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Slum Lord

	 

	The stench of garbage was unavoidable. The alley next to the brownstone building was jampacked full of trash. Garbage cans were kicked over, and bags had simply been tossed and torn open. Rats ran freely through the assorted mess. It looked like someone was trying to create their own dump and it had spilled out onto the sidewalk.

	Frank had seen worse. Some of the slums he had visited in the past were all but unlivable. At least this building had intact glass in all the windows from what he could see outside. There was no evidence that the front door had been kicked in. And there was barely any graffiti. It was bad, but not so bad that it couldn’t be worse.

	The neighborhood looked unsavory at first glance, but he had driven through it and circled several blocks before finding his destination. He noticed one glaring problem. There was almost no one there.

	Bad neighborhoods got a reputation because of bad people; the wrong element hanging about, doing shady things in alleys and parks and on the stoops of buildings. He hadn’t seen any of that here. In fact, he had seen no one on the streets at all for many blocks. It was like he had passed into a dead zone right in the center of the city.

	Frank had been called to take care of a problem at 220 Bleecker Street. A man named Clarence Dennison who lived on the fifth floor had reached out with a straightforward enough complaint. There was a ghost in the building, and he feared it was going to hurt his family.

	Dennison worked in the city. His wife worked at a grocery store, and his two children went to school during the day. The building was full of families just like his and they were all dealing with the same problem. Something wanted those people gone, and it didn’t seem to care if they were alive or dead when that happened.

	Frank hadn’t brought up the landlord, because he understood this wasn’t the sort of complaint you could bring to building management. It wasn’t like you could stuff a note in with your monthly rent asking if they might hire an exorcist to get rid of a dangerous spirit. But Dennison brought it up on his own. He said people had complained to the landlord, who laughed in their faces and accused them of using a ridiculous excuse to get out of paying their rent.

	Frank parked his blue Camry and headed up the five steps at the front of the building. The front door was painted black and unusually bulky. He pitied any elderly residents or children who had to pull that door open every day. It had to weigh fifty pounds.

	The hinges squealed, crying out for lubrication as Frank entered the lobby. A bank of tiny mailboxes lined one wall, and a panel with apartment numbers and names sat on the other wall next to the intercom.

	The building had an unpleasant smell that permeated in the little vestibule. It wasn’t just the cumulative smells of people in various apartments who were cooking dinner, it was also the trash pile outside and something else Frank found objectionable. It wasn’t necessarily rotten, and it wasn’t a chemical smell, but he didn’t like it, and he hoped that it didn’t fill the building.

	Frank pressed the button for apartment 510. Mr. Dennison had the day off, and Frank was about ten minutes early for their scheduled meeting.

	The intercom buzzed with a horrid sound, and Frank waited. The buzz was answered by a second buzz, and then a tinny voice.

	“Yes?” someone said.

	“Mr. Dennison? It’s Frank Benedict. We spoke on the phone.”

	“Yes! Of course. Please come up.”

	The door clicked as the buzz sounded again. Frank opened the interior door and went inside.

	The smell got worse. It had a thick, oily quality to it, and Frank felt like if it were warmer, he’d be able to feel it on his skin.

	He headed to the elevator and tried to ignore the smell as he pressed the button. The shiny but dented brass doors created a funhouse reflection while he waited for the elevator to appear.

	Gears cranked and motors whirred within the walls, and it took quite a bit longer than Frank expected for the elevator to arrive. When it did, the interior was a relic of the seventies with peeling linoleum tile on the floor and brown, fake wood paneling all around.

	He pressed the button for the fifth floor, and the doors closed slowly before the elevator rumbled and shook on its journey upward. It moved at a glacial pace, and the grinding noise above him suggested his safety might be a concern.

	The smell on the fifth floor was inexplicably worse than the smell in the lobby. Frank had thought that higher up, there might have been more airflow, and the area would be less subject to the unpleasant aromas below. That was not the case. The fifth floor smelled like rotten produce.

	The hallway was dismal, with no natural light to be found. Pot lights along the wall provided scant illumination. Pea-green paint covered the space from floor to ceiling, while the hallway was covered with a flat, spongy carpet in a faded, dirty, peach hue.

	Frank saw numerous stains on the floor, and even some on the walls from something seeping from the ceiling. He wanted to assume it was rainwater but couldn’t be sure. The stains were too dark.

	“Mr. Benedict!”

	Clarence was in the doorway to his apartment. He was younger than Frank expected, barely in his mid-twenties if Frank had to guess. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, and his hair was shaved so closely that he looked nearly bald.

	They shook hands in the doorway, and Clarence invited Frank inside. The apartment was larger than Frank expected, but still nothing anyone would describe as spacious. There were cracks in the paint, some of the tiles on the floor were poorly cut, and the appliances in the kitchen looked about as old as the building.

	Clarence invited Frank to sit at the small, round dining room table in the kitchen, just inside the door.

	“Can I get you a drink?” he asked.

	“No, thank you,” Frank replied, looking around. Dishes were stacked on a rack next to the sink, and the fridge was adorned with children’s artwork, homework, and colorful magnets.

	The place was tidy and smelled like lemon cleanser and bleach, but it did not cover up the smell that enveloped the building.

	“You have no idea how hard it’s been to deal with this,” Clarence began. “We can’t go to the police or city hall or anyone. You can’t say you’re being haunted; people will think you’re crazy.”

	“But you said the landlord knows about it?” Frank asked.

	“He’s heard the complaints and doesn’t believe anyone. He’s threatened other parents. He’ll go to CPS. Says they’re unfit to care for children if they think ghosts are in their homes. People are more afraid of him than this thing.”

	“Has anyone tried to communicate with the spirit?” Frank asked.

	Clarence scoffed and shook his head.

	“This thing is not… peaceful. It’s not looking to be friends. A lot of residents have already left, the ones who can afford to move and find somewhere else. Most of us can’t. I’ve been here for ten years. This place might look like crap, but to get another three-bedroom like this? Triple the rent no matter where I go.”

	“Can I ask you about the trash outside?”

	“That’s Mr. Brunswick again. The landlord. He’s supposed to pay a fee for garbage removal, but he stopped.”

	“Sounds like he’s trying to make you not want to live here,” Frank pointed out.

	“Maybe. This whole neighborhood is dead. You hear rumors that developers have bought everything up, but who knows. He claims people are withholding rent, intentionally causing trouble, all kinds of stuff. We lost heat three times last winter. Lost the hot water. The electricity is spotty. The city can make him fix all of that, but this thing… this ghost. That’s something else.”

	“Tell me about the ghost,” Frank said.

	Clarence breathed in slowly, nodded, and then got to his feet.

	“Come with me,” he said.

	The man led Frank down the hall out of the kitchen, past the living room, and toward the three bedrooms. Frank could see the first two belonged to children, each full of colorful decorations and toys. Past them was a restroom, and then finally, the master bedroom.

	“In here,” Clarence said.

	Frank went in first, and Clarence followed after him then closed the door.

	“Bear with me,” the man said before turning off the light.

	Frank watched as Clarence crossed the room and pulled curtains over the window. The space became exceptionally dark, and Frank found himself uneasy, being sealed in a bedroom with a stranger.

	“Clarence,” he said.

	“There,” the other man replied.

	It was hard to see him in the dark, but Frank could make out that he was gesturing across the room. His eyes followed Clarence’s outstretched finger to the closet.

	As Frank watched, the closet door slowly began to open outward, and the smell that Frank found so objectionable grew stronger. The rotten, organic, overpowering stench filled his mouth. He could almost taste it as the closet door continued to ease open, seemingly under its own power.

	Frank could see little in the dark, but a chittering sound came to his ears that reminded him of insects chewing.

	The door was fully open now, and inside was nothing but darkness. Frank strained, squinting his eyes to look for some shape or movement, but there was nothing. Whatever it was, it remained hidden.

	“I don’t see—” he began.

	A cold, wet hand grasped his ankle from beneath the bed. Frank gasped and tried to pull away. The hand clamped harder and began to pull, causing him to tumble backward.

	“Mr. Benedict!” Clarence cried out. He pulled the curtains open quickly, and the hand vanished.

	Frank was on the floor, staring at his foot underneath the bed. There was nothing under it except for a couple of suitcases and storage bins. The light had scared off the ghost, leaving the two men alone in the room once again.

	“Does that happen all the time?” Frank asked as Clarence helped him to his feet.

	“Not like that,” the other man said. “It comes out in the dark, but it doesn’t usually attack people. Not adults, anyway.”

	“It attacks children?”

	“Some. It dragged a girl to the basement once. Her family left that very same day.”

	“Has it hurt anyone?” Frank asked.

	Clarence turned the light back on and opened the door.

	“No one can prove it,” he said.

	Frank’s eyes narrowed.

	“Not exactly what I asked.”

	“There was an old man who used to live at the end of the hall. His name was Carmine, he had to be at least eighty years old. Lived alone for as long as I knew him, a good seven years. Mean as the day was long. We found him on the sidewalk one morning. They said he jumped off the roof. But the only way to the roof is up the stairs, and that man could barely lift a leg high enough to get his pants on. He wasn’t climbing the stairs, getting on the ledge, and jumping off. No way.”

	“He’s the only one?” Frank asked.

	“Far as I know.”

	Frank nodded and considered what that could have meant. Part of him wanted to talk to the landlord. Not in his capacity as someone who could remove ghosts, but as a human being. This Mr. Brunswick did not sound like a good person, and Frank wanted to get a measure of him. No one deserved to live in a home that wasn’t properly cared for. Brunswick sounded like a typical slum lord, and Frank wondered if maybe he could somehow get through to him.

	The ghost was the more pressing matter, however. It was not harming people, or not seriously, from the sound of things. But it might have murdered one resident. The shift in behavior didn’t make sense. Frank needed to question the spirit if he could get it alone and convince it to listen to him.

	“Would you mind if I stayed here alone for a moment?” Frank asked. “I’d like to try to speak with this spirit.”

	“Alone?” Clarence raised his eyebrows.

	“Yes. It’s usually more productive.” Frank smiled reassuringly, and Clarence shrugged.
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