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Prologue
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A watercolor sunset, it seemed, to Farrah Baxter’s edible-bleared scrutiny. Such psyche-scorching pigments—shades of aureolin, gold ochre, madder carmine, crimson alizarin, and benzimidazolone orange—seeming to flow and melt into one another, a soup fit for deities. 

Her knit wool beanie caressed her upper eyelids, pinned by the heavy black hood of a sweatshirt she’d “borrowed” from an ex-boyfriend. Most of her pink-and-purple-dyed layers of hair were restrained, which suited her mood perfectly. Earphones ascended from the sweatshirt’s pocket to her ears, spilling forth Mr. Lif’s “Phantom.” Farrah loved the song, but not her current circumstances. 

***
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Hardly an hour prior, she’d protested, “I was there just last month, Mom. Three weeks ago, maybe. I’m sick of this shit... sick of pretending that it doesn’t break my heart to see Tabby locked up with the loonies, zonked out on drugs that erase her personality. She’s pretty much a zombie now.”

“Don’t say that,” her mother had snapped, her countenance hawkish, no-nonsense, with lips compressing like deep tectonics. “Tabitha needs help. You weren’t there for her breakdown, when she accused that grocery store mop jockey of being a demonic priest. He’d been stalking her, she claimed. She was clawing at his eyes, for Christ’s sake, trying to get at Satan’s cameras. School, boys, or whatever got her so stressed out that she cracked. She needs our support now.”

“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Farrah’s father contributed, snatching the Volvo key off of the kitchen’s longboard-shaped key rack. As per usual, he’d elected to be their driver. Such machismo. “If your family can’t support you when you’re down, they’re no better than savages. Hey, let’s get going.”

Farrah had purchased a bar of cannabis-infused peppermint milk chocolate from a ceramics class buddy, to eat at the movies at a later date. At least, that was her plan, until, on impulse, she’d hollered, “Well, at least let me grab something warmer to wear!” and rushed to her room to scarf down the entire thing. 

***
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Truthfully, the sweatshirt she’d brought down from her hamper was too thick for the weather; Farrah was beginning to sweat. But she didn’t dare take the thing off; the THC had kicked in. She wished not to be exposed, nor to feel scrutinized. She wouldn’t meet the eyes of the asylum’s staff or any of her sister’s fellow patients that evening, she vowed. She’d done so before and felt ensnared, as if the doors would seal behind her forever, exiling sunlight, stars, and fresh weather to realms of memory, which would fade. 

From the backseat—which she occupied seatbelt-free, because “Fuck it”—Farrah raised her eyes to the rearview mirror and sneered at her parents. “This better give me tons of good karma,” she muttered, uncaring whether or not she was heard, as the music which reverberated throughout her skull would swallow any parental reply anyway. 

Behind the wheel, her father studied the freeway with the same steady, sad gaze that had marked him since Tabitha’s schizophrenia first detonated. His shaggy, silver hair and surfer drawl made him seem the king of cool casualness to strangers, but proved a paper mask to those familiar with his bootcamp instructoresque devotion to schedules and conduct standards. His no-frills shirt was entirely buttoned up, tight-at-the-neck, though tieless. Tucked into his work slacks, it made his paunch all the more apparent. 

Farrah’s mother, well, she tried to look her best, usually. But the stress of it all—guilt stemming from a psychiatrist’s claim that Tabitha had surely been exhibiting the symptoms of mental illness for some time before that fateful supermarket excursion—had her slipping. Only her rightward eyelashes wore mascara. She’d slabbed on her moisturizer while prepping for makeup application; now, her face seemed slightly melted. An old sweatshirt promoting a church fundraiser she’d skipped adorned her well-exercised body. 

Neither parent was speaking at the moment, Farrah observed, studying their reflections. What could they say to each other right now, really? she wondered. Either Tabby gets better, or at least learns to manage her illness better, or she’s stuck at that place. Sure, we argued all the time, but I already miss her. Why can’t God, or fate or whatever, bring her back to us?

After slipping a folded twenty-dollar bill into his hand earlier, she’d asked Henry—her ceramics class edible dealer—whether or not her candy bar’s high would “be chill.”

“Not just chill but chall,” he’d replied. Wondering if chall was even a word, she’d nodded. 

Later googling it on her phone, she’d encountered an Urban Dictionary entry describing “chall” as an incident of defecation in a public place. Surely Henry had been kidding, and Farrah wouldn’t be emptying her bowels upon the parking lot or the facility’s shiny flooring. 

Sun-bleached exit signs and tagged billboards slid into and past her peripheral vision. For all Farrah knew, each and every one of them exhibited extraterrestrial script. She closed her eyes, just to rest them—for only a minute, she assured herself. When awareness returned, her father was shaking her shoulder and the car was parked. 

Groaning, Farrah pulled her earphones from her head.

***
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Though it had space for quadruple that number, there were only a couple dozen vehicles in the parking lot—newer model sedans mostly, plus a few unwashed trucks of deeper origins. Beyond them, Milford Asylum occupied a wide footprint but little altitude. A single-story rectangle stretching east-to-west—as if straining for the Pacific Ocean—it exhibited a peppering of wire mesh glass windows and little else. Shunning eye traffic advertising like the trendiest of nightspots, it wore no name, only an address: a utilitarian tattoo in an otherwise white façade. 

Tabitha was permitted but one hour a night—stretching from seven to eight PM—to receive visitors. Stilted conversations in her cramped, private room then occurred, with the older Baxters asking about Tabitha’s treatment in apologetic tones and receiving vague answers, and either a nurse or a psychiatrist peeking in on them every ten minutes. Afterward, Farrah and her parents would stop somewhere for a late dinner. Tonight, Farrah was craving In-N-Out, and planned to demand it.

Suddenly, incongruity. The entrance yawned before them, though a security guard’s keypad code and scanned badge had been required for entry on all prior visits. 

“Uh... excuse me,” said Ren Baxter, instinctively gripping his daughter’s shoulders. His wife, Olivia, pinched his elbow, communicating a message known only to her. “Uh, excuse me,” Ren tried again, now with exaggerated baritone. Vacancy swallowed his words. Everything at the asylum was so separated, so perfectly sound isolated, that a full-blown hootenanny could have been occurring just beyond the next locked door, and they’d have been none the wiser. 

Father, mother, and daughter, all hesitated at that threshold, waiting for one or another amongst them to suggest a retreat. Goosebumps erupted as if contagious. Finally, they advanced. 

***
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As with the rest of the facility, the waiting room lighting seared itself into one’s retinas, all the better to illuminate the alternately neutral and cheerful hues that characterized the place’s walls, flooring and furniture. 

Beyond unpopulated benches, a woman they recognized, but whose name they’d never learned, existed behind her receptionist’s desk. Eye-pleasing to the extent that her profession was surprising—on previous visits, anyway—she spoke with a soft Spanish accent as she greeted them, though, this time, quite robotically. 

Her eyes had gone bloodshot; the color had drained from her face. In fact, the good lady appeared to be under the weather. She hardly seemed to see them at all.

Tabitha had been provided a confidentiality number—6092—so that only those approved by her family or herself could visit her. Attempting to break the tension, the Baxters recited it in unison. Ren signed them in and the nurse passed over three visitor stickers.

Does this chick even blink? Is she breathing? Farrah wondered, as she affixed her sticker to her sweatshirt. How stoned am I, anyway? How stoned is she? God, these visits seem like forever. I wonder if anybody would mind if I curled up in Tabby’s bed for some shuteye. 

Leaving the receptionist behind, they encountered another door that should have been locked, but wasn’t. Still no security guard in sight. Farrah whirled on her heels to ask the receptionist what the deal was, but the lady had vanished. Her parents were clip-clopping their way down the stone-floored corridor, and she hurried to catch up, lest they disappear, too. 

“Where’d everybody go?” she asked, a query that went ignored. Her father’s forehead had gained new creases. Her mother was blinking too rapidly. 

To reach the female department, and Tabitha’s room therein, they had to cross the entire hallway, and then hook a left. It felt strange to do so unescorted. Passing doors that should have been closed, yet brazenly gaped, they passed a kitchen, a dining room, a laundry room, and a handful of therapy rooms, all spotlessly scrubbed, all empty.

The corridor’s single closed door—its keypad and badge scanner yet functioning, it seemed—halted the Baxters’ steps for but a moment. Ren hurled down a closed fist, as if to knock, then thought better of it. “Uh, c’mon,” he grunted. “Your sister is waiting.”

When the hallway dead-ended to bend left and right, they strode through another eerily-open door to encounter the nurses’ station. To see another human being, even a glaring spinster, was a relief of some magnitude. 

Reciting words she’d recited to them before, the nurse hefted a transparent plastic latch box atop her counter and uttered: “Place your purses, phones, keys, and anything else in your pockets in here. I’ll give them back when you leave. Can’t have any contraband items making their way to our patients, can we?”

As always, the smart phones were the hardest to part with. Lifelines to escape boredom, if only for mere moments, each would be craved during moments of strained convo, of waiting for Tabitha’s focus to return from the far corner of the room so that she could reply to a softly voiced question, of coping with the feelings that seep in when viewing a loved one caged. The latch box returned to its position beneath the nurses’ station. 

“You know the room,” the nurse murmured, openly weeping, rills slipping from tear ducts to chin, unwiped. Forgoing the humanly response—to ask the woman what the matter was, to warmly embrace her, to offer sympathy—the Baxters escaped her. Every passed door was open, every spartan space beyond it unoccupied. Not a patient, psychiatrist, orderly, or technician could be sighted. 

Dread anvils expanded in their guts as they reached a doorway to encounter that which they most feared: not another empty room, but the insanity that had so warped Tabitha, unbounded. 

“Mother, Father, oh Farrah my pharaoh,” she cheerfully warbled, bouncing upon her mattress, a parody of her younger self at her most rambunctious phase, blaspheming against the innocence she’d once possessed in grade school. “So fantastic of you to come. Truly, I do, I do appreciate these visits.”

Gone was the dazed, slurring stranger. She’d vanished along with Tabitha’s left eye, which had escaped from its socket. Raisinesque eyelids framed a black hole that seemed to stretch endless. The remaining orb was frantic, bulging, over-crammed with ragged, wet understanding. 

Speechless, unable to take their own eyes off of her, the Baxters struggled to make sense of a fact even more distressing: Tabitha had gone translucent. Beige wall paint, blue bed sheets, and, indeed, all of the angles of the room could be viewed through her body as she bounced and spun, her blood-matted blonde mane flapping from her skull like soaked bat wings. 

She’d shucked away her clothing, making the sores she’d scratched into herself all the more apparent: a demon’s anti-Braille, foreplay for self-erasure. Her arms flourished like those of a dancer. At each bounce’s apex, her knees touched her armpits.

“And let there now be darkness!” the specter declared, giggling as all went black. Still, she could be seen, twirling, superimposed over a starless void. She hopped down from the bed. What could the Baxters do but flee? They turned and they ran from their loved one’s remainder, retreating in unbroken blackness, thanking every god they could think of that the usually sealed doors were open that evening. 

Hooking a right, they realized that the sole closed entranceway had abandoned that status to spill forth an oasis of light. Behind them, Tabitha muttered, burped, and chortled, approaching slowly, on tiptoes, relishing the fear she inspired, clenching and unclenching her fingers, witchlike. Ahead, only loaded silence.

When passing the lit room, the living Baxters would keep their eyes carefully pointed forward, each decided. If any nurse or psychiatrist remained in the asylum with a sensible explanation of its state, they could offer it to the police later, after the Baxters escaped. Of course, the key to their Volvo remained in a latch box beneath the nurses' station, which they’d hurried past in the darkness. They’d have to make their way to the road and flag down a passing driver. 

They passed the mysterious doorway without turning toward it. With only darkness ahead, short-lived elation overwhelmed them, until all six of their ankles were seized and the Baxters struck polished stone. Dragged backward, facedown, blinking away supernovas of pain, they attempted to roll over. 

Leaping over them in turn as they struggled, spinning like a teacup ride passenger, the spectral Tabitha squealed out, “Hopscotch! I win!” 

Only when they were within what turned out to be the asylum’s dayroom were the Baxters released. Scrambling to their feet, they were confronted with a tableau that swept the breath from their lungs before they could commence shrieking.

Piled before them like the grimmest of offerings, dozens of corpses were nestled in mutilation, sodden with blood, urine, feces and tears. There were doctors and nurses in business attire—having shunned lab coats to enhance their approachability. There were psychiatric technicians and orderlies dressed in green scrubs. The patients’ outfits varied wildly: pajamas, hospital gowns, street clothes—minus belts and shoelaces, of course—and even straightjackets. Unblinking eyes stared into absolute nullity. Flesh strips dangled from fingernails. Bruises, bite marks, and ragged gouges attested to ultraviolence. 

At the center of it all, entirely nude, lolling between an overweight woman in a nightgown and a tweed-jacketed psychiatrist, blood matting her inner thighs to suggest violations most sexual, was a single-eyed corpse whose identity was unmistakable: Tabitha Baxter’s shed mortal shell. Her right arm hung, palm up, frozen in an imploring gesture. 

Her remainder, the mad poltergeist, declared, “There are two of me now. Always were, I think. Soon, you’ll all be twosies, too. Won’t we have such fun then?” She glided to her corpse and, with her forefingers, dragged the corners of its agony grimace earward, forming a wide, hellish smile. 

Unable to look at Tabitha any longer, lest they go catatonic at the situation’s wrongness, the Baxters dragged their gazes around the far end of the room. Streaks of crimson and brown, unintelligible graffiti, marred the walls, as did craters from punches and kicks. Before them, the remains of benches, chairs, tables, clipboards, a television, and a Styrofoam chess set were strewn. They saw contempt for the physical everywhere their eyes traveled, though their views were somewhat distorted, as they passed through the see-through forms of poltergeists.

Indeed, as with Tabitha, every discarded carcass had released a spiritual double, a wispy mirror image form that retained their intelligence. Dressed in translucent replicas of the clothes that adorned the corpses, they stood, statue-still, in a semicircle around those bodies. Aside from Tabitha, none seemed to take any notice of the Baxters. 

From their blindside arrived sonance: raspy coughing. Revolving toward it, the Baxters sighted a figure that yet seemed half-alive. Her once-blue hospital gown hung tent-like upon her slight frame, as did her black mane, which cascaded past her buttocks. Her lips were scabbed over; deeply etched were her many wrinkles. Her cheeks had concaved, accentuating her cheekbones. Above them was a deeply sunken pair of eyes.

Though a flesh and blood being, the lady possessed not one, but a dozen shadows. Ringing her like clock numbers—on the floor, on the wall—they operated independently, pantomiming strangulation, throat slitting and gunplay. Apparently the woman had grown used to the phenomenon, for she had eyes only for the Baxters. 

“Goodbye, catatonia,” was her weighted whisper. “Incubation time is over. I control this body entirely.” 

Recovering his voice, now emasculated falsetto, Ren stepped protectively in front of his wife and daughter and asked, “What’s going on here? Did somebody drug us? This can’t be real, can it? All these bodies and... them.” He gestured behind him to indicate the poltergeists. “We need to get out of here, to get somewhere safe.” 

The woman’s chuckle was nearly indistinguishable from her earlier coughing. “Safety,” she mocked, softly menacing. “The notion is pure self-delusion. Death comes for all soon enough.” Unnoticed, her three foremost shadows lengthened, stretching their dark fingers toward the Baxters. 

That terrible face of hers, so unsettlingly pallid and masklike. Hardly could they drag their gazes away from it, even as its mouth began to hum, off-key. 

“Who are you?” asked Farrah, every small hair on her body standing on end. 

In lieu of an answer, she felt shadow fingers grip her ankles. For the second time that evening, her stance was tugged out from under her. Hitting the floor with an “Oof” as her parents did likewise, Farrah turned her gaze to the ceiling and watched it fill up with specters.

“Please, have mercy,” she murmured, as they crouched over her supine form—patients and staff united by deathly purpose, their translucent faces pitiless.

Unseen, Tabitha giggled. Though meager in volume, her joy somehow remained audible over the Baxters’ shrieking. 
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Amongst a slight-yet-significant percentage of Oceanside, California’s many thousands of residents, rumors circulated of a man who shunned all satellite, cable, and Bluetooth devices. Never did his fingertips meet a laptop keyboard. No commentaries could he voice concerning sports and event television. Not one current pop tune could he name. 

Years prior, he’d possessed drinking buddies of his own to spread tales of his eccentricities, but eventually they’d all drifted from his orbit and he’d grown antisocial. Now, his co-workers, and friends of his wife and son, performed that function. 

His name was Emmett Wilson. Celine, his wife, was thirty-two. Graham was their rambunctious nine-year-old. 

Emmett himself had been striding the planet for thirty-six summers. Grey had crept into his beard and the hair at his temples. His rail-thin, youthful frame existed in his memory as a counterpoint to his current form: stronger, far flabbier. He was African American, his wife a well-tanned Caucasian. Graham favored his father in features, with a lighter skin tone.

For a meager income, Emmett worked nights as a bouncer at Ground Flights, a small gentlemen’s club just off of El Camino Real, near the shopping mall. He’d made far better money fresh out of high school, working construction, but preferred his current employment, as it required little communication beyond that which was required to check customer IDs and intimidate would-be stalkers, so that the strippers could enter and exit the club without fear of kidnap. 

Emmett’s wife wouldn’t allow him to watch the ladies’ performances. On the few times he’d done thusly, years prior, Celine had dragged the knowledge from his eyes and punished him with a thousand instances of passive-aggression, not to mention many sexless weeks. 

Celine, a receptionist at a Carlsbad dentist’s office, beat Emmett’s salary by about ten thousand bucks a year. Together, they managed to pay the mortgage on their single-story home, having borrowed money from various relatives, initially, for its down payment. 

Graham, a fourth grader, attended Campanula Elementary School, just as Emmett had once. Decades later, the place was repainted, its playground renovated, but its fundamental angles remained for those who knew how to look for them. 

Though, for most folks, memories of early education haze over as adult concerns multiply, for Emmett, it was quite the opposite. Better than he could remember his own breakfast some days, he recalled a bygone swing set’s sharp geometry gleaming in the sun as he kicked up, up, and away, flanked by his only two friends in the world, existing solely in the moment as only kids can. 

He remembered—one drunken night, with middle school fast approaching—returning to that playground with those very same friends, Benjy and Douglas. One had died at the base of that swing set. The other, at least, had made it out of high school, though a bullet found his heart soon enough after. 

Oceanside was like that, it seemed. People died earlier than they ought to have far too often. Some days, Emmett found himself oppressed by foreboding—drawing the sign of the cross in the air, though he believed in no deity—convinced that his wife or son was imperiled. Some days, he could hardly drag himself out of bed, could hardly spare but scorn for a stranger, for he knew that there was no heaven to bend one’s actions towards, no eternal paradise to welcome do-gooders, just a realm wherein spiritual energy was recycled to form the souls of new infants. Personalities shredded; memories evanesced. For those hoping to retain themselves, Earth was all; Earth was broken. 

Of course, Celine and Graham had their electronics; Emmett was no frothing despot. They had their iPhones and their laptops, but kept them out of his sight. A television existed in their spare room, the one Emmett never entered. They kept the door closed and the volume low when watching it. 

Emmett had music in his home and car, but the radio was verboten. He had CDs and vinyl, and his speakers weren’t bad, either. He enjoyed cooking meals for his family, reading works of nonfiction, romantic time with the missus, and kicking around a soccer ball with his son. He dreamed not of great wealth, or sex with celebrities. He wished only to continue his life as it was, for as long as he was able to.

***
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Of course, fate owes no obligations to wishers. Swaddled in domesticity, comfortable with menial employment, Emmett remained vulnerable to a call to adventure. It arrived one Saturday morning, on a cloud of exuberance.

“Dad, guess what,” Graham yelped, rushing into the kitchen. 

Emmett, rummaging in the refrigerator, seeking ideas for breakfast, scolded, “Quiet, boy, your mother’s still sleeping.” He saw eggs, mozzarella, red onions, bell peppers and bacon. Wheels spun in his mind as his stomach rumbled. Indeed, even as he addressed the boy, he hardly registered his presence. 

Then came an insistent tug on Emmett’s elbow, a gentle jab to his gut. Then came a “Da... a... a... ad,” that droned like stacked hornets’ nests. Never had he struck his son in anger, but sometimes, when the boy hit that tone... 

Emmett revolved, and before he knew it, a familiar face filled his vision. In his excitement, Graham had forgotten his home’s rules, and thrust his cellphone beneath Emmett’s eyes. Displayed on its thumb grease-bleared screen were a head shaved to eliminate unwanted red hair, horn-rimmed glasses whose lenses had once acted as spit wad bullseyes, and pallid skin that had gained no more vitality in death. 

Benjy Rothstein was the absolute last individual on the planet who Emmett wished to see again. As a matter of fact, he’d gone to great lengths to avoid him. Yet there the boy was, grinning like he’d just fucked someone’s mother, as he used to pretend to. There he was, depthless on that flat plane.

“This is Benjy,” Graham chirped, ever so helpful. “He says you were best friends. Didja know him?”

***
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Indeed, Emmett had known Benjy. He’d exchanged idiotic jokes with him, rapid-fire, until they’d both gasped for oxygen, unable to meet each other’s eyes without succumbing to fresh laughter. He’d battled him in arcade games and air hockey, competitions that grew less friendly with each passing moment. He’d spent hours with him at the Westfield Plaza Camino Real Mall—wandering from the pet store to Spencer’s Gifts to the Sweet Factory, then eating cheap meals at the food court. 

They’d watched horror flicks and raunchy comedies at sleepovers after their parents had gone to bed. They’d egged and toilet-papered houses for the fun of it, and never been caught. They’d trick-or-treated together three Halloweens in a row. They’d discussed girls, dreams, and urban legends, arriving at no concrete conclusions. And, of course, Emmett had been there for Benjy’s death.

On that terrible night, celebratory in the face of looming sixth grade, cataclysmically drunk at far too young an age, Emmett, Benjy, and their pal Douglas Stanton had hopped the fence of their erstwhile elementary school campus. Stumble-bumbling to its lunch area, they’d claimed a familiar iron-framed table of blue plastic laminate, to distribute their remaining Coronas and drain them, hardly speaking. 

Soon passing out, facedown, in his own drool, Emmett had missed the moment when the other two boys made their way to the swing set, to kick themselves skyward, as they’d done during countless past recesses. He’d missed the moment when Benjy attempted to backflip off of his swing, only to end up on his ass. Disoriented, the boy stood, blinking away pain tears. Weaving, unsteady, he’d wandered in front of Douglas, and been rewarded with two feet to the cranium. 

From Benjy’s cratered skull, his spirit had drifted, ascending to a site that stretches from low Earth orbit to just outside of synchronous orbit: an afterlife of sorts, existing unknown to the living, wherein the spiritual energy of the deceased is recycled in the creation of new infant souls. Fighting soul dissolution with a steely resolve—clinging to his memories and personality, for they were all he had left—eventually Benjy had escaped from that phantom realm and made his way back to Earth. 

Years passed before he made himself known to Emmett. Instead, he monitored their friend Douglas, who, though walking the earth in possession of a corporeal form, had been labeled “Ghost Boy” since birth. 

Fresh out of the uterus, in an Oceanside Memorial Medical Center delivery room—before his dad Carter, nurse Ashley, or the obstetrician could prevent it—Douglas had been strangled. The hands that throttled his neck belonged to his own mother, Martha, who’d succumbed to spontaneous insanity, in prelude to a poltergeist infestation that swept the entire hospital. Specters slaughtered and wounded many patients and staff members, then dissolved into green mist strands, which surged into Douglas’ grey corpse to restore it to life. 

Though no video footage or photos were captured, news outlets worldwide reported the phenomenon. Ergo most folks shunned Douglas throughout his nearly two-decade lifespan. Not that Emmett paid much attention to such stories as a young man. 

Prior to being visited by Benjy’s specter, Emmett had never encountered a ghost personally. He’d also been ignorant of the hauntings that plagued Douglas over the years. Only after nineteen-year-old Emmett’s portable satellite radio began spilling forth the voice of dead Benjy one evening did he become cognizant of deathly forces at work in Oceanside. 

Elucidatory, the spectral child detailed the actions of an entity sculpted from the terrors and hatreds of history’s greatest sufferers. Taking the appearance of a burnt, contused, welted woman—absent two fingers, with her mangled small intestine ever waving before her—she concealed her baleful countenance behind a mask of white porcelain, smoothly unostentatious, void of all but eye hollows. She’d brought the infant Douglas back from the dead, but kept a portion of his soul in the afterlife, so that ghosts could escape through him to wreak havoc on Earth. 

For nearly two decades, the porcelain-masked entity’s machinations had reaped deaths all across Oceanside, and later the planet at large, before Douglas sacrificed himself to close the Phantom Cabinet egress. Of the freed human specters, only Benjy had remained on Earth, having entwined his spirit with Emmett’s, so that he’d only return to the afterlife upon Emmett’s death. 

An unvarying presence, he’d manifested his chubby, unlined face upon television and cellphone screens, as well as laptop monitors, every time Emmett was alone and within range of one. Benjy’s voice poured from satellite-equipped radios that should have been powered off. Indeed, the boy recognized no boundaries in his companionship. 

Showering and defecating, Emmett endured that blurtacious seal bark of enthused speech whensoever his mind slipped and he carried a cellphone into the bathroom. At times cracking wise—bombarding Emmett with bon mots such as “You call that a penis; I’ve seen bigger schlongs on teacup poodles” and “Pee-yew, even dead, I can smell that”—other times quite nostalgic, the ghost was decidedly unempathetic in his selfish demanding of Emmett’s attention. He watched Emmett make love, when Emmett wasn’t careful. Worse were the solo acts; masturbation from anything but memory, magazine or eyes-closed fantasy—under the covers, preferably—was ill-advised and near-impossible. 
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