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​ Spirits


Sitting here
on the bus stop bench is startlingly comfortable, even though the
sheets of misty rain have already cut through my jacket, plastering
my shirt to my skin.

The cold
dampness doesn’t bother me.

Because my
mind is otherwise occupied.

By thoughts of
Sally.

I haven’t
thought about her in years; ever since I left Ottawa, actually. But
now that I’m back, back here, especially, the vacant lot across
from where I’m sitting –- the lot where the old Phoenix
movie theatre used to stand –- stares back at me and reminds me
of her.

Reminds me of
that night.

#

“Do you believe
in spirits?” Sally asked, the flashlight throwing long shadows up
her face.

“You mean
ghosts?” Rob admired how her features could still seem attractive
even in such an eerie light.

“No,” Sally
said, her face disappearing as the flashlight clicked off. He heard
the echoes of her movements in the large empty theatre. The
complete darkness, coupled with the serious tone in her voice, was
suddenly unsettling. “Not ghosts. Spirits.”

“There’s a
difference?”

“Uhuh,”
Something touched his hand in the darkness. At first he flinched
and tried to pull away. Then he realized it was Sally’s hand.

He
squeezed.

She squeezed
back.

He let out a
deep breath. For a moment he had been uneasy, but things were okay
again. That’s how their relationship seemed to work. That was why
they were in this abandoned movie theatre after all.

Rob was making
plans to go away to college and they had been talking about the
consequences of his moving to a city four hours away while she
stayed in Ottawa. They each got a bad feeling about being separated
like that, and so they did what they usually did when they were
having a minor crisis. They came to the place where they’d had
their first date: The Phoenix.

What they had
meant to each other that evening of their first date –- what their
entire relationship meant –- came back to them whenever they went
inside. As corny as it had seemed to their friends, it had become a
ritual that worked for them.

Only now, the
theatre was closed down and boarded up.

But they didn’t
let that stop them. It was exciting actually. One of the things Rob
had always liked about Sally was her sense of excitement, of
adventure: Her spirit.

And she was
definitely showing it tonight.

Sneaking to
the back of the abandoned building in the middle of the night;
climbing the fire escape to the roof; prying the old service door
open and slipping inside; scrambling through the darkness with the
light of a single flashlight beam to guide them; finding their way
into the theatre house; making out in the darkness. Yes, this
was the gist of what Sally and Rob were all about.

“A ghost,”
Sally said, nestling herself onto Rob’s lap. “Is a specter. It’s
supposed to represent the lost soul of someone who has died.”

“Isn’t that
what a spirit is?”

“It can be. But
a spirit can also be something more. For example, take my
teddy.”

“Pouffy Bear?”
Rob giggled.

“Yeah. Now
listen, I’m serious.”

“Okay,”

“I’ve had him
ever since I was a baby and I’ve always kept him close by. I talk
to him. I sleep with him every night...”

”Hey, I’m
jealous.”

“Shush. And I
shower him with love and affection.”

“So?”

“Well, some
people believe that because I’ve spent so much time with him,
because I’ve projected so many emotions and feelings onto him, that
Pouffy somehow absorbed it all and can feed it back to me.”

“So you’re
saying that because you spent eighteen years loving him, that
Pouffy, a stuffed animal, loves you?”

“Sort of.”
Sally shifted in his lap, turning to face him in the darkness.
“When I’m sad or angry, I hold Pouffy Bear and he’s able to make me
feel better. I feel protected and safe whenever I hold him, because
he provides me with a feeling of love and affection.”

“An echo of the
affection you’ve given him?”

“Yeah. But this
doesn’t just happen with objects,” she said. “It can happen with a
place. People who haven’t died can still leave their spirit in a
place. And they spend the rest of their lives searching for . . .
something . . . because they have this empty feeling. They don’t
know what it is, though. They don’t realize their spirit is still
waiting for them at the place where they left it.”

“Does this
story have a point?”

“I’m getting to
it. Here’s the good part; the part that’ll freak you out.”

“I’m ready to
be freaked.”

She kissed him
and then pulled away. “I’ve heard that this theatre has a
spirit.”

A chill ran
down Rob’s spine.

“It does?”

“Yeah. My Mom
told me about something that happened here a long time ago. There
was this lady who worked here at the popcorn stand. She was going
out with the projectionist. Whenever they had a chance, they would,
you know, get it on in the projection booth.

“Eventually,
the woman got pregnant. And apparently, it ended up that she was
also working here the evening she went into a premature labor. She
went up to the projection booth to see her boyfriend and by the
time she got to the top of the stairs, the baby started coming. She
gave birth right here in the theatre.”

“And the baby
died and now haunts the theatre?” Rob asked, fidgeting in his
seat.

“No. The baby
lived. I think she gave it away for adoption, or something. But
ever since that day, whenever they ran a film, some people could
hear this strange sound –- really faint -– behind the soundtrack of
the film. It was the sound of a baby crying.”

“Where was it
coming from?”

“They didn’t
know. ‘Cause every time they stopped the film to listen, they
couldn’t hear it anymore. They could only hear it when a film was
running. Nobody could figure it out.”

Rob felt goose
bumps rise along his arms.

“People said,”
she continued, “that what they were hearing was the spirit of the
baby that had been born here. The Phoenix Baby, they called
it.”

“Oh, that’s
bull,” Rob said. “It’s one of those urban myths.”

“My Mom said it
was in the papers and everything.”

“So what
happened?”

“What do you
mean?”

“Well, we’ve
seen movies here and never heard the baby crying. When did the
crying stop? And why?”

“I’m not sure.
Maybe one day the baby returned –- all grown up –- to see a movie
or something, and without knowing it, reclaimed the spirit left
behind all those years ago.”

“Aw, the whole
story is made up.”

“It is not.
It’s true.” Sally leaned forward and began to imitate the cry of a
baby.

Laughing, Rob
ran his hands down her back and then feathered his fingers forward,
across her ribs and up under her breasts.

“Oh. Tickles!”
She squirmed, trying to get out of his lap.

He pulled her
down, continuing to tickle her.

“Stop it stop
it stop it,” she laughed, ducking down under his arms.

Something hit
the floor just beside them in the darkness.

“Now you’ve
done it.” Sally said, climbing from his lap. “That was the
flashlight.”

Rob cocked his
head to hear the soft rumble of the flashlight as it rolled. It hit
something, stopped for a second, and continued on. Then it hit
something else and stopped for good.

“What now?” Rob
asked.

“I guess now
that we’ve lost our only source of light, the monsters will come
out.”

“Yeah, well
that’s only in movies. And this isn’t a movie.”

“But it is a
movie theatre. The theatre with the spirit of The Phoenix
Baby.”

“What’s gonna
happen? Is a zombie baby going to attack us? Watch out, he’s got a
rattler!” He laughed. “But c’mon, I’m serious. How do we find our
way out without the flashlight?”

Rob heard Sally
shift in the seat beside him, felt the warmth of her bare arm as it
brushed against his. For an obscure moment he had visions of the
first time he’d brushed his lips against her bare skin and longed
never to leave.

“We could guess
our way back out,” she said. “Or we could try to find the
flashlight.”

“What are the
chances it rolled straight down to the very front?”

“Slim. We’re
about three quarters of the way up and it didn’t sound like it
rolled all the way down. Maybe only halfway.”

She took his
hand in the darkness.

He bent and
kissed the back of her hand
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People who haven't died can still leave their spirit behind
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