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 Hell By Any
Other Name

I woke up from my
nightmare sitting straight up in bed.

If I could sweat, I’d be drenched. If I had a
heart, it would have been beating hard in my chest. If I could
breathe, I would have been gasping.

I’d been dreaming of Hell, of course.

Most ghosts, if they admit to sleeping, dream
of Hell. It was why we were ghosts. That door to the Beyond wasn’t
full of pearly gates and choirs of angels. No, it was fire, heat,
and chaos.

There were a few ghosts who stayed on Earth
even though they were promised Heaven. They were all nuts.

I pressed my hands against my eyes, as if I
could shut the images out and wipe them away. No luck. I groaned.
Quietly. I didn’t want any more complaints from Mrs. H— downstairs
about unearthly noises.

I was lucky enough to be able to rent a place
outside Ghosttown, to live among the living. Even if it was little
more than a glorified closet, with only a skinny, single bed and
two stacks of crates holding a door across them that served as my
desk. Dark water stains marred the formerly white walls, while
mysterious lines crossed the ceiling, shadows of discontent.

The only bright spot was Betsy, my camera,
sitting in her corner of the desk. Most of what a ghost sees is
muted, grayed, behind the veil still. Betsy always appeared red and
glowing, as if a warm heart beat behind her dark lens.

That was all my room contained—one of the
advantages of being a ghost. No need to cook or use a bathroom. You
couldn’t really change your appearance, and since you didn’t
actually have a body, well, nothing in, nothing out. We still
needed rest, though. The brain needed time off to process.

I looked at the clock. Two in the afternoon.
I caught myself before I groaned again. Flames of Hell still licked
behind my eyes if I closed them. There would be no more sleep for
me that day, though I didn’t usually rise until sunset.

I slid aside the heavy drape covering the
window, exposing an inch of daylight. I was in luck. Another rainy
Seattle day greeted me. I decided to go to Volunteer Park. Might
even go to Lakewood Cemetery. Not because I wanted to greet the
newly dead; there was a committee for that. Or even to look at the
portals, to see if they’d changed. I didn’t believe those myths,
that I might somehow do enough good that I’d earn Heaven.

No, it was merely a matter of wanting some
company of my own kind. I hated to admit it, but sometimes I got
lonely. I rose and walked out into the gray haze of the day, the
rain sliding through me as if I wasn’t really there.

I tried to think of it as a cleansing, inside
and out, but I never really feel clean.

* * *

December 21, 2012 hadn’t been the end of the
world, only the Great Unraveling. The veils between the Seen and
Unseen worlds shredded.

The living suddenly discovered they weren’t
alone.

Luckily for our side, we had a lot of
lawyers. The Interspecies Act passed relatively quickly for
Congress, guaranteeing the rights of the dead and others.

Of course, law and practice were often worlds
apart. Seattle had one of the stronger lobbies, though. I praised
their work again as I got on the bus, the new card system beeping
when I passed my hand over it, automatically deducting my fare. I’d
hated walking everywhere before.

The bus was mostly empty. A homeless man
slumped on a seat next to the back door, arms wrapped firmly around
his pack; two students sat next to each other madly texting,
probably to each other; and a professionally dressed man with round
glasses and a briefcase on his lap sat stiffly in his seat. He
stared straight ahead, his face frozen.

As if he’d seen a ghost.

I almost sat next to him, but I’m not
generally that vengeful. It’s part of what ghosts do, though: scare
the living, whether we mean to or not. The ghosts who get off on it
were also the ones who, as kids, pulled the wings off flies, and as
adults fired people for a living, know what I mean?
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