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All people are like this when they are dead.…
The soul flits away as though it were a dream.

—Homer, The Odyssey




I would like, if I may, to take you on a strange journey.

—Criminologist, The Rocky Horror Picture Show




 


This is a story about a boy. A boy who became very lost.

It’s a story about the girl who helped him find his way. Then she left him on his own. Then she died.

It’s a story about spending twenty years trying to forget one year of your life.

It’s a story about eventually turning to the thing you fear most to help you remember.

It’s a story about ghosts.

It’s a story about being trapped in time.

It’s a story about what it means to be haunted.




PROLOGUE

There are many kinds of ghost stories. Here’s one.

One night in June 1984, I took a girl from my high school named Laura to meet my friend Jimmy at a local miniature-golf course, the Putt-O-Links.

Putt-O-Links was located at the end of a long strip of abandoned industrial buildings outside of Canton, Ohio. Canton was once a blue-collar Mecca devoted to making vacuum cleaners, ball bearings, and steel. During the 1980s, Canton, like the entire Midwest Rust Belt, was in absolute denial that its way of life was dying right before its eyes. I don’t think globalization was even a word then, but places like Canton were already experiencing it firsthand.

Each spring the world around Putt-O-Links got smaller and smaller. One by one the nearby factories closed. Next, the car dealerships down the street moved. After that, the diner closed. Eventually, the Putt-O-Links and the ice cream stand next door were the only signs of life for half a mile in any direction. Then, that spring, the Putt-O-Links didn’t open either. Neither did the ice cream stand. There were no GOING OUT OF BUSINESS or THANKS FOR THIRTY GREAT YEARS signs, just tall weeds and a fallen rusty chain that had once closed off the parking lot. It looked almost as if the owners had just forgotten that summer was coming and it was time to open again.

My friend Jimmy didn’t let Putt-O-Links’s change of fortune slow him down; he still went golfing there at least three times a week just like he had every summer. Every time I was with him, highlights of his mini-golf exploits were always part of the conversation. He shared his secret for getting his little pink ball exactly up the middle of the big clown’s tongue and explained how the now stationary windmill blades always screwed up his hitting par on the twelfth hole. So when I told him I wanted us to hang out with Laura, a girl I’d only recently started spending time with, he immediately suggested meeting up at Putt-O-Links.

Jimmy had been designated as the drummer in my budding quasi-fictional rock band, Ritzo Forte, a group that largely existed in order to impress girls with the claim that I was in a rock band. I’d seen Jimmy sit behind his drum kit and play for about three and a half seconds one time when we were doing bong hits in his basement. That was good enough for me. I was to be Ritzo Forte’s singer, songwriter, and principal stylist. I owned a Radio Shack microphone and a mike stand on which to put said microphone. Ritzo Forte had a name, a list of influences, even some song lyrics and titles. The only things missing were bandmates, equipment, complete songs, rehearsals, and actual performances.

However, I had put a great deal of thought into this band and its potential awesomeness. It was just a matter of time until everything fell into place. I was trying to impress Laura with my seriousness and determination, so I thought it would be good for us to go out with Jimmy.

It was almost dark by the time we got to Putt-O-Links. Introductions weren’t necessary. They weren’t that kind of people. Laura knew who Jimmy was; he knew her. Jimmy had been briefed for the occasion. I reminded him of all the cool bands he was supposed to like, drilled him on the titles and lyrics of the songs we hadn’t written yet, and confirmed our plan to buy matching knee-length leather coats for all Ritzo Forte members.

Jimmy and I had gone to school together for six years but were never really tight until our senior year, when it became increasingly apparent that we were both going to be “Left Behinds.” Left Behinds were those kids who weren’t visiting many college campuses or filling out a lot of admission applications. It just seemed like a waste of time. It was obvious that we weren’t going anywhere. Jimmy and I bonded because we both knew that when all our other friends left for school that fall, we’d be pretty much all we had left.

“Someone broke into the storeroom and stole all the putters,” Jimmy said, pulling a decrepit set of clubs from the trunk of his car when we arrived. “But they left all the balls. I don’t get that. I mean, you could think of a lot of stuff to do with buckets of golf balls, but what could you do with all those clubs?”

I should have pointed out the hundreds of other potential uses for a golf club but decided to roll with Jimmy’s line of thought.

“What could you do with buckets of golf balls?” I asked, handing out beers.

“Umm, like, throw them at stuff,” Jimmy said with a hint of indignation. “A golf ball could even be used as a lethal weapon. It’s just like we learn in jujutsu training.”

When Jimmy wasn’t talking about mini-golf, drums, or pot, he was often talking about jujutsu. He had signed up for a twelve-week beginner’s course at the YMCA, attended four classes, then dropped out because it interfered with watching Monday Night Football. He had been plotting his triumphant return for eight months, claiming to practice on his own almost daily.

“A jujutsu student learns that almost anything can be used as a weapon when necessary,” he explained as he handed out clubs and we got set up at the first hole.

Jimmy gestured for Laura to go first. She picked a ball, lined it up, then stood frozen.

“I can’t see the hole,” she said.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean, it’s completely dark out here and I have no idea what I’m aiming at.”

“Fuck that,” Jimmy said, taking a swooping step toward the tee, swinging his club grandly and swiftly at the colored balls, sending one firing toward the side of a miniature church. The ball ricocheted off the building and buzzed past my head almost instantly, causing me to duck out of its way.

“It’s Beer Golf. Just swing and see what happens,” he said.

I should explain that Beer Golf wasn’t really a game. The name suggests some kind of wacky rule-heavy drinking game with madcap arcanery requiring players to swig every time they miss par or set their ball down without touching their elbows or something. Beer Golf was no such thing. Rather than modifying each other, the words simply described the two primary simultaneous activities. When not doing one, you did the other. It probably should have been called Beer and Golf, but Jimmy, as its originator, got to name it as well as determine the rules. Not that there were any rules to speak of, besides that Jimmy got to be master of ceremonies and determine who did what when, and who bought the beer (it was never Jimmy).

We continued through the next six or seven holes without incident. Laura was very focused on the golf part of the evening, Jimmy and I on the beer part. We played in the moonlight, laughed a lot, made fun of one another at every possible opportunity, and worked through a twelve-pack of disgustingly cheap Wiedemann beer without much effort. Jimmy was instructing us how to navigate around an empty water hazard when headlights panned across the course. They were from a car entering the parking lot. Specifically, a sheriff’s patrol car.

Outside of instinctively putting down our beers, we stood completely still as we saw an officer get out of the car, put on a wide-brimmed hat, and walk toward us, shining a flashlight in our faces.

“I’d like some ID and a reasonable explanation of what you’re doing out here,” the deputy said.

“Oh, we just look after the place and play sometimes,” Jimmy said.

“Shut up,” I snapped, trying to keep my voice quiet enough that the deputy wouldn’t hear me.

“We just make sure that everything’s okay and nothing is busted or gets broken.”

“Jimmy,” I whispered.

“You know, some people will come in here and vandalize the place. We just make sure people know someone is out here watching it,” he continued.

“So the owners asked you to be here?” the deputy asked.

“Well, not exactly,” Jimmy replied.

“Do you even know the owners?”

“Yeah, sure. Not by name, but I came here for years,” Jimmy replied.

“So you have no consent or permission to be here, but you say you are taking care of the place,” she said. “Tell me how that works.”

Jimmy yammered on about civic duty and Good Samaritanism. After telling Jimmy to be quiet and collecting our IDs, the deputy instructed us to sit on a bench while she radioed in our info. We were told that if we got up for any reason, we would be stopped. Assuming that that involved a gun, we sat there quietly while she was in the car.

“Okay, you guys are clean,” she said on returning. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t have a serious problem.”

“Serious like what?” I asked.

“Serious like trespassing,” she said. “And theft … and open container … and destruction of property.”

“Wait,” interrupted Jimmy. “We didn’t—”

“You are playing with stolen equipment, aren’t you?” the deputy cut in. “We can tack on something else if you like.”

“Look, Officer, we obviously put no thought into what we were doing here,” Jimmy said. “It was a mistake to come here, I understand that now. I really did like the owners of this place. They used to let me clean up balls out of the hoppers to earn free games. They let me play an extra round when it wasn’t busy. I’ve spent days and days here every summer since I could walk. They were good to me. I would never do anything to disrespect that.”

The deputy inhaled deeply.

“I guess what I’m saying is that I’m sorry … we’re sorry. These guys just came here because I asked them to; they have nothing to do with this.”

“You certainly haven’t done much to show your respect,” the deputy said.

“I didn’t break into that storeroom. That was someone else,” Jimmy said. “Really, we didn’t mean any harm. I guess I just come out here because it’s fun and I miss it. I don’t want to let it go.”

“I can’t just let you off,” the deputy said.

Even in the darkness, I could see a tiny sparkle in Jimmy’s eyes.

“I’ll tell you what,” Jimmy said. “How about a friendly way to settle this?” He reached into his pocket, pulled out a light blue ball, and dropped it down in front of the tee. “Let’s say I take one shot right from where that ball sits,” he said. “If I miss the hole, you can take me in and charge me with whatever you want. But if I make it in one shot, then you let us go and we promise never to come back here again.”

The deputy stared at Jimmy. Then she looked at the hole, illuminated by the headlights of her patrol car. There were two empty water hazards with a ten-inch strip of loose Astroturf between them, then a slope down to the green, which had a small cement ditch surrounding the edges. The ball was way off to the side of the rail next to the tee. It would be difficult, if not impossible, in daylight, sober, and without the threat of prosecution hanging over his head.

“One shot?” she said.

“One shot,” Jimmy replied.

“What the hay,” the deputy said. “Let’s see you give it a try.”

“So we have a deal?” Jimmy asked.

“You don’t have nothing if you don’t hit a hole in one,” she replied.

Jimmy nodded to the deputy and got into position behind the ball. He broke his concentration once to ask me to move out of the light. He moved his head and eyes back and forth down the fairway several times, exhaled loudly, then slowly and fluidly swung his club forward.

The ball rolled precisely down the middle of the two water hazards, swooped down the slope, took a slight hop as it entered the putting green, and landed directly in the cup with a deliberate and distinct plastic plop.

“Fucking hell,” I said, letting out a bit of a laugh before I realized that none of the others were making any noise. We just stood there for a moment staring at one another.

“Would you like to try, Officer?” Jimmy asked.

We all stood there staring at the deputy; she was looking Jimmy right in the eye.

“I’m going to go down to Maggiore’s to get a can of iced tea,” she said. “I’m going to be gone for about ten minutes. When I come back, there will be no sign of you or of you ever even being here. Anything you took or moved will be put back where it belongs. If you are here when I get back, I will charge you with everything I can think of. And if I ever drive by this place, which I do several times a week, and I see you here, there won’t be any more golfing contests. You will go to jail. Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Officer,” Jimmy said. “Thank you.”

“Okay then, get out of here,” she said, turning back to her patrol car.

As we saw the car’s taillights head down the road, I dropped to the ground and screamed, Laura started jumping up and down, and Jimmy just stood there smiling.

“Hey, Nuzum, why don’t you toss me some of that piss swill you always buy.”

“Jimmy, how the fuck did you do that?!?” I yelled.

“Dude, I golf here three times a week. I can’t remember the last time I didn’t get a hole in one on that hole. Now get me a beer before I steal your wallet and your girlfriend and go buy some more.”

“I’m not his—”

“Yeah right, whatever,” Jimmy interrupted. “Beer. Now.”

We were so excited by Jimmy’s amazing performance that we stood around drinking and talking for probably another half hour, almost forgetting that we had to leave before the deputy came back. Then we rushed through our goodbyes and headed off into the night.

Here’s the thing about the story I just shared, the thing that makes it feel like a ghost story.

I’m the only one left to tell it.

I often warn people about being my friend, for two reasons. First, I’m a lousy friend. I forget people’s birthdays. I can’t remember their kids’ names. I don’t recall where they just went on vacation or what my friends’ husbands/wives/lovers do for a living.

The second reason is that a lot of my friends end up dead. I have seen a disproportionately large number of my friends die at young ages. Steve and Scott died of AIDS. Tim, Connor, and another guy named Tim all from various forms of cancer. Drugs took Dan, Monica, and a third guy named Tim. Brad, Meghan, Jim, and Sherry all died in auto accidents. My friend Doug destroyed his liver and died. I don’t even want to think about the ones who died from suicide. You name a path to an early grave, and I’m sure I have some young formerly alive friend who followed it. I’ve even had a few friends who died with no one quite certain how or why, they just did. Regardless, I’ve seen more than my fair share of untimely deaths. It’s left me with a lot of questions. I wonder about what happened to all of them after life. I worry about who will remember their experiences and stories, right their wrongs, and carry on what was important to them. I think about how their lives and deaths are supposed to affect and change me. An unfortunate consequence of this high body count is that when I look back at the friends who’ve had the most influence on who I’ve become, I realize that most of them are gone.

One in particular: Laura. Most of this book is the story of my friendship with Laura and what happened to each of us before and after our evening of Beer Golf.

When I started writing about this time in my life, particularly my friendship with Laura, I wanted to look up Jimmy, to see what he was up to. After a small amount of digging, I found out that Jimmy had died a few years earlier, a heart attack at age thirty-nine. He left behind a wife and kid.

The sheriff’s deputy possibly aside, that means I am the only one who is here to remember that night at the Putt-O-Links.

I once heard an interview with Rev. Billy Kyles, who was standing on the balcony at the Lorraine Motel in Memphis when Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was shot dead in 1968. He said he’d come to peace with his role in history: “God unfolded to me that I was there to bear witness. Events need witnesses, those with some degree of clarity, so people can say what they saw.”

When I first heard him say that, I was surprised by the idea of accepting what, to me, felt like an unextraordinary life, simply being there to witness the action of others. I think most people would aspire to be history makers, not history watchers. But now sometimes I wonder if I’m supposed to be a dumbass lowbrow version of the same thing—if my purpose in life is simply to remember stupid shit like Beer Golf.

For me, it’s almost impossible to recall these old stories without experiencing the pain of losing those who are no longer around to tell them themselves. I think of Laura and Jimmy and I miss them.

They are some of my ghosts.

I have a lot of them—ghosts, that is.

That’s not even counting my “real” ghost.

Assuming, of course, that my real ghost was actually real.

Here’s another ghost story.

Twenty-odd years later, I’m sitting in an Italian restaurant on Seventeenth Street in Washington, D.C. It’s just a big, mostly empty yellow room with generic tables and chairs and generic artwork, completely lacking in anything distinctive. However, it’s easy to find, never busy, and away from the areas where tourists lurk, which is why I often use it as a meeting spot.

Across the table is my friend Matt.

Matt used to be my best friend. But Matt and I haven’t really spoken in years. Since back when all that happened.

I look down at my plate and notice some chunks of zucchini.

I hate zucchini.

I mean, I really hate zucchini.

It isn’t that I hate the taste of zucchini. I have no recollection of what zucchini tastes like at this point.

There was a time in my life, back when Matt and I were close friends, when the sight of zucchini would cause me to stop eating, as I would refuse to eat not only zucchini but anything that had touched zucchini.

I’ve mellowed as I’ve aged. Now I simply flip it off to the side.

My feelings about zucchini are one of a collection of things that my friends refer to as “Ericisms”: things I passionately do or refuse to do for what appears to be no apparent, rational, or cogent reason. It isn’t like these are debilitating compulsions or anything. In my own way, I have sound reasons for them all.

The zucchini thing started one summer when I was nine or ten years old. My parents had decided to put six zucchini plants in their garden. By the end of that summer, my dad would come back into the house every evening with armfuls of ripe zucchini. My mom made zucchini everything: zucchini bread, zucchini pasta, zucchini salad, zucchini parmigiana, and at least three different zucchini casseroles. No matter what she made, our house was still filled with fresh zucchini. They tried taking bags of zucchini into work and offering it to their friends. I think they even started leaving zucchinis on our neighbors’ porches at night. After I told my mom that I couldn’t eat any more zucchini, she started hiding it in our food and taking a degree of pleasure in telling me, after we’d eaten, how many of the things I’d just consumed had, in fact, contained zucchini. That’s when I said I would never, ever again eat a zucchini, or anything that contained zucchini or even touched zucchini. A promise I’ve largely kept.

Now, see, that isn’t a crazy story. It (almost) makes sense. It isn’t like I once looked at a zucchini and saw a face that suddenly began speaking to me, begging me not to eat it or any of its squash brethren.

My friends, though, don’t really care why I won’t eat zucchini. They just think I’m trying to be funny or difficult or contrarian. To them, it’s just another Ericism. Like when I refuse to use pens with blue ink, won’t wear clothing with logos or writing on it, swear off pork for a year, or touch the door frame of airplanes when I’m about to board.

Or like when I insist on opening any closed doors inside my house.

My wife suffers from this one all the time. She closes doors to the guest room or office or other rooms we aren’t using. Then I come around sometime later and open them again. She closes. I open.

She thinks I’m doing it just to annoy her. Whenever she gets irritated to the point of mentioning it to me, she always gets the same response.

“I hate closed doors.”

She closes. I open.

This has been going on for sixteen years.

Recently, after a rapid-fire bout of openings and closings of our guest room door (or perhaps it was a few rounds with the laundry room door), she—for the first time—asked if there was a particular reason why I hated closed doors.

“Of course there is,” I replied. I had always assumed the answer was obvious.

She raised her eyebrows slightly, as if to reluctantly invite me to expand my answer.

“Because there could be a ghost on the other side,” I answered.

I don’t have a problem with all closed doors—just the ones that might have ghosts hiding behind them. The problem is when I look at a door and can feel something on the other side. Something that shouldn’t be there. I’ll look at a closed door and instantly become overwhelmed with dread—a heavy, thick feeling in my chest that sends cold waves of fear throughout my body.

That’s how I know.

So how have I dealt with these occurrences? I just make sure I’m around as few closed doors as possible. No closed door, no feeling of dread. No feeling of dread, no ghost.

Have I ever seen a ghost emerge from behind a closed door? No.

But that doesn’t mean one isn’t there.

After pushing my zucchini to one side, Matt and I spend the rest of our reunion dinner talking about our lives and our work. But we don’t talk much about the past. You’d think we would, as we have a lot in common. Growing up in Canton, we went to the same school and church youth group, did stuff together on weekends. But we rarely wade into that history, especially that time. That time is why we were best friends for almost two decades, then absolute strangers for two more.

At the end of the meal, though, Matt looks me straight in the eye and says, “So, do you still see ghosts of little girls in blue dresses?”

I just about choke on a piece of garlic bread.

“How do you know about that?” I ask.

At first, Matt says nothing. “Know about it? You were obsessed with it,” he eventually says, now a bit uncomfortable that the conversation topic had stuck. “You talked about it all the time. You don’t remember?”

I can count on one hand the people I remember ever telling about the Little Girl. Matt is not one of them. I have told bits to a few people here and there during late-night drunken conversations. Even my wife has never heard the whole story.

Over the course of several years during my late teens, I slowly became unhinged, disillusioned, and depressed. I started losing touch with the distinction between what was real and what wasn’t. What started off with a curious noise coming from my parents’ attic ended in the belief, forged in my dreams, that I was haunted by a ghost who wanted to harm me—or at least warn me of harm to come.

The dreams were all more or less the same.

I’m in a forest at night walking among a thick crop of trees. Then I stumble into a clearing with high grass made bright with moonlight. There’s a picnic table.

As I walk toward it, I can see three or four people sitting there. They stop their conversation to look up and stare at me as I approach.

There is always a man sitting at the far end of the table wearing a cheap matted wolf costume, complete with a loose-fitting mask that makes him look sort of like Batman, except with tall ears and a long, bent snout. He slowly points toward another path at the opposite side of the clearing. He doesn’t say anything; he doesn’t need to. I know exactly where he wants me to go, why he wants me to go there, and what’s waiting for me.

As I enter the path, I can see Her outline in the moonlight. I step closer and start to see detail.

A Little Girl in a Blue Dress.

She’s wet, like She’s been in water.

She’s staring right at me, eyes wide, cold, and dark.

When I’m only a few steps from Her, She starts yelling at me. It sounds like gibberish. She never moves, never takes Her eyes away from mine. As I come closer, She seems more and more irritated and frantic.

When She is at the point of screaming so loud that She’s shaking, I wake up.

The dreams weren’t always that complete; most times I just experienced moments, sometimes just a few scenes mashed together or in a different order. In the beginning, often all I’d experience was the very end. Her standing there, outline illuminated by moonlight, then the gibberish. Sometimes I’d go months without having these dreams, then I’d have several in a week. I eventually started putting the pieces together in my head. The Little Girl in the dreams was making the strange noises that I heard in my parents’ attic. It was Her I felt on the other side of a closed door.

Coupled with a deluge of substances calling out “Drink me,” “Swallow me,” and “Smoke me,” the dreams contributed to my losing touch with everyone and everything around me. I ended up strung out and on suicide watch in the mental ward of a local hospital.

Very few people in my life stuck with me through all this. One who did was Laura. It was Laura who really helped me get on my feet again, who put me back together, while I was in denial, the whole time, that I was very much in love with her.

A few months later she left for college.

Not long after that, she was in the wrong place at the wrong time and was killed.

She saved me from my imaginary ghost but became one herself.

One that continues to haunt me today.

“You don’t still believe that little ghost girl lived in your attic, do you?” Matt asks.

I just give him a polite smile.

I have no idea what really happened.

“Oh, come on,” he says. “That was all chemically induced.”

I just shake my head.

“Do you remember inviting Thérèse and me to your little exorcism?”

As he tells me the story, details slowly start coming back to me. Details I buried twenty years ago. What Matt describes as an exorcism was actually more like a séance—a séance to communicate with and get rid of Little Girl. I’d photocopied some ritual from some book at the library, then tried to get Matt and his girlfriend to read it with me.

I was so high at the time that I was drooling while I tried to read. When I started having trouble saying the words, I picked up a marker and started writing random images and words on the walls of my bedroom.

And that’s about all I remember—forgotten for two decades until suddenly shaken loose over a plate of shitty zucchini-laced pasta.

Matt notices the time. He has to go.

A few weeks after our meal I write to Matt, asking him to tell me more about that night upstairs in the attic. The ritual. The writing. The talk about the Little Girl. I need someone’s help to move beyond the fragments that I’ve retained from that time, refugees of my repeated attempts to forget. Matt agrees, saying he’d be happy to help later.

“Later” turns into later still, as Matt is too busy with work, travel, and his family to go over what he remembers. Eventually, it becomes clear to me that he isn’t interested in going back there. This isn’t his journey.

Not long afterward I’m visiting my friends David and Gina. We are sitting in their driveway drinking beer and watching their night-blooming cereus do its thing. Most of the year, the night-blooming cereus is probably the world’s ugliest plant. It is huge, with strange twisted woody branches. When I first saw this thing in their living room, I assumed it was dead. But one night, only once a year, after the sun sets, the night-blooming cereus opens its huge white blossom, emitting a pleasant perfume. The flower wilts and dies off by the following morning. Typically a night-blooming cereus produces only one or two blossoms for its one magical night each year, but this year David and Gina’s has somehow managed close to twenty. On the night all the blossoms are set to open, people come and go from their house all evening, simply to stand in their driveway and watch all these flowers slowly open. At some point in the evening, one of our fellow night-blooming cereus watchers asks David which window of their house “was the one with the ghost.”

As part of a series of newspaper columns David had written about buying and renovating their house, they’d brought in a psychic to tell them about their new home’s spiritual energy. The psychic had told them that there was a concentration of energy in the summer bedroom, which is on the second floor, directly above where the night-blooming cereus is currently performing its annual show.

After the conversation moves to other topics, David asks why I visibly shuddered when he pointed the ghost-inhabited room out to the fellow blossom watcher.

While I don’t talk about Little Girl, I’ve always been quick to tell people a simpler truth: that I’m scared of ghosts. I offer it to explain why I’ll walk across a street to avoid some supposedly haunted location or close my eyes and plug my ears whenever a ghost-themed movie trailer comes on in the theater. I will audibly gasp and walk out of a room when some innocent channel surfing lands on a broadcast of The Sixth Sense on HBO. People just assume these are more Ericisms. No one ever thinks I’m all that serious about my fear.

When I tell people that I’m scared of ghosts, they all have the same reaction: They want to tell me a ghost story. I’ve always found this particularly odd. I’m sure they don’t intend to be mean, but that’s pretty similar to saying you’re an alcoholic and having your friend reply, “Oh man, let’s do a shot of Jägermeister! Don’t you love that smack of licorice that kicks in as it burns down the back of your throat?”

It happens every single time.

Most of the stories are third-person. The teller’s mother, aunt, best friend, or trusted co-worker heard a sound coming from an empty room, witnessed a gravy boat move across a table, or saw a disembodied head hovering outside a bedroom window.

Whenever someone tells a ghost story, they do so without a drop of the skepticism they apply to anything else. Why is that? Why do people have a near compulsion to tell and believe ghost stories? Especially since, after centuries of encounters, no one has put forth a single shred of conclusive evidence that these stories are anything other than pure bullshit. People from all walks of life, well-educated people, religious people, old, young, and even those who appear to believe in nothing else whatsoever are willing to entertain the possibility that some unexplainable experience might be the work of an apparition.

Including me.

My own reluctance to share my experience has always been a litmus test for me when it comes to judging ghost stories told by others. To my ears, those who are quick to share first-person encounters with the dead are usually mistaken, lying, exaggerating, or just looking for some easy attention. I put much more stock in those who would rather not talk about what they’ve experienced. Their encounters with ghosts are confusing, even embarrassing and somewhat humiliating. The things they experience don’t make a lot of sense or flow together in a tidy little narrative.

“I don’t know if I’ve ever told you this before,” I say. “But I’m really scared of ghosts.”

“Why’s that?” Gina asks.

While the night-blooming cereus is working its magic, I tell them the whole story. Starting with the noises in the attic, the Little Girl in a Blue Dress, my depression, Laura, everything. It is probably the first time in half my life that I’ve told anyone the whole story. I mean, I know all the pieces, I’ve just never realized how they all fit together.

Telling the story, I realize how tired I am of dragging around the memories and feelings and fears of that time in my life. I don’t want to be scared anymore, and the key to not being scared is starting to confront and unravel the thing I fear even more than ghosts: my past.

Shortly after the night-blooming cereus bloomfest, I put a sticky note next to my computer monitor and start a list, a list of haunted places. I plan to force myself to visit some of them, if for no other reason than to see what will happen. I’m thinking that if I can see their ghosts, it can help me understand my own.

How are the two things connected? The only way I can describe it is to compare it to synesthesia, the neurological condition where people get their senses cross-wired. They smell loud sounds or see colors when they bite into something sour or sweet. People with synesthesia often correlate words and numbers with color and will talk about how music “looks” to them—kind of like tripping on acid.

When I see a trailer for a ghost movie, all I can think about is my past desire to end my life. When I see someone doing drugs, all I can think about is a Little Girl in a Blue Dress. When someone talks about a haunted building, I think of Laura. My memories and fears are all twisted and knotted together, impossible to separate neatly. In order to remember and make sense of them, I’m going to have to scare each last detail out of myself.

I realize that if I want peace with my past, I have to enlist the help of the one remaining vestige of that time in my younger life.

Ghosts.


NOW

“Where are the ghosts, Eric?”

“We aren’t looking for ghosts right now, Curry. We’re looking for mutant wild animals.”

Pause.

“Where are the mutant wild animals, Eric?”

Neither my friends Curry and Joe nor I honestly expect to find any mutant wild animals. But you never know. It only takes one tale to be true for us to end up shredded, eaten, or running for our lives.

In 1972 Warner Brothers decided to break in to the theme-park business by opening Jungle Habitat, a combo zoo, drive-through safari, and entertainment complex located in rural Passaic County, just outside of West Milford, New Jersey. It was once home to more than fifteen hundred animals, including lions, giraffes, rhinoceroses, tigers, camels, monkeys, and even a few dolphins. Almost from the beginning, things started going terribly wrong. Within its first month of operation, an Israeli tourist was mauled to death by two lions. A woman was grabbed and bitten by a baby elephant. Rhinoceroses slammed into automobiles. Animals began preying on other animals in front of carloads of children. Tons of animal waste started to leak into the town’s water supply. Several creatures escaped into the surrounding communities.

After operating Jungle Habitat for four years, Warner Brothers had had enough. Ticket sales were down and the problems inherent with combining humans and wild animals in a contained area weren’t getting any better. So they came up with what they thought was a perfect solution: Make it even bigger. They wanted to add roller-coasters, a log flume, a merry-go-round, and other rides to make it more like a traditional amusement park. The township residents were tired of dealing with Jungle Habitat and voted down the expansion. Warner Brothers took that as its cue and finally shut things down for good.

That’s when the rumors started.

There were stories that some of the animals were too old and/or sick to be moved, so the Jungle Habitat staff just left them there. According to the tales, some survived, crossbred, and moved with their mutant offspring into the surrounding woods. There they wait by the roadside for some poor schlub to wander by. There may be some truth to these stories. After the Jungle Habitat people split, a large number of carcasses were found on the property, including that of a dead elephant. They remained out in the open for eight months before someone bothered to bury them. And people routinely spot exotic birds that should not be seen in rural New Jersey.

Today, all that remains of Jungle Habitat is a few ramshackle buildings, overgrown roads, broken fences, and the occasional piece of equipment. We find a few rusted cages and piles of wood, but most everything else is picked clean. Vandals long ago carted away anything that could be carried out of the park, so all the missing signage turns the place into a daunting maze: twenty-nine miles of twisting and intersecting road. Most of the pavement is in surprisingly good condition for having sat here untended for more than thirty years, but weeds sprout through the many cracks and the surrounding woods creep in from the sides, giving the illusion that former two-lane roads are now only four-foot-wide paths. What was once a three-thousand-car parking lot is now just a sea of broken asphalt and knee-high weeds.

However, Jungle Habitat is just the opening act to our real destination, on the other side of the mutant-creature-infested woods: Clinton Road.

Clinton Road is an otherwise unremarkable ten-mile stretch of patched asphalt and sand about an hour north of Newark, New Jersey. It’s also ground zero for almost every back-road urban legend in America. Think of any preposterous and implausible story that involves a dark and lonely stretch of pavement, and there’s a Clinton Road version of it. There have been terrible stories about ghosts, witches, mysterious deaths, mutants of nature, and occult happenings on Clinton Road going back to the early eighteenth century.

Our task there is a simple one: to do everything that you are never supposed to do on Clinton Road.

We intend to provoke the area’s rumored ghosts and other paranormal creatures while avoiding the also-rumored cults, escaped lunatics, Satanists, hitchhikers, crazy inbreeds, KKK groups, cannibals, and other Clinton Road lurkers who purportedly want to kill, rape, dismember, haunt, torture, or otherwise bother us. This doesn’t even take into consideration the other very real threats along rural Clinton Road: poisonous snakes, black bears, and fields of poison ivy everywhere you look. Oh, and it’s wild-turkey hunting season to boot, so we have to be careful that we don’t get shot by a hunter who mistakenly thinks he wants to serve us to his family for Thanksgiving.

It always amazes me how when you discover something you’ve never heard of or encountered before, it suddenly finds its way into your life and you can’t avoid it. It’s kind of like when you buy a new car. You had no idea there were so many silver Honda CRVs in the world until you bought a silver Honda CRV. Then, suddenly, you notice them everywhere. You pass them every day and wonder, “Where did all these silver Honda CRVs come from?”

Clinton Road is like that.

I was in a bookstore during a vacation on Long Beach Island in New Jersey when a magazine caught my eye. It was an issue of Weird N.J. The issue was entirely devoted to Clinton Road stories. Readers had written in to share their own experiences and those they’d heard. There were hundreds of them. Like many things you buy on impulse, the magazine sat there unread for a long time. Of course, realizing that it was filled with ghost stories didn’t encourage me to get to it any earlier. Then, shortly after my dinner with Matt, I saw a segment on TV about Devil’s Alley, a now abandoned housing development located along Clinton Road. After fishing out my copy of Weird N.J., I found thousands of webpages and postings sharing stories of bizarre goings-on along Clinton Road. Some were first-person stories, others were passing along dire tales that “honestly actually happened” to the teller’s cousin, neighbor, or grandmother, or a kid at school. To me, the most incredible part of the Clinton Road mythos is that there is absolutely no explanation as to why all this legendary horribleness should happen there. Nothing important ever happened along Clinton Road. Few people have ever lived in the area. It isn’t particularly beautiful, or ugly, or otherwise notable. Yet it seems every New Jersey resident I meet has something to say about this long stretch of nowhere.

To make things easier for us, I went through every Clinton Road legend I’d come across and put together a master list of all the recurring moral warnings for Clinton Road travelers:


• Do not pick up hitchhikers.

• Do not flip off passing cars.

• Do not mention a car accident involving a blue 1988 Chevy Camaro.

• Do not discuss area ghosts or hauntings while on Clinton Road.

• Do not pick up shiny objects, step inside a circle of rocks, assist stranded motorists, investigate lights or glowing objects in the woods, acknowledge any drivers who blink their headlights at you, assist a bride in need of a ride to her wedding chapel, walk or drive down unpaved roads or paths, touch or pick up discarded items of clothing (especially those that move on their own), taunt any unknown sources of noise coming from the woods, or explore origins of any tapping, knocking, or thunking sounds coming from the exterior of the car.

• Do not attempt to move, drive around, or investigate trees that fall in the roadway.

• Do not stand on the edge of the reservoir bridge or throw coins off the bridge.

• Do not eat bagels.

• Avoid all animals, fires, local residents, disembodied hands, fellow travelers, men with no arms, midgets, UFOs, large groups of suspicious characters, horses, anyone shouting seemingly random numbers, black pickup trucks, miniature ponies, dogs that appear to be floating on air, nudists, and albinos.



Violate any of these rules, and terrible, awful things will happen.

Whenever I share this list with my friends, everyone trips up on the same item.

“Why can’t you eat bagels?”

“Well, it really isn’t that you can’t eat any bagels,” I reply. “You just can’t eat bagels that you find on the side of the road.”

“Who would want to eat bagels sitting on the side of the road?”

“Well, obviously someone,” I explain. “Or the Clinton Road Satanists wouldn’t have anyone to sacrifice.”

Over the years several travelers on Clinton Road have reported seeing large piles of bagels by the side of the road—hundreds of them, just sitting there. Naturally, these people assumed this had to be the handiwork of the Devil. It’s said that the satanic cults hiding along Clinton Road will leave stacks of bagels sitting around to lure in passersby. When the unknowing bagel eaters start munching, the Satanists snag them, then cart them off to some awful demise.

Despite the distraction of demonic baked goods and mutant creatures, we have one specific goal here on Clinton Road: to find ghosts. Clinton Road is supposedly filled with hundreds of them. We only need to prove the existence of one.

The outlandishness of almost any story associated with Clinton Road is exactly why I decide to make this my first stop on my ghost-seeking journeys. In some way, the sheer nuttiness of Clinton Road lore makes it seem more accessible, albeit still quite frightening. Goofy danger is still danger.

After Jungle Habitat, we stop at an Italian restaurant near the southern tip of Clinton Road to eat before heading out to ghost hunt. We tell the waitress what we’re doing. She tells us we’re crazy. A few minutes later she returns to inform us that the entire kitchen staff agrees that what we’re doing is terribly unwise. After filling up on pasta and garlic bread, we drive a mile or so around the woods to reach Clinton Road itself. Just before the final turn, we pass a small three-shop strip mall that includes a store called U.S. Bagel.

“Oh, man,” says Curry. “I wonder if that’s where the Satanists get their bagels.”

“That would be very convenient,” Joe replies.
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