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  Prologue


JANET turned off the television and strained her ears, listening to the silence. Had she heard something, or was it just her mind playing tricks on her? She sat still, her arm outstretched, and finger poised over the red power button on the remote control. Cocking her head, she tilted her ear upward ever so slightly as if doing so would improve her hearing. Just when she’d convinced herself it was nothing, the sound happened again—a low thump directly overhead. 
“Frank? Is that you?” she called into the still air, knowing there was no way her husband was upstairs. Frank lay sleeping in his hospital bed on the first floor, just yards away from her. She had checked on him a few minutes ago. He had been ill for months now and couldn’t get out of bed on his own to use the bathroom, let alone climb the stairs.
Silence answered her, as she expected it would. Janet’s arm began to ache, so she lowered the remote control into her lap without turning the television back on. Something was wrong. She could feel it. Then she heard the noise again followed by a slow creak.
Her stomach dropped. She swallowed hard and chewed on the inside of her cheek. Maybe she had left the window open upstairs, and she was hearing the wind, but it was a hot, windless night, and that wasn’t the noise wind made. Maybe an animal had gotten into her house. The Armstrongs next door had just had a problem with fruit rats in the attic.
She put the remote control on the coffee table and stood in the cramped living room. Her purse sat in the maroon velvet chair next to the sofa. She rifled through it and pulled out a can of pepper spray. Holding the spray, she took a deep breath and started toward the stairs.
The creaking sound happened again. Scree. Long and slow, it dragged through the air.
She jumped. Her heart rose into her throat. “It’s nothing,” she said to herself as she walked to the back hallway. Before going upstairs, she peeked into the room where Frank slept. He was painfully thin now, bones poking out at his shoulders. The skin across his face was pulled tight over his cheekbones. He lay with his face turned away from her, his mouth slightly open. She wished she could wake him and tell him she had heard a noise. Then he could go upstairs and take care of it. Those days were gone. She would have to take care of these things herself now. Eventually, he wouldn’t be here at all. The thought made her heart ache.
Scree.
She looked toward the staircase. How she wished she had left the hall light on upstairs. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she held the pepper spray out in front of her. “Hello?” She climbed the stairs cautiously, her hands trembling. “Is somebody up here?”
No one answered.
When she got to the top of the stairs, she flipped on the hall switch, flooding the area in cold white light.
Scree.
The bathroom door stood open, swaying on its squeaky hinges. When she reached into the bathroom to turn on the light, her heart hammered in her chest as she imagined a hand reaching out and grabbing her arm.
Nothing happened.
The light over the sink flickered on. She looked behind the shower curtain.
No one.
She looked up to see the window next to the toilet open just a crack. Had she done that? She didn’t remember opening it, but she had been so out of it recently that she couldn’t say for sure she hadn’t. She hurried over and pushed the window closed, making sure to lock it. She would check the other rooms in the house just to make sure, but she had found the source of her terrifying noise. She would oil the hinges in the morning. She knew Frank had some kind of spray oil he used for that kind of thing somewhere in the garage.
She took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders back, trying desperately to release the tension in her muscles. She walked through the bathroom past the mirror hanging over the sink. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of a dark shadow in the mirror. It clouded the edge of her vision, but when she turned her head to look directly into the mirror, it was gone. Her own reflection stared back at her. Her face was round with plump cheeks that sagged slightly. Her gray hair was growing in, leaving an ashy strip close to her scalp. She’d have to get to the hairdresser and have it touched up to chestnut brown again. She leaned into the mirror to get a closer look at herself. Her complexion was sallow, and the new wrinkles in her forehead and between her eyebrows betrayed how much she worried these days.
An image flickered in the mirror over her own reflection. A slim man with a long narrow face stared at her, his mouth open in a scream.
For a moment, she felt disoriented. She nearly fell, but the cool plaster wall stopped her. When she looked at the mirror again, she only saw her own haggard expression. She blinked a few times. She was so tired that her mind was playing tricks on her. She would go to bed early tonight. She promised herself that.
With the window locked firmly, she investigated the other rooms in the house. They were all empty as they should have been. She went down the stairs, still holding the pepper spray in her hand, but now it hung casually at her side. When she got to the bottom of the stairs, she looked in on Frank again. She was just about to step away from the door when he turned his head and looked at her with wide-open eyes.
“You’re awake.” She stepped into the room.
His chest rose and fell rapidly as if he were out of breath. She hurried to his bedside. “Are you okay?”
“I’m sorry.” His voice was a rasp. “I didn’t know what I was doing. I didn’t mean to...” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry, Janet. You have to forgive me.”
She looked at his worried face, and her heart melted. She reached out and touched his gaunt cheek. “I don’t know what you’re apologizing for, Frank, but whatever it is, it’s okay.”
He took in a wheezing breath. “No, it’s not. It will never be okay again.”
“What do you mean?”
His breathing slowed, and he got a faraway look in his eyes.
“Frank!” She gripped his shoulder.
His head lolled to the side, and his jaw went slack. Drool spilled over his lips onto his pajama shirt.
Panicked, Janet called an ambulance.






  
  Chapter One


CHERYL squeezed her eyes closed in an attempt to shut out the outside world, but she still couldn’t shut out the music pumping through her mind. The incessant disco beat seemed to crowd her thoughts at the most inconvenient times. Her head pounded. She opened her eyes to see Adam and their new client, Janet, staring at her. They both looked concerned. 
“Are you okay?” Adam asked. He walked over to her and put his hand on her arm as if steadying her.
She shook her head. “I just have a bit of a headache.” She looked at Adam, hoping he would understand. She didn’t want to tell a new client that a ghost had been harassing her with an annoying disco beat, and she’d been unable to concentrate on anything for what felt like weeks now. “I’m sorry.” She looked at Janet, who had a friendly, round face. “Continue with your story.”
Janet cleared her throat and twisted around, glancing behind her as if checking to make sure no one else was listening. “It’s hard to explain. To tell the truth, I feel like I’m a little batty.” She looked at the floor before making eye contact with Cheryl again. “I’ve been seeing strange things around the house, but I can’t really explain what they are because they always happen on the periphery of my vision. Maybe I’m imagining things. I’m not sure.” She tucked a strand of dark brown hair behind her ear. “The bathroom mirror has really been freaking me out recently. I keep covering it up, but when I go in there, the sheet I put over it is gone.”
“Why have you been covering the bathroom mirror?” Adam asked. He had let go of Cheryl’s arm now and stood next to her with his hands casually in the pockets of his khaki pants.
“I think I saw something in it. I’m not sure. Every time it happens so fast that...” She shifted on her feet. “Do you know how they used to put frames of disturbing images into scary movies? Rumor has it they did that with The Exorcist back when it first aired. That’s why people were so terrified. Women fainted, and people had to get up and leave the theater. It was because they had inserted single frames of much more disturbing images than what you were seeing on screen into the movie. Your conscious mind doesn’t pick up on it, but your subconscious does.” She paused for a moment as if giving them time to digest what she had just said. “Well, that’s kind of what has been happening to me, except it’s not a movie; it’s my real life. Every time I look in the mirror, I see flashes of something that isn’t my reflection.”
“What else are you seeing in the mirror?” Cheryl asked.
Janet pursed her lips and thought for a moment. “I’m not sure because it happens so quickly, but I think it’s a man. He’s scared, or he’s trapped. I don’t really know, but I do know that it terrifies me.”
The music in Cheryl’s head began to fade, and she was grateful for the relief. She couldn’t have her client’s story drowned out. Maybe now she would be able to sense something if there was actually paranormal activity in the house. She took a deep breath and looked around the crowded living room. It was packed full of dark wood furniture carved with intricate designs. Some of the pieces were quite nice, like the dark wood hutch that sat against the wall next to the front door. She liked the detailed carvings of flowers and vines trailing along its edges. There was too much furniture in the house for her taste, though. “Are all of these antiques?” she asked, trailing her hand along the top of a solid-looking dresser.
“Yes.” Janet smiled. “I just love old furniture. I can’t stop buying it.”
“Do you remember if the activity you describe happening in the house started after you bought an antique?” Cheryl asked.
Janet shook her head. “I haven’t bought anything since Frank’s been ill. Honestly, I don’t have the extra money, and”—she gestured around the room with open palms—“I don’t think I could fit anything else into this house. I should probably try to sell some of it.” She let out an uncomfortable laugh. “My husband would love that. Too bad...” Her words trailed off.
Adam took a step toward her and reached out a tentative hand before pulling it back as if realizing he shouldn’t be trying to physically comfort a stranger. “I’m so sorry about your husband’s illness. Did this strange activity in the house start when he got sick?”
She thought for a moment. “Yes, I think so. It started about the time he started hospice care.”
Adam nodded knowingly. “It’s times like these when you are emotionally vulnerable, or you have chaos in your life, that you are most susceptible to being haunted.” Adam looked at Cheryl, who had begun to wander around the room, looking at the various pieces of furniture. “Are you picking anything up?”
The way he asked the question made Cheryl laugh inside. Sometimes it was like she was an antenna searching for a certain radio frequency. She shook her head. “Are you?”
“Not yet.” He turned his gaze back to Janet. “That doesn’t necessarily mean there’s nothing here. Sometimes it takes a few visits before any spirits will show themselves to us.”
It all seemed so strange. When Cheryl ran away to Florida, she never imagined this would be how things would end up. She didn’t really even believe in ghosts, let alone think she would be communicating with them and dating someone who could see into parallel worlds. Life had become so strange.
Janet’s face flushed, and she turned her head to look behind her again. Cheryl wondered what she was checking. “I have been tired recently. Maybe this is all in my head.” Her voice broke, and she raised her hand to her mouth.
“That’s not what we’re saying,” Cheryl said. “Everything you’re experiencing could be real. We just haven’t seen it yet. That takes time, and we’ve only been in this room. Why don’t we go upstairs to the bathroom and take a look at that mirror that’s been giving you problems?”
Janet nodded her head, but her shoulders slumped. “Follow me.” She turned and walked toward the hall behind her.
The thumping of the music in Cheryl’s head stayed at an acceptable volume. It was quiet enough to be annoying but not so loud that it prevented her from working. She wished it would go away, but it had been relentless all day. She followed Janet through the living room to the back corridor with Adam close behind her. The staircase was off a small, dark hallway. To the left, the door to another room was open just a crack, and Cheryl caught sight of the hospital bed where Janet’s husband lay resting. She could only see a sliver of the room—the top corner of the hospital bed and a bit of the spotted skin on his bald head. She fought the urge to reach her hand out and push the door open.
Noticing Cheryl looking into the room, Janet said, “He gave me a scare the other night, but it turned out to be nothing. He’s up and down a lot these days, but mostly down.”
Cheryl remained stopped in front of the door, looking into the room. “Have you noticed anything strange in his room?” She wanted so badly to go inside.
Janet started to speak, but changed her mind. Then she shook her head. “Do you need to look inside?” Before Cheryl could answer, she walked over and pushed the door all the way open. “How is he doing?” she asked the nurse who sat on the sofa at the far side of the room, reading a paperback novel.
The woman wore navy blue scrubs. She looked up from her book, her face stern. “He’s been sleeping.” She glanced at Cheryl and then at Adam before returning her gaze to her book.
Cheryl looked over at the thin man lying in bed, snoring. His light blue pajamas were draped across his skeletal frame. A thin, mint-colored blanket was pulled up to his shoulders. As she looked at him, she saw something behind him. A man so tall his head nearly touched the ceiling with long arms and a narrow face flickered into view for only a second before disappearing completely. Cheryl reached out and grabbed Adam’s arm. “Did you see that?”
The nurse looked up from her book.
Janet looked at the nurse, her face tense. “Sorry to bother you, we were just checking in on Frank.” She rushed Adam and Cheryl from the room.
“But I saw something in there. We need to check it out,” Cheryl said as she was shoved through the door.
“What did you see?” the nurse called from her place on the sofa.
“Nothing,” Janet replied over her shoulder as she rushed them from the room. She pulled the door closed and then leaned into Cheryl and Adam and whispered, “I haven’t told anyone. I would much rather you didn’t talk about this in front of the nurse or Frank.”
Cheryl wrinkled her face. “I need to talk to as many people as possible to make sure we know what’s going on. I saw something in that room. They both spend a lot of time in that room, so they might’ve experienced something too.”
Janet shook her head emphatically. “I realize I might be losing my mind. I don’t want anyone else to know. Frank is going through enough right now. He doesn’t need the burden of worrying about what his crazy wife is doing.” She spoke in a loud whisper. Determined, she walked past them to the stairs.
“If you really want us to help you, we need access to everything.” Adam knew just as well as Cheryl that limiting who they talked to or what rooms they could investigate might make this case impossible to wrap up. Cheryl wondered if he was thinking what she was thinking. They might not even be able to help Janet.
“Follow me. I’ll show you the bathroom.” She started up the steps without looking behind her to make sure they were following her.
The music in Cheryl’s head began to rise again. The thump-thump in her brain made her head ache. The music grew as if someone had turned up the volume to full. Cheryl stopped on the stairs and put her hand to her head. She closed her eyes again. When she opened them, Adam had stopped next to her and was looking at her. Janet was still walking up the stairs.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Adam asked.
This time, Cheryl shook her head. “The music is so loud I can’t even think straight. I think I might need to wait in the car. I’m starting to feel a bit sick.”
“Janet,” Adam called up the stairs.
Janet stopped suddenly and turned around.
“Cheryl’s not feeling well and needs to wait in the car. I’m going to take her out there, and then I’ll come back in to see the bathroom.” He didn’t wait for Janet to answer before taking Cheryl by the arm and leading her down the stairs.
“I’m sorry,” Cheryl called to Janet.
Janet’s face softened. “You don’t have to sit in the hot car. You can wait in my living room.”
Cheryl didn’t want to wait in the cramped living room. She needed privacy in case she had another vision of the dance floor. The last thing she wanted was for them to come back downstairs and find her dancing in the living room. “That’s okay. I’d rather wait outside.” If her head wasn’t hurting so much and the music wasn’t playing so loudly, she might’ve tried to sneak another glance into the room where Janet’s husband lay sick. But she wasn’t feeling well enough for that, so she hurried past the door and walked with Adam outside.
“Are you sure you’ll be okay out here?” he asked as he handed her the car keys.
“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Her voice was weak, but that was all she could manage. “Just a few minutes alone in the car should help a lot.” How she wished that were true. The problem was that no matter how much time passed, she didn’t seem to be able to escape this. She needed to figure out what this ghost wanted so she could have her life back, but it was challenging when the ghost refused to talk to her. She’d have to make a better effort to communicate with him because she couldn’t live with this music in her head forever.

    
  “There it is.” Janet nodded to the closed bathroom door. “I like to keep the door closed. It freaks me out a bit.”
“Do you mind?” Adam motioned to the door.
“That’s why we’re here.” She took a step back.
He turned the knob slowly, feeling a bit of trepidation himself. The door swung open to reveal a perfectly ordinary bathroom. A white sheet covered the mirror over the sink. He stepped inside. Humidity hung in the air, and the bathroom had a damp, earthy smell. Adam looked around, hoping to feel something, but nothing in the room made his senses tingle. “You usually see something in the mirror?” He pointed at the ghostly white sheet.
Janet nodded. She still hadn’t entered the room, but she cautiously stepped near the doorway. “Yes, that’s where I saw it. He shows up quickly, just for a split second. Long enough to scare me but not quite long enough to really register what he looks like.”
Adam wondered if it was the same ghost Cheryl had seen in Frank’s room. He wished she could be up here with him. He tugged the sheet, and it slid off the mirror and puddled into the sink. His reflection stared back at him. He stepped close to the mirror and leaned in, hoping to see the phenomenon Janet described. “How often do you see him?”
“I don’t know. I’ve seen him a few times.” She looked at Adam, and he noticed she refused to look at the reflection in the mirror. If she did, would she see something he couldn’t?
“Does it happen right away, or do you have to be looking at your reflection for a long time?”
Janet laughed. “Do I look like someone who would be looking at my reflection for a long time?”
Adam shrugged. “I’m just trying to find out what you see and when you see it.” He looked back at his reflection and waited.
Janet remained in the doorway with her hands gripping the doorjamb.
“Where are you?” he whispered at his reflection.
Nothing happened.
Adam picked up the sheet and covered the mirror again. “I’m going to set up some cameras around the house to see if they pick up anything unusual.”
Janet crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s fine, but you can’t set anything up in Frank’s room. I don’t want the nurses to think I’m spying on them.”
Adam grimaced. “Since that’s the room where Cheryl saw the ghost, it would be most useful for me to set the camera up in there.” He really did want to help her, but she was making this difficult. “Can’t you tell the nurses what’s going on or make up something else as an excuse?”
She shook her head. “I’d rather not.”
Aware of Cheryl waiting in the car, he decided not to argue with her about this point. “Okay. I’ll get the cameras, then.”
After all the equipment was set up, Adam got back into the car to find Cheryl sitting in the passenger seat with her head in her hands. “Is the music still going?”
She nodded but didn’t bother to look up at him.
“Is there anything I can do?”
She uncovered her face and looked at him with frustration in her eyes. “Find out what this ghost wants from me.”
“I wish I could.” He started the car.
Her phone lit up in her lap. She ignored the call. “I wish they would stop bothering me.” She put the phone in her purse and dropped it to the floor.
“Who?”
“Debt collectors, who else?” She frowned. “I didn’t have the money yesterday, so what makes them think I’m going to have it today or even tomorrow. I still don’t have it.” She shook her head as she spoke.
“I can help you out. If you need to borrow some money, I have some put away.” He had made this offer before and already knew what she would say.
“Borrowing money from you is still borrowing money. That’s what got me into this mess. I have to find a way out of it myself.”
“But if you borrow it from me, you won’t have to pay interest on it.” Jules, Adam’s sister, wouldn’t approve of him even offering to help Cheryl pay off her debts. She always told him that loaning money to a girlfriend would be a terrible mistake. He’d made this mistake before and never saw a dime back, but with Cheryl, things were different. They were business partners, and he had a feeling their relationship would last a very long time. He would gladly settle her debts to help her live a better life.
She closed her eyes and leaned back in the seat. “My head hurts too much right now to think about money.”
“Okay, but you don’t have to suffer. I just want you to know the option is out there.”
She opened her eyes and turned her head to look at him. “I know you’re trying to help me out, and I appreciate that, but I have to learn how to stand on my own two feet.” She parted her lips like she was about to say something, but then pressed them together without speaking.
“What?”
“I’ve spent most of my life feeling like I can’t get anything right. I’m the kind of person who keeps messing up again and again.” She sighed. “I got myself into this mess, and I want to get myself out.”
“But it isn’t all your fault. What about the part Mark played in all of this?”
“He didn’t make the decision to start a whole new life on a credit card.”
“No, but he put you into the position to have to make that decision.”
She chewed on her bottom lip and stared at him like she was thinking about something. “I guess you’re right. I still want to find a way out of this myself, though.”
Adam dropped her off at her apartment. He sat in his car and watched her walk into her building. Anyone watching would’ve mistaken the bounce in her step for a sign of joy, but Adam knew she was walking in time to the beat that had been tormenting her for too long now. He hoped one of them would be able to figure out how to stop the music in her head before it drove her insane.






  
  Chapter Two


EVEN though the music was driving her insane, the disco beat infected every move she made. Cheryl couldn’t help but bounce a bit as she walked up the stairs to her apartment. She was due to start a shift on the psychic hotline soon, but hoped to get some rest first. If only this music would leave her alone. She was disappointed to see him standing on the landing. He wore black bell-bottom jeans and a black shirt with a sheen only unnatural fabrics have. His mahogany skin glistened with sweat, and his Afro was a bit uneven on one side. He stared down at her with a forlorn expression. Cheryl shook her head at him as she approached. 
“What do you want from me?” she said aloud, not caring if the neighbors could hear her standing in the hall talking to herself. “You’re ruining me with your music. I can’t even think straight.” She pointed her finger at him.
He looked at her, perplexed, but didn’t say a word.
Cheryl stopped on the top step, leaving only inches between them. “Why won’t you talk to me? It would be so much easier if you did. Just tell me what you want, and I’ll help you.” Her voice quivered. Tears of frustration pricked her eyes. “I can’t keep this up. You’re driving me insane.” She let out a small, sarcastic laugh. “Okay, maybe I already am insane, but you’re only making it worse.”
He didn’t react to anything she said.
“Stop looking at me like you don’t approve.” She jabbed her index finger at him, and he vanished. Unfortunately, the music didn’t.
Her neighbor, Mr. Duncan, stuck his head outside his apartment door and scowled. “I don’t care how early it is. You still shouldn’t play your music that loud.”
Cheryl opened her mouth to tell him that she wasn’t playing any music, but before she could say anything, he slammed his door shut again. She walked up to her apartment door and fumbled in her purse for her keys. Once she unlocked it, she pushed the door open and was not greeted like usual by her feline companion, Beau. Her apartment door led into a disco. She was familiar with the scene by now. She had watched it play out again and again. Hopefully, this time, her disco ghost would listen to her and show her something she could do to help him.
Dancers filled the floor in bell-bottom pants and polyester shirts. They sweated as they swung their hips and bounced to the beat. Cheryl looked over the crowd and saw her ghost bopping his head as he walked across the dance floor. He stopped to talk to a woman with long dark hair and tight gold pants. She laughed, showing her perfect, white teeth as she threw her head back. They danced together for a moment. He put his hands on her hips and swayed back and forth.
Cheryl caught sight of a short, pale man with dark brown hair and a mustache like a broom, watching them from the other side of the dance floor with a look of disgust on his face. Then he stormed out the front door. She wondered who he was. Should she follow him? No, she was there to see her ghost, the ghost in black.
When the song ended, the ghost in black whispered something in his dance partner’s ear before continuing his journey across the dance floor. He weaved between the dancers to the other side of the room, disappearing down a hallway. Cheryl hurried after him. When she reached the hallway, three doors confronted her. She had no idea which one he’d gone through. Then she heard the sound of metal scraping against metal, and she turned to see a column of smoke snaking around the dance floor. People screamed and ran. Others fell to the floor when the smoke coiled around them, taking the life from them. Chaos ensued. So many people ran and screamed that Cheryl couldn’t keep track of who was around her. She needed to get to her ghost, the man in black, but the scene seemed so real that it was difficult to push through the crowd. Then she spotted him. The ghost she’d been following moved through the crowd in the opposite direction from everyone else. He swam against the crush of the
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