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Editor’s Note

THE LANGUAGE USED IN this book may offend some readers. My goal is to use all the tools at an author’s disposal and all the tools in my author’s toolkit to create as exacting a sensory experience for the reader and to be as accurate and authentic to my story as possible. Sometimes that means language or situations which may offend some are used to create such discerning sensory images.

I have worked hard to make this story the best that it can be, but I am human. Please be forgiving if you happen upon typos or other errors, and please,  call them to my attention to help make my writing better in the future.

Characters, events, places, and things described or depicted in this work are fictitious. Any similarity to actual persons, events, places, or things is purely coincidental.

This is a diverse global anthology with contributing authors from all several countries. Authors from abroad may use European spellings, while North American authors may use American English. They are not misspellings, but simple differences found when you bring together a varied mixture of voices.
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Every year WordCrafter Press does an anthology, putting out a call for submissions through the annual WordCrafter Short Fiction Contest. Last year, WordCrafter Press put out an anthology containing invitational stories in addition to the selected contest entries to create a more well-rounded anthology for Visions. The result was an eclectic collection of stories with a wide variation of genre and theme, and a wonderful and diverse group of authors. So, I thought we’d try to do it again.

Midnight Roost is a cross of stories from the 2023 contest and those acquired by invitation. It leans toward the dark side of things in genre and theme, making for an unusual mixture of weird and creepy stories to be proud of. This year’s contest winner was Isabel Grey with her occult tale about a house that calls back its own, “Red Door House”. In addition, we have stories authored by twenty talented authors and twenty-three stories that make for an interesting mash-up. Some are kind of creepy and may keep you up at night, others are just weird, making you ponder them long after the story has ended. 

Zack Ellafy brings us a night of terror in “House on the Plains”. We have ethereal tales by Chris Barili (“Shaken”), Christa Planko (“The Easterville Glass Ghost”), Paul Kane (“White Lady”), Robbie Cheadle (“The Behemoth’s Rage”), and Denise Aparo (“The Pines”). Also, creepy alien visitations by Julie Jones (“Night of Terror”) and Robert Kostanczuk (“A Visitor Comes to the Window”). And “She Shed Galleria”, by C.R. Johansson offers an eerie tale of an artist whose paintings are forever.

Joseph Carrabis offers up “The Beach”, in which a man gets a surprise when he returns to the scene of his crime; a dark fairytale where a young girl’s foolishness brings down a witch’s curse upon her betrothed in “Blood Magic”; and an unusual tale of possession in “Binky”. And “Teddy”, by Keith J. Hoskins will give you a new perspective on stuffed toys. There’s a creepy twist on social media in “Take Two”, by Rebecca M. Senese. Patty Fletcher shares a vampire tale in “Casualties of War”. Marjorie Mallon creates a world where no one is safe in “The Cull”. In Michaele Jordan’s “Afterward”, forces from another realm reach out to uncover truths which lay buried. Mario Acevedo’s “Immediate Intervention” will make you ponder the value of life. In Isabel Grey’s “Rabbits Can’t See Pink Firework”, misunderstood gender identity turns disastrous. And my own story, “Melina”, about a trapped mermaid who must save herself.

So, turn on all the lights and get comfortable. Snuggle in and let your mind wander through the Midnight Roost.
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Zack Ellafy

––––––––
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THE DAY WAS ALREADY getting late, and Madison hadn’t left yet. She wanted to reach the new house before dark, but it looked like that wasn’t going to happen. Madison looked down at Snickers. The little dog was high-strung, and had been worked up for a while, absorbing Madison’s anxiety over her divorce from Dylan, and her ultimate decision to leave. Madison felt pangs of guilt. Her family already hated that she was choosing a slower life, in a really cheap house in a small town where she could see the stars brighter than in the city, but despite her own doubts, it sounded right to her. They didn’t know everything.

The only thing that made Madison anxious was driving in. The country roads were pitch black. A few months ago, after looking at the house, the way back across the plains was utter blackness on all sides, except for passing cars and a few small cities and gas stations along the way. It made her feel as if she was in a one-person submarine with nothing protecting her from the crushing darkness, or what it held, except for the headlights of her car. Madison looked at the time and hoped that if she hurried, she’d be there before the darkness really took hold. The sun was already heading down. It would take a couple of hours to get there, and her car and small UHAUL were already packed. 

It was the small things she still had to do, like dropping the keys to the apartment in the landlord’s office, leaving the forwarding address, getting everything for Snickers for a comfortable car ride. With a small yelp, Snickers asked for a decision. 

“Okay, Okay. We’ll go. I’ll put my big girl pants on,” Madison said. Snickers’ tail wagged. Madison looked at the keys still on the counter in the kitchen and closed a chapter of her life she’d prefer never to remember. Or so she hoped. 

“Don’t worry baby, once we get to the house, I’ll set up your bed and you can...” A loud pop interrupted her, followed by her car jiggling back and forth. Before Madison could even think, the tire popped, and the metal rim of the car scraped horribly on the asphalt. Madison could see orange sparks from her passenger window. It was dark enough that the sparks lit up the dark and rolling plains beyond the fences. Madison put both feet on the brakes, feeling the car come to a stop and the scraping stop. It wasn’t until then that Madison noticed Snickers was barking her head off. 

“I know. I’m sorry. I know. Dammit. I can’t believe this,” Madison said. Madison got out of the car and walked to the side where the sparks had been, confirming there was only a bare rim left. Madison looked behind her car and could see scrapes on the road and pieces of rubber bits. She had kept the headlights on, but otherwise the road and the fences were all she could see, along with some of the grass covering the drainage ditches. Madison looked closer at the rim. Luckily, her dad had taught her how to put on a tire. Madison let out a sigh and went to the back of her car. 

Opening the trunk agitated Snickers again. I love that dog but sometimes some quiet would be nice. Madison grabbed the spare tire and the automatic jack her father had given her for Christmas a couple of years ago. At the time, she had seen the gift as a burden of expectations and self-doubt, but now it brought comfort. Madison set up the jack on the undercarriage of the car and hit the button so it could go up slowly. Madison looked out against the sea of darkness as the hum from the jack rang in her ears. I wish I could just go to bed. I wish I could just get a handle on all that’s been going on. I wish...

The alarm from the jack sounded, saying it was ready. Madison looked down and could see the car was now up at an angle. Snickers looked perplexed, but was still sitting relatively quietly in the back of the car. 

Madison grabbed the wrench that came with the jack kit and began undoing the screws. She hadn’t realized how cold it was until she was trying to take off metal bolts with the lug wrench, and her bare hands to remove the remains of what was left. Madison wiggled the dead tire free. It hit the ground with a loud clang that no one else was around to hear. Madison put on the new tire and screwed the bolts back on. 

The entire event wasn’t that bad, but the cold and the stress of the moving day combined to make Madison cranky. As Madison hit the button on the jack to bring the car down, she set the old rim leaned up against her leg. Watching the car come down, thinking of what cuss words to say to let out some steam, her anger turned to sharp concern. In a piece of rubber still left on the tire, there were a handful of tiny nails set close together. 

Madison looked around and tried to see if there were any more nails or debris around. She thought about going back a mile or two and checking it out. But it was just nails. The only time she had ever had tire trouble before was also on account of a nail, but only one, not this many. She looked at Snickers in the car and heard the alarm from the jack, indicating the car was back on the ground. Madison looked forward and back, weighing her options - go back and look or just get to their new home? Madison opened the trunk to her car and threw the jack, the tire, and everything inside. She would rearrange at home. She decided she was tired of not being in her bed. 

When Madison pulled up to the darkened house, its silhouette outlined by a far hidden streetlight and the moon, she felt so much relief. 

After successfully turning on the power and heat, and a restless night’s sleep, Madison walked into the house’s one bathroom. She took the dog out, made coffee, and drank a cup, and now she was ready for a hot shower. I can do everything I have to do. No one’s going to bother me in the shower. Even the police will have to knock when you are in the bathroom. 

She was shocked when, pulled the shower curtain back and found a thin layer of dead bugs along the inside of the tub. Moths, ants, earwigs. She didn’t want to know what else. Madison walked into her kitchen and grabbed a trash bag and dustpan and began sweeping the husks into the bag. After clearing out the bugs, she turned on the shower and waited for the water to wash away the carnage. 

While waiting, she sat on her toilet and looked out the one window in the bathroom. From where she sat, all she could see were clouds and the branches of a tree. As she waited, listening to the water, something cracked outside the window, causing her to pause and listen. She heard leaves rustling. Was someone outside? Why would someone be out there? Could it be Dylan? Madison’s mind raced with questions. 

Madison did the breathing techniques she had learned from years dealing with her stress and anxiety. You picked this house and spot because it is in the middle of the plains and almost no one is around. This town has like five hundred people, Madison thought. After calming herself down, she was still frazzled and shaking. She headed for the shower, but when her hand hit the cold water, she let out a curse. 

“I guess I’m going back down to the basement,” Madison said, turning to Snickers, now lying in wait in the hall, outside the bathroom door. Snickers just replied with a wag of her tail. 

Madison checked the water heater, finding the pilot light had gone out. After what felt like an hour of throwing things around the house searching for serviceable tools and parts, she headed into town to search the hardware and grocery stores. Leaving Snickers at home, Madison drove into town via the main road... Main Street. There was a grocery store, a hardware store, two banks, a coffee shop, and a one screen theater. Catty-corner to the main four-way stop in the middle of town, there was a more formal looking building through a small park and the trees. It was similar to what she had seen in other small towns. Getting closer, she read the sign indicating it was Town Hall, the police building, and the jail all wrapped into one. 

She was on a mission today, but someday she would have to check out some of the real historical buildings around town. The sight of the faded marble columns standing and used out here in the plains for decades gave Madison her first jolt of real comfort since her arrival last night. I think I got this.   

Madison went into the small grocery store and grabbed all the items on her list, and went to the checkout counter. There was an older gentleman behind the counter talking up a lady who had already paid; after much chatter, finally it was Madison’s turn. Before she could add the second item from her cart on the counter, the cashier started asking questions.

“Howdy. Welcome to the City Grocery. My name’s Jeff. May I ask your name? And are you the new lady who bought up the old Hellen’s place?” Jeff asked. I will have to get used to the small-town friendliness around here, Madison thought to herself.

“I don’t know who had it before. One of my family members assisted me with the purchase, but yes. I just came into town yesterday. My name is Madison,” she said.

“I think you are in their old place. Well, welcome. What made you decide to come to our town?” Jeff asked.

“I just needed somewhere new and quiet, away from drama. I saw this was a place out of the way and the houses were cheap. Oh, sorry - I hope I didn’t offend you.”

“Oh, no ma’am. We like it that way. You married? Husband didn’t come in with you?”

“No. No husband. Recently divorced, but nope,” Madison said. 

“Really? I don’t want to alarm you, ma’am, but why is there someone sitting in your car?” Jeff asked.

“What?” Madison said as her head turned towards the large windows at the front of the store. There wasn’t a perfect line of sight to her car, so she slowly inched back for a better view. A chill ran up Madison’s spine - she could make out someone sitting in the backseat. His back was turned, but she thought she could make out some sort of hat on his head. It can’t be him, she thought. I covered all my tracks. No one except my family knows I’m even here.

“Call the police. I don’t know who that is,” Madison said. Jeff sauntered up and looked out. 

“You want me to go out and sort this out?” Jeff asked. Madison looked at her car and grabbed her keys out of her bag. 

“Maybe. Let’s see what happens when I do this,” Madison said as she opened the trunk of her car with her key fob. The man jumped and waited for a beat. After waiting, Madison saw his head looking around, and she could see some kind of mask. The figure darted out the opposite door of the car, away from the store. 

“I’ll call the police. Sorry, ma’am. Things like that usually don’t happen around here,” Jeff said. 

“Thank you, Jeff, and if you don’t mind, I’ll just stay in here until the police get here,” Madison said. Jeff gave Madison a nod and walked towards the back and towards some way to contact the police. Madison stood in place, realizing she was now shaking.

A surreal time after giving her statement, the local police helped her load her groceries, and she drove home. The police were kind enough to give her an escort in their patrol cars and do a quick look around her property. After they left, Madison was so happy to walk in the door and see Snickers. She let the bags loaded in her arms drop to the floor. Snickers came running and gave a lick of Madison’s hand, then went nose first straight into the bags. 

“Snickers! If I had the energy, I would be mad,” Madison said. 

Madison grabbed the items from the store, putting them in their place, and went about cleaning the bathroom. She grabbed a bar of soap and opened it, noting there was already a crack in the new bar. She felt something crawling across her hands. In revulsion, Madison looked down at her hand and saw a spider. At first, she thought it was a bug shell she had missed, but quickly she realized this one was alive. She threw the bar of soap and flung the spider off her hand, attempting to wash it down the drain. The spider crawled quickly to a tiny hole in the corner where the tub met the grout and tiling and crawled into the wall.  

“I can’t believe this! I’m not a mean person, but if you are still around, I’m still taking a shower! If you drown, you drown,” Madison said. After the last of the cleaning, she took a shower (a quick one) and fell into bed. She looked at the clock. It was seven o’clock, close enough to bedtime. She felt Snickers curl up behind her legs and she closed her eyes. It wasn’t long before she was asleep. 

Snickers was in the same spot when she awoke the next morning, and it was morning, even though it was still dark. She looked at her phone. One in the morning. Before the fog of sleep lifted further, Madison heard a scratching sound. She looked toward the bedroom window with bleary eyes. Of course, she had turned off most of the lights when she had gone to bed. Now it was pitch black, but she could still make out the white curtains over her bedroom windows. Madison walked slowly and gently to the window. Putting her hand between the curtains, she pulled one aside.  

“Meow,” came faintly from a cat perched on the outside window ledge. Madison was shocked to see an animal on the ledge, and it surprised her that the cat didn’t run away. Madison looked at the fur, realizing it was the same one she’d seen the other night when she moved in. 

“What are you up to, kitty?” Madison asked. The cat didn’t reply, and turned slightly, looking away from the house. Should I go out and get the cat and bring it inside? Madison thought. Madison fumbled around, still getting used to where the light switches were, and turned on the light. The cat bounded off the windowsill.

“Huh, I wonder what his problem is?” Madison asked aloud. 

Suddenly awake, she went down to the kitchen. Walking down the hall, she heard a loud bang. Madison froze. After a couple minutes of waiting, she was just about to write it off when louder bangs started coming from the front door, fast and furious now. Snickers was going crazy barking, and it was hard for her to think. Madison ran quietly into the front room to look out the window at the porch and her heart sank. Ice chilled her veins and her heart started pumping frantically. 

“Oh, god no. Oh, please no. Not him,” Madison said. She could see it was the same man, in the same outfit earlier from the store. This time, the mask was off. It was what she suspected - it was Dylan, her ex-husband. The one she had been trying to push out her mind every day. I thought this was far enough away from him. How did he know? 

The frame of the door was pulling away from the wall and the door was buckling against his repeated onslaughts. He’s going to be in soon. Madison wanted to tell Snickers to be quiet, but she knew the dog never would. Maybe I can use that to my advantage. 

She looked toward the kitchen, remembering the shopping bags, which contained a new set of kitchen knives. Madison looked one last time and moved away from the window. As she moved through the house, the banging echoed through her head, but she knew the noise would cover her. 

Madison walked into the kitchen as Snickers braced himself in the hallway, barking towards the front. The bags were right beside the refrigerator. She ran over, and as soon as she grabbed the closest bag next to her, the banging stopped. Madison heard shuffling and then again, it went silent. She peered into the bag. No knives—it was the wrong one.

“Damn it,” Madison said under her breath, lowering the bag down next to her foot. She reached for the next bag. C’mon, I need a break here. Snickers had stopped barking, but he was still afraid to go any further back. Madison peered into the bag. The plastic wrapped knives were there, in the bottom of the bag. As Madison’s hand went into the bag to grab the knives, a voice came from the back door. 

“Hey baby. Man, you were hard to find,” Dylan said. 

Madison grabbed the knives and unwrapped them as quickly as she could. “The point was not to be found, Dylan. We’re divorced. Go do something else,” she said with her heart pounding in her chest. The plastic fell to the floor, and she grabbed the biggest knife in the set. 

“I missed you. Besides, I never wanted to get divorced. Why’d you buy this piece of crap? It’s in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by nothing. I hate places like this,” Dylan said.

“You answered your own question. I wanted to go somewhere I could finally be happy and away from you,” Madison said. She moved towards the back of the kitchen with the knife raised. Busting through the door, Dylan walked up the stairs and could see the straightaway to the kitchen. He dashed inside. Snicker drew back and bit Dylan on the ankle. 

“Ow! Stupid dog!” Dylan said. Dylan turned towards the dog and reared back his leg to kick the dog. 

Madison saw her chance, and running up, she pushed him from behind. 

Dylan cursed as he fell. Trying to get up quick, his weight took him to the wall by the steps leading outside and to the basement. Madison took the opportunity to run down and shove him again, this time down the small steps and landing. 

“I’m not going to take you back. How do you feel about that? Huh?” Dylan was yelling into the old brown carpeting. Madison could only make out the ends of his feet sticking out at the top of the mini-stairs. She could also tell that the screen was now busted and the door to the outside was open. 

“C’mere baby,” Madison said, grabbing Snickers. She ran into the bedroom, slamming the door. She didn’t feel good about it, but she tossed the dog on the bed and pushed the dresser in front of the door. It wasn’t full yet. It contained only the stuff she had unpacked and was able to put there in a day, but she figured it was better than nothing. Madison looked out the window. Maybe I can crawl through? The sound of Dylan pounding on the bedroom door broke that thought.

“Listen, I forgive you. We can sell this place and we can go stay with my folks for a while and they can figure out what to do with you,” Dylan said. 

Her heart sank. Dylan’s parents had never liked her and from Madison’s guess, didn’t like anyone taking away “their little boy”. He could do no wrong. No evidence of his violent streak was sufficient.

“It’s over. I’m going to call the police. Get out of here, Dylan!” Madison yelled, hugging Snickers tight. The banging stopped. Madison waited. 

“Dylan. I’m going to call the police if you are there or not, but if you are gone, I... ” Madison was interrupted by something crashing through the bedroom door. Madison moved out of the way and started down the side hallway. She looked back just in time to see Dylan stumble through the bedroom door. He was shouting something about this being it and the last time. 

Madison ignored it and ran towards the open back door. Once in the doorway, she set the dog down, pushing him away with a hand on his butt, and said, “Snickers, you must go. I’ll find you. Go!” I’ll find her no matter what. I hope she doesn’t go far. 

Madison turned back with the knife in her raised hand. She could see movement out of the corner of her eye. She had never been mean or violent, herself, (despite good reasons to be), but this time she vowed she was going to stab the shit out of him. 

She pushed with all her might, feeling the knife go into and through the meat of Dylan’s abdomen. A sound came out of Dylan as he looked down with shock in his eyes. 

She struck out once more. Dylan didn’t say anything. Madison didn’t know why, but after the second strike, this time more towards the center of his upper body, she wanted him to see the knife going in. Dylan started moving backwards inside the house now with his hands going around the handle of the knife. 

“I can’t believe you. You are going to regret this. I’m going to kill you for this,” Dylan said. 

Madison moved away, but Dylan grabbed her wrist, yanking her further inside the house. She twisted and pulled the knife out of Dylan’s center. With the knife in her hand, she cut at the hand he was using to hold her wrist. He screamed. 

“I can’t believe you are doing this, Dylan. You weren’t man enough for a lot of things, but you could have been free, you could have found someone else. I was never going to be the obedient housewife you wanted,” Madison said. Blood was now dripping from Dylan’s mouth. He smiled a horrible smile filled with blood. 

“No one rejects me, especially not you. You know that,” Dylan said. 

Madison chuckled. “You’re an idiot, Dylan. You can’t make people’s decisions for them. You can’t make them love you. Sadder even, you are blind to all of it,” Madison said, as Dylan reached towards his back pocket. 

“Dylan. I’m serious now. Enough of all of this, just leave. The next time I use this,” she said, pausing, “I’ll use it until the end.”

“You wouldn’t dare. But I know one thing. You won’t be able...” Dylan pulled out a small handgun. 

Madison knew it was now or never. She threw the knife at Dylan and the handle bounced off his face. Dylan shot blindly, pulling up as he shot. She dove towards the floor, frantically looking around the blood-soaked floor. Blood was everywhere on her as well. The sight infuriated her. I never thought I would die mad. She crawled away, but then she heard a click behind her.

“Sorry Wifey-poo. End of the line. I’ll burn this place to the...” Dylan stopped. 

Madison heard it, too. It sounded like an animal, screaming and mad. A sudden black shape flew through the air from outside, latching onto Dylan’s face. The gun went off three times before Dylan dropped it, trying to pry the creature off his head. She threw her arms up to protect her head as bullets pinged off the walls in the enclosed space.

It was the cat from her window. It was going crazy on Dylan’s face, but now she could see bits of orange among the black. Dylan was frantic, screaming and propelling himself backwards, towards the stairs, dropping quickly from Madison’s view. Aloud banging going down, down, followed, ending with a thud. 

Madison listened, but there was nothing else. All that insanity and intensity and now... silence. She moved slowly towards the ledge of the stairs. It was dark, but she could make out a large outline of a body. It wasn’t moving. Madison took a deep breath. 

“Dylan? Dylan?” Madison asked. No answer. Madison walked slowly down the stairs, trembling with fear. When she reached the bottom, she fumbled around to find the light switch. 

Once the lights were on, she could see Dylan lying face up. One of his legs was lying funny, but his neck was at a 90-degree angle. Dylan was gone for good. 

Madison walked slowly down the stairs, one cautious step at a time, holding her breath so as not to make a sound. Her first instinct was to look for that cat. That cat saved her... then she remembered Snickers. Madison walked outside, yelling for Snickers. Shaky with panic, her yelling escalated to screaming. Snickers appeared, bounding from the forest around the house. Madison barely noticed.

Grabbing Snickers up in her arms, Madison went back inside to her phone and called the police. Later, after the body had been removed, she learned that Dylan had bought a tracker and had snuck over to where she had been living with a friend one night, placing it deep inside the middle of her car. It was early in the divorce proceedings and Madison, at that point, hadn’t thought to keep that close an eye out. He watched where she had gone for months now, from the comfort of his home. The police found stores and other people's addresses she had visited written in a notebook. There were even follow up messages, what she ordered, bought, who she saw. 

Dylan had hatched his plan when she had purchased the new house. The police said this nightmare had been months in the making. The hits just kept coming, and that took a while to get over. Madison decided to not have what had just happened and the past take away something else she had always wanted. 

Madison spent the next months while she healed fixing up the house in ways she had wanted; she figured the event with Dylan was the best excuse possible to replace the doors and windows he had broken. She had her supplies shipped by Amazon, since she couldn’t quite bring herself to go back into town; the fear of leaving the safety of the house was too overwhelming. Months later, after getting up the gumption to ride into town, she got in and out of the only hardware store in town without incident. Next up was the grocery store. 

“You can do this. You know everyone is going to want to chat. Just do it and prove to yourself you still can,” Madison said to herself as she walked in. 

Despite the anxiety she felt, a group of smiles met her. The employees were careful not to pry about the incident, but instead asked about the house and how the fixing up was coming. Madison felt even better than she had expected today. Some of the older ladies insisted on taking her around, putting things into her cart and sending her invites for online requests and promises of recipes to come. While checking out, the checker, whose name was Beth, according to the lopsided and faded name tag, asked about the story. 

“What about it?” Madison asked, her heart sinking. 

“We heard that you claim a cat had come in and knocked down that man,” Beth said. 

“Yes, I couldn’t find it afterwards. Honestly, I wanted to say thank you and adopt it,” Madison said. Beth stopped bagging and looked at Madison strangely. 

“No one is supposed to tell you, but the older woman and her cat who owned the house before you, they both died. It was so sad. The woman slipped and fell, and the cat starved.” 

“Okay. Your point?” Madison asked. 

Beth grabbed Madison’s arm and led her over to a wall of faded photos, some from decades ago, in black and white. Beth led her to one photo, and standing in the photo was a woman in her younger sixties with a cat in her arms. The cat she was holding was black and orange, and there was no doubt in Madison’s mind this was the cat who had saved her. Madison squeezed Beth’s hand. 
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Shaken
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Chris Barili

––––––––
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THE CRYING STARTED at one-thirty a.m., but Misty was already wide awake. She'd been on the losing end of a staring contest with the red LED on her baby monitor, convinced she wouldn't hear little Sammy if he cried. Yet when the cries came, she not only heard, but knew they weren't from Sammy.

Beside her, Craig rolled over and groaned something about checking on their son. Misty sighed and stuffed her toes into her slippers. The empty space against their back wall tugged at her heart. Until just last night, Sammy's crib had occupied that space. Until last night, when he'd awaken like this, she'd simply picked him up and put him in bed with them.

But yesterday had been Sammy's first birthday, and Craig had moved the crib to the nursery. Misty wasn't ready to sleep separately from her baby boy. She took comfort in hearing his steady, rhythmic breathing at night, a stark contrast to the turmoil between her and Craig.

Sliding her robe over her thin shoulders and plucking her wispy golden hair out from under the collar, she tiptoed out the master bedroom’s double doors and down the hall to the nursery. She weighed just over one hundred pounds, but the centuries-old floors creaked like she was a sumo wrestler.

She could still hear the crying on the monitor in her room. But when she poked her head into the nursery, she could see Sammy's crown of golden hair resting quietly on the pillow.

“Can't you quiet him down?” Craig called.

Misty walked back to the bedroom. The cries still came over the speaker. Craig had fallen back to a restless sleep, so she switched the receiver off and returned to the nursery.

She stood, gazing at Sammy, feeling like something was wrong. The baby's cries on the monitor had chilled her somehow, like someone had opened a freezer door and the frigid air had slithered across her skin.

She shook herself, grabbed a spare blanket from Sammy's closet, and spread it on the futon nearby. Craig would flip out, but without the monitor, she couldn't leave her boy alone.

She stood for a moment, staring out Sammy's arched window into their backyard. It wasn't much, but it held a small garden, a birdbath, and a couple of iron benches. A majestic willow tree stood in the back corner, its ancient branches reaching toward the ground. It had always been there—she had an old photo of the house that showed it. It was younger then, much smaller and didn't seem as dark. Shadowed. But as long as she'd been here, the tree had always looked sad to her, as if it were mourning the loss of the other three that had been cut down as urban development encroached on the once-sprawling property. The shadows that lingered under its canopy were darker than the rest of the yard, and the old house with its gables and chimneys seemed to shy away from it all.

Sammy had liked to play under the tree's canopy, but every time he did, Misty thought the sagging lower branches looked like they were reaching for him. She never let him play there anymore.

She looked a moment longer, then moved Sammy to the futon and curled up beside him.

* * * * *
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THE NEXT MORNING, CRAIG stomped around the kitchen, making his breakfast. When Misty entered the room carrying a drowsy Sammy, Craig locked his eyes on the countertop and wouldn't look up.

“Good morning,” she attempted.

He didn't answer.

“Sammy, say good morning to daddy,” she said. Sammy buried his face in the soft terrycloth of her robe. 

It wasn't until after breakfast, as Craig laced his shoes, that he finally spoke.

“If you continue to sleep with the baby,” he said, “our marriage will suffer. We bought this house because it's large enough for us to give him his own room. So we can have some privacy. I need you as my wife, as much as he needs you as his mother.”

“I had to turn the monitor off,” she said. “Sammy wasn't crying when I checked on him, but the sounds were still coming through the speaker. How could we hear someone else's baby on our monitor?”

Craig looked up.

“Interference from someone else's monitor, probably,” he said. “But it doesn't change the fact that you need to sleep with me. That's your place: our bed.”

“But we won't hear—”

“We'll hear him!” She jumped at the unexpected snap in his voice. “He's only a few yards away. His cries sound like train whistles. Stop making excuses to not sleep with me!”

As he rose and walked to the door, she felt a tear on her cheek.

He paused there and turned to look at her. For a moment, he was the Craig she'd fallen in love with. The morning sunlight played games in his thick, golden hair and he smiled. 

“Look, I love him too,” he said. “But I love you as much. I want to be man and wife, not just mom and dad.”

“I know,” she said.

That was all she could give him.

His soft expression faded. His frown returned. He shook his head one more time, then left, slamming the tall, wooden door behind him.

*  *  *  *  *
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WHEN THE CRYING CAME over the monitor again that night, Misty sat for a moment and listened. True, it was a baby crying, the cry of hunger or discomfort or some other need. It held that razor's edge of despair that nature had designed to make parents react.

But it wasn't Sammy.

“Go take care of the baby,” Craig mumbled. “Then come back.”

“It's not Sammy,” she told him. “Listen.”

He forced himself to his elbow. He listened for a moment, then flopped back down.

“It sounds like a baby,” he said. 

Misty slipped into her robe. On the way out, she reached to switch off the monitor. Just before her finger hit the switch, though, the crying changed. The wailing choked suddenly, then rose an octave in pitch, becoming a cry of fear. Then it fluctuated, as if someone was cutting the cry itself into chunks of noise forced out between breaths.

The baby cried louder, and Craig stirred. As Misty switched off the monitor, in the split second before the speaker went dead, she heard a second voice.

An angry voice. A man's voice. 

She quickly switched the monitor back on. 

Nothing. She stood, listening for almost a full minute. When nothing happened, she switched it off again and went to Sammy's room.

The fractured, piecemeal rhythm of the child's crying had made her spine tingle, and her first instinct was to call the police. Yet she had nothing to tell them. Nothing they'd believe. Besides, she was tired, and her mind wasn't working right. She'd probably been hearing things.

Still, when she spread out on the futon that night, she held Sammy extra close.

*  *  *  *  *
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THE NEXT MORNING, CRAIG'S face was a thundercloud as he stomped around the kitchen. 

“It happened again last night,” she told him.

“What?” he asked, his back to her.

“Someone else's baby crying on our monitor. Only it was different this time.”

“And it made you sleep with him again?” he said, wheeling on her. “Sometimes I think you're trying to drive a wedge between us.”

“Craig, please,” she said. “The baby's crying changed last night. It started out normal, but then it became jerky and scared, and then it just cut off. And at the end, I thought I heard a man's voice. I think he was shaking the baby.”

“What?” Craig asked. “You heard someone else abusing their kid over our monitor?”

“I think so."

Craig paused. He seemed to think about it for a moment, scratching his chin.

“So why didn't you call the cops?” he asked.

“And tell them what? I have no idea who it could have been. No one else on the block has a baby. And I didn't recognize the voice.”

Craig shrugged. “There are always stories about someone's walkie-talkie being heard clear across the country. I suppose a monitor could do the same thing.”

“That's why I slept with Sammy,” she said. “It scared me pretty bad.”

Craig's expression went dark again.

“Everything scares you,” he said. “You need to get over it. Don't even use the monitor; just leave the doors open. He cries loud. You'll hear him.”

*  *  *  *  *
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“IT WAS THE TAYLORS,” she told him that night at dinner.

Craig looked up, his fork paused halfway to his open mouth. He sat across the table from her, his necktie undone and his sleeves rolled up.

Sammy sat in his highchair between them, babbling and playing with peas.

“Who?” Craig said.

“It was on the news tonight,” she said. “The Taylors live two blocks north of us. They have an eight-month-old who's in the hospital now. Shaken baby syndrome. That must be who I heard on the monitor.”

He lowered the fork slowly. His concrete expression changed, softened slightly. “Is the baby going to be all right?” he asked.

The understanding look he gave her lit a spark in her heart. “They don't know.”

Sammy had quieted down, as if he knew the gravity of the discussion.

“That's terrible,” Craig said. He dabbed at his lips with a napkin. “You should probably call the police. I don't know if you could be a witness, but it could be important to the case.”

“I will,” she told him. She paused and smiled at him. It felt odd to smile in the light of such news, but she felt redeemed. Craig finally believed her.

“So, will you come to bed with me tonight?” he asked. 

She considered for a moment, then nodded.

That night, just before going to bed, Misty made a show of switching off the monitor and watching the red LED light wink out. Craig smiled as she slipped between the sheets, and he kissed her lightly on the forehead. Still, her heart was troubled.

She didn't realize she'd drifted off until the crying started again. She sat straight up in bed, staring at the monitor. The red light was back on, and a baby's cries came clear as bells over the speaker.

“Why did you turn it back on?” Craig asked, rolling over to put his back toward her.

She hesitated, then said, “I didn't.”

He sat up beside her, staring at the monitor, too.

“It couldn't have just come on by itself,” he said. 

The baby's crying changed again, taking on the terrified choppiness of a desperate victim. A man's voice, filled with anger and violence, shouted words she couldn't understand between the sobs.

Misty and Craig both looked at the door at the same time. She could see straight into Sammy's room with both doors open—her son was sound asleep.

Louder and louder became both voices on the speaker until finally they peaked. Something snapped, like a twig breaking, and then both fell silent. Misty jumped out of bed and went to turn off the monitor. She paused, her finger just a hair from the switch, and listened. Ever so softly, just over the hum of the speaker itself, she could hear a third voice.

“Do you hear that?” she asked Craig.

He nodded. “It's a woman.”

Misty nodded. “She's crying.”

And as the sounds faded out, she knew she’d be sleeping on the futon again, and that Craig wouldn’t mind. 

*  *  *  *  *
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IT HAPPENED AGAIN THE next night. The crying came, muffled but recognizable, from the drawer where they had stuffed the monitor. Misty was already awake, waiting for it, but Craig sat bolt upright in bed. He seemed dazed for a moment, then went to the drawer and opened it. The speaker's red light was on, even though the cord was not plugged in.

“Impossible,” he said, dropping it back in the drawer and covering it with clothing. 

Things went exactly the way they had the previous night. The baby cried. The man yelled. Something snapped. Then the woman's voice, shuddering and wracked with sobs, was all that remained.

Her voice was different this time, though. Louder. Clearer, despite the insulation of the drawer.

“What's she saying?” Misty asked Craig. 

He didn't answer. He squinted his eyes, like he always did when he was concentrating. Then, suddenly, he pulled the speaker back out and the woman's voice rang clear through the room.

“No! Not him! He's not ours!”

A fluorescent glow from the hallway caught Misty's eye. Sammy's door stood closed, blue light seeping out from under the crack.

“What is it?” Craig asked.

“I left that open wide.”

She was running before she knew it.

She burst into Sammy's room and froze. The glow came from two wavering, ethereal figures. A woman, dressed in a long, lace-trimmed nightgown, sat on her knees on the floor by Sammy's bed. She buried her face in her hands, and repeated, over and over again, “No, not him!”

The second figure was a man, also wore a nightgown, but this one with no lace. He clenched his fists at his sides and twisted his face in rage.

He towered over Sammy, who lay sleeping in his crib.

“No!” Misty cried. Both figures glanced at her, panic on their faces. She launched herself at the man, raking her fingernails at his face.

But he was gone... 

Just as she reached him, his form shimmered and winked out, and she went sprawling. Her head whacked on the edge of Sammy's crib as she fell, and her son woke with a start. An instant later, he started to cry.

Then Craig was there, lifting her up. She brushed him aside and grasped Sammy from the crib, clutching him tight to her breast as she searched the room. The woman had disappeared, too.

When all was silent, she sat with Sammy on the futon. Craig sat beside them.

“What the hell was that?” he asked.

An answer wasn't necessary. “They were after Sammy.”

“Not they,” Craig corrected. “Just him.”

They took Sammy to bed with them, and between his restlessness and their worries, they got little sleep. 

*  *  *  *  *

[image: ]


THE NEXT MORNING, CRAIG left without even stopping for breakfast. He pecked Misty on the cheek and said he wanted to get some things done before anyone else was in the office. She stood, holding Sammy at the front door, as he drove away.

She tried to go about her normal routine like nothing had happened. Yet she couldn't relax the way she normally did when Craig left. When the phone rang an hour later, she nearly jumped out of her skin.

Craig's words came out in a rush. “Working at the newspaper has its advantages. I searched the paper's archives for our address. All the indices are computer databases now. You won't believe what I found.”

“When our house was first built, almost two centuries ago, a young couple moved in. They had a baby. A boy about Sammy's age. He disappeared one night, just up and vanished. Big, statewide search. The family said that men had broken in and taken him at gunpoint, but no ransom demand was ever made.”

Misty felt her stomach muscles tighten.

“That was almost exactly a hundred and ninety-five years ago,” Craig said. “Today's May 11th. The baby disappeared on May 13th.”

Misty gasped for air.

“Misty? Are you all right?” Craig asked.

“Come home,” was all she could manage.

“I'm on my way.”

*  *  *  *  *
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MISTY KNEW WHAT NEEDED to be done. As soon as Craig walked in the door, she handed Sammy to him.

“Need help?” he asked her.

She shook her head. “Watch Sammy. I don't want him out there.”

He nodded and kissed her forehead. 

Misty went to the backyard. She grabbed a shovel they'd left leaning against the old house, then stared at the lot.

They'd dug a great deal in the garden, so she was certain there was nothing to be found there. Massive, twisted roots of the willow made digging there nearly impossible. The benches, however, still sat in their original spots. The old photo of the yard showed that they hadn't moved in at least fifty years.

An hour later, with both benches overturned and the ground beneath them dug up, Misty stopped. Standing at the French door in the kitchen, watching her, was Sammy. His tiny hands were on the pane and his breath fogged the glass.

Behind him stood Craig, his arms crossed over his chest, expression shadowed.

She found nothing under the benches. Nor under the bird bath or near the fence. She forgot about lunch as she dug, and barely noticed when slate-gray clouds rolled in after noon. Only when raindrops chilled her skin did she stop and look at her work. She'd dug probably twenty holes, anywhere from a foot to three feet deep, and found nothing. She realized she'd barely scratched the surface. At this rate, it would take forever.

With rain matting her hair to her face, she trudged to the house. 

The smell of fresh coffee greeted her as she stepped inside. To her surprise, Craig handed her a towel and a steaming cup.

“We're doing this wrong,” he said. “We need a tractor or a steam shovel. Something to dig the whole thing up fast.”

“I'll find him,” she said. Sammy came over and leaned against her leg. She hugged him. “I will.”

“What if it's not even in our yard?” Craig suggested. “This used to be a much bigger place. It could be in a neighbor's yard, now.”

For that, she didn't have an answer.

*  *  *  *  *
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THAT NIGHT, SAMMY SLEPT with them, their door closed tight. They threw the monitors into the kitchen trash. 

It didn't do any good.

This time, the crying came through the speaker on Craig's clock radio, just as clear and frightening as it had before. They sat awake in their bed, Sammy sleeping between them. This time, the man's angry shouts drowned out the woman. The bluish-white glow crept under their door like fog as the shouting went on.

“Where is he?” bellowed the ghost. “Where's the other brat?”

Craig leapt out of bed. He seized the clock radio and yanked its cord from the wall. To Misty's terror, the ghost's voice still rang clear.

“Where's the brat?!”

Craig threw the radio against the wall. It shattered, sending fragments everywhere. The speaker rolled to a stop at his feet.

The voice still shouted through it.

Sammy sat up, trembling. His eyes were wide, and as he took a deep breath, Misty knew what was coming.

There was a pregnant moment of silence, then Sammy wailed.

As soon as his sobs left his mouth, the ghost's voice stopped. The glow in the hallway grew brighter. The voice on the speaker yelled, “I'll make that brat shut up!”

Sammy pushed away from Misty and held out his arms for his daddy. Craig's eyes went wide, and he dove into bed, wrapping Sammy in his arms as Misty threw the blankets over them.

Sammy's screaming stopped almost instantly. He lay in his father's arms, Misty pressed tight to his back, sobbing softly.

The door rattled. The voice on the speaker fell to a mutter, still full of anger and rage, but undirected.

Misty stroked Sammy's hair, hoping to quiet the last of his sobs. When she looked at the door, her heart almost stopped. The man's face, translucent and glowing, protruded halfway through the wood. Ten fingers wiggled through, five to either side of the face. Eyes completely white searched the room, and ice-cold air rolled across Misty's skin. The face in the door searched a moment longer, then disappeared.

The woman's voice rose again on the speaker, answered by the man shouting an obscenity.

Misty slipped out of bed and moved to the door.

“What are you doing?” Craig whispered.

“I don't know,” she said. “Just stay with Sammy.”

So scared she could hardly stand, Misty opened their door and tiptoed down the hall to Sammy's room. The door stood open, and the room was empty. She walked to his window and peered out into the backyard.

The ghost of the woman kneeled at the base of the old willow tree, her knees between two of the thickest exposed roots. Her hands covered her face as she sobbed. The branches of the tree seemed to reach for her.

*  *  *  *  *
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MISTY WATCHED OUT THE window as the men from the coroner's office took the tiny corpse out of the yard. The body made but a few slight bumps in the black plastic bag as the men wheeled their gurney toward the hearse waiting out front. But Misty knew what the bag concealed. Digging between the two roots was hard work, but she'd only dug about a foot when she found the first bone.

Now the work crews would cut down the tree. Getting the body out had destroyed too many roots for it to live.

The tall, pot-bellied coroner walked into the kitchen, plucking his rubber gloves from each finger. When he reached her, he stopped and removed his wire-rimmed glasses.

“Well,” he said, “I don't know how you knew it, but you were right. At least my preliminary examination indicates trauma to the skull, ribs, and spinal column. All consistent with shaken baby syndrome.”

Craig eased his arm around her from behind.

“She told you how she knew,” he said.

The coroner raised an eyebrow. “However you found out, we'll put that little one to rest with his mother soon enough. It looks like mom is buried in a cemetery across town. Dad's whereabouts are unknown.”

“If you do find the father's grave,” Misty said, “bury the boy with his mother, anyway. Please, keep them away from the dad.”

The coroner put his glasses back on and turned to leave. “I'll make sure of it.”

Misty sighed in relief. Craig gave her another squeeze and a kiss on the neck.

“Is it over?” she asked. “The father could come looking for his baby.”

Craig shook his head. “I don't think so. The baby will be with its mother soon, so its crying won't wake him anymore.”

She put her head on his chest. “I hope so.”

*  *  *  *  *
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MISTY FOLLOWED CRAIG up the stairs as he carried Sammy to the nursery. Craig gently placed Sammy in the crib, and Misty fussed with the blankets to make sure they covered him. 

She straightened, and Craig slipped his arm around her waist. Behind them, the blankets on the futon were rumpled and unkempt.

Craig kissed Misty on the cheek and started for the futon. She grabbed his wrist and pulled him toward the door. She tugged him down the hall to their bedroom.

She patted the bed.

“Are you sure?” he said. 

Misty nodded. The baby now lay with its mother, and they hadn't heard from either ghost since the body had been taken away ten days earlier. Maybe they had haunted the morgue or now the cemetery. She didn't care. They weren't here.

“This is our house now,” she said.

Craig smiled and got into bed. As she curled into his arms, though, Misty noticed his worried glance at the nursery door.

She wondered if she'd find him on the futon come morning.
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HE FOUND THE GATE. His hands remembered the twists and turns of the road and he guided his Maybach to a beach he hadn’t seen in forty years. 

Moss and ivy grew over the gate's red brick pillars, once clearly visible. They were striking in their elegantly manicured columns and granite-ball tops obscured by leaves and branches; its rusted black angels, their wings spread wide in flight—or warning. He never knew which—swung back from the road and into the overgrowth, the once firm hinges and hasps now slipping and twisted.

Birch and elm canopied the long twisting driveway, scrub pine marked its edges. Potholes blistered the once smooth pavement and roots broke through, scarring the surface. 

He guided his Maybach at a crawl to its final destination, an animal wary in unfamiliar surroundings.

He lowered the windows and turned off the AC, then sneezed as the ocean's suffocating humidity engulfed the passenger compartment like a wave overpowering a swimmer. He listened for sandpipers and gulls peeping and cawing. Only the breaking waves and susurrations of the surf.

The first time he'd come to this beach, he'd been on his bike; a tanned, tall, broad-chested college senior on a sleek performance racer, pink IZOD sweater tied around his back and sun warming his legs, nicely muscled thighs displayed in his short. The gate was, like him, firm, well-kept, and open. The road was fresh, clean asphalt. He remembered passing the mansions, waiting for someone to come out and confront him, to shame him, he didn’t belong, to tell him to go home.

Then he saw the beach. 

He saw it and caught his breath. “This is what money can buy you,” he said.

He didn’t have money.

His clothes, his bike, his education, all came from the generosity of others, hand-me-downs from unseen hands. And always in the back of his mind, the knowledge that he was  wannabe, a pet, somebody’s gamble, spare coins in the monkey’s cup, somebody’s chance to tell their cocktail friends— “Oh, we have our charities...”

Back then he smiled more often than he spoke, lest the wrong word come out at the wrong time, and everything be yanked away, given to the next gamble, someone of lesser risk and greater return.

He watched, though. Everything. And a quick study, he. 

He learned to walk the walk, and talk the talk, to spot the gamblers’ weaknesses and exploit them even as they sought to exploit him.

Now people wanted to be like him, to know him, to be his friend and to be seen with him. Forty years had changed things greatly.

His Maybach continued down the driveway. The first mansion leapt at him as he rounded a curve. He braked, closed his eyes, released his whitened knuckles from the wheel and counted ten deep breaths. A quick check of the driver's console showed his nitroglycerine pills close at hand.

The mansion showed no movement. Leaves, twigs, and brown pine needles of several New England seasons covered the Andalusian patio, the fine stonework dimpled with bird dung. Wheatgrass grew tall in the cracks. Sun-dried and rotting boards shuttered the mansion's doors and most windows. Some windows were blackened, some knocked out or broken. Ivy climbed the stone walls and held the doors, porches, and entryways in place, closed. What the ivy didn't claim was covered in graffiti.

He never met the people who lived here and remembered wanting to introduce himself, to let them know he understood this was their beach, and he would respect it. He would respect them and be respected, in turn.

The second mansion, the one that faced the beach, waited at the second curve. Forty years ago, he saw a young girl watching him from a window there and waved.

The granite gravel driveway used to sport Mercedes, Bentleys, and the occasional green on white Cressy-Dockham delivery trucks. Now animal tracks rutted its surface.

Then there it was. Just like forty years ago. The beach. 

White sand, water too blue and too warm. Obsidian rocks jutting up from the water. White marbled granite running along the last mansion's wall, and all worn smooth by oceanic forces. 

He got out of his Maybach and looked up. The sky, as before, was clear and heavy with the scents of ocean, lilies, and lilacs.

His first time here, alone, he vowed to himself and the ocean to never bring another soul, to never mar this place with someone else's breath. He made a pact, an unspoken agreement between himself and the people in the mansions; I'll come here alone. I'll never spoil your beach. It's too beautiful, and I know that's why you decided to live here. 

The next time he came, the girl watched him from the window. She'd watched him and waved and he, young and facing her to show his muscular thighs and chest, waved in return. The agreement struck; the contract made.

Nothing changed in all those years. The real-estate developer in him sighed. All of this was too good for Cape Ann, for Massachusetts' North Shore. Land this good didn't belong here. 
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