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Whitestone Inn

by

Steve Ruskin

 

“DON’T FORGET TO SET OUT THE WHISKEY, MISS CARLE,” Ellielou says as she wraps her scarf around her neck.

“Sure,” I nod. Yeah, right. Crazy woman. She’s spent too many years at this old place, and it shows. Ever since I’ve been here, I’ve seen her muttering to herself in the upper hallways when she thinks no one is watching, like she’s talking to those old photographs of the miners or something.

Trust me, those old pictures will be the first to go.

The bones of this place are solid, but the decorations—well, let’s just say they need a little refreshing.

“I’m serious,” she says. Her voice is raspy from years spent in the cold alpine air. Light from the huge stone fireplace in the great room illuminates her face, highlighting the creases of her deep red-brown skin that seems to be the common skin tone of all mountain-town dwellers. Not tan exactly. More like polished windburn; ruddy and smooth.

“I know you are, Ellielou. You’ve told me three times today. Don’t worry, I’ve been here a month already. I know all the quirky traditions you guys keep alive at the Whitestone Inn.”

“They ain’t traditions,” she says, giving me that look. “They’re stuff you gotta do at the Whitestone. Trust me, Kelli—I mean, Miss Carle.”

God, why are people around here such—what’s the word? Bumpkins. A stupid word, for stupid people. But it fits. And at least she remembers to use my last name. I am her boss, after all. That’s another thing this place lacks—an acknowledged hierarchy. (Another thing to put on my list.)

“It’s almost midnight. Go home, Ellielou. Before the snow gets worse. I got this.”

“Ain’t the snow I’m worried about,” she says, turning away. She mutters something else I can’t catch, but the thick wood-and-glass door slams shut behind her, leaving the jangling of the little brass bell and a few flakes of blown snow in her wake.

In the silence that follows, I look around the lobby of the Whitestone. It has potential. Serious potential. Faded, flattened maroon carpet stretches from the old front door to the old front desk, where the heavy brass bars, dulled with age, still form a cage between the clerk and the guests. That seems silly now, but back in the day it was probably necessary. A hundred and fifty years ago the Inn was a bachelors’ hotel, built to house the hundred-odd miners who worked the marble quarries in this narrow Rocky Mountain valley.

(Did you know some of that marble was used to build many of the monuments in D.C.? And that’s not even in the marketing material! Another thing to add to the list.)

Anyway, now the Whitestone is a tourist hotel. And while the brass cage around the check-in desk once protected the hotel manager from drunk miners wanting their room keys or an advance on their pay in order to keep a hand in their card games in the bar, now it just looks quaint. And tourists love it. Or so I’m told. We’ll see once we reopen after the renovations I’ve started.
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The Whitestone is a little hard to get to—ten thousand feet in altitude, high in a valley up a narrow state highway, the closest airport forty miles away at posh Aspen—but the guests seem to find it worth the effort. In the summer it brings in the hikers and mountain bikers, in the fall the aspen-leaf gawkers, and in the winter and early spring the back-country skiers and snowshoers and snowmobilers.

Well-worn leather couches and high-back velvet chairs are scattered around the lobby, and the walls are bedecked with flickering frosted-glass sconces (list: to be replaced), old black and white photos from the mining days (list: definitely outta there), and a gothic looking grandfather clock, which despite its obvious age keeps surprisingly accurate time (list: remove clock? TBD).

On the other side of the lobby is the huge two-sided fireplace, thirty feet around (I’ve measured it, for the new carpet coming in next week, a tasteful hunter green). The old bar off the lobby still has the heavy polished mahogany top, worn smooth from over a century of use. Even that time in the 1920s and 1930s—when the Whitestone was on mothballs and the bar was home to bugs, dust and rodents—didn’t seem to make it any worse for wear. Hell, it may have improved it, made it look even more authentic. But I’ll have to get someone in here to sand off the stubborn circles of old whiskey-bottle bottoms. I’m told the bottles were left untouched on the bar unaccountably during that mothball period. Maybe that’s where Ellielou’s stupid tradition came from.

Leave a whiskey bottle out on the counter every night? And a shot glass? Whatever. Not for much longer. When the renovations are done, so are any silly traditions. They’ve become superstitions, if you ask me. Honestly, Ellielou is probably done here too. I want some fresh faces.

I leave the brass cage and wander past the open door to the bar. Someone—Ellielou most likely, she’s such a flake—left the lights on. But speaking of fresh faces! I catch my own in the large mirror behind the bar. The mirror is one of those giant, old-fashioned bar mirrors. Leaded glass, I think. They say it’s original. Through the patina of age (which I’m keeping for authenticity’s sake), I see my blue eyes staring back at me. Sooo cute. My best feature, for sure, followed by my blond hair (it’s almost a tie), my near-perfect cheekbones, and just-full-enough lips.

“Hey,” I say, giving myself that smile. “Didn’t I see you on the cover of Manhattan Restauranteur? Why yes! Yes, you did. Ohmygosh, you’re Kelli Carle, aren’t you? I simply adored your pop-up cocktail bars during Fashion Week—”

My one-sided conversation is interrupted by the grandfather clock out in the lobby. In the silence of the hotel, the first stroke of midnight comes like a thunderclap. The sound rolls through the quiet hotel, giving me chills. As the chimes count down, I notice it feels colder somehow, and I think of my super cute, sky-blue Bogner fleece hanging on the coatrack in the lobby. (Picked it up in Vail on the way up here. Total business expense. I love write-offs.) Outside, the blizzard is still raging, snowflakes pelting the panes like little angry insects.

I glance around the bar, picturing the renovations in my head. TVs up on that wall, for sports. New faux-metallic paint to brighten the original tin ceiling. Ditch the crappy old piano. Add more wine racks. Yeah, nice. Most of the dining tables are covered in drop cloths to protect them from the repainting I’ve ordered, but the bar itself is uncovered. Part of it, anyway.

“What the hell?” I swear. Can’t anyone follow my directions around here? And then I see it. The old bottle marks, the traditional—ugh!—space where the whiskey bottle and shot glass are left out every night.

“Every night,” Ellielou told me the day I arrived, taking a bottle of Jack from the shelf behind the bar and placing it on the designated spot, pairing it with a clean, empty shot glass.

“Aaannnnd, why?” I’d asked, immediately regretting it. When she’d finished blathering, I snarked something about Jack Daniels being expensive and couldn’t we just go with Early Times or something, and in all seriousness she replied the brand didn’t matter, as long as it was left out—how often? You guessed it!—every night. Rye or bourbon were fine, too. Had to be American whiskey, though. Her earnest look was almost comical, and I had to bite my lip.

“I’ll let you take care of it then,” I’d told her, dropping just a hint of condescension into my voice. For my own peace of mind.

“What about when I’m on this forced vacation you’re making me take?” she asked.

“What about it?”

She’d looked at me like I was an idiot. Me. I humored her. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Be sure you do,” she said. I didn’t like her tone.

Yeah, it was definitely Ellielou who’d messed with the bar tonight. She must have seen me in here earlier, laying out the drop cloths. For a second—the briefest second—I consider going behind the bar and grabbing the nearest bottle (Elijah Craig, half-empty, not more than an arm’s length away) and setting it out with a glass.

“Nah,” I mutter. “Ridiculous.” The clock is still chiming. I pull the drop cloth back over the bar, flash myself a quick smile in the mirror, then flick off the lights and go in search of my Bogner.
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A mile up the road from the Whitestone Inn is Whitestone Manor. Don’t confuse them. The Manor was Balthazar Carle’s private place. And yes, Balthazar and I are related. He was my great-great-great grandfather. The Inn stayed in the family, operated by my distant third cousins twice removed or something. The Manor fell into disrepair. My father’s side of the family left the mountains for the east coast ages ago, became bankers and lawyers. But now this place has come back to us—we’re the ones with the money and brains now. Come back to me, Kelli Carle, New York City’s youngest-ever Restauranteur of the Year. We’re expanding the family empire. After I redo the Inn, the Manor is my next project. And it’s gonna be uh-maze-ing. Upscale wedding venue? Hells yeah. The mountains around here are breathtaking. There’s a nice meadow that would be perfect with a gazebo, and a smaller one that could be leveled and made into a helipad to fly the guests in. I mean, when I say upscale, I mean upscale. But the Inn comes first. It needs to generate some serious revenue before I move on to stage two.

Out in the lobby the grandfather clock finishes all twelve strokes of midnight (note: can the clock be tuned to not sound so damn gongy?) And man, the lobby is cold. I mean, witch’s tit cold. Somebody must have left the windows in the upper hall open again. Damn carpenters and their need for ventilation or something. Stupid building codes.

Climbing the stairs, I pass the old photos that tell the tale of Balthazar Carle’s famous feud with his miners. What was it, 1880? Ah, here it is. 1883. Says so right on this little plaque. (Why the hell do all these old hotels decorate like Queen Victoria is still on the damn throne?) Back then they called it the Whitestone miner’s strike. Made the headlines from San Francisco to New York.

The strike ended badly. For the miners, that is. When they wanted shorter workdays (wasn’t twelve hours pretty standard back then?), three meals per day instead of two, better boots (ok, that I totally get), and a higher whiskey ration. But c’mon, look at these photos! The miners just stand there, eyes sunken and faces sullen beneath their crazy wide hats. Those hollow stares, those droopy old mustaches. Sleep, food, and boots… Yeah, I get it. But they sure as hell didn’t need more whiskey. Clearly, they’d had enough.

Balthazar agreed. And that’s when the rioting began. Right here in the Inn, so the story goes. Right there in the bar. My great-etc.-granddad was trying to negotiate with the foreman, some guy named Sam Crowley. Here’s Sam in this old portrait. See that nasty scar over his eyebrow? And he’s missing teeth—and smiling about it. He probably got into fights way more than he worked.

Anyway, Balthazar and Sam argued late into the night. It says here, on this historical description, that he got the miners everything except the whiskey. Crowley wouldn’t concede on the whiskey, and Balthazar wouldn’t cave. So, just after midnight, Crowley snatched a bottle from behind the bar—grabbed it right out of the bartender’s hand—and told Balthazar to try to take it from him. So, Balthazar tried. Crowley busted great-whatever-grandpap’s nose. And Balthazar drew his gun. (See this shadow box next to Crowley’s picture? That’s the shell from the bullet that went through his skull.)

That did it. The rest of the miners chased Balthazar back to his Manor, trapped him inside. Idiots forgot he’d had a telegraph installed. He called (telegraphed? morse-coded? was that like texting back then?) for help. A day later the army showed up. I imagine all that marble earmarked for D.C. made an impact on the higher-ups.

Anyway, it was a massacre. Fourteen miners dead. Thirty-seven wounded. The rest of them arrested. Balthazar’s face with his crooked nose on the cover of newspapers across the country. All because of booze.

Oh well, bygones. And hell, it is freeeeeezing in here.

I climb the stairs to find the open windows. More list items: creaky steps, flickering lights, and I swear this place is a giant refrigerator. Walking these dark halls makes me think there are probably a dozen code violations going on I’m not even aware of but need to— Wait, what the…?

“Um, hello?”

Was that someone turning the corner to the north wing rooms. It was, wasn’t it?

“Ellielou? You still here?” Maybe she came back in when I was in the bar.

I follow but the hall is dark, and when my eyes adjust, it’s empty. I pass each closed door, all the old rooms in various states of renovation. The window at the far end is closed—frost, like spider webs, spreading in the corners. And, in fact, so are all the windows I’ve passed. Closed tight.

So why is it so damn cold in here?

From below, I hear the tink tink of piano keys.

“Hey!” I shout, breaking into a jog back toward the stairs. “I am not paying anyone overtime.” I pass each closed door in turn, and I swear my footfalls sound like doorknobs turning.

Then I hear it.

“Whiskey.”

The sound is all around me, and yet far away. A whisper, a wail. I spin around in time to see each and every door open a crack, one at a time.

“Whiskey.”

I hear footsteps on the third floor, overhead. Not one set, but many. Boots.

I run. The landing at the top of the stairs is lit, but the light is unsteady. Down in the bar I hear the piano, plinking away all crazy and uncertain. In the hall behind me, more boots, just like on the floor above.

It’s the flickering frosted-sconce lights—on and off, on and off—that makes me trip. Or maybe the carpet on the stairs has some kind of warp or something. Either way, I tumble face first. My nose explodes in agony. The pictures on the wall spin past, light and dark, off and on, and I swear those faces are grinning now. Crowley’s scar shows blood. Sepia, old, and flowing…but blood.

At the bottom I push myself up. Shaken. Above me, on the landing, I hear the boots. Coming down. Tramp tromp stomp tramp.

I try to yell, “Ellielou!” but can’t.

“Whiskey.”

The lobby is aglow. The fireplace flickers over the thick, deep-maroon carpet. The card tables—we have card tables?—are plush and green, cards and chips scattered over their surfaces. The polished brass bars of the front desk seem to shine with a light of their own.

I glance into the bar. The piano is rocking, but I can’t see the player from this angle. I hear chairs scrape over the floor, and glasses clink. The drop cloths are gone. The mirror is bright, catching the gas-lit sconces, but it reflects no one.

“H-hello?”

Despite the fire, the lobby is frigid. I can see my breath.

“Whiskey.”

Boots, on the top of the stairs now. Stamp stomp tromp tramp.

“Who’s there?” I am crying and bleeding. I know this only because the tears freeze to my cheeks, and I taste warm blood on my tongue.

“Whiskey!”

“Please!” I scream. Please what? I don’t even know.

From the bar, a gunshot. Crowley’s picture falls off the wall, landing at my feet. His scar is now a bullet hole, weeping brown blood.

I flee into the bar, past the wildly shaking piano plinkplinking against the wall. The bar top’s mahogany wood is burnished and sleek, gleaming as if it were freshly lacquered. A glass rolls across the surface, through a spatter of fresh blood. A bottle of whiskey is tipped and spilling.

I reach for them but they vanish in my hands, cold mist mingling with my own panicked breath. The boots are in the lobby.

Stomp tramp tromp stomp.

I rush behind the bar, grabbing that Elijah Craig with one hand while my other one fishes a shot glass off the shelf. I slam them onto the top of the bar and sink down beneath it, catching a glimpse of myself in the dingy old mirror as I collapse, my nose bloody and broken, my blue eyes wide and red. On the floor I find a drop cloth and wrap myself up in it, not caring at all that it’s not my Bogner fleece.

I think I hear whiskey being poured and cards being played. The piano keeps on clinking. But I stay there, the drop cloth over my head.

All night.

That’s how Ellielou finds me in the morning. She pulls me up off the floor, hands me a napkin for my face, and offers me a drink. All without saying a word. It’s way too early for a shot, but I accept anyway.
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Ghosts in the Laundry Room

by

Jude Deluca

 

IT WAS A COLD AND WINDY NIGHT, offering autumn a taste of what winter had in store this year. It wouldn’t be out of the question to expect an early frost to happen before morning. Leaves in hues of gold, scarlet, and rust bravely held to their branches. Sooner or later, they would eventually concede defeat and be scattered throughout the landscape. Not a single cloud was present to obscure the faint sliver of moon hanging in the starry October sky.

It was the perfect night to do one thing.

Laundry.

Brandt had difficulty sleeping this particularly late evening. The deadline for the next anthology was fast approaching, but he’d been suffering writer’s block for a while now and couldn’t tell you what his next short story would be. His wife Callie was stuck on the night shift at St. Martinique General once again. Brandt was no stranger to Callie’s routine as a doctor. In fact, he found her ethics for hard work one of her most admirable features. This was, however, the first night since the move into their new house that Callie was stuck working late.

A lot had changed for them, and not just their living arrangements.

This October had been deceptively warm until recently when the temperature took a very sharp nosedive out of nowhere. Before anyone knew what happened, Indian Summer was long gone without so much as a fond farewell.

Brandt figured now was as good a time as any to pull out the clothes which had been packed away for chilly days and nights and give them a good wash. One thing he loved about their new house was that it came with its own washer and dryer in a cozy laundry room. No more having to lug clothes up and down several flights of concrete stairs to the laundromat on the weekends.

Tying his longish blonde hair back in a ponytail, the stocky, 30-something man started gathering clothes to wash. Brandt and Callie’s winter clothes were still bundled up in bags, shoved into the closet of their master bedroom since the day they moved in. The flannel and fleece, the thermals, and fuzzy sweatpants, even the tacky sweaters Callie only allowed them to wear at Christmas parties. He put those away for a later date when he piled up the rest of the clothes in a laundry basket and headed downstairs.

The wind continued to howl and rattle the windows. Brandt couldn’t help but shiver and wouldn’t want to imagine being caught outside. With the windchill, it must’ve been absolutely freezing. He was grateful, despite the house’s age, that it had a heating system and was working just fine. The gusts and gales sounded genuinely nasty, and for a moment Brandt’s artistic eye conjured up images of transparent wraiths swirling about in a frenzy outside his front door. Wraiths and silhouettes moaning in agony, longing to be inside after wandering the Earth in a fog for so very long.

He would need to make a note of this while penning his next short story.

“Brandt…”

What was that?

“Braaaandt…”

No. Uh-uh. He wasn’t going to let his imagination get the best of him. He was a grown man, and sure the house was old, but he wasn’t going to start imagining his house was—

“Brandt?”

That was when Brandt saw the ghost.

“Aaah!” The clothes flew out of Brandt’s arms as he cried out at the sight of the little figure clad in a sheet, standing in the dark hallway. To his credit, Brandt hadn’t let go of the basket, but he managed to toss away every article of clothing he’d been carrying.

“Greta?” Brandt asked, realizing who the little bedsheet ghost was. It could only be the young girl with coal black hair whom Brandt and Callie officially considered to be their daughter. “Honey, what are you doing up?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” the girl said. “Ghosts.”

“You almost turned ME into a ghost,” Brandt tried to chuckle. “Why are you wearing that sheet?”

“I told you,” Greta muttered. “’Cuz of the ghosts.”

“What ghosts?”

The little sheet fidgeted, trying to motion to the windows, and said “Out there. Don’t you hear them?”

“Oh,” Brandt nodded. “Yeah, yeah it does sound scary outside huh?”

“They’re trying to get in,” Greta warned.

“Don’t worry kiddo, the house is locked up tight,” Brandt assured her as he kneeled down to gather clothes. “No ghosties are gonna get inside.”

“But ghosts can go through stuff,” Greta pointed out.

“Oh yeah, that’s true,” Brandt sighed. “So why the sheet?”

Greta calmly explained, “If they think I’m a ghost, they’ll leave me and Band-Aid alone.”

“Where is Band-Aid?” Brandt asked regarding Greta’s most cherished belonging.

“Under here with me.” Greta started walking forward and almost tripped on her sheet.

“Easy!” Brandt quickly rushed forward to stop the little girl from falling over, but then remembered how she felt about being touched. “Isn’t it hard to move with that thing on?”

“I’m okay, and look.” She held something out from under the sheet. “Band-Aid’s wearing a pillowcase, so he looks like a ghost too.”

“Band-Aid,” as Greta referred to it, was a stuffed doll that resembled a farm boy in overalls but with the head of a smiling sunflower. Brandt and Callie didn’t know why Greta called the doll by the name but respected it must have been for a good reason. She put Band-Aid inside a pillowcase decorated with smiling moon faces and stars. The sheet Greta wore over her body was a simple pale pink one she must’ve pulled off her bed.

That gave Brandt an idea for a story, about a fabric store where ghosts could buy and custom design their own sheets for when they become ghosts.

Just then there was a particularly loud gust of wind, so fierce Brandt almost thought the windows would shatter, and Greta instinctively drew Band-Aid back under her sheet. The doll was the only thing Greta ever felt comfortable hugging.

“I just remembered something,” Brandt said as he gathered up the rest of the clothes on the floor. “The bedsheet that goes with Band-Aid’s should be downstairs in the laundry room. Wanna come down with me and I’ll pull it out? That way you guys can match.”

“Okay.” Greta quietly followed close to Brandt’s side as they headed downstairs.

Brandt figured Callie might kill him for letting Greta stay up this late, but he knew she’d agree with him that putting Greta at ease was the most important thing. The poor girl sounded genuinely scared at the thought of the ghosts outside trying to get in.

Greta (and Band-Aid too) had been adopted by Brandt and Callie a few months ago. It was due to their arrivals that the couple decided they needed to get out of their apartment and into a home big enough for a child to grow up in. Just as well since neither husband nor wife liked living in the city that much. Though the commute was longer for Callie, she didn’t mind as much, and, as a writer, Brandt could live anywhere. As for Greta, the city had too many bad memories. She was the happiest of all of them to be leaving.

On their first day settled in, Greta had asked if their house was haunted. It was so old and big and kind of dark, that it was natural to think one or two ghosts might be hanging around the place. There were at least two ghosts currently inside the laundry room, watching Brandt search through a closet filled with bedding, pillowcases, and towels.

“Here we go,” Brandt announced as he pulled out a midnight blue bed sheet decorated in golden moons and stars. “Now you guys can look sharp together in case any other ghosts show up.” Greta pulled off the pale pink sheet and reached for the one Brandt held out towards her. Brandt watched as Greta nuzzled the warm, folded sheet against her face before slipping it over her head. Greta suddenly looked like she felt a lot more at ease. Brandt gave a thumbs up. “Perfect. You two are the fanciest looking ghosts I’ve ever seen.”

“What about you?” Greta pointed out, “The ghosts could be looking for you too.”

“Got it covered,” Brandt replied as he pulled out a red sheet decorated in white hearts. Eagerly draping it over his large frame, he announced, “Ta-da! I’m the Valentine’s Day Ghost.”

Greta was confused, saying, “But that’s in February.”

“So, I’m a little ahead of schedule,” Brandt shrugged. “Now then, it’s time for you and Band-Aid to get back to bed. It’s way past your bedtime, and Callie will make me into a ghost 24/7 if she learns you’re not asleep.”

Greta started to shake, and Brandt could tell she was holding Band-Aid tight in her arms. “S-she wouldn’t really do that would she?”

“Greta, it’s okay.” Brandt tried to clarify, “I was only joking. I’m sorry. You know Callie wouldn’t do something like that.”

In a tiny voice, Greta said, “I know.”

Kicking himself for having upset the girl, Brandt said, “Well, if you guys aren’t going to sleep, you want to help me with these clothes?”

Sniffling, Greta nodded and placed Band-Aid down so she could help put clothes in the washing machine.

Brandt had to admit raising a child was hard work. He and Callie knew the responsibility of being a parent wasn’t going to be easy. Greta had clearly gone through some things before she was adopted. They’d been told about what she’d endured, and Brandt honestly believed Greta was stronger than people gave her credit for. Sensitive and quiet yes, but caring and thoughtful. Brandt and Callie couldn’t imagine life without her.

As the clothes were going through the rinse cycle, Greta had climbed up onto the dryer and was inspecting Band-Aid.

“Hey,” Brandt started, “I really am sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Greta replied. “You were just joking.”

“No, it’s not okay, because I should’ve remembered you don’t like those kinds of jokes.”

Greta didn’t say anything.

Trying to think of something to help Greta feel better, Brandt remembered his idea from earlier and asked, “Could I get your input on something?”

“What?”

“Well, I’ve been kinda stuck with my writing, but when I saw you and Band-Aid upstairs, I finally got an idea.”

Curiosity peaked, Greta asked, “What is it?”

“You ever wonder where ghosts get their sheets?” Brandt asked. “I figure, they’ve gotta get them from somewhere, right? Do they buy them or borrow them? Y’know what I mean?”

“I never thought about that,” Greta admitted. “I pulled mine off the bed.”

“Right, but, what if there was a place ghosts get their sheets from?” Brandt gestured with his hands poking out from the heart-covered sheet. “A special store where ghosts from all over the world can pick and choose what kind of sheet they want. They can pick a plain white sheet, or they can get it customized.”

“But how would they pay for it?” Greta asked. “Ghosts don’t have money.”

“In some cultures,” Brandt explained as tactfully as he could, “people would have coins placed on their eyes when it’s their turn to become ghosts, so they could use that to pay for their sheets.”

“What if they don’t have coins?”

“Good point, then I guess they could work in the store to earn their coins so they can get their own sheet. Ooh…” Brandt was suddenly inspired. “…or there could also be a secondhand section if they only have one coin.”

“Secondhand?” Greta repeated.

“Used, like, buying something that belonged to someone else.”

“Oh,” Greta nodded. “Could they make their own sheets?”

“Yeah, they can!” Brandt sounded eager as the ideas were rolling. “There can be a special class taught for ghosts to make their own sheets. A design class where they can alter and decorate and customize it.”

“Who owns the store?” Greta wondered.

By now, Brandt was pretty much writing the story in his head and reading it out loud to Greta as they put the clothes in the dryer. While they waited for the clothes to go through the final cycle, Greta listened with rapt attention as Brandt spun a tale of an old woman who operated a special little store for ghosts. How the woman would help each ghost find their own sheet, listening to their stories about their lives and what they planned to do now that they were ghosts. Brandt talked about the sheetless ghosts who help the old woman, the classes taught to make sheets look prettier or neater or scarier, and the ghosts who could only buy sheets secondhand.

By the time Brandt was finished folding the warm and dry winter clothes, he’d concluded his tale with the mention that the old woman was waiting for the day a particular ghost would come to her store. Someone she hadn’t seen in a very long time and thought she would never see again. But still, all she could do was hope.

“Does—” Greta tried not to yawn. “Does she ever meet them?”

“Maybe,” Brandt said, “but that’s a story for another time.”

Losing in the battle against sleep, Greta let out a big yawn. Brandt was surprised when Greta suddenly leaned onto him as she fell back asleep. This was the first time she’d ever felt comfortable allowing such a thing to happen. Chuckling softly to himself, Brandt gently picked up the dozing child in his arms—Greta holding Band-Aid close to her—and carried her back upstairs to her bedroom. Though the autumn wind continued to howl, Brandt was happy it no longer bothered the little ghost, but not as happy as the thought that she felt safe in the arms of the bigger ghost bringing her to bed.
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Conkers

by

James Rogers

 

TO THE VENDORS AND THEIR CUSTOMERS on Moore Street in Dublin, they’d be known as roasted chestnuts. But to young boys in the West of Ireland in the 1980s, they were conkers. The notion of eating conkers never entered their heads; they’d be more likely to eat their shoelaces.

The games began every September, helping to cushion the blow of returning to school.

Marty and Brian climbed the gate into the field full of rushes. It was a cold, damp evening and Marty congratulated himself on having the foresight to pull on a pair of football socks over his ordinary socks. His feet would stay nice and snug inside his wellies.

Brian carried a ball under his arm.

“Will you not be bringing that with you,” Granda had complained as the brothers walked through the scullery and out the back door. “You’ll get it stuck like you did last year.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Brian had agreed.

“And you can’t be going out into that field in football boots. You’ll be soaked to the skin. Put on your wellies, for God’s sake.”

Brian hadn’t bothered to argue. Pretending to do as he was told, he’d simply hid his wellies when Granda wasn’t looking, then went as he was. Marty didn’t have the courage to defy the old man like that, and so he envied his big brother.

They approached the huge horse chestnut tree in the middle of the field. In Mrs Clyne’s class, Marty had learned how to recognise the horse chestnut. Full and round and beautifully symmetrical, it resembled a gigantic umbrella. Enormous branches, reaching far from the trunk, were almost entirely hidden by the mass of leaves.

“Isn’t it amazing,” Marty said, “how the bottom of the tree is perfectly parallel with the ground, even though it stretches out so far.”

“What’s so amazing about that?” Brian wondered.

Marty shrugged. “I don’t know. I just think it is.”

As they walked beneath the outermost leaves, Marty felt like they were entering another land. The outside world of damp fields and grey skies felt distant. Here, a green and shimmering sky was held aloft by a many-limbed giant. Marty stepped up to the massive trunk and felt its mossy bark.

“Come on,” Brian grunted. “Help me look.”

They circled the tree, looking high into the branches, searching for the distinctive spiky green husks.

“There’s a good big one,” Brian said, pointing.

He stepped back and held the ball out in front with both hands, just above his right knee. He glanced at the husk, then the ball, back to the husk. Steadying himself, just like he did on the football field.

As his brother drew back his foot to shoot, Marty prayed the ball wouldn’t get stuck.

He need not have worried. Brian launched the leather straight at the target. The husk fell lightly to the grass as the ball bounced away.

The boys raced to the prize and Brian cracked it open.

It turned out be a booby prize. The expected giant conker within turned out to be two small ones. “I hate when that happens,” Brian grumbled.

The hunt continued. Brian’s expert shooting brought down a few decent-sized husks. They were cracked open and the smooth and shiny brown nuts were removed.

“Not so bad,” Brian said as they made their way home. “The biggest ones aren’t always the best anyway.”

Marty agreed, though he noticed Brian kept the biggest of the haul for himself.

In the shed, Brian took up the claw hammer and a steel nail while Marty laid out the conkers on Granda’s workbench. Brian placed the nail head against the vice and blunted the tip with the hammer.

“Why do you do that?” Marty asked.

“So I don’t split the conkers. If the nail’s too pointy, they’ll crack in two.”

Marty wondered how Brian knew these things.

Brian carefully tapped a hole through the centre of each conker. Only the smallest one split and was thrown away. Marty pulled a shoelace through each of the rest and tied a knot on one end.

Five brand new conkers, laced and ready for action.
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It was an honour system. The winning conker took the conquered one’s score and added it to its own. The boys kept the numbers in their heads and no one lied.

Marty and his best friend Eddie sat halfway down the far row in Mrs Clyne’s classroom, next to the tall windows that looked out on the mucky pitch where the boys played football during breaktimes. Mrs Clyne was at the blackboard, attempting a convoluted explanation of the ‘greater than’ and ‘less than’ symbols. Marty couldn’t understand what could possibly confuse even the most mathematically challenged amongst them; wide end next to bigger number. Simple!

“McGushion has a 32 but it’s fairly battered now,” Eddie whispered. “Won’t last much longer.”

“You going to challenge him?”

“I can’t. Derek smashed my last one this morning.”

“The 17?”

“Yeah. You should challenge McGushion.”

“Mine are brand new. He won’t risk his 32 on them.”

“I know. But you can challenge a few others first and then go to him.”

“If I win.”

“You will. They’re fairly good conkers you have.”

“Do you want one?”

“Eddie Reilly, stop that talking and come up here!” Mrs Clyne demanded. She tapped the board with the chalk, beside the spot where she’d written a 5 and an 8 with a space between. “Which symbol? Come on now.”

Eddie slowly rose from the desk. “Which one is it?” he mumbled to Marty out of the corner of his mouth.

“Less than,” Marty whispered.

“Which one’s that?”

“Never mind asking Marty,” Mrs Clyne intervened. “If I wanted to know if Marty knew, I’d ask him.”
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During morning break, Marty gave one conker to Eddie and kept the other for himself. They were standing in the cloisters, out of the drizzle, when Derek walked up, lazily swinging a fat conker at the end of a brown shoelace. “What have you got there?” he asked.

“Starters,” Eddie replied.

“I’ll challenge you.”

Eddie nudged Marty. “Go on.”

Derek stood in front of Marty and held his conker out front, waist high. Low score always got first swing.

“What’s that one?” Marty asked.

“Twelve.”

Others gathered around to witness the bout. It was always fun to see a starter jump in score.

Keenly aware of the eyes upon him, Marty prepared his stance. The conker was held tight in his left hand, the lace emerging from between his ring and index fingers. The other end of the lace was wrapped tight about his right hand.

He lifted his hands above his right shoulder, the lace stretched tight. He steadied himself a moment, then let fly.

His hands arced towards Derek’s defenceless dangler. At the very last moment, he snatched his left hand away and his conker continued along through the arc to its target.

And missed.

Derek howled as Marty’s conker smacked into his knuckles. “For God’s sake, Marty!”

“Sorry.”

A miss didn’t count. Marty considered that a flaw in the unwritten rules, but like it or not, he got to swing again.

And miss again. This time the laces tangled, accompanied by groans and sighs.

On his third swing he managed a glancing blow.

Then it was Derek’s turn. One swing was all it took to promote his 12 to 13.

Marty pulled the lace through his split conker and wiped off the green flesh that clung to it with his sleeve.

Eddie challenged Derek and won on the fifth swing. The starter Marty had given him was now a 14.

And then Eddie beat McGushion.

“That should be a 47,” Marty said as the bell rang and the boys leisurely made their way back inside.

“No, it’s right,” Eddie replied. “14 plus 32 is 46.”

“But that doesn’t make sense. If every conker got the score of the one it beat, they’d all stay at zero.”

“What are you on about?”

“When you win against a starter, you don’t add nothing to your conker. You add one. Which should mean all starters start at one. Except that’s not right, because when it’s two starters, the winner isn’t a two, it’s a one. Which can only mean starters start at zero.”

Eddie looked at him like he was nuts.

Marty sighed. “Never mind.”
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“Can I take your 28 with me today?” Marty asked Brian as he lifted his schoolbag to his shoulder.

Brian sat at the table, still in his pyjamas, eating a bowl of cornflakes. Granda was sick and so Brian had no choice but to stay at home to look after him. Marty didn’t envy his brother. There had already been a row, with Brian fighting the old man back to bed.

Brian frowned. “I don’t know.”

“Ah come on. I’ve none.”

“Well…alright. Be careful with it.”

Marty smiled. “Thanks.” He stuffed the 28 in his pocket and ran down the lane to catch the bus.

The old diesel engine belched its way along the country roads till it dropped its gaggle at the school gates. Marty caught up with Eddie as they entered the classroom. “I’ll challenge your 46,” he said.

“What have you?”

“Brian’s 28.”

“He gave it to you?”

Marty smiled.

Just before morning break, Mrs Clyne put on the kettle. Marty never ceased to be amazed by how quickly it boiled. Granda wouldn’t allow an electric kettle enter the house and the steel dinosaur that sat heavily on the range took an age to rumble into life. Mrs Clyne’s was a sprinter, and she had the instant coffee made before they finished their sums. Marty loved the aroma. He almost didn’t want to leave the room when the bell rang.

With the early morning’s heavy clouds taken on the westerly wind, it was a beautiful crisp day as the boys ran out for play. Marty and Eddie stood on the grass, football forgotten. Marty got himself ready.

“Try not to hit my knuckles,” Eddie said.
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Marty arrived home to find Granda asleep in the armchair by the range. He heard the toilet flush and a moment later, Brian appeared.

“How is he?” Marty asked.

Brian rolled his eyes. “The flu hasn’t affected his stubbornness. Couldn’t get him to stay in bed.”

“Maybe he’s afraid of it. After all, it is the most dangerous place in the world.”

“What are you on about?”

“Don’t you know? Most people die in bed.”

Brian laughed. “Where do you come up with these things?”

Marty smiled. He reached into his schoolbag and as he pulled out the conker, as it tumbled and bounced on its shoelace, his smile broadened.

Brian gazed at him. “Did you?”

“Yeah.”

“What is it now?”

“74.”

“No way! 74. Bloody hell.”

Marty proffered the champion.

“No,” Brian said. “It’s yours now.” He sat down on the couch and pulled his football boots from underneath. “Let’s go get more.”

“You go,” Marty said, nodding at Granda. “I’ll mind him.”

“Oh yeah. Someone should stay.”

“Go on. I’ll put on the kettle. You’ll be back before it’s boiled.”
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Ghosts of the Old Lighthouse

by

CJ Mattison

 

THE OLD LIGHTHOUSE RESTED ON A GNARLY BLUFF overlooking a beach of coarse gray sand; a white tower with a giant metal-caged lantern on top, and the attached keeper’s house like a red-roofed white barn. Through the years, the facility had been repurposed as a hostel (“The Ringbill’s Nest”), converted back to a lighthouse, then a sheep farm (“The Bleating Heart Ranch”), then a lighthouse again, and finally the current iteration, The Flinthead Point Lighthouse Hotel. The hotel had genuine reproductions of sailing ships stranded on the beach, guest rooms in the style of crews’ quarters, and legends of pirate ghosts haunting the place.

Posh? Hardly.

Emily stood just inside the main lobby, a stylized replica of a Cape Cod inn, resembling an elaborate Red Herring restaurant, thankfully minus the pervasive reek of frying oil. The perfect setting for her friend Catherine to hold a too-large, too-trendy, Victorian-themed Halloween costume party. Or at least Catherine would think so.

A thirty-something woman in a red satin dress and wearing a wide golden mask with scarlet feathers—Catherine—weaved between costumed people. She paused to chat with a couple dressed in Victorian style, her in a blue lace hoop dress and him in a gray suit with wide lapels and a stack hat. This crowd, what a colorful splash they made, like a mosaic of chewing gum under a grade school desk.

Catherine gave Emily the obligatory air-kiss to each cheek.

“Honey, what kept you?” she said, her normally birdlike





































































































































































































[image: A yellow leaf with a thin string  Description automatically generated]







OPS/image10.jpg





OPS/image4.jpg





OPS/image8.jpg





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OPS/image3.jpg





OPS/image7.jpg





OPS/image2.jpg





OPS/image12.jpg





OPS/image6.jpg





OPS/image0.jpg





OPS/image11.jpg





OPS/image1.jpg
K
G





OPS/image5.jpg





OPS/image9.jpg





