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Introduction 

For some reason, this Christmas season was busier than usual. I always took an active role in the holiday season, participating in both the chancel choir and bell choir, teaching music in the Sunday School, attending holiday parties, and doing charity work. But this year was completely over-the-top. I had at least one activity scheduled for every single day of the month. It was insane!

By the third week in December, I was holiday-ed out and wanted to run away from it all. So, I took Friday afternoon off, had lunch at a nice restaurant, and then headed toward my favorite rambling spot at a local state park. Ringwood Manor was the preserved Revolutionary War estate of Surveyor General Robert Erskine. It featured a historic house with landscaped grounds, an old dairy building, a water wheel, a blacksmith shop, a large pond, and a trout stream. It was the perfect place to lose a few hours and regain my peace of mind.

As soon as I entered the long driveway, I realized something was up. There was a line of cars ahead of me. And I could see people queuing up in front of the lovely old manor house. What in the world? Then it hit me. It must be the final weekend of the Victorian Christmas open house. Every December, the manor was decorated from top to bottom by the local Women’s Club, who charged an entry fee for visitors who wanted to tour the downstairs of the house. It was an annual fundraiser.

Well, this wasn’t the quiet getaway I’d envisioned, but I’d always enjoyed the Christmas tours, so I parked in the lot and got in line to buy a ticket. The tour was self-guided, so I could linger as long as I wished in the intricately decorated rooms. And who knew? Maybe I’d chance upon one of the resident ghosts during my wanderings. Ghost stories were a popular part of Victorian Era Christmas traditions, so a ghost sighting would be appropriate under the circumstances.

I felt a chill pass over my skin as I stepped through the main door into the Great Hall with its herringbone parquet floors and grand staircase. Ornate paneling and arches gave a Gothic feel to the room, despite the many poinsettias, stars, snow houses, and evergreens that decorated it. The sixth sense I’d inherited from my Pennsylvania Dutch grandmother told me that an invisible someone was standing near the top of the staircase, watching the crowds and the costumed workers as they interacted in the hallway below.

I made my way through the Ryerson parlors, admiring the wreaths, candles, dolls, and ornaments. Evergreens decorated the mantelpiece above a Delft-tiled fireplace, and there were gifts under the tree. Then I entered the light-filled Glass Piazza, with its banks of poinsettias, sumptuous white Christmas tree, silver reindeer, and evergreen garlands. The drawing room overflowed with red and gold flowers, white candles, and fragrant wreaths. Lace Christmas trees, beaded garlands, icicles, and blue ribbons adorned the music room. And in the dining room, the massive table was set for a Christmas feast.

Everywhere I turned, there were the sights and smells of Christmas. I felt my body relax for the first time all season as I took it all in at my own pace. In the holiday hustle and bustle, I’d almost forgotten what all the celebrating was for. Christmas was a time when light burst forth into the world to illuminate the darkness. It was a time when saints and spirits drew near to encourage generosity (“Baker’s Dozen”) and right wrongs (“Wild Hunt”). It was the season when good Saint Nicholas chained up the devil on the eve of his birthday—December 6—and made him visit the village children to see if they deserved the attention of Kirstkindel (“Der Belznickel”).

And Christmas was the season when everyday people became heroes: like the stepmother who saved her stepdaughter’s life when a troll threatened to steal her away (“See My Gray Foot Dangle”) or the police detective who confronted a witch when children began vanishing from the Santa display at the mall (“Gingerbread House”).

As I passed through the Great Hall on my way to the exit, I glanced up at the ghost, who still lurked on the staircase. We exchanged smiles, and I gave him a slight bow before leaving the house. I’d long ago made peace with the former owner of this haunted manor. It was his home long before the state laid claim to it, and I was honored whenever he took a moment to greet me personally.

The cold air of December brought color to my cheeks as I began my ramble through the Italian sunken garden before heading toward Sally’s Pond. This afternoon was just what I needed to get back into the spirit of Christmas. Perhaps I’d drop by the family graveyard and see if the ghost of Robert Erskine was sitting on a gravestone or wandering the nearby gravel road carrying a blue lantern. It would make a great spooky story to share with the family during our holiday feast. After all, the telling of ghostly tales was traditional at this time of year.

Merry Christmas.

Sandy Schlosser











Part One

Ghost Stories
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Cleves House

Liberty Township, Ohio

When I mustered out of the military, I went back to my home state to settle down. I married my sweetheart and took a job in a town about ten miles from the place I was raised. Far enough away to have my own life, but close enough that we could visit my kin whenever we wished. Perfect.

Business drew me back to my old stomping grounds several times a year, and I always stopped to visit with my best friend, John Stow. John lived on a farm south of town, and his closest neighbor was a mean fellow named Cleves who’d spent time in the penitentiary during a misspent youth. Cleves was a penny-pincher who lived in a big old mansion that was run-down at the seams. He couldn’t keep a housekeeper or handyman to save his life. Stories of his finicky ways and abusive language made good employees shy away, and even indifferent workers steered clear.

Cleves passed away not long after I mustered out, and his mansion was abandoned. He had no apparent heirs, and no one wanted the land. Folks claimed it was cursed. Carriages and horseback riders passing that way at night saw strange lights in the broken windows. One fellow claimed to hear moans, followed by a scream of terror so gruesome that it made his horse rear and bolt. The air on the grounds felt menacing; as if evil eyes watched every movement. Even the daring young men with young ladies to impress avoided the Cleves House. There were better ways to earn a smile.
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Cleves House

It was a week before Christmas when I next came to my hometown. My carriage was filled with holiday presents for my parents and the Stow family, and I also had a very special Christmas present to pick up for my lady at the local jewelers. When this task was complete, John took me to the inn for dinner and then we went to the bar to have some very good brandy and swap holiday stories and jokes with some of the lads we’d known all our lives. It was late when we stepped outside to claim our horses, and snow was swirling all around.

“It will be a white Christmas,” John said merrily as he carefully tucked an expensive bottle of brandy he’d purchased for his holiday feast into his saddle bag. We mounted and rode in the direction of the Stow home.

At first the snow fell lightly and talking was easy. Then the wind picked up and the snow grew thick. The ground was covered, and swirling snow made it difficult to see John’s horse in front of me. My muffler iced up, and my eyelashes almost froze closed.

“John,” I bellowed over the wind, hoping my friend would hear me. “We have to get out of this, or we will freeze to death.”

“We are almost to the turnoff,” John shouted back, stopping his horse. I could barely make out his figure just an arm’s length away.

“The temperature is dropping too fast. The wind chill will kill us if we keep going. We have to find shelter, or the horses will drop dead of cold,” I bellowed. “For God’s sake man, if you want to be alive for Christmas, we have to stop now.”

I’d been stuck in a storm like this once before, and only a roaring campfire built under an overhanging rock in the lee of the wind had saved the men in my brigade from an icy death.

“There’s no place to go,” John said. “Only the Cleves House.” He gestured to the right, and I realized the looming dark shadow was the decrepit mansion. Out of all the local options, we ended up stranded in front of the haunted Cleves House. Fate was a fickle mistress.

“The Cleves House it is,” I said firmly, grabbing John’s reins from his shaking hands. I didn’t know if it was the freezing air or fear that made him tremble, and I didn’t have time to figure it out. We hadn’t planned for a snowstorm. Our clothes were too light, and the wind was a killer.

I rode toward the looming darkness, trying to keep a straight path in the swirling blizzard. If we missed the building, we were dead. My horse gave a little jump and backed up a step or two. He’d hit his nose on the porch railing. I slid off and motioned for John to join me. Together, we coaxed the horses onto the porch and John threw the double doors wide so we could lead them indoors.

The shadowy mansion was festooned with cobwebs. The horses were uneasy being inside such a strange barn, but they didn’t try to run. The house was freezing but at least we were out of the wind. We wouldn’t make it through the night without a fire, so we started searching for something to burn. The front hallway was bare save for a massive cupboard and a fancy hat stand. But the parlor boasted several rotting couches and a broken card table with several chairs. We sacrificed the card table to the fire, and soon had a blaze going that warmed the parlor and made the front hall cozy enough to stable the horses there for the night. We divested them of their saddles and slung the bags into the parlor by the rotting couches. I found a bucket in the kitchen and melted snow for them to drink. Then we sat on the couches and lit our pipes.

“That was far too close for my liking,” I said, studying John over my pipe. He was still trembling and had practically pulled the couch into the fireplace. I wasn’t sure if it was the deadly cold or the supposed haunting that had him so rattled. To ease his mind, I started debunking the ghost stories we’d heard about the Cleves mansion as the killer wind blasted snow against the side of the house. My bravado didn’t make a dent in John’s pallor. His eyes kept straying to the shadows, and his thin hands continuously rubbed against one another.

A downdraft shook the whole house and the hall door creaked open. An icy wind swept through the room, making the flames burn blue and ghostly white, but they emitted no heat. “What the devil,” I gasped, my body trembling with the sudden chill. “That last blast must have broken a window. We’ll have to board it up quick or . . .”

I stopped abruptly, because John was pointing toward the door, speechless with terror. I turned in my seat and saw a skeleton looming in the dark entryway. Ye gods! I grabbed my gun and fired two bullets at the specter. The shots had no impact on the skeleton, but I heard the horses whinny and plunge in fear.

My military chaplain had spoken one memorable night about why ghosts haunt the earth. He taught us some phrases to use if we ever encountered one, and I uttered them now, desperately hoping it would work. “Speak foul specter,” I intoned. “Tell us why you are here.”

There was a rattling sound as the skeleton gathered itself. It advanced toward us, and I sat down abruptly beside my friend, still clutching my rifle. My heart was pounding harder than it ever had on the battlefield. The skeleton raised its arm. I thought it was going to hit me, so I raised my gun, reluctant to fire but not sure what else to do.

The ghost spoke. “I am dead,” it howled in a voice that made the killer wind outside seem gentle and kind. “I am dead and yet I live a half-life that you mortals cannot understand!”

“W-who are you?” asked John. His voice was calm in spite of the tremors shaking his whole body.

“My name is Jamessss Symmmmms,” the skeleton moaned. “I was robbed and killed in my sleep by John Cleves, who offered me shelter for the night.” It pointed a bony finger to a ragged gap in its left temple. “He cut off my head and buried it under the hearth. Then he cast my body down the well.”

As it spoke, the skull vanished from its shoulders. John yelped in surprise when the ghost’s ethereal voice suddenly switched to the floor under the hearth. “Take up my head,” it wailed.

One look at John told me he wasn’t going to take up the skeleton’s head. I grabbed my knife and started rooting around the base of the hearth. John took a shuddering breath and joined me, keeping as far away from the decapitated skeleton as he could. This struck me as funny, since we were digging for the poor man’s skull. The hearthstones were loose, and we soon unearthed a fleshless skull with a gash in the left temple. I picked it up and it vanished instantly, reappearing on the shoulders of the hovering ghost.

“Thank you,” the skeleton said. It seemed more alive now that it had its head.

“I have long wanted to tell someone my fate,” the ghost resumed. “But none were brave enough to command me to speak. I have appeared to many, but you are the first to break my silence. If you please, give my bones a decent burial. And write to my relative, Gilmore Syms of Columbus, Georgia, to tell him what I have revealed to you.”

The skeleton extended its hand. My stomach turned over, but I grasped it and shook. Its touch was colder than the killer wind. As cold as . . . well . . . the grave. It released me and I staggered backward and almost fell over John.

“I am at peace,” the glowing skeleton said. It raised its right hand, and I saw that it was missing its pinky finger. A burning light surrounded the figure, growing stronger and stronger until I had to shield my eyes.

Then the light winked out and the ghost was gone. We were alone in the flickering firelight. Slowly, warmth returned to the room.

“Good God,” John said at last. “I need a drink. I don’t think we should save that bottle of brandy for Christmas.”

“My friend,” I said. “I agree.”

We exhumed Syms’s body after the storm and sent it to his cousin in Georgia to be given a decent burial, as requested by the ghost. When our task was complete, John vowed never to set foot on the Cleves property again.

“But the ghost is gone,” I said as we took seats before the much cozier fire in the kitchen hearth at John’s house while his wife bustled about getting us a hot drink and some food.

“You can’t be sure of that,” he said crisply. “Besides, you don’t have to live next door to that foul mansion. Next time, I’ll rather take my chances with the storm!”
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Phantom Ahoy!

Baltimore, Maryland

It was Christmas Eve about eight years ago when the ghost first appeared aboard our vessel. I was boatswain back then. My ship was sailing out of Baltimore, circling the globe looking for trade goods. The night was cold with a stiff breeze, and the sea was high. We had the royals and topgallant sails stowed, and all together it was a pretty wild ride.

It was after midnight. The watch had just been relieved, and Jim Barnet took over the wheel. None of us liked him much. He was a rum sort—a regular crank. The sailors were plenty nervous when he was around. Taylor was second mate in those days, and he had the watch.

We had a lot to cope with, riding those high seas. None of us were expecting it when Jim Barnet gave a mighty yell, grabbed a life buoy, and threw himself over the rail into the boiling waters below. I dropped the rope I was coiling, utterly shocked by what I’d seen. “Man overboard,” I bellowed. Hard on my heels, Taylor gave shout to man the boats. We had the lashings cut in a jiffy and lowered the boats.

We swept the sea around our ship for nigh on four hours before we found Barnet. He had his arms through the life buoy and was completely senseless. At first, we thought he was dead, but the captain poured brandy into him while we rubbed life back into his cold limbs.
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Phantom Ahoy!

All at once, Jim reared up on the bed, looking as wild and frantic as he had at the wheel and shouted: “The ghost! The ghost! It’s the devil. Take him away!” He kicked and shrieked and cursed and writhed like a madman. It took three of us to hold him down. He collapsed against the bedsheets in exhaustion a moment later.

I tell you what, folks, we were scared as anything. What had Jim Barnet seen up top that was so frightening he threw himself overboard? Was it a ghost? Or the devil? Were we sailing a doomed ship?

The captain was a religious chap and he scoffed at our fear. “He didn’t see anything up top,” he growled. “It was his conscience that got him in trouble tonight. God sent him a vision as punishment for getting drunk or gambling or something of that nature.”

He dismissed most of the men crowding around, leaving just one of us to guard Barnet’s bunk in case he came to and began railing again.

It was about 6:30 p.m. the next day—Christmas Day—when Barnet next awoke. Me and the mate were sitting next to him at the time. He grabbed me by the hand and cried: “Dick. Has he gone?”

I eyed him warily. I was pretty sure he was talking about the ghost. I replied soothingly: “Yes, he’s gone, mate. We ain’t seen him at all.”

“Did ya check the mizzen? I see him now, up the mizzen. The devil! The devil’s ghost.” Jim’s voice rose with each syllable until he was screaming. All hands in the forecastle had crowded around Barnet’s bunk when they heard his voice. I heard the sailors murmuring to one another as Jim fell back on the bunk with a gasp. Sailors are a superstitious lot, and several men scurried to have a look up the mizzen.

They were back in a jiffy, and they looked nearly as scared as poor old Jim. The mate was shaking from head to toe as he exclaimed: “Dick, it’s true. There’s a ghost up there. You go look!”

“There ain’t no such thing as ghosts,” I said dismissively. But I knew the men wouldn’t settle down until I took a look, so I went topside, expecting a practical joke. It wasn’t a joke. The moon was full and illuminated the mizzen clearly. And right there, grinning down at me was a white figure with the face of the devil. I stood frozen, gazing up at the eerie sight until the captain strolled by and asked me what I was looking at.

“I’m looking at a ghost,” I gasped through a tight throat and gestured upward.

The captain glared at the white figure and then glared at me. “Utter nonsense,” he barked. “Can’t you tell a practical joke when you see one? You go up one side and I’ll go up the other and we’ll catch our trickster, lickety split.”

“I ain’t going up there,” I cried. My knees had turned to water at the sight of the devil ghost. I could barely stand, nonetheless climb. But Taylor the second mate was working nearby. He overheard the captain’s order and volunteered to take my place.

So up they went, Taylor on one side and the captain on the other while I watched from below. The longer I watched, the more I became convinced of the ghostliness of the figure. Every time one of them drew level with the grinning devil, it vanished like smoke and appeared a moment later somewhere else in the rigging. They climbed up and down and across, trying to reach it, but never came near enough to make a grab for the phantom.

Finally, the captain came down, swearing worse than I’d ever heard him afore. “Call all hand, Mr. Taylor,” he barked. “Let’s see what rascal is up in the rigging. If I catch him, he’ll regret it.”

We mustered all hands on deck. All were accounted for, and yet above us we could still see the devil ghost grinning and pointing at us. The crew was terrified. The men wouldn’t go aft to take the wheel that night, so the officers had to steer until the ghostly figure vanished from view.

It was a right pretty mess we had on our hands. The sailors were convinced we were on a doomed ship, and no swearing, lecturing, or direct orders would convince them otherwise. Still, the next evening the steward caught a glimpse of a white ghostlike figure vanishing out a porthole when he stepped into the pantry. A quick inventory showed the remains of the Christmas ham had vanished. “I don’t think ghosts eat ham,” the steward said. That got a chuckle from the men before the mast, and some of them returned to duties, although some of them thought it was the steward himself who ate the ham.

The ghost appeared in the mizzen again that night: up and down and all around the rigging, grinning its devil grin. The captain was furious. He tried to shoot the phantom, but every time he raised his six-shooter, the ghost danced about, vanishing from one place and appearing another.

“I’ve got an idea,” Taylor said to me. “If the skipper can keep the ghost’s attention on himself and the gun, I’ll climb up the main and down the stays and drop a bag over his head. That should catch him.”

“If he can be caught,” I muttered. I didn’t believe in ghosts, but that grinning devil face was making me doubt myself.

Taylor just laughed and we went to share the idea with our captain. He agreed at once.

For the next ten minutes, the captain and the ghost sparred with one another, guns waving, fingers pointing, swearing and dancing about. Meanwhile, Taylor climbed stealthily upward and then made his way to a spot just above the grinning ghost. He dropped the bag over its head and collared it.

“It’s real,” he shouted at once for the benefit of the watching crew. Then he swung and slid his way to the deck as the sailors cheered in the moonlight.

We crowded around and watched Taylor open the bag. A glistening white face blinked peacefully up at us. It was our monkey Jenny, covered head to toe with white paint with a gnawed hambone in her hand. The men exclaimed and laughed. I felt like a fool. Of course there were no such things as ghosts.

It only took a moment for us to realize that we’d been laying food and water out for her like clockwork, but no one had actually seen the little creature for several days. We reckoned Jenny must have fallen into our paint tub just before Christmas and had stayed aloft since then because she was too embarrassed to be seen.

The captain was so annoyed I thought he’d toss our pet overboard, so I gathered up the little creature and took her below to the little nest she’d made for herself. I briefly considered showing her to Jim but figured he wouldn’t understand what he was seeing, and, worse, it might scare him further. Barnet babbled and thrashed and screamed every time he woke up.

In the long days that followed, it became evident that Jim Barnet had gone completely insane from his scare and the long hours spent in the cold sea. We were forced to leave him in an asylum when we docked at Cape Town. It was only at the end of our journey that we learned that Jim Barnet was an escaped convict sentenced for manslaughter. He’d mistaken the monkey for the ghost of his victim, and it drove him insane.
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Ghost Skating

Manhattan, New York

I couldn’t believe my luck when I got Melissa’s phone number. We had met in early December at a birthday party in Yonkers, and I was amazed that this beautiful woman, who had the face of an angel, was still single. Melissa lived out in the suburbs, and for the first few dates, I drove out there to take her to dinner and the movies. Melissa didn’t have a lot to say for herself, but she was beautiful, so I kept up my pursuit.

Melissa was an old-fashioned kind of girl. We didn’t hold hands until our second date, and on the third, I was allowed to kiss her cheek. I was hankering to get my arm around her on our fourth date, so I plotted and schemed until I came up with a solution that should appeal to an old-fashioned girl. I would bring her to Manhattan and show her the Christmas lights and the amazing displays in the shop windows. Then we would go ice-skating in Central Park.

When I called her, Melissa seemed a bit reluctant, admitting frankly that she didn’t know how to ice-skate. She was amenable to the idea though, until I mentioned coming into the city. You would have thought I had proposed trekking into the jungles of the Amazon. In Melissa’s mind, Manhattan was populated with the worst sorts of criminals lying in wait for a sweet suburban woman to set foot upon its streets. At last, I got her to agree to meet me in the city, but she became so agitated about traveling from the bus station to my apartment building that I volunteered to meet her bus. This placated Melissa, and our conversation ended amiably.
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Ghost Skating

On Saturday I waited patiently for the occupants of the bus to exit at Port Authority, hoping to spot Melissa before too long. I noticed a passenger whose heavy garb seemed to indicate that this was an explorer just arriving home from Antarctica. After further study, I realized the unusually dressed woman was actually Melissa, my date. It was a wonder she could move, muffled as she was from head to toe in so many layers of winter clothing. At least she won’t have to worry about muggers, I thought cynically. A bullet would never make it through all that clothing.

I reluctantly went forward to claim my refugee from the Arctic and headed downstairs to grab a taxi. It was during this “dangerous” journey that I became aware of the advantages of bringing a suburban woman to the city. Melissa found it necessary to cling closely to me so that I could protect her from persons of evil intent like the lady selling flowers and the man sweeping the floors. As Melissa had not only the looks but the figure of a Greek goddess, her clinging was a rewarding experience.

Melissa was horrified when she learned we were to take a taxi to our destination. Apparently, riding in a New York City taxi was synonymous with death in Melissa’s lexicon. I was prepared for this and kindly suggested that we take the subway. Melissa chose the cab. I’d decided that we’d start our Christmas adventure in Central Park and then walk around looking at the lights and displays before having a fancy dinner at my favorite restaurant. It was an excellent plan, if I do say so myself, and so I instructed the taxi driver to take us to the Wollman Ice Rink.

At one point in our ride, Melissa let out a shriek and nearly took off my nose pointing to a large object out the window. “What is that?” she cried.

“That’s a horse,” I said calmly, “and a carriage. Don’t you have horses in the suburbs?”

Melissa bristled. “Of course,” she said briskly, but there was a note of uncertainty in her voice, and I saw the taxi driver suppressing a smile. The horse looked a bit like my Uncle Hubert, but I didn’t mention this to Melissa, feeling again that my sense of humor might be lost on her.

I paid the taxi driver and took Melissa over to the Wollman Ice Rink to rent ice skates. I had mentally rated Melissa’s ice-skating potential as somewhere around a negative five (like her IQ, a wicked voice murmured in my head). I found that I had overestimated her ability. We wobbled around the ice a few times, with Melissa clinging to me so tightly that I nearly fell over. My arm was starting to go numb due to lack of circulation. I should have taken her to a horror film, I thought grimly. That would have been a much easier way to get my arm around her.

Suddenly, my eye was caught by a woman in an old-fashioned, long purple dress. She was skating figure-eights on the ice, laughing and obviously enjoying herself. I wondered why she was skating in costume. I didn’t see any movie cameras around. She was joined by another woman similarly dressed in a green dress with a long, red velvet coat. They skated around and around, making figure-eights on the ice, obviously enjoying the lovely day. I felt quite envious, as Melissa and I plodded along at the edge of the ice. Melissa was whimpering unhappily to herself. Really, there was no pleasing this woman.

We turned the bend and found ourselves face to face with the woman in purple. With a quickening of my pulse, I realized that her feet were not touching the ice. And I could dimly make out the figures of other skaters right through her body. She was a ghost!

I must have gasped aloud, because Melissa looked up from the careful study of her feet and saw the woman skating toward us. We were on a collision course, and Melissa gave a small shriek as the woman skated right through our bodies. For a moment, all I could feel was an ice-cold mist moving through my frame. Then it was gone.

Melissa shrieked like a banshee, stumbled over her own feet, and we both toppled onto the ice. I rolled over quickly to gaze after the ghost. The woman in purple paused in the middle of her figure-eight to look at us lying on the ice. The woman in red stopped beside her, and they both laughed silently at the spectacle we made. Then they disappeared.

A crowd converged upon Melissa and me. We were picked up, dusted off, and a hysterical Melissa was helped over to the side of the rink. Somehow, I got her skates off and flagged down a cab to take us back to Port Authority, since Melissa refused to stay a moment longer in this terrible city with its muggers and ice-skating ghosts. I was feeling a bit shaky myself, but I was also annoyed that Melissa couldn’t see how amazing it was that we had both seen two ghosts. Also, she had completely ruined my excellent date. I had dinner reservations at a five-star restaurant that had been very hard to obtain at short notice. And we didn’t get to look at the Christmas windows, which was one of my favorite holiday traditions.
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