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            There's nothing under your bed. Nothing in your closet. Nothing waiting in the hall. 

You are surrounded by nothing. You cannot escape it. 

 

- Cecil, "Welcome to Nightvale"
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​Unfinished Business
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“There he is. Go on now. Punch him,” Remmie said as she hovered over Anne’s shoulder, as she had since last Tuesday. The perils of being a medium. Ghosts hovered, haunted, howled, and — in this particular case — annoyed. 

Anne had done her research. Having seen the dead since puberty and competently handling them since twenty-one, she was no slouch at this line of work. By all accounts, Remmie shouldn’t be a ghost at all. Anne had checked out her obituary and her old Facebook page that was still active with loved ones’ care-reaction-filled messages. Remmie hadn’t been murdered, hadn’t died suddenly, and — although young in the halls of unliving —she shouldn’t have unfinished business. 

She had died of cancer. A long, drawn-out battle with cancer. And, yes, Anne wasn’t heartless; it was sad. But people who died of long, drawn-out battles with cancer had time to get their affairs in order, to say what they needed to say, and to have whatever needed to be heard said back to them in return.

Honestly, other than passing away in your sleep at a content one hundred years old, there wasn’t a more foolproof way to pass over.

Anne’s evidence: In all her years of communicating with the dead, she had never once before had a ghost of someone who had died of a long, drawn-out battle with cancer. 

Remmie must’ve been emotionally incompetent in life. Anne didn’t know why she had to be the one to suffer for it. 

“I’m not going to punch some random man outside a Starbucks in broad daylight.” 

“Then why’d you come all the way here?” 

“Because you wouldn’t leave me to my afternoon of binge-watching Frasier reruns in peace. I’m here so you’ll shut up.” 

“I’ll shut up for good if you punch him. Pass on. You know, die for real.”   

Anne adjusted her sunglasses against her nose. It wasn’t an overly bright day, but if she was going to scope out a stranger, she didn’t need her staring to be obvious. An old trick for an occupational hazard. 

“What did he do?” 

“Does it matter?” Remmie’s voice spoke directly into Anne’s ear. It was unnecessary. Whispering in public might’ve been needed between mediums and ghosts of the past to not inspire suspicions against the medium’s sanity. In the age of Bluetooth, overhearing only one-half of a conversation was normal. 

“I might not be so opposed to punching him if I had the appropriate motivation.” 

“He deserves it,” Remmie said. “Is that appropriate motivation?” 

“I’m going to need more details.” 

“Unfortunately, I can’t give them to you.”

Anne crossed her arms. “I’ve had some of your lot try that on me before. There’s no magic keeping your lips sealed. You’re just lying.”

“Your lot?” 

Anne couldn’t very well say “ghosts” in her one-half public conversation. There was only so far that line could be pushed. But she also wouldn’t be accused of discrimination at this junction, when she was the one taking on all this emotional labor from the goodness of her heart and to the detriment of her binge-watching plans. 

“Just...” Something in Remmie’s voice cracked a little bit. Or it could’ve been her temporal presence in this plane of existence wavering. In either case, it caused Anne’s stiffened shoulders to drop. “Can you walk over closer to him? You’ll see what you need to see then.” 

Anne, empathic bitch that she was, jaywalked herself across the street. The man, who sat at one of those two-seater iron-wrought table-and-chair sets out on the sidewalk, didn’t seem overtly douche-y, although appearances could be deceiving. He sipped at a Venti-size whatever and wasn’t even looking at his phone, the weirdo. 

Suspicious, Anne supposed, if she made a mental stretch as intense as a straddle split. 

“Closer,” Remmie urged. 

At this point, Anne had no other grounds to refuse. She was here, and she had already paid for parking. 

Pretending that she was moseying her way into the Starbucks, Anne got closer. When she was just passing by the man, Remmie pushed. 

There’s a lot to be said about ghosts, intangibility, and how they interact with the world of the living. What needs to be known here was that Anne, being in touch with the dead, made her more able to touch and be touched by said subsect of the undead population. 

Anne tripped right into the man’s lap, rattling the tiny table, and sending the Venti-whatever to the cement. 

The man caught her. “Woah there. Are you alright? Did you trip?”

Anne was confused. Betrayed. Incensed. She looked up. The man had the deepest brown eyes; she was a sucker for that. 

“I — I — I  —” She was also inane, apparently. She needed to finish this sentence. “I spilled your coffee.”

“It’s alright.” He helped right her. Guided her to the other chair in the set. “Are you okay?”

“I owe you a coffee.”

“I think I should get you a coffee. Can’t have you so tired you’re tripping into strangers in the street.” 

Anne laughed. It came out as a giggle. She was still inane, obviously, but that smile...

“Seriously,” the man said. “What’s your order? I’ll run inside.”  

Anne rattled it off, even though she couldn’t feel her face at the moment. 

The man disappeared inside. 

When Anne blinked, Remmie was still floating there. 

“He promised me he would date again, but he’s shit at keeping promises, apparently. So, I had to take matters into my own cold, undead hands. Bye.” Remmie faded out of existence, even as Anne gaped, desperate to get in some final nasty words of revenge. None came. 

The man returned quickly. When he handed her the drink, their fingers brushed, a zap of static electricity stinging between them. 

Oh my, Anne realized, this was a new experience. She had been just set up by a ghost. 

​

​
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​The Pawnshop of Intangible Things
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You don’t find the door until you stop looking for it. You had paced the block three times, crumpling the address-bearing napkin tighter in your fist with each passing. Your unusually patient, midday barstool companion must have gotten the numbers mixed up. That, or this was a wild goose chase of a joke.  

Then you see it, about ten steps away, right off the sidewalk. The address numbers are painted in gold on the top of the door; under it is “LUCK’s PAWN” in free hand. The whole thing is sun-bleached. It should have jumped out immediately against the modern, corporate background of the rest of this street.  

There are no windows, so you knock two knuckles against the wood. No response. No business hours are posted. You try to the doorknob with the fading boldness of tipsiness that had led you all the way here. The door is unlocked.

Inside is a long, narrow room, with glaring fluorescent lights and a motley-colored carpet that might have been ripped right out of your dentist’s waiting room. 

What’s most unusual are the jars lining three walls on floor-to-ceiling shelving: mason, canning, squat vials with stoppers, and even a few recorked wine bottles sticking up above the rest. 

You lean in to inspect but don’t step any closer. It’s more than a “you break it, you buy it” fear. It’s the unsettled feeling in your gut. Inside each jar is a coil of paper. 

“Can I help you?” says an interrupting voice. You jolt in surprise. 

Behind a jewelry counter at the very far end of the room stands a woman whom you cannot say for sure was there upon your entrance or not.

You clear your throat, but your voice still comes out higher than you want. “I heard you pay for ideas...?” 

Outloud, no longer so dizzy with drink and desperation after bemoaning at the bar for the fourth time this week, it sounds like someone had pulled a real good one over on you. 

The woman scoffs. “That is such a simplification.” She rounds the counter and leans against the edge. “What I do is deal in intangibles.” 

A dozen questions immediately pop into your skull, but you don’t raise a single one, not even a succinct “What?” The woman, however, must read it from your expression.

“Hopes, dreams, ambitions, inspirations, emotions.” She rolls her wrist in the air. Your eyes follow her wine-colored fingernails. After you leave, it will be the one finite thing about her appearance you’ll be sure of. “The stronger, the better. Love, hate, passion, conviction, and yes... ideas.”  

She walks to where the shelves meet in the left corner. “This is my collection of unwritten novels. I call it the slush pile... publishing joke.” She points to a blue glass vial, and says in a stage whisper, “I think this one would’ve been great.” 

A book idea is what your bar companion had said he sold. He had gotten five hundred bucks. It seemed too good to be true, but valid enough of an exchange. Nothing as bizarre as this jar-covered room.

The woman shuffles to the right and touches the shelf above her head. “Religious doubts... faith, though, is hard to come by. Most people willing to sell it have already lost it.”  
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