
		
			
				
					[image: GhostOfBostonTownCover.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: Title%20Page.jpg]
				

			

		

	
		
			
				Copyright © 2002 by Holly Mascott Nadler 

				All rights reserved

				Historic photographs used by permission of Boston Public Library

				Cover design by Chilton Creative

				Text layout by Northeast Corner Designs

				ISBN 0-89272-535-4

				Library of Congress Control Number 2002106574

				Printed at Versa Press, E. Peoria, Ill.

				2 4 5 3 1

				Down East Books • Camden, Me.

				Book orders: (800) 766-1670

				www.downeastbooks.com

				Cover photograph: Residence at corner of Dartmouth St. and 
Commonwealth Ave., 1874. BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY PRINT DEPT.

			

		

	
		
			
				In loving memory of my father Larry Mascott who, in the spirit of this book, has made a few posthumous appearances himself

			

		

	
		
			
				Contents

				Acknowledgments

				Introduction

				I. In-Town Ghosts

				1. The Tainted Honeymoon

				2. The Imaginary Friend

				3. The Hampshire Street Horror

				4. Holy Water for an Unholy Being

				II. Literary & Historic Ghosts

				5. The Real Cask of Amontillado

				6. Fort Warren’s Lady in Black

				7. Peter Rugg Rides Again

				8. The Ghost of Edith Wharton

				III. Boston’s Ghostly Phenomena

				9. Boston’s Weird Science

				10. Goodbyes from the Back of Beyond

				11. The Wail of the Banshee

				IV. Haunted Landmarks

				12. Who Walks Charlesgate Hall’s Halls?

				13. What Nathaniel Hawthorne Saw

				14. Bodies, Bodies Everywhere

				15. The Sentry at the Huntington Theatre

				16.  America’s Oldest Haunted Hotel

				V. Haunted Outer ’Hoods

				17. House of Nightmares

				18. Better than Embalming

				19. The Ghost Who Lived in a Trailer

				20. L’eau de Death

				21. Engaged to a Ghost

				VI. Haunted Environs

				22. The Village of the Lost Witches

				23. Newburyport’s Haunted Schoolhouse

				24.  A Buddy to Bartenders

				25. Salem’s Sad Legacy

				About the Author

			

		

	
		
			
				Acknowledgments

				WITH the endless research involved in a project of this nature, there is always a plethora of people to thank, from the friendly cop on the street corner who pointed me toward the haunted dorm, to the young man who left a message on my machine about that same dorm, only to be cut off mid-message, and who never returned my follow-up call. (Is he okay?!) But I absolutely must thank by name all the people who helped to connect me with what some might define as the ultimate “unconnectable”: Dick Mason, manager of the Omni Parker House; ghost-hunter Jim McCabe, who guides Bos­ton’s haunted walking tours and who was so generous with his private stock of information; Anita Canzian, Julie Moynihan, Stuart Sigman, Troy Siegfried, Susan Landry, Mary Lee MacCormack, Jeff Breeze, Amy Santinello, and Bob Saftel, all of whom pointed me in the direction of delicious stories; and my sidekick, Margaret Maes, who helped me track down leads and who would be plucky enough to sashay up to a grizzly bear and ask him if he has any ghosts in his cave.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: GB%201]

				Copp’s Hill Burial Ground, Hull Street, in the North End 

				Photo­graphed c. 1890 BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY PRINT DEPT.

				Introduction

				BOSTON looks haunted. 

				Stop on any corner in the old historic neighborhoods and focus your stare like a cinematographer framing a shot for a movie scene. Do you notice the way the old gaslight casts a silver haze over the dark stone walls of the Victorian townhouse? And what’s that shimmering behind the heavy red velvet drapes? It’s a lady in white, isn’t it? But why is she standing so preternaturally still? Is she even . . . alive?

				In all the country New England holds the richest repository of stories of the supernatural. And why not? The region has all the elements of a ghost factory. First, you take a foundation of Native American culture trampled underfoot, its burial grounds shoveled aside for Colonial farms, townships, and homes. From a rational point of view, this shouldn’t matter one bit, but it does, it does. Too many authentic hauntings have originated over the site of a desecrated cemetery for researchers into the paranormal to overlook this vital connection. What is termed in the “para-business” an energy vortex begins to emerge, and what you get is a hatchery for ghosts. Add to that the layers of colorful history—ragtag militia vs. redcoats, Puritans vs. witches, pirates and smugglers vs. everyone, and haughty aristocrats, if not violently opposed, then discreetly resistant to ambitious immigrants. With all the murder, mayhem, and power grabs played out along the northeast seaboard, is it any wonder that Boston, the area’s oldest, big­gest, and—in its own uptight, repressed way—most passionate city should be overrun with spirits?

				I came to writing about Boston ghosts by the circuitous route of London and Martha’s Vineyard. In the early 1980s I flew to England to visit my parents, incurable world travelers who’d holed up for a season in a cozy, partially subterranean flat in the Kensington district. We attended a play a day—God bless those London theatre ticket prices!—and we became addicted to the city’s vast roster of walking tours. My favorite was “The Ghosts of London.” Even undertaken in the light of a warm June afternoon, that one managed to scare the cookies out of all three of us!

				I returned to the Vineyard inspired to start my own line of walking tours. From the outset I knew “The Ghosts of Edgartown” would be the jewel in the crown of my tour menu. Sure enough, now many years later, I can still expect a crowd of twenty, thirty, or even forty-plus people waiting for me to come give them the creeps on any given summer night. The walk-and-talk about ghosts led me to write a book about Vineyard spooks, and in 1994 Down East Books brought out Haunted Island. I recently received a call from a nice manager at Bunch of Grapes, the Vineyard’s year-round bookstore, to tell me that Haunted Island is their second biggest seller of all time. I share this information not so much to brag, but to point out how fascinated by ghosts we all seem to be.

				In any event, for those Vineyarders who require a regular dose of metropolitan delights, Boston is our mecca. Once we’ve ferried over the seven miles of water that separate us from the mainland, we’re only a ninety-minute drive from town. I stay at a favorite B&B on Beacon Hill—that timeless stage-set for an Edith Wharton novel—and it was there that I frequently found myself thinking about Boston ghosts. 

				You see, I’m a bit of a ghost feeler (so was Edith Wharton, as you’ll discover in Chapter 8), officially known as a clair­sentient. The most fully realized psychics are those who can see ghosts. Those of us who only feel them face a rockier road because, without always knowing why, we’re in a fairly regular state of mild-to-extreme anxiety. My first experience of this occurred at age six, when my Brownie troop enrolled in swim lessons. Although I’d always been a contented pond bather and puddle splasher and a happy camper around neighbors’ pools, I froze at the edge of this municipal pool into which my sister Brownies had already gleefully leapt. I was paralyzed with fear, and when our troop leader tried to coax me into the water, I burst into big, wracking sobs. My next memory is of being hauled back into my clothes in the locker room, thrust into a station wagon, and returned to my mother, a Brownie reject if there ever was one. 

				Once I left the vicinity of the pool I was back to my chirpy young self. Eventually we got our own pool, and the woman hired to teach me to swim met with no quakes or shakes on my part. A year or so later I learned that a nine-year- old boy had drowned in that municipal pool not too long before my inauspicious first swim lesson.

				But this encounter with pool anxiety wasn’t just a one-shot deal. Every so often I stand beside a pool that really disturbs me—simply freaks me out! That first excruciating—and humiliating—experience with my “condition” inspired me to search for answers. On the rare subsequent occasions when this feeling of dread has come over me, I’ve investigated the biography of the pool in question, and in every case I’ve discovered that within recent memory someone had indeed drowned in those deceptively clear aqua waters. 

				Thank God the sensation is more subdued when I intercept spirit life on land. If I reacted to every psychic imprint the way I do a pool-related death, I’d have been locked up in the proverbial padded cell a long time ago. Instead, what I feel in many locations is a vague unease, an unmistakable “wimp factor.” If a house is haunted, I’ll sense which room is primarily implicated. At one point I lived in a duplex where the dining room unsettled me, though it would have taken a high-test ghost seer to determine what precisely lurked within the room’s innocuous walls of pink floral wallpaper and white wainscoting. I avoided the dining room when I was alone in the house, though with friends seated around the table at night by candlelight you would never have mistaken it for a chamber of horrors.

				With this predilection for sensing ghosts, my jaunts around Boston have always kept me looking over my shoulder and staring up at buildings to savor the quaint juxtapositions of antique elements, so much of it evocative of old Bela Lugosi movies. You can imagine the shadow of an Edwardian gentleman in frock coat and top hat lengthening over a brick sidewalk, and you take it in stride; it’s part of the phyllo dough of Boston’s myriad layers of history, intrigue, art, and melodrama, all of it wrapped up in a nearly transparent top glaze of Boston Brahmin elegance. 

				Of course it was a different matter altogether when I began to collect the ghost stories that make up this book. As the saying goes, what you are about to hear is true: I’ve changed some of the names and adapted some of the circumstances at the subjects’ request, but as far as this “ghost-feeler” and researcher of the paranormal can tell, the following accounts are factual, and some of them are darn scary, especially because they truly happened.

				But I’ll let you be the judge of the degree of scariness, intrepid reader. We’ll see if your “wimp factor” is less easily triggered than mine . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				PART I

				In-Town Ghosts
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				Tremont Street, looking toward Park Street Church, 1860

				BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY PRINTS DEPT.

				It’s been said that you could plunk Benjamin Franklin or Paul Revere into the heart of Boston without a map today, and he would know his way around town. The streets haven’t changed, although the old legend about paving the original cow paths is considered a bit of a stretch. It’s more likely that the early dwellers had no pressing desire to line up their streets in a neurotic, up-and-down, side-to-side grid. What’s wrong, after all, with curving around this park over here and keeping the quaint angles of this five-way intersection? Maybe it’s knowledge of the familiar lay of the land that enables so many Boston spirits to filter through the gauze of time without undue effort.

				1

				The Tainted Honeymoon

				I should have stopped to ask myself why an apartment on Beacon Hill would rent so cheaply,” says Jim Mackey, looking back to his harrowing experience in the late 1990s in a garret on Pinckney Street. On a blue and gold day in September, Jim had arrived to check out the apartment, and even before he entered the charming old brownstone he was captivated by Pinckney’s bay windows, cobbled brick sidewalks, ornate wooden doors, and flowerpots overflowing with ger­aniums, primroses, and Shasta daisies. A female friend from col­lege days at Cornell had recently relinquished the Pinckney lease and advised Jim to contact the landlady. Jim says, “My friend did joke in passing about a ghost, but hey, who was I to be picky about a five-hundred-dollar-a-month-rental? Besides, I didn’t believe in ghosts, and if I encountered one after all, bring it on! How much could a little bit of supernatural fluff hurt a big tough guy like me? That was my attitude.”

				The landlady was a morose woman in her sixties, with faded blond hair and mousy features. She didn’t smile once when she showed Jim the apartment on the top floor, but that hardly deterred him. The woman’s quarters on the lower three floors were sealed off from the central staircase, so there would be little likelihood of crossing paths with her. The rental unit was small but sweetly evocative of another age, with mahogany moldings, skylights, custom shelves, worn but charming antique furniture, and French doors opening onto a balcony with a distant view of the river. The ambiance was a bit feminine for Jim’s taste, but he figured that would come in handy for romancing future girlfriends. 

				On the day Jim moved in, he called his friend from Cornell and asked what she wanted him to do with the dresses she’d left behind in the bedroom closet. “Those aren’t mine,” she giggled. “I’m strictly an L.L. Bean kinda gal. Those dresses come with the rental.”

				“Well, they’re not my size,” he said facetiously. 

				“So, go on a diet.”

				“Maybe I should box ’em up and give them to the landlady?”

				“I wouldn’t,” replied his friend, her tone suddenly guarded. “The ghost doesn’t like you to change anything.”

				“Get real!” Jim scoffed. When he hung up, he marched over to the closet with the intention of yanking the gowns from their hangers and plopping them into a plastic bag. But then, peering at the garments more closely, he reconsidered. Six or seven in all, they were perfect specimens of fifties sheath dresses, a bit moth-eaten and stained, but of high quality linen in shades of tan, beige, and black, with one pink number that reminded him of Jackie Kennedy. Something about the dresses made him more respectful of their pride of place in the closet, and he decided to leave them undisturbed until his own wardrobe grew enough to fill the space. He was just starting out as an associate at a prestigious law firm, and he knew that over the next few seasons he’d be investing in new suits. “I thought that with any luck, by the time I needed a bigger closet, I would have advanced enough in my field to afford an apartment upgrade. This was a cute place, but it reminded me of being a struggling artist—not my personality at all.”

				The first night alone in the apartment, he woke a little after two in the morning as a stiff, cold breeze wafted over his face. “I thought I’d closed all the windows, but I turned on the light to double-check. Sure enough the bedroom windows were tightly shut, and I didn’t see how a brisk wind could have made it all the way down the hallway, hooking a left inside the bedroom to knock me awake.” He nestled back into the pillow, and just as he started to doze again, he heard a series of low moans emanating from the closet. He remembered his friend’s remarks about a ghost, but the thought, rather than frightening him, made him chuckle. He decided that no un­explained breezes and closet vocalizations would keep him from a good night’s rest.

				Over the next few weeks Jim was occasionally awakened by the cold wind and the moans from the closet, but as before, he paid little attention to them. “It made for interesting small talk around the water cooler,” he says. Other signs of an in­visible roommate began to surface. Some mornings Jim would lumber out to the tiny living space to find the dirty dishes he’d left in the sink the night before now cleaned and neatly stacked on the counter dish rack. Also, the chrysanthemums and hollies in pots out on the balcony never seemed to require watering, even though they were shielded from rain by an overhang. “I told myself I’d water them if they ever looked droopy, but they never did, so I figured it was another chore the ghost took care of. I knew a good thing when I saw it. I just wished my invisible roommate could fold my socks and bake lasagna.”

				Jim’s experiences with the entity weren’t always so toler­able. One night he woke up, and instead of moans, he heard a woman weeping inside the closet. The lamentation sounded so real that he felt the urge to get up and investigate, but for the first time he grew anxious. He was aware of his mood rapidly deteriorating until he felt saturated by sorrow, as deeply upset as was the presence that wept beneath the vintage gowns. “I’m an even-keeled guy, and this was my first experience with depression. It only lasted a few minutes, thank God. The sobs wound down, and I fell asleep. The next morning, I was more or less back to normal, but I felt a bit shaken, so as soon as I was showered and dressed, I padded downstairs and knocked on my landlady’s door.”

				He bluntly asked her, “What’s up with the ghost in my apartment?” 

				She looked chagrined at first, but then her usual aloof expression reasserted itself. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

				He tried to furnish details, but she interrupted him, “I have to fold some towels.” She shut the door in his face.

				Jim placed another call to his former college pal, and this time he was grumpy: “Okay, what do you know about this?” 

				It turned out his friend hadn’t experienced anywhere near the amount of disturbances to which Jim had been subjected. Her contact was restricted to the occasional cold breeze and articles in the front room being moved around. “She never did my dishes for me,” his friend said. “She must be in love with you; I guess there’s no accounting for taste in ghosts.”

				Jim’s friend had also tried to quiz the landlady but had learned nothing until she happened to run into the woman’s daughter, visiting from Portland, Maine. From the younger woman she found out that in 1954, a girl named Abby had rented the garret quarters from an earlier owner and had subsequently been devastated by a failed love affair. She committed suicide by slitting her wrists in the bathtub. 

				“But there’s only a shower stall,” said Jim, relieved to think that the story must be fiction.

				“Duh!” replied his friend. “No one wanted to live with the Death Tub. They had it replaced.”

				Jim began to think about moving. The mysterious and sudden stab of depression had bothered him more than he would have thought possible. He made up his mind that if he fell victim to it again, he would pack a bag and book himself into a hotel, pronto. But soon a major event occurred in his life that took his mind off his own personal ghost and every other aspect of daily living: he fell in love.

				Jody was the newest paralegal in the firm. Pretty, blond, blue-eyed Jody had grown up in Columbus, Ohio, and for Jim she seemed to have stepped out of a 1930s screwball comedy. “She was so wholesome and sweet, and supportive, and positive. There wasn’t a sarcastic bone in her body. She was totally different from all the other girls I’d met who were so intent on being cool.” On the first date, Jim fell head over heels in love with the lovely Ohioan, and the feeling was reciprocated. “We were caught up in the fantasy of love at first sight. I took her down to my parents’ empty cottage on the Cape that weekend and proposed to her on a windy night on the beach. We decided to return to the Cape the very next weekend and get married by a Sandwich justice of the peace. It was madness, but fantastic madness.”

				In the coming week, Jim invited Jody to dinner at his apartment, warning her ahead of time about the ghost. “After we married, our plan was for me to move into Jody’s apartment in the Back Bay area. It was larger and just basically more grown-up, but I wanted my fiancée to see how and where I lived before we blended our lives.”

				Jim had picked up some lemon chicken, grilled vege­tables, and sesame noodles from a gourmet shop on Charles Street, and by candlelight he laid out a romantic spread on the granite table on the balcony. Jody expressed her delight over the old-fashioned apartment, and during dinner she said, “I feel as if we’ve stepped back into a Henry James novel. Maybe we should live here.”

				The minute the words were out, the iron-and-glass-framed door to the balcony slammed shut with a force that made Jim gasp and Jody scream. “Was that your ghost?” she asked, her face deathly pale.

				Jim looked at the ivy-covered backs of the buildings opposite them. There wasn’t a breath of wind in the night air. Exasperated, he said, “Abby, knock it off!” 

				They retired to the tiny dining alcove for a dessert of piña colada sorbet. Once inside, Jody grew uncharacteristically testy. “I’m not really a dessert eater. You might as well know that about me,” she groused, leaving her bowl untouched. She made some peevish comments about the rusty stove and the useless-looking refrigerator. “I’d better be going. I’m not really comfortable here,” she confided.

				Jim walked Jody to the sidewalk, where her mood dramatically brightened. He was so relieved to have his good-natured fiancée restored to him that, rather than bundling her into a cab, he walked her home the twenty-or-so blocks to Marlborough Street. 

				He stared up at the modern brick building. “It will be better living here,” he said.

				“Much,” she concurred, and they kissed goodnight.

				The following weekend, the elopement took place without a hitch. Jim splurged and rented a Mercedes convertible for the ride to Sandwich. Their paperwork completed, they were married in a high-windowed room of the Colonial-style town hall. Afterward, they strolled to a seaside bed-and-breakfast and stepped into their water-view room with a canopied bed and a fireplace. “Where’s that draft coming from?” asked Jody in a peevish voice he’d only heard once before from her—the time she’d visited his apartment. Jim glanced around at the closed French doors, and all of a sudden he was reminded of the improbably cold and brisk wind that routinely swept into his bedroom on Pinckney Street.

				Inwardly he groaned, “Abby, if you’ve come along on my honeymoon, I’m going to kill you!” And then he laughed at the oxymoron of killing a ghost.

				More traumatic than any visit from the Other Side, however, was the disintegration of Jody’s normally sunny personality. Jim felt as if he’d fallen in love with one woman, then taken her evil twin on their honeymoon. Nothing about the inn pleased her. “It’s so shabby. I can smell the mold. My allergies are flaring up! I saw a bug in the bathroom! This is un­acceptable!” Her pretty face, which to Jim had seemed so kind and corn-fed pretty, now housed narrow, mean little blue eyes, a nose red and runny from allergies, and a mouth wrenched down at the corners in constant disapproval.

				They went for a walk on the sound, and even that sublime body of water annoyed her: “We should have found an inn on the ocean side in Truro or Chatham. I like waves better than this stupid bathtub.”

				Before leaving the city, Jim had asked around to find the most romantic restaurant in the Sandwich area. Not surprisingly, Jody hated that as well. Her lobster bisque wasn’t warm enough and lacked a sufficient complement of lobster. Her grilled vegetables had absorbed too much oil, and her swordfish was dry and overcooked.

				At last, Jim threw down his napkin and demanded, “What’s going on with you? Do you regret being married, because believe me, I regret it more and more with every passing moment.”

				The ensuing argument will be left to the private scrapbooks of Jim and Jody’s memories. The upshot was that they returned to Boston that very night and parted company to sleep in their own apartments. Come morning, Jim inveigled a colleague in his law firm to start work on an annulment. Jody, for her part, called in her resignation and never again set foot in Jim’s firm. Jim also made a substantial change in his life: he returned to his apartment with two buddies and a collection of moving boxes. He slipped the key in his landlady’s door with a note advising her to rent only to women: “You’ve got a lonely ghost up there who’s hell on a guy’s love life,” he added. 

				So, had Abby tagged along on his honeymoon and wrecked his chances for happiness with Jody? Some years after the incident—and still single—Jim has no definite answers. “The rational part of me thinks Jody just freaked at marrying a stranger and acted that way out of fear. Or maybe she was, bottom line, a nasty person, and once she ‘got’ me she let her true colors show. Or maybe she was mentally ill. There’s never been any contact subsequent to our unholy honeymoon. But what I truly believe in my heart is that Abby had some kind of a ghostly crush on me, could detect that Jody wasn’t all that nice, and somehow forced my ‘bride’ to reveal herself sooner rather than later. I actually feel grateful to the ghost. Imagine if it had taken me years to find out I’d married a selfish, whiny little twit. There’d have been no wriggling out of it with a lickety-split annulment.” 

				2

				The Imaginary Friend

				RICK and Claudia O’Brien and their three-year-old, Hudson, moved into a two-bedroom flat on Tileston Street in Bos­ton’s North End. Claudia’s ancestors had emigrated from Sicily, Rick’s from western Ireland, but both loved the neighborhood’s tiny Italian groceries, the bistros fragrant with basil, oregano, and garlic, the antique cobbled squares, and the parish church where the hours tolled from an old bell tower.

				The apartment was paneled with time-darkened wood, but Claudia gained permission from the owner to paint the walls a pale shade called “buttercream,” and that went a long way to brighten the otherwise shadowy rooms. 

				“We wanted to spruce up the kitchen and bathroom,” said Claudia, “but that would have to wait until our economic situation improved.” Rick managed a computer store on Commonwealth Avenue, and Claudia had started a small day care service to enable her to remain home with Hudson.

				The day care was another issue the O’Briens had needed to clear with their landlady, Mrs. DiLullio, an eighty-seven-year-old widow who only recently had vacated her apartment to seek assisted living in the suburbs of Andover. “I went to visit her a couple of times,” said Claudia, “and she really missed the North End. She’d come to America at the age of thirteen to live with a family of cousins who spoke only English. She kept up her Italian by conversing with all the shopkeepers and older paesani in the neighborhood. She would have given anything to return to Tileston Street, but she’d broken her femur, and it didn’t look as if she’d ever be able again to climb stairs or even walk without the greatest difficulty.”

				Mrs. DiLullio wore a pained expression on a massively lined face, white hair surrounding her head like a clump of cotton batting. Claudia had the impression the elderly woman had grown clinically depressed from the broken leg and the forced exile from her home and neighborhood. 

				“I once had a talk with her son about her condition, and he said his mother’s doctor had her on an antidepressant, but as far as I could see, it wasn’t helping. The only thing that could have cheered her up was watching the passagiata from a lawn chair on the sidewalk below her apartment.”

				One foggy night in October, all three O’Briens were fast asleep, Hudson in his tiny room next to his parents’ slightly larger one. Suddenly, Rick and Claudia were awakened by their 100-watt overhead light flashing on. At the same time, all three of the apartment’s smoke detectors began to blare. Rick’s first instinct was to glance at the digital alarm clock: 3:18 a.m. He sniffed for smoke, but neither he nor Claudia could find any other hint of a fire. 

				Claudia ran to Hudson’s room to find her son fast asleep, undisturbed by the drilling fire alarms, though his overhead light had also switched on. Rick ran to the front door, slid out the bolt, and flung the door wide to check for smoke in the hall and stairwell. No sign of a fire.

				Once Rick and Claudia determined there was no danger of toasting to a crisp, they realized that every room in the apartment, including the kitchen and bathroom, glowed white from the 100-watt overhead bulbs they rarely used. But the relentlessly bleating alarms were a more serious problem. Anxiously, Rick mounted a stepladder and disassembled the living room detector, wrenching out the connection and yanking the battery. The two bedroom detectors continued to blare, and it wasn’t until the third unit was disemboweled that silence returned to the apartment. The couple then switched off the annoying overhead lights and returned to bed, sleeping fitfully until dawn.

				The following afternoon, Claudia received a call from Mrs. DiLullio’s son: his mother had died in the assisted care residence at 3:18 that morning. 

				The next evening, Claudia was feeding Hudson in the kit­chen when she heard the sound of the front door slamming. “We’re in here!” she called, waiting for Rick to swoop in, plop his backpack on the counter, and kiss her on the forehead. When, after a minute, he failed to appear, Claudia said to Hudson, “Where did Daddy go?” She took a quick peek into the other rooms, and then decided Rick must have trudged back downstairs to check the mail. Or something. At that minute, the phone rang. It was Rick calling from the office. “Running late, baby. I’ll be home in an hour.”

				Within days following Mrs. DiLullio’s death, it was clear to the O’Briens that their apartment was now, in Rick’s words, “fiendishly haunted.” Until Rick had the bright idea of taking out the bulbs, the overhead lights flicked on almost every night. Rick kept all three smoke detectors disconnected and gutted; he knew that otherwise they would endure a regular serenade. Objects were mysteriously moved around, most notably their sizable futon sofa, which normally took center stage in the living room; every few days it ended up crammed against the wall in the dining ell.

				Claudia had a theory: “I think Mrs. DiLullio missed her old furniture. According to her son, she’d had the place stuffed with heavy baroque Italian pieces. When he put the apartment up for rent, none of the prospective tenants wanted to live with that kind of furniture, so he stuck it in storage. Then Rick and I come along, paint the walls buttercream, and fill the space with stuff from Ikea and Target. It must’ve driven her crazy!”

				 The couple tried to laugh off the disturbances, but Claudia found herself increasingly on edge. “I would lie awake at night waiting for those stupid lights to flash on or for any new sign of something-not-right. And then I’d get to worrying about Hudson, next door. I’d imagine terrible things like a dark shape looming over his bed.” The O’Briens discussed the possibility of bringing Hudson into their room but hesitated to signal their fear to him. 

				“I read a few books on the paranormal,” said Claudia, “and I learned that some spirits require a certain length of time before moving on to the next world. We decided to give it a few more weeks to see if things quieted down. In the meantime, feeling like a total idiot, I’d talk out loud to Mrs. DiLullio, assuring her I was taking good care of her apartment and begging her to travel into the Light!” 

				Rick said, “The only light she seemed interested in was our hundred-watt bulbs.”

				One day Claudia sat on her living room floor with her six day care charges, all of them engaged in creating a group mural with crayons and a long roll of paper. A three-year-old named Sean, with a tow head and chipmunk cheeks, looked up from his work. “Where’s Prima today?” he asked.

				Claudia looked at him with a start. Prima was Mrs. Di­Lullio’s first name. 

				But then with a flash of reason, Claudia assured herself that, unusual as that name might be, Sean undoubtedly had a young friend called Prima, perhaps named for a beloved grandma. “Is that a pal of yours?” she asked.

				"She’s an old lady who comes here to play with me.”

				“Where does Prima live?” asked Claudia.

				He pointed in a downward direction. “Under the grass.”

				Claudia caught her breath. “And what does Prima look like?”

				“She’s very white,” he said brightly. “White hair. White skin.” He rummaged in the box of crayons with his tiny fingers until he found one called “Alabaster.” Holding it up with a flourish, he said, “Like this.”

				Claudia tried to keep her nerves from fraying for the rest of the day, but she was relieved at five o’clock when all of her charges had been picked up by their parents. Earlier, she’d phoned one of the moms at work and asked if she’d take Hudson home with her for a suppertime play date. Now, all alone in the haunted apartment, Claudia arranged a circle of candles on the living room floor and plunked herself down in the middle of them. She’d heard that sage was used in shamanic practices as a purifying herb, so she dumped a jar of dried sage onto a heavy plate and ignited it into a gentle smolder. And then she began, between praying and chanting, to implore Prima DiLullio to quit the apartment once and for all. 

				Did the informal exorcism work? 

				The O’Briens claim mixed results. The more obstreperous forms of haunting ceased altogether—no more lights switching on or furniture being moved, and none of the kids ever again mentioned an imaginary elderly playmate. But Claudia was left with the sense that Mrs. DiLullio was keeping a low profile until a future time when a new set of tenants might be induced to live with a full-blown ghost.

				“I know she’s still hanging around,” said Claudia. “Sometimes I smell lilacs in the air, and we don’t have a single lilac-scented product. I’ll be missing something one day and have it turn up exactly where I’d searched for it the day before. But at this point I think she’s watching over us more than trying to freak us out. Recently, I found Hudson’s window open every morning, even though we locked it each night. This got me to thinking, so I bought one of those air-testing monitors. Sure enough, when we plugged it into a wall socket in Hudson’s room, it measured a small amount of carbon monoxide coming out of a faulty furnace. We got an engineer in im­mediately to take care of the problem. After that, no invisible being opened Hudson’s window in the night—a good thing, what with winter just around the corner!”

				Now that the O’Briens’ ghost has been elevated from unwelcome phantom to guardian angel, Claudia and Rick have no immediate plans to move. “We love the North End,” affirms Claudia, and Rick adds jokingly, “When our time comes, we’ll probably want to be North End ghosts ourselves one day!”

				3

				The Hampshire Street Horror

				GREG and I were both in grad school—he at Harvard, I at B.U.—so we jumped at the chance to take a sublet on Hampshire Street in Cambridge,” said Claire Cressy in relating her own true ghost story. “We loved Cambridge for its arty movie houses and ethnic restaurants. And there’s all that great old architecture, but it’s built lower. . . . A young doctor was renting out the ground-floor of a duplex. His place was tres grad-schoolish—big, shabby rooms with scuffed wood floors and scant furnishings—sort of sixties Danish with a few framed Miro and Kandinsky lithographs.” 

				Claire and Greg met the original leaseholder only one time, just long enough to be shown around and receive the key. He was off to India for a year on a government medical aid program. “He was a little aloof, the kind of guy who has never found much use for charm.” Claire said. “He was civil enough, but he never said anything about the entity living in his rooms. Either it never appeared to him, or he miraculously avoided its notice, or he was only pretending to be mellow, because any normal person would be a nervous wreck after living with that thing.”

				On the November day the young couple was to move in, Greg borrowed a small flatbed truck to transport their belongings—about a dozen cardboard boxes, a TV set, and cat paraphernalia. “We’d been students so long,” said Claire, “that we’d learned to travel light.” When their meager pile of worldly goods was safely stashed inside the apartment, Claire picked up the blue plastic box containing their thirty-pound black-and-white cat, Reggie, and hefted it into the small foyer off the living room. The minute she set the box on the floor, a low growl issued from inside. Claire chuckled at the thought that perhaps they’d moved old Reg one too many times, though he’d never before been averse to a new setting. The couple had even traveled with the chubby feline for three months in Europe. “Every night we stayed in a different inn, and if our room was on the ground floor, we’d open the window to let Reggie out for a nocturnal romp. He always returned in the early morning, looking considerably the worse for wear, and he’d sleep like a dead thing in the car the next day. If cats could talk, Reggie would tell us all about his own completely separate European vacation.”

				But now the fat fur boy was showing signs of severe agora­phobia. Claire swung open the door to the cage, but Reggie refused to budge. She got down on her hands and knees and peered inside. Her normally lovable pet drew back his lips to expose sharp teeth and hissed at her. Claire blinked and drew away. Then she shrugged and went off to help Greg sort through the boxes.

				An hour later, Claire remembered Reggie and bent down to peek in the box. He was still huddled inside, though this time he didn’t hiss. Instead, he stared out with wide yellow eyes. She was tempted to drag him out, but he was acting so strangely, she was afraid he might bite or scratch her. Recalling his European adventure—his ability to stay out all night and find his way back—she dragged the box to the front door and pointed the big cat toward the fresh air of Hampshire Street. A bolt of black and white fur shot out of the cage like a soft cannonball. 

				Reggie went missing for three days.

				“We put up signs around the neighborhood and called our old digs clear across town, thinking Reggie might have made his way back there.” Finally, on the third day, Greg spied something moving under the concrete steps of his apartment when he returned from a trip to the corner store. Crouching down to investigate, he spied Reggie: sullen, several pounds lighter, and covered with cobwebs. The couple decided to give the pet time to adjust. They let him stay outside, and they took to sliding his bowl of food under the steps. When he still refused to enter the apartment after a week, they gave up trying and boarded him with a friend in the Porter Square area.“Reggie took to the friend’s apartment with his usual king-of-the-hill aplomb. You’d never have known he’d wimped out in our new home.”

				About a week and a half later, Greg and Claire got a taste of what had driven their cat to run for cover. A little past eleven o’clock on a chill November night, they returned from a potluck dinner. A light fog created an unworldly glow around the street lamps. The street seemed entirely deserted, every inhabitant of that cranny of Cambridge already in bed. Greg stuck the key in the front door lock, and immediately a shrill scream unfurled at them. 

				“It was a scream of rage—high-pitched, female, seeming to gush out of the lock,” said Claire, “as if the door itself were outraged that we’d try to enter.”

				They shrunk back from the sound, and it stopped ab­ruptly. The couple stared at one another in a wordless question: What should we do? Finally, Greg shrugged, turned the key in the lock and pushed open the door. No new screams issued forth. “We turned on every light, creeping our way from room to room. Finally, when we got ready for bed, Greg offered to go around and turn off all the lights. I told him, ‘Don’t you dare!’”

				In the next few weeks, their work loads took their minds off their screaming doorknob, and in that same period nothing out of the ordinary reminded them of the troubling night when they’d slept with every light ablaze. And then, just before Christmas, as Claire returned from class on a blustery afternoon, she turned the key in the lock and the ear-splitting scream blasted out at her again. She shrank back and then skedaddled to the corner market, where she used a pay phone to reach Greg at his office. She found out when he planned on coming home, then sat in a nearby coffee shop waiting for her husband to brave the front door with her. They met at the appointed time outside the duplex, and Greg gingerly poked the key in the lock. They heard a reassuring clicking sound, uninterrupted by any unworldly howls. Claire sighed and Greg shrugged. 

				“After that, we tolerated the occasional shrieking lock. There was no set pattern to it. We half convinced ourselves there was some technical explanation having to do with rust and water pipes.”

				In January, Claire’s nineteen-year-old cousin, Gillian, came to live with them until a lease became available in a bay-front apartment building in Revere. “She was taking a few classes at Lesley College and working in a book store, just sort of waiting to see what fresh vistas opened up to her. We gave her the back bedroom, and she was very grateful for the free rent—so grateful, in fact, it took her three weeks to tell us she was being terrorized each night.”

				Claire noticed that her cousin had started to act distant and uncommunicative. She worried that her guest might be prey to depression. Before gently broaching the subject, she checked with a relative, another cousin who’d spent more time with Gillian, to see if the young woman had any record of mood swings. “Gillian?” said the cousin with a chuckle. “You’ve got to be kidding! She’s so sunny, people meeting her think she’s on drugs.”

				All the same, Claire was concerned, so over the breakfast table one morning, she gently asked Gillian if something was bothering her. “She looked aghast at first, but then it all came rushing out: Every night as she lay in her bed, this terrible series of screams poured out of her closet. She was sure we heard it and couldn’t understand why neither Greg nor I spoke of it. The poor kid had pushed her bed into a bay of windows at the opposite end of the room. She’d tacked a couple of nails in the ceiling so she could sling a blanket over the foot of the bed to give herself a shield from the thing in the closet."

				After that discussion, Claire made up a bed for Gillian in Greg’s den at the front of the house, off the living room. The three occupants of the duplex kept the door shut to the back bedroom, and if screams still raged from the closet, no one heard them. They thought they might have the problem licked. Even the front door knob seemed to have given up its infrequent banshee wail. 

				One night in February, Claire found herself alone in the apartment. Gillian had moved on to Revere, and Greg was in New Hampshire to give his mother moral support through knee surgery. “I must confess I was already predisposed to be nervous,” Claire said. “When bedtime rolled around, I made a decision to keep all the lights on. I even turned on the TV set, though I hadn’t watched it in at least two months. I brushed my teeth in the kitchen sink rather than traipse down the long hallway to the bathroom, which was adjacent to the infamous back bedroom. Then when it came time to hop into bed, I just stripped off my shoes and jeans and slept in the tee and plaid shirt I’d worn all day.”
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