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Going Home

	 

	The dead girl’s face was covered in scrapes and cuts. It looked as though she had been dragged behind something. The right half of her face was nearly gone, replaced with red meat, dirt, and exposed bone. Everything glistened like a new wound, but there was no flowing blood. It was like an image caught in time.

	She looked no more than ten or twelve years old. She wore shorts and a simple blue T-shirt depicting some kind of cartoon character. Eloise didn’t know what it was, but it was cute, save for the blood splattered across it.

	It was very early on a Sunday morning, and Eloise left the house on Berkley Street to go for a walk. If she was walking, she preferred to be out when the living were more scarce on the streets.

	She didn’t want to risk being seen by someone who had the ability to do so, but more importantly, she just wanted to be alone on her walks. She wanted to feel like she was a part of the world again and not have to worry about how others got to interact with it in ways she no longer could.

	A faint layer of early morning fog covered everything, waiting to be burned off by the sun as it rose. But the sky was still dark, with only the barest hints of light creeping over the horizon in the east. Overhead streetlights still provided most of the illumination for the world, and the occasional porch light by someone who kept them on all night.

	She was far from the house, somewhere north up near the pond and near the bridge under which she sometimes sat and listened to cars drive across. The ghost of the other girl was simply walking along the street, much like her.

	At first, Eloise thought she was just another ghost out for a walk and left her be. It had been some time since Eloise had seen a ghost her age, and that drew her attention, but she did not want to be intrusive. She was happy to observe the spirit from a distance and get a sense of who she was and what she was doing.

	The girl in the cartoon shirt moved with no haste. If anything, she seemed sleepy as she shuffled her feet, adorned with dirty, white tennis shoes, toward her goal. Her eyes, though Eloise could only make out one of them, were focused on the path ahead, and she seemed preoccupied.

	They passed each other, the girl on the other side of the street paying no attention to Eloise. Eventually, she turned a corner and was gone from sight, and Eloise continued back toward the house before the sun rose and the world came to life.

	Perhaps a week later, Eloise was out on another early morning walk when she saw the same girl in nearly the same place. The ghost was walking again, with the same disregard for the world around her, and she headed down the same road in the same direction.

	Curiosity got the better of Eloise, and she diverted from her path to follow the other spirit. She did not want to seem intentional or provocative, but it was hard not to seem at least a little antagonistic when following someone. If another ghost followed her, she certainly would have had something to say about it.

	Eloise followed the ghost down the street and around the corner up another street. The other girl never slowed, but she was not going very quickly to begin with. It was barely a stroll.

	In time, they reached the edge of where Eloise could follow. She was about a mile away from Berkley Street and could not stretch the limits of her freedom any farther. She stood on the sidewalk and watched the girl in the cartoon shirt wander off.

	Though Eloise rarely took the same walk two days in a row, she found herself drawn to the same location the next day. She headed out earlier this time and discovered the ghost walking the same path once again. She must have been making some kind of circuit, perhaps circling a predetermined route that had some meaning to her.

	Instead of watching or following, Eloise approached the ghost and began to walk with her.

	“Hello,” she said. “My name is Eloise, what’s yours?”

	The other ghost did not answer, nor did she acknowledge Eloise’s presence. Her feet shuffled and scraped on the pavement, and she continued her perpetual path.

	“Are you trying to go somewhere?” she asked, looking the girl in her one good eye. The less scarred side of her face still bore several scrapes and cuts and even what looked like small rocks embedded in her flesh. Her clear eye stared forward, intent on the road.

	Eloise could not decide if the other ghost was being rude or was just unable to hear her. She did not seem to have a faraway look in her eye, but it also seemed as though nothing would distract her. Eloise waved a hand in front of the ghost’s face, and there was no look of recognition or understanding. It was as though they were in different worlds despite sharing the same space.

	She tried to ask other questions as they walked or make general statements about the world around them to get the girl’s attention. Nothing worked. She neither slowed nor averted her gaze. Eventually, they reached the point where Eloise could continue no farther, and the ghost went off on her own, leaving Eloise behind.

	The next day, Eloise had a different idea. She knew where the ghost was going now, at least as far as she could. She decided that she needed to determine where the ghost was coming from. Rather than waiting for the ghost to appear on the road where Eloise normally started following her, she backtracked in the opposite direction.

	Her journey led her up a street and to an intersection where she was forced to stop and wait. The ghost could have come straight or from the left, or even the right for all Eloise knew. She had to wait at the corner until she caught sight of the spirit, dead ahead from the direction of the river.

	The girl was no different than she had been during each previous encounter. Eloise ignored her this time and continued in the direction she had come from. She once again found herself at a crossroads. Her options were left and right. Straight ahead took her into trees and a field that soon gave way to the Merrimack River. Eloise knew where to go now.

	It was raining the next day when Eloise made her way to the crossroads at the Merrimack River to wait for the ghost. She was surprised to see that the ghost did not come down the sidewalk but out of the woods. Eloise ran to meet her and looked past where she had emerged to what lay beyond. Just trees and grass; nothing noteworthy. She was stumped again but marked the spot in her mind so she could return later and continue backtracking the mysterious ghost’s journey.

	The next day, Eloise was even earlier, and it was still fully dark when she arrived at the woods. She wandered as far as she dared, to the edges of where she felt confident she could still see the ghost no matter where she appeared from, and waited.

	Eventually, the girl in the cartoon shirt appeared, following a haphazard route. Although nothing on the ground marked it as a path, the way she cut through the trees and grass was familiar enough to Eloise. She moved in a zigzag motion, almost following an arc until she reached the open area, where she cut quickly to the right and walked out to the intersection where Eloise had seen her a couple of days earlier.

	The zigzag pattern was familiar to every ghost, Eloise thought. It was how she had walked along the edge of her range more than once. An unseen force that was difficult to explain simply pulled you back when you went too far. It was like, as a spirit, there was a rope tied to your insides, and you could only circle that anchor point, struggling for those last few inches that pulled your leash to its limit. That was what the cartoon shirt ghost was doing as she zigzagged through the woods.

	The ghost was tracing her limits every day. Her repeated path followed the outer range of where she could travel. Eloise guessed that she spent each day walking in a circle, the central point being where she was rooted. Wherever her haunted item was located, she was trying to get away from it.

	It was not unusual to determine one’s limits. Eloise had gone to the perimeter of her territory more than once. But she did not travel it in an endless cycle as this girl seemed to do. There was no point to it that Eloise could understand.

	To figure out what the other ghost was doing, Eloise would have to get the girl to talk. She didn’t owe her an explanation, but it seemed like the girl was looking for something. If there was a way Eloise could help her, she wanted to do that. If nothing else, she felt like she needed to help the girl stop wasting her time. People referred to wasting time as “going in circles” for a reason. She could spend all of eternity doing that, and she’d be missing out on the rare joys she could find even as a ghost.

	The next day, Eloise waited at the place where the woods gave way to the street. The ghost appeared around when expected. Eloise fell into stride next to the cartoon shirt-wearing spirit as though they were old friends.

	“Where are you trying to go?” Eloise asked.

	The spirit did not slow or answer.

	“Is there something I can help you find?”

	Again, no answer.

	Frustrated, Eloise got in front of the other ghost and put her hands on the spirit’s shoulders.

	“Could you please answer me?” she said, holding the ghost back.

	It was not difficult to get the other spirit to stop moving. Her already leisurely, almost stumbling gait came to a halt with the simple pressure of Eloise’s hands. The girl refocused her one eye from the road onto Eloise’s face.

	“Let me go,” she said. Her voice was almost a whisper.

	“I asked if there was something I could do to help you,” Eloise answered.

	The ghost’s brow furrowed, and the glistening wounds began to bleed freely. Soon, the right side of her face was a mask of fresh, red blood. It dripped down her jawline to her chin and onto the blue T-shirt. The smiling cartoon character was soon drenched and obscured as blood saturated her clothing.

	“I’m going home,” she said.

	“Where is your home?”

	“I don’t remember.”

	Blood continued to flow down the ghost’s face. It pooled on the sidewalk around her feet, and Eloise wasn’t sure what to do. If the ghost was trying to go home but didn’t know where home was, it was no wonder she walked down the same road every day.

	“How long have you been trying to go home?”

	“I just started walking,” the ghost answered. “I was in an accident. I need to tell my mom.”

	The girl raised a hand to her face and touched the blood. She pulled her hand away and looked at it with her one good eye.

	“I’m bleeding,” she said, more softly than anything else she’d said.

	She touched her face again, this time pressing her palm flat against the large wound that had scraped away most of the right side of her head.

	“I’m bleeding!” she screamed.

	The sound was shrill and surprising, so much so that Eloise jumped. It had been a long time since something had surprised her. The ghost’s eye was wide with shock as she stared at her blood-drenched hand. The wound on the side of her face bled more freely. An impossible amount of blood ran from it now in an unbroken flow.

	The girl shrieked, a wordless cry of pain and fear as blood cascaded down her side. Her shirt and shorts were saturated, and her leg was slathered in it as it spread around her feet in an ever-widening puddle. The sheer volume could never have come from one person. It was like a slaughterhouse floor was being emptied onto the street.
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