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Bad House Spirit

My family didn’t come from medicine men or anyone like that. But I always leave a taste out on a napkin for the spirits anyways. I always went to the dances, too, when I lived back at home. You have to let your negative emotions rise like smoke. And I always carry a pack of cigarettes, just in case. 

I cleaned houses when I was young. Right after college. I had an Art degree that didn’t mean for shit, but it was four years of room and board for free. After that I had to do something, and I didn’t want to go back to Pine Ridge. There ain’t nothing there.

The houses were mostly all right. The spirits would be like they were anyplace else: some good, some bad, and some just bored and looking to stir up trouble. You leave them a splash of Coke and some white-bread baloney sandwich on a napkin, they give you all the talk — who was sleeping around, where the pot was hidden, all that. Mostly what the spirits are is nosy.

But there was this one place, a real bad place, that I remember.

The worst part was, I was out of cigarettes. It was a bad day and we were running behind, and I smoked the last one on the way over. 

It was five o’clock, and we still had one house to do, so the lady I was working with, her name was Janice, we figured to rush through it. I asked if we could stop for another pack of before we went in, but she had to get home and eat. She had Celiac’s and had trouble finding anything to eat back then. I felt bad for her, so we just went to this last place to get it over with.

Later on, I found out from the office manager it belonged to a prison guard and his wife and they had a couple of Rottweilers that had scared the office manager half to death. Tried to bite her. She told ’em they couldn’t be home when we cleaned. None of them. I wish she would of said what the place was like before we went in there.

The place was a one-story brown house surrounded by a chain-link fence woven with tin strips and two big bushes spanning the whole front yard except for the front step. Even on the outside, it smelled like wet dog and something else, something bad. A meat smell, old and greasy. The windows were covered with bars on the outside and tinfoil inside. We went in, using a key from the office manager. The door had a rubber seal on the bottom that scraped on the floor. You had to wonder what they were trying to keep out, or keep in. Oh, yeah, and there were about a hundred BEWARE OF DOG signs in the front yard.

We turned on the lights. Everything was dirty and looked about twenty years too old, like it came from the seventies or somewhere off the reservation. The carpet was brown and torn out in places. It had claw marks down to the wood underneath. The kitchen was gross. A layer of grease over everything. I went to check the toilet and the door was broken. A hole torn right through the wood, with short black dog hair stuck to it.

The way it worked was, you either had the wet or the dry for the day. The wet was the toilets and the kitchen, and anyplace you had to wash the floor. The dry was the rest of the house, and all the vacuuming. You had different kits you had to drag around with you, wet and dry. My partner Janice liked to do wet so I had dry most of the time.

I started at the last room at the end of the hallway. You were supposed to start at the back and leave out the front door, so there wouldn’t be any footprints in the carpets. Like not having footprints in the carpets proved that you’d cleaned the house or something.

I walked into the room and turned on the light. It was the master bedroom with a big king-sized bed and all, too much furniture shoved into too little space, like they got it on sale or from their grandma.

It was a long time ago, and I thought I was a tough little Indian back then. 

But as soon as I turned on that light, I knew I wasn’t tough for shit. I wasn’t even as tough as wet dog shit to scrape off your shoe.

The deal was, the room was covered in blood, I mean like it was wet wall paint. The bed was soaked with it. There was a bad mattress under the quilt, too, with a deep holed filled to the brim with blood. The only thing that didn’t have blood on it was the TV screen. They had a big one, a projection screen. You didn’t see a lot of those back then. You could see the streaks where the blood had been wiped off. And if that wasn’t enough, there was some kind of raw skin stuck to the wall over the head of the bed.

“Hey Janice,” I yelled. “Come see this!”

She gave this big sigh from the toilet and started marching out with footsteps like an elephant. She was maybe five foot tall and a hundred and eighty pounds. She used to weigh more, but she’d lost a lot of weight from Celiac’s.

She came in and said, “What you want?”

Janice couldn’t see spirits. She couldn’t see nothing. She was pure deaf and blind as far as spirits were concerned. Although, sometimes she acted like she could smell them.

I pointed at the skin over the bed. To my eyes, it looked like someone had taken the skin off a deformed pig and spread it out on the wall. It was spattered with blood except for a pair of white teeth sticking out from its flat jaw.

“What do you think of that?” I said.

She just shrugged at me. “It’s a wolf skin, Carrie. So what? The guy seems like the hunter type.”

“Kind of kinky to have it hanging over the bed. Watching you.”

She snorted. “That some kind of Native American taboo? About wolves watching you during sex?”

“Nah, I just thought it was kinda weird.”

She went back to the toilet and I heard the sink running. She’d do that when she didn’t want to talk to you.

I took out my dustwand and brushed it over the corners of the ceiling. I couldn’t tell whether it was doing any good. All I could see was the blood.

***

If I’d had a cigarette, just one, I could have taken a break and walked around the house, clear at least some of the spirits away. I went through the motions anyway. It took a long time, because I was being real careful, cleaning everything twice. It took me so long that Janice finished first. 

“What’s the matter with you?” she said.

I told her I needed a cigarette.

She said, “And I need something to eat. So get your ass in gear.” 

I tried to hurry, vacuuming the bedrooms while she dusted the living room, but everywhere I went, I felt something watching me. The walls were mostly fake wood, that shiny pressboard stuff you used to find in old trailer houses. The only pictures were some old paint-by-number pictures of trees and deer hanging in the hallway. I didn’t like them. It felt like something was hiding in the white cracks in the paint. 

There were two other bedrooms. The second had a sign on the door: KEEP OUT. I didn’t even look inside. The last was kind of a kid’s room, kind of not. There was a twin bed with a faded train quilt, and about ten cardboard boxes stacked on top. Three of the boxes said DOGS and one said JIMMY and the rest weren’t marked, just folded shut. Except for one that was open. I brushed over the top of them with my dust wand but that was it. It felt like a trap. Also they looked like they were leaking blood all over the place. 

After I finished dusting everything I went back to vacuum the master bedroom. The toilet stank of window cleaner and floor cleaner and shower cleaner, ten times as much as anybody needed to use, and I knew that Janice’s nose was telling her something was wrong. But I didn’t say nothing. It wasn’t going to get us out of that house any sooner. Instead I started vacuuming that room.

I vacuumed under the bed and the desk and was vacuuming the rest of the floor in these long, straight lines, when I heard something rattle up into the tube.

I turned the vacuum off right away, but it was too late.  Whatever it was had already sucked up into the bag.

Janice yelled, “Well, shit!” 

It would have been easier if they had the clear-barrel vacuums like you can get now. If I’d been able to see, I woulda got the hell out of the house. As it was, I unzipped the bag cover and pulled out the paper bag without thinking about it.

The bag was stuffed with all kinds of dog hair, short and black and wet-smelling. Right away my hands and arms started to itch. I gritted my teeth and reached in.

Janice came up behind me. “Tell me it wasn’t a wedding ring. Just tell me.”

My fingers felt swollen from the dog hair, I was breaking out so bad. “Go get me the scissors. I’m gonna cut this bag open.”

Janice always kept a pair of scissors in her kit, ones she’d bought herself. They were the heavy kind you used to cut up chicken bones.  

Soon as she left, my fingers touched something.

It was dry and flaky and tough, like something you’d throw to a dog to chew on, only it was warm. I flinched back from it, wiped my hand on my pants, and waited for Janice to come back with the scissors.

Janice rattled around in her kit in the living room, then cursed. “I left them out in the damn car!” she shouted. The front door opened with a scrape, then closed again.

I didn’t like being alone in that house. The hair stood up on the back of my neck. I started whimpering and shaking. The last thing I wanted to do was see whatever was in that bag, but I couldn’t stand just sitting there, either.

I screwed my eyes shut, stuffed my fingers into the hole, and pushed up on the bottom of the bag with my other hand. The thing was small and withered and hard, and all of a sudden I knew just what it was. I jumped and it got away from me, sliding down into the dust and the dog hair, and I couldn’t feel it anymore, no matter how much I squished around.

I dropped the bag and ran, dragging the vacuum with me. I had to get out. 

Janice had thrown everything out of her kit onto the living room carpet looking for those scissors. I started to toss everything back in. It was mostly squirt bottles and dirty, wet rags that’d probably been down the toilet. I didn’t care. I was getting out of there.

Just as I picked up her kit, something grabbed me on the back of my neck. It was strong as hell, and hot, thick wet liquid dripped down the
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