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Support Group
By David Longhorn

	 

	“My name is Craig, and I see ghosts.”

	Everyone in the group responds, each in their different way. A grunt from Billy, a warm “Hi, Craig!” from Leroy, a shy smile from Chloe, and a pleasant nod from Bella. We are sitting in a broken circle, me facing the others. This is not a bad meeting room—nice and light, with a good view of the harbor.

	This is a diverse group. Like an AA meeting, I guess. There’s Billy, an older guy with a big beard and long gray hair. He’s wearing a red and black lumberjack-type checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up. I think it’s called a flannel shirt, or something. He has tattoos, ranging from a winged dagger to a burlesque dancer who leaves little to the imagination. I think he is—was—a biker, but so far, I haven’t had the courage to ask.

	By way of contrast, there’s Chloe, who can’t be much over twenty, if that. She has blue hair, chunky black boots, and a lot of black clothes and heavy make-up. I guess she’s an emo chick. She’s not very forthcoming, either, but she has a friendly smile and kind, wounded eyes. She was harder to persuade than Billy, but she came around eventually.

	Leroy—well, there’s another contrast. He’s black, about forty but hard to tell, and dressed like a janitor. That’s because he is a janitor, tool belt and all. He’s sociable, quick-witted, and full of homespun philosophy. The way he tells it, just about every member of his family was a fount of wise sayings. He was the one who suggested this group, something that had never occurred to me before.

	Then there’s Bella. She’s middle aged, I guess, but again, it’s hard to tell, and I haven’t asked. She reminds me of a young Sophia Loren, with a mass of dark hair, amazing eyes, and full lips. She’s dressed in understated, elegant clothes that seem to have seen better times. The black dress has been mended, and those shoes are scuffed. Beautiful, dignified, and sad.

	And then there’s me, Craig Ellison, thirty-six and nobody in particular. Lives alone, brown hair, brown eyes, five-ten and one fifty-five. Owns two suits. Would like a cat, but no pets are allowed in his crummy apartment. Totally unremarkable, one of the millions of guys you might pass in the street or at Walmart and never notice.

	Unless I happen to be talking to someone you can’t see.

	For as long as I can remember, I’ve been seeing ghosts. All kinds of ghosts. Old and young, good and bad, black and white, and all the colors in between. The spirits of the dead come in every conceivable variety. But they’re all dead, and other people can’t see them. As a result, I have a less-than-stellar existence.

	“So,” I say. “Now we’re all here. I guess I should start.”

	I go on and talk about my childhood.

	It’s a cliché in a group of this kind, but it’s kind of inevitable. I talk about the way my parents found my “imaginary friends” cute at first, then became more worried. Kids are sometimes quick to catch on, and a few incidents at preschool taught me to stop talking to people other people couldn’t see. But not before there had been talk of a child psychiatrist.

	Luckily—or maybe unluckily—my folks couldn’t afford that kind of thing. I overheard them arguing about that and felt guilty in that awful, all-consuming way you can only experience when you’re little. The next day, I promised my mom never to “make up stories” again. Of course, I couldn’t totally ignore the ghosts. Especially the ones that wanted my attention, the crazies and weepers and ranters. And when you’re suddenly confronted by three-quarters of a person or someone who’s permanently on fire, it’s hard not to react. But I did my best not to listen, not to look. I was just labeled a weird kid, and everyone got on with their lives.

	Then Grandma Mary moved into our spare room when I was six. I resented her presence a little, but she bribed me with regular doses of candy, which made it okay. Mom explained how her mother had been sick and needed looking after and how we couldn’t afford to pay someone to do that.

	Grandma Mary, on the other hand, was more forthright about the situation.

	“I’m gonna kick the bucket pretty soon,” she told me once. “Don’t let ’em tell you different, Craigy boy. And when I go, I’ll come back and haunt all the people who ticked me off down the years.”

	I tried to smile at that, as you’re supposed to do when you’re a polite kid and an old person talks weirdly. But it wasn’t easy. Then, a couple of weeks later, I woke around four in the morning to shouting, tears, and doors banging. Blue lights were flashing across the ceiling of my little bedroom. I wandered out into the hallway, and my mom scooped me up and hugged me. She was crying but somehow comforting me at the same time.

	I saw Grandma Mary standing in the doorway of her room. Then Dad walked out of the bedroom and passed straight through her. I wasn’t surprised, but she was. It was the first time I saw a ghost discovering they were dead. She looked down at her body—she was wearing an old-fashioned nightdress, faded blue and covered with little pink roses—and then over at me.

	“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle,” she said. “I guess I’m a goner!”

	“Guess so,” I said, without thinking. “I’m sorry.”

	I felt my mother freeze as I spoke.

	“Darn,” Grandma went on. “Is this it? I just stand around here?”

	Then she did an old-style double take.

	“Hey, little guy, how come you can still see me?”

	“I don’t know,” I said.

	Mom held me at arm’s length and looked me in the eye.

	“Craig?” she asked. “Who are you talking to?”

	“Nobody,” I said, looking down at the threadbare carpet.

	I saw grief, doubt, and hope in her eyes.

	“Are you sure?” she asked.

	At that point, I knew that if I told the truth, it would define my life. I could never lie about ghost-seeing again. I looked over at Grandma, wanting her to give me permission. But she was too busy shimmering. My mother must have seen my eyes almost popping out of my head.

	“What is it? What can you see?”

	What I could see was, for the first time, a ghost moving on. Or up. Away, at any rate. Out of this world, literally. Grandma raised her hands and looked at them becoming transparent and kind of sparkly. Then, a second later, she was gone.

	“What is it, honey? Did you see Grandma?”

	I tried to explain what I saw, but amid all the confusion and stress, I don’t think I did a good job. And after that night, nobody mentioned it again. My life had changed, though. I had grasped that the ghosts I saw were a minority and that most people did not linger after they died. And, as time wore on, I got to grasp why that was.

	“Say, man,” says Leroy, “hadn’t some ghost explained that to you already?”

	“No,” I say. “Remember, I was six and confused a lot of the time. And you know how it is with ghosts—they’re usually pissed about something, and talking coherently to little kids isn’t always their strong suit.”

	That naturally takes us on to some of the ghosts of my childhood that I wish I could forget. There was the time when we went to the coast and stayed in a cheap hotel. Turned out a serial killer had once used it as a place to strangle prostitutes. He’d disposed of the bodies elsewhere, but the ghosts remained, all sitting forlornly on the one bed. My mom and dad slept in it without so much as a bad dream. Years later, I did some research and found that the cops had no idea the killer even existed. I phoned in an anonymous tip, but nothing came of it, as far as I know.

	Then, when I was ten, we moved in to a new apartment, and I met Amanda. She was seventeen and never going to get any older. She’d died in 1983, murdered by her worthless drug-pushing pimp of a boyfriend. He’d been caught and done time but never admitted the killing. Yet Amanda still loved him—can you believe that? She was constantly pleading with me to get in touch with the scumbag and give him a message.

	But that wasn’t the worst of it, not by a long shot. A trip to New York meant a subway ride, which showed me exactly what happens when a train runs right over a human body. The guy in question had not really wanted to take his life; he had spent the last few moments of his existence praying that he’d be saved by some miracle. No matter how I try to forget, I remember the look on what was left of that guy’s face.

	Bella speaks up at this point. She has a perfect, husky voice with a hint of an accent—Italian or Hispanic, I’m not sure.

	“But why is it that violent death does not always produce a ghost?” she asked. “What is it that makes some linger and not others?”

	That’s a question I came to ask myself as I got older and tried to work it all out. The best I could come up with was that some people are just overwhelmed by sudden death and can’t take it. They refuse to accept it’s their time. Amanda was—presumably still is—an extreme example of that, someone who can’t move on because of love. Misplaced, twisted and insane love, but still a love strong enough to anchor a spirit to this world.

	Then there’s hate. That’s just as powerful as love. I learned that in a library, of all places. I tended to frequent libraries more and more as I got older. Firstly, if you’re a weird kid, you get picked on, so you seek refuge, and the school library is a good one. Secondly, I wanted to learn about this curse I had and see if there was some way to get rid of it. And third—most important of all—library ghosts are rare. People don’t tend to die suddenly or in strange ways among the bookshelves.

	But there are always exceptions.

	I was actually doing some homework when he appeared. It was the first time I smelled a ghost before I saw or heard them. The stench was as sudden as it was pungent—it hit me right in the back of the throat. I almost gagged. I looked up from my books and saw that nobody else was affected. Hell, that stink would have had people running for the exit. The non-reaction of other kids made me look around, searching the shadows for a spirit. And, sure enough, there he was.

	The guy was some kind of old-time hobo, judging by his ragged clothes and slouch hat. His feet were half-covered by boots that were falling apart and had been filled with wadded-up newspaper. His coat was long, full of holes, and filthy. But it was his face that I really can’t forget. About a week’s growth of beard framed a mouth with startlingly red lips, and his eyes were like little pinpricks of insane fury. He came out from the history aisle and shuffled toward me, all stooped and limping.

	In his face, I saw hatred, rage, and a foul hunger that drove him on in death, probably just as it had in life. The stench grew stronger as the hobo closed in to within touching distance. One hand reached out, fingers groping, and I flinched. It was the first time in years I’d recoiled from a ghost. I tried to scramble away, tangled my legs in the chair, and fell. People noticed then, saw the nerd Craig Ellison trying to scooch away on his ass from nothing at all, whimpering all the while.

	The ghost bent over, grinning now with a mouth half full of brown, uneven teeth. His filthy hands reached out and grasped me by the throat. I felt a wave of coldness rush through me, and I tried to scream but only managed to croak. I was sure that this was the end. But, as you’ll have already deduced, I didn’t die.

	I saw that vicious, manic grin fade as the ghost kept on squeezing my throat. I felt the pressure ease and then fall away to nothing. My heart was pounding, fit to burst, and I’d peed myself just a little. But I was alive. The ghost looked puzzled, then angry, and drew back a fist. I flinched once more as he punched me in the face—or tried to. I felt nothing more than a slight breath of wind, the merest touch on my skin.

	“Nooooo!”

	The spirit screeched out that one word. Then it seemed to be pulled backward, moving away rapidly. It didn’t fade like Grandma Mary. Instead, it moved at right angles to normal reality, though that only occurred to me much later. The point is it vanished. And I was left on the floor with a damp leg and finger marks on my throat. And a crowd of live people gathered around, with the nice lady librarian helping me up.

	“Never heard of that before,” Billy says gruffly, trying to hide his surprise. “Can’t be harmed by a ghost—that’s a new one.”

	I look around at the semicircle of faces. Bella is nodding sagely, her eyes focused on some point above my left ear. Chloe is open mouthed, a picture of youthful wonderment. Leroy is shifting eagerly in his seat and raises his hand.

	“You don’t need permission,” I remind him with a smile. “We can all speak freely—we’re all invested.”

	“Was it just that one time?” the janitor asks. “Maybe there was something wrong with that hobo guy.”

	A good point, I admit. After my encounter in the library, there was more talk at home of psychiatrists, and yet again, it was money—or the lack of it—that kept me away from the shrinks. I tried to act normal, of course, and just said I’d fallen off my chair in a doze. Oh, and the finger marks had faded by the time I got home. Not like natural bruises. Those don’t heal quickly on me.

	So there I was with not one but two new problems. One was the horrifying revelation that ghosts could attack people. And kill them, I was sure of that. The way that hobo attacked me, the relish on his disgusting face, showed that it was not his first time. The next time I went back to the library, I did some searching. I dug into old newspaper files that hadn’t been digitized. I used one of those microfiche machines. And after hours of research, I finally found it.

	Back in 1947, a child had been abducted and killed. Cops chased the guy into some woods near the scene and shot him dead, supposedly for resisting arrest. Reading between the lines, it seemed obvious they weren’t trying too hard to take him alive. He had died a violent death, probably raging against his pursuers. That, and his evil nature, were certainly enough to bind him to this plane of existence.

	That left me with a dilemma. I knew the killer’s ghost was a threat to other kids, but I could hardly tell the police. I thought about the local churches, but my family wasn’t religious, and anyway, I didn’t think a priest or minister would believe me. Even if they did, what would they do?

	I knew I had to do something, and I knew I had to do it alone.

	I soon found out that ghosts tend to be bound to a specific place or object—theories varied on that. So I decided to explore the woods close to the school. Sure enough, I spotted him one evening, that big dirty coat flapping like the wings of some oversized bird. He was shifting in and out of visibility.

	From my experience with ghosts, I knew that manifesting themselves used up energy, and they had to kind of recharge their batteries. So I guessed he was waiting until he had sufficient power to attack another child. It might be days, or months, or maybe years, before he could kill again. But he would do it. It was the sole purpose of his existence, just as it had been at the end of his life.

	I had to find a way to stop him. I figured I might do that by destroying the object that bound him to this world. I couldn’t ask any living people, so I decided to talk to some dead ones. For the first time then, I sought out ghosts and did my best to communicate with them.

	At first, it was hard. After all those years of bothering me, suddenly, the spirits didn’t want to talk. Then I found one, a girl who’d been hit by a truck while hitchhiking back in the 1960s. Mindy-Jo haunted the turnpike that ran by the woods, and she knew all about the hobo. She was a sweet girl who took pity on this dumb kid and told me what I needed to know.

	So, one summer morning, I went out with a shovel and some other gear and picked my way through the woods until I reached the middle, more or less. I sensed the presence of my enemy almost at once. With most ghosts, you get a tingle up the spine, but long before that, I detected the stench of him. Then he appeared, still a bit hazy and transparent from lack of energy but raging at me, cursing as he stared with those mad eyes.

	And he was not alone.

	I pause, closing my eyes. This is the first time I’ve told anyone the story, and it’s not easy. Even though the group is about the best possible audience, I hesitate. I am not a strong man. Don’t let anyone tell you childhood adversity toughens you up. It’s just as likely to make you hesitant, timid, and even cowardly.

	“You don’t have to go on, Craig,” says Bella.

	“Yeah, man,” Leroy chimes in, “we know it’s hard. You got nothing to prove here.”

	I open my eyes. Even Billy looks sympathetic. I gulp, feeling slightly ridiculous and ashamed. I go on.

	As I dug, a dozen or so smaller forms appeared, dotted here and there among the trees. There were more than in the news reports. They were not easy to make out, but I sensed their fear and pain and yearning. They, too, were earthbound, their deaths too sudden and terrible to permit them closure. So it was not just future victims I was trying to save now.

	The hobo lunged at me then, and again, I felt those dirt-caked fingers circling my throat. This time he was much less effective, of course—he was weak, and quickly gave up, resorting to threats and then cajolery. He promised to do things for me. “I’ll kill the bullies for you,” he said. “I’ve seen those kids give you a hard time—I’ll pluck their eyes out; just let me be!”

	I did my best to ignore him and kept digging where my informant had told me, just by an old tree stump. I was worried that Mindy-Jo had not told me how deep the thing was. I was having trouble getting through a tangle of roots and was profusely sweating when the shovel blade struck something with a dull clink. I knew I’d achieved my goal when the hobo screamed and started gibbering even more insane promises intermingled with threats and obscene curses.

	I reached into the hole and found it—a big glass jar with a brass lid. I scraped the dirt off and held it up in the light. Inside was a Mickey Mouse watch, a pink barrette, bright-colored marbles, and a magic eight ball—trophies the monster had collected when he was alive. He’d buried his stash of evil memories here, which had bound him to our neighborhood in death.

	“Noooo!”

	I gathered some rocks and dry kindling and built a fire safely like I’d been taught in Venture Scouts. I broke the jar. One by one, I cast each object into the flames, destroying earthly ties, the spectral chains that bound those children. I saw them shimmer and fade. I felt sure they were going to a better place. The smoke rose into the sky, a curl of darkness disappearing in the perfect blue. And the killer’s ghost howled and fretted and swore, then vanished, a dirty smear on a summer’s day that simply ceased to exist.

	I waited for a while, then put the fire out. I did a proper job of that, like a good Scout. Then I went home.

	Silence. Four pairs of eyes, all seeming to look deep into my troubled soul.

	“A child should not endure so much,” Bella says.

	“Poor little guy,” agrees Leroy.

	Chloe sniffles a little.

	“So, what happened next?” asks Billy.

	I tell them about Craig Ellison’s years-long attempt to be normal. The techniques I invented in my teen years to avoid reacting to ghosts. The way I ended up moving from one town to the next, trying to find places where they wouldn’t bother me. The way I stumbled upon a generic Irish bar in an obscure New England town where ghosts can’t ever trouble anyone. My decision to stay and try to make the best of it. To stop drifting and maybe, at some point, start living.

	I leave out quite a lot of stuff. Notably the second serial killer, the suicide pact, and the trainwreck. A whole bunch of fun stuff. This is just the first meeting, after all. Save it for later.

	“So, that’s me, I guess,” I conclude. “I just needed somebody to talk to about all this. And thank you all for agreeing to listen.”

	“No problem, man,” says Leroy. “Glad to help.”

	He glances out of the window. The lights of the harbor seem dimmer now that dawn is breaking. He stands up, and the others follow suit. I get out of my not-too-comfortable chair, my butt protesting that I’ve spent too long unburdening myself.

	“Same time tomorrow night?” I ask.

	“It would be a pleasure,” Bella says rather grandly.

	She takes a couple of steps toward me and extends a graceful hand. I reach out to take it, wondering if she’s expecting me to kiss it. And then she’s gone, leaving an elegant afterimage. Leroy is next, giving me a thumbs up as he disappears. Then Billy, nodding curtly, man to man, those wild tattoos seeming to linger for a second after the rest of him has faded.

	Chloe remains, darkly Gothic yet somehow the least ghostly of all. She doesn’t meet my gaze but mumbles something about tomorrow.

	“You can share, too,” I remind her. “This is not just for me. I just told you all that to show I was sincere about this whole setup.”

	“I know,” she says as she starts to vanish. “We’ve all got stories; it’s just working out how to tell them that’s not easy.”

	And now she’s gone too. I shrug and get on with my rounds. Being a nightwatchman is not a great job, but it suits a weird guy. I never did perfect my “just act normal” technique, and I guess I never will.

	I might as well embrace my curse, my gift, whatever it’s supposed to be. I see the ghosts; they see me. We can talk. Sometimes I can send them on their way. And sometimes I can just listen.

	 

	* * *


Hatchet Job
By Ian Fortey

	 

	“This bathroom is enormous,” Jenna said. The joy in her voice was palpable. Eric wished she’d keep it down a little. She had a terrible poker face, and they were playing a game here. If the real estate agent knew how excited they were to buy, then they’d lose an edge. He wanted to get every benefit he could. He wanted them to bend over backward to make a deal. That meant they were motivated sellers. Maybe that could knock off another ten grand or so. But it wouldn’t happen if the agent thought Eric and his wife were in love with the place.

	“Yeah, it’s alright.” She scowled playfully at him, aware of the game he was trying to play, and patted her hand gently against his chest.

	The bathroom was indeed enormous, though. There was a huge tub with room for two, a shower, and his-and-hers sinks. It was amazing.

	The entire house was like a dream. It was incredibly clean and well appointed. The fittings, the fixtures, and even the carpets looked great. There were four bedrooms, a family room, a kitchen, a dining room, and a den. It was more than they could have hoped. It was also nearly fifty thousand less than other similar houses in the market, and that made Eric suspicious as hell. It should have been well over their budget, not under.

	The real estate agent had not said anything yet, but in fairness, they had yet to ask. Eric wanted to see it for himself first. He wanted to see if there was an obvious issue. Maybe a basement leak, radon, or cockroaches. None of that was apparent to him, though. Which meant it was something unseen. There was no way the house was that cheap for no reason.

	They continued the walkthrough with the real estate agent telling them about the wood finishes, the great neighborhood, and the spacious backyard. She was selling it really well; he had to give her that. It sounded perfect. Eric couldn’t take it any longer.

	“So, what’s wrong with it?” he asked. Jenna made a sound, gritting her teeth and squeezing his hand forcefully.

	“Eric,” she said quietly.

	“No, it’s fine,” the agent said. “Everyone asks that eventually. I’ve shown this house to literally dozens of people. It makes sense. It’s cheap. Too cheap.”

	She led them to the kitchen and invited them to sit on the barstools along a marble counter. Jenna sat, but Eric remained standing. The agent set her paperwork down on the countertop and sighed.

	“Okay. Have either of you heard of Jacob Gary Hawkins?” the agent asked. Eric raised an eyebrow. The name sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it off the top of his head. He certainly didn’t know what that had to do with a cheap house.

	“Oh my God,” Jenna said. Eric looked at her. His wife’s face had gone pale, her hand covering her mouth.

	“What?” he asked.

	“Jacob Gary Hawkins,” she told him, almost in a whisper.

	He shrugged. “Who is that?”

	“Jacob Gary Hawkins!” she said again, loudly.

	Eric shook his head, a confused smile forming on his face. “Please say something other than Jacob Gary Hawkins. That doesn’t mean anything to me.”

	“The serial killer,” Jenna said. “The guy they executed last year! The hatchet guy.”

	Hatchet guy, Eric thought. That definitely rang a bell. Then he remembered.

	The case was years old now, at least a decade in the past, he was sure. A man who had killed something like twenty people. They found the bodies in his basement.

	“This is that house?” he asked, pointing at the floor and turning back to the real estate agent. They’d already been in the basement. It was clean; cluttered with stuff but tidy overall.

	“I’m afraid so,” the real estate agent replied. “Hawkins had his assets seized, and the bank sold the house to a new owner without disclosing the history. The owner found out recently, and needless to say, they are motivated sellers.”

	“They lived here all this time?” Jenna asked, mortified. The agent shook her head.

	“It was actually empty this whole time. The seizure and sale took years. The new buyer began renovations with the intention of moving in, then discovered the history, and never actually set foot in the place. No one has lived here since Hawkins, but it has been completely gutted, refitted
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