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The Ghost of Wilson Hall

	 

	There was a ghost in the Wilson Hall library at Dartmouth. It was a campus rumor, a story that sophomores used to rattle the freshmen early in the semester. Most treated it like a joke, and few took it seriously, but the pervasiveness of the story had struck Carl as unusual.

	He had only been in America for a short while since the war and found the Dartmouth campus a unique and otherworldly experience compared to his time in Germany. The Americans were bold and brazen in so many ways, confident at turns and then completely out of their element at others. Of course, expecting any of them to know much about spirits and the spirit world, on a university campus no less, might have been expecting too much.

	Some students were open to the idea of a library spirit, while others rejected it outright. A number who took it as an insult, a slap in the face at the idea of a venerated institution of learning.

	Carl, for his part, did little in the way of socializing. His German accent occasionally brought out the worst in some of the more radical students whose patriotism had not been quelled in the aftermath of the war, and he had no desire to defend himself or debate with others the merits of his former government’s actions. He was in America and wanted to be American now. He was at school to study and learn. That was all.

	Many evenings, Carl found himself alone in the library, reading manuscripts he had never imagined still existed, some even in original German. He would stay until the wee hours of the morning, when exhaustion overtook him, and he was forced to return to the small room he rented in town.

	There were nights when he heard sounds in the library, a shuffling of pages or a book thumping on a table. Often, he assumed this was just another late-night reader like himself, as there were occasions when others would cram, especially during exam week.

	Sometimes, however, it was clear to Carl that he had been alone for some time when a noise presented itself. The idea of a ghost was not foreign to him; he had seen and spoken to a number in his time. He’d worked as a go-between in more than one case, helping the living and the dead reach an amicable conclusion over a shared space in dispute. Ghosts, he’d learned, were not altogether unreasonable.

	That he had not seen the Wilson Hall spirit in the several months he’d been visiting the library was a rarity. While many ghosts craved anonymity and lurked unseen in shadows for years, this spirit was known to all. So much so that it had become a campus joke.

	Admittedly, in listening to others speak about it, Carl had learned that few people claimed to have firsthand dealings with the spirit. Instead, it was just something they had heard of. Friend-of-a-friend tales. Since “everyone” knew there was a ghost, everyone told the stories. No one Carl had asked had seen it, and several seemed to think he was quite deranged for even suggesting they might have.

	Carl was not actively seeking the ghost, as that seemed fruitless, and he had other things to do. He was merely open to its presence. He stayed late while others stayed away, and he spent his time in the library quietly and alone. It was five months after he first heard tales of the spirit that it made itself known to him.

	He had been reading Benedictus Spinoza’s Theologico-Politicus, finding the text something of a slog, and had lost track of time. He was stunned when he heard a book thump down on a table a short distance away, not just by the sound but by the late hour. It was nearing two in the morning.

	Carl saw the book, a hefty tome bound in green and gold, but there was no one nearby who could have dropped the book and left without him noticing.

	He marked his page and stood up, walking cautiously over to the mystery book, and making as little noise as possible. The tables were set up between stacks, with rows and rows of books to the left and the right. Carl looked to either side as he passed the aisles and saw no one.

	The book on the table was a collection of fiction by Edgar Allan Poe. Given the author and subject, it would have been from the far side of the library. The book was open to the beginning of one of Poe’s poems, Spirits of the Dead. Carl smiled at the joke.

	“Very appropriate,” he said out loud. He closed the book and turned a full circle, seeing no one. He had read it once before and recalled it was a dialogue between a ghost and a visitor to the spirit’s grave.

	Carl picked up the book, intent on returning it to its shelf, and turned away from the table. A young woman stood at the end of the table, surprising him such that he nearly dropped Poe’s work. She was younger than Carl, barely more than a girl, but pretty in a sad way. Or she would have been if she were alive.

	Her neck bulged obscenely, a bone displaced within it, that caused her head to lean to one side. Broken, he had no doubt. And the cause of her death. The bruises on her pale flesh bore the telltale signs of hands, marks shaped like fingers. Someone had savaged her to death with their bare hands.

	“Hello,” he said.

	The girl blinked, her expression perplexed. She wore a simple white dress, belted in the middle, and a black tie was loosely done up around her collar. Her hair was pulled back into what would have been a bun but was now disheveled and messy.

	“Hello,” she replied.

	“Is this your book?” Carl asked, holding it up. She looked from Carl to the book and back.

	“You can see me.”

	“I can. Did you not wish to be seen?”

	She shook her head and took a step forward, looking at him like he was a creature in a zoo. She reached out a hand, and despite himself, he flinched as it grew close and he could feel the chill.

	“Oh,” she said, stopping herself short of touching his face.

	“My apologies,” he replied. “I was just… not expecting it.”

	“How can you see me?” she asked, still holding her hand up but keeping it to herself.

	“It is… an affectation, perhaps,” he answered, trying to think of an appropriate English word. “Not a skill. Something I was born with.”

	“Most who see me are afraid,” she said, her tone flat.

	“I imagine many people would be,” Carl replied. “Not everyone is accustomed to spirits.”

	“But you are,” she said.

	“I have had experiences. I help when I can. I work as an intermediary on occasion, assisting the living and the dead in resolving disputes.”

	“How peculiar,” the girl said. “And how do you resolve these disputes?”

	“Oh. Well, through discussion. To reach an amicable conclusion.”

	“What if there can’t be an amicable conclusion?” the ghost asked.

	“I try—”

	“What if there should not be an amicable conclusion?”

	Her tone had grown darker, and her gaze became unfixed. Carl cleared his throat, more acutely aware of the cold coming off her as it sent goosebumps along his arms.

	“I’m not sure I understand your meaning,” he said.

	“What if someone was murdered, and they wish to see the man responsible punished?”

	Her eyes locked on Carl now, and her meaning was as clear as day. He nodded and set the book on the table.

	“Someone killed you,” he said.

	“Yes,” she confirmed. “And no one knew. No one came. No one found where he left my body like it was rubbish. I see him here, on this very campus, every day. Every day for years since it happened!”

	Her face was a mask of emotion, rage, sadness, loss, and so much more. Carl felt for her and her predicament, but he would need to know more if there was any chance of helping her.

	“What is your name?” he asked softly. The ghost’s expression softened.

	“Collette,” she said.

	“My name is Carl,” he offered. “If you tell me about what happened, maybe I can help. Maybe there is justice to be had for you yet.”

	Collette stared at him, her off-kilter head making her look more puzzled than she should have been until she spoke again.

	“I was a student. In 1909. My father went to college here, and he was adamant I should attend, though there were very few girls from our town attending colleges. My father never treated me like a girl. I was not expected to be like other girls. I was taught mathematics, philosophy, fencing, and history. My father imagined I would one day be a doctor as he was. I was his only child. His legacy.”

	“A progressive man,” Carl said.

	“A vain man,” Collette countered. “He wanted a son; that was obvious. Even when I was a child, he treated me like a boy. But he settled. He endured. And Dartmouth had been accepting women. There were others for many years before me, though never that many. Only three other girls were in my classes.”

	“What of your mother?” Carl asked, curiosity getting the best of him.

	“Dead. Since my birth. The housekeeper and nursemaids raised me for much of my life. But it is inconsequential. For whatever I was or wasn’t, I came here to learn. To become a doctor. And I was killed.”

	The ghost began to drift about the room. Her legs were not moving, but she floated almost like a feather on a breeze, seemingly without thought or direction. In the dim light of the library, for Carl had only kept enough on by which to read, she seemed to drift in and out of shadows.

	“Who killed you?” he asked.

	“Dr. Marcus Cooper,” she replied. Carl’s eyes widened.

	“Professor of biology?” he asked. Cooper was well-known around campus, an accomplished scientist, and a well-regarded individual. He was in his fifties, and if Carl heard correctly, married with several children.

	“The same,” Collette agreed. Her eyes narrowed as she took in Carl’s surprised expression. “You think I’m lying?”

	“No. I’m just surprised.”

	“Imagine my surprise,” she countered sourly. “He was charming and witty and so intelligent. He reminded me of my father in some ways but was distinctly opposite in so many others. He was kind and considerate, and he listened. He cared about the things I said. Or he made it seem that way, for a time. While it suited him.”

	“He… seduced you?” Carl asked awkwardly, drawing from her tone and body language. She was unabashed and nodded.

	“We began an affair. He was more than twice my age. He was married, and I was aware. I wasn’t half as scandalized as I should have been. He told me he loved me. A brilliant man—a scientist and a doctor—loved me. Me!”

	Her tone was now challenging, as though daring Carl to argue. Of course, he would never, and not the least reason being he barely knew the girl. He was no stranger to tales of men in power who preyed on those younger, and perhaps more naïve.

	“Did you love him?” Carl asked softly.

	Collette looked at him, and though her flesh was the pale flesh of the dead and her neck bore the horrible bruises and breaks of a vicious attack, there was a softness there. Her eyes welled, but the tears did not come. Not for lack of want, Carl knew, but pride. She would not allow herself to cry.

	“I did,” she said, some shame in her voice. “All my life, I was told how smart I was. How brilliant. How I could do anything a man could do. And I was stupid enough to fall in love with that man.”

	“It’s never stupid to love,” Carl offered. “It is perhaps the thing that best defines us as human.”

	“A romantic,” Collette mused. “How quaint.”

	Her demeanor shifted as though she were trying to put on a new face, and her emotion vanished, replaced with a cold distance.
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