. How much
are you asking for it?” His mother asked.

Mrs. Dean turned her attention back to
Zac. “The relationship between a musician and an instrument is a
very special one and the musician needs to respect and love the
instrument. Are you ready to make that commitment?”

“Yes, I am.” Zac replied.

“Then take her home with you, boy. She
belongs to you now.” She answered.

His mother attempted to argue but Lilly
intervened. “Mrs. Morris, she has no need for these instruments
anymore but they are still very special to her. She would rather
know who is taking responsibility for them than have some man toss
them in the back of a truck and make them disappear. It would mean
a great deal to her if your son took the guitar. Please, let him
have it.”

“Well, if you’re sure. I’d like to pay
something for it, but if this will make her happy, we’ll take
it.”

“Oh, it will make her happy. She
spotted your son right off last night and was impressed with his
manners and how he took a leadership role over the other children.
She will be very happy to know that he has one of her
instruments.”

Zac’s mother beamed with pride for her
son and thanked Mrs. Dean for her generosity. Zac couldn’t wait to
get home and strum the strings of his new guitar. It was a very
good day!

A few more stops for the annual garage
sale and Zac could focus on the guitar that now hung on his back
from the Southwestern patterned shoulder strap. He thought about
changing it to a black leather one, but this one was kind of cool.
It was original and nobody else had one like it.

They stopped at Billy’s house and Zac
was anxious to show him his new instrument. His mother stopped to
speak with Billy’s mom but Zac made a b line for the house. He
scanned the living room but there was no sign of Billy or Adam, who
had also spent the night there, so he ran up the stairs. Billy’s
bedroom door was closed so he knocked and heard a faint, “Come
in.”

Billy was lying in his bed. The lights
were out in the room and the television was off. “Hey, what are you
doing in bed” Zac asked.

“After you guys left, I started feeling
really sick. I threw up everything that we ate last night. I just
want to sleep.” Billy said, rolling over to look at Zac. “What’s
that?” He asked, pointing to the guitar strap.

“Oh, it’s a guitar! I got it from Old
Lady Dean. I think it was why she wanted me to come to her sale
today. She just gave it to me! Isn’t that cool?” Zac
beamed.

“Yeah, that’s great, dude. I’m happy
for you. You got a guitar and I got old lady flu or
something.”

“That’s not cool!” Zac said, “You told
me you weren’t feeling good before she said that to
you.”

“The town Witch gave you a guitar and
now she’s your new best friend?” Billy tried to laugh but only
managed to spit out a squeaky wheeze followed by an episode of
coughing.

“I’m sorry, man! It sucks that you’re
sick. I hope you feel better for school tomorrow.” Zac turned to
leave and pulled gently on the door until it closed.

Zac was disappointed that he couldn’t
show Billy the guitar. Billy was already a pretty good musician. He
had his own acoustic and electric guitar and he took private
lessons. Now, they had something that they could share. They could
practice together and Billy could help him out. When he feels
better, Zac thought. There’s always time.

***

Lilly and Kyle loaded the last of Mrs.
Dean’s items in the charity truck and headed back to the house. The
old woman was sitting at the table drinking her tea. This had been
a long day for her and a very different weekend. Speaking to
people, being around the children, all of this had taken its
toll.

Lilly sat across from her and reached
for her hand. “We’re about finished here and we will be leaving you
soon. Do you need anything before we go?” She asked
lovingly.

“No, dear, you kids go be kids.” The
old woman replied.

“It was very nice of you to give that
boy the guitar today, but I can’t help but wonder if there was
another reason. Why that boy? Why the guitar? You have other
instruments and didn’t seem as worried about those.” Lilly paused,
looking for a reaction on the woman’s face.

“You’re a smart girl. He’s a special
boy and that’s a special guitar. He will be going through things
that are unexpected and that guitar will help him. In return, he
will help others with that guitar. It’s all give and take, Lilly.
It’s all give and take. Now go so an old lady can get some
rest.”

****

After dinner, Zac went to his room. He
blew off the dust and wiped the guitar clean. He didn’t have a
stand yet so he carefully propped it up in the corner of his room.
He would try to get to the music shop after school to replace the
broken string. It was a great ending to the weekend for
sure.

That night as Zac slept. He dreamed of
a beautiful green field. The grass swayed in the breeze and birds
were singing in a faraway place. He could hear a guitar in the
distance and knew somehow that he was the one who was playing. He
was overwhelmed by a feeling of great peace until a dark cloud rose
on the horizon. Seeing the darkness made him tense and he awoke in
a cold sweat. He looked over at the guitar as the moonlight crept
in to his window and danced on the lacquered wood. It was an odd
dream, but still just a dream. He shook it off and went back to
sleep.

In the morning, he
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