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Sometimes you get a hankering for a good ghost story. That’s exactly what this collection in the Nocturnal Screams offers; something that might just satisfy that phantom itch you have for a ghostly tale.

The term “ghost” usually refers to an alleged spirit of the dead. Virtually every single culture around the world has some sort of belief that at one time or another the spirits of the departed are able to return to the world of the living, making themselves known via a visible apparition or through noises, breezes, smells, or making objects move.

Fictional ghost stories have been with us for as long as humans have sat around campfires sharing stories about the mysterious shadows that existed beyond the safety of that firelight. Classic literature abounds with tales of odd spectral visitations. Authors such as Charles Dickens, Edgar Allan Poe, Ambrose Bierce, Wilkie Collins, Henry James, M.R. James, and Arthur Conan Doyle have all explored ghosts, spirits, and apparitions in their fictional tales.

Each of the tales that follow concern themselves with ghosts, phantoms, spirits, or whatever you want to call them, or think about them. Sometimes you will see them, sometimes you will hear them, sometimes you will touch them, but, ideally, you’ll be able to feel them intimately.

Phantom Mitch is a story about a man who has lost both his wife and his left arm in a tragic accident. He is plagued by a nasty phantom itch that he can never reach. But every once in a while, if he concentrates, he can hold the hand of his dead wife. This short story is a reprint of the very first horror story I ever sold, and I was honored when it was listed as an “Honorable Mention” in that year’s The Year’s Best Fantasy & Horror.

Hereinafter Referred to as the Ghost is a bit of a tongue-in-cheek tale that explores hauntings as if ghosts were hired actors cast to perform for the benefit of the living; and, to that end, what might happen to a ghost at the end of his career when he is worn out and is no longer able to “act” effectively in his role?

In the story Escape, a distraught man who lost his young daughter clings to her favorite stuffed unicorn and longs for any opportunity to play with his little girl again. If he holds the unicorn in just the right way, he is certain he can hear her playing and romping in the playground outside.

And, finally, Being Needed explores an abandoned creepy house next door through the perception of the residents of an old age home. Has Grandpa lost his marbles, or is there more to the unbelievable yarn he spins about the mysterious ghostly crying of a baby coming from that abandoned building?

In a short section at the end of this book, I have included some behind-the-story details for each of the tales. I share a bit about what inspired the writing and maybe a bit about the story’s publishing history. Those are meant for readers who enjoy a peek behind the curtains; perhaps those who also enjoy watching all the special features and “director’s commentary” content on a DVD.

Readers regularly suggest that the brand of horror I write falls in line with the type of content they have come to expect from a Twilight Zone, Outer Limits, or Amazing Stories episode. Others suggest the work might fit nicely on the pages of Alfred Hitchcock Presents. I will gladly accept such praise and comparisons, but what I truly value is your reaction to these tales.

Do they make you think?

Do they make you wonder?

Do they make you speculative, like Hamlet, that there are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in our philosophies?

If so, then I have accomplished what I have set out to do.

But that’s enough preliminary babble from me.

We have some stories to get to. 

Take my hand and let’s walk bravely into that dark night together.

Wait!

Did you hear that?

Oh, this is sure stirring up some ghosts for me . . . 
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Phantom Mitch
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Even though he no longer had his left arm, Barry could still feel an itch between the thumb and index finger of his non-existent left hand. I believe they call it the phantom itch.

But that was only the beginning.

Sometimes Barry would lie in bed, still half asleep, and feel a hand take his phantom left one and hold it reassuringly. He'd sit up and sense some sort of presence in the room with him, but the feeling would quickly fade. That, more than the itch, was making him crazy. If only he could touch her back.

Her? Did I say her? Then I'd better explain.

The presence Barry felt was that of his recently departed wife, Michelle — known as Mitch to Barry and close friends, like me. He was sure it was her. And if I was willing to believe that he experienced a phantom itch as well as some sort of phantom hand touching his, why shouldn't I believe that he somehow knew it was the phantom hand of his dead wife?

I'd been distressed when news of Barry's accident came. It hadn't come as a shock, though. Despite his generosity and his friendly manner, he'd had a problem with alcohol. Barry liked his job and loved his wife; but he cherished his scotch.

Barry had been drinking, as usual, and driving.

He'd left the party a happy drunk, as was typical for him. Even though he drank excessively on social occasions he still retained a pleasant disposition. Perhaps that was why we never actively encouraged him to seek help. He wasn't an annoying drunk. Nor did his problem seem to impinge on his life. He had still continued to lead a successful career, keep his loving wife and maintain active social relationships.

No, his drinking hadn't been a problem. It hadn't been, until that night when he left the party a happy drunk and ended up at the bottom of a canyon, pinned inside a twisted steel hulk which used to be his Cadillac.

The loss he'd experienced from the accident was tragic. Not only had he lost his left eye, his entire left arm and the ability to move his legs, but he also lost his wife.

“It's Mitch, you know.” Barry said to me one day as I sat beside his bed. “I can tell that it's her hand holding mine. You know how? There was a scar on her palm, about an inch long, where she'd sliced it open on a broken pane of glass in her grandfather's barn when she was twelve. And when that phantom hand touches mine, I can feel that scar and I know it's her.

“Each time she holds my hand, it lasts longer; and it's beginning to feel more physical, more solid. It's as if I'm starting to really connect with Mitch. Because now I'm able to squeeze back. Yeah, slowly I'm learning how to move and control my phantom hand.

“And sometimes I think that she's trying to talk to me. But I can't hear her, because I still have both my ears, you know. It's like I can only sense her with my hand because I don't have it anymore.”

By that time, I'd considered giving up on Barry. Okay, experiencing a phantom itch was easy to believe; so was holding the phantom hand of his dead wife. In a sense it was a touching, romantic notion. A tasty morsel for the mind to snack on. But to actually believe that somehow Mitch was in a phantom world parallel to our own, trying to communicate with him, well that was a tougher bit of meat to chew, never mind swallow.

Despite my hesitation to believe, I didn't give up on Barry. I still visited him at least once a week. I had been the best man at his wedding, and for years his closest friend. I know he'd have done the same for me had I been in his position, so I couldn't let him down.

The next time I saw him, he updated me on his phantom encounters with Mitch.

“I felt her breasts,” Barry smiled up at the ceiling as he relayed the events of the night before. “It started off with the usual thing, you know. I could feel her hand touching mine, and I squeezed back.

“But then her hand slipped out of mine. I thought that she was gone again, when I felt a soft mound of flesh — her bare
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