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To all my ghosts at once…



Two Months Ago





Reputable Dreamers




The Internet is an unusual place. You can find practically anything on it, and most of what you find is suspiciously devoid of value, though perhaps compelling for other reasons. In my browsing travels I’ve located sites I wish I had never seen, been frustrated trying to locate ones I wanted to see, and spent too many hours wondering why the Internet, so vast and promising, is such a wasteland after all is said and done. Unless I want to reliably see fake breasts, network antisocially with complete strangers, or find out how truly pathetic the fans of any sub-genre are, I can’t quite grasp anything useful coming down in bits from the world’s greatest junk heap. Misinformation aside, and disinformation discounted, there’s not much of substance to really cull. Then again, I did learn to fix my toilet online, so maybe the problem is specificity.

It was just after 11 PM on a Wednesday night when I was browsing for drivel, wondering if my head would explode before the damn search engine spat up anything amusing, when a random search on an array of mistyped terms – I can’t even recall what they were – spat up some irrelevant link I clicked upon out of sheer boredom. That link led me to a blog – one of the most aggravating forms of miscommunication known in the Universe – and two pointless blurbs from the top of the list was a hyperlink with the text reading, “Haunted for a Million Dollars.” That was the link that I clicked that began this misadventure.

It turns out that the link was for an off-network television program by the same name (working title, the banner proudly proclaimed!). The premise was simple: nine strangers would be chosen from online applicants to spend nine weeks in a supposedly haunted house, filmed twenty-four by seven; and while there they would play a series of games that would be designed to ‘scare the guests.’ The games would decide who left and who stayed, and the last guest standing would spend a whole week in the house alone if they could, thereupon being rewarded a million dollars. It was a hokey premise, and a dumber-than-average website, but either because I was bored or just plain dumb I clicked around until I arrived at the registration page. Twenty minutes after filling out the form there, lazily citing reasons I would make a good guest for their show, I logged off and promptly forgot about ever having been there.

Two weeks later I was reminded. I had just finished a composition – I’m a working musician – and was partaking a spectacular dose of caffeine when my front doorbell jangled. It was the doorbell my mother had installed when I was five, and when I had inherited the house upon her death it was the first thing I had sworn I would change. Evidently I was a slacker, since that promise had been made six years ago.

The point, of course, is that upon answering the doorbell I met Eloise Dross and Sammy Spinnaker. The former was a tall, dark and not really handsome woman in her early fifties who looked like she smoked too much, had sunken cheeks a cadaver would have been proud to call their own, and a sharp nose that wasn’t even remotely softened by two bloodshot brown eyes. The latter was almost short enough to be a dwarf or midget, while being neither, and wide enough that hip-to-hip he was likely thirty-inches across; he was bald, corpulent and full of fragile good cheer. Recognising neither of them, I hesitated before reaching out to take the card the woman snapped toward me. The logo of the website previously mentioned immediately placed them, though I was temporarily silenced by my shock that the premise for their show was apparently real.

“Mister Fields?” asked Eloise, her voice being a thin one with no timbre at all, almost a whisper without the throaty aspect that usually entailed.

“Yeah.”

“Eloise Dross. I’m co-producer of the program you registered for as a prospective guest.”

“Right. Ugh…I didn’t think it was real.”

“No? Well, it is; and we’ve checked you out.”

“Did you?” I asked, but I was well aware they had to have done, because one thing I hadn’t given online was my address. In fact, short of my name and a throwaway email I seldom checked, I didn’t recall giving them much.

“You have a solid reputation as a sober thinker; and some reasonable musical talent, we’re told.”

“Uh-huh.”

“May we come in,” said Sammy, more than he asked. When I gestured, he entered and appraised the living room, hands sailing into the air as he pronounced, “Lovely home you have, Mister Fields. Mark; Mark; I can call you Mark?” If I had wanted to answer it would have taken super-speaking-speed; Sammy was on a roll. “You intrigued us. We got a lot of…how should I say? Well, whack-jobs, really. Satanists, nut-jobs and such…terrible audience connectivity potential. You, though, intrigued us. You seem level-headed, even marketable. We need a star or two, and, well, Mark, you’re him…one of them. The him star. You’re just the guest we need to avoid skewing to the non-television crowd. I mean, we both know the ratings won’t be there if we have a household full of whack-jobs. So, God-willing, Mark…you’re in.”

“I—”

“No, no; don’t be hasty. I know the premise is thin. It’s reality TV at its worst. Sure enough, it blows on paper. But it comes alive on the screen. Unscripted. A creepy house, a cast of nine, bumps going off in the night. I tell you, Mark, it has potential to be edited into a goldmine. Snip, snip; cut here and there…fun and games…no harm or foul, and a hit. I can taste the hits. Always have had a nose for them.”

I didn’t bother to observe he was unlikely to have much luck tasting anything with his nose, which though large was pretty much a lump of imprecise flesh wedged between two porcine eyes. I admit about then I tuned out on his spiel, and Eloise evidently knew it, because ten minutes later I was sitting at my sofa and leaning toward the coffee table, hearing her pitch. Where Sammy was a showman, Eloise was almost lawyerly. She had no pizzazz and no inflection in her voice for the most part, but the drone routine worked well with the pitch she was giving: showing me shots of some old hospital they had chosen as their house; talking about other guests they had obtained; brushing off Sammy’s ingress whenever his excitement neared derailing her. She ended with the simple statement, “We have a go from a cable network, and we have a budget. I won’t try to sell you into thinking this is high art, and it may flop as a concept, but as nine-week vacations go…it could be worse. You’ll get paid a stipend, you’ll eat decently, and you’ll potentially get a million dollars if you are the last guest in the house. I want to leave this package.” She produced a folder I didn’t recollect her having with her earlier, and set it on the sofa by my knee. “Read it. Have a good lawyer read it. Get back to us within the next two weeks. We think you would bring some balance to the game, and would love to have someone like you in the cast.”

If Sammy had said anything else then I probably would have demurred, but they left, Eloise muzzling him effectively. I read the folder, considered how stupid it all sounded, and ended up doing just what Eloise suggested. My lawyer, Marty, was, as it turned out, already vaguely aware of the premise of the show. He also knew Eloise and Sammy, and tagged them as reputable dreamers, which was high praise from Marty. He also thought, probably rightly so, that it wouldn’t hurt my musical opportunities to dive into the realm of reality TV.

Really…I should blame Marty for what followed.





Week One





Night 1: Into Old Forshaw Hospital




It was two months later, June first, when, after an exhausting plane trip and drive, I first set my eyes on the grounds of the old Forshaw Hospital. The place was a Gothic mess built in the early eighteen-hundreds and progressively mashed into a more bizarre configuration over the next hundred and thirty years or so, after which it was closed in the mid-fifties ‘for practices at odds with medical trends.’ Or so said the literature I had been left. My own research had revealed a slightly less ominous bent. The place had, in fact, been built in the mid-eighteen-eighties by a Doctor and Mrs. Forshaw; and while he was a Doctor it had been a sanatorium that had more in common with a health spa than a hospital. Its remoteness, some sixty miles from civilisation, was because the guests had preferred their rest and relaxation in a private setting. It had also been profitable, turning the Forshaw’s, who came from old money, into the possessors of a fortune that survived the Great Depression and the First World War. Mrs. Forshaw had died just after or before World War II, depending on which biographical sources could be believed, and Forshaw junior had inherited it from his father in the early fifties when the old man died peacefully in his sleep some two thousand miles away in a Florida retirement village. It had been closed in nineteen-fifty-six not because of medical practices, but because Forshaw junior was a dilettante booze-hound who blew through the family fortune while letting the spa simply decline into ruin. Bought in the sixties by a business tycoon out of Boston, the place had then taken on its present form, as the millionaire and self-proclaimed guru had stocked the grounds and house with eccentric arts. The man’s idea of renovation was to go big or go nowhere, and consequently half the extensions were either weirdly over-sized or unfinished. His death in the mid-seventies, at the age of seventy-two under a blonde stripper in Vegas, had seen his two daughters take the property. They had both been spinsters, neither had evidently ever visited the place, and eventually it had all been passed down to an adopted son, who in turn gave it to a nephew for one dollar, the nephew planning – and advertising for a while – that ‘the haunted spa was soon to be a getaway for all those interested in the supernatural.’ His name was Chip Gilligan, and frankly his picture on the website I had found made Bob Denver in a Gillian outfit look comparatively elegant.

All things considered though, Forshaw Hospital did have a look. Both the pictures Eloise had shown me and the real thing had character to spare, and in the dark of the night one could well imagine a few crackles of lightning making the place look truly frightful. In the sad light of day it just looked run-down, lonely and about as frightening as stale bread.

The car I was in dumped me at the open gates, the driver handing me my luggage and observing he would lose an axle trying the rutted road to the broad drive in front of the mansion. He did seem to have a spooky gleam in his eye though, so I even then half expected he was having fun with me, and I remembered wondering if there was hidden camera recording my disgruntled expression. Whatever the case, I ended up walking down the once-gravel drive to the once-gravel turnaround, both more weeds and dust now than gravel proper. It was on the steps to the hospital/mansion/decrepit spa that I met the first sign of life other than a bird I could hear chirping in pines along the drive.

Jade Brooks was typical reality television fodder, being far too pretty to be real, and instantly easy to peg as the blonde bimbo of the cast. She stood a mere five feet tall in heels, yet she was so thin she looked svelte, and had the platinum blonde hair and stunning blue eyes Paris Hilton impersonators probably would have died for. I was later to learn, amongst other trivial things I had no interest in, that she was born with green eyes and her mother had promptly declared her Jade, only to be disappointed that the green became ruddy blue later. Jade insisted her eyes were just that, too – ruddy blue – when in fact they were a stunning clear blue, almost as distracting as she thought she was. Still, upon meeting her, while so much stereotype adhered instantly, I didn’t immediately succumb to it.

“Hey!” she said breathlessly, greeting me like I was some long lost acquaintance, maybe even important.

I set my two suitcases down by her six, glanced at the locked door, and then to the trailers nestled out of sight in the woods. Trees had been cut down to accommodate the six trailers. I pointed and asked, “No one there?”

“Nope. Well, not yet. Eloise was here, but she had to go pick up Sammy. Sammy…you meet him yet? He’s funny. His car broke down, or something. She left that trailer open…refreshments. Are you a guest? You are, right? Me, too. I’m Jade. I’m Jade Brooks.”

“Mark Fields.”

I peered at the trailers, then the sky, and then searched the trees for the birds that were now calling back and forth in a sing-song way. Eloise had been right enough about this being a decent vacation spot, and I found myself wondering if Chip Gilligan might have been well-advised to pursue a spa or camp and just let the nonsense about haunted adventures go. Recollecting the impression his picture made, I didn’t imagine he had the wisdom to imagine a mundane solution to his property dilemma.

“I’m excited,” Jade burbled. “This will be my first time on TV. Is it your first time on TV? Are you excited?”

“Uh-huh,” I said absently. I didn’t care much how she took the answer, and was pretty certain she was in her own world and probably wouldn’t hear it. In fact, I had been on television twice before, once as a guest on a PBS news program about music in preschools, and a second time as a bit player on a friend’s children’s variety show. The show had been cancelled after eight unremarkable episodes, and the dry discussion about the value of music in preschool education had aired once. I imagine the crew that had filmed it probably outnumbered the audience.

While Jade droned on, entirely discounting that I wasn’t even inserting appropriate grunts into her pauses, the third guest arrived at the distant gates. She walked energetically toward us, a suitcase in either hand and a pack slung over her shoulder. She was an attractive brunette, six feet tall if an inch, and dressed like she was going on a hike. As she neared I found myself admiring her hair, which was below-shoulder-length and tightly curled – a natural curl, as it turned out. Starlets would have murdered their grandmothers for those curls. She also had what Jade’s mother had wanted, which were clear, jade-green eyes. I guessed, also, that she had an IQ that exceeded her height in inches, because something about her carriage implied she did, which was not the case for poor Jade.

“Where’s the welcoming party?” she wondered.

Jade reeled off the earlier story she had dashed against me, and upon hearing it the woman introduced, “I’m Allison Carter.”

Jade did her honours, and then provided my name before I had to. I sat on the steps and drew some gum from my jacket pocket, chewing a piece while I considered how likely it would be that I would be the oldest guest in the cast. Age itself wasn’t so much an issue – I was a young looking thirty-eight – but I was feeling fifty, with Jade spewing teenage energy and the quiet, calm agelessness of Allison.

We were all sitting by then, Allison suffering conversation with Jade, when a Jeep returned bearing Eloise, Sammy and a pair of nerdy looking technicians. Behind it was a Suburban that made the same trip, and the seven technicians in it sped off to the trailers without introductions. Eloise directed Sammy to pursue them, and she angled to us with the words, “Sorry about the delays. Bad weather hit some of the planes from the east coast. We’re all set up, but we have to wait on the others. Three just landed, I’m told, and three are on their way.”

“How long will we be waiting?” asked Allison. “I need to go to the bathroom.”

“Facilities are in the blue trailer,” Eloise said mechanically.

Allison tramped off that way and Jade spewed gibberish, Eloise just barely good-natured enough not to slap her silent. When Jade too decided a bathroom break was in order – I expected to see Allison running from the trailer as soon as Jade entered – Eloise settled her eyes on me and asked, “So? How was your flight?”

“I hate flying, but so-so. We had turbulence all the way…or a crappy pilot.”

“Sardonic comments like that…save them for the house.”

I smiled at that.

“So, any chance we need guards to protect Jade from an untimely death?” wondered Eloise, almost cracking a smile.

“I’m sure someone will tell her to shut up by tomorrow on or before noon. She’s young, so it may take a few shoves to get her to take the hint.”

“She’s excited,” Eloise reasoned, with a forgiving staleness in her tone. “I suspect she’ll give us some decent footage, waltzing around in her knickers.”

“Wee,” I muttered, unenthused.

“Oh, come now, Mark, she’s pretty.”

“Plastic-ally so,” I admitted. “I was just picturing her hopping around in Mickey panties and a tank-tee, regaling us with tales of Justin Timberlake, or, worse yet, Justin Bieber. I’m planning on suicide if that happens.”

“You can’t dislike either Justin that much,” Eloise said drily.

“You have a deceptive sense of humour.”

“Around Sammy, I could be Wayne Brady and seem depressive. Wayne Brady is that black comic—”

“Whose Line,” I interjected. “I liked him on that.”

“He’s been in plenty since.”

“I haven’t watched TV in years,” I admitted.

“Interesting. Ah, more guests.”

Coming along the drive was a muscle-bound jock who looked fresh out of high school, with a brush cut so near his hair colour was a mystery, and muddy brown eyes that made him look dimwitted. I was to discover that Donny Hasselhoff – spelled just the like famous actor, as he put it – was anything but stupid. While no genius, his initial impression was as misleading as any I had ever suffered. He was too enthusiastic at times, and spoke a little fast for comfort, but at the heart of him was a courageous and likeable advertisement for natural body building. He was the only natural body-builder I ever met who I think might not have eaten a load of steroids.

Behind Donny was a shapely girl who might have been twenty-five, was five-eight and a hair’s breadth, and had luxurious but short brown hair, equally brown eyes – much brighter than expected when you spoke to her up close and personal – and a pixie-perfect face. I would eventually learn she was a model, though the entire time I was to know her she never once said so herself. Of all the people I had so far met she was no doubt the prettiest, and the quietest, and would make an impression through actions more than words. Her name was Jillian, though at the time I missed her surname.

Behind her, rushing to catch up with four suitcases slung on his scrawny arms, was a perfectly bald black man who looked to be nearing his thirties. Even from a hundred yards away he was as gay as was possible for any human being, picking his dainty way across to us as if the gravel would bite him through his ridiculous new hiking boots. Introductions were flying when he arrived, and added to them with the unlikely name, “Luck Washington.” It was, it turned out, his actual name, given him by his mother after he survived a preemie birth and an early bout with some fever or other. It struck me as somewhat pathetic that they had cast a gay, black male who made Elton John’s stage show seem conservative, without mentioning to him he was playing up the gay beyond all rational levels. You could see him pushing it, and frankly he didn’t have to. He achieved flighty naturally.

The two women were back from the blue trailer and introductions were repeated. I didn’t speak then, and Eloise left to take a call, allowing me to assess the other five. It was clear that Allison was tolerant toward Jade, but would have just as soon hidden from her incessant babbling. Luck was sucked in by Jade’s enthusiasm, and had an immediate attraction to Donny that he couldn’t hide. The attraction seemed not to phase Donny, who was more interested in the house than any of the others, focused almost exclusively on studying the building’s weird mix of architectures. Jillian, standing apart from them and smiling silently in response to any conversation, caught my eye the longest because, like me, I realised she was sizing them up.

I was still the oldest dog in the kennel.

That changed thirty minutes later when the next house-guest arrived. Don Gamble was a trim old man, with a peppery grey brush-cut and the stance of what he was – an ex-Marine from way back when all Marines looked like hard-asses. I would later learn he was sixty-three, but while the leather he called skin might have approximated that degree of ageing little else about him did. He was in superb shape, and walked with the posture of a man thirty years his junior. He also had keen eyes, a restless quality about them immediately relaying how precise his judgement about you probably was; and he remained impressive, because when he did speak it was with the stilted business demeanour of a dyed in the wool military man.

Don was still being introduced when the second-to-last house-guest arrived, a slightly chubby black woman in her early twenties. About the same height as Jillian, but thirty or so pounds heavier, she had a cherubic smile and soft features that made her seem chubbier than she really was. Her speaking voice was a distinct alto, but came across natural rather than like some mockery of a nineteen-forties cartoon mash up of Olive Oyl and Betty Boop. She was also, despite looking like prey even to me, a careful speaker who managed to avoid laying out her life story to the patter Donny had begun. She was doing almost as fine a job of avoiding his questions as I was, though I expect I was more subtle because I was playing thoughtful.

We were all watching the sky, a haze of grey clouds sweeping from nowhere, coming in hard from the north, when a final car drove up, releasing a distinctly middle-eastern man who had the requisite luggage and an indecipherable expression that might have been shells-hock or just near supernatural calm. His presence seemed to unnerve Don – no wonder really, with the trouble in the middle east that had seeped into our country – and his dark good looks had immediately garnered the attention of the women, though Luck seemed to only have eyes for Donny. I learned eventually he was thirty-three, but initially pegged him as much younger, because he had a smoothness in his face that bespoke youth, and luscious black hair that managed to make him stand out even in the generally overproduced makeup efforts of the female members of the assembled cast.

By then Sammy had come out to glad-hand, and trailing behind him was Chip Gilligan, who I hadn’t seen arrive. The rambling speechifying that followed Sammy’s wake was a droning buzz. Two cameramen gathered from the trailers, Eloise arrived with the de facto host of the show, a has-been (or maybe never was?) night time soap star whose claim to fame was six seasons on a critically slammed ratings-rich show about two brothers who were fighting over the family fortune. In the days of Dallas it would have been oil, but in their show it was some imaginary high-tech enterprise that made, of all things, supplies for the film industry. I had watched five minutes of it once, because I had written the tune for the closing credits, and five had been enough to suggest Allen Frost had far less depth than a puddle in the Nevada deserts. I knew he had gone on to star in several independent horror films, but none of them had broken any records, and I had mercifully spared myself sitting through them.

Directions given by Sammy, corrected liberally by Eloise, got us assembled in a pair of rows on the steps with our luggage piled neatly behind us. We were reminded of the rules, reminded of a few other reminders that seemed to me unnecessary given how many lawyers I was sure we had all dealt with in the last week, and then Allen took over. While contrived to the point of ridiculous, his delivery of his opening spiel was professional, and I found myself wondering if he had a tad more talent than a single glance had suggested. Silly as the premise was, and as sparse was the set we were on – if  a dusty doorstep could be called a set – he actually made the situation sound something less than the absolute rubbish it was. And he did it without appearing to be wallowing in despair at the state of his career, which was perhaps even more impressive than his delivery.

I expected the chatting that followed, garnering a brief introduction from each of us, was likely to be edited out, but we went through it with fairly good humour and no one was made to look overtly foolish. Even Jade managed not to seem as inane as she could sound. Then, without further ceremony – we had all been told they would back-fill the actual show’s first episode with interviews we had done the previous week – Allen passed us adroitly and unlocked the door. He opened one half of the grand entrance doorway, a twelve foot high oak monstrosity, and gestured with a flourish. “Guests,” he said with a sincere tone that he must have practised for ages, “your haunting adventure awaits. Remember…any time you find the setting too much, you can speak your panic phrase. Good luck to you, and may courage serve you all.”

In we went, the interior cameras, well-hidden for the most part unless you looked hard enough, took over from there and our last sight of Allen was as he dramatically closed the doors on us.





Let the Games Begin…







An in-depth description of the house would be impossible. Either they had done a bang-up job of making it look eerie, or the years had done it for them. The lobby, or antechamber, or whatever one called the strange gateway off the front door, was four stories high, facing onto alternating arches of stairs that threaded up to the various levels of the place. Had the clouds above not become so black so fast the skylights above would have been offering a heavy dose of pleasant natural light, even though four of the five were devoid of glass to protect from the elements. We could hear thunder, which was doing a fine job echoing down to us as a hollow concussion, and Luck was near enough to one of the skylight channels that he was spattered by rain as it began to pound down. The lights flickered, and Jade gasped, which made Donny smile. The lights above on the landings had stayed off, darkening everything above the first floor, and all but one hallway dimmed and went dark. For my part, I was trying not to shake my head at the display, assuming it was a calculated one; and wondering exactly what to do next.

Part of the plot of the show, or challenge as it may have been deemed, was that we had to fend for ourselves in the crumbling house. We had been warned the cameras could be anywhere, though out of either modesty or fear of censors there were none directly pointed at toilets – even when they clarified that I remember smiling at the clarification, trying to imagine how a camera aimed at a shower catching full-frontal was somehow less likely to rile censors than someone taking a relax on the throne of ease. We had also been assured that health and safety had been considered, and the house had been cleaned up enough to render it free of immediate dangers. Some of those new repairs were obvious, and others weren’t. I assumed the rundown piles of debris were probably set dressing, fake destruction added after the real detritus had been hauled off to some dump or other.

“They didn’t even sweep up the glass here,” complained Luck, gingerly stepping over a spray of glass that was too new to have possibly fallen from the skylights.

Donny squatted and picked up a piece, smiled at Luck, and then bit the shard. That brought a gasp from a few, and Luck raised a hand to his narrow chest, mouth agape. Donny spat the glass out and said, “Fake. Couldn’t cut us if it tried.”

“Good to know,” Don agreed.

The others began to disperse into the lit hall, their first thought probably to find either a safe corner, or food, or both. I stood my ground, and so did Don. He assessed me, making me feel insignificant, and finally asked, “You talk?”

“The less I say, the smarter I probably appear.”

He almost smiled, which surprised me. He had been introduced before, but held out a hand and said, “Don Gamble.”

“Mark Fields,” I returned, shaking his hand, finding him stronger than I expected. I could tell by the glint in his eyes he would have said the same about me. I still didn’t think I would survive a tussle with him for more than a few minutes.

“I don’t believe I caught your designation,” he relayed.

“Designation?”

“What do you do for a living?”

“Ah. Musician. I write music.”

“You make a living doing that?” he wondered, though with no hint of judgement in his tone.

“More often than not,” I decided.

He nodded to the stairs, just because they were in his line of sight. Glancing back at me, he asked, “What branch did you serve in?”

“Now, how would you come up with a question like that?” I wondered, a little surprised and curious if he had been fed some information.

“You stand like a military man,” he advised. “When they had us lining up like sheep out there, I glanced and saw you were standing pretty much like me. More casual, or course. Maybe you just have good posture, but I doubt that these days.”

I liked Don, who was direct enough to be irksome, but pleasant and honest enough to be inoffensive. I admitted, “I was regular army during the first Gulf War.”

“You see action?”

“Some. I served until early ninety-five. I was discharged States-side on rotation, and ended up promoted to a liaison position.”

“That was a messy affair. When did you discharge?”

“Middle of ninety-six,” I recalled, surprised I was speaking to him about it, though in retrospect I had already pegged him as a competent player and knew he might be handy to stay close to. After all, the longer I lasted the closer to a million dollars I came. Shrugging off the chance at a million dollars was not something I was willing to do.



