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The Bad Man in the Garden

	 

	The Ryan family probably didn’t deserve to die. Carl didn’t think so, at least. They seemed like nice enough people, and their boy, a cheerful lad named Shane, reminded Carl of a child he’d known long ago in Germany.

	Carl supposed he could have prevented them from moving into the house, but he had not. The house was not opposed to them, and so Carl was not opposed to them. It was not his place to defy the will of any of the other ghosts or the house itself. And he’d thought that perhaps things could be different. Maybe things would change.

	It had been a long time since the Andersons were in the house. A long time since the house had taken out its anger on the living who found themselves there. Vivienne and the Dark Ones had been very quiet for years. Things could have been different.

	But they weren’t.

	There was little Carl could do for the boy inside the house. He was not in a position to stand up against everything in the cellar or the girl in the pond. But, as it happened, that was not all young Shane Ryan had to worry about.

	Shane’s torment had already begun. He was just a boy, but the Dark Ones didn’t care. The girl in the pond didn’t care. That had been proven time and again in the past. Thaddeus and Eloise were testaments to the girl’s cruelty. Death was death to her; the victim’s age did not matter. What they had done did not matter. Her only goal was to make them suffer.

	Carl had lost some sense of humanity when he died. He felt its absence in him but could not account for it. It was like realizing something important had been forgotten before going on a big trip abroad, but not being able to remember what.

	He felt differently than he had when he was alive but could not explain what or why. He thought perhaps it was a profound indifference. Had he always felt such indifference to life? He couldn’t say. But it was not complete indifference. He felt something for the boy, Shane. A sense of guilt, maybe. Carl knew what the house could do to Shane, and it did not sit well.

	The parents were another matter. Carl did not know them, but they were adults. They had bought the house. They walked into a situation they had created for themselves, and it was their problem to deal with. Sink or swim, Carl thought. But the boy? He had no choice.

	Carl had grown fond of Eloise and Thaddeus. They were not evil. They had not deserved to die. Nor had he, but he understood that his death was partially his doing. He had allowed Anderson to dupe him, and he’d paid for it. Did this child deserve the same? Carl did not think so.

	“There is a man in the garden,” Shane told his mother once, his voice cracking with fear. They had been in the house only a short time, and it seemed to Carl that the child had taken a preference to spending more time outside than in. The house could torment him less outdoors.

	“I’m sure it’s nothing,” his mother said. “We own this whole property, and sometimes, trespassers will cut through. Just stay away and don’t worry so much.”

	“But—” Shane began. His mother would hear none of it.

	Carl watched from the walls, curious to how the boy would react. He had not seen a man in the yard, but he had not been looking for one, either. The property was large, the garden covered a lot of ground, and Carl kept most of his focus indoors.

	“Have you seen a man in the garden?” he asked Eloise, as the mother sent young Shane on his way.

	“Sometimes,” she said. “There’s a ghost that wanders there. He’s not from the house.”

	“Where is he from?” Carl asked. There were spirits in the cemetery, but they stayed in the cemetery.

	“I don’t know. I’m not expected to go everywhere he goes,” Eloise pointed out.

	“I have never seen him.”

	“You wouldn’t,” she replied. “I don’t think he likes adults.”

	The words left a sour taste in Carl’s mouth. A ghost that only appeared to children was a ghost he did not trust. The urge to remain hidden made sense, but not the urge to remain hidden from adults both living and dead.

	“What does he want?”

	“I believe he wants to hurt people,” Eloise said. “I don’t like him, and he doesn’t like me, so I’m not entirely sure.”

	Carl watched Shane head toward the kitchen. It seemed like he might want to stay in the house, but a floorboard creaked loudly, and a shadow scuttled along the floorboards near the end of the hall. One of the Dark Ones was lurking about.

	The boy could see the dead in the house, and he did not like them. Carl could hardly blame him; they were far from hospitable to Shane. But it seemed like knowing that he could see them provoked them.

	Shane slipped out of the house. Carl and Eloise watched him go, hidden away in the walls.

	“Why doesn’t he like you?” Carl asked the girl.

	“He made me angry, so I made him regret it. You shouldn’t let that boy play with him.”

	She left without explaining herself. Years ago, Eloise would have been the one to follow Shane out. The house had robbed some of her compassion and innocence. Not all, of course. But time had jaded her toward the living. He suspected it was in part because of the fleeting nature of them all. Eloise had seen too many people die. She expected Shane Ryan to die like all the others. She did not want to get attached.

	Carl followed the boy to the garden behind the house. Shane avoided the pond, already too familiar with the dangers that lurked there. Instead, he spent his time far from the house, as far as he could get on the property, in what Carl had assumed was some of the safest land on the grounds.

	The boy was not playful the way children should be. He walked carefully now, his eyes searching the shrubs and flowers for signs of the man he had seen. Carl could not see the spirit either. Having never seen him, he was unsure of where to look.

	Eloise said she had not been able to follow the man. Carl took that to mean he came from somewhere else. The spirits of the house, like him and Eloise, could only travel so far. This garden spirit must have been the same, only reaching the garden where the distance he could travel overlapped with the property. Perhaps he haunted a house in another neighborhood.

	Carl stayed hidden as well as he could. He traveled in shadow, obscured in the trunks of trees, the stalks of weeds. Shane seemed to relax the farther he got from the house as there was no sign of what he feared.

	Far from the looming house and the watchful eyes of the dead within it, the boy settled down on a small, stone bench that overlooked a bed of groundcover flowers and an arrangement of stones that created a sort of cul-de-sac. Sunlight filled the space. It was probably the most alive spot on the property from what Carl remembered. It looked like it had when he was still alive, when Mrs. Anderson had gardeners tending to the place to keep it vital and beautiful.

	Shane had arranged some toys there, just small things that boys used to amuse themselves, like little soldiers made of plastic and cars made of steel. He sat and played with them in the sunlight, talking to himself as he did so.

	Carl watched him play and found his innocence refreshing, a stark change from the dark cynicism of the other residents of the house. Though the other ghosts frightened Shane when they could, he was still able to have fun and be a boy. They had not burned that out of him. Not yet anyway.

	“What are you doing here?” a voice whispered. Carl did not move or make a sound, for he was long since past feeling fear or shock when the unexpected happened. He merely turned his head.

	The spirit was a man in a dark gray suit. It was rumpled, and the wrists on the shirt and jacket were stained with mildew. The man’s hair was slicked to his head like he’d used too much pomade, and it had a sheen to it. His skin was glossy like wax and just a shade too pale, though his cheeks and lips had an unnatural pink hue like he was wearing a faint coating of makeup.

	“I live here. Who are you?” Carl replied.

	“Just a friend.”

	There was a sing-song quality to his voice. It was too high-pitched for a man of his stature, and he was a larger man. Not fat, but broad and tall, over six feet, and dense though not particularly muscular. He looked like a person who had been larger than those around him from birth.

	“Whose friend?”

	The ghost smiled, and his teeth were gray.

	“Friend to all! Maybe your friend, too?” he said. The ghost extended a hand. “Mr. Willow is my name. Friendly and fun as a tree in springtime.”

	Carl did not take the spirit’s hand.

	“You’re not from the house,” Carl pointed out, his polite way of suggesting he needed to leave the property. Mr. Willow grinned a syrupy, ingratiating smile with his eyes squeezed shut.

	“No. I come from the house of the willow trees. Do you see it there?” he asked, pointing to the distance. Carl did not see it.

	“Why are you here?”

	Mr. Willow raised a dirty finger to his lips, smiling as he shushed Carl. He crept close to him, too close, but Carl did not back away. He did not want to startle the boy, and he did not fear that Mr. Willow could do him harm. Though bulky, he seemed almost clumsy in his movements.

	The ghost was touching Carl, their bodies close together, but he was not focused on Carl. Instead, crouching in the underbrush, Mr. Willow lifted a hand and pointed the same dirty, shushing digit at Shane. He huddled with Carl, almost cheek to cheek, and watched the child play.

	“I came here for him. Is he yours?”

	Carl looked at the child, then the ghost.

	“He lives in the house with his family,” Carl explained.

	Mr. Willow smiled and covered his mouth, suppressing a childish giggle.

	“He lives in the house? What fun. What fun! I do not mean to intrude, no no no. Mr. Willow is a good neighbor. A good friend. I do not want to take what is yours, friend.”

	Carl felt his lip curl instinctively. The closeness of the other ghost was becoming abrasive and unwelcome.

	“Eloise told me about you. Said you made her angry,” Carl said.

	The other ghost pulled away from him, a look of shock on his painted face.

	“Oh, no! No, friend! Mr. Willow would never make a sweet child angry! Who is this Eloise? I don’t have any friends called Eloise.”

	“She’s from the house, too,” Carl explained. He watched the ghost’s expression, frozen in a mask of disingenuous politeness, as he scanned Carl’s face.

	“The little girl? Little dead girl? Oh, no! No, no. What a rude girl to say such things. She misunderstood Mr. Willow and was so rude. So rude. Is she yours? Her and the boy from the house? I know them both, but long gone, they are. Not lively and bright like this one. Not with beating hearts and breathing lungs.”

	Mr. Willow waited for an answer, but Carl was not willing to offer one. He did not like the way the ghost suggested that Eloise and Thaddeus were somehow “his”. It was not meant in the sense of them being Carl’s children. More like possessions.

	“Do you have some at your willow house?” Carl asked. “Children?”

	The ghost covered his mouth again to muffle a cheery squeal. He nodded, his eyes scrunched closed. He was still so close to Carl. Their legs and shoulders touched, huddled together in the weeds, while the Ryan boy played only a few yards away.

	“I collect them all! As many as I can find. Each one so very special, so very unique.”

	Shane shouted something, making one of his toy cars transform into a robot and play-acting as the creation. Mr. Willow grinned widely with his pink lips and nodded as though the boy were speaking to him and not the toys.
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