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        Sea Wolf: Canis lupus crassodon, a species of wolf that lives nowhere near Coastal Mississippi
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      The coffeepot sputtered in the background as the sounds of Simon and Garfunkel filled the main room of what had once been a busy train depot. Half a dozen spirits danced or sang along or ignored the music and everything else around them as if they were not only dead, but elsewhere. Another place, another time.

      All the regulars were present. A recently deceased grandmother who loved any and all music. Well, most music. A grumpy old man in an ill-fitting gray suit who remained silent, as he had for years. A young man, maybe twenty years old, who was constantly looking for something. Up, down, all around. Was whatever he’d lost keeping him earthbound? A fisherman; a mother who clutched a child’s toy; a ghost in rags who’d been here so long he’d begun to fade into the woodwork. Others came and went, but most didn’t stay long. Thank goodness.

      Coltrane Hart, still among the living, stood in the middle of it all. He was the last of the Harts living in Seawolf Beach, Mississippi. At one time he’d had parents, uncles, and cousins down the street or around the corner, but they’d all died or moved away for better job opportunities. He kept in touch with a couple of his cousins, but he couldn’t say they were close. They had families of their own; he kept secrets that made it hard to be honest with anyone. Even family.

      Judging by his love life it looked as if Colt would continue to be the last Hart in town. Forty-two years old, single, and living on the second floor of a two hundred year old once-abandoned train station hardly made him anyone’s dream date.

      Not that he had no social life, beyond his ghostly friends. On occasion living females flirted and made it clear they were available, and goodness knows he was no monk. His mother, God rest her soul, would be horrified by how forward some of the women were, but she wasn’t around to disapprove. She’d been gone four years now. Well, he hoped she was truly gone. He’d once believed death was the end of everything, but it wasn’t. He knew that too well.

      Now and then Colt would take the bait one of those willing women threw his way. If it seemed there was more than met the eye, if she intrigued him in a way that went beyond the physical, he’d optimistically think this time could be different. Twice in the past ten years it had been… for a while. Until they’d caught him talking to himself, carrying on one side of an often contentious conversation.

      Ghosts complicated everything.

      If he dismissed his exchanges with thin air as a normal quirk, just simply talking to himself as some people do, the once-willing women thought he was crazy. He couldn’t blame them. They didn’t catch him saying, “Don’t forget to take out the trash,” or “You should’ve known better.” No, it was more likely to be “You shouldn’t be here,” or “What will it take to get you to leave me alone?”

      If he bit the bullet and told the truth they still thought he was crazy. They didn’t believe it was possible. If they did believe him they were spooked at the idea of having a constant audience. More than once he’d heard the whispered question, “Are they here right now?”

      Usually his honest answer was yes, and that was that. Off they went, immediately or in a day or two. Sometimes it was hard to tell if the women who’d fled were frightened by this new, earth-shattering knowledge or simply didn’t want to deal with his ghostly baggage. Both made sense.

      Early on there had been times when he’d grabbed his cell phone whenever he talked to a ghost, pretending there was a living person on the other end of the conversation. A few times he’d forgotten, when he’d been caught off guard, and somehow that was worse. Eventually he’d given up that ploy. There was more than enough deception in his life without adding to the mix.

      More than a dozen years had passed since the car wreck that had brought on this gift, or curse, or oddity. The accident had killed Colt’s bride of less than a year and left him dead for a few minutes, before some enthusiastic EMT had brought him back to life. Twelve years. He should be used to his invisible-to-everyone-but-him friends being around all the time. And he did mean, all the time.

      The spirits sometimes gave him privacy when he requested it. At least, as far as he could tell. Maybe they stuck around and he just couldn’t see them. He’d like to believe he could shower or take a piss without an audience, but he wasn’t entirely sure that was the case.

      Hart’s Vinyl Depot, a business he’d opened ten years earlier, occupied the lower floor of the old train depot. The floors creaked and the pale green walls needed yet another coat of paint, but the place had a nostalgic charm. A few worn wooden benches had survived the years and were placed here and there, battered but sturdy remnants of another time. Four large, square windows evenly spaced across the front of the building let in lots of light on sunny days. The panes of glass in those windows were old, making the view beyond appear unfocused, unreal. Colt lived in his own sheltered world, here with the ghosts. Everything beyond was another world entirely, out of sync and with no place for a man like him.

      Until the past couple of years, records alone wouldn’t support the cost of running a business, much less provide a profit, but he’d added the coffee bar a few years back and that was good for a few bucks. He’d even added a small and coffee to the sign out front. That brought people in. He sold quite a few Seawolf Beach souvenirs during tourist season. Coffee mugs, keychains, posters from the latest music festival, which always brought in a crowd. Most of the doodads included some kind of wolf, even though the Seawolf in Seawolf Beach meant pirate, not an actual animal. It was a long standing tradition and seemed to be expected.

      Records were enjoying a surge in popularity, so these days that alone was enough to keep him going. He loved music and he’d always preferred vinyl, even before it had become cool again. The kids thought they’d discovered something new. He did not dissuade them.

      The rental properties he’d inherited after his mother passed provided a decent income all on their own. Everyone wanted to live near the beach, and why not? There were no cottages right on the water, not in Seawolf Beach, but all seven of his properties were an easy walking distance to the water.

      Simon and Garfunkel came to an end. That didn’t mean there would be silence. Not for Colt.

      “It’s going to be a lovely day,” Maude said in her usual singsong voice. She’d said that pretty much every day, rain or shine, ninety degrees or a chilly forty for the past two years, since her departure from the real world and her arrival in his.

      “Yes, it is,” he responded. “Perhaps you should go outside today.” If she could bring herself to step beyond the shelter of the old train station, maybe she’d move on. The spirits who visited here did, on occasion. Some had been stuck for hundreds of years, others for a handful of precious years. Now and then something in the universe shifted and a ghost moved on to their rightful place. Sometimes he missed them. Most often, he did not.

      “Oh, no,” Maude said with a shake of her head. That tightly coiffed gray head looked perfectly solid to Colt, but no one else could see her. Lucky him. “I couldn’t possibly leave the shelter of this lovely place. Could you put on that album I like so much?” she asked in a quick, light voice, changing the subject. “Billy’s Boogie. You know it’s my favorite. It’s not just me. Gerald likes it, too.” Gerald had passed a few decades earlier than Maude, but the two had struck up a kind of friendship. That was surprising, since Gerald was a silent grouch and Maude — living or dead — was a sunny social butterfly. It probably didn’t hurt that she did all the talking.

      Maude was a sweet old woman. There was no anger in her, no obvious injustice that held her earthbound. She reminded him of his own deceased grandmother, who thank God had never made an appearance after she’d passed. He couldn’t figure out why Maude’s spirit was stuck.

      Building a retirement home a half mile from a train depot that had a tendency to suck in lost souls and hold onto them for a while might not have been the best idea. Not that it had been his decision.

      He’d had a dozen years to try to make sense of what had happened to him. Surely there were rules. What held a spirit here? What did it take to release them? Why did some move on instantly while others lingered? Or worse, got stuck where they did not belong. Did they always stay close to the site of their death? That seemed to be true.

      He’d tried living in his Pensacola, Florida condo after he’d physically recovered from the crash, but there were ghosts everywhere he turned. Too many people; too many ghosts. His job in advertising had required that he meet with coworkers and clients, all day, five days a week. Ghosts were everywhere, especially in a city of that size.

      It had taken him years to learn not to react when one popped up unexpectedly, as they so often did. Back then, he hadn’t had a chance to control his response. Even now, he sometimes failed in that respect.

      Friends and co-workers had overlooked his weirdness for a while, but six months after the crash Colt was still jumping out of his skin for no reason, talking to ghosts, and looking for Lizzie.

      He’d never seen his wife’s spirit, though he’d gone to the site of the crash more than once hoping to find her. She’d moved on. That was great for her, but he did wish he’d been able to see her one last time. He saw ghosts everywhere. The long dead, the recently deceased, the ones who didn’t seem to realize they were dead. Why not her? Why couldn’t he talk to Lizzie again?

      More than once he’d cursed the EMT who’d revived him. Colt had insisted to himself for years… he should be dead; he should’ve gone with Lizzie. If he had, would they still be together? Those thoughts came less and less often, in recent years.

      Maude danced to Billy’s Boogie which was, in Colt’s opinion, not a proper boogie at all. The old shellac album had been released in 1947, long before any boogie he’d recognize as such had been written, but he played the record when she asked. He’d seen Maude around town before her passing. She’d had a hard time standing for more than a few minutes, and in her final years when he’d seen her on the street she’d been in a scooter. Now she danced without pain, without stiffness. She moved to the music with joy. If she wanted a boogie, she got it. Even if it was this one.

      Gerald tapped one foot and swayed on occasion, which was about as animated as he got.

      Tuesday mornings were usually quiet, and today was no exception. Weekends were always bustling, and the shop was closed on Monday because even Colt, workaholic that he was, needed a day off now and then. Wednesday might be a bit more lively, and by Thursday business would start to pick up.

      When Billy’s Boogie was done Colt plucked a Frank Sinatra record from his personal collection, which was kept on a shelf behind the front counter, and placed it on the turntable. Ol’ Blue Eyes wouldn’t be his first choice for morning listening, but Maude was thrilled. It could be worse. Much worse.

      His dad had loved jazz. Modal jazz and avant-garde stuff, as well as good ol’ Dixieland jazz. Hence the name Coltrane for his only child, in honor of John Coltrane. The name hadn’t influenced Colt’s preferences in music, to his father’s dismay. In his opinion, now and always, a little jazz went a long way.

      The front door swung open; Colt turned to watch the pretty blonde walk inside and glance around as if she were entering a museum.

      “Ooh, she’s pretty,” Maude whispered, as if there was a chance anyone else could hear. “You should ask her out.”

      Colt looked down at the old woman. “Go away,” he said softly.

      She did. For now.
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        * * *

      

      Had the man behind the counter just ordered her to leave? Anna almost backed out of the shop. She could get coffee at the bakery down the street. She’d passed by because there was a line at the bakery’s front counter, and she remembered that the sign on this old depot advertised coffee. She was in no mood to wait for caffeine, and her mother’s coffee was terrible. It was like she just waved a bag of grounds over the pot and called it done, the coffee was so weak. What was the point?

      There was an eclectic vibe to the record store, a mix of vintage and new in a very old, just short of rundown, setting. Several recent releases were displayed not far from the front door, but she was pretty sure that was Frank Sinatra playing in the background. Weird. There were bins of records, some arranged alphabetically, some by era. A few sale bins seemed to be catch-all.

      The man who’d whispered for her to go away fit in with it all in an off-beat way, with his ACDC t-shirt and relaxed pose, with his hair a little too long. He needed a shave. Was that stubble by design or was he lazy?

      He smiled a little, in silent welcome. Hmm. Maybe he hadn’t told her to go away. She might’ve misheard, she supposed. That was not a go away grin. It was charming, familiar. And then it hit her. He was older and his hair was longer, but she’d never forget that smile.

      “Coltrane Hart?”

      Her big brother’s best friend from too many years ago looked startled when he recognized her. “Anna?”

      So far the return to her hometown had been nothing but frustrating, but she smiled as she walked toward Colt. What to say? I didn’t think you’d still be here. You’re even hotter than you were at eighteen, and that’s saying something. I had the biggest crush on you, twenty plus years ago…

      Instead she said, “Yep.”

      He walked around the counter and met her halfway for a quick, friendly hug. She was tempted to hold on for a while, but she didn’t. What would be the point? Like her brother, Colt would be forty-two, now. Years ago she’d heard about the accident and his wife’s death. Surely he’d remarried by now. Married with kids, probably. Guys like this didn’t stay single for long.

      “You were fifteen years old last time I saw you.”

      “Fourteen,” she said. As teenagers, the six year age difference had been insurmountable. As adults…

      Not why she was here.

      “What brings you to Seawolf Beach?” he asked.

      “Mom’s selling the house. The place needs a lot of work before it can be listed.” She hadn’t realized how much work until she’d taken leave from her job and moved – temporarily – back to Seawolf Beach, back to the house she’d grown up in to help get it ready for sale. Everything was falling apart. And the stuff! So much stuff.

      “Where’s she going?” Colt asked.

      “To live with her sister in Florida. Aunt Sally hasn’t been well for a while. She needs help, and since Dad passed last year Mom doesn’t like living alone.” Neither do I, Anna almost said, but she bit her tongue. She’d been on her own since the divorce, which had been so ugly she never wanted to go through it again. The occasional bout of loneliness was better than dealing with betrayal and bitterness.

      “Is Jack coming down to help?” Colt asked. “I haven’t seen him in years. We emailed and texted for a while, but since the last time he was in town — what was it maybe five years ago? Six? — he’s ghosted me. I guess the big shot investment guru doesn’t have time for his old small town friends.” It sounded like a joke, not a jab or a complaint.

      Again, what to say?

      She settled on a simple, “Jack’s not coming.”

      Anna took a moment to glance around the shop. There was a long counter to one side for coffee. It looked like a simple setup; a couple of coffee pots and the usual fixings, disposable cups and lids. It was the sign advertising that coffee that had brought her in. She’d had no idea what else… well, who… she’d find here.

      Colt Hart — Cold Heart in her young mind, since he wouldn’t give her the time of day — was a distraction she didn’t need. He still did something to her insides, even after all these years. It was a revival of memories, she supposed, a call back to the young naive girl with a monster crush on her brother’s best friend. When she’d been twelve and he’d been eighteen, she’d been so sure that one day she’d be Mrs. Coltrane Hart.

      Yet another dream that had died hard.

      Coffee had called her here, but that was just a small part of the business. The rest of the shop was filled with bins of vinyl records. The walls were decorated with posters, old and new. No Sinatra, nothing that old, but there were colorful posters of well-known groups from the past twenty years or so as well as popular local bands, music festivals, and the beach. A shelf near the window displayed a few touristy doodads and there was a single rack of hanging rock band t-shirts. The vast majority of the store’s contents was records. She didn’t own a turntable, but she was still tempted to leaf through some of the stacks. Talk about memories!

      “You were into vinyl before it was a thing,” she said. “Well, after and then before. Everything that goes around comes around.”

      “Always,” he said, smiling as he added, “Except maybe 8-tracks.”

      “Who knows? Maybe one day,” she joked. “I’m pretty sure Mom still has some of her old collection somewhere. Records, not 8-tracks.” At least, not that she’d found so far. Going through her parents’ possessions had provided more than one surprise.

      “Bring them by. I know what your Mom listened to. Some of those albums might be worth a bit. I’m happy to sell them for you, if you want.”

      “That would be great.” One less thing to worry about. Her Mom was having a hard time letting anything go, but she couldn’t move everything she’d ever owned to her sister’s house. There simply wasn’t room.

      Anna asked for caffeine, and Colt headed for the coffee bar. He seemed to be surprised she took her brew black. Maybe when he looked at her he still saw the teenager who didn’t drink anything other than orange soda and sweet tea.

      As much as she loved a good pumpkin spice latte, she simply couldn’t handle all that sugar. Taking her coffee black had been a health decision. It was all about the hips…

      “Tell me about you,” she said as she walked toward the bar. “Married? Kids? Did you ever buy that house down by the beach, the one you coveted so much?”

      “Not married. No kids. And that beach house I wanted so badly was taken out by a hurricane a few years back.”

      Anna grimaced. She’d always liked that little house, so near the water.

      He nodded. “What about you? Married? Kids? Are you still living in… Jack said you’d moved north. I don’t think he ever said where, exactly.”

      Anna smiled. “I suppose you can call Nashville north. I’m an accountant for a small record company. It’s not exciting, but I’m good at it.” Still, the idea of taking care of someone else’s money for the rest of her life wasn’t exactly appealing. She took a deep breath. Did she ignore the past or meet it head on? Ignoring seemed rude. Thoughtless, even. “I was so sorry to hear about the accident. I know it’s been a while since it happened, but I haven’t seen you since… well, for a really long time. That must’ve been…” Horrific, heartbreaking, devastating. “Hard.”

      “It was,” he said simply.

      “And your mother! She was always so sweet to me. By the time Mom told me she’d passed, the funeral was long over. I was going through a stressful time, I guess that’s why she didn’t say anything sooner.” Yeah, the divorce had been ugly, and she’d gone a little crazy for a while. These days she had her feet firmly on the ground. Expect nothing and you won’t be disappointed. That was her motto.

      “You were the daughter Mom always wanted,” Colt said with a hint of a sad smile. He handed her coffee over the counter, caught her eye, and asked, “Where’s Jack these days, anyway?”

      Anna took a sip of hot coffee, in order to delay the inevitable. She should’ve waited; it was too hot. She shook her head, coughed once, and looked over Colt’s head to study a faded eight-year-old Seawolf Beach Music Festival poster. Just a few weeks until the next October event. She hoped to be long gone by then.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “What makes you think…”

      “You have the same expression on your face as you did when you were a kid who didn’t want to talk about something. In those days it was Did you do your homework, and Did you eat the last cookie, and Who spilled milk all over the floor. I’ll ask again, what’s wrong?”

      Anna took a deep breath and looked Colt in the eye. His face was thinner and just a touch craggy. Up close she could see a few gray strands in his dark brown hair and in the stubble on his face, but the eyes hadn’t changed. They were deep brown, intelligent, and piercing. If she looked hard enough she could see his lingering pain.

      “Dad and Jack had a nasty falling out years ago. We haven’t seen or heard from him in more than five years.”
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      Colt couldn’t imagine his old friend turning his back on family. Sure, Jack had a temper and could go off on anyone about anything, but he wasn’t one to stay mad for long. He’d blow up about one thing or another and walk away, but after he cooled off he always came back. Colt knew the drill. He and his best friend from the old days had had more than a few disagreements. In the end they made up and there were no hard feelings.

      They’d drifted apart years ago, as high school friends often do. Jack had moved on, doing what he did best. He made money for himself and for other people, constantly on the lookout for the next great investment. The next one would be it, the deal to make him a rich man. Colt had gotten a degree in advertising and moved to Pensacola, where he made a little money and a few new friends. He’d met Lizzie at a co-worker’s birthday party. Six months later they’d gotten married. During those wonderful days she’d been his only focus. She’d become his new family, his best friend, his reason for being. It was only natural that he and his childhood friends would lose touch. But with family…

      Jack had argued frequently with his father since the age of ten, but he adored his mother and his sister. What would make him walk away and stay gone?

      Colt tried to remember the last time he’d talked to Jack in person. More than five years, he thought, but not much more. Six, maybe? Jack had turned on the charm and asked if his old buddy wanted to invest in a restaurant that was sure to be the next big thing. He hadn’t stuck around long after the so-called opportunity was rejected. Colt understood his friend’s flaws too well. Jack was a charmer, a sweet-talker, you could even say a user.

      Flaws he’d overlooked as a young man. Would he dismiss them now? Probably not.

      Anna stuck around for a while, a little longer than she needed to. She’d finished her coffee and asked for a refill, drank the second cup slowly then browsed the depot for several minutes before saying goodbye. He got the feeling she wasn’t all that eager to return home.

      She wasn’t his last customer of the day, but she and the memories she’d stirred up stayed on his mind as others came and went. A few of them were locals, regular buyers or browsers. Others were tourists, exploring the charming town for the day. They looked around the place, some of them buying and others not. None seemed aware of the ghostly activity around them.

      Seawolf Beach was definitely charming. There was no town square, no common area designated as downtown. Instead there was a three block section of four main streets; an oblong grid made up of an interesting mix of new buildings and old. Small strip centers had been built next to colorful houses which had been turned into artist studios, restaurants, and bakeries or ice cream shops. A couple of the restaurants had decent bars and usually hosted live music on the weekends, sometimes during the week in prime tourist season.

      A few businesses existed beyond the most popular area; they were sometimes mixed in with small homes, where commercial property and residential mingled for a block or two. A few of the brick buildings in the downtown area and beyond sported wrought iron features. From the right angle, it looked as if New Orleans and Key West had had a baby, and here it stood.

      It was the town that brought tourists in, not the beach. The actual beach was narrow, the sand was more gray than white, and the water wasn’t the clear aqua one might find on the gulf if you moved to the east. The view to either side wasn’t at all charming. There were casinos in one direction and a shipyard in the other.

      Imperfect as the actual beach was, when you focused straight ahead the gulf was magnificent. Vast, powerful, endless. Colt ran there at least four mornings a week. It was just a few blocks from the depot to the beach, a mere two blocks from the little blue house on Jasmine Street where he’d lived until a couple of years ago, when the price he could get for it as a rental had become too tempting. The ghost of the long-dead pirate who spoke with such an old, deep British accent that he and Colt could barely communicate didn’t help matters at all.

      However he got there, once he reached the beach he’d take a turn in one direction or another and enjoy the fresh air, the sound of the waves, and peace.

      The ghosts never bothered him there. Not even the pirate.

      Pretty much everywhere else he was fair game.

      A handful of regulars haunted the depot. People had been living on this land for hundreds, thousands of years. What was now a record shop had once been a busy train depot. Ghosts passed through, some lingering, many… not. Eventually most of the spirits moved on, but there were a few that had been stuck for more than a hundred years. Judging by the numbers, he assumed most who died moved on immediately, or soon after death. Otherwise his depot would be packed to the rafters.

      He could estimate when the ghosts died by their clothing. Some were well dressed from one period of time or another, others wore pajamas and walked around on ghostly bare feet. Those that came through might be well-dressed or in rags, a reminder that death came for all no matter how well-to-do or poor they were. He suspected spirits went into the afterlife dressed as they’d been when they died. Made him really hope that when his time came he didn’t drop dead in the shower…

      Maude was his newest addition, and she seemed to be enjoying her time as a ghost. Some days she enjoyed it too much. She wore a pretty colorful blouse and a plain blue skirt, with short-heeled black shoes and a smattering of brightly colored costume jewelry.

      A handful of geeky looking kids often met at his store after school. Vinyl was the new thing, to them at least. They rarely bought anything, but they drank coffee and leafed through old albums and talked about video games and what was going on at school. Christopher – don’t call him Chris – worked at the depot on the weekend on an irregular basis. For the employee discount, he claimed.

      Maude was trying to have a little fun with the kids this afternoon. She followed a pair of high school juniors, Christopher and his friend Bryson, as they checked out the Classic Rock section. She moved close, stood on her tiptoes, and blew on Bryson’s neck. Then again. The third time he reached back and rubbed his nape vigorously. Maude jumped up and down and squealed in glee. It was a squeal only Colt could hear.

      She didn’t mess with Christopher, at least not today. Maybe she’d tried with him too many times and gotten no response, so she’d decided to move on to someone more susceptible than others.

      How much could the spirits influence the living? He still didn’t know, not with any certainty. Until his accident he hadn’t believed in ghosts. He’d awakened in a hospital bed to find a crowd of people leaning over him. They were young and old and they all chattered. They asked questions that made no sense, not to him.

      They weren’t living people, he soon found out. For a while, a very little while, he’d thought what he saw was purely imagination, maybe a side effect of brain trauma or pain meds. It would go away soon, right?

      A dozen years, and he still saw them. At least now he could tell the difference between the living and the dead. The spirits looked solid enough, but there was something different about the ghosts. A glow. A vibe.

      He’d spent weeks in the hospital after the drunk ran a red light and killed Lizzie. The asshole was still in jail, as far as Colt knew, but he was alive. The bastard deserved to be haunted, but that was unlikely. No, the haunting had been reserved for Colt.

      After the wreck his parents had visited him, staying in Pensacola until Colt was able to function on his own. They were both gone now. Neither’s ghost had shown up in the depot or anywhere else, but they’d done their best to support him while they’d been living. To be there. His work friends had been supportive, too, until the ghosts who refused to go away made even the simplest interaction awkward.

      Jack had made the trip to Pensacola. Once. He hadn’t stuck around long enough to get a full dose of Colt trying and failing to handle his invisible friends.

      He’d just seen Jack a couple of times after that, when his old friend came to town for a quick visit. It was always a quick visit, as if Jack couldn’t wait to get out of town and back to his new life.

      Colt cleared his throat. All three of the beings by the Classic Rock section — living and dead — turned to look at him. The kids soon turned back to the Led Zeppelin stack, which was always pretty sparse, but Maude just smiled. He waved her over; as she neared he whispered, “Leave them alone.”

      “Why?” she asked. “I’m not going to hurt anyone. I don’t think I can, can I? Hmm. Anyway, I’m just practicing.”

      He turned to face the back wall. The kids didn’t need to know he was talking to air. “Practicing for what?”

      “Haunting,” she whispered, even though she could shout and only he would hear.

      Colt raised his eyebrows, did his best to give her a censuring look.

      “Well, what’s the good of being a ghost if you can’t haunt anyone?”

      “Who’s your target?”

      Maude smiled. “There are several I’d like to scare a bit, before I move on. I’m pretty sure Betty stole my pearl earrings, though she denied it and I could never prove anything. I made a casserole for Teddy when he moved in, and he never returned the dish. And Patsy…”

      “Are a litany of minor grievances holding you here?” he asked.

      “My pearl earrings and my favorite casserole dish are not minor,” she argued haughtily.

      The boys walked out right at closing time. Colt locked the door and added up the receipts for the day, and left twenty minutes later. As he locked the door behind him he saw a group of ghosts gathered around the front desk. Some of them waved. Even Gerald. Colt looked to the left and to the right to make sure no one else was around, and then he gave them a small wave.

      It was always best to keep peace with his deceased companions. When they were unhappy they weren’t shy about letting him know. If Maude could remain earthbound over crockery and a pair of earrings, it would definitely not be a good idea to snub her.

      He started walking south, past the bakery that had closed hours earlier, then past a bright pink house that housed a popular art gallery. He walked by a small cafe where he sometimes grabbed dinner. He’d swing by later, but first he had to collect the overdue rent from one of his renters. He really should hire a company to manage the properties, but he didn’t mind doing it himself. Goodness knows he needed to get out of the depot now and again. His dad had been a contractor, and though Colt had no desire to follow in his father’s footsteps he’d picked up enough skills to be a decent handyman.

      Two more blocks and he’d be there. He hoped there was no trouble. The old guy that had been renting the little white house on Pine Street was almost three months overdue. It was a pain to evict a tenant, but it could be done with time and dedication.

      Almost instinctively, he turned a block early. He wasn’t eager for the confrontation with his tenant, and his brief discussion with Anna had stirred up a lot of old memories. She said her Mom had records she wanted to get rid of. Might as well look them over and see if there was anything valuable in the collection. It was unlikely, but not impossible. There were treasures out there. There were treasures everywhere.

      He was a pirate of sorts in his own time, he supposed.

      As he approached the two-story yellow house, Colt came to a stop. Jack sat on the porch. Jack, who Anna said hadn’t spoken to his family for five years. Jack, his oldest friend.

      No wonder no one had heard from him. Jack wasn’t carrying a grudge; he was dead.
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        * * *

      

      Anna glanced out the window when movement caught her eye. Colt stood on the sidewalk, staring at the house. She couldn’t hear him, but she read his lips. Fuck. He said the word many, many times, before he turned and walked away.

      She watched him go, wondering why he’d come and why he’d left so soon. What made him look at her house and curse that way?

      Not that she had time to worry about Cold Heart.

      “Are you sure you don’t want my collectible plates?”

      Anna turned away from the window. Her mother was distressed, as she’d been for the past several days. More so, as she waved an Elvis plate in the air.

      “I’m sure.”

      “These have to be worth something. You can sell them online.”

      Anna smiled. “You can sell them online.”

      Nina Miller, sixty-six years old, five feet even tall, gray haired since the age of forty-five, pouted. “That’s so much trouble.”

      “Put them in the donate box.”

      “The donate box is full.”

      “I’ll get another one.”

      Anna put Colt out of her mind and went to the dining room, which was filled with boxes marked donate, keep, or Anna. There was a new box in the mix. Jack. There wasn’t much in it. Anna bit her tongue. She wanted so badly to tell her mom to put the plates in Jack’s box.

      “Jack might want this one,” Nina said as she walked into the dining room.

      Not again… “Mom, he’s not coming home. If he was going to he’d be here by now.”

      “He might not know his dad is gone.”

      He doesn’t care! Again Anna bit her tongue. “I’m sorry, but he made it very clear in that last text…”

      “He was angry when he wrote that. I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

      Since it had been more than five years since they’d seen or heard from her brother, he’d meant it. I can’t be a part of this family anymore. Not coming back, ever. Have a nice life. I know I will. He’d even added a line of various happy emojis and one yellow middle finger as an exclamation point.

      Jack had always been kind of a jerk, though there had been moments when he wasn’t at his worst. She had a handful of pleasant memories of her brother, but he’d always been prone to attacking the people who loved him the most. She didn’t know for sure, but he had the personality of one of those little boys who’d pull a girl’s pigtails if he liked her. If he was disappointed or angry, it couldn’t be because of something he’d done. No, he blamed everyone around him. Twice he’d almost gotten married, but both women had wisely seen the light before they said “I do.”

      Or maybe Jack had scared them off because he couldn’t stand the idea of being committed to anyone.

      He’d worked for investment companies early on, but was more comfortable on his own. Jack would find opportunities, wrangle investors, and in the end take a cut for his trouble. He loved numbers, and he really loved making money. He did a little day trading also, and seemed to do okay. He’d done well, or at least he claimed to. Knowing Jack it was possible he only mentioned the good deals, never the bad.

      He could’ve done all that in Seawolf Beach, bought a house and set up an office here, but he never had. No, he’d come and gone like a vagabond, working in big cities all over the country for months at a time, then coming home for a few weeks to regroup before moving on. He wasn’t one to stay, but he always came back. Until he didn’t.

      Anna had looked for her brother a few times over the past five years, but finding someone with the common name Jack Miller who moved around and worked at home wasn’t easy. The cops weren’t exactly interested in looking for a man who’d broken ties with his family and taken off of his own free will.

      A few years ago she’d hired a private investigator to look for him. The PI hadn’t had much luck, though he’d managed to trace Jack’s phone from Seawolf Beach on the night he’d left, to Birmingham, Alabama, then to Nashville — her new home — and then to New York City, where eventually the phone went silent.

      Her brother didn’t even want them to have a phone number for him. He really had severed all ties.

      Eventually she’d given up. Why look for a person who doesn’t want to have anything to do with you? She’d let Jack go years ago. Her mom had not.

      “It was just money,” Nina said softly. “Jack lost some of our savings, and your Dad was so mad. They both said horrible things, but when it comes to family…”

      God, she didn’t want to have this conversation again.

      “I saw Colt today,” Anna said, changing the subject.

      “At his record store, I suppose,” Nina said.

      “I went in for coffee. He looks good,” she added.

      Nina pursed her lips and gave a little snort. “Coltrane is an odd duck. I mean, he seems intelligent enough, so why on earth is he wasting his time in that old record store? He could do better.”

      Like Jack? Anna kept that thought to herself. “He seems to be doing fine.”

      Nina placed the prized Elvis plate on the dining room table, not in Jack’s box. Maybe they needed a dumpster…

      The plate, which had seemed to be solidly in place, moved. Just a little at first, but soon it spun, flipped, and crashed to the floor a couple of feet from the doorway to the kitchen.

      “How in the hell…” Anna began.

      Her mother waved off her concern. “I think the house must be settling, or else we’re having little earthquakes. That’s the fourth plate I’ve lost this week!”
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        * * *

      

      Colt realized long before he reached the front door that his delinquent tenant had left, probably sneaking out in the middle of the night. Why was it that people who slipped away in the night never took their shit with them? There was a stained mattress on the porch, dirty clothing piled in both of the front porch rocking chairs, and a big black bag of trash on the front steps not a dozen steps from the garbage can.

      Dammit, he’d just painted this house before the old guy moved in. White, with blue shutters. It was a small but nice cottage with a couple of old trees on the lot. The neighborhood was good. If the interior didn’t need much work he could rent it again. Maybe to someone who’d pay on time.
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