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For the ghosts in my house. I love you all, but please keep the noise down at night.
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The Oculus

Paranormal Education and Investigation in the City of Portland


Mission Statement

The things that go bump in the night are real. They exist whether you want to believe in them or not. Chances are, you will encounter at least some form of paranormal activity in your lifetime. That uneasy feeling you get when you’re alone in the dark, that dark figure you see out of the corner of your eye, those footsteps you hear when no one is there—they are all signs of something largely misunderstood, a world beyond the one we see every day. What we know for certain is that people fear what they do not understand.

The Oculus aims to provide information, research, and insight into the phenomena of paranormal occurrences and to share that information in the name of understanding and maybe, one day... acceptance. From hauntings and poltergeist activity to the history of the spiritualist movement in the city of Portland to investigative services, you can find it all right here on The Oculus. We hope to bring a better understanding to the way paranormal activity intersects with our everyday lives.

Please use the contact form to get in touch about investigative services!

Happy hauntings!





Chapter 1

Watching two psychics argue in the lobby of the Central Library in downtown Portland on a Wednesday afternoon isn’t the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen in this city, but it’s definitely in the top five. Neither of them speaks a single word aloud, but their body language tells the story of their conversation. Agnes throws her head back and laughs that laugh she does when she thinks someone is full of crap, and the head librarian, Mrs. Chambers, shoots her angry glances and presses her lips together so hard it looks like she doesn’t even have a mouth. Ossie and I sit together on a bench by the entryway. He leans over to me and cups his hands around my ear.

“People are looking at them,” he says. “Should we tell them to stop?”

The library is pretty much empty, but the few patrons at the self-checkout stations are staring. I clear my throat loudly, and both Agnes and Mrs. Chambers whip their heads around to stare at me.

“Sorry,” I say. “It’s just—you two are attracting an audience.”

Mrs. Chambers adjusts her neon-pink tie and clasps her hands together in front of her. “I’m willing to help,” she says, this time out loud. “But you’re going to have to do this my way.”

“We’ll keep you anonymous,” Agnes says. “We need an interview about what you can do.”

Mrs. Chambers looks around nervously. “I don’t know why you all want to be so open about this. Not everybody is so comfortable with their—gifts.”

“I don’t think anybody really cares,” Agnes grumbles. “And that’s kind of my point. There’s a dude outside right now who tells everybody he can bend spoons with his mind and nobody believes him.”

The guy is out there almost every time we come to the library. He shouts at anybody who gets within a few feet of him that he’ll show them something magical for the fee of one crisp dollar bill. That sounds wild as hell, so nobody takes him up on it. The thing is, he can bend spoons with his thoughts. He has telekinetic abilities, but nobody believes him, so nobody cares. I don’t know the stats on the number of people in Portland who have some kind of strange ability, but I’ve always thought that there are more of us than we realize. Most of us stay quiet because we don’t want to be looked at like we’ve lost our entire minds.

“I don’t care what other people do,” Mrs. Chambers says softly. “I don’t want to talk about this like it’s not a big deal, like people won’t look at me differently if they know what I can do.”

“I get that,” says Agnes. “I really do. But listen, Mrs. Chambers, we’re trying to help people. We’re just trying to let them know they’re not alone. You did that for me when I was younger.”

Mrs. Chambers’s entire demeanor softens. She’s been a librarian at the Central Library since before any of us were born. When she and Agnes first met, I think they both recognized a little piece of themselves in each other. They shared an understanding. We all do.

“I’ll participate,” Mrs. Chambers says.

Agnes claps her hands together and everyone looks over at them again.

Mrs. Chambers winces and then sighs. “I’ll participate, but only if you agree to keep my name private and if you agree to help me press up buttons for the children’s read-a-thon next month.”

Agnes’s face scrunches up. “Sounds... boring.”

Mrs. Chambers narrows her gaze at Agnes. “Take it or leave it.”

“Fine,” Agnes says. “Deal.”

Mrs. Chambers looks around, and the two of them fall back into silent communication. Five minutes later, Agnes is beaming, while Mrs. Chambers is shaking her head.

“Now that that’s settled...” Mrs. Chambers glances over and catches Ossie’s eye. “Are you signing up for the read-a-thon?”

“I thought the children’s read-a-thon was for kids under twelve?” Ossie says.

“You’re twelve,” Mrs. Chambers says.

Ossie gasps and dramatically puts his hand over his heart. “I’m thirteen.”

Mrs. Chambers grins. “I beg your finest pardon. I didn’t know you were a teenager now.”

Ossie looks at me like he’s absolutely disgusted.

“It’s your baby-face,” I say to him. “You look younger than you are.”

Ossie crosses his arms hard over his chest and huffs.

“I’ll email you,” Agnes says to Mrs. Chambers as she joins me and Ossie on the bench.

“Email who?” Redd comes sauntering up, brushing little flakes of his half-eaten croissant off his T-shirt.

“Mrs. Chambers is gonna let us interview her,” I say. “Took a little coaxing from Agnes but I think it’s in the bag.”

“Nice!” Redd offers his croissant and I finish it off in two bites. He presses his lips together. “I wanted you to take a bite, not eat the whole thing.”

“Gotta be more specific next time,” I say.

“Redd,” Ossie says. “How old do I look to you?”

Redd glances at me, then back to Ossie. “I don’t know. Maybe eleven—?”

Ossie stands up and his brow creases so hard his forehead looks like it might fold up on itself. Ever since Ossie turned thirteen, he’s been telling everybody within a ten-mile radius that he’s no longer a child. “Eleven?” he asks. “Really, Redd?”

“Seventeen?” Redd says quickly. “Like me? I don’t know, Oz.” Redd looks desperately to me for some kind of guidance, and I just shake my head.

“Seventeen, huh?” Ossie looks way too pleased with himself. “I can live with that.”

Redd laughs and drapes his arm over my shoulders. “I’m excited about our first real-deal interview. This’ll be good for us.”

Redd, Ossie, Agnes, and I had worked all through the summer to give the website we call The Oculus the distinction we think it deserves. There are a million sites about paranormal phenomena, but most of them are written by people who think lighting candles and using a Ouija board qualifies them to be paranormal investigators. We’ve spent our entire lives navigating the paranormal not because we have a passing interest in it or are trying to make a quick buck, but because each of us was born with a unique, and sometimes deadly, gift. While we’re not related by blood, something much stronger than that binds us.
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The city bus is always a hotbox of smells, but today as we make our way home from the library in a torrential downpour, I’m actually offended by how much it reeks. The driver doesn’t let us put the windows down, and at every stop, the doors open and a fine mist blows in, coating everything in a sticky dampness. It’s a petri dish for funk. A few of the lines aren’t running because of construction, and apparently, this bus is the one everyone wants to be on today. I shut my eyes and try to ignore the low hum that fills my ears.

Agnes taps me on the shoulder and points to my braids. “Tell me again, who did them?”

Agnes knows good and well Auntie Tonya did my hair, but she’s not going to pass up an opportunity to give me a hard time about it.

“You already know the answer to that question,” I say.

I can feel the disappointment emanating from Agnes. “I thought we weren’t going to her anymore.”

Tonya’s our go-to when we can’t get in with our regular braider. She and my mom have been friends since they were kids. Tonya is heavy-handed and likes to cook and watch her stories while she does hair. What should take one solid day of braiding takes Auntie Tonya a few separate days, which means looking crazy for a while until it’s all done. When we were about twelve, she snatched Agnes’s scalp so tight she could barely close her eyes. We made a pact that once we were old enough to decide who was going to do our hair, we’d never set foot in Tonya’s house again.

It’s been a while since I last saw her, and I’d thought maybe time would have given Tonya a lighter touch and better time management skills. But the way my scalp is throbbing, and the fact that it’s taken three days’ worth of trips to her house to get all the braids done, tells me I was wrong. Very, very wrong.

“I’m broke,” I say. “And she said she’d do it for free if I bought her lunch and fixed her son’s computer.”

Agnes shrugs. “I mean, who needs edges, right?”

“Shut up,” I tease. “I don’t appreciate you going to get your hair done and not inviting me to go with.”

Agnes reaches up and touches her freshly dyed dark purple hair. “This is the third time I’ve colored it in, like, six months. I honestly thought it was gonna fall out, and I didn’t want you to see what I look like bald.” She pushes aside her hair, revealing her lighter purple undercut, and beams. “I feel like this is the haircut you get when you want everybody to know you’re super gay and you don’t care who knows it.”

“I mean, you are super gay.” I shrug. “So it works, right?”

Agnes grins. “Super gay sounds a lot like Superman. I’m basically a superhero.”

“All you need is a spandex outfit,” Ossie chimes in.

“I can’t fit all this in a spandex super-suit,” Agnes says, sliding her hand playfully over her hip. “Thick thighs save lives. That’s my motto.”

Ossie scrunches up his nose. “Can we stop talking about thighs? I’m just a baby.”

“Oh, I thought you were grown?” Agnes says.

“Not that grown,” says Ossie.

Redd leans close to me. “You two have been getting your hair done together since you were little?” he asks. “That’s cute.”

His expression is curious and if I’m being honest, a little sad. He doesn’t like to admit it but he feels like an outsider even among other outsiders like us. He hasn’t been with us very long, and when little things, like me and Agnes dealing with Auntie Tonya most of our lives, come up, he’s reminded that he might be out of place here, too. I try to take every opportunity I can to let him know he belongs. That’s all any of us have ever really wanted.

The bus stops and two more people get on. Everything feels closer now. And the colors—the colors are so bright. My heart ticks up.

A little girl with a bright pink streak in her hair and a unicorn horn strapped to her head teeters on the edge of her seat a few rows ahead of me. At her chest is a ball of luminous energy. Every person on the bus has one, but hers is the only one that’s a deep shade of evergreen. Only very young kids have that color. It’s the color of pure, unfiltered joy, before the world whispers the things that will turn those colors to the sallow yellows of fear, the fiery red hues of anger, the icy blues of sadness and self-doubt.

I’ve always been able to see people’s colors. My earliest memories are of my mom partially blotted out by the big green bloom at her chest. Other memories, other colors, are more complicated.

I remember the exact moment I learned that my gift wasn’t limited to what I could see, but that I also had the ability to control it. Carrie Anne Flescher, my first grade bully, hated everything about me. My hair was too puffy when it was loose, but then when it was braided, she’d make fun of the little plastic beads my mom put on the ends. One day, while she was ki-kiing herself into a fit over my clean but clearly hand-me-down outfit, I willed her colors to a dull gray out of pure exhaustion. I stared at the ball of green at her chest while she laughed and I wished she would just...stop. Her colors faded to a dull gray and she dropped to the floor like a rock. My teacher had to call an ambulance. Carrie Anne recovered, but I’ve been in online school ever since.

A group of college-age students sit toward the front of the bus. They laugh and joke and a big burst of green lights up everything around them. I shut my eyes tight and take a deep breath. Redd nudges my shoulder with his, and I turn to look at him. He has his shirt pulled up over his nose.

“Smells like something died in here,” he says.

“Probably a person,” says Ossie.

The bus stops and a tall man wearing camo pants and a shirt that looks like someone made it out of an American flag gets on. A fiery red ball—anger—smolders at his chest. It never ceases to amaze me how many people walk around just furious at the world, waiting for the opportunity to take it out on someone else.

“What’s his problem?” Redd asks, following my gaze. “He looks like he racked up at the Army surplus store.”

I push the air out between my teeth. “There are too many people in here,” I say as my pulse creeps up.

Redd’s easygoing nature is blunted by a look of concern. “I haven’t seen it this packed in a while,” he says. “It’s the weather, the construction, maybe both.”

We all know why that’s a problem, but none of us wants to say it out loud.

I glance back at Agnes to check her colors, and she is, as is almost always the case, calm and thoughtful. Almost in a meditative state, which manifests as a tightly coiled mass of solid black right in the center of her chest.

The man in the flag shirt leans down over a woman with a little kid on her lap. “Get up and let me sit.”

The woman looks up at him and blinks repeatedly. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” the man grumbles.

The woman looks around as other people on the bus pretend they don’t see what’s happening. She pulls her child closer to her. “I’m not moving.”

The red ball at his chest shifts, intensifies until it’s almost glowing. The anger pulses out of him in a wave of concentrated energy, and it hits me like a fist. I suck in a chest full of air, letting it slide between my lips. I dig my fingers into Redd’s arm as I turn away from the man.

“Don’t let it in, Moll,” Redd says under his breath. He reaches up and rings the bell to signal we want to get off.

“Next two stops are closed due to construction,” the driver calls out.

“Great,” I say as the angry man gets more and more agitated.

Most of the time people’s emotions don’t directly affect me. But if I don’t keep my guard up, those emotions seep into me and make me want to turn a person’s colors gray as a stormy sky. My mom says it’s a defense mechanism, that I’m just trying to protect myself, but that I have to learn to control it. That’s easier said than done.

I see the red. I hear the man’s angry tone as he continues to insist that the woman and her baby get up so he can sit down. My skin pricks up and I imagine the man’s energy turning as gray and heavy as a stone.

He straightens up, grabs at his collar like his shirt is too tight. I stare at the ball of red on his chest and—I can’t help it. It begins to gray around the edges. My power pools inside me like a tightly coiled spring. I let it expand a little more, reaching out. His red flickers. I know that I could hurt him if I push—and I do. I let the coil unfurl just a little. The man’s eyes glass over. He stumbles and falls hard on his back. People step away from him, confused, but I only stare at the watery red-and-gray orb at his chest. Another push and he’d never get up, but an uncomfortable pressure in my chest stops me.

“Moll,” Redd says, desperation in his tone. “Moll, please.”

His voice snaps me out of my own head. I breathe in, count to ten, and then picture the man’s colors turning green. A tingling feeling creeps up my back and settles in the nape of my neck. I concentrate as hard as I can, blocking out all the other sounds, all the other colors, and slowly, the reds and grays turn to green. The man sits bolt upright and then shakily rises to his feet. The woman with the baby watches him, bewilderment rippling across her face.

“It’s so goddamned lovely out, isn’t it?” he asks, looking out at the pouring rain. “So lovely.”

Redd exhales, then leans in close to me. “That man just said lovely—twice. He’s good now, right?”

I nod. The bus comes to a stop as Redd pulls me toward the door. Agnes and Ossie pile out beside us, and we all watch as the bus drives off.

Redd eyes me carefully. “That was too close.”

I grip my hands together to keep them still. I’m trembling all over. I need to get ahold of myself. The guy on the bus was an angry, rude asshole and I almost killed him. I hate myself for letting it get away from me like that.

“Let’s take the car next time,” Redd says.

“You want us to die?” Ossie asks.

I scowl at him. “My driving isn’t that bad.”

“Yes it is,” says Ossie. “And you know it.”

“Are you okay?” Agnes asks. She knows better than any of us how important it is to keep a lid on our abilities, especially in public.

I’m disappointed in myself. I shouldn’t have let my imagination go that far. “I’m good,” I lie. “Let’s just go home.”

The rain has let up and slugs are creeping their way across the pavement, leaving behind translucent trails of slime. The torrent of rain makes even healthy green leaves fall to the ground, and the little slimy creatures take refuge in the crooks of their overturned blades.

We trudge down our street and up the front steps of our house. The porch always sags a little more than usual when the rain is heavy. The boards groan under my feet as I ease onto them. I hope today isn’t the day the whole thing collapses. Once we’re all safely inside, we kick off our shoes and Redd and Ossie go upstairs, while Agnes plops down on the couch.

Music blares—Billie Holiday singing about summertime and how someone’s gonna take to the sky. I hang my coat on the hook in the front hallway and go into the kitchen, where my mom is trying to stop a pot of water from boiling over. She blows across the top, pushing the mound of bubbles over the edge and onto the eye of the stove, where it sizzles and pops.

“Burning water again?” I ask.

She glances at me and pushes the pot off the burner. “You ever consider taking up clownery full-time?” There’s the slightest edge of annoyance in her voice. Mom’s sense of humor is the kind that makes people uncomfortable. They can’t always tell if she’s joking or not. I can, though. I see the telltale flicker of green right in the center of her chest—happiness. Her gaze sweeps over me, and she tilts her head to the side. “I feel like I haven’t seen you. Y’all been out all day.”

“We went to the library,” I say. I don’t tell her why. “What are you making?” Some lettuce and tomatoes sit soggy in a glass bowl on the counter.

“Pasta, salad, and—” She stops short and rolls her eyes. “And bread!”

She brushes past me and pulls open the oven. A thick plume of black smoke billows out and I back up, cupping my hand over my mouth and nose. She fumbles
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