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The light erupting through the room was the same blinding white that covered the rest of the world. It accompanied a familiar scream – one Roland had heard often lately. His hand slammed against the device at his feet, erasing his wife’s terrified face instantly. 

Then only stark silence filled the room, a drab bachelor apartment Roland called home. The massive screens that acted as walls flashed images, pulsating in his peripherals as he kneeled in the center of his tiny apartment.

On the floor before him was the device he had purchased four days earlier: the Memoria. A small computer housed in a chrome cube no bigger than a coffee mug. Roland eyed the sleek object, still impressed at its miraculous ability to generate an interactive hologram, drawing from his memories in a process called manifestation. 

But even before purchasing it, he recognized a flaw in that premise.

His gaze shifted from the Memoria on the floor to the white ceiling above. The humming of fluorescence permeated the room. Too many bulbs, too much illumination. He had lamented this to his landlord, but nothing had been done about the lights and their excessive, sterile brightness. 

Around him, the screens displayed muted reruns of Roland’s guilty pleasure program, some paranormal hunting show from decades prior. This episode featured a haunted orphanage. A common setting, with its inherently tragic backstory and many dark corridors where horrors could hide. The series explored countless similar places, reminders of a time before the technologies of his era. Before incessant, sustainable light had seared away all the shadows of the world.

Roland’s eyes dropped to the Memoria. Should he try again? Or were his memories – uploaded directly to the device – simply too broken? No answer came to him in the bleaching illumination. 

Would his memories of Julia ever manifest properly? 

Suddenly, the walls unmuted themselves and a blaring voice thundered through his home, asking Roland why he bought expensive groceries rather than a cheaper option. It was time for an advertisement. Those could not be silenced. 
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A gentle whirring sound broke the quiet that followed the commercials. It would be twenty minutes until the next advertisements. Twenty minutes of respite, save for the spinning fan in the Memoria. Tranquil ambience in the plain, white room.

Roland could try again. Try another manifestation. His finger trembled as he reached for the Memoria, which reacted to his touch. 

Blinding white flashed into existence, dominating his apartment as the device scanned the room, using the light to determine the space’s physical properties. Shortly after, its parts began to generate the hologram. Internal machinations Roland could never understand. Like so much of the world beyond these screens-turned-walls, the details were as obscure as they were unimportant.

Moments later, an outline formed. Like the beginning of a painting, a humanoid shape materialized in a tepid blue hue. Quickly, specifics appeared. Strands of hair sprung into existence, creases in skin gently imposed themselves, indistinct blocky limbs became defined arms and legs. Soon after, Roland was staring into Julia’s eyes. Warmth draped over his skin and a smile crept across his lips.

How long would it last this time?

“Hi,” Roland said, the safe and gentle greeting he had used during the previous manifestation. “How are you?”

His standard opener. He had practiced this conversation so many times. Run through so many iterations. Things could go wrong quickly if Julia – the generated version of Julia – accessed a certain set of memories. 

“Oh, I’m fine. What is this place?” Julia asked, scanning the room around her, movement accentuated by the gentle humming of the Memoria’s internal fans.

“Home. We had to move, but you’ll get used to it,” he lied. Until he was used to it, how could a simulated version of his wife feel at home?

“We should decorate!” Julia exclaimed. Roland smiled at the words; Julia often recommended decorating. Just like he remembered.

“I’d love to cover up these walls,” he replied.

At the comment, the image of Julia turned her attention to the four walls surrounding the pair. Each was completely covered by a massive screen, currently playing a muted television program. Changes in the scene washed the room in different hues. Roland watched each new glow amplify a different aspect of Julia’s beauty. Deep crimson crashed against her, accentuating her cheekbones and vivid lips. Red vanished to a burst of azure, and the matching color in her eyes sparkled brilliantly.

“Still watching ghost hunting?” Julia asked, returning her gaze to Roland. He froze momentarily as their eyes locked. “I loved those lazy days on the couch watching those shows. What was the word you used for them?”

“Preposterous,” he replied with a smile.

“Yeah. No arguments here,” she said with a smile. “Why’s it muted?”

“So we can talk. But the commercials will interrupt us,” Roland said. If we make it that far, he thought.

“Remember when we could control that? How is it okay to have walls we can’t mute?”

Roland only shook his head. Unsurprisingly, Julia’s words echoed his own thoughts. Did Julia really think that? Or were his own opinions indirectly captured by the Memoria and played back to him? What was he really talking to?

Julia’s eyes returned to the walls. Her brow twitched, and Roland’s breath caught in his chest. “I remember this episode,” she said. 

His mind made the connection as he realized what would come next. He also remembered this episode, but not simply for its contents.

“We watched it while sick on our trip out West, right?” Julia asked, prompting a quick nod before Roland’s head dropped, pressed down by despondence that oozed over him like oil. “Was that our most recent trip? Or was it the other; the beach house in the South, right?”

There it is, he thought. The trigger. Perhaps inevitable after a reminder of their other vacation.

Julia’s face sank, her smile contorting into a deep frown. The edges of her mouth drifted further towards the floor, defying biology. Her generated skin began to slip, drooping like melting wax as her jaw slacked and slowly fell open. A piercing scream tore through the room as the hologram began to glow fiery white. 

Roland dove forward and turned off the Memoria. All the light and sound disappeared.
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Julia stared into Roland’s eyes and he smiled nervously. This was the day’s third manifestation. The previous two had ended the same way. 

Roland recalled the trigger in the previous manifestations: some reminder of their vacation in the South. The trip from which Julia never returned. The first attempt of the day had gone smoothly until Julia mentioned cooking, the source of the fire. The second had been derailed by a particular episode of their favourite ghost hunting show. Struck by the difference between those topics, Roland realized the tightrope he would need to walk to avoid a trigger.

The unmuted walls played another episode of the ghost hunting show, his guiltiest pleasure. The intrepid cast explored an abandoned hospital, suffering through fabricated hauntings. The image of Julia watched contentedly.

“This building has been abandoned for years,” the voiceover announced dramatically. “But what if it isn’t really empty? Locals talk of apparitions and humanoid shapes visible in the windows.”

How many times had he heard this exact phrase? At least this episode should be safe, he thought. Roland grabbed the remote and lowered the volume, letting it play in the background as Julia spoke: “What should we do today?”

Darkness clouded his eyes. A lens painting the world black. He had spent his day reliving the worst day of his life. He should be doing anything but this, he thought.

Roland proposed options – chosen from a list validated over so many manifestations – avoiding any known triggers that would remind Julia of the trip. Of the crumbling building and crackling fires and choking smoke.

As he spoke, the voiceover from the television interrupted him: “What if these halls are filled with ghosts who have unfinished business? Patients who can’t accept what happened to them?”

Julia smiled, either at the list of ways to spend her day or the cliched comment from the walls. She began to speak before a new voice cut her off. The walls began to play an advertisement, which were always too loud. Roland exhaled and shook his head. 

“Remember the first time the walls changed like that? We were watching one of these episodes, and you joked the show had made our TV haunted,” Julia said, speaking louder to be heard over the ads.

Roland nodded, smiling despite his annoyance at the blaring commercial. “Not quite as scary as an old house,” he said, gesturing to the screens. “Hauntings seem more probable in places like hospitals and orphanages. Well, not probable. Legitimate? You know, it’s just hard to imagine anyone can make a show like this now.”

“I guess it would be difficult without anywhere for specters to hide,” Julia replied, emphasizing the word ‘specters’ sarcastically. A chuckle escaped Roland as he recalled how often the pair speculated where the cast was hiding, tucked out of frame or in shadows to manipulate the events and simulate ghostly activity. “There is so much light now. Screens and bulbs,” she said, looking up at the ceiling and its abundance of fluorescent tubes.

“Kind of ruins the spooky atmosphere,” Roland joked. 

The image of Julia smiled at him. “It was fun to dim the lights. I miss that – cuddling on the couch by that lamp with the incandescent bulb. You were always looking for more, but never found any.”

“Relics of the old world, I guess,” Roland replied, feeling a sudden and unexpected kinship with a defunct type of lightbulb. The thought was absurd, and he could not help but smile.

“They were nice. Much warmer than these,” Julia said, looking up again at the fluorescent bulbs. “Like torches.”

Roland paused. The world froze around him. In hindsight, it seemed obvious and inevitable that a conversation about lighting would lead to the notion of fire. His eyes locked onto the image of Julia, and when her smile sank, his heart followed.

Before the screams came, he turned off the machine.
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The Memoria sat in the middle of the room and Roland’s world warped around it. Like a black hole. Or the drain of a sink with filthy water circling it. A tear cut a path down Roland’s cheek; he did not bother to wipe it away. The splash of the droplet against the white tile floor was audible, even over the unmuted walls.

“Could this house be haunted by the ghosts of former inhabitants? Tonight, we’ll find out,” the voiceover announced in trademark histrionics.

The houses were always haunted. The hallways were always full of ghosts. Shockingly convenient, Roland thought sarcastically. But the creaking buildings were just foreboding enough, the perfect setting for some imagined phantom.

“Some theories state ghosts are trapped here until they’ve resolved the trauma that plagues them,” the voiceover continued. Roland smiled, recalling this speech from previous viewings. He mouthed the next words as they resonated through his apartment: “In a way, they’re haunted in their own right.”

Roland’s eyes settled on the Memoria as advertisements flared across the walls, bellowing declarations of new-and-improved cleaning products available now.

In a moment, he would mute the walls and run the Memoria again. The list of known triggers grew each time, suppressing conversational freedom. But it was worthwhile, Roland knew, if it meant he and Julia could exist in his small slice of the earth. Beyond these walls, the outside world was blindingly bright. No darkness. Just the endless illumination of modernity.

Roland inhaled, eyeing the Memoria and hoping this version of Julia would avoid triggers. The walls dimmed as ghost hunters entered an old building; against the darkened glass of the television screen, he saw his face reflected, seeming to exist momentarily in the episode. Just another ghost haunting some empty building.

The Memoria sensed his finger and whirred to life.
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My name was Beatrice Perry, or simply Bea to my friends and family. I’d been a crime reporter for the Milwaukee Sentinel Journal coming on thirteen years. Funny how a woman ends up as a reporter, but it was a goal since I was a kid. I took a lot of guff from my male counterparts since I was the only female crime reporter for the paper. No matter, it was mostly good humored in nature. It just went with the job. 

My beat was a large one. The entire state of Wisconsin kept me on the road for many days each month. I covered crimes for the paper, the more sensational ones that seemed to resonate with our readers and sometimes with those living beyond our borders. I was proud to say I’d picked up a handful of journalistic awards over the years. While the kudos may be ego rewards, they didn’t pay the bills. There was no serious money in journalism, but it was the profession I’d chosen and I absolutely loved my job. My English degree from the UW in Madison set me on this particular life course and I’d never looked back in regret. 

I hired on with the Sentinel straight out of college and was mentored by the paper’s managing editor, Billy Donovan, for a number of years before he died of cirrhosis of the liver at fifty-five years of age. Yes, like many Irishmen, Billy was a serious drinker who reveled in the telling of bawdy stories at his favorite watering hole located a block over from the newspaper’s offices. But he was one fine editor who was nationally recognized for his integrity and honesty in reporting the news, no matter the consequences. The Sentinel skilfully stole him away from The Chicago Tribune with the promise of journalistic independence and a healthy salary boost. But more than anything else, Billy was a father figure and someone I could implicitly trust. His guidance, advice and occasional admonishments of my work shaped me into the person and reporter I am today. I still miss him very much.
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One of Billy’s constant, journalistic mantras concerned truth and accuracy in writing. He’d say truth was an iffy thing at best because readers were human and information was processed through differing prisms. Interpretation of a story would simply vary from one person to another. What was the takeaway message for the reader, he’d constantly ask. He’d say that truth was best left to the philosophers and not journalists since it was an impossible thing to determine. Accuracy, however, was another matter altogether. It was the one thing a reporter could control. Facts were facts and nothing more. There was no room for innuendo, speculation or bias as they were anathemas in this biz. But facts had to be parsed, logically weighed and presented in such a way as to approach, but never truly achieve, that illusive thing called truth. 

Sure, real crimes, but typically after the fact. Robberies, kidnappings, serious assaults and murders were my meat and potatoes. Corruption cases were popular, but suicides less so unless it involved a prominent person. While Milwaukee was fertile ground for my articles, it was the suburban and especially rural settings that seemed to get the most attention from the readers. Why was that the case? I wasn’t certain, but supposed it was about that old adage: “it can’t happen here.” But even the most bucolic, Wisconsin towns weren’t immune from crimes and its criminals. And that fact of life kept me busy and gainfully employed.

Now I had an active case of serial killings that had baffled the authorities and piqued my interest. Truthfully, I was becoming obsessed with it and used my travels to piece together what may or may not have happened to the victims. I wanted to solve it on my own and score a Pulitzer in the process. I couldn’t let the cops beat me to the identity or identities of the killers. But I had to be careful not to step on any police toes in doing so or I could be charged with obstruction of justice and also risk being fired from my job. However, I was an investigative reporter to the core and couldn’t help playing at least a passive role as a detective. Yet I was determined to bring the perpetrators to justice. It was a personal challenge and one I couldn’t, wouldn’t ignore.
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Denny St. Germain was a full-blooded Ojibwa born on a reservation in Northern Wisconsin. His tribal name roughly translated to “Feather in the Wind.” When he was about ten, the family moved from Lac du Flambeau to Milwaukee since his dad had a job offer to work the assembly line at the Harley Davidson factory south of the city. He was a bright kid by all accounts and liked by those who knew him. Denny decided to visit his great grandmother who lived up north in Wisconsin during his summer break from school at the UW, Milwaukee. He would begin his sophomore year with a generous academic scholarship no less. But hitchhiking to the northland wasn’t something his parents looked forward to. He reminded them he was now an adult, legally of age and could do as he pleased without their permission. The naiveté and arrogance of the young had raised its contentious head within the family once again. Denny promised to call his parents every day and he did so on the first day of his trip. But he was then silent for the rest of his short life.

According to police, Denny was last seen at the Petro truck stop on I-94 just north of Madison. I knew it well from my travels and its fare was better than most, but maybe that wasn’t saying much. The parents were frantic when he didn’t call. They checked with his great granny, friends and anyone else they could think of to see if he’d made contact with any of them. He hadn’t. His choice of routes made perfect sense to me. He likely hitched I-94 out of Milwaukee that flowed seamlessly into I-38 and then a direct shot north. A missing persons report was filed with the Milwaukee PD and a BOLO was issued statewide. But initially there was no locating of one Denny St. Germain, dead or alive.

Denny’s mutilated body was found by a trucker behind the weigh station off I-94 North. While waiting in line for inspection, the trucker took a leak behind the building and noticed something strange at the edge of the woods. Taking a closer look, he discovered Denny’s bloodied body, or what was left of it, lying in tall grass. The trucker was so traumatized by the gruesome sight he lost his breakfast on the spot. The state patrol from the Madison barracks then took charge of the death site and opened an investigation. It took the police a couple of days to confirm Denny’s identity through dental records since his body had been badly mauled and eaten; ‘beyond recognition’ was the phrase the cops used to describe the insult it sustained. I took an immediate interest in the news clip and convinced my boss it would have commercial legs as a follow-up piece for our paper: local college student, Native American, Milwaukee resident. It couldn’t miss. He readily agreed so I headed to Madison to investigate a horrific incident; one that would later reverberate through our state and far beyond. It would be the first of several murders and I couldn’t foresee then how they would ultimately conclude. I wished now I’d left the investigation in the hands of the professionals.

I started with interviewing staff and regular customers at the Petro station where Denny was last seen alive. Some were forthcoming and some not. It was simply the way things worked. Regardless, Denny’s death was the number one talking point of the patrons and wait staff alike. So I sat back and listened while clandestinely jotting down some notes to refresh my memory later. A waitress recalled serving Denny: ham and two fried eggs with black coffee with toast on the side. That was how she remembered customers; by their orders. So Denny was Mr. Ham and Eggs to her. She noticed he was talking to a trucker named Ted or Ed or Fred, she wasn’t sure which, a long hauler who regularly stopped at the station on his run from Chicago to the Twin Cities and return. So Ed or Ted or Fred was my first lead. I didn’t bother to ask her what he typically ordered.

An older guy sitting at a table joined the conversation and speculated that Denny was attacked by a rogue black bear. He claimed that there had been several attacks recently throughout the state, many attributed to mothers protecting their cubs. But he was at a loss to explain the savagery. That’s what had the old timer puzzled. Bears typically didn’t feed off humans or so he believed unless they came out of hibernation early. Then hunger might cause them to attack and feed. Of course, this was late summer and not early spring in Wisconsin so I dismissed his theory of Denny’s death. I thought perhaps it was a rogue bear, but not necessarily a hungry one.  

The guy went on to describe what was left of Denny’s body when it was discovered. Again, he said his information was from a wholly reliable, unimpeachable source; his brother-in-law. It didn’t amount to much, not what he said, but what was left of the body. According to the man, the body was dismembered with its throat ripped out. Limbs were left scattered about at the scene, except for Denny’s right arm which went missing. It was stomach churning in its gruesome detail. I asked him how a cute teddy bear could do such damage to a human body. He laughed at my silly question and told me that large black bears can weigh-in at over 700 pounds. Those in the 500 to 600 pound range were pretty common in these parts. Well, so much for my knowledge of bears. I always thought they were cuddly creatures, Winnie the Pooh no less.
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As perhaps you could tell, I wasn’t
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