
	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Tormented Souls Series

	Books 4–6

	Written by Ron Ripley

	Edited by Kathryn St. John-Shin



	




	Copyright © 2022 by ScareStreet.com

	 

	All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.


Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street



	



	Table of Contents

	 

	Bloody Anger

	Chapter 1: Morning in Anger

	Chapter 2: Visitation

	Chapter 3: Stoicism

	Chapter 4: Furious

	Chapter 5: An Afternoon Visitor

	Chapter 6: Sneaking Out

	Chapter 7: Holt Avenue

	Chapter 8: Rendezvous

	Chapter 9: Therapy

	Chapter 10: Morning with a Friend

	Chapter 11: Across Town

	Chapter 12: At the Antique Co-Op

	Chapter 13: Offensives

	Chapter 14: Exhausted

	Chapter 15: Required

	Chapter 16: The Letter

	Chapter 17: Conflicts

	Chapter 18: Moving Forward

	Chapter 19: A Dinner Party

	Chapter 20: Sleep

	Chapter 21: Seeking an Old Friend

	Chapter 22: Avenues of Attack

	Chapter 23: Starting the New Routine

	Chapter 24: Learning about Steven

	Chapter 25: Laying the Groundwork

	Chapter 26: Threats and Impossibilities

	Chapter 27: Spiraling

	Chapter 28: Collapsed

	Chapter 29: Goodnights

	Chapter 30: Home Again, Home Again

	Chapter 31: Confessional

	Chapter 32: Hidden Away

	Chapter 33: Questions and Answers

	Chapter 34: Information Sharing

	Chapter 35: A Midnight Call

	Chapter 36: In the Garden

	Chapter 37: Lying to Protect

	Chapter 38: Easy Prey

	Chapter 39: Working at Home

	Chapter 40: A Crucial Misjudgment

	Chapter 41: Traveling

	Chapter 42: Sights and Sounds of Anger

	Chapter 43: Discoveries

	Chapter 44: At Home

	Streets of Anger

	Chapter 1: The First Storm

	Chapter 2: Owning Again

	Chapter 3: Pure Luck

	Chapter 4: Reflections

	Chapter 5: Dissention

	Chapter 6: Buke’s Convenience Store

	Chapter 7: Visitation Rights

	Chapter 8: Littlest Angels

	Chapter 9: Dinner and Conversation

	Chapter 10: Sunday Service

	Chapter 11: Unusual Arrangements

	Chapter 12: Classwork

	Chapter 13: Unconditional Love

	Chapter 14: Awakening

	Chapter 15: Late Night Hustle

	Chapter 16: Without Recourse

	Chapter 17: A Nor’easter

	Chapter 18: Elm Street

	Chapter 19: “Friday, I’m in Love”

	Chapter 20: Work

	Chapter 21: Clean Up

	Chapter 22: News at Nine

	Chapter 23: Furious Vengeance

	Chapter 24: Lighthouse Keeper

	Chapter 25: Questions and Answers

	Chapter 26: Late Night Snack

	Chapter 27: Lost

	Chapter 28: A Date is Set

	Chapter 29: Shock and Awe

	Chapter 30: The New Kid in Town

	Chapter 31: Scapegoat

	Chapter 32: Discussions

	Chapter 33: Conversations and Ghosts

	Chapter 34: Hang-ups

	Chapter 35: Missing

	Chapter 36: Shane’s Call

	Chapter 37: Anger’s Bookstore

	Chapter 38: Broken

	Chapter 39: Plans

	Anger’s Ruin

	Chapter 1: Discovery

	Chapter 2: Catch and Release

	Chapter 3: Dealing with Difficulty

	Chapter 4: Five Doors Down

	Chapter 5: Home Again

	Chapter 6: Preparations

	Chapter 7: A Quick Bit of Information

	Chapter 8: Neighbors

	Chapter 9: In the Garage

	Chapter 10: Alive

	Chapter 11: New York

	Chapter 12: A Cold Walk

	Chapter 13: Going to Work

	Chapter 14: Safe and Sound

	Chapter 15: Introductions are Made

	Chapter 16: A House on Mulberry Street

	Chapter 17: Delivery

	Chapter 18: Moving Forward

	Chapter 19: Furious Vengeance

	Chapter 20: Jess and the Children

	Chapter 21: Readying the House

	Chapter 22: Grabbing a Bite to Eat

	Chapter 23: Late Night Confession

	Chapter 24: Still Drunk

	Chapter 25: Plans and Preparations

	Chapter 26: Moving Forward

	Chapter 27: Demands

	Chapter 28: Aaron’s Room

	Chapter 29: Setbacks

	Chapter 30: Decisions to Make

	Chapter 31: A Call

	Chapter 32: Concussed

	Chapter 33: Negotiations

	Chapter 34: Reminiscing

	Chapter 35: Interruptions

	Chapter 36: Final Touches

	Chapter 37: Preparations

	Chapter 38: A Decision is Made

	Chapter 39: Curious

	Chapter 40: Mary Kines’ House

	Chapter 41: In the House

	Chapter 42: Endings

	Chapter 43: New Beginnings

	Voices from Beyond…

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Bloody Anger

	Tormented Souls Series Book 4



	
Chapter 1: Morning in Anger

	 

	Ross Anders didn’t believe there was a nightmarish boogeyman wandering around the streets of Anger, New Hampshire, searching for new victims each night. No, Ross believed in fact. The facts were plain enough. Someone, more than likely multiple people, was out and about, committing murder. He suspected it was some sort of drug cartel moving up from Boston and points south, but not everyone agreed with him.

	Ross didn’t care.

	Why should I? I know I’m right.

	He walked to his kitchen, took out his orange juice, poured himself a glass, and drank it down. When he finished, he rinsed the glass out and then cracked four large brown eggs into it. He tossed the shells into the trash and then drank the raw eggs without a moment of hesitation. Like the knowledge that he was right, Ross knew that eggs in their raw form were the best protein for him. There was no proof of any disease associated with raw eggs; therefore, he didn’t have to worry.

	So, I won’t.

	Ross made his way through the clutter of his apartment, easing around the stacks of books and magazines he read constantly. Knowledge was the only way he would succeed in the world, and he knew that it was almost his time. He was thirty-one years old, and his mother had told him it was his year.

	She had always told him it would be his year, for as long as he could remember.

	I need to visit her today, he reminded himself, stepping into the bathroom and turning on the light. He shivered at the chill in the room and adjusted the heat before he turned on the shower. While the water warmed, he took his shaving gear, comb, and deodorant out from beneath the sink, and placed them on the counter. He draped his towel over the shower bar and pulled back the curtain to climb into the steaming water.

	Ross sighed with pleasure as the water struck his back and the top of his head. For a moment, he stood beneath the showerhead, enjoying the sensation, then he got shampoo and prepared to lather up his hair. As he was working his fingers into his scalp, he heard an odd sound, almost like a chuckle, come from the hallway.

	Was it the hallway? he wondered, pausing. He tilted his head slightly and listened again.

	The sound didn’t repeat itself.

	Probably upstairs, he thought. Probably that damned new neighbor.

	Ross didn’t know her name, but he knew he didn’t like her. It didn’t matter that she didn’t dress provocatively, or how polite she was. He knew she was wrong. Anyone who pretended to be a psychic was automatically bad. His mother had taught him to be wary of people who said they could predict the future.

	Only mothers can do such things, he thought, and he knew it was true. It was why thirty-one was so important. Because his mother said so.

	With a shrug, Ross finished with his hair and then moved on to the rest of his body. He was halfway through his routine when the lights in the bathroom flickered and then went out, the heater shutting off as well.

	Muttering and swearing under his breath, Ross hastily rinsed off and then shut off the water. Pulling his towel down, he dried his body, considering how best to convey his disgust to the landlord.

	Probably the woman’s fault, Ross thought, nodding to himself. Who else could it be? I pay my bills. If she didn’t pay hers, then the landlord would have to shut off everything to all three of the units.

	He swept back the curtain, stepped out onto the bathmat, and stiffened with surprise.

	A man stood in the doorway.

	He was difficult to see, his features blurry, as though he was standing wreathed in mist. Ross knew it couldn’t be. No one could get into his apartment.

	Anger surged through him as he stared at the stranger, and as he prepared to shout, he stopped.

	There was something wrong about the other man.

	Light from Ross’ bedroom window filtered through the stranger as though he wasn’t there. At least, not fully.

	Ross’ anger subsided and became curiosity. He was looking at something he hadn’t believed existed.

	“You’re a ghost.”

	The stranger nodded. “Guess you’re a sight smarter ‘n you look.”

	Ross shrugged, waiting to see what the spirit would do.

	The stranger remained where he was, silent. Then, after a short time, he asked, “You a drinker?”

	“A what?”

	“A drinker. You know, do you drink?”

	“Alcohol?”

	The ghost nodded.

	“No.” Ross didn’t bother hiding his disgust. “I won’t pollute my body with alcohol.”

	“Really?”

	Ross nodded.

	“Shame.” The ghost held up his hands and grinned at him. “Can’t win ‘em all, right?”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Figured as much.” The words had no sooner left the dead man’s mouth than he launched across the tile floor, smashing into Ross’ chest and knocking him backward. Ross’ behind hit the sink’s countertop, and as he struggled to regain his balance, the stranger struck him again in the chest. Ross sagged, struggling for breath, but the stranger was there, hoisting him up with hands so cold they stung his flesh.

	“What?” The word was little more than a gasp as the ghost lifted him off of the floor, smiled, and smashed Ross’ head into the mirror. It shattered, and Ross screamed. He could feel cuts on the top of his head, the blood spilling instantly.

	“Sorry.” The dead man’s chuckles filled the confines of the bathroom. “Can’t remember my own strength half the time. Anyway, let’s try this again.”

	Ross’s startled scream was cut short as his face was driven into the broken mirror. Blood exploded from multiple lacerations and filled his eyes. The dead man hummed and slammed Ross’ head into the shattered mirror several more times. As something cold crept into his chest, Ross heard the ghost’s voice.

	“Shoulda said you like drinkin’, dummy.”

	Ross’ response was smothered by blood.


Chapter 2: Visitation

	 

	Dan Tate looked at his children and smiled. They grinned back at him, Emily wiping a bit of whipped cream from her upper lip. Jessica sat a few booths away, facing Dan and scowling.

	He did his best to ignore her. Their conversations had been frigid, at best, since Emily had chosen to spend the night with him several weeks earlier.

	Dan pushed those thoughts away and concentrated on his children. They only had a few more minutes left together, and he wanted to make the most of it. He sipped his coffee and smiled. “Christmas is around the corner.”

	Both of the children straightened up. Neither of them believed in Santa Claus anymore, but they certainly believed in presents. Dan’s smile broadened. “You need to each come up with a list for me, okay? Let’s say five things each. I don’t know how much I’ll be able to get for you, but I want a variety, okay?”

	“Yeah.” Aaron grinned. “I know what I want. An iTunes gift card. Doesn’t matter how much, Dad.”

	“That’s it?”

	“Yup.”

	Dan looked at Emily. “What about you?”

	She blushed and looked down at her flatware, pushing them around on the tabletop. “Um. I don’t know. Make-up?”

	Dan blinked. “Is that okay with your mom?”

	Emily’s blush deepened, and an angry expression flitted across her normally serene features. “I’m thirteen, Dad.”

	“True. How about this, you tell me something small you want, and then I’ll get you a gift card to a make-up store you like. That way it’ll be even between you and your brother. Sound good?”

	She nodded.

	Behind them, Jessica stood up.

	“Looks like it’s time to go, guys.” Dan kept his tone as even and as pleasant as possible. He got out of the booth with his children and hugged them both. What had once been an awkward, frightening act was easier, if not completely free of tension. He was still afraid that he would harm them, that they were still the infinitely fragile babies his parental memories claimed they were. They still are delicate, even if they’re older, he reminded himself. It was a lesson Dr. Lee was helping him to learn.

	“Okay. Be good. Get your homework done. And listen to your mom. Don’t give her a hard time.” He fixed a long look at Emily, who nodded along with her brother. “Remember, as long as it’s okay with your mom, you can stop by whenever you want.”

	Jessica’s expression was cold, the smile on her face false. It reminded him of the disturbing smile painted onto a toy clown’s face. As the children waved goodbye to him, she ushered them out. He watched them go, then he sat back down to finish his half-forgotten breakfast.

	The door to the diner opened, and Dan glanced up, a grin spreading across his face as Diane Wright walked in. She waved and smiled, removing the long black coat she wore as she moved toward him. Folding it over her arm, she slid into the bench seat recently occupied by his children and gave him a wink.

	“So, do you come here often?” She laughed as she asked the question, and Dan laughed as well.

	“Only to see the most important people.” His response brought a blush to her cheeks, and she sat back. The waitress came over, cleared away the kids’ dishes, and asked Diane if she wanted coffee.

	“Please. Just the coffee, though.”

	The waitress nodded and left, returning a moment later with a fresh mug and a pot of steaming coffee. After the drink was poured and Dan’s mug topped off, the woman left and Diane grinned at him.

	“I thought I saw you sitting in here when I drove past. I saw your kids, too, and I didn’t want to impose.”

	“Thanks.” Dan sipped his coffee. “My ex was in here, too.”

	“She still doesn’t trust you alone with the kids?” There was disgust in Diane’s voice.

	“No. Not yet. She’s still mad about Emily coming to stay with me.”

	Diane shook her head. “Anyway, what are you up to?”

	“I’m going back to the cemetery after I see what books you have for me.”

	She smiled. “I have a couple. What are you working on at the cemetery?”

	“I’m replacing some baseboard in the classroom, then I’ll be out trimming back some of the underbrush along the north side.” He looked down into his coffee mug, staring at the liquid for a moment. “I’d like to start working on a plaque for the paupers’ graves. It’s kind of depressing, knowing all those people are buried there without any sort of remembrance.”

	“It is.”

	He smiled. “You’re closing tonight?”

	“Yes. Which reminds me, Ell was in last night. Evidently, he wants to speak with you and feels that I’m your secretary.” The mild disdain in her voice took Dan by surprise. “I’m sorry. He’s a nice enough man, but he’s terribly distracted. I swear he was a squirrel in a past life. He never stops moving. Or talking. Not good for this librarian.”

	Dan chuckled. “He is a little odd. I’ll stop by later today.”

	“I was wondering, Mr. Tate, would you care to get a late dinner with me?”

	His stomach clenched, and his heart sped up. “What time?”

	“Nine. There’s a new restaurant in Manchester I’d like to try. Think you’re up for a little culinary adventure?”

	Dan mentally calculated the time he would have from his necessary dinner around six, and the time they would actually be fed their meal. “Yes. I think I’m up for it.”

	“Good.” She reached across the table and took his hand, running a finger over his knuckles. “Do you want to meet me at the library so we can leave right when I get out?”

	“Yes. That sounds perfect.”

	He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed the back of it while sirens sounded in the distance.


Chapter 3: Stoicism

	 

	Detective Evan Coffin of the New Hampshire State Police didn’t talk about Trooper Andrea Harlan’s murder. Or the subsequent killing of the man who had shot her dead.

	At least, not to other members of the State Police.

	He had passed the competency exam to return to active duty, and no one asked him how he was doing. They knew. They were cops. Losing a friend was difficult. Losing a friend who was his partner half of the time was horrific.

	He parked the car and stepped out of it, glancing around at the cordon set up by several troopers. The forensics team was on its way, but before they began processing it, Evan would take a quick look at the victim and the scene.

	There hasn’t been a death in Anger for the past three weeks. Nothing natural, supernatural, or homicidal. No suicides, no accidents. Nothing.

	Until today.

	A trooper greeted him, and Evan nodded to the man. “What’s the situation?”

	“Downstairs neighbor complained the sink and toilet were backed up. Landlord went into the vic’s apartment to see if it was a building issue, found him, called us.”

	“Bad?”

	The trooper nodded. “Messy as hell.”

	“Great.”

	Evan went into the apartment building, only partially paying attention to his surroundings. His thoughts were on Andrea, as they so often were, and how he wished he could have done more. How he should have saved her.

	He climbed a set of stairs that seemed familiar, and then he was at the victim’s door. A trooper opened it for him, and Evan paused to put on a pair of booties over his worn black shoes. He walked in, following a thin path of Mylar that had been rolled out. The apartment was cluttered with magazines and newspapers. A few books were scattered among them. While it wasn’t officially a hoarding situation, it was close enough to make Evan nervous about evidence being lost in a landslide of garbage.

	When he reached the bathroom, he blinked and shook his head.

	The victim lay naked on the floor, his body resting half-curled in a pool of coagulating blood. His head and face were a bloody mess, with curls of skin hanging from the bone. A glance at the mirror, shattered, broken, and bloodied, told Evan what had happened.

	Careful of the blood and glass on the floor, Evan squatted down and looked at the corpse. Along the dead man’s neck were black marks, as though someone had gripped the victim’s neck while wearing black paint.

	That’s not paint, though, is it? Evan knew it wasn’t. Just as he knew what the coroner’s report would say when it came back. The black spots were frostbite.

	Standing again, Evan shook his head. There wouldn’t be any prints or usable trace evidence. No one would have seen anything, because there was nothing they could have seen.

	Why now? Evan wondered. Why here? What was it about this man? I need to talk with Dan. Eli, too. Hell, are there other ghosts in the cemetery who might know?

	These questions occupied his attention as he followed the Mylar path out of the apartment and into the hallway. Movement off to his left caught his eye, and he looked up. A chill raced through him, and he clenched his teeth.

	The apartment building was familiar to him. He had seen it before, and he knew who lived there. A cold, bitter sensation stole over him as he saw another tenant walking up the back stairs.

	Janet Ladd, her head bent down as she talked on the phone and a bag of groceries cradled in the crook of an arm, complained as she climbed the stairs, oblivious to the hatred burning within Evan’s heart.


Chapter 4: Furious

	 

	She slammed the bag of groceries onto the counter. “Beverly!”

	The ghost appeared a moment later, her face contorted with anger. “What do you want?”

	“Where is he?” Janet demanded.

	“Who?”

	Janet clenched her fists, trying to get control of herself. “Chuck.”

	“He’s here. He hasn’t left this forsaken building since you brought him back.”

	“What happened while I was gone?”

	Beverly looked at her, confused. “What do you mean? Nothing has happened.”

	“Then why is there a State Police forensics unit parked in front of the building?” Janet pulled out her chair and sat at the table. “Why is there a guard posted in the hallway on the second floor? Why did I see Detective Evan Coffin step out of our downstairs neighbor’s apartment?”

	“I don’t know.” Beverly’s voice was cold. Unflinching. “I don’t care, Janet. I don’t care about what happened, or for your attitude. I have had quite enough of your mismanagement of this situation.”

	“You need to care. I think that Chuck has done something exceptionally stupid. Worthy of Henry, even.”

	The last statement caught Beverly’s attention. She stiffened, her lips twitched, and then she nodded. “Right. Chuck, come here.”

	A minute passed before the dead man stepped into the kitchen. His face betrayed nothing as he came to a stop a few feet in. “What?”

	“Did you do something today?” Beverly asked him.

	He shrugged. “Can’t think of nothin’.”

	“That’s not the question.” Janet leaned forward. “How about this. Did you go downstairs today?”

	“Maybe.”

	Janet closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Did you kill someone in the apartment below ours today?”

	He didn’t answer.

	Janet opened her eyes and glared at him. She was about to speak when Beverly took a step toward him. The dead man cringed but remained where he was.

	“What did you do?” Beverly’s voice was low and cold.

	“I went in and beat ‘m some.”

	“Some?” Janet asked. Chuck nodded. “How much is ‘some’?”

	“He’s dead.”

	Beverly stalked across the kitchen and struck the dead man with enough force to knock him through the wall. He crept back into the kitchen a moment later, his head bent low.

	“There’s a phrase about pigs, you know.” Janet stood and ran her fingers through her hair. “It’s about not defecating where one dines, do you know it?”

	Chuck nodded.

	“What do you think you did today?” Beverly asked him.

	“Somethin’ I shouldn’t have done.”

	“Yes.” Beverly looked at Janet. “Well, this is your mess. What are you going to do?”

	Furious, Janet stepped closer to him. “Look at me.”

	He did so, licking his lips nervously.

	“I want you to understand that we have not said it is time to kill and cause chaos again. The reason for this, you idiot, is because we don’t have enough forces yet. I want to cause serious injury to Dan Tate. Hopefully, I’ll kill him. This won’t happen if he is constantly on his guard. Do you understand?”

	Chuck nodded.

	“Good.” Janet returned to her seat and sat down heavily. “I have a meeting with one of my clients a little later this afternoon. I need it to be quiet in here. There’s not going to be any more killing, Chuck, not until I give the okay. If there is, accidental or not, you are going to suffer some serious consequences. I’ve reached the end of my patience. No more chances. Am I understood?”

	“Yeah.” The surliness of his response caused her head to snap up, and she glared at him. Chuck lowered his head and, with a muted attitude, mumbled an affirmative.

	“Good. Okay. Get out of here.” The ghost exited at her command, leaving only Janet and Beverly in the room.

	“Beverly, will you hurt him if he does something stupid again? You’re the only one he’s afraid of.”

	The dead woman frowned. “How badly?”

	Janet shook her head. “I don’t know. Obviously, we don’t want him incapacitated, but it can’t be a little slap on the wrist, either. You need to hurt him. A lot. Otherwise, he’ll continue to not listen to us.”

	Beverly considered the request for a moment, then she nodded. “I will punish him accordingly.” The dead woman looked at Janet and asked, “Who is this client?”

	Janet glanced at Beverly and decided not to give a snarky response. “Marnie. One of Sharon Boire’s friends, or associates. Whatever she is. Anyway, she has a little ghost problem. I haven’t really looked into it. I’ve been there a few times, and the damned thing keeps slipping away from me. Not that I’ve really pushed it.”

	“And are you being recompensed handsomely for this work?” The disdain in the dead woman’s voice was palatable, and it brought a grin to Janet’s face.

	“Yes, I am.” Janet straightened up, smiling at Beverly. “Not too much, of course. I don’t want her to think she’s being bilked, even though she is. Before I see her this afternoon, I need to stop at the bookstore.”

	There was no reaction from Beverly.

	Why would there be? Janet asked herself. The damned woman has a hell of a poker face. She sighed and adjusted herself in the chair. “I have to pick up some books on hauntings and exorcisms.”

	“Why on earth would you need those?”

	Janet chuckled. “They’re props, Beverly. I’ll put them out so Marnie can see them. Not obvious, of course, but in places she’ll be able to spot. I want her to think that I’m working diligently on her problem.”

	“Ah.” Beverly paused a moment. “You know, Janet, I think you missed your true calling.”

	“What’s that?”

	“Acting and directing. You’re a superb liar.”

	Janet laughed, certain the compliment was meant as an insult. “Thanks, Beverly. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to get ready to see Ell.”

	As she stood up from the table, Janet glanced at the dead woman, trying to gauge the reaction on the woman’s face. There was still none, and Janet mentally shrugged.

	Oh well, she thought, leaving the kitchen for her bedroom. She’ll give him up soon enough. Especially when I threaten to kill her silent partner.

	Humming to herself, Janet considered what best to wear to entice the bookseller.


Chapter 5: An Afternoon Visitor

	 

	Dan was sipping a cup of coffee when the Jeep Cherokee pulled into the cemetery. He watched it from the doorway of the schoolhouse, sitting on the threshold and enjoying the cold November breeze coursing through the graves.

	A woman roughly his own age exited the Jeep. She carried a dark brown valise and wore a tan suit. Her light brown hair was clipped short, and her wide features were faintly colored by the sun. She saw Dan, waved, and walked toward him.

	Dan waved in return and stood up. Only a few visitors had ever approached him at the cemetery before, and, usually, it was to make sure they could do rubbings of the headstones.

	“Good afternoon.” The woman’s voice was strong and assured as she came to a stop a few feet from him.

	“Good afternoon. Can I help you?”

	“I certainly hope so. Are you Daniel Tate?”

	Dan stiffened slightly. He didn’t often hear his full name, and it was a harsh reminder that his grandmother was dead. She had been the only person to use it on a regular basis. “I am.”

	“Daniel, or do you prefer Dan?”

	“Dan, please.”

	She smiled. “Dan, I’m Letty Kenyon. I’m the executrix of Mary Kines’ estate.”

	“Oh. Do you want to come in? I don’t have any coffee or anything ready, but I’d be happy to fix you a cup. Or tea, if you prefer.”

	Letty shook her head, still smiling. “No, that’s all right. I just wanted to hand over some paperwork for you to look at and then see if we could set up a time for you to come to my office, or, if it’s easier, I could bring a notary with me.”

	Dan frowned. “A notary? What for?”

	“Dan, you’re the sole inheritor of Mary’s estate. In its entirety. The only stipulation is that you take care of her garden, and when you pass away, that it is given to the Anger Historical Society and Garden Association to maintain jointly.”

	Dan blinked and shook his head as he sat back down on the threshold.

	“Are you all right, Dan?”

	“Um, yeah. I guess.” Dan looked up at her. “Why me?”

	“I’m not at liberty to discuss anything Mary and I spoke of.” There was a note of genuine regret in her voice. “However, she thought highly of you, Dan, and I suspect she believed you needed her home more than others. When do you think you could meet with me?”

	“Now, I guess.” Dan put his mug on the floor just inside the doorway. “I finished my interior work for the day. I just need to do some yard work a little later.”

	She glanced at her watch and nodded. “I don’t have another client for a few more hours. More than enough time for us to take care of everything. And my secretary, she’s a notary, too.”

	“Great.” Dan stood up, his mind still attempting to wrap itself around the information. He paused and looked to Letty. “This isn’t a mistake, right?”

	“No mistake, Dan.” She smiled broadly. “No mistake at all.”

	“Okay.” Dan closed the door to the schoolhouse, locked it, and followed Letty Kenyon to her Jeep.

	 

	***

	 

	I need a new ghost, Janet thought. She rubbed at her temples and tried to breathe easily. It was nearing nine o’clock, and she had drunk too much wine. Her head still ached with the stupidity of Chuck. Yeah. Definitely need a new one. I may have to put him in salt soon.

	She had several catalogs spread out before her, all from the auction house, Moran and Moran. A family-run business, the company specialized in haunted items. While Janet didn’t doubt that she could go out and find a suitable ghost on her own, she didn’t want to waste the time. She wasn’t thrilled with the idea of spending money, either, but with a fresh murder committed below her apartment, and Chuck acting the fool, Janet didn’t believe she had any time to spare.

	It doesn’t matter how strong he is, she thought, rubbing at her temples in an effort to chase away the headache that was slowly building. It doesn’t matter that we used to be able to rely on him. If he doesn’t start toeing the line, he’s going to have to go.

	Opening the first catalog, she carefully turned the pages over, skimming the descriptions as they went. The pages were glossy beneath her fingers, and she smiled and shook her head. She knew the company dealt with a wide range of objects, everything from the benign to the truly horrific, but she always forgot the depth of the collections they offered.

	As she turned each page, Janet sought the small icon which, when placed at the end of a description, would tell the discerning buyer that they were looking at a truly powerful and dangerous item.

	The icon was a small skull with an old-fashioned phone beside it. To Janet, the meaning was clear: Dangerous. Inquire as to price.

	She found one below a set of pearls, and she read the description with interest.

	This fine set of exquisite natural pearls, harvested in the early 1900s, once belonged to Olivia Isidora. Olivia was a jealous woman, and her anger and jealousy imbue this beautiful piece of jewelry with a malignant power that is not for the amateur or the faint of heart.

	Janet smiled. The sight of the pearls was somehow reassuring, comforting. Without any hesitation, and despite the time, she reached out and picked up her phone. Even if no one answered at the shop, she would leave a message.

	Janet wanted the pearls, regardless of the price.


Chapter 6: Sneaking Out

	 

	Bernie Horne sat in his garage, smoking his pipe and adjusting the clamps on the chair he was trying to fix.

	This is a hell of a project, he decided, glancing at the clock. It was nearly eleven at night and he had spent the better part of the day working on the damaged piece of furniture in front of him. Who the hell sat in this? They must have tipped the scale at four hundred pounds. Maybe more. Why didn’t someone tell them that they can’t sit in an antique chair?

	He sighed and shook his head. The late Victorian era side chair had been brought to him in pieces. All the dowels had to be bored out, replaced, and the edges sanded free of the glue someone had used decades earlier after a previous break. The caning in the chair’s seat had popped and had to be cut free entirely. Bernie’s hands weren’t nearly as nimble as they used to be, but they could still weave the cane.

	Can’t even start the weave until the damned thing’s put back together. He drew on his pipe, realized the tobacco was out and grumbled as he straightened up. Bernie fished his matches out of his pocket, lit the tobacco again, and made certain the smoke was coming in a steady stream before he returned to the repairs.

	The chair, which rested on a lazy Susan on his workbench, needed polishing as well, and Bernie grunted at the dismal, overall condition of the piece. He turned the chair slowly, wiping up drops of glue that seeped out of the joints. Leaning in closer, he looked for small cracks and fractures in the wood. He ran his fingers over dents and gouges, wondering who had mistreated the chair.

	This is beyond normal wear and tear, he thought, shaking his head. Going to have to make sure they know the chair shouldn’t be sat in. Not if they want it to last. Or at least keep adults out of the damned thing.

	Bernie stood up, walked across the garage, and opened his mini-refrigerator. He removed a bottle of vodka, poured himself a small shot, and drank it before returning the bottle to the refrigerator. He whistled as he walked to the controls for the garage door.

	The lights over his workbench flickered and stayed his hand.

	Frowning, he turned back to the workbench.

	The lights flickered again, and he found himself suddenly cold. Bernie walked to the small breaker box by his bench. He flipped it open to see if any of the breakers had been thrown or looked to be halfway there.

	All looked fine.

	What the hell is going on? he thought, and then the lights went out, leaving him in darkness. Hell’s bells.

	He reached into his breast pocket and removed a small penlight. He turned it on and aimed its thin beam at the breakers. A heartbeat later, the penlight died. He smacked it against his palm several times, but to no effect.

	I just put batteries in this damned thing! Cheap foreign crap. Shouldn’t have let them talk me into buying bulk.

	Muttering to himself, Bernie tried to follow the wall toward the door into the house, but he took only a few steps before something stopped him.

	It was as though he walked into a wall of ice. The cold rebuffed him, sent him stumbling back a step. His heart skipped a beat, and his pipe fell from his mouth. A scatter of glowing embers tumbled from the bowl, and then they faded. Fear raced through him, and Bernie reached out with a tentative hand to feel what had stopped him.

	His hand was slapped away, and he let out a sharp cry of surprise.

	“Who’s there!”

	“Nobody but us ghosts.” The response was followed by a deep chuckle, one which caused Bernie’s breath to catch in his throat.

	When he found his voice again, it was small and weak.

	“I don’t have any trouble with ghosts. I didn’t do anything. What do you want?” Bernie fully believed in the dead. He had been scared several times by ghosts as a child, and he had hoped to never experience that fear again.

	“Don’t want nothin’, not really.” There was a smugness to the response that Bernie didn’t trust.

	Need to get out of here. He closed his eyes, ignored the wild thumping of his heart, and pictured the layout of his garage.

	“I mean, it ain’t much.” The ghost chuckled. “But what I want, you got it.”

	“What’s that?” Bernie took a step back, reaching his hand out and finding the wall.

	“Entertainment, and that’s what you are. You understand?”

	“No.” Bernie took another step back. Hope seeped into his heart.

	“Huh, you didn’t look like no dummy. Guess it’s true. Looks is deceivin’.”

	“They can be. Listen, I’m sorry, I don’t think I’m going to be that entertaining.” He continued to move with small, careful steps toward the garage door.

	“See, I gotta disagree. You got all these tools here. I think it’ll be loadsa fun. You ain’t got no missus. Not even a dog in the house. So, we’ll get you in a chair or somethin’, then I’ll go to work on you. Once in a while, I can get a tool goin’, you know. And I think I might be able to. Kinda in a bad mood. Got a boss ridin’ me, and I can’t do nothin’ about it. Anyway, what do you say, want to give it a shot?”

	“No. I don’t.” Bernie bumped into the door and nearly shouted with excitement. Just need to get the damned thing open now.

	“Sure, you do.” The stranger’s voice had lowered to a purr. “I know you do.”

	Bernie’s hand shook as he fumbled in the darkness for the doorknob. His fingers caressed the cold metal, and he felt joy race through him.

	A cold hand closed over his own and squeezed.

	The pain was immediate and intense, silencing the scream that begged to be released from Bernie’s throat.

	“Now,” the word was spoken in Bernie’s ear, “where do you think you’re goin’? We ain’t even started to play yet. That ain’t right.”

	Before Bernie could respond, the hand holding his squeezed, and, finally, Bernie was able to scream.

	The stranger laughed, pushing Bernie down to the floor, the cold concrete unyielding. Gasping for breath, he ignored the taunts and vulgarities streaming out of the ghost’s mouth. Bernie swung his arms wildly, desperately searching for something to grab onto to pull himself up and hopefully escape from the dead man.

	Instead, his right hand struck the side of his car hard enough to break fingers and, as he howled in pain, the ghost laughed even harder.

	Then, Bernie’s left hand found something roughly cylindrical and hard.

	The tire iron!

	His fingers wrapped around it, and he swung it where he assumed the dead man’s arms to be.

	The stranger let out a shout of surprise that was cut short, and Bernie found he could breathe again.

	Struggling to maintain his composure and sucking in great gulps of air, he rolled onto his side and pushed himself into a kneeling position. After a moment, he got to his feet and clutched the tire iron to his chest.

	Iron and salt, Bernie thought numbly. I need more iron and salt.

	With the pain of his broken fingers making itself know, he staggered out of the garage.


Chapter 7: Holt Avenue

	 

	“Everything?”

	There was awe in Eli’s voice, and Dan could only nod as he stood in the kitchen of what had been, and would always be in his mind, Mary’s house. The kitchen was tidy, the counters spotless, and the floor glowing. According to Letty Kenyon, Mary had specifically requested that any necessary repairs be taken care of prior to Dan taking possession of the home. Letty had sent in a cleaning team, having mentioned the curious amount of salt found scattered throughout the house.

	Eli stiffened and frowned a moment later.

	“There are ghosts here, somewhere.”

	Dan looked at him. “Do you know where they might be?”

	Eli shook his head. “Do you want me to find them, Dan?”

	“No. Not right now. We’ll let them come to us if they want to.” He walked to the window and looked out at Mary’s garden. The setting sun illuminated the bushes and trees, all of which were on their way toward their winter slumber.

	“What will you do with all this?” Eli called back, having wandered into the hallway.

	“I don’t know.” Then Dan smiled. “No, that’s not true. I do know.”

	Eli walked back in. “Tell me.”

	Dan nodded. “We’ll bring ghosts here. Anyone who wants to. We’ll put their items here, protected. It will be a safe place.”

	Eli’s eyes widened. “I like that idea, Dan. Some of the others will, too. Will it be only those from the cemetery?”

	Dan hesitated, then he shook his head. “No. If we ever find others who are homeless, we’ll invite them, too.”

	“I like that. Will you explore the rest of the house?”

	Dan could hear the eagerness in the dead child’s voice, and he smiled. “Yes. Would you do it with me?”

	Eli nodded excitedly, and together they left the kitchen. They explored the basement and the root cellar that they found there. Chatting with each other, they checked each room of the first floor, then made their way up to the second. A pull-down ladder in the upper hallway allowed them access to the attic, and there they found a collection of old steamer trunks and suitcases. There were odds and ends from the eight decades of Mary’s life, and Dan felt closer to her as he peered through the different items. He found a high school yearbook and photographs from when Mary had graduated from nursing school. Old toys and a collection of baby clothes were tucked into a corner, and Dan wondered where she had obtained them, and why she had done so.

	Preparations? he asked himself. Did she have plans to get married one day?

	Dan and Eli exited the attic, closing it behind them.

	“What room will you sleep in?” Eli’s question took Dan by surprise as they walked back to the first floor.

	“I don’t know yet.” They reached the first floor, and Dan turned on the hall light as the sun set.

	“Shouldn’t you decide before you go to bed tonight?”

	“No, I don’t think so.”

	“Why?”

	Dan considered how to phrase the question. “I don’t want to leave the cemetery. Not yet.”

	Eli frowned. “Why not?”

	“A few reasons. First, my children know I’m at the cemetery. Second, I’m not done with the work yet. And, finally, you and the others are there.” Dan smiled at Eli. “I enjoy your company, Eli. I would rather be at Coffin Cemetery, in my small room at the back of the schoolhouse than here. Soon enough, I will move in. But not yet.”

	Eli returned the smile. “I would rather sleep in a bed than your hammock, Dan Tate. I don’t think it looks very comfortable.”

	“You were supposed to go to sea.”

	Eli grinned at the reminder. “It doesn’t mean I would have liked a hammock.”

	“True, very true.” Dan shook his head and chuckled. They returned to the kitchen as the sun finished its descent.


Chapter 8: Rendezvous

	 

	She walked between the shelves, pointedly ignoring anyone who might be looking at her. From the shelf, she hastily took down the book, opened it, and slipped the payment into the excavated portion of the volume. She returned the book to its place, then left the library. With her head bent down against the cold wind that had cropped up, she made her way to a narrow alleyway and waited.

	Beverly arrived a few minutes later, her face bearing the stamp of meekness the woman demanded of the ghost.

	“I’ve placed the money in the book.” Her words were cold and imperious, each syllable bringing a flinch from the dead woman. “I expect to see better results, Beverly.”

	“I will tell her.”

	She pointed at the dead woman. “You need to remember, it is not only her life on the line but your existence as well. Am I understood?”

	Beverly nodded.

	“Do you think it would motivate her to understand that I am willing to kill her?”

	“No.” Beverly’s voice was faint.

	“What?”

	“No.” The repeated word was louder, more definitive.

	“What house is next on your list?”

	“She plans on confronting the man who has interrupted our plans.”

	She frowned at the dead woman. “Which man is this?”

	“Someone named Dan Tate.”

	“Will she be able to handle him?”

	Beverly nodded.

	Lies, Beverly, the woman thought. Lies. I risk enough as it is. Do not allow this Janet to ruin what I am building.

	“Beverly, I refuse to be discovered supplying this woman with money. If I find the slightest inkling of detection by either her or this Dan Tate, she’ll die. Am I understood?”

	Again, the dead woman nodded.

	“Go then, and tell her not to fail me.”

	Beverly bowed and vanished.

	For several minutes, the woman stood in the cold November night and considered her options. Janet Ladd is becoming more of a problem than an effective tool. I need as many houses as possible if I am to exact my revenge. Too much time has been lost. If Dan Tate becomes a significant problem, he may need to die as well.

	She straightened up and looked to the skies. Above her, in the crisp air, she could see the stars standing out clearly.

	I will destroy them all, Beverly, whether you remember your family or not. I will destroy them all.

	She removed her gloves from her coat, pulled them on, and adjusted the scarf around her neck. The walk home would be short and cold. Refusing to obsess over past failures, she walked quickly toward warmth and the solitude of home.

	 

	***

	 

	Janet was halfway through a chilled bottle of Riesling wine when her phone rang. Frowning, she picked up the phone when she saw it was Sharon. She took a deep breath, faked a smile, and answered.

	“Janet, I’m so glad I reached you!”

	I’m thrilled. Ugh. “What’s going on, Sharon, is everything all right?”

	“No, I think someone’s following me.”

	“What?” This is definitely out of the ordinary for Sharon. Has she been drinking?

	“Yes, a few times today, I looked in the rearview, and I thought I saw someone in a dark blue sedan following. Then, when I looked outside to see how the new lamppost looked, I saw the same car.”

	Janet frowned. “Describe it to me.”

	Sharon did so.

	“Nothing to worry about,” Janet lied. “That’s a new Uber vehicle. If you get a look at the back windshield, you’ll see the little sign.”

	The relief in Sharon’s voice was thick. “Oh, thank you! I was so worried! I can go to sleep now. You know, I was about to ask Mike to go out there and talk to the person.”

	“No, that shouldn’t be necessary. Just have a glass of wine and go to bed. Listen, I may need your help at Marnie’s tomorrow. Think you can do it?”

	“Of course!”

	Janet winced and pulled the phone away from her ear for a moment. “Great. I’ll give you a call a little later in the morning, okay?”

	They said their goodbyes, and Janet ended the call.

	“What was that about?”

	Beverly’s question caused Janet to jump in her seat and swear. “What the hell!”

	The dead woman walked into the kitchen and stood in front of the sink, facing Janet, her arms folded over her chest.

	“It was a serious question. What is going on?” The expression on the dead woman’s face was different, as though someone had put fear into her.

	Who could do that to you, I wonder? Your silent partner? The enigmatic Ell?

	“Sharon Boire thought she was being followed.”

	“You lied to her.”

	Janet chuckled and nodded before she took another sip of her wine.

	“Why?”

	“Because she wouldn’t deal well knowing the police were following her. I recognized one of the vehicles from when they were investigating the death downstairs.”

	Beverly raised an eyebrow.

	“Yes, the State Police. More than likely, it’s Detective Evan Coffin. You can thank Chuck for that. If he hadn’t killed our damned neighbor, the detective probably would have forgotten all about us.

	“Do you really think so?” Beverly’s tone said that she didn’t believe it at all.

	“I do. If Chuck had bothered to kill someone else on the edge of town, or in one of the little stores right off the highway, yeah, the police would be interested. But the dummy managed to kill someone directly below us, which reminded the detective that I existed.”

	“And because of that reminder, he is still looking at your associates. Is he still considering that imbecile, Sharon Boire?”

	“Yup, far as I know.” Janet refilled her glass.

	“Is it a problem?” There was a strangeness to the way the question was asked, and it drew Janet’s attention immediately to the dead woman’s face.

	“No.” Janet set the bottle down. “If it was, I would take care of it.”

	“You’re certain?”

	“Of course, I’m certain! I’m not about to put my financial happiness at risk for some idiotic middle-class housewife with delusions of grandeur.” Janet glared at Beverly. “I have a significant amount of money I would like to put away, and I haven’t even reached the halfway point. Coddling that fool costs nothing, and it keeps her happy. If she’s happy, then the Detective won’t see anything amiss.”

	“What if he does?”

	Janet wanted to hurl a piece of iron through Beverly and then drop the dead woman’s object into the disposal and run it till it blew out the entire plumbing system.

	“If he does, then he can be sued. Something the police will not allow. They are very image-conscious, especially when there’s no evidence of wrongdoing.” Janet stood up, walked to the refrigerator, and removed a tray of sliced cheese. From the cabinet, she took down a box of crackers. She ignored Beverly and prepared a snack.

	“I want a house taken.”

	Janet stiffened and turned to face the dead woman. “What?”

	“You heard me, Janet. Of all the many things you are, deaf is not one of them.”

	Janet sneered. “What house?”

	“Any house. How about the woman, Marnie, who was here this afternoon?”

	Janet considered the question, then she shrugged. “Sure. Why though? It’s going to draw attention when we don’t want it.”

	“Place Chuck at the opposite end of town. Tell him to run wild. This will create the necessary distraction you need.”

	“Run wild?” Janet asked. “Killing people?”

	“No, just hurting and scaring them will do. So long as he isn’t seen. Now, I assume that you have other ghosts of which I am not aware?”

	With a sigh, she answered the question. “Yeah. I do.”

	“Then,” Beverly continued, “attack the house and seize it. I want to know you still have the ability to perform a simple task.”

	Janet looked at the dead woman for a moment, then she nodded. “Fine. I’ll set it up in the next few days, but I’ll tell Chuck where to go later on. Right now, I’m going to watch a rerun of Fantasy Island and finish my wine. I really want you to leave me the hell alone while I do that.”

	Without waiting for the dead woman’s response, Janet gathered up her snack and left the room, pointedly ignoring the angry look on Beverly’s face.


Chapter 9: Therapy

	 

	“Are you feeling okay, Dan?”

	He glanced up at Dr. Lee, forced a smile, then shook his head. “No. I’m sorry. I haven’t been sleeping well. Not for the past week.”

	She frowned at him. “This is probably something you could have told me during our last session, Dan.”

	“I know. I was just hoping it would go away. That’s all.”

	“And it didn’t.”

	He sighed. “It did not.”

	“Why aren’t you sleeping well?” She lifted her notepad and looked at him with an expression that was equal parts concern and gentle rebuke.

	“I’ve been having nightmares.”

	“About something that happened?”

	Dan hesitated before he nodded.

	“When did it happen, Dan?”

	He cleared his throat. “Um. I was five, I think. Maybe six. It was pretty close to when my mom left.”

	Dr. Lee nodded and waited for him to continue. Dan took a deep breath and did so.

	 

	***

	 

	He could hear her screaming in the kitchen, hurling pots against the walls. Dan snuck down the stairs, out the front door, and then crawled along the side of the house toward the backyard. He knew if he made it to the shed, she wouldn’t look for him.

	She never looked for him outside.

	His mother didn’t like the outside.

	When Dan reached the corner of the house, he paused. He had been caught before, trying to get by the back door without being noticed. There were scars on his thighs from the punishment she had doled out.

	He shivered, more from the November cold than any fear of his mother. Dan knew what she was capable of; he was only upset that he had forgotten his blanket. He had meant to bring it with him. The shed was cold.

	The slam of a door told him his mother had gone into the bathroom, which meant she wouldn’t be able to see into the backyard.

	He scrambled to his feet and sprinted across the grass and the dead leaves to the shed. When he reached it, Dan stopped, horrified.

	There was a new lock on the door.

	He blinked, unsure of what to do, then without any further hesitation, he ran to the back of the shed. His body shook as he hunkered down in a shadow and tried to understand why there was a lock on the door.

	A vague memory of his parents arguing returned to him. His mother had complained that she kept finding the shed doors open. When they were open during the day, she had to go outside to close them. She didn’t know if someone was going in or if the shed was just garbage. But she wanted a lock, so she wouldn’t have to go outside anymore.

	If there was a lock, only his father would have the key.

	I need a new place to hide. A warm place. It’s cold.

	He wrapped his arms around his chest and squeezed, trying to keep the chill away. It didn’t work.

	Nervous about sneaking back inside, Dan peered around the corner, trying to decide what to do. His mother would catch him if he went back in. He knew it. She would be looking for him soon. She would need something to hit, and her favorite thing to punch was Dan.

	He heard a rustling in the bushes beyond the tree line, and his eyes sought out the source of the sound. Dan didn’t see anything. Not even a bird or a squirrel. But the bush rustled again. He squinted and tried to see if there was something hiding behind the few remaining leaves. Nothing greeted his eye.

	Beyond the bush was a small pine tree, its boughs spread low and hanging only a few inches above the ground. Beneath it, he could see pine needles and a few leaves. It looked comfortable under the tree, and he crept out of his hiding spot behind the shed.

	In a moment, he was beneath the tree, and he hesitated before he pulled leaves and pine needles over him. They were surprisingly warm and comfortable, the more he piled upon himself. Soon, Dan had a blanket of them over his small body, and he felt safe with his back against the tree’s trunk. He was able to see some of the yard on either side of the shed, and the back door to his house.

	If his mother came out to look for him, he would know.

	Dan didn’t know what time it was, but his father wouldn’t be home until after dark. Probably later. Which meant Dan would need to try and get inside before nighttime.

	He didn’t want to be out after dark. It would be too cold, and his grandmother told him to stay inside on cold nights.

	Dan smiled at the thought of his grandmother and closed his eyes to rest for a few minutes.

	“Hey.”

	Dan’s eyes snapped open, and he looked around without moving, his heart thumping in his chest. The sun was in a different position, and he couldn’t hear his mother rampaging in the house. He blinked several times and wondered if he had really heard the word.

	“Hey.”

	Dan stiffened. Whoever was speaking was somewhere behind him. Dan listened for the crunch of leaves.

	Maybe they don’t see me. Maybe they’re talking to someone else.

	“I know you’re there. Come on out. I’m bored. Don’t you want to play?”

	The voice was that of a little boy, and it made Dan shake. There was something wrong with the boy. Dan could feel it. The other child’s voice was off, just a little. There was a strangeness to it that made Dan’s skin crawl. There was something terrible about the boy, and Dan didn’t want to look. If I don’t, he’ll make me. I know he will.

	It was a horrible certainty, one Dan couldn’t deny. He would have no say, the strangeness in the voice would compel him.

	Repressing a whimper, he forced himself to sit up and to brush off the leaves and pine needles that didn’t fall. Clenching his teeth together, Dan turned around and sought out the speaker.

	At first, his eyes didn’t see anyone. Not even a hint of a person. Then, as his eyes peered into the shadows of the taller, older trees a short distance away, he thought he saw someone.

	A moment later, his eyes registered the shape of a boy a little taller than himself. A little thinner, perhaps, though not by much. The boy waved at Dan, and Dan uncertainly waved back.

	“Come on.” The boy gestured for Dan to come closer, but he shook his head. “Please, I want to play.”

	Choking back tears, Dan got to his feet and pushed his way out between the branches.

	The boy was dressed in jeans and a red and black checkered flannel shirt. He wore dirty canvas sneakers, and his dark black hair was wet and plastered to his head, as though he had been caught in a rainstorm.

	But his clothes are dry. Why is his head wet? Dan took another step closer to the other boy and then stopped, his eyes widening as the boy came out of the shadow completely.

	The top of the boy’s head wasn’t just wet; a good chunk of it was missing. He smiled at Dan, and when he spoke again, it was in a whisper. “I want to play, but Dad’s mad. If he catches me, he said he’s going to take me into the woodshed. He’s tired of me running off when there are chores to be done. I’m supposed to cut the wood today.”

	Dan stared at the child. “What happened to your head?”

	The boy frowned and reached up. His fingers probed the edge of the wound, then they dipped into his skull. The boy’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth, letting out a scream of terror.

	Dan bolted.

	He turned on his heels and nearly crashed into a tree as he sprinted out of the woods. Branches slapped him in the face and caught at his clothes, but he didn’t care. Behind him, the child’s screams rose in volume and intensity, and they were still chasing Dan as he raced across the backyard. He went barreling into the house, and into his mother, who shoved him back.

	From the backyard, the screams continued, and for the first time, she seemed to notice them. She kicked the door closed, and Dan could see the fear on her face.

	“What did you see!”

	Dan told her, the words rushing and tumbling out of his mouth.

	His mother punched him in the nose, silencing him. Her voice was shaky when she spoke again. “Get to your room and clean up. Stay there ‘til your good for nothing father gets home.”

	Dan ran for the safety of his bedroom, leaving his mother in the kitchen, and the boy screaming in the woods behind the house.

	 

	***

	 

	“That’s the nightmare?”

	Dan nodded and wiped his eyes with a tissue. “I think it happened.”

	Dr. Lee frowned. “What, your mother punching you in the nose?”

	He chuckled. “I know that happened, Dr. Lee. It was a pretty common occurrence. No, I mean the boy missing the top of his head.”

	“Are you saying you think you saw a ghost when you were almost six years old?”

	Dan heard the caution in her voice and remembered she might not believe in ghosts. Not in the way he did. He hesitated and chose his words with care. “I think, Dr. Lee, that I may have believed it when I was five or six years old. Enough, so I’m dreaming about it now if that makes any sense.”

	“It makes a great deal of sense.” She smiled at him. “Are you seeing ghosts now, Dan?”

	“No, no need to worry about that. I’m not seeing any ghosts right now.” He sighed and shook his head. “You know, I remember being afraid to go out to the shed for a while.”

	“I don’t doubt that at all. You suffered a great deal of abuse from your mother. I suspect the child you imagined in the woods was your psyche attempting to cope with
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