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“If you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.” — Friedrich Nietzsche

For Nicole Beauchamp and Aisha Gray,

Two Paranormal Professionals who are as witty as they are kind.

Hour One

He led me in and I made a show, did all the rushing arm movements and stretching that I could while in front of him. I had my bag, the clothes on my back and I was packed for the night. Inside the house was dusty but looked fairly average. But that’s just what they see. It isn’t until things go massively awry that they track me down.

Of course, the road of desperation is paved with many missteps.

I’m the last resort.

The hail mary.

The one they thought couldn’t be found.

After someone toils with Ouija boards, psychics, mediums, magicians, holistic healers and spells; I’m the next best thing.

What people don’t know is that all that mucking around does more than piss me off royally, it’s harming the house. See, after each person, object, or spirit comes in contact with a house, it leaves a residue. These things don’t just go away. They get stacked one on top of the other. Each residue is harder to get through than the next. That’s just one more layer of mess in which I have to clean up.

So, against my better judgment, I took the bid.

One house, one man, no rules and hour glass sand.

When my client came to me, he looked mighty thin. Said he felt as if something were sucking away at him while sleeping in his own house. “Mister,” I said, “You look so starved, I’d offer you a shit sandwich if I had one on me.”

He didn’t mind my fee.

They never do.

He couldn’t tell my heritage.

They never can.

But one thing they can never believe is my patented promise that I can clear their mess within fourteen hours time.

“That’s it? I thought it would be longer?”

“You sound like one of my dates.”

What a wasp. He didn’t get the joke.

“The clock is ticking, partner. So I’ll ask again, does your house need a cleaning?

“Indeed.”

Let’s be clear. This wasn’t a sucker bet. I wasn’t scamming the guy and, if anything, the price I give people is a flighty whatever-I-feel-like-at-the-moment discount. This isn’t like a roach bomb you can hurl in and poof, they’re outta your life.

This shit can get messy.

But, as much as I hate to say it...

I really like sloppy seconds.

So here I was, inside the house, cabin really, causing the male version of Ellen Mirren to become so frail. He claimed to be thirty-eight. After spending twenty-three hours in the house, he’s aged twenty years. His hair is not all the way white but close to it.

I feel a heaviness here.

Something seriously wrong.

Normal as usual.

I turn to him as the guy is clutching the entrance door with one hand.

“Mr. Roper,” I say, “I think it’s about time you hit the bricks.”

“Bricks, son?”

“Skip it. Scram. Skiddo.”

“What?”

“GET OFF THE PORCH!”

This startled the man to the point that he slammed the door  and ran to his car. I heard his tires burn rubber and I felt that he got the message. I was left alone, now I was ready to work. The first hour was always the hardest. Some men crumble if they don’t have all the necessary resources. If they didn’t plan for every possible contingency.

“It’s Chip ‘n Dip time,” I tell the house.

I mosey myself into the living room and put my bag down next to the couch. I grab a small decorative bowl made by, quite possibly, Peruvian villagers from the ghettoes of whatchamafuck and place it on the table. I unload the Pringles can from my weathered bag and pour the chips in. Then I get out the ranch dipping sauce. This is the most important part of a house cleanse. You have to familiarize yourself with the objects in the living room first. Ironically, that is the main hot spot for any undead activity.

I bring my muddy boots up and cross them over the coffee table. The clicker’s wedged into the couch. Turning on the TV takes a little bit because it’s not so much a TV and more like a 1960’s furniture piece. I’d be surprised if it has more than four channels.

Snow on the first channel.

I turn the volume down.

The listeners hate that sound.

Don’t want to razzle them just yet.

This is just first contact.

Taking a chip, I dunk it in the ranch and crunch on it noisily smacking my lips. Hell, why not, I take four more and drip a little on my shirt.

I call this part, Taking a reading.

Nothin’ to it, really.

Whenever possible, engage the house as if it’s your own.

Core purpose?

This lowers your blood pressure, distracts you from looming fears, gives a residue of a calm revere. These are a few of my favorite things.

“Just learned yesterday I am part Navajo,” I tell the room. “It’s true. Got no family, no parents, no wife, kids. I’m constantly losing my clothes, my keys, my friends and my patience. Didn’t think I was losing an entire generation as well. Funny, dontcha think? Oh, I didn’t tell you my name? Excuse me. I should have spoke up earlier. Name’s Johnny Lavatos. I’ll be your keeper for the duration. Now who here has a hidden talent?”

The TV changes channel without my touching the remote.

It flashes to the experiencing technical difficulties logo from back in the day.

There’s a steady hum like how I remember.

“Cute.”

But something gets weird...fast.

The hum begins to bellow.

Then it pulsates.

It rises with no control, forcing me to lean back. 

I try the clicker but it’s melted plastic in my hand.

The hum gets louder to the point of insanity.

I take it.

Pressure...oh...God...loads of it!

The hum, I’m sure, is turning into one massive scream.

I bring my hands to my ears.

The TV shuts down.

The sound stops.

Silence.

I gasp.

My hands lower.

They have blood on them.

Only a little though.

I’ve been bleeding from the ears.

“Ohhhh,” I moan. “That’s Shirley Temple Cute. But I’ve heard it all before. I’m not leaving until this gets done. It’s gonna be a loooong night.”
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Sometimes a house needs to be cleansed. Like any cleanup job it just takes time, a little patience and the right tools.

After 17 houses and 5 years running, I've come to know my routine pretty well. The tools may have changed, but the process is always the same.

"Johnny needs some Joe."

This confuses them.

I pull out a white mug with Worlds Greatest Lover out. Its chipped on two sides. Old keepsake from the past from a girl I went with for about forty five minutes.

They say you need a symbol of love and that's the closest thing I got. Pretty simple.

This ain’t rocket science or Chinese algebra but its hard going and twice as explosive.

I pull out my mini brewer then pluck out some old style filters. Then I go to work, rubbing down the walls of the living room with them. You have to imagine that Mr. Miyagi’s behind you motioning up and down. Just like painting.

I tend to turn myself off at this point, stick to one thing to focus on. If your mind is clear... that's when they get in. So I start thinking, whatever happened to Ralph Machiao? Has he been getting work? Child actors usually had a bad run in show business. Even teenagers. Corey Haim, Corey Feldman, Haley Joel Osment. Where are those guys?

Its already 1:45 and I've finished with the living room wipe down. The filters in my hands start moaning a bit so I place them in the brewer and dump coffee beans on them. I press the button and the machine goes to work, trapping the nastiness and filtering it.

Now depending on the color scheme, pink liquid means psychics were poking around, red means murder by passion, blue means drowning, white means suicide and black means...

Black?

That's strange.

For once the coffee is black.

I have to admit, I don't know what the hell that means.

Could mean neutral territory.

Could mean shit fan pandemonium.

Despite the color, I still have to drink this mess.

Yes, this house is mighty peculiar.

More so than the others.

Hour Two

Let me tell you about auto-writing. You know, that whole deal where you position a pencil over a blank piece of paper, haze out and hope that the spirits guide your hand from the afterlife?

That shit is seriously outdated.

There's too much free will on the count of the person.

Sure, some guy in Nebraska swears that his dead wife moved a pencil two centimeters to the left, but that could be attributed to him sighing, a quick puff of air moving said pencil when he was about to get up.

These days, the thing that gets the clearest message across is beads.

Tiny, little metal beads.

You shake them in your hand, like a pair of dice, roll them out on a felt pad, so they do go rolling off the damn table and, Ta-da, words appear...

I take out the small plastic tub with roughly fifty beads in all, undo the cap, mumble something about spirits-give-me-a-sign blather so that the inhabitants know I'm sincere, or at least close to it, and I fling the beads on the mat with a flourish.

And the beads spell....nothing.

Literally nothing.

Just a bunch of random beads on the mat.

"Okay," I say, scooping up the beads into the tube, shake em, mutter please and toss em again.

Zilch.

"Okay, take your time. We got all the time in the world."

Third time was usually the charm but I didn't get my hopes up. I scooped up the beads in the plastic tube and shook em this way and that.

Funny, I must've zoned out because the back and forth clatter of the beads in the tube reminded me of rain.

Cold rain.

That one, cold, rainy night in October.

I had just finished up clearing a phantasm in the Winchester mansion.

It took less than three hours.

But it was only one apparition out of a hundred.

If the proprietor wanted the rest gone, he'd give me another call.

And another and another.

Repeat clients.

And that, kiddos, is what you call job security.

But that one night was hard to drive in...and I hit...

I could tell the house was digging, so I offered my story.

"Yep, almost drove my car into a ditch. Road was slick as hell. Even clipped a deer with a heavy fur coat. Didn't do too much damage to my jeep but it still ran and that was important. Scared the bejesuz outta me. But the car was tip-top so I had gotten back in, peeled away and..."

Instantly, the beads broke through their cylinder prison and clattered to the mat, spinning in opposite streams like a miniature NASCAR Arena like those white folk like.

My eyes went wide.

The beads were spinning faster, then, before I knew what was happening, a word began to take shape. The beads calmed and slid into their
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