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	* * * *

	For Riley, your doggy spirit will live forever. I love you. I miss you.

	* * * *

	Dead or Alive

	By Thomas Grant Bruso

	


Chapter 1

	Dryden parted the shower curtain, poked his head around a billowing cloud of steam, and kissed me.

	His breath tasted of mint toothpaste and the strong coffee I had brewed before the sun came up. “Thanks for breakfast,” he said. “But I’m running late.”

	“I’ll warm it for dinner.”

	“Crispy bacon and chocolate chip pancakes,” he said. “It smells heavenly.”

	“I wish you didn’t have to work today,” I said, leaning into him and nuzzling against his neck, gazing at him in freethinking wonder. “It’s a perfect rainy day to stay in bed and watch TV.”

	“Sounds better than removing corns and bunions from my patients’ feet,” he said in a hard, flat tone.

	I laughed and apologized for dampening Dryden’s dress shirt collar when I gripped the back of his neck and kissed him hard through the warm, foggy mist. “I miss you already.”

	He dried his shirt off with a hand towel from the rack and blew me an air kiss across the bathroom. “If you need anything, call me. I should have pockets of time in between appointments. I’ll see you tonight.”

	As he left, rearranging himself in the medicine cabinet mirror, I told him I loved him.

	“I love you more. I wish it were five o’clock.”

	I heard him in the kitchen, opening and closing a cupboard door, and running the water in the sink. The refrigerator alarm dinged when the door opened. Then, it screeched wide, and Dryden yelled, “Bye, babe. Have a good one,” the running water in the shower muffling his voice.

	“Later!” I yelled over the beating water.

	I lathered a palmful of shampoo and conditioner into the remaining threads of hair left on my head. I waited a minute or two to wash it out, ducking under the cascading stream.

	I scrubbed my armpits, crotch, and buttocks with Dryden’s sensitive lavender body soap, licking my lips with the remains of his sweet aftertaste. I could still taste and smell our remains from last night’s lovemaking in my facial hair and mouth.

	I closed my eyes and leaned against the citrus-smelling tiled shower, thinking back to when I arrived at his two-story townhouse surrounded by forest. We both agreed to take our relationship slowly, promising to set boundaries with each other’s personal space. Living five miles apart, separated by highways, public parks, and residential streets, gave us enough privacy and room to come and go on our own terms.

	* * * *

	Gallantly impressive, I walked through a labyrinth of ten-foot-tall handcrafted shrubs enclosing the front yard. I was taken aback at the half-acre of mowed lawn dotted with well-tended sycamore and spruce trees. Off to the side, under one of the magnificent spruces, lay a manufactured pond teeming with koi fish. I startled a Blue Jay perched on the edge of a ceramic bird bath, splashing, bathing, drinking.

	I carried a satchel filled with overnight things up a flight of wooden stairs to a wraparound porch and patio, a grill and picnic table stationed at the far end of the porch, closer to a set of French doors.

	Dryden’s imposing presence filled the doorway, welcoming me with his warm signature greeting: a bear hug and deep kiss.

	* * * *

	My last thoughts of his homey, gingerbread body heat dissipated when sudden movement somewhere in the house wrenched me from last night’s solace.

	I shut off the water, dripping wet, and stood motionless, listening. I pulled the bath towel hanging over the shower rod and dried my face with it. Parting the curtain aside, I stepped onto the shay bath mat, cocooned in steam, drying my damp skin. The visibility was low, and I could not see across the room out into the hallway. I climbed clumsily into my sweatpants and a white T-shirt.

	“Dryden?” I called his name, thinking maybe he had forgotten something. “That you?”

	Silence.

	Then the sound of the fridge door opened.

	Steam swirled around me as I walked to the doorway, wrapping and tying the towel around my waist. I looked up and down the hall. The left veered into the living quarters, and the right into the kitchen, front porch, and basement.

	The screen door leading onto the front porch slammed shut like a rifle blast.

	I tensed. “Dryden?” I yelled, ambling in the direction of the kitchen to the alarm of the refrigerator left open.

	I entered the empty kitchen, noticing the fridge wide open.

	I shut it and walked to the back door, staring out onto the maze of foliage in the front yard.

	Dryden’s Mercedes was not parked under the carport.

	An icy cold draft suffused me.

	Through the fiberglass mesh of the screen door, I glimpsed a figure hovering behind one of the sycamores by the koi pond.

	A small child, five or six years old, was staring at me from around the massive tree. I walked barefoot to the edge of the property. “Are you lost?” I asked the young girl standing an arm’s length from me. She fidgeted with the threadbare stitches of her flowery summer dress and sucked on a lollipop. She gripped me with her cerulean-blue stare. Smudge marks dirtied her doughy face.

	She was barefoot, like me, but for different reasons.

	“What are you doing here?” I asked, looking around the enclosed area. “This is private property.”

	She twirled one of her pigtails with a dirt-encrusted finger.

	“Can you talk?” I asked. “How did you get here? Where are your parents?” When she didn’t respond, I added, “How old are you?”

	I pulled myself up to my full height and stared down at the expressionless child glaring at me with complete wonder. Or horror.

	I crossed my arms over my chest and sighed, unnerved by the kid’s presence. She looked dirty, homeless, and surprisingly unafraid.

	I was no longer chasing dead spirits. I had sold that part of my soul with my parents’ house on Absteron Street last year. I had moved on from my paranormal duties as a private investigator for all things dead. Switching professions was the best decision I could have made.

	Staring at the deadness behind the little girl’s eyes reopened old wounds and dark secrets from my past.

	I tried again, crouching in front of her, getting down on the same playing field. I thought about calling Dryden or the police, but I wanted to connect with the child and get her side of the story before I blew things out of proportion.

	I was the poster boy for over-exaggeration. Just ask, well, anybody.

	“Let’s start again,” I said. “My name’s Ben. What’s yours?”

	It was a long haul to get a reply, like waiting in line for the new soft-serve caramel chocolate chip chunk at the ice cream shop downtown.

	The little girl shook her head.

	I said, “No? No, what? You’re not going to tell me your name?”

	Another headshake, more pigtail twirling and lollipop licking.

	“Okay. Okay. I understand. You don’t know me. I don’t know you. You’re nervous. I get it. Look, so am I. But I want to help you get back home.”

	The lost girl with a grime-covered face and chewed-to-the-quick fingernails shook her head.

	“You don’t want my help, or you don’t want to go back home?” I asked, my head crowded with ugly images of this girl’s unhappy home life.

	She froze, staring over my shoulders. My skin tingled at the quick shift in her eyes, from calm and collected, to downright fearful.

	“What is it?” I asked. “Are you okay?”

	She looked to her left, then to her right, then back at me.

	“Can you focus on me?” I asked. “I want to help you. Will you answer my questions? Why are you here? Where did you come from?”

	What happened next propelled the next twenty-four hours into a nosedive of indecision.

	The little girl untangled her filthy fingers from her straggly ponytail and indicated over my shoulders. “Tall man, scary face.”

	I shivered and spun around, following the direction in which she raised her skeletal hand. I don’t know what was more unsettling: the girl’s flat, whispered voice or the grainy image of a defaced figure watching me from behind the screen door inside Dryden’s house.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	Most people run from danger.

	I run toward it. I have experience.

	“Stay here,” I told the little girl, who slipped behind the tree and hugged it as if it were her last resort.

	I raced across the lawn, clambered up the front porch stairs, and yanked the door open.

	Out of breath, my heart jackhammering, I ran into the kitchen, opening the accordion doors to the closet and pantry, crouching and peeking under the cherrywood table.

	Nothing.

	I turned a corner that led into the deep dwelling of a window nook and a closed door, another exit to the north-facing garden and recreational niche, a built-on area Dryden added last year, he told me, to meditate and unwind.

	I descended the three-step staircase, unlocked the door, and stepped out into the golden yellow morning rays rising over the Adirondack Mountains.

	There was no sign of anybody.

	I went back inside and searched the rest of the house, checking the first and second floors, under beds, in closets, the attic, discovering an empty house.

	Except when I returned to the kitchen, the basement door, which had been closed when I entered the house earlier, was now open.

	I stared down a gaping cavern of blackness below.

	I turned to the front door and stared beyond the yard at the young girl with ponytails and scared eyes, still clinging to the side of the tree. I turned around, reached into the darkness, and flicked on the basement light at the switch on the side wall.

	Saddled with crippling fear, I took a few deep breaths and slowly entered the basement, one step at a time.

	I had seen a lot of horrible things in my life, images and situations I would never be able to erase from my memory. Not even with good therapy, powerful medicine, different careers, or walking away from the evil of my past—nothing that would exterminate the nightmares that plagued my everyday life.

	Leaving the twenty-four-hour job of working with the dead to help solve unimaginable cases, poisoned my bloodstream. There was no hiding from it. It was part of me, bad DNA, thanks to my now deceased parents, from whom I had inherited the deadly disease.

	Rattled, I thought I heard a deep moaning like a hurt animal whining as I descended further into the furnished basement. Basements scared most people. If you were an avid horror buff or a small child, you knew not to go down into the basement. Your parents always told you, “The boogeyman lives in dark places.”

	I thought terrifying things lived in the basement, waiting to step out of the shadows and scare you.

	Not this house. Dryden’s basement was neat, showroom new.

	But if I knew what was waiting for me before I stepped off the last stair, I would have called the police instead.

	But being me, a man on the wrong side of fifty, with super stupid powers, the trajectory of the rest of my life would change forever.

	* * * *

	The minimal illumination guided me to the middle of the room.

	I took in every dark crevice of the seven hundred-square-foot space.

	In front of me, there were three closed doors. On my right, one door, partly open. To the left, a back wall of wood-paneled bifold doors concealed closet shelves. The door on the back wall led to the laundry room.

	I turned halfway and glimpsed the far wall and bookcases behind me. Off to the side, two paces away, stood a cozy beige couch and armchair.

	Panic tightened my chest.

	I focused on all three doors in front of me. But an aggravating sound on the other side of the door, the one agape and hanging open like a yawning mouth, snatched my attention.

	“Is somebody there?” I asked, unaware of what might lie beneath the cloying dark corners of the room.

	No answer.

	I did see somebody watching me from behind the screen door, I told myself, as adrenaline pumped through my veins.

	Rebellious was my middle name. Attack the enemy, bring him to justice. My private-investigator voice, retired now, crowded out my current thoughts. “You’ll always be a great private investigator,” I heard my deceased mother tell me. “Focus, Benny Boy. Stay strong.”

	A niggling, frightful feeling settled deep into my bones as I focused on the crippling cartilage of the hinges creaking to my right. The door slipped open a few more inches.

	I shifted my body at a ninety-degree angle so I was facing the side wall, concentrating all my attention on the shadowy corner, blinking and adjusting to the indistinct light.

	My knuckles ached from curling and uncurling them. I stepped further into the enveloping murkiness of the basement. A ruffled breeze whistled past my ear, curling around my face and neck.

	As I reached the slit in the doorway, I smelled it—a blast of hot fried onion rings circulated the air. My breath caught. I closed my eyes.

	I reached out, determined to look in the dark because, by God, I was not going to be afraid of anything. Nothing or nobody, not even ghosts from my past, was going to haunt my dreams. I had run away from my demons for far too long.

	The journey ended here. I gripped the crooked handle. Slick with dampness, I pulled my hand off the knob and raised it to the morning light pouring through the doorway at the top of the stairs. Inky residue marked my palm as if I had slipped a glove over my hand.

	I brought my hand to my nose and recoiled. “Fuck.”

	Ammonia odors wafted strongly; my eyes watered and stung.

	I wiped the sticky substance on my pant leg, clutched the edge of the door, and yanked it open. Raising my fists, ready to battle whatever was hiding inside, my breathing shrill and thready, I braced for a tsunami of terrors.

	The face I had seen watching me from behind the pixilated screen door evaporated from my mind. “Who’s there?” I said, almost screaming.

	I pulled the cord dangling from the ceiling to light up the storage area. Boxes piled high on a metal shelf, and a few bubble-wrapped lamps sat on either side.

	I unclasped my clenched fists, adjusted my jacked-straight stance, and released a pent-up sigh. I bent over, placing my hands on my knees, and drawing a few measured breaths.

	Then the landline phone in the kitchen yanked me out of the moment. I slammed the closet shut with my foot and ran up the basement stairs to answer it.

	Walking around the kitchen table and past the open front door, I noticed that the girl was no longer in the yard. In fact, she was nowhere in sight. I yanked up the phone from its base on the side mahogany table and said, “Hello?”

	“It’s just me,” Dryden said. “I wanted to give you a heads up that there’ll be a package delivered today. You need to sign for it.”

	“No problem. I’ll be here.”

	There was a pause on the line, then Dryden said, “You sound out of breath. Are you all right?”

	“Yeah. Yeah. I just, uh, went for a run. I’m so out of shape.”

	Dryden’s laugh released a wave of endorphins inside me, lifting a mountain of anxiety and tension from my body. I smiled. “I miss you.”

	“I miss you, too. Love you lots.”

	I raised my hand to brush sweat from my eyes, but stopped, remembering the ink-stained smell clinging to the basement door and transferring to my palm. I stared at the smudged residue left on my skin. The sticky substance felt like glue seeping into the wrinkled crevices in my hand, like a roadmap of unidentified mysteries.

	“I, um, I’ve got to go. Nature calls.”

	“Are you sure everything is all right?” Dryden asked. “You sound funny.”

	“I’m out of breath and need to empty my bladder.”

	“Your voice,” he went on.

	I ambled toward the front door, looking through the screen and searching for the girl. Standing in the same position where the faceless figure had stood before, she’d disappeared. I tensed at the pesky sense of uneasiness sheltering me in place as if I couldn’t move. I heard a raspy noise behind me and felt a strange, hovering presence.

	Footsteps on the basement stairs, the weight of something moving.

	The moment you know somebody is standing behind you, but you can’t move, paralyzed with fear and horrible images of monsters from your childhood, the ugly things that horror movies and books tell you that live under your bed or in the closet.

	Don’t move!

	My neck tingled.

	Dryden nattered on the line, but he sounded muffled, unclear, a continent away.

	I clutched the phone; I felt sweat drip from the heel of my hand. The sound of it splattering on hardwood intensified threefold: a bold, loud splat, splat.

	A fingerless hand curled around my left shoulder.

	I braced, shuddered.

	My nostrils filled with a foul odor—something dead and tainted.

	I heard a baby crying, maybe a small child, older.

	What happened next prompted a projectile spray of vomit and bile to gush from the spirit’s gaping mouth across the room. A grainy image of a face slowly appeared from behind me, around my shoulder. Wisps of white, straggly hair billowed out from around the angular shape of the head, followed by a stench of rot and a sickening chatter of unnerving laughter.

	I clamped my eyes shut because I couldn’t look.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	I awakened on the kitchen floor, lying on my back, staring into Dryden’s face. Groggy, sore, and disoriented, I moaned, “Is your workday over?”

	His facial expression hardened. Since our initial contact last year in the produce section at the grocery store, where my life changed, meeting the man of my dreams, I had never seen Dryden’s brusque, brooding side. He had always been loving and charismatic, a side I appreciated every morning I phoned him from my apartment or woke next to him in his queen-sized canopied bed.

	I guess it was inevitable that I would eventually see all of Dryden’s many facets; the direction of the uncertain moment started to change when he asked, “What the hell happened to my kitchen?”

	Moaning against a banging headache drilling in the back of my head as he helped me to sit up, I muttered, “I was attacked.” A wave of dizziness immobilized me when Dryden eviscerated my train of gauze-heavy thoughts with a round of gunfire questions.

	“Attacked? By whom?”

	I shook my head, unable to gather a logical response. “I—uh—”

	“Look, here,” he said, jamming a finger at the wall above the cherrywood sideboard that was positioned kitty-corner across the table. Stacks of dinner plates, water, and wine glasses stood behind the sliding glass doors. “What the hell is that cakey film sprayed across the wall?”

	“Demon juice,” I muttered, not trying to be funny. But my slurred speech and confusion didn’t help my case, which further fueled Dryden’s line of questioning and suspicions.

	“Demon what?” He paused and glared at me, one of his thick eyebrows cocked in question. “Have you been drinking?”

	I shook my head, too tired and muddled to form coherent sentences. “I gave up the sauce last year.”

	He paced the room, brushing a hand through his full head of dark curls. “You said you were attacked. By whom?”

	I swallowed hard; my mouth felt cottony-dry. “Can I get some water?”

	Dryden sighed when he glimpsed the broken dishes in the sink, opening a cupboard door and pulling out a water glass. He filled it with filtered water from the refrigerator’s water dispenser. He handed the half-filled glass to me. “I drove across town to get over here because you weren’t responding to me on the phone,” he said. “The last thing you said before the line went dead was, I need help.”

	I continued shaking my head. “No, no.”

	“No, what? Ben, look at my house. I leave for an hour, and my house is destroyed.”

	Dryden wasn’t wrong for being angry. I didn’t blame him. He was right. I could see the impatience on his face. The entire kitchen had been ransacked. But my reasonable explanation would not sound so rational when I tried explaining what had happened. I couldn’t very well tell him that a dead demon spirit had visited me from the Other Side.

	Could I?

	Would he understand, or think I’m crazy?

	I looked around the room as Dryden gestured with a crestfallen expression and a cross voice at the wreckage of his kitchen. “Unbelievable.” The table and four high stools were overturned. Most of the contents inside the refrigerator had been emptied and tossed about, strewn across the floor and in the stainless-steel sink. But that wasn’t the most disturbing part of the chaos. I kept it to myself in hopes that I could explain the worst of the catastrophe at a later time when Dryden wasn’t so emotional.

	I wanted to tell him it was not me talking on the phone, but the dead spirit.

	Dryden turned away from where he was staring out of the window above the sink into the backyard and faced me. “I need to cool off. I’m in the red zone right now.”

	“Clearly. And I get it: it’s understandable. But I didn’t cause this mess.”

	He unbuttoned the cuffs of his long-sleeve dress as if in self-defense. He crossed his muscular, dark-hairy arms over his chest. It was the product from years of massaging and scrubbing patients’ callused feet.

	“Then who? And what the fuck is that smell?”

	“Stop yelling,” I said, closing my eyes and drawing a breath, mustering as much calmness as I could. I held my hand over the tender spot on the top of my head where I smacked it when I fell. “You have rats.”

	He gestured with a flip of his hands and sat beside me, pulling his knees up to his chest. He started rocking, anxiously. “Excuse me?”

	“The sickness on the wall is mine,” I admitted. “I threw up because of the rats—”

	He leaned forward, eyeing me with contempt. “What rats? I don’t have rats. I’ve never had rats.”

	The last thing I wanted to do was lose Dryden’s trust. Lying to him about the curse of my past—the gift that keeps on giving year-round, seeing dead spirits and running from them, I had inherited from my deceased parents before they were killed in an automobile accident years ago—frightened me. I didn’t want to lose him.

	I didn’t know how to tell him about what I had discovered in the basement or the front yard. But I followed my gut.

	“I heard a noise in the basement,” I said. “I went down to explore. That’s when I found two gray, kitten-sized rats scurrying around. They followed me upstairs, and I panicked, knocking over chairs and climbing on top of the table. I watched them get into the refrigerator and cupboards. I was making scrambled eggs and left the door open. I eventually chased them out of the house with the feather duster I found in the broom closet.”

	He grinned. “I—I don’t know what to say.” He stopped and sighed. “Well, that’s not true. A few years ago, before I moved in, I had the occasional visit from a white-tailed mouse. One or two, no big deal. But never a rat.”

	“You’ve got larger tenants,” I said, adding a touch of my small-town charm.

	A pause, then Dryden said, “I’ve never noticed any droppings, nests, or gnawed marks in or outside of the house.”

	I rocked forward, trying to stand. Dryden clamped a hand on my shoulder and held me down. “You can’t get up,” he said. “You can’t walk. Do you want me to drive you to the hospital?”

	“Not the hospital. No more hospitals. Not after last year’s horror show.”

	It was a long, sordid story. If you wanted to know more about the horrors that plagued me and how I got here today, you will have to read my last case. Everything happened in The Dead Hour.

	Dryden patted my leg and left it there, as if to support or say, he’s sorry.

	“You might want to check the property for garbage or burrowed holes around the yard,” I said, embellishing the story and feeling terrible for doing it.

	But my little white lies were valid. At least I thought so. I had to protect Dryden from the ghostly spirits that haunted me.

	Wincing against a lancing pain, I rambled on, conjuring a solid, convincing narrative. “Look, Dryden, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I’ll clean up the mess.”

	“I don’t feel right leaving you alone, in your condition.”

	I stood, cleared my throat, and leaned against the cabinet for support. “I’ll be fine. Really. I’m sorry if I scared you.”

	“Are you sure? How’s your head?” He placed his hand on the small bump of raised skin. “I still think you should get it checked.”

	I covered his hand with mine and smiled. “It’s sore, but I’m good.”

	Dryden pinched his nose at the cloying stench in the air as he started picking up and throwing away broken eggshells and spilled yogurt from the floor and countertops.

	I came up from behind and placed a hand on his back. He straightened up and dropped his head in front of him. “I’ll clean this up,” I said.

	The air reeked of tangy pickle juice—or was it the dead spirit’s decomposing smell?

	As Dryden turned around, shards of glass from a broken jar were strewn around the bottom of the sink. He wrapped his arms around me, crushed me in his solid embrace. “I’m sorry, Ben. I was worried. You sounded scared and strange on the phone. I should’ve listened to you. I’m glad you’re safe. I love you.”

	“You don’t have to apologize. It was scary.”

	“I’m not mad at you,” he whispered into my ear. “Everything can be replaced but you.” He held me in his arms and kissed me. He held it a long time, too long, slipping his tongue into my mouth and moaning. “Are you sure I can’t drive you to the hospital?”

	“I’m fine, really. But thanks.”

	He kissed me again and overpowered me in his muscular arms, detaining me in a bear hug. “Clean up what you can,” he said. “Throw away all the inedible things.” He checked his watch. “I’ve got a client in twenty minutes.”

	“Go, go. I got this.”

	“Did that package arrive yet?” he asked, heading to the front door.

	I clung to the counter. “No, I haven’t seen it.”

	“Okay. All right. I’ll call you later about dinner. I’ll pick up a few rat traps on my way home.” He winked. “I love you. If you need anything, call the office.”

	I waved, forced a smile. My face hurt from hitting the floor after running around the room from the dead spirit.

	As Dryden wished me a good day and walked out the front door, I listened to his footsteps on the porch steps, receding from the house along the stone path. The lock on the metal front gate separating the yard from the sidewalk clanked shut behind him.

	Hobbling across the kitchen, I picked up the table and chairs, rearranged the bamboo placemats, and ambled to the hallway leading into the living room.

	Another piece of the puzzle I withheld from Dryden was the deep claw marks defacing the robin’s-egg-blue painted walls in the alcove off from the kitchen’s bathroom.

	Four sharp scratches were embedded into the wall, as if made by a very large animal.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 4

	Later that night, half an hour before the sun set behind the mountains, Dryden and I sat in the honey-glow lamplight in the living room, eating Chinese take-out. A sci-fi movie played in the background on a seventy-two-inch flatscreen.

	Dryden passed me a sticky cardboard container of spicy king prawns and buckwheat noodles. Our conversation detoured from this afternoon’s kitchen disaster to his annoying clients and the severity of a particular patient’s despicable behavior. “The woman had a bad case of gout on her right foot and a corn the size of a marble on her left. I tested her uric acid levels, which were dangerously high, and prescribed her medication to manage the gout flares. But when I provided advice on lifestyle changes to help prevent future breakouts, she flat-out told me she wasn’t going to stop consuming organ meats or having her usual three glasses of red wine in the evening.” He shrugged. “I don’t know why she comes into the office if she won’t let me treat her properly.”

	“Sounds like she’s got a bigger problem,” I said, chewing around a mouthful of food. “People can be so fickle.”

	I had a lot to talk about, look at me.

	The discussion faded as our attention returned to a cop driving along interconnected highways during a high-speed chase for a violent fugitive in a 2050 future.

	Dryden asked, “Did that package arrive today?” breaking the lull in our conversation.

	I mumbled, “Nothing. I was here all day.”

	“Any more rat sightings?” he asked.

	I didn’t know if he was being funny or serious, but when I turned and glimpsed his stoic expression, he wasn’t laughing, not even a smile.

	I shook my head. “I guess I scared them away.”

	“Hopefully, the traps I picked up at the hardware store don’t renege on their heartfelt promise to relocate. I set all three devices along the side of the house. They’re big enough that a human can get their foot caught in it.”

	Hopefully nobody would, I thought, turning back to the movie.

	Dryden and I found ourselves relaxing into each other’s arms as the early hours stretched into late evening, darkness beckoning beyond the living room bay windows. Dryden finished his kung pao chicken and slung an arm over the back of the couch and around my shoulder. I couldn’t eat any more of my single-sized amount of shrimp and set the container on the coffee table, curling my legs under me. I nuzzled my head into the warmth of his chest, the side of my face buried in his scratchy five o’clock shadow, his steady heartbeat quietening me into a complacent sleep.

	* * * *

	When I woke an hour and a half later, Dryden was snoring next to me, his head hanging over the back of the couch.

	Muzzy-minded and languid, I slipped out from beneath him. The side of my face felt numb, as did my arm, where I tucked it beneath Dryden’s arm before falling asleep.

	The TV was still on, playing a series of late-night game shows.

	I sat on the edge of the couch, scrubbing a hand over my face and yawning. I stood and ambled to the kitchen for a glass of water to moisten my mouth.

	Midway back into the living room, I stopped in the doorway because a beacon of red light flashed like a warning in the night, streaming in through the blinds.

	I went to the kitchen window and looked out onto the neighbor’s yard. In one of the front windows of the house next door, a neon-lit red sign blinked Psychic Reading, Open.

	Dryden had mentioned the neighborhood fortune teller when I occasionally visited and slept over. I closed the blinds and headed back into the living room when something large and dark filled the front door.

	As if something or somebody tapped the back of my neck with an icy finger, I froze. My scalp itched.

	My hands trembled as I set the water glass on the table.

	The mammoth silhouette shifted in and out of the shadows on the front porch.

	I turned at the creaking sound of the basement door opening behind me.

	Stealing a glance in the direction of the basement, I stared into the coiling blackness, a chilly air drifting up from below.

	A dull heaviness hung in the room as if another presence inhabited it.

	I was fully awake now, alert and curious, a bit nervous.

	A static hum buzzed in my ears. Then I got a whiff of damp mold—a decomposing filth.

	The eggy smell grew like musty sewer water in my nostrils. As I stared at the obscured figure filling the other side of the front door, a wet, stodgy gauze filled the cavity of my brain. Like a wad of wet towels pressing against my skull, blunting my senses and deadening my thoughts, I felt immobile.

	My feet felt bolted to the floor, heavy like concrete.

	I couldn’t blink or close my eyes, as though the skin on my lids had been surgically removed, making me watch. Crab-like limbs tapped the glass. A weathered, wrinkled, pale image of a faceless spirit with tufts of white hair and dark holes for eyes lurked in the obscure night, only a thin rectangular sheet of glass separating us.

	It opened its mouth to smile and sneer, peeling open a frayed line of bloody stitches, revealing a gaping hole of teeth.

	I could hear the hissing sound of whistling and the sharp ends of its claws drumming the glass pane.

	“What do you want?” I asked, feeling my face warming and adrenaline pumping through my veins. I rushed across the room to confront the uninvited spirit, wielding my own level of power and control. “What are you doing here?”

	Then, a soft voice broke through the cacophony of chaos playing a game of tug-of-war in my head. I turned around. Dryden stood in the kitchen doorway, fingering his beard and adjusting his junk, whether out of comfort, as a nervous habit, or to draw attention to it.

	I stared at him, jerking a hand over my shoulder at the—

	I turned to the front door, now flashing with the red neon light of the fortune teller’s Open sign. I started to defend myself, but I sounded like an idiot, like I was learning how to talk for the first time.

	Dryden stared at me, deadpan. “What‘cha doing?”

	“I, um, I thought I heard somebody knocking.”

	“At nine o’clock at night? I never get visitors.”

	“I came in for some water.” I gestured to the tall glass sitting on top of the table. “But the way the light from your neighbor’s sign cut through your windows, it made it look like somebody was standing on your front porch.”

	“Are you sure it wasn’t the postal service? Sometimes they deliver after hours.” Dryden hooked my gaze as he sauntered past me to unlock the door.

	Last year, in the midst of changing careers and adjusting to my new life after working as a ghost-hunter private investigator, I took the Postal Exam, keeping it in the family, as the saying goes, and following in my deceased father’s footsteps as a postal worker. In some ways, the decision was easy and made for me: either keep fighting and eluding dead spirits day after day, or try to stay close to my dad. It was a no-brainer, if I was being completely honest. So now I delivered mail in my hometown.

	I shook off the momentary lapse of the yellow-brick-road syndrome in my head and turned to Dryden, who stepped out onto the porch and returned with a small brown parcel clenched in his hand. From the puzzled look in his deep, beautiful eyes, I must have looked even more dazed and confused, like a rabbit caught in headlights.

	As he locked the door behind him and strode back into the living room, gesturing for me to follow with a jerk of his head, I wanted to raise concerns that that’s not what I had seen.

	We sat on the couch, the TV off, the room plunged into companionable silence. Dryden held my hands in his and said, “Before you open this package, we need to talk about my so-called psychic neighbor, Marianne Walls.”

	* * * *

	


Chapter 5

	“Who is she?” I asked. “Why is she important?”

	He passed me the package and told me to open it.

	I stared at the box and rolled it around in my hand like a Rubik’s Cube, trying to decrypt its heavily-taped riddle.

	When I raised and shook it, Dryden said, “Don’t do that. Here. Let me help.”

	He peeled the layers of tape from its tight edges, unfolded the top flap, and handed the box back to me.

	“What is it?” I asked, more annoyed than curious.

	“You’ll see.”

	I unpacked Styrofoam peanuts and pawed through shredded newspaper trimmings when my hand brushed against a solid metal object on the bottom of the box. It was heavy.

	I scowled at Dryden. “What the hell—?”

	He smiled and sat upright on the couch, tucked his hands between his legs, an adult eager beaver, determined to see me through this highly suspicious mission.

	I pulled out a natural salt lamp and angled my head at Dryden. I didn’t say anything.

	“One of my clients recommended it,” he said. “She said it helps with her anxiety and stress.”

	My mouth hung open. I looked to Dryden, then the salt lamp, and back to Dryden. “I didn’t realize I was experiencing those symptoms.”

	He placed a hand on my thigh. “I know how tough things have been since your parents died, the stress of diverting your new normal, and the pitfalls and tensions of your current job at the post office.”

	I held up my hand to emphasize a point in Dryden’s revelation. Tears pricked my eyes. “Before you and I found each other—”

	“The best thing that’s happened to me, by the way,” he said.

	Maybe we both needed this salt rock lamp, I considered.

	I hugged him. “What I was going to say is that you’ve unchained me from the sorry state of my past. Yeah, you’re right. Life has been challenging these past three years. While I’m happy to have moved from my parents’ house and all the horrible things that happened across town, I’m not sorry that I left the P.I. business to pursue greener, happier pastures.” I heaved the heavy salt lamp and curled my arm as if I were lifting weights. “I don’t know whether or not this rock lamp will help with my volatile mood swings, but I’m willing to give it a shot. I appreciate the sentiment.” I hooked his deep gaze. “I love you, Dryden. More than you’ll ever know.”

	“I know how much you’ve tried to disconnect from the past of your paranormal life—”

	I stopped him. “About that,” I said. “I can’t ever detach myself from that world because of the genetic connection I have with my mom and dad. But I had to disengage from working between the liminal space of that otherworld and reality.” I shook my head. “It all sounds so fucking weird
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