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The Six-Foot Ladder




Freaky Factor: 2/3






A FEW THINGS ABOUT me:

My name is Ramona Price. I was born in October 1934, which means I’m currently 21 years old. For the past several years, I’ve been on the run. My nerves are always on edge, and I’ve learned to sleep less than five hours a night.

Why?

Because I’ve always seen the specters.

For as long as I can remember, they’ve walked alongside me, staring straight ahead. Paying me no mind. They talk to one another, laugh, nod, cry, and basically go about their lives. Or their unlives, I suppose. Sometimes they disappear, or soar through the air like wraiths, or contort into horrifying shapes.

But they never look at me. That’s almost worse than it would be if they targeted me or something like that. I know that sounds ridiculous—why would I want to be haunted by ghosts?

When their crystal eyes pass right over me, though, it’s as if they don’t even want to waste their endless time on me.

That’s worse. A great deal worse.

I sit in the driver’s seat of my Ford Coupe, barreling through Podunk-Nowhere, Oklahoma. There’s nothing but horizon, the occasional spindly tree, and the asphalt ribbon stretching on and on and on in front of me. “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley is stuck in my head, which I’m grateful for, because there’s absolutely no scenery to keep me occupied. I’ve already hummed through all of “Singin’ in the Rain” twice. At least, all of “Singin’ in the Rain” that I can remember.

The ripe orange sun in the center of the pale sky makes everything shimmer and flicker, like images on a projected screen. The heat is almost unbearable, and the open windows only succeed in mussing my hair and letting in uninvited mosquitos. I’ve heard that a lot of the brand-new Chryslers and Cadillacs now come with systems that regulate the temperature inside your car, so that you could shiver in July or wear a sundress on Christmas. On the opposite side of the spectrum, my dirt-brown ’35 Ford needs a kick and a prayer to get started, and it looks like it’s winking when I drive at night.

It’s a cruddy car, to be sure, but in this new place, I’ll need something I’m familiar with in order to not spiral into insanity.

I glance into the backseat to take a quick inventory:

Six dresses on wire hangers. My old high-pop automatic toaster, charred crumbs still trapped in its belly. A few pairs of brown house shoes and my red heels in case I need to gussy up. And a mid-sized suitcase, its hinges and latches straining from its contents.

Yep. Everything I own in the world, in my backseat. Not exactly a pharaoh’s treasure trove, but it’s gotten me this far.

Why?

I shake my head to dislodge that nagging question, but it remains all the same.

Why did I leave the city?

The worst part is, I know the answer. I know without a doubt that I needed to leave Oklahoma City. The specters make it easy to not look back. The streets are haunted for me, the tall buildings more like valkyries than sentinels. The city used to be so full of promise, bustling and energetic, thrumming with the rhythm of thousands of souls, thousands of heartbeats. I could stroll down any given road and see joy embodied in the people. Businessmen, young mothers, nomadic artists, dogs on leashes... OKC was a fascinating amalgamation of mega metropolis and cozy Main Street, a sprawling city with the tenderness of a small town.

Was.

It had been like a lightswitch. On one second, off the next. As warm as OKC had been, it suddenly became twice as arctic. I’d never felt so alone, despite being surrounded by people. The population began to reject me like a failed kidney transplant. I would walk along West Main in a desperate attempt to recapture my previous sense of contentment. But nothing. The businessmen jostled past me, the young mothers scoffed and turned their heads away. The dogs even bared their crusty teeth.

And the specters sure didn’t help. They usually avoid crowded areas, preferring to show up when I’m alone. But the coldness of the city seemed to draw them out. Ghostly figures staggered among the population. Huge, toothy grins stretched across their faces, cackling like madmen. Or aggressive, poisonous eyes, itching to attack. Or blank stares, as if lost in a supermarket. And still, they never looked directly at me.

I couldn’t take it anymore. In addition to the hostility of the living, the terror of the dead sealed the deal.

So when the winds turned from pleasant to dusty and wet laundry dried almost instantly on the line, I decided it was time to leave. I stripped my apartment bare, loaded all my worldly possessions in the back of my Ford, and left.

I had no destination, no plan. I just needed to leave.

So here I am, bulleting through the empty plains of dusty Oklahoma. Nothingness stretches in every direction, flat as a pancake—I’m almost impressed. It’s like some sort of purgatory from a Kafka novel.

I smirk to myself. At least the college degree stuffed in my suitcase is good for something, if only making obscure literary references in my head.

Then I see one. A strange man in a strange suit, standing in the middle of the road. A specter. The very thing I’m running from.

I freeze, but my Ford continues to scream onward. Directly toward the specter, like a locomotive careening along its fixed tracks.

And yet, time seems to slow. I get a good look at the man, this earth-bound shadow shackled to my world like a prisoner of war.

I’m a hundred yards from him and closing fast.

He’s tall and lanky like Jack’s beanstalk, but with wide shoulders that could knock down a locked door—that is, if he needed to use a door. Dark hair stands up straight from his scalp as if trying to escape. His eyes are wide and round, vibrating in his skull. He staggers across my path, jerkily stomping one foot in front of the other, like a demented version of a “chicken crossing the road” joke. His clothing is strange, as if from another country that isn’t to be founded for another century—familiar enough, but also completely alien. I can even see his clenched jaw, balled fists, and bumpy gray skin.

I’m fifty yards away.

Without a doubt, he’s a wraith, a reaper, a phantom. But he also looks like a man, and that’s what thrashes my nerves.

Twenty yards.

He doesn’t glance at me, even as my automobile speeds directly toward him. I’m nothing to him. And that’s what turns my blood to ice.

Ten.

I clench my eyes shut and brace for impact.

But, of course, I don’t feel anything. My Ford just keeps cruising along. I pry my eyes open and see the ribbon of road, the horizon, the dusty Okie landscape, and the ripe orange sun.

Yep, I’ve passed right through him. As I always do. But I can never help it—I always think I’ll hit them, hurt them, kill them. But they don’t even mind me running over them.

My hands would be trembling if I weren’t grasping the steering wheel so tightly. This is a strategic move. But the white knuckles and bulging tendons start to unsettle me, so I force my muscles to relax.

This isn’t easy to do. I’m a bit like a jack-in-the-box—tightly wound within my own confines, always waiting to pop, wearing garish clothes, and probably ruining someone’s day.

That’s not all true. I think I dress pretty well.

I shake my head to clear the wandering thoughts. The road before me demands my attention.

Even so, I glance in the rearview mirror.

The specter is gone.

Their existence is still a mystery to me. I’ve lived among these misty, grotesque apparitions for as long as my memory can reach, yet I don’t know their purpose. Who are they? Why are they so disfigured? Where do they come from? Where are they headed? Why am I the only person plagued by their presence?

I have no answers. The specters—the phantasms that define my very life, temperament, and reality—are one gigantic question mark.

It drives me crazy. Hence my less-than-five-hours-of-sleep-a-night habit.

I see a road sign up ahead: a squat, blue rectangle emblazoned with three words.

“Welcome to Crawford.”

A town this far out in the middle of limbo? I squint. Sure enough, in the distance, I spot silhouettes of buildings, structures, and even a few trees.

Should I pull over here, call Crawford my new oasis? I’ve never even heard of this town. My foot rests a little heavier upon my Ford’s accelerator. Maybe the next city...

The residual memory of the specter practically slaps me. His wild eyes, the ramrod-straight hair.

I switch my foot to the brake and decide to give Crawford a try.

Why not?

The air glistens as I pull my car onto the road leading to this unknown township. Deep creaking sounds rumble from beneath the Ford’s hood, causing the entire car to tremble around me. I groan. After years of being faithful, it picks this moment to croak? Of course.

I caress the dashboard as if it’s a nervous pet and whisper, “C’mon, old lady. Just a little bit further.” As if that’ll help. Hey, it’s only a superstition if it doesn’t work.

But the rumbling actually gets worse. I grit my teeth and will my Ford to keep going, but it’s shaking like a newborn foal using its twiggy legs for the very first time. It’s sure to buckle entirely any second.

“Go, old lady, I believe in you!”

Sputter.

“Don’t do this to me...”

It does it to me. The engine goes quiet, the car’s momentum continues for about forty yards...and I roll to a stop in the middle of the road.

The sun beats down mercilessly upon me, forming a layer of sweat on my skin. I rub my temples with my palms, forcing myself to focus, to block out the ridiculous heat, the specters that are sure to be lurking nearby, and the fact that my car has died on the outskirts of an unfamiliar town.

My situation just keeps getting better and better.

I punch the dashboard and growl, furious, wary, scared, lonely, tense... I’m drowning within my own mind.

I sit in the front seat for a moment, but it stretches into an eternity. I pull my breath in and push it out very slowly, decelerating my heart rate bit by bit. Gradually, I regain control.

You will not win.

I banish the specters from my mind. I refuse to let them burden me.

Before the dismal thoughts can sink their hooks back in, I kick open the car door and clamber out into the sandpaper air. Not only is it sizzling, but the Oklahoma wind slams into me like a pro linebacker, hopelessly mussing my hair and—even worse—whipping my dress up over my face. Now I’m blindfolded by a floral pattern, and my bloomers are exposed before God. I quickly shove my dress down into its proper position and hold it there against the deviant gusts. There may not be anyone around to see, but I still consider myself a proper lady.

Plus, I don’t want to put on a peep show for any specters who might be passing by. We haven’t quite reached that level yet.

The town of Crawford lurks about a mile away, flickering and waving at me through the heated air. Oklahoma City may not be New York or Los Angeles, but it’s practically the golden age of Rome compared to the itty-bitty collection of buildings that calls itself a municipality. There can’t be more than 500 people in the whole township, and that’s a very generous estimate.

But I’m here in the first place because I’m leaving the big city behind, and my Ford Coupe isn’t going anywhere without some motivation.

Looks like Crawford, Oklahoma, is the place to be.

I throw a glance at my bulging suitcase in the car. The dresses, the heels... It can all sit tight until I hire a mechanic to fix my old dirt-brown Coupe. I get the feeling it’s safer out in the middle of this Midwestern desert than locked in a Swiss bank vault.

So I fix my gaze on the distant shadow of Crawford, crack my stiff neck joints, and get moving. As I walk, I make sure to ignore the misshapen, grunting specter to my left, just as it ignores me.

******
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THIS TOWN IS A SNOWGLOBE. Small, contained, daintily designed, and ornately painted, as picturesque as a postcard from heaven.

But small can be stifling. Contained can be restrictive. Dainty and ornate can be fragile and weak, and picturesque is often a mere façade disguising a hollow husk—a withering cocoon that once held a butterfly. One quick shake can send everything into chaos.

This is Crawford, Oklahoma. I tiptoe down the sidewalk, afraid to place my full weight on my soles lest I awaken a slumbering beast. I pass a street sign signaling that I’m walking along Main Street, which appears to spear the entire town, running from end to end. There’s a boutique advertising both manicures and shaves, a squat bank building that seems to frown, a handful of wrought-iron streetlamps pulled from the pages of a Dickens tale, and a huge brick monstrosity branded the “Hughes County Mortuary”—with a cardboard sign in the window reading “You bag ‘em, we tag ‘em” in very polished calligraphy.

But not a sound.

No birds or footsteps or revving car engines or rattling bicycles.

No one is in sight. Not a soul. No mothers with children, no businessmen hustling to and fro, no families with faithful canines.

The entire town stands perfectly still, like a bronze monument to some past tragedy. Like a dollhouse waiting for its god to manipulate it.

A snowglobe, idyllic and ersatz all at once.

Suddenly, darkness covers the entire street, making the hairs on my arms stand at attention. I pause in front of the mortuary and look up. A dense cloud has swallowed the orange sun, blocking its heat and engulfing all of Crawford in an ethereal embrace.

I clench my fists against the chill. This town...

Something’s wrong. My eyes dart across the buildings that line Main Street. Even besides the lack of people, there’s an atmosphere about this place that makes my bones tingle. Something...off. Like department store mannequins that look only halfway lifelike. I can’t quite put my finger on it—

Then it hits me.

There aren’t any specters here.

None. At any given time, I usually see at least a handful. But there are none here.

Even they seem to know this place is wrong.

Click clap click clap.

My heart leaps.

Footsteps. A person!

I’d never dreamed that the sound of someone’s loafers thumping against asphalt would be so glorious.

A man turns the corner onto Main. His watch is an inch from his pinched face, and his frenzied gait is that of a king late to his own coronation. His black suit is neat and pressed, including a snazzy waistcoat.

He isn’t exactly the picture of a savior, but in the middle of this void, I couldn’t be happier to see him. His cheeks are rosy and his eyes flash like azure lighthouses—he seems nice enough. I call out, “Mister! Hello?”

He slows for a moment, ear cocked curiously, but continues on his speedy way.

I huff. After my automotive woes, the trek on foot into town, and my encounter with the wide-eyed specter on the road, I’m more than a little frustrated. Digging for my most authoritative voice, I yell, “Hey!”

That stops him in his tracks. His shoulders clench and he looks around, searching for the source of the greeting. I take a few steps toward him, raising my hand for easy identification—although it can’t be too hard to spot me in the middle of this empty, life-size toy set of a town. Then, his eyes land on me.

The rouge drains from his face immediately. He opens his mouth to speak, but only a gasp escapes.

“Umm...sir?” I walk toward him.

But he raises his arms toward me and shrieks, “No!” He staggers backward as if I have the Plague, tripping over his own feet in haste. “Stay away!” he hisses. “Go! Go!”

He pivots 180 degrees and sprints out of sight.

Click clap click clap click clap click clap.

Deafening silence smothers Main Street, and I stand frozen in front of the mortuary. My feet are bolted to the sidewalk—which is a very good thing, because I think I might topple over otherwise.

I don’t understand. Why was that man so afraid of me?

Or...

He’d told me to go. To stay away. Could it be that he’s afraid of this town?

My knees tremble under the weight of confusion. Or is it fear? Both? I can’t even pinpoint my own frame of mind. All I feel for certain is the cold sweat on my brow and the bile in my throat.

“Good afternoon.”

I yelp and spin toward the new voice. Leaning against the doorframe of the mortuary’s entrance is a long-limbed man in a white coat that tickles his ankles, which are exposed by his too-short trousers. Round bifocals with inch-thick lenses magnify his eyes. His frizzy hair reaches for the sky as if he’d stabbed one too many sockets this morning. He’s certainly a gawky fellow, to say the least, perhaps the kind of guy to keep his seatbelt fastened at a drive-in movie.

But that voice... It sends shivers down my spine, then all the way back up. Deep as a bassoon, with a sense of authority, it practically wraps itself around me like a snake. The voice of God Himself.

I realize I’ve been standing in silence for an uncomfortable ten seconds. “I... Hello, sir,” I manage.

The man nods once, and his hair bobs forward like a wet sponge. “How do you do? Are you new in town?”

I clear my suddenly-cobwebbed throat. “Yes, sir. You see, my car. I’m having a bit of trouble...” I gesture down Main and past the city limits, vaguely toward my shell of a Ford. The lanky man cocks an eyebrow as he listens—and a coldness taps me on the shoulder.

Had he been standing behind me the whole time? Could he be what had frightened the businessman?

“Well, I have a telephone just inside. Would you care to use it?”

My feet are quickly fused to the ground again. The man must see my reaction, because he shakes his head, embarrassed, and chuckles.

“I’m sorry, ma’am, I must seem pretty kooky right now, popping out of nowhere, right?” He adjusts his glasses and straightens his posture, casting a rail-thin shadow over me. He must be at least six-foot-six. “I run this little shop.”

I glance again at the signage of his “shop,” grandly pronouncing itself the mortuary of the entire county. Then, there’s the piece of cardboard, making a mockery of the whole thing in immaculate penmanship.

The doc follows my gaze. “To paraphrase Oscar Wilde: Life is too important to take seriously. I feel the same way about what comes after.”

I look back at him. “You read Wilde?”

A smirk. “I have more down-time than I know what to do with. So yes, I read anything I can get my hands on. My name is Dr. Milt O’Connor. And you are?” He extends a hand.

“Ramona.” I smile and shake his hand. It’s cold, as if he’d been holding a beverage for a long time, but kind and sincere.

“It’s nice to meet you, Miss...?” He fishes for a last name.

“The pleasure’s mine.” I give his hand one last pump, definitively keeping my surname to myself for the time being.

The doc catches my signal. His smile is good-natured, and I see that his bottom teeth overlap crookedly like old wooden fence posts. I return his smile, but the chill from the shrouded sun keeps me alert.

“So would you like to use my telephone?”

“I...”

Should I trust this strange doctor? His grin appears genuine, but the suited businessman had seemed to fear the very sight of him.

“There are no auto mechanics here in Crawford,” he continues, “but I have the number for the very best man for the job. He’s up in Ellis County, not too far off.”

The cloud passes and a sliver of sunlight catches the doctor’s eyeglasses, turning the lenses into yellow discs. In that moment, he looks like a grinning jack-o-lantern, fire illuminating his eyes from within.

After the trying morning I’ve had—what with the car, the specters, the cold rejection of OKC and the eerie snowglobe that is Crawford—this strange mortician’s kindness is a welcome change. I find myself relaxing and saying, “Yes, doctor, I’d appreciate that.”

He smiles as if I’d just made his day. He turns, opens the door wide, and gestures for me to walk through. The frizzy hair atop his head reminds me of the tiny hats bellboys wear in fancy hotels, and I can’t help it but chuckle as I enter.

“Welcome to my humble abode.”

Plush carpet softens my footsteps, and scarlet curtains adorn the windows, making this place look more like the aforementioned hotel than a small-town mortuary. A staircase on the far side of the room leads to a second floor.

It’s all a bit jarring—I’d had visions of dead bodies and bloody bags, not soft lighting and... Is that a hint of lavender?

The doc follows me in and closes the door, shutting out Crawford. “Can I offer you a drink? Juice, coffee, Coca-Cola?”

“Umm, water?”

“Of course.” He steps past me.

I crane my neck upward. “Your abode, you say? You live here?”

O’Connor nods, his glasses sliding down his nose. “Yep. I have a small living quarters upstairs. Washroom, stove, bed, reading light. It’s all I really need.” From a cabinet, he withdraws a glass bottle of Malvern drinking water. “From the granite hills of England. Only the best for my guests.”

His voice is as deep and wide as the Grand Canyon, but his awkward physique and ill-fitting clothing remind me of the begrudging bachelors at my senior prom. These contrasts somehow work together, and I find him oddly endearing.

“Thank you very much.” And I mean it. I take the bottle and drink, nourishing my scratchy throat. I hadn’t realized how parched I am.

“You’re welcome, Miss.” He pauses for a moment, then abruptly switches back to the previous conversation, like a record that had to be flipped over for the B-track. “The quarters upstairs are a bit too stuffy for my liking. I actually spend most of my time in the king’s suite here on the ground floor.” He gestures to another door, this one tucked in a corner and hidden by shadows. “I rarely go out because I’m so...buried in my work, you might say.” He hiccups a laugh at his little joke.

“The king’s suite?”

“Mhmm. Back there is where my A-list clients spend the night until it’s time for them to climb down that six-foot ladder.”

“Wait. Behind that door is—”

“Are,” the doc quickly corrected. “Behind that door, there are multiple dead bodies lying in large metal drawers.”

His bluntness catches me off guard. “I thought you looked on the funny side of death.”

“What can I say? I’m a complex fellow.” O’Connor laughs, which shakes the entire building. “Yes, this is just the lobby of the mortuary, where the architect felt the need to lull visitors into a sense of safety and pleasantry before opening this door and entering reality.”

With a flourish, O’Connor pushes a palm against the door and floats through it. I follow, completely entranced.

He wasn’t exaggerating—stepping from the plush, womb-like anteroom into the morgue proper is like entering another realm entirely.

The floor is tiled in a checkerboard pattern, the walls a tired, smudged plaster—I definitely don’t want to know what the smudges are. Reflective metal tables sit in the corners, holding rulers, pencils, and all sorts of menacing instruments that make my skin crawl. A few lamps with adjustable necks eye me as I enter: watchdogs sensing a trespasser with equal parts aggression and curiosity. Harsh lightbulbs in iron cages dangle from the ceiling, bathing the room in a dull whiteness. The whole thing feels airy and ethereal, like a dream. Or a nightmare.
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