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      Have you ever had one of those dreams that haunted you in your waking hours? Those surreal movies of the subconscious, playing out in your head while you sleep, so detailed and vivid that when you woke, you couldn't be sure if it was just a dream or a long lost memory, or a combination of both?

      I had one of those recently, but instead of one night, it lasted for several days. Let me explain. I had come down with the flu, an occurrence so rare to me that I could count how many times I'd had it on my opposable digits. This flu came with all the usual insults; runny nose, sore throat, aching head, stomach issues, and of course, a high fever. I was walloped, knocked down, dragged out, and left for dead by this unwelcome siege on my body. All right, perhaps that was an exaggeration on my part, but who could blame me for that? Aside from a few mild colds, I hadn't been this sick since I was child, so I had no real reference point to judge by. Regardless, the illness and fever came with the additional side-effect of very vibrant dreams, making it one of the strangest three days and nights of my life.

      When I fully awoke, having been in and out of consciousness for three days, I still had remnants of those dreams lingering in my head, but they wouldn't fully form. They were just bits and pieces. I had impressions of people, some that I'd known throughout my life, and some that I couldn't place, but were somehow familiar. It was these “familiars” that bothered me the most. They shared common traits that made absolutely no sense. They all wore vintage clothing ranging from the late 19th century to the 1980's, and they all wore round-rimmed glasses (think Harry Potter or John Lennon). The feeling that I had been pursuing them was there too, but also that they had been chasing me. All of it left a lingering sensation of fear and anxiety that I couldn't shake.

      With the worst of it in the not-so-distant past, I was finally able to get out of bed. I took a much needed shower that helped to clear the cobwebs and set me on the path to complete wellness. After wolfing down two pieces of toast, I slowly began to feel as if all would soon be right in my world. However, the strange images from my dreams wouldn't leave me. They continued to haunt me throughout the day, and I couldn't help but feel that they weren't just dreams, they were real memories, which should have been an indication that all was clearly not going to be right.
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      Before we go on, I should tell you a little about me so you know who and what I am…or was, to be more precise. My name is George, I'm thirty-three, and I live in the lovely City by the Bay. Like most people that live here, I'm not from San Francisco…I grew up in the eastern part of Los Angeles County and migrated north after college. My mother, an emergency room nurse at the local hospital, died when I was a young lad, God rest her soul. My dad, who was a librarian at the public library, is a great man, who did the best he could with his young, motherless son. When I was accepted into UC San Diego, Dad decided it was time to retire and take his modest public servant pension to Idaho, where the buck would go further and he could hunt buck depending on the season. So I went to college, majored in business, and come graduation time, had no career direction to speak of.

      My college roommate was the son of a rather successful San Francisco real estate broker. His father owned a lucrative firm and expected his spoiled progeny to join the ranks after graduation. Mike wasn't inclined to follow in his father's footsteps, but like myself, had no other pending offers. He convinced me that I should come to San Francisco and learn the boring world of residential real estate sales. So I did.

      I didn't last long. It was cut-throat, and my co-workers were cruel and greedy and would do anything to undermine you if they could snag your sale. About a year later, along came another opportunity, a real estate development firm that offered a steady paycheck as opposed to a commission based salary. It also offered advancement if I should choose to work hard enough, which I did, and I did well.

      I'd learned from my dad that saving money was the key to long term success. We'd never been wealthy, but by the time he retired he had owned our house outright for many years, and he had saved a bundle of cash to cushion his retirement and put me through college. When I came to San Francisco I lived modestly, renting a room in a three bedroom apartment in a not-so-great neighborhood, but the rent was low and allowed me to save most of my disposable income. By the time I was thirty I had enough to make a sizeable down payment on a comfortable one-plus bedroom apartment in a great neighborhood. The price would make anyone but a New Yorker cringe; however, it was a good investment by San Francisco real estate standards, and it had parking and laundry, which was the equivalent of winning the lottery around this town.

      I admit that I worked too much, generally nine or ten hours a day, six days a week. I did, however, manage to carve out time for my few friends, played a little tennis at the nearby courts, and played softball once a week, weather permitting, at the Presidio. So life was good. It would have been better if I'd had a girlfriend, but all good things in good time. So now you know who I was; I was nothing special, just your normal run-of-the-mill hard working guy.
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      Let's get back to why things were not right. Feeling better and slightly adventurous, I decided to go down to the building lobby for my mail. I hadn't picked it up in a few days and thought perhaps I should before the mail carrier left me a nasty message about a full box. My building was old, built in the mid-1920s, and loaded with art deco charm and design, and an elevator that was sometimes temperamental. Today it was working, a fact for which I was grateful. I was still a bit weak and not in the mood to hoof it up and down six flights of stairs.

      When the doors opened into our ornate lobby, the first thing I saw was a man standing by the Edgar Brandt inspired wrought-iron console table that stood near the mailboxes. He was tall and lean, wearing Harry Potter glasses and looking around in a suspicious manner, as if he knew he shouldn't be there. His neatly tailored brown suit, white shirt, and matching brown tie were impeccable, and old-fashioned. Not that I was an expert on vintage apparel, but I knew a bit about men's fashion, and this was definitely not of recent design. He also had a fedora on, which I thought was odd too. Who wore those these days? The combination hit me hard; he looked like one of the people from my recent dreams.

      As I approached the mailboxes I kept my eye on him…he seemed suspicious. He never looked at me or in my general direction, but as I got closer, he appeared to shrink away just a bit, almost as if he was afraid of me. I felt like I needed to say something—we were the only two people in the lobby—but I couldn't think of what.

      When we were just a few feet apart, he nervously nudged his glasses further up the bridge of his nose and scurried down the corridor toward the garage entrance. I waited for the squeaky sound of the door opening and closing, but it never came. With my curiosity peaking, I abandoned my quest for junk mailers and bills and headed down the hallway to see where he'd gone. The corridor only went one place, and that was to the garage, so I was surprised to find it empty.

      I decided the building maintenance man must have finally oiled those old hinges and now they were squeak free. To test my theory, I grabbed the door handle and pulled, and the result set my teeth on edge. The hinges screamed loud enough to wake the dead. A little perplexed, but sure there was a rational explanation, I shook my head and headed back to my mail and then up to my apartment.

      Now this was where the “not right” part came in. You see, as I was making my way back upstairs, I realized why he'd looked familiar. I had seen him—or someone very much like him—before, not just in my dreams, but in real life. It was the glasses and the demeanor and the not quite right clothes. These things hit me like a ton of bricks. (I didn't actually get that saying; I think if you were hit with a ton of bricks you'd be dead and wouldn't care anymore, but I digress.) In addition to this revelation, the snap-shots from my flu-induced dreams came to me in rapid-fire, and suddenly my mind began to fill up with memories, but they came to me like a movie…a home movie, to be exact.

      The city I grew up in started out in the mid-1800s as a farming community. Agriculture and very slow growth sustained the area until the middle of the 20th century, when it exploded. Several colleges and manufacturing businesses came to call it home. Later, it became a nice little suburb for the LA working crowd. To accommodate this growth, neighborhoods were built, many of which sported Craftsman style bungalows with three and four bedrooms. We lived in one of those. Most of our neighbors were working-class families like mine, and others were old-timers who could still remember the farms and the history of the town's humble beginnings.

      There was one particular old fella who'd emigrated from Ireland as a young man. He lived across the street and two doors down. My childhood best friend, Curt, lived next door to him and often mowed his lawn for extra pocket change. I'd help when I could, and as a reward Old Joe's wife, Mae, would give us lemonade on the porch and Joe would tell a story, usually from his homeland, but sometimes from somewhere else. Joe's accent was so mysterious, mostly because our area wasn't a popular destination for immigrants—aside from our neighbors to the south, of course—especially from someplace so far off as Ireland. His accent was still thick all those years later, and it lent a sort of mystique to his stories.

      One of his favorite stories was about the ghosts that lingered from days past. According to Joe, an accident had occurred at one of the orchards—a fire. The workers couldn't get out in time and several people were killed. You see, they used smudge pots in the winter to keep the citrus trees from freezing. It didn't get that cold in Southern California, but you'd be surprised how many frost filled nights did and still do occur in the depths of the winter months. According to Joe, the perpetrator was a known drunkard and often could be seen taking nips off his flask during the work day. Since it was winter the staff was limited, but there were still several people working the orchards, making sure the trees were properly prepared to fare the chilliest season. The drunkard had been really laying into his flask on this particular day, and as they began lighting the smudge pots, he somehow managed to tip one over and it caught a wooden cart on fire, which then spread, killing several people before being extinguished. Joe was adamant that the ghosts of the orchard fire still haunted our neighborhood—the orchard in question was now the site of an elementary school a few blocks over, and many of the smaller houses in our neighborhood were initially built for those long ago farm workers.

      Not long after Old Joe told that story, I started seeing them, the ghosts of the orchard fire. These people—some men, some women, even a few children—all wore vintage farm clothing, the women in long skirts, while the men wore laced up boots, long pants with braces, and long sleeved shirts, some in denim overalls. Most importantly though, were the glasses. All of them wore the Harry Potter round eyeglasses. I didn't see them all the time or everywhere, but often enough I suppose.

      Sometime after that story and the subsequent sightings of the “ghosts,” Curt and I had gone to Bobby Wright's house. He lived on the next block over, and had just received a Nintendo game for his birthday and was anxious to show it off. When we entered the family room of Bobby's house, a bad 1970s addition to the traditional bungalow, complete with shag carpet and faux wood paneling, Camille, Bobby's little sister, was seated on a blanket in the middle of the floor. She was a sweet little girl of two or three, with more than moderate mental retardation. I never knew what specifically plagued her, but I once overheard my mother say that it was some sort of accident when she was an infant. She was surrounded by toys, but instead of playing with them, she simply sat and stared off into nothing, a thin line of drool running down her pink little chin.

      While Curt and Bobby were playing a two-player game—I can't remember which one— I wandered over and talked to Camille. I didn't have any siblings, and at the ripe old age of nine, I still thought little babies and toddlers were cute and cuddly. I knew she wouldn't respond, but I tried anyway. At first, like always, she just sat there, but suddenly she reached out to me, and in my shock I reached back, picking her up and putting her in my lap. That's when I noticed the man standing in the corner. He wore dusty pants that weren't quite long enough to conceal his lace-up work boots, and a worn cotton shirt and braces. He was staring at little Camille with a sinister scowl on his face. Don't ask me why, but I knew the clothing was circa 1900; more importantly, he was wearing the round Harry Potter glasses (I thought John Lennon back then…after all, there was no Harry Potter when I was that age, but you get my drift).

      Camille was looking in his direction, but I didn't think she actually saw him. I thought she felt him though, and for some reason, I knew that I was the only one that could see him. I wasn't scared. I don't know what I was, but I gently put her down and walked toward him, grabbing a plastic toy golf club that was leaning against the couch as I went. When I was close enough, I jabbed him and he disappeared in a swirling grey mist. Turning around again, I saw that Camille was sitting contently on her blanket, and Bobby was waving me over to play my turn.

      A few minutes later we were interrupted by Camille, who'd crawled over to us, demanding the attention of her older brother. She was a perfectly normal toddler; whatever had plagued her had disappeared along with the apparition. At that moment, I knew that I had saved her, but from what? And where had that memory been all those years? More importantly, why was I so positive that they were memories and not part of the previous days'/nights' dreams?

      That memory faded and another one hit me just as hard. I was in college and a bunch of my buddies and I had gone to Coronado for the weekend. Coronado was on a peninsula located approximately five miles from downtown San Diego, connected to the mainland by a ten mile isthmus, and was considered an affluent resort city. It also happened to house a large and active naval base, and the famously haunted Hotel del Coronado.

      We'd been drinking at one of the local bars and were walking back to our motel. It was a misty-rainy night and the visibility was hardly fifteen feet. I was walking with a friend named John, but the others had gotten quite a bit ahead of us. We could hear them, but they were just shadows in the dark drizzly rain. John had grown up on Coronado and it had been his idea to come over. He was a tall lanky guy with an obvious lisp that most of us didn't even notice anymore. I had an umbrella with me, one of those long jobs with a pointy brass tip on the end. It wasn't raining hard enough to justify using it for its intended purpose, so instead I held it downward, allowing the brass tip to tap the sidewalk as I went.

      We were in a residential neighborhood. Well-manicured homes of all sizes could be seen on either side of the street, and as we passed one of the smaller ones, John pointed it out and said he had been born in that house. Looking toward it, I noticed a woman of about thirty standing just off the sidewalk on the grass. Her appearance was right out of the 1940s; her dress hung below her knees, and had padded shoulders and a semi-tailored waste line. She wore Mary Jane shoes, and her hair was neatly done up in side rolls. Yet, it wasn't the vintage apparel that stood out so much; it was that she was untouched by the light rain that was coating everything and everyone around her. Of course, it was also the Harry Potter glasses that she wore, and the fact that she seemed to be intently focused on John.

      For no other reason but instinct, I raised the umbrella and gently jabbed it at her as we walked past. A look of horror filled her face, and then she swirled away into a grey mist, just like the ghost, or whatever he was, had done when I was a kid at Bobby's house. Now that I remembered it all, it occurred to me that John didn't have a lisp…anymore.

      These weren't the only memories that resurfaced, but they were the most vivid, and I couldn't explain why I was suddenly remembering these things; perhaps the fever had brought it all on. More importantly, why would I, without provocation, go around poking at people…ghosts…visions? I was feeling pretty confused, so I decided to call my dad.
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      My dad was a spry and active sixty-eight year old, but I still worried about him. The best way to assuage my concerns was to talk to him via video chat every week or so. As was our routine, I sent a text message to his cell phone, asking him to log into Skype. In ten minutes, I was seeing my dad through the monitor on my laptop. He looked good…the quiet life agreed with him. His thick grey hair was neatly combed, his face clean-shaven, and he was wearing a crisply pressed button down shirt. I thought perhaps that I had caught him as he was going out for the evening.

      “Hey, Dad, is this a bad time?” I asked

      He smiled. “Nah, always a good time to talk to you. I am expected at the Moose Lodge for potluck tonight, but I have a few minutes before I need to leave. How are you, George? You look a bit…pale?”

      Dad didn't usually mince words and I was pretty sure I looked worse than “a bit pale.” I smiled and said, “Yeah, been sick with the flu or something, but I'm on the mend now. How are you?”

      He arched an eyebrow, an expression that meant he didn't completely believe me, and said, “I'm great. Did I tell you about the fish I caught at the lake last week? Damn big one—twenty pounds at least; had some of the neighbors over for a barbeque on Sunday to help me eat it. Probably the last barbeque of the year since it's starting to get chilly out. So what's wrong, George?”

      I smiled again and sighed. “Dad, remember our old neighbors, the Wrights? Their son Bobby was a pal of mine.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment and then said, “I think so. Didn't they live down the block? Two kids…the dad was a teacher, I believe.”

      “Yeah, that's them. Do you remember their little girl? She was sick or something. I remember Mom saying something about an accident when she was a baby.”

      I wasn't completely sure that I saw it, but I thought he stiffened at the mention of the little girl: or was it the mention of her illness? He seemed to shake it off and then shook his head and said, “Can't say I do remember her, but then I don't recall the family much, except for the boy that you played with. Why do you ask?”

      I was almost positive that he was lying, which was something he never did, at least not to me. I decided not to ask about it, and instead I said, “No real reason. Just had these weird dreams while I was sick, and Bobby and his sister were in them. I remembered there was something wrong with her…and then there wasn't. You don't remember that, Dad?”

      This time his brows furrowed suspiciously. “Nope, I remember them living in the neighborhood, then they moved. Mr. Wright was transferred to a different school or something. Probably just something your mind made up while you were ill, boy; nothing to worry about.”

      I wasn't sure what I had expected from him. Was I hoping that he'd confirm that little Camille had been ill and then she wasn't? Because let's face it, that theory was insane. I didn't see a point in asking about my college buddy…Dad had only visited me in San Diego once, so I was sure he wouldn't remember him.

      He was still looking at me suspiciously and I realized this call had been a bad idea, so I said, “Guess you're right, it was the fever—brought on a bunch of strange dreams about stuff from years ago.” I shrugged, trying to appear nonchalant.

      Dad peered through the digital miles at me, then said, “Well, I should go…don't want to keep the ladies at the lodge waiting.” He winked. “Besides, it's poker night, so I want to be sure I'm at a good table. Some of those folks cheat, and I seem to always get stuck with that crowd when I'm late.” We said our goodbyes and disconnected.

      My thoughts drifted back to my youth. Were there other incidents of the vintage-clothed Harry Potter people? None came to mind specifically, just that feeling that I had been seeing these people everywhere, all my life. Of course, I hadn't remembered any of it until today, which didn't mean a whole lot, since logic dictated that these were most likely old memories that appeared in my dreams, became warped by my fever, and then resurfaced in my waking hours.

      The whole thing was making me tired, and because I was feeling better, I knew I would want to get into the office tomorrow to get caught up. I made something to eat and retired to my bed in the hope that sleep, sans the strange dreams, would be the only thing plaguing me for the next eight hours.
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      The following morning I was up before the sun and sitting at my desk by seven, an extra-large coffee at my side, plowing through the gazillion emails that had come through in my absence, all of which purported the utmost urgency, most of which were not urgent at all. By the time I'd finished with the emails, my assistants had arrived and were more than happy to dump the work load back in my lap. The day was busy and I didn't get out of the office until six-thirty that evening. It was Friday and I was glad. I didn't intend to work the weekend…after all, I was still recuperating and needed to rest. I also didn't have any weekend plans, which was fine too.

      I stopped at the market and deli a block from my house and picked up a variety of sandwich fixings, pasta and potato salad, and a six-pack of beer. The busy day had kept me from thinking about my “memories” or whatever they were, but as I left the market I was instantly reminded of them. A woman in her mid-thirties stood across the street, decked out in the high-fashion of the 1970s, complete with bell bottoms, a floppy hat, and round-rimmed glasses. She was glaring at me as if she knew me. A truck roared past and then she was no longer there. I walked home in a bit of a daze. Of course an outfit like that wouldn't be abnormal in San Francisco—neither would the glasses—but the truck had only been between us for a second or two, surely not enough time for her to simply vanish. That's when I decided I hadn't really seen her at all; it was a nasty side-effect of my flu and nothing more.

      The quiet evening did me a world of good, and when I woke up on Saturday I felt like a new man. I decided to put on some shorts and a sweatshirt, grab my tennis racket, and head over to Lafayette Park, an eleven and a half acre park in Pacific Heights located on a hill between the streets of Washington, Sacramento, Gough, and Laguna. The views were spectacular on a clear day. It had both treed and open spaces, and if the weather was nice and sunny, the hillside facing Sacramento Street was loaded with sunbathers, mostly women; that view could be pretty spectacular too. It also had two tennis courts set up as first come, first serve. I played there as often as I could, usually catching the winner of the last set as my competition.

      That's where I'd met Greg. He was a fiftyish man with a lean athletic body and darkly tanned skin, lined with more wrinkles than he should have had for his age. He was also a darn good tennis player, and usually gave me a run for my money. He was there that day, just finishing up a set with a nice looking young lady. I moved into the court and took my seat on one of the benches along the chain link fence, which was proper etiquette in alerting the players that you wanted the next game.

      Greg and I played two sets before someone else arrived at the courts, and since he had efficiently destroyed me, I was the one out. I shook his hand, said my goodbyes, and headed back home for a shower. Before leaving the park, I stopped at the top of the hill and took a look around; it was a beautiful day and I could see for miles. There were a few dog walkers in the park and an elderly gentleman sitting on a bench nearby, his short sleeved shirt exposing his clearly disfigured left arm, which he held close to his side.

      As I began my descent toward Washington Street I saw a woman pushing a baby carriage. She was wearing a black calf length dress with a white pinafore, a black beret or bonnet of some sort, and a black cape of all things. Although the carriage looked new, its style was old-fashioned…not the current popular stroller style, but an actual carriage that a child could lay down in. The bassinet and rounded hood were black, white rubber tires surrounded wire-spoked oversized wheels, and the polished chrome framework sparkled. The woman pushing the carriage reminded me of the ugly baby-snatcher in Ghost Busters II, when young Oscar was stolen from Venkman's loft. When she turned her head, she looked right at me through her round Harry Potter glasses. She appeared frightened at the sight of me, and she immediately glanced at the carriage and then past me to the bench where the old man sat.

      Some sort of strange instinct kicked in, and I suddenly knew I needed to catch up with her. I began to jog down the short hill, and when she saw me coming she sped up a bit and headed toward Gough Street. I was faster and the carriage was slowing her down. As I caught up with her I reached out with my tennis racket in an attempt to get her attention. It went right through her, and like my memory/dreams, she, along with the carriage, began to disappear into a swirling grey mist.

      I stood transfixed for a minute, not sure what had just happened. Finally I shook myself. Perhaps I was still sick and the exertion of the tennis games was causing a relapse. I turned back toward Laguna Street and began to walk home. Halfway through the block I saw the old man walking down the hill. I glanced at him and at first didn't see it, but when I turned back to look again, I realized that both of his arms were perfectly normal and swinging aimlessly at his sides.
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      By the time I got home, I had almost convinced myself that I was imagining these things. After a shower and some food, I began to pace around my apartment, trying to figure out what was happening to me and why. There were definite commonalities with the fever induced memories or dreams and the woman I'd seen in the park that morning. First, the eye glasses and vintage clothing; I had no idea what they meant, but there it was. Second, a person with some sort of ailment or deformity was always in the vicinity. Third, if the apparition was around a sick person and I poked it, it disappeared, along with the nearby person's affliction. Of course there was the man in the lobby and the woman across from the deli to consider as well…neither of them seemed to be related to a sick person, but that didn't mean there wasn't a sick person nearby that I hadn't noticed. These apparitions looked real, but what were they? Ghosts? Poltergeists? Demons? They seemed to be hurting people, but I didn't know much about the paranormal; perhaps they were a combination of all three. More importantly, why was all of this suddenly surfacing? Why did I subconsciously know that I needed to poke the demon or poltergeist to be rid of it…or was I killing it? Why did it feel so real? What was all this pacing and thinking doing for me? Not a damn thing! Because there were no such things as ghosts or poltergeists, or whatever label my brain was trying to pin on them.

      I walked over to the liquor cabinet in the corner of my living room and pulled out a bottle of Bushmills. I realized it was still morning, but I needed a swig of some good old fashioned Irish fire water to help calm my confusing thoughts. I didn't bother with ice, just poured two fingers worth and gulped it down, which nearly caused me to throw-up. After a minute the burning stopped and I could feel the warming effects of the liquid gold as it mellowed me out. I felt better, and maybe a little buzzed.

      If this was really happening—and I was beginning to believe it was at that point—was there a way to test it? I thought about going around the city finding people with problems, and if a bespectacled, vintage-clothed person was in the vicinity, I could give them a good jab and see if the afflicted one was suddenly healed. I didn't actually think that was a reasonable idea, but it did seem like the only way to test my insane theory. So, I decided to take a walk and head down to a busy area of town where I could observe large crowds. Fisherman's Wharf seemed like a good start. I didn't actually have to wait that long, though.
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      As I was locking the door to my apartment, my neighbor, Justine Wilkinson, was leaving her apartment too. She was a wonderful lady who had lived in the building since her twenty-first birthday, which happened to be sometime in the 1950s. Her father was a wealthy business man and had bought the apartment as a gift to his only child. She said he really bought it for her so that he could get her out of his home at the request of his new bride, who was a mere six months Justine's senior. Either way, Justine had lived there most of her life, and knew just about everything that had ever happened in our building and all the people in it.

      She smiled brightly when she saw me. She and I had become great friends over the past few years I'd lived in the building; she was like a surrogate grandmother to me, and I loved her dearly. As usual she was dressed to the nines, wearing a chocolate brown silk dress with a matching light-weight wool overcoat, accessorized with tan shoes and matching handbag. Justine had grown up in San Francisco society and still played her hand in all things of the rich and famous. She wasn't a snob by any means, but she was rather wealthy, and her companionship (and money) was always welcome at the finest of charity events. Based on her apparel and the time of day, I guessed she was off to some sort of luncheon, probably having to do with the ballet—one of her favorite causes.

      I pecked her well powdered cheek in greeting and held the elevator door for her. As we were descending she said, “George, my dear, you don't look very well; is everything all right?”

      “I'm getting over the flu, nothing to worry about though. I'm feeling better every day. I'm going out now to get some fresh air.” Justine believed that fresh air was the cure to all that ailed you. She took a twenty minute walk up and down the hills of our neighborhood every day, and swore it was what kept her young and spry.

      She gave me an affectionate pat on the arm and smiled. Before she could speak again, the elevator stopped at the fourth floor to let on another passenger. I didn't know our newest addition by name, but I had seen her around. She was in her mid-sixties and lived in the building with her husband. She smiled at us when she entered and greeted Justine by name.

      “Good morning to you as well, Annette; how are the grandchildren getting along?” Justine asked.

      Annette smiled. “Very well for the most part, Justine…well, little Michael is….” She stopped and Justine squeezed her arm gently and gave her a knowing smile. I, however, had no clue what Annette was talking about. Annette smiled wanly in return and then said, “In fact, my daughter is bringing him over now for a bit of a visit. She has errands to run and my husband Fred is suffering from his arthritis today, so I asked her to bring the boy here to be watched.”

      “That will be lovely dear. A change of scenery will be good for him, and Fred will enjoy visiting with him,” Justine said kindly as the elevator came to a stop on the ground floor.

      Annette waved goodbye and headed for the front door. Justine slowed her pace, leaned towards me in a conspiratorial manner, and quietly said, “Annette's grandson has leukemia…it's such a tragedy. I remember when the boy was born, right here in this building to be exact. Annette's son-in-law was overseas on business and Jeannette, her daughter, was staying with them because she was so close to delivery. The poor dear went into early labor, and by the time the ambulance arrived, the baby was on his way. They delivered him right there in Annette's living room.” Justine smiled as if it was a fond memory.

      I could see Annette through the glass in the front doors. She was at the curb, helping a younger woman get a small and fragile looking boy out of the car. The child could walk, but he was clearly in a weakened state. The younger woman handed Annette a backpack and leaned over to kiss the child. She then said something to her mother and got in her car and drove away. Annette began to walk slowly with the boy to the building entrance, so I scooted to the front door to open it for her. She smiled and thanked me, and when I turned around, I saw the man from a few days ago. He was standing near the elevator this time and staring at the boy. I couldn't say for sure if he had a mean or malicious look on his face, but this time I could feel him, his presence and something else, like a bad energy.

      I decided to test my theory right then and there. Justine was still standing by the elevator, very close to the apparition. I moved past her, gently nudging her to the side while simultaneously poking the thing with my finger. He snarled at me as he swirled away. To cover my strange movements, I called the elevator and held the door for my neighbor and her grandson. When I turned around to see if the boy had changed, he was just the same. Well, I thought, I guess that wasn't his demon. Maybe the boy just didn't have a demon.

      When I looked over at Justine, she was looking at the boy too. When she turned toward me, I could swear she'd seen what I had done, but then her expression changed to a smile. I would ask Justine later on if anyone else in the building had a sudden and unexplained recovery. Maybe the apparition belonged to Annette's husband Fred; after all, she had mentioned that his arthritis was acting up, and that was certainly an ailment. I said my goodbyes and headed to tourist central to find more demons to poke.

      I decided to walk to Fisherman's Wharf. It was all downhill and I needed the exercise. I headed east toward Van Ness Avenue and then north from there to the Wharf.

      Why I was taking this business seriously, and why did I think these vintage-clothed apparitions were even ghosts? In no way did I feel like I was on the fast-track to lunacy…quite the opposite. In the last few hours I had encountered not one, but two of these things—apparitions or poltergeists or whatever they were—and somewhere deep down inside, something had clicked, like an ingrained knowledge or instinct. I knew what these things were and I knew they were real: and more importantly, I knew I had to kill them. And suddenly I firmly believed that the dreams brought on by the fever were actual memories, and that I or someone else had locked them up in my head. Now, after years of pounding on the door of my subconscious, they'd finally gotten out.

      The Wharf was crowded with tourists, street performers, beggars holding signs, and people hocking their wares. Normally I wouldn't go there if my life depended on it; the city had much more to offer than this place. But I wanted the crowds and there certainly were plenty of them there. I kept my eyes peeled for people wearing round-rimmed glasses and out-of-date clothing. However, I quickly realized that I couldn't go around poking everyone I saw sporting Harry Potter specs or unfashionable clothes. After all, the glasses were still a popular style for the living, and the city was full of eclectically dressed people. After an hour or so, I decided to give up. I'd reached Pier 39 by then, and I turned on my heel and headed back toward Ghirardelli Square and the Van Ness Avenue bus stop.

      I was approaching the old Maritime Museum building when I found myself stuck behind a large crowd watching a man covered in silver paint. He was performing as if he was a robot—highly amusing if one was into that sort of thing. I edged my way around them onto the grassy area nearest the museum, and as I stepped back onto the sidewalk, I noticed a man sitting on the curb. He was about my age; his hair was long but pulled back neatly into a ponytail. He had an army jacket on, baggy shorts, and one dirty, worn out athletic shoe. The second shoe wasn't needed, because his right leg didn't exist beyond his knee. In his lap was a cardboard sign with black writing that said, “Wounded in Iraq and homeless.” A pair of crutches lay next to him on the curb, and a plastic cup sat on the sidewalk where his right foot should have been resting.

      This wasn't an uncommon sight in the city. We had a large homeless population, but it was still heartbreaking. Sadly, I wouldn't normally have given him a second glance, but the girl standing behind him made me look twice. She was in her late teens and her clothes were definitely vintage, but in a not-so-charming 1980s style. Her blonde hair was highly teased and she wore large pink looped earrings, a denim jacket with matching skirt, and pink leggings. To top the outfit off, she was wearing camouflage high top sneakers. Her glasses were more John Lennon than Harry Potter, a bit smaller, but she had a distinctive look that I was beginning to get used to. These ghosts look solid, but there was something in their expressions that gave them away.

      I stared for a minute, and then I pulled my phone out and took their picture. The vet had his head hung in what I assumed was despair, but the girl was looking right at me. I pulled a five dollar bill out of my pocket and walked over to him, dropping it in his cup while simultaneously poking the ghost that stood just six inches behind him. She grimaced, and then began to swirl away in a grey mist. As she disappeared for good, I stepped back and was caught up by a large rowdy gaggle of teenagers that had come barreling down the sidewalk, forcing anyone in their path to move forward quickly or get run over by their rude behavior. As soon as I was free of them, I walked back to where the young vet had been sitting, but he wasn't there. I made a full circle of the area looking for him, and finally spotted him just outside the crowd of robot-man people. He was standing on two legs and two feet. I took his picture again and hailed a cab to take me home.
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      During the cab ride home, I emailed the pictures from my phone so I could view them on a larger screen. When I arrived at the apartment I went straight to my laptop. As the pictures were downloading, I grabbed a beer and walked over to my bay window and gazed out, unseeing, for a few minutes. I was putting off the viewing for three reasons. First, what if the pictures showed two different men, wearing similar clothing, one disabled, one not? What if the pictures showed the same man, one disabled and one not? Lastly, what if they showed the ghost? I didn't know much about ghosts; in fact, my knowledge was limited to what I'd seen in movies, and I didn't put much credence into Hollywood's knowledge of the paranormal beyond making money off it. Could ghosts be photographed?

      If there were two separate men in the pictures, then I needed to reconsider my previous declaration regarding insanity. After all, I'd convinced myself that I had some sort of ghost or demon killing power, to the extent that I went out and tried to test it. However, if there was only one man in two different conditions, what did that actually mean? That I had the ability to find and extinguish evil spirits that plagued the living? That I could heal and save the living from these spirits? I wasn't actually sure which was more problematic at this point.

      As I turned to go to the computer, I heard voices in the hallway. It sounded like Justine talking to someone. I ran to the door and looked out the peep hole. She was there, speaking loudly to another elderly neighbor, one who was very hard of hearing. I opened the door and she saw me and smiled. The elderly neighbor had turned to go back to her apartment and was shuffling in the opposite direction.

      “Hey Justine, how was your luncheon?” I asked.

      “George, my dear! Those people are such snobs,” she snickered. “However, I do enjoy the ballet and must put up with the committee.” She shook her head in mock disgust.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Of course dear, anything you like,” she replied kindly.

      “The little boy from this morning, is he going to be okay?”

      She frowned, a look of confusion crossing her face. “Why do you ask, dear? He seemed just fine to me. I saw him not ten minutes ago in the lobby. He was laughing and jumping around just like all boys do. They're so full of energy at that age.”

      Of course he was, and why shouldn't he be? After all, a demon was plaguing him just a few short hours ago, and now it wasn't. I was good and scared now, because that little boy was sick and I'd helped to cure him. It was real, and even though I hadn't viewed the pictures yet, I knew what they were going to show me.

      Justine's brow furrowed. “Dear, are you sure you're feeling all right?”

      I nodded. “Maybe not as well as I thought. I think I'll lay down for a bit; thanks Justine. Have a good afternoon,” I said as I walked back into my apartment. I leaned against the door and sighed heavily. It was time to look at those pictures.

      They had loaded onto the screen and I clicked a few buttons so that I could view them side by side. The images were clear and crisp. The vet was sitting, head hung, crutches to one side, his only leg jutting out onto the sidewalk. Behind him, the bay, sailboats, tourist ferries, and other maritime craft were clearly visible, but no ghost girl in sight. There was one thing though; a slight fuzziness could be seen on the screen where the ghost teenager had been standing. I enlarged the photo and zoomed in on the spot, but only saw just a tiny bit of blurriness. It was almost as if a fly or something had flown past just as the photo was taken.

      I went to the second picture and compared them side by side. The men were identical in every way, except for the missing leg in the first picture and two legs and two athletic shoes in the next. I was seeing ghosts and I was killing them. More importantly, I was saving people that these demons were haunting.
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      Over the next several weeks I killed ghosts, lots of them, so many that I stopped keeping track after a while. I also saved lives…I just didn't know how many. Not all of the ghosts were accompanied by someone with an obvious affliction, so I couldn't be sure if I was saving someone directly or just ridding the world of a potential hazard. This had become my obsession and was affecting every aspect of my being. I had no fear of repercussions either; the only thing that concerned me was that I had begun to notice a numbness in my finger when I poked them with it. Whether this had occurred those first few times I didn't recall, but it was happening more frequently now. To combat this problem, I began carrying an unsharpened yellow number two pencil, long enough that I could stay at arms-length, plus six inches from each apparition, and short enough to keep it in my pocket.

      I should mention that during all of this, there were two additional concerns, one minor, one not-so minor. On more than one occasion I had the curious sense of being watched. It was more of a sensation than anything else and it didn't frighten me in the least, so for the most part I dismissed it. I probably shouldn't have though. The second not so minor concern had to do with the ghosts…more specifically, the fact that I was encountering two different types—the demons that plagued people, and the “lost souls,” as I'd begun to think of them. These poor souls appeared benign, uninterested in the living, but attracted to yours truly. They seemed to beg with their eyes, like they wanted me to kill them.

      Whether you believe it or not, there was something after death; I knew that for sure now, because I was killing the bad something on a daily basis. But I didn't think the lost souls were bad, and I didn't think this was what they had in mind…to wander through the plane of existence they used to occupy in life, without being able to participate in that life. The concern was, should I be killing them too? Who was I that I could be the executioner of their fate? What if I was sending them somewhere worse? But still, I couldn't help myself; the pleading and gestures were often too much, and without consciously realizing what I was doing, my trusty yellow friend was at it again and they would swirl away into nothingness.

      All of this was leading up to the inevitable. People had begun to notice my odd behavior. I was coming into the office late and taking long lunches, and it was obvious that my mind wasn't focused on the job. Justine had been eyeballing me with concern for at least a few weeks. During my last softball game, I'd rounded home-base for a run, but instead made a wide arc at the last minute and stabbed a ghost standing close to the backstop. The catcher tagged me before I could hit the plate and I was out, but the umpire no longer needed that eye patch, so I thought I was justified.

      That's why I wasn't surprised when my boss called me into his office. He went straight to the point…what was wrong with me? Knowing that the real answer wasn't appropriate, I told him that I had some personal issues that I needed to address and asked for a leave of absence. That wasn't exactly a financially stable move, but it was the only one I could think of on such short notice. He wanted to know why, which I declined to answer, and he didn't like that, but he considered me a valued employee and the leave was granted. I had six weeks to get myself sorted out.
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      Please don't think that while I was out stabbing ghosts with unsharpened pencils I was ignoring the larger problem; I assure you, I wasn't. But you have to understand, this newly discovered talent was addicting, like a drug. I lived and breathed it. For several weeks it was all I thought about; everywhere I went I looked for them. I wanted to find them, but like any addict, I wasn't ready to face the root of my problem, I just wanted to enjoy the high. However, now that my livelihood was in jeopardy, it was time to find out why this was happening to me. So, with my uninvited but welcomed free time, I started to hunt for that reason.

      The amount of information online about ghosts was overwhelming, but I was having a hard time finding information on ghost killers, because that's what I had begun to think of myself as: a ghost killer. I found quite a bit about exorcisms and several ghost killing video games, not to mention books, articles, and stories, but none of those addressed my specific problem. Several sites did point out a conundrum that had been scratching at the edges of my mind: you could not kill a ghost because they were already dead. Of course, that made a lot of sense, and I had no idea where these things went after my pencil met them, but acknowledging that something that was already dead couldn't be killed didn't help much either, because I was killing them, wasn't I?

      One thing did catch my eye: a ghost tour of Pacific Heights, held four days a week for tourists and paranormal aficionados alike. Now, I know what you're thinking—ghost tours had always been on the same level as Halloween haunted houses, purely for entertainment of the frightening kind. However, I knew the city was rife with ghosts…I saw them all the time, so it stood to reason that maybe there was something to this, and just maybe the tour guide knew some things that could help me out. According to his website, his name was Phil James, a self-proclaimed local authority on ghosts with an impressive resume in the literary and “real” world of the paranormal.
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      The majority of people seemed to believe that ghosts were mostly visible at night. I, of course, knew that wasn't true. I saw them day or night, rain or shine. But Mr. James was capitalizing on the theme of darkness, and his tour ran from seven to ten in the evening. I arrived at the designated meeting place at 6:45 in the hopes of getting a few moments with him before the tour started. Unfortunately, I wasn't the only one with this idea and many of the tour's patrons were lingering about, waiting for a chance to ask questions of the colorful character.

      Phil James was a tall man with large, expressive eyes that appeared to protrude from their sockets when he spoke passionately, which was often. His hair hung in frizzy curls almost to his shoulders, his beard and mustache were neatly trimmed, and he wore a worn top hat, long wool coat, and black biker boots. I guessed he was somewhere in his mid-to-late forties. He also had on a black leather vest that was adorned by a silver pocket watch, the chain neatly attached to a button with the watch itself tucked into the vest pocket. He was constantly pulling it out and glancing at it, which I assumed was his subtle way of letting the patrons know it was time to get started.

      Most of the questions from the tourists revolved around the building we were standing in front of. It was a large Victorian that had been used for a variety of businesses since its completion in the late 1800s, and was now a boutique hotel, having been fully refurbished in the period style of its origin; in all honesty, it was quite beautiful. As Phil gathered everyone around him, he again looked at his pocket watch, and then announced in a deep but whimsical tone (which caused his eyes to bug out to the point of escape) that the “ghost tour” would begin. He explained the origins of the building, the ghosts that haunted it, and then invited us all to wander about the public areas inside, keeping our eyes peeled for the ghosts that he assured us were in residence. I never saw a single one, but perhaps they were just tired of being sought after four nights a week.

      After the brief tour of the hotel, Phil gathered us in the lobby and directed us out the door and up the mild hill toward California Street, all the while pointing out several stunning Victorian houses and stopping occasionally to explain a ghost sighting and give us a particular building's history to boot. It was all very interesting, but for the first hour or so, I didn't see a single ghost—I was beginning to doubt Phil's connections to the paranormal.

      When we reached California Street, Phil stopped in front of a spectacular Victorian mansion perched above the street on a slight hill that was surrounded by a granite retaining wall. The lower portion of the building was obscured by bushes and trees, but you could clearly see the upper story, which was dark and a bit ominous. Phil explained that the original owner, an eccentric and wealthy woman in her mid-thirties, had died by throwing herself from the uppermost parapet. Her life had been riddled with familial strife and betrayal, adulterous relationships, and shady business deals, all of which led to her suspicious suicide, which Phil explained was more likely a murder committed by her nemesis and much disdained sister. Phil gathered us in closer, all the while describing a spooky occurrence with a key that he attributed to her ghostly visits.

      He selected a young lady out of the crowd and placed an old skeleton key in her hand. The key was laid flat, with the bow hanging off and the blade in the center of her palm, facing due west. I divided my attention between Phil's parlor trick and the sidewalk directly in front of the building. Standing in all her glory was a woman in her mid-thirties wearing a white, lace adorned floor-length dress with a high collar, wide puffed sleeves that tapered as they descended to the wrist, and a tiny wasp like waist-line. Her hair was swept up in an elegant but slightly loose bun atop her head, and of course, she was wearing round eyeglasses.

      Phil explained that when the spirit of the woman was present, she would announce herself by moving the key, which he believed was the original key that opened the door to the very parapet she fell to her death from. As I watched, the key began to slowly but surely turn in an eastward direction, and all the while our ghostly visitor was raising her hand in sync with the key's movement. Mesmerized by the ghost's ability, I hadn't noticed that a man had moved next to me until I actually felt his shoulder against mine.

      I had surveyed the crowd before we began our tour; it consisted of our guide, Phil, three couples ranging in age from their mid-twenties to their early fifties, two single women, and of course, myself. However, the man that was now encroaching on my personal space had not been part of our little group when we set off. I stepped away, putting much needed distance between us, but before I did, I noticed that his gaze was fixed on our Victorian apparition, and I was absolutely sure he could see her. That startled me, and when he looked over at me, I was sure of one more thing…he knew that I could see her too. He turned abruptly and headed up the street, his dark-skinned bald head gleaming as he walked under a street light, and although he was wearing a heavy wool overcoat, I could tell that he was broad and muscular.

      When I turned my attention back to our tour guide, the crowd was oohing and awing at the key. It had completely turned itself so that the blade was now facing east and lying flat again in the young woman's palm. I looked over at the ghost, who smirked and tipped her hand in a two fingered salute, then turned and disappeared into the retaining wall.

      To say that I was confused and a bit disturbed was an understatement. So far I'd never seen a ghost move anything in the physical world, and that confused me, because now I wondered if they could move something that could hurt yours truly…after all, I was killing them. They might decide at some point to start defending themselves. The disturbing part was the dark-skinned bald man. I couldn't tell his age from our brief encounter, but he looked strong and a bit dangerous, and as I said earlier, I was positive he saw what I'd seen, and maybe he even knew what I was.

      These thoughts kept me occupied through the remainder of the tour, and when we reached our starting point, I'd completely forgotten the questions I wanted to ask Phil. Most of the tourists were thanking our guide as I stood on the outskirts of our little crowd, desperately trying to remember what I needed to ask.

      Before I knew it, everyone was gone and Phil was asking me a question. “You got a minute to chat?”

      I gave him a perplexed and questioning look, and he smiled and said, “I know you saw her. Which means you probably can see them all, I also saw Edgar nudge you, which means he knows you can see them, and buddy, that ain't a good thing.”

      Phil asked my name and pointed to a neon bar sign across the street.
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      While Phil ordered a couple of beers, I found a quiet table in the back. The bar had a Victorian theme, complete with tufted red velvet booths and chairs, ornately carved dark wood features, and electrified gas-style light fixtures. A few older gentlemen were perched on the bar stools chatting with the bartender, and a couple of younger guys on the other side of the large room playing pool. The music was on, but it wasn't blaring, making it an ideal place to have a nice quiet conversation.

      Phil arrived with two Buds and placed them on the table, then he shook himself out of the heavy overcoat and hung it on an ornate hook on the wall behind our booth. He kept his top hat on though, which gave him an almost comical appearance, especially with his large eyes peeking out from under the brim and his wild curly hair sticking out in all directions.

      I took a long pull off my beer, and then said, “So, how'd you know?”

      Phil picked up his beer and took a sip, then placed it on the table and said, “Edgar shows up every once in a while to watch that particular part of the tour. It's really the only house where a ghost is almost guaranteed to be present.” He grinned and shrugged as if apologizing for his previous claim that ghosts were at every stop we made that night. “He watches my customers closely, and if he sees someone paying particular attention to something that isn't there….” Phil used his fingers to emphasize the word “isn't” and then continued. “Edgar gets close enough to touch them. If he touches someone like you, he can see what you see.”

      I wasn't sure what to say or how to react, but I quickly realized this might not be good, because this Edgar character didn't seem friendly in the least bit. Finally I said, “Can you see them too?”

      Phil shook his head. “Yes and no, but I've been researching ghosts and paranormal activity for a very long time. I've seen and heard enough to know it's all real. I've also met my share of people like you, people that can see ghosts and…do other stuff.”

      “So you know what they do? These ghosts, I mean. I don't know if your Victorian lady does this stuff, but most of the ones I meet are evil…they're killing people!” My voice had risen a little and Phil looked around nervously.

      “Calm down, okay? Listen, I'm guessing you're new to all of this, right? I mean, did this ability just happen?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, about six weeks ago. I got sick, bad flu, had these weird dreams. Then these memories from when I was younger started surfacing and I remembered things. Next thing I knew I was seeing these ghosts everywhere, and somehow I knew I had to kill them; it was like an instinct or something.” I didn't elaborate on my suspicions that I may have been able to do this ghost killing thing at a young age…the memories clearly indicated that I could. But I decided not to share that part, because if I did, I'd have to ask myself how and why those memories were blocked. I just wasn't ready for those answers yet.

      “Okay, well I'm gonna try and help you out as best I can.” He placed his arms on the table, fingers tapping lightly, and leaned forward. “First, you need to know about Edgar. He works for this doctor, guy named Vokkel. Vokkel used to be a big name in the paranormal community, real seasoned expert. Then one day, poof, he locks his doors, shuts off his phone, and becomes a recluse. Rumor has it he's nuts and…well, not a nice guy. But in the last few months, Edgar starts coming around all the time, like he's looking for someone. I also heard he's tried to lure some people like you home with him. I don't know what his end game is. I reported him to the Watchers, but I never heard anything back. Anyway, stay away from him. If he approaches you, just turn around and walk away.”

      Perhaps Phil wasn't clear on the part about me being new to all of this. His diatribe was delivered in the tone of casual conversation, but in essence he'd just dropped a series of bombs on me that included a crazy doctor with an ominous assistant that was hunting down people “like me,” and he'd reported it all to someone or something called the Watchers. These bombs were surely going to make my head explode, and I did the only reasonable thing I could think of. I downed my beer in one long gulp and sat back in my seat, held my hand up, and said, “Phil, you need to explain all of that. Start with the `people like me,' move on to this doctor and his employee, and then tell me who the hell the Watchers are.”

      He smiled and chuckled lightly, then said, “Sorry man, I get ahead of myself sometimes.” He had such an easy going manner, and even though I'd just met him, I felt like we were old friends. It was a strange but comforting sensation.

      “Let's start with the ghosts, okay?” He looked at me and I nodded. “Ghost sightings aren't rare…we've all probably seen at least one, probably more than that throughout our lifetimes. Most people just don't know that's what they're seeing. Maybe it's just a shadow in their peripheral vision, maybe they see it and they look like everyone else, but suddenly `poof' they're just gone, disappeared. Maybe it's a bump in the night, a locked window that suddenly opens. We rationalize, decide it was just our imagination, and we move on. It could be a million different things, but bottom line, we've all encountered a ghost at one time or another in our life.” He paused to let that sink in.

      “But ghost killers, now they're rare. There might be just a couple thousand of you out there…maybe more, but not by much. The Watchers know who most of you are,” I started to ask who the Watchers were, but he held his hand up to silence me. “One thing at a time, my man, I'll get to them next. Anyway, a ghost killer can see a demon that haunts people, hurts them, and eventually kills them. And you guys strike back.” He shrugged like it was such a simple thing.

      He drained his beer, waved the empty toward the bartender, who happened to be looking our way, then held up two fingers with his other hand. Phil remained silent for the two minutes it took our fresh beers to arrive.

      “So, the Watchers…they're like guardians.” He paused and drank more beer, then waved his hand around as if it were doing a pirouette. “They seem to know everything that goes on with the ghosts and with you people.” He shot an index finger in my direction. “From what I understand, they fund a network that tracks ghosts and dispatches ghost killers. I don't want to get tied up in the details, mostly 'cause I don't know a lot of the details…besides, I'm pretty sure a Watcher has already got you on his radar, so you'll find out the rest soon enough. Let's get on to Vokkel and his sidekick, Edgar.

      “So, here's what I know about him; Vokkel that is. Supposedly he was a well renowned doctor in Europe, a shrink of some sort I guess. From what I've read and heard, he was fascinated by people who said they saw ghosts, and would only treat patients that displayed some sort of paranormal delusion. I guess he was pretty respected for a long time, but then he moved here and was stalking some lady that ended up killing herself; he got blamed for driving her to it, and voila, locked his own doors and threw away the key. Edgar has been his faithful companion for as long as anyone can remember.” Phil held his hand up again, as if stopping me from asking a question. “I know what you're thinking. Edgar isn't old enough to wear the `as long as anyone can remember' label, but it's true. That's one of the creepiest things about Edgar…he's a hell of lot older than he looks.”

      “Who was this lady that he stalked?” I asked.

      Phil shook his head. “Don't know, some socialite or something. I heard that he treated her back in the '50s in Europe and that's the main reason he moved to San Francisco…to be near her 'cause she was from here and had moved back. I heard she was a really powerful ghost killer.”

      As nice a guy as Phil seemed to be, I didn't think he realized that he was generating more questions than answers.

      I decided to change topics. “Why did you say I was already on the Watchers' radar?”

      He smiled, big and friendly, and said, “I heard a rumor from this other ghost killer that there was some sort of superhuman ghost killing machine out there. The rumor is that a guy no one had ever heard of was taking out those demonic bastards left and right.” He shrugged. “I'm guessing that's you,” he finished with a smirk. Again—more questions than answers—because I had no idea what he meant by superhuman ghost killing machine.

      I switched gears again. “You said in the beginning that you don't see the ghosts, then you said almost everyone has seen them at one point or another in their lives….” It was a loaded question and I let him interpret it.

      “Right. Here's the thing with ghosts…most of them can't control when they're visible to the layman…it just sort of happens. But you guys always see them all the time, and you know what it is you're seeing.”

      “I don't get it. They just randomly appear, without provocation?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, there's a connection, like maybe it's your beloved grandmother, or maybe you both like tomatoes and both you and the ghost are at a farmers market, and the memories from the ghost's love of tomatoes causes him to materialize for a moment. It's not consistent and it doesn't make sense, it just happens for some reason.”

      That was confusing, so I moved on. “All right, what about the bad ghosts? I mean, they're doing something in this world. Doesn't that mean they've got more…what would you call it…presence?”

      “For them, it's power…they have more power than the other ghosts.” He did that pirouette thing with his hand again and said, “I'll let the Watchers cover that one.”

      I sighed in exasperation. It didn't feel like I was getting very far, but at the same time he was dumping a lot of stuff on me that was adding to what was becoming a perpetual state of confusion for me.

      “Any other tidbits of non-information you wanna drop in my lap?” That came out with so much sarcasm that I could have filled a fifty gallon drum with it. I immediately apologized and he smiled an easy, laid back smile and waved me off.

      “Well, I really think you need to talk to the Watchers. If you're this super dude then I'm guessing that's the reason Vokkel wants you, and like I said, that ain't good and the Watchers can help protect you. If you're not that dude, they can still help you understand things better.”

      “Where are you in all of this?” I quietly asked.

      He pointed to his chest and said, “Me? I'm just an outsider with a little inside knowledge.” He looked down at his hands, which were palm down on the table. He seemed to be in deep thought, and when he finally looked up his expression had lost the whimsical, animated quality he'd been displaying thus far.

      Eventually he spoke in a low tone. “I grew up in a coal mining town in Pennsylvania. By the time I was ten, the mine had been all but shut down and the town was quickly turning into a ghost town…literally and figuratively. There wasn't much work and we had a huge health crisis, some sort of bronchial thing. They blamed it on the pollution from the mine, but that wasn't really it. Somehow the really bad ghosts just know where to find their victims, and a place like my hometown was perfect for them. They showed up in droves and…they began to make people sick. My mom was one of those sick people, and although she was still able to work and get around, you could see the toll it was taking on her, not to mention the horrible hacking sound she made when she coughed. Then one day, these four people show up, strangers with no legitimate reason to be in our little hamlet of hell. After a while, people stopped being sick. Now you gotta keep in mind, when you all kill a demon and save their victim, regular folk don't know the victim was sick…it's like the illness never happened.

      “My pops had long since disappeared and my mom worked two jobs, so when no one was there to tell me otherwise, I'd take walks around town, night or day. This particular night I was having myself a walk-about and I see one of these strangers. He's got a rod or stick in his hand and he's poking at nothing at all, only maybe it isn't nothing, cause there's this…fuzziness to the air in front of him. Now don't ask me why I can see this, `cause I don't know, but I did. I followed him the rest of the night and he did his poking routine a few more times. At the time I didn't think he knew I was following, but I was wrong. A few days later, I see him again in the local café where my mom works—she'd sneak me a free shake after school some days—and he was sitting at the counter when I got there. I took the only available seat, which was next to him. He looked over at me when I sat down, then he laid his hand on my knee and squeezed it. Then he whispered, 'Do you see them now?' I damn near jumped out of my skin, and I did jump off the stool, but in that split second before I did, I saw something.

      “This guy smiles at me, then takes the unused straw that was lying next to his drink and reaches across the counter and jabs it at the very spot where I thought I'd seen something. And this something was practically hovering over my mom, who was too concerned about my flight from my stool to notice the guy poking the air next to her. Now, at the time I couldn't tell you what the hell had happened, but I can tell you that I never forgot it, and those four strangers disappeared within days of the café episode.

      “I spent years thinking about that, especially the fact that my mom had been clearly sick and she wasn't sick anymore; in fact, she's still alive and kicking at the ripe old age of seventy-five. Anyway, when I went away for college, I began to scour the libraries for stuff on the paranormal. I was pretty sure what I'd witnessed had something to do with ghosts or demons. I got hooked up with a group of people with the same interests, and eventually I met a ghost killer, and he introduced me to a Watcher that explained some things to me. He said he knew that the guy I followed, and ran into at the café, was a ghost killer, and he believed that I was able to see my mom's demon for two reasons: first, this ghost killer had the power to `share'; unusual, but not unheard of. Second, because it was my mom, there was a connection on a stronger level, and that allowed me to see the ghost and remember Mom being sick and then not sick.”

      We had both drained our beers while Phil talked, and after what he'd told me, I decided something stronger was in order. I got up and headed to the bar for two Bushmills on the rocks. When I returned and placed a glass in front of Phil, he picked it up, sniffed the amber liquid, and smiled. Angling the glass in my direction, he said, “Thanks and cheers.” We both took a healthy sip and relaxed back in our seats.

      Phil continued. The previous animation had returned to his voice and demeanor, and while I wasn't sure if that was the whiskey taking effect, I didn't care; I liked this Phil better than the somber Phil.

      “So, I decided to make ghosts and the paranormal my career, and that's what I did for years…I worked with doctors and researchers. Then I branched out on my own with the ghost tour business….” He smiled. “Well, I had some help from your people.” I wasn't sure what that meant and I guess my expression told him so, because he explained.

      “Before I got started I asked a buddy of mine who was passing through town to help me find some ghosts, ones that did stuff, but not bad stuff. We prowled the streets of the city for about a week, and when we were done, he'd killed a few demons and pointed out a few harmless apparitions. I did my research, learned about them, and ta-da! Ghost tour: complete with real ghosts.” He gave me a conspiratorial wink. I had to laugh; as eccentric as he was, it was a great business plan, and I had only one question.

      “How did you find out that your Victorian lady could move stuff? I've never seen a ghost do that.”

      He shrugged. “I needed a parlor trick of some sort, and I'd heard over the years that some of the ghosts could do stuff. So I asked my buddy if he could try and communicate with her. He wouldn't let me be there when he did it, but he told me later that she said to bring a key next time I stopped by. So, I got an old skeleton key and hung out around the mansion one day. I had no way of knowing if she was around because I can't see her, but after an hour or so the key starts to vibrate in my hand, then it turns over, and I just figured that was her deal…she was gonna move the key around. So I started that little routine like you saw tonight. It's been a hit ever since.”

      We sipped our whiskey in silence for a while. It was getting pretty late and Phil must have thought so too, because he pulled his pocket watch out and checked the time. He looked tired and I knew I was, but I had one more topic to broach before we parted.

      “You think this Edgar guy is going to come around?” I asked a little nervously.

      Phil was turning his glass around in circles on the table, making the condensation ring bigger with each twirl. “Probably. I mean, he touched you so he saw her, and that also means he knows what you are. If you're the guy at the center of all these rumors….” He gave me a wink, as if to confirm that even though I didn't believe I was the rumored guy, he did. “Vokkel will definitely want to talk to you, so you should steer clear of him if you can.” With that Phil drained his glass and began to slide out of the booth.

      “Wait, one more thing.” My tone was pleading and I hated the helpless feeling of my ignorance. “How can I kill them? Aren't they already dead?”

      Phil smiled and said, “There are things in this world that we can't explain, and the demons that haunt are one of them. They're wrong, they don't belong here. But for every wrong there needs to be a right, and you, George—you and the other ghost killers—are that right.”

      He pulled a business card out of his vest pocket and handed it to me. “Call this number in two days.” He stood, tossed some money on the table, grabbed his coat, tipped his hat in my direction, and left the bar. I picked up the card and turned it over to read it; it had seven numbers on it, no more, no less.

      I stared after him, finally lifting my glass to my lips and draining it. I walked home…it wasn't that far, but there were a few steep hills between my place and lower Pacific Heights. However, the walk and fresh air did me some good. I kept my senses and sights on alert for Edgar and the Watchers, not that I knew what they looked like.
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      I didn't sleep much that night, and when I finally drifted off, I was plagued with strange dreams about evil doctors and their unfriendly apprentices, specifically Edgar. After some breakfast and a lot of coffee, I decided that I needed to know more about Dr. Vokkel. So I retired to the couch, laptop in hand, and began to scour the Internet. Unfortunately, I didn't find a whole lot more than what I already knew.

      I wondered if I could locate his house, perhaps take a stroll by it and see what I could see. The thought intrigued me, so still having access to my real estate databases from work, I logged onto the one we used to determine property ownership and plugged in Vokkel's full name. I wasn't surprised to find that no one with the last name Vokkel owned property in the city; it wasn't uncommon, especially for rich or eccentric people, to put the properties into corporations or trusts that bore little or no resemblance to themselves. I tried some variations and happened upon a corporation under the initials of FV. The property asset was in Pacific Heights, and I jotted down the address with the intention of taking a little walk later that afternoon.

      The address was in a section of Pacific Heights where you would typically find nothing but mansions, pretty swanky digs if you could afford them. I stood on the opposite side of the street under the shadow of a large tree. The place was pretty impressive, a stunning Second Empire Victorian, complete with slate mansard roof, double door entrance, and central tower that rose above the main structure. The house was painted Charleston Green, so dark it was almost black. It was surrounded by an eight foot tall brick wall with a wrought iron gate in the center. Most of the brick was covered with rich green ivy that played nicely off the house color. To the left of the gate was a polished brass panel, and as I stood staring, the mailman approached and pressed a button in the panel while digging some sort of package out of his pouch. Beyond the gate I could see the large double oak front doors. One opened and Edgar stepped onto the porch, made his way to the gate, accepted the package without a word to the mail carrier, and turned back to the house. The mail carrier moved on, but when Edgar reached the top of the stoop, he turned and looked right at me.

      I was startled; not only was I under the shadow of a large tree, but I was standing partially behind its massive trunk. To make matters worse, the sun was shining directly in Edgar's eyes, yet he wasn't squinting. We stared at each other for over a minute. Finally he motioned me forward with a wave of his hand. Without having any memory of crossing the street, I suddenly found myself standing at the front gate. I felt like I was in some sort of trance, conscious of my surroundings, but unable to control myself. He walked to meet me, and when we were face to face, he said, “Mr. Sinclair, Dr. Vokkel would like to make your acquaintance. Come in.”

      I couldn't say a word in response, but when he opened the gate I went through it and followed him up the walkway and into the house. Somewhere deep inside my head I could hear screaming, a warning telling me to turn and run, but I couldn't seem to heed it. If Edgar said anything more, I didn't hear it, and the next thing I knew I was alone in a large foyer.

      The floors were highly polished marble that reflected the light coming off the ornate chandelier above my head. But even with the light on, the room was dark, probably due to the rich blue wall color and dark woodwork. To the right side of the foyer a carved staircase ascended, with a hallway flanking its left side. I assumed that was where Edgar had disappeared to. A painting hung halfway up the staircase, and I moved closer to get a better look at it. It was the only artwork in the space. It was large, probably close to six feet in length and four feet in width. The edges of the canvas were dark and faded inward to lighter shades of blues, almost like a twilight sky. The eye was drawn to the center of the painting where a form appeared; perhaps a person, but to me it looked like a ghost—more specifically, like the swirling grey ghosts that met the tip of my trusty number two pencil. As if to confirm this, another form, yellowish and more human in shape, seemed to be pointing at the grey mass.

      I was seeing all of this in a dreamlike state when suddenly car horns started blaring and I heard yelling. It shook me, woke me from whatever spell I was under, and I took one more look at the painting, shivered, and then quickly left the house. When I reached the gate I could see my saviors; a delivery van had double parked, blocking the narrow street and making it impossible for anything bigger than a bicycle to pass. Several cars and a trash truck were all trying to get by. I didn't wait around to see who was going to win—I needed to get away from Edgar and Vokkel as fast as I could, so I ran.
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      At that point, I felt a bit on the Loony Tunes side of things. After all, I'd been warned about Edgar and Vokkel, and yet I not only went to their house, I got caught and I went inside, where they could have killed me, cut me into little pieces, and sent me down the garbage disposal without anyone being the wiser.

      At some point I had stopped running and was now walking in a daze of confusion, paying little attention to my surroundings. I was surprised when I found myself standing in front of my building, with no recollection of having directed myself there. And I wasn't alone.

      Most buildings in the city didn't have front gardens or lawns, but mine had a small front courtyard that recessed into the building. It was adorned with a few topiary trees in large planters, and two stone benches flanking the double front doors. Sitting on one of these benches, fiddling with something in her hands, was a woman with long, slightly tangled jet black hair that covered most of her face. She was wearing all black clothing that looked a little rough around the edges, as if she'd been on the road for a while. A large, battered backpack was sitting on the bench next to her, which seemed to confirm her vagabond condition.

      When she noticed me, she turned in my direction. Her skin was pale and smooth and accentuated by very dark lipstick. Most importantly, she was wearing the Harry Potter/John Lennon glasses. I stopped abruptly and began to dig around in my pockets for my little yellow friend.

      I must have been staring too, because she suddenly said, “What are you lookin' at?”

      I stepped back in surprise. The ghosts had never talked to me before. Then I noticed what she'd been so preoccupied with. She had been reading something on her cell phone; my ghosts weren't of this day and age, so no cell phones. The second thing that struck me was that her glasses weren't eyeglasses, but sunglasses…although in my defense, the lens tint was very light for the most part. She must have been a real woman, and of course the “real woman” thought made me laugh out loud, which made her scowl.

      “Sorry, you just startled me. Can I help you? Are you waiting for someone?” I asked.

      She stood up and her hair swung away from her face, giving me a clearer view. She wasn't super-model pretty, but there was certainly something about her that made you want to stare just a second or two past what would be considered polite.

      “Of course I'm waiting for someone, why else would I be sitting here?” she asked sarcastically.

      I arched one eyebrow and replied with equal sarcasm. “And who might that be?”

      She didn't lose the attitude when she responded, “I'm waiting for my aunt, that's who.”

      She was starting to piss me off. “Does your aunt have a name?”

      This time she snickered and said, “Of course she has a name.”

      That was it! I'd had a rough day so far and wasn't in the mood for this lady, and suddenly wished she was a ghost so I could poke her with my trusty number two and go about my business. Instead, I tossed out the old standby for whenever I found an unwanted visitor in our little courtyard.

      “Lady, this is private property. Unless you have legitimate business with one of the residents, get out of here or I'll call the cops.”

      She snickered again, but then it turned into a smirk that was almost a smile and she said, “Sorry. I'm waiting for my Aunt Justine, Justine Wilkinson.”

      Now that was a real problem. Justine had told me on many occasions that she was an only child and had no living family. I was immediately suspicious and started to reach into my pocket for my cell phone. Perhaps calling the police wasn't a bad idea after all.

      “I know her, and she doesn't have any siblings or family for that matter. I'm calling the cops now. You have until I finish dialing to get out of here,” I said as I entered the passcode on my phone.

      The woman shrugged and reached for her backpack, shouldering it with surprising ease despite its size, and said, “Call 'em if you want. Justine just sent me a text and said she'd be here soon. I'll wait on the sidewalk.” She walked past me and plopped down on the curb, dropping the backpack as she did so.

      I wasn't sure what to do. Should I wait to see if Justine really was on her way, or should I just call the cops? I decided to go inside and wait on the steps in the lobby. If Justine showed up soon and recognized the woman, then at least I would feel better about her loitering.

      The woman was right; Justine arrived by cab not ten minutes later. I watched them hug before they both turned to enter the building. I didn't want to confront her again, so I high-tailed it up the stairs before they made it to the door.

      I thought I'd check in with Justine in a little while to be sure all was well. I waited fifteen minutes and then called, and she answered with her usual cheerful tone. I'd learned a while ago that Justine preferred straightforward people, so I didn't bother trying to sugarcoat my concerns.

      “Hi Justine, how are you?”

      She recognized my voice immediately. “Oh, George dear, I'm just fabulous. How are you?”

      “I'm good. I wanted to check in on you. There was a woman waiting for you earlier. She wasn't exactly friendly. Is everything okay?” I asked.

      She laughed mischievously. “Yes dear, everything is fine. That was my niece Billy…well, she's my cousin's granddaughter, but niece is much easier to explain. I do apologize, dear. The girl can be a bit brazen at times. She mentioned your meeting and I intended to ring you. Why don't you come over for dinner tonight? Be here at seven dear—smooch, smooch.” She hung up before I could respond. I suddenly had dinner plans with my favorite neighbor and her brazen niece.
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      I didn't like showing up to dinner invitations without an offering of some sort, so I grabbed my keys and headed to the market on the corner. The proprietor of Albert's Market and Deli was none other than Bob, Albert's son and a connoisseur of fine wines; thus he stocked the market with quite a selection. Since I had no idea what Justine had on the menu, I decided to buy a red and a white. After a jovial discussion with Bob about baseball (the Giants were his second love, wine his first), I explained my dilemma and he helped me select two bottles of moderately expensive wine. The whole trip took less than twenty minutes, giving me several hours to kill before I was expected for dinner.

      The day had informally introduced me to two very strange people: Edgar, the mysterious assistant of Frederick Vokkel, and Billy, the unpleasant niece of Justine who wasn't really Justine's niece. I was curious about them both, but I didn't know Edgar's last name, so I knew that would be a bust. I also didn't know Billy's last name, but perhaps a search on Justine would net me some information about her cousin and I could go from there.

      I'd never thought to look up Justine on the Internet. We were close friends and I assumed she'd told me about the important stuff already, which was why I was surprised to find that she had her own Wikipedia page. It detailed her lineage, early life and education, charitable contributions, and the fact that she was still the majority shareholder in the company her father had started more than eighty years ago. Justine had never mentioned any involvement in the company, so I assumed she let someone else run it and she just collected a check. The page had hyperlinks for her father and the company itself, so I started with dear old Dad.

      Justin Wilkinson had been a dock worker in his early teenage years and had managed to get hooked up with a shipping company and work his way up rather quickly—apparently he was a quick study. Eventually he gained control of said company, and from there he expanded on a regular basis. The company was now one of the largest international shipping firms in the world. I was sort of surprised at the modesty of his only daughter. It was clear that she was well off, but no one would know by Justine's home and her lifestyle that she was that wealthy.

      I scanned the page for any mention of other relatives, and located what I was looking for toward the bottom. William Wilkinson, Justin's only brother, was listed as one of the company's officers. He had been brought in as a manager and as the company grew, he grew with it. He took a position in the hierarchy in the 1940s and stayed there until his death in 1959. It went on to say he was survived by his only child, a daughter named Wilhelmina. The fact that both men had named their only daughters after themselves wasn't lost on me.

      Since Wilhelmina was the only relative listed aside from Justine's father and uncle, I typed in her name, using Wilkinson as the last name and adding San Francisco to the search in the hopes that her activities were local. The combination produced manageable results, so I began to scan them, hoping something would jump out at me. On page two I found a link titled The Haunted City. A Wilhelmina Wilkinson was listed with it, so I clicked that. It turned out to be an old article from a periodical that was circulated in the 1970s by a paranormal research group that focused on haunted places in San Francisco.

      This particular article was focused on haunted people, particularly the socialite niece of shipping mogul Justin Wilkinson of San Francisco. According to the article, Billy, as they affectionately called her, was able to see ghosts. In the interview, she described these ghosts as cruel apparitions that would appear when someone was ill. She went on to say that she began to kill them by—you guessed it—poking them. The writer described Billy as an artist, whose paintings were displayed at the Motique Art Gallery on Haight Street. The article didn't say much more, so I looked up the gallery. It was still around.

      Motique was founded in 1975 by a group of painters and sculptors that had been unable to get their work into more reputable (and profitable) galleries. Today it still displayed and sold the work of the unknowns, some of which had gone on to be famous. The left side of the main webpage had several options to find out more, one of which read “Past Artists.” That sounded promising so I clicked it, and halfway down the page I found her, Wilhelmina Wilkinson. It listed her vital statistics, the fact that she'd left a sizable sum to the gallery upon her death, and that she was one of their original artists. It also listed the titles of several of her paintings, the most famous one called “What Haunts Me,” which I recognized immediately. The painting was sold shortly after she died to an anonymous collector, and hadn't been seen since. I wondered if I should tell them where it was. There were other paintings as well and I clicked each one to get a better look. All of Wilhelmina's work was similar; dark and haunting. The last painting I viewed was a landscape and looked familiar. I realized why later that evening.
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      At six-thirty I showered and dressed in khakis, a button down collar shirt, and a pair of polished, lace-up black leather shoes. Justine wasn't formal, but she abhorred sloppy apparel, which made me think of Billy and her disheveled road-weary appearance. Taking the two bottles of wine, I left my apartment and walked the twenty feet to Justine's front door. After a quick jab at the doorbell, I was greeted by Anne, Justine's “companion” for lack of a better word. Anne maintained the household, occasionally drove Justine here and there, and was an amazing cook. Although most of the building's occupants were well off, Justine was the only one I knew of that had live-in help. Anne was a little intimidating if you didn't know her; she was about 5' 7” and sturdy, with broad shoulders and a standoffish demeanor. That's not to say she was rude…she just wasn't the friendliest person if she didn't know you, and she was extremely protective of Justine, which made her A-Okay in my book.

      As I mentioned before, my apartment and Justine's apartment occupied the sixth floor, which was also the top floor of the building. My humble space was on the smaller side, while Justine's was simply huge. She had told me all about the building's history; it started off as an apartment building, and at some point was converted into a tenancy-in-common building, which was similar to a condominium structure, but not quite the same. As the individual apartments were sold, many of the one and two bedroom units were purchased in pairs and converted to larger dwellings. Justine's was actually three units combined into one, making it the largest in the building. Her living room occupied the southwest corner and was surrounded by floor to ceiling windows on one side and French doors that led to a small terrace on the other. The doors were open and a light breeze ruffled the silk drapes.

      Her taste was fairly simple, but even this untrained eye knew the pieces were also very expensive. She preferred natural earth-tone colors for the upholstered furniture and richly stained antiques for the solid pieces. Her artwork consisted of large, colorful canvases, mostly landscapes, and their vibrancy offset the simplicity of the room's color palette. I glanced around, letting my gaze fall on the alcove at the back of the room. The space was designed as a reading nook, open to the room, but not actually part of it. Floor to ceiling bookcases occupied all the walls with the exception of the center of the back wall, which held a cozy fireplace.

      Above the mantel, hanging in all its glory, was the painting done by her cousin, the one I remembered but couldn't place. It depicted dark hills and valleys in the early stages of evening light. There were several human-like forms, a yellowish one that appeared to be running from several grey, more ominous forms. It had a very similar style to What Haunts Me. I wondered why I'd never really noticed it before; surely it had been hanging there all along. The piece seemed so out of place in a space that was for the most part bright and cheerful. It almost seemed to create a sort of vortex, or black hole, in the room, sucking in the color and light if you stared at it too long.

      The fact that Vokkel had What Haunts Me hanging in his stairwell wasn't lost on me. I just hadn't—or should I say, hadn't wanted to—connect the strange man to Justine. Why did he have Justine's cousin's artwork hanging in his home? Was Wilhelmina the woman Vokkel had been rumored to drive to suicide? Did Justine know Vokkel? I couldn't shake the feeling that none of this was a coincidence, and perhaps I needed to have a good old fashioned sit-down chat with my lovely neighbor.

      There was a light touch on my elbow and the not-so gentle voice of Anne said, “Mr. Sinclair, are you all right?”

      I hated it when she called me by my surname, but I smiled at her just the same and nodded my head, then glanced at the painting one more time. She noticed the direction of my gaze, and in a conspiratorial whisper, she said, “I hate that painting—it's creepy.” As if realizing that she'd spoken out of place, she shifted uncomfortably and said, “This way, Mr. Sinclair. The ladies are on the terrace.” She still had her hand on my arm, and with a surprising amount of strength, she nudged me toward the french doors.
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      I walked onto the patio to find Justine and Billy sipping wine and engaged in deep discussion. They abruptly stopped when they saw me. As usual, Justine was dressed impeccably; lightweight wool trousers with a matching sweater and a colorful scarf around her neck. I didn't know what was usual for Billy, but she looked nothing like our first encounter. She'd ditched her dingy dark clothes for a tan knee length skirt, white sweater, and ballet style flats. Her hair had been recently washed and hung in silky black waves down her back. The dark lipstick was gone and so were the glasses…the overall result was that of a pretty young woman, not the obnoxious vagabond I'd met earlier in the day.

      Justine reached for me and I leaned down and planted a kiss on her cheek. She then waved to the nearest chair, which was uncomfortably close to Billy. Without the glasses, I could see her eyes more clearly. They were bright green, and I was sure I caught a glint of malicious intent. I shot a suspicious glance in her direction; cleaned up or not, I was sure she was going to bite me.

      “George, darling, I'd like to formerly introduce,” she smiled and glanced at Billy, “my niece Billy. Billy, this is my favorite neighbor, George Sinclair.”

      Just to be a smart-ass, I leaned toward her and extended my hand in formal greeting. “Nice to meet you, Billy, I've heard so little about you.”

      If Justine caught my snide remark, she ignored it, but Billy didn't. She sneered at me ever so slightly. “Right, guess it's the same here,” she said as she gave my hand a limp and insincere shake.

      Justine didn't ignore that remark and lightly slapped Billy's hand, which made me smile until she smacked my hand too, and not so lightly. She scolded, “You two will get along. I have no intention of spending the evening with two bickering children.”

      Billy glanced at me with icy green eyes, and then turned to Justine and said, “Sorry, Aunt Justine.”

      As if to drive home her feelings toward me, a sharp, cold breeze swept across the terrace and caused us all to shiver. I said, “Why don't we go inside, Justine? It's getting a little too cold out here.” I glanced at Billy to be sure the double entendre wasn't lost on her. Her glare got even icier.

      Justine and Billy sat on the sofa and I took a comfortable armchair to their left. It gave me a view of the reading alcove and the painting, which seemed more ominous the more I stared at it. Anne came into the room carrying a freshly opened bottle of wine and a glass, and as she began to pour she caught the direction of my gaze and followed it to the painting. She was clearly uncomfortable around it, but then seemed to shake herself clear of it. She handed me my glass and topped off the ladies glasses, then announced that dinner would be served shortly and hastily left the room.

      Billy was watching the whole exchange, and said in a sarcastic manner I was becoming all too familiar with, “You like that painting George, or does it scare you?”

      Without looking at her, and attempting to drum up some sarcasm of my own, I said, “Why would it scare me, Billy?”

      “Oh, I don't know. You're staring at it like a deer in the headlights, and you sort of shivered there for a second…you know, like it scared you.”

      I shrugged indifferently and said, “Paintings don't scare me; it just reminds me of one I saw recently.” I was getting tired of Billy, so I turned to Justine and asked, “Does it have a name?”

      Justine didn't answer me; instead, her shoulders slumped slightly and she sighed. She placed her wine glass on the table and got up and walked to the antique secretary in the far corner of the room. She opened the top and removed a small folded slip of paper, returning to the couch and sitting heavily.

      “I was hoping it wasn't you, dear, but now I know it must be.” She handed the paper to me and waited for me to read it. Unfolding it, I read the contents. In an elegant handwritten script, it said: There is another. I believe that you know him. I shall be in touch. F.V.

      I guess I'd known this was coming, but damn it, I really didn't want to believe that Justine might be hiding some deep, dark, paranormal secret. How could this sweet, elderly woman be involved in all of this? The silence and unknown was obviously too much for Billy. She reached across and snatched the note from my hand before I realized what was happening. After she read it, she looked from Justine to me and then back to Justine, and said, “Is this why you called me?” Her tone wasn't mean, but it was firm and Justine flinched ever so slightly.

      Justine spoke quietly. “I received that note two days ago. It has been such a long time since he's contacted me that I almost forgot about him.” She patted Billy's knee and continued. “The painting is called What Hunts Me. My cousin….” She patted Billy again. “Billy's grandmother, painted it, along with a companion piece. If you've seen the other….” She paused as if she was having trouble continuing, and then sighed heavily. “I assume you've been to his house?”

      I nodded guiltily; after all, I'd been warned not to go there, and based on Justine's discomfort I guessed she wasn't a fan of Vokkel either. I was over my surprise about her involvement, but I was also suddenly filled with anger at her involvement. My new little acquaintance, the vixen or niece or whatever she was, must have picked up my unpleasant vibe.

      “Don't get your knickers in a bundle, George. There's a perfectly unreasonable explanation for everything.”

      I'd heard her, but I wasn't really listening, so what she said took a minute to sink in. I focused on her face…there wasn't any sign of her earlier dislike, and her green eyes were sort of twinkling. Suddenly I realized that she really was quite pretty…at least she seemed to be when she wasn't snipping and snapping at me.

      I raised my eyebrows, partly in confusion, partly in amusement at what she'd said, and asked, “Unreasonable? I guess that sums up the last several weeks of my life.” With that, I picked up my wine glass and leaned back in my chair, hoping one of these women would enlighten me further.

      “George,” Justine said in a timid voice I'd never heard her use before. “I thought perhaps it was happening to you when you asked about Annette's grandson. Do you remember?”

      I did remember, and I also remembered her saying that the boy was just fine. “So there was something wrong with him? And that ghost I jabbed by the elevator…he was the cause of the kid's leukemia?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      She didn't have a chance to elaborate because Anne had returned to call us for dinner. Without another word we moved to the dining room, another large room painted in a soft dove's egg blue, with bright white trim and cream colored silk drapes that puddled on the floor and reminded me of cascades of vanilla ice-cream. I relaxed a little once we were seated at the table. The soothing colors and textures helped, but being away from the painting helped even more.

      After Anne served the first course, Justine began to tell me a story. “Billy and I were only a few years apart in age, and neither of us had siblings; as such, we spent a great deal of time together in our younger years. We became much like sisters. She began to see the ghosts sometime in her teenage years…I'm not quite sure when, as I had gone off to college and was not able to see her as much as I wanted…needed to. After my graduation, I returned to live permanently in San Francisco. By then, my father had remarried and his new wife was not interested in having a stepdaughter underfoot. Billy had become quite rebellious, and my stepmother suggested that I move into my uncle's house to try and mentor the poor girl. My father, bless his soul, knew that arrangement could only be temporary at best, and purchased the apartment for me. I did, however, stay with my uncle for a few months while the renovations were performed here.” Justine waved her hand around the room.

      “In the months that followed, I tried my best to draw Billy out, to find out what was bothering her and causing so much pain for her. Unfortunately, by then she had developed a reputation in polite society as a wild and uncontrollable young woman, and many of her peers were banned from associating with her. You must understand…things were quite formal in those days, especially for people of our social standing. She would arrive at parties and galas dressed in the most expensive fashions, and at first she would be charming and delightful, but it wouldn't last. Most thought that she had been drinking heavily; her words were incoherent and more often than not, she would be asked to leave. I witnessed one occasion where she removed a silver table knife from her clutch and began to poke at nothing in particular. Realizing that something was terribly wrong, I ushered her out quickly. You see, I had been watching her closely that evening, and not once did she imbibe.”

      Justine paused while Anne served the second course, and then continued with her story. “After much coercion, I was able to extract the truth from Billy. She told me she had been seeing ghosts and that they were cruel and malicious…they were hurting people. She said when she stabbed them they went away, and a nearby person who was afflicted with an ailment would be suddenly healed. Of course, I knew that she must have been suffering from some mental illness and I immediately reported it to my uncle. He decided that she should be sent away, and arranged for her to attend a school in Switzerland where they helped troubled youth. I thought this was a wonderful idea and endorsed it with great enthusiasm. I found out later, much to my horror, that it was not a school at all, but more like an institution.”

      Justine had barely touched her food, and I could tell the story was taking a toll on her. I looked to Billy and her expression seemed to confirm this. She gently touched Justine's arm and said, “Aunt Justine, why don't you let me continue the story so you can eat?” Her tone was so soothing and loving that I forgot about my dislike for her. I smiled and she actually smiled back.

      Billy picked up where Justine had left off. “My grandmother was still in Switzerland when my great-grandfather had a fatal heart attack. Since Justine's father was the executor of his estate and now the guardian for my grandmother, he brought Billy home for the funeral. She wasn't talking about ghosts anymore and everyone thought she was cured. She'd picked up painting while she was over there and showed a lot of potential, so he arranged for her housing and some additional schooling and let her stay in San Francisco.

      “A few years later, grandmother showed up pregnant with my mother. She wouldn't tell anyone who the father was, and because her twenty-first birthday had come and gone without further signs of insanity, she'd inherited all of her pop's money and could take care of herself. There was nothing anyone could do. It was the sixties and all that free love stuff was flying around, so really, who cared anyway?” Justine made a less than approving noise at the last comment and Billy smirked.

      “Anyway, at this point she was starting to talk about her ghosts again. That was when Aunt Justine stepped in to help out. She arranged for Julie—that's my mother by the way—to have a nanny and proper schooling and all that good stuff, while Granny wasted away in a world all her own. Once in a while the cops would call to say they had her at the local lock-up because she was disturbing the peace by poking thin air with a chopstick, and on at least one occasion she ended up at the hospital. Fast forward…it's the mid-seventies, Granny is painting dark, disturbing stuff, and is hooked up with this gallery on Haight Street and having a grand old time. She even managed to avoid the cops, for the most part, on her almost nightly chopstick adventures.

      “By the time Julie hit college age, Granny was in pretty dire straits and apparently quite ill on top of that. She'd developed emphysema, but that isn't what got her in the end. When the gallery people couldn't get ahold of her for several days, one of them went to her flat and broke the door in. Granny was sitting in a chair with three kitchen knives sticking out of her gut. The coroner and the police said they were self-inflicted and called it suicide.” Billy shrugged as if she didn't really believe the suicide story.

      “You don't think it was?” I asked.

      She glanced at Justine and then back at me. “I think she was killed, but that's for another time. Let me finish this part first. At her funeral, a man approached Aunt Justine and announced that he was Julie's father and insisted on seeing her. Julie had become a charmingly ungrateful shit by then and didn't make time for her own mother's funeral: and why should she? She'd inherited a ton of cash and didn't have to answer to anyone….” This came out bitterly, and I was beginning to see why Billy was the way she was. I also noticed that Billy didn't refer to her mother as “Mom,” but by her first name. That screamed estrangement, or at the very least extreme dislike of the woman.

      “No one knew where Julie was at the time anyway. Aunt Justine told the man so and then told him to go pound sand. A few years later he reappears and tells Aunt Justine all about his relationship with Billy, which according to him, began while she was in the nut house in Switzerland. He said he knew she'd gone home to San Francisco, but couldn't live without her and followed her here; torrid affair, kid out of wedlock, blah, blah, blah….” She waved her hand dismissively. “He also told her about Billy's ability and said that it was real, that she really did see bad ghosts, and that she did kill them, thus saving infirm souls from a life of misery. That man was none other than Frederick Vokkel, and he decided to stay in San Francisco because he was sure that Julie would reappear. He was also sure that Julie must have the same ability as her mother…which she doesn't, by the way.”

      Billy reached across the table for the bottle of wine and poured a healthy glass, which she drank in one long gulp. Justine had recovered by then, and had also managed to eat most of her food. Anne returned to clear the plates and inquire about coffee, which we all accepted. When the coffee was in place and Anne had disappeared with the remaining dishes, Billy got up from the table, went to the built-in buffet, and removed a bottle of Bushmills 21 from the lower cabinet (Justine and I shared a love of fine whiskey, and apparently, so did her niece). I raised my eyebrows in surprise and approval, and Billy winked in response.

      “You'll need this for the next part,” she said as she poured a full shot into both our coffee cups. I was even more surprised at that, but decided not to look a gift horse in the mouth. Justine held her hand over her cup when Billy angled the bottle in her direction. I picked up my coffee and took a timid sip—the whiskey was strong and good. I nodded at Billy to continue.

      “So Julie does show up a few years down the road, and low and behold, she's spent most of her inheritance recklessly globetrotting and playing around and getting knocked up somewhere along the line, and now had a kid in tow. Aunt Justine agreed to help her out, just like she did with Grandma Billy. She set Julie up in an apartment and made sure I was cared for. After a year or so, Julie was back to her wily ways and ignoring her parental duties. Aunt Justine told her to straighten up or she'd sue for custody and cut Julie off.

      “Although Vokkel had been keeping a very low profile, he'd apparently been watching Aunt Justine in the hopes that Julie would show up. He knew Julie was back and had made contact with her, and when she realized her funding was going to dry up, she made a deal with the old bastard.” Billy's eyes had taken on that icy stare again, but at least it wasn't directed at me. “She turned custody of me over to Vokkel, and in return he gave her a nice chunk of change, which she used to disappear with. I was four at the time. I went to live at Vokkel's house in Pacific Heights. I had a nanny and a strange man named Edgar to look after me.” She paused to take a sip of her coffee.

      “Why would Vokkel want you though?” I asked, realizing too late that the question came out all wrong. “I didn't mean it like that, Billy; I just don't get why the old guy would want to take on a four year old kid whose mother abandoned her.” That didn't exactly appease Billy, but she explained anyway.

      “Vokkel started out as a garden variety shrink; he got interested in the paranormal thing when a few of his patients started talking about ghosts. Somewhere along the line he decided he was an expert, and actually had minions that would scour nut houses for people with paranormal delusions. He'd heard of Granny from the local shrink that treated her…that doctor was the one that recommended sending her to Vokkel. Vokkel had learned a great deal about ghost killers and all the lore and legend that surrounded them, so the more he could study us, the better. But Granny was different; she was powerful and he'd never come across anyone like her, he'd just heard about them. That's why he followed her to San Francisco. My grandmother wasn't dealing with a full deck.” She looked at Justine, who smiled sadly. “He knew it, but got her pregnant anyway…he wanted another one like her. When he realized that Julie was just a spoiled brat and nothing special, he backed off. But when Julie showed up with a kid, he took an interest again, hoping I'd have Granny's talent.” Billy had said “us,” and grouped herself with ghost killers, which spurred a million new questions, but I thought it best to let them finish their story before I bombarded them. I also felt a twinge of excitement at the prospect of another ghost killer in my midst.

      Justine took hold of Billy's hand to quiet her, and then turned to me and said, “I was sure that Frederick was unstable as well. I petitioned the courts for custody, but he was just as wealthy as I was and fought back. He was also her grandfather and I was only a second cousin. They always ruled in his favor. I was, however, able to convince him to allow me to visit and spend time with Billy. She told me about her ghost sightings, and I advised her to keep mum about it. Unfortunately, Frederick's assistant, Edgar, has a very keen eye, and it was his main position in the household to watch Billy closely for signs of this curse.” Justine's eyes had become moist with emotion.

      “Edgar was escorting Billy to school one day. He'd been holding her hand, and when they approached the steps of the academy, Billy reached into her pocket, pulled out her ruler, and stabbed at something. Edgar cannot see the ghosts on his own, but Billy….” She hesitated and smiled toward her. “Billy can transfer her sight by touch, and as such, Edgar witnessed the ghost and its demise.”

      Justine sighed. “She was only nine at the time, and despite the fact that young girls need motherly influence, Frederick took her away from me to a secluded place in Germany. He wanted her schooled and studied without interruption. I tried for years to find her, but I was never successful.” Her eyes were still moist, but she looked at Billy affectionately. “When Billy was sixteen she ran away. She had never forgotten me or my phone number.” She reached over and gently laid her hand over Billy's hand. “She found a way to call and I immediately dispatched someone to her and arranged for her to come back home.”

      Billy smiled. “He found me, of course, but I threatened to tell everyone he was a child molester if he didn't leave me alone.” I raised my eyebrows and she smiled wickedly. “He's a lot of things, but he wasn't that. But he knew if I made that claim publicly his life would be hell for a while, so he backed off. I stayed with Aunt Justine and finished high school, and then went off to college. In my sophomore year, a man my own age approached me, told me that he had been a student of Vokkel's, and knew what I was.

      “I wasn't the only ghost killer at Vokkel's compound in Germany. There were others, kids and adults alike. But I was his only relative, and more importantly, I could share my sightings, and that was very important to him. He'd been studying paranormal activity most of his adult life, and he believed there was a lot more that some of the ghost killers could do besides see and kill demons. Vokkel thought that once I'd developed more control of my `gift,' as he called it, I would be powerful like my grandmother.” The iciness in her eyes intensified to pure hatred that sent a chill up and down my spine.

      “What happened to all the other ghost killers, the ones in Germany?” I was curious about them, but more importantly I wanted to know if that big house in Pacific Heights was full of people like us.

      Billy shrugged and crossed her arms defiantly over her chest. “Don't know, and don't care. All I know is that he closed up shop and moved here again.”

      “What kind of things did he think you'd be able to do once you developed your `gift'?”

      “You ever notice that some of the ghosts you kill seem to know what you're going to do?” I nodded, remembering the scary nanny in the park and how she tried to run away. “Well, that's because this isn't their first rodeo…their first victim, I mean. When the haunted dies, the ghost needs…wants to find someone new to victimize. The more experience they have the more dangerous they are. Some of those people at Vokkel's little hide-a-way could communicate with those types of demons, and got them to do things…. He thought I'd be like that.”

      Phil had said the Victorian lady communicated with his ghost killer friend, but none of the ghosts I'd killed had attempted to communicate with me. But then again, I never really gave them the chance.

      I looked over at Justine. She looked exhausted and completely spent. Billy followed my gaze and said, “That's enough for tonight…it's late and she's tired.” I looked at my watch and couldn't believe the time; it was almost midnight. Billy stood and went over to help Justine out of her chair. Anne appeared as if by magic and began to lead Justine away.

      Justine stopped in front of me and put her hand on my cheek; it felt like parchment paper against my skin. “We'll talk more tomorrow, dear. Try and rest. There is a great deal more that you need to know.” Then she leaned into Anne and they left the room.

      I looked over at Billy and said, “What now?”

      She smiled thinly and said, “Now you go home.”
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      I was pretty sure the evening had effectively killed any ability to ever sleep again. Once I was home, I kicked off my shoes, poured a stiff shot of whiskey, sat on the couch, and leaned my head back. I was exhausted, but I couldn't stop thinking about everything they'd told me. I didn't have any problem believing that Vokkel was crazy…that was an easy one. But talking to ghosts? I laughed out loud…why couldn't it be possible? After all, up until six weeks ago I would never have believed I could see them, either. I wondered if Justine could see them too. She said Billy could transfer her ability by touch. I thought perhaps she must have. Why else would she believe all this if it hadn't been proven to her? I had so many questions swirling around in my head at such a frantic pace that it actually hurt. I closed my eyes for what I thought was just a moment, but turned out to be almost six hours.

      The previous day and evening had been pretty warm and I'd left the living room window open. The sound of early morning birds chirping happily outside woke me, and I realized that I'd fallen asleep in an upright position on the couch. My neck ached and I was still tired. I dragged myself to my bedroom, stripping my clothes off as I went, and fell into bed.

      The shrill ringing of my doorbell woke me up a few hours later. Whoever it was had to be in the hallway outside my apartment, because it wasn't the sound of the intercom bell at the building entrance. Still half asleep and knowing it was either Justine or Billy, I grabbed my pants from the floor and groggily headed to my front door. I was five feet away when my uninvited guest started pounding on the door as well as leaning on the bell. I realized, unhappily, that it had to be Billy; Justine would never be that rude.

      I checked the peephole, confirmed the identity of my unwanted visitor, and yanked the door open. “Damn-it, woman! What is your problem? I'm trying to sleep!”

      She shouldered past me and went to the living room without a word. I followed her in and watched her pick up my whiskey glass and sniff its contents. I'd fallen asleep after one sip, so it was mostly full. She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “It's almost noon, so you need to be up anyway. Don't ya think it's a bit early for this?” she said as she waved the glass in my direction.

      I snatched the glass from her and headed to the kitchen, and she followed. While I made coffee, I could feel her eyes on my back. I only had on my wrinkled khakis from the night before, and suddenly felt conscious of my naked upper body. Don't get me wrong, I was a strapping young man, and thought I looked pretty good shirtless. But I could actually feel her staring and it wasn't a pleasant sensation. When I turned to look at her, she had a satisfied grin on her face that said she was well aware of how uncomfortable she was making me. I left the room to find a t-shirt, and when I returned she was pouring two cups of coffee. I added cream and sugar to mine and went back to the living room.

      She followed again with her own cup in hand, but didn't sit. Instead she began to walk around the room, looking at the books on the bookshelf, scrutinizing my artwork and furnishings, and saying absolutely nothing. When I couldn't take anymore, I said, “What do you want, Billy? Is Justine all right?”

      “She's fine, just a bit tired. Last night took a lot out of her.”

      It had taken a lot out of me too, which was why I wanted her to leave so I could go back to sleep. “Okay, then answer my first question,” I snapped.

      She had been looking out the window, and now she turned to me and scowled. “Are you always such an ass?”

      I scowled back and said, “Glass houses Billy, ever hear that saying?”

      She laughed cynically and said, “You grew up in a nice household with loving parents. I, on the other hand, did not, and have earned the right to be a bitch. I'm good at it; don't try and take that away from me.”

      I should have been surprised that she knew anything about my childhood, but I wasn't. I guessed that Justine must have filled her in. But I did find her comment amusing and a bit disarming, so I laughed and leaned back comfortably on the sofa while motioning her to the nearest chair, which she ignored.

      “There's a lot we didn't cover last night, and you're on Vokkel's radar now, so you need to know some things.” She paused and angled her head slightly. “How did you connect with him, anyway?”

      I narrowed my eyes and asked in less than a polite tone, “You mind if I take a shower before we get into all of this?”

      She shrugged dismissively and said, “Sure, I'll just riffle through your belongings while I wait.” Her amusement turned her eyes just a bit brighter, and I sighed resignedly.

      “Fine, don't break anything,” I said as I left the room.

      My shower was quick and cold. I wanted to jump start my brain with a little temperature shock, and I also didn't want to leave Billy alone for too long, as I had no doubt that she'd do just what she said. Once I was dry and properly attired in jeans, a fresh t-shirt, and tennis shoes, I headed to the living room to find out what the little vixen had been up to. She wasn't there, but the clanking of pots and pans and the delightful scent of bacon was. I followed the sounds and smells to find her in the kitchen making breakfast. Maybe she wasn't that bad after all.

      I leaned against the door-jam with my arms folded across my chest and watched her for a minute. She wore skinny jeans, with tall black boots and a fitted sweater. She had a pretty good figure, and I was caught red-handed admiring it.

      “Stop staring at my ass and get some plates and silverware,” she said without turning around. I should have been embarrassed, but hey, she had been visually assaulting me earlier, so all was fair.

      “How did Justine know it was me?” I asked as I set the table.

      “You touched her, she saw him.”

      At first I wasn't sure what she was talking about, but then I remembered the sick boy and the man in the lobby. I had brushed past Justine in my hurry to jab him, and I'd touched her arm.

      With her back still facing me, she said, “Not many people can share their ability with others. To be honest, I think you need to have a little untapped paranormal talent of your own to see them, and I think Justine does.” She turned around to face me, a spatula in her hand pointed in my direction. “You, my friend, can share and you shared it with her, although very briefly. A few hours later you asked about the boy. She didn't want to admit it to herself…she knows how hard this thing is on a person. When she got the note from Vokkel she knew it had to be you.”

      She brought the pan from the stove and scooped half of an omelet onto my plate, then put the other half on hers. Once she was seated, she took a bite and smiled. “Damn, I'm a good cook.”

      “And modest too,” I said sarcastically. However, I smiled too, because she was right, the omelet was delicious.

      “So back to my question…how'd you hook up with Vokkel?”

      I shrugged. “I was scared and I couldn't figure out what was happening to me.” I told her about my meeting with Phil James and Edgar crashing the tour. I even confessed my visit to Vokkel's house and what happened once I got there. I didn't mention the Watchers. I'd get to them in a minute.

      She nodded and shoved another forkful of food into her mouth. When she was done chewing she said, while pointing her empty fork in my direction, “Okay, I get that. But he's a very bad man and you need to stay away from him.”

      I didn't disagree; instead I asked, “Why did Justine call you? More importantly, why'd you come? I mean, couldn't you have turned me over to your Watcher buddies? By the way, who are these Watcher people?”

      She didn't show any surprise that I knew about them, so I assumed she was well aware of them and probably knew a few as well. She raised her eyebrows at me. “She called me because I can help you, and with Vokkel involved, I'm the best person to help you.”

      “So why didn't she say something before? I mean, we could have avoided him altogether.”

      Billy shook her head. “This isn't easy for her. My grandmother was crazy, not just from being able to see ghosts either. That took a huge toll on Aunt Justine. And my mother's antics, followed by Vokkel kidnapping me, did not make things easier. She just didn't want it to be you, even though she knew deep down it was.” Billy looked at me, and those green eyes felt like they could see inside my soul. “She loves you like a grandson, don't ask me why.”

      “Because I'm not a bitch, just an ass…makes me very lovable.” I meant it to be funny, but she didn't seem amused. “Sorry, I didn't mean….”

      She waved it off before I could finish. “Don't worry about it. She's been singing your praises for years, and I know how good you've been to her—for her—so…thank you for that.”

      I suddenly felt horrible. Justine had never mentioned Billy and I thought Billy knew that. “Why hasn't she told me about you?”

      “Because I kill things…ghosts, and…because I asked her not to.”

      Her reference to “things” raised the hair on the back of my neck. I was pretty sure she meant more than ghosts, so I asked, “What sort of things?”

      She picked up her silverware again and finished what was left on her plate. When she was done she laid them down and leaned back in her chair. She seemed to be in a state of thoughtful contemplation.

      Finally she said, “Vokkel had these women at that place in Germany; they were sort of our teachers, from an academic standpoint that is. One of them was more like my nanny though,” she grimaced, “or bodyguard…she went everywhere I did. In order to get away, I had to get rid of her. I knew some of the people there could communicate with the ghosts, so I asked how to do it. At the time I didn't know I could do it myself…. Anyway, Vokkel would let some of us go to town on occasion. The day I escaped there were four of us, plus Estelle, my nanny/bodyguard. I was on the look-out for a really bad ghost to help me, and I found one in a shop that Estelle had insisted we go into. I maneuvered her in his direction, and when we were close I took her hand and then I took his…well, as much as you can take a ghost's hand, that is. It felt a lot like touching…water. Really cold water….” She flinched as she described the sensation. “When I touched him this sizzle went through me and right into her. She dropped on the spot, and I ran like hell to the train station and got out of there. I learned later that she died.”

      “You killed someone?”

      “I didn't have a choice,” she said emphatically. She suddenly softened her tone and said, “I didn't know that was going to happen. I…I'm not proud of it, but I'd do it again if I had too.”

      I should have been surprised at this revelation, but I wasn't and that bothered me. Sitting in front of me was a woman that I had a connection to like no other person I'd encountered before. From what I knew about her, which I admit was very little, her life had been hell and she'd done what she had to do in order to survive.

      I decided to leave it be for the time being, and asked, “Tell me about the Watchers.”

      She leaned back in her chair and said, “Let's take a walk, I could use the exercise.” I sighed in frustration, but I got up from the table and began to clean up the dirty dishes.
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      We walked through Lafayette Park and headed to Fillmore Street. I had expected her to tell me about the Watchers, but she deflected the topic again and insisted I tell her how and when all this started for me. She made few comments and asked no questions, but she did find it interesting that I'd managed to suppress it for so many years; however, she didn't offer any insight as to how or why.

      “How come when we kill them and the victims get better, no one seems to remember they were ill in the first place?” I asked.

      “You know when a friend or acquaintance shows up with a new haircut and you're not sure why, but you know there's something different about them, you just can't pinpoint it?” I nodded and she continued. “It's kind of like that. Their friends and family know something's different, but they don't know what. They just know the person is better for it.”

      We'd reached Fillmore Street and turned north. She stopped in front of a bar with outdoor seating; it was only mid-afternoon and most of the tables were empty. Billy went to the one at the end and sat down. The sun was on its slow decline toward the horizon, and the chair she took was bathed in afternoon light. She angled her seat so that it faced the warmth and closed her eyes while leaning back comfortably. She looked serene and at peace, something I wouldn't have thought she was capable of, considering her personality.

      A waitress appeared and asked us for our order. Billy didn't flinch or otherwise acknowledge her, so I ordered two light beers. When she moved away to the only other occupied table, Billy's left eye opened just a slit and the green caught the sunlight and seemed to wink at me, then she closed it again and said, “Maybe I don't like light beer.”

      “And maybe you shouldn't be so rude when a waitress arrives to take your order.”

      She sat up straight and held her hand over her eyes to deflect the sunlight, then readjusted her chair to get it out of her face altogether. By the time she made herself comfortable again, the waitress had returned with our drinks.

      I took a long pull on my beer and then said, “Why are you avoiding my questions about the Watchers?”

      “I'm not avoiding the topic, I just don't want to talk about them,” she said matter-of-factly, as if that would end my inquiries, which of course it would not.

      I let my annoyance show through. “Look Billy, I appreciate the fact that you came when Justine called you, but if you're not going to tell me what I need to know then you aren't helping me, and it makes me wonder why in the hell you're here in the first place!”

      Her expression softened and she held her hands up in resignation. “Okay, okay, calm down. From what I know, they started out as a small group of ghost killers that somehow managed to come into contact with each other. This was a long time ago, like centuries and centuries. At some point they decided that they should become guardians of what we do, how we do it, and how we keep in contact with each other, sort of like a secret society I guess. For a long time all they did was keep track of what they believed to be active areas of ghost infestations…you know, like towns with sudden mysterious diseases and stuff. They would send a few of us to these places to check things out, and if the ghosts were the cause we'd take care of it and move on. Large cities are always a mecca for the ghosts, so they like to keep at least two or three of us in steady supply if they can.”

      She took a drink of her beer and continued. “Part of what they do is to keep an eye out for new ghost killers like you, and that worked great for a while, because, as you've discovered, this can be quite a shock when it materializes, so having someone guide you and help you learn the ropes is good.”

      She really had my attention and I wanted more. I let her take a breather for a minute while we sipped our beers, then I nodded at her to continue. “What's the other part?”

      After a long sigh, she said, “There's not a lot of us and we're mostly the same…we see a demon, we kill it, we move on. But there are some of us that can do more, like the `sharing' thing you did with Justine, and the ability to communicate with the ghosts, good and bad. The Watchers want those people, the ones that can communicate.”

      Phil had mentioned ghost killers that could talk to the ghosts, and Billy admitted to being one, so I'd assumed this wasn't an uncommon quality. I guess my confusion was evident, and I either needed to work on my facial expressions or she could read my mind. Either way, she wagged her finger at me and said, “George, George, George…Aunt Justine said you were a smart guy, but I'm beginning to wonder….” Her sarcasm was back in spades.

      My turn to glare and I did my best, but I doubt it held a candle to her well-practiced icy stare. “Explain it then,” I said between gritted teeth.

      She smiled, signaled the waitress for another round, and then said, “If you can communicate with the ghosts, it means you're a more powerful ghost killer, and it also means you can probably do more than just talk to them…in some cases you can even control them. There are stories out there about super powerful ghost killers that can do unbelievable things. If that's true, imagine the kind of power they could wield. The Watchers want those types, and so do Vokkel and his people.”

      Phil's comment about a “super-human” ghost killer being on the loose came back to me, and so did the part about him thinking it might be me. That, of course, didn't make sense; aside from the sharing thing, I was pretty sure I wasn't doing anything more than killing them. I was about to ask Billy about it when I noticed her attention was directed elsewhere.

      A woman in a motorized wheelchair was expertly navigating her way up the street in our direction through the pedestrians, A-frame sidewalk signs, and leashed canines that were milling around the parking meters they were tied to. Billy leaned forward and reached into the shaft of her knee-length boot. She pulled something out and jabbed it at the woman as she passed by—but no, she wasn't jabbing the woman, she was jabbing the ghost that was following close at her heels, or should I say wheels. The bespectacled demon looked at Billy with only a second to spare. Horror passed over his face as he began to swirl away. As if nothing had happened, she replaced the ten-inch long stick into her boot and took a long sip of her beer.

      When I glanced up the sidewalk, wanting a glimpse of the woman, sans wheelchair, she was nowhere in sight. I wondered if her friends and family would complement her on her new hairdo when they saw her.

      Still wanting to know more about the Watchers and Vokkel, but now curious about something altogether new, I asked while pointing toward her shiny black boot, “So, what do you use?” She had put it away too fast for me to get a good look, but it most certainly wasn't a trusty number two pencil.

      She reached down again, pulled it out, and placed it on the table. It was a hand carved chopstick, probably ivory from the looks of it. Justine and Billy had commented about Grandma Billy poking demons with chopsticks. “Was that your grandmother's?” She nodded in reply and put it back in her boot.

      “You mentioned before, when you killed that lady…the bodyguard….” She flinched at my terminology, but what else would you call it, “accidental homicide”? I didn't feel the need to sugarcoat anything with her, so I ignored her reaction. “You said it was like a sizzle went through you. You ever feel that before?” I hadn't mentioned my earlier experiences that prompted the need for my favorite yellow companion, and I wanted to know if she'd felt that before too.

      She picked up her beer and took another drink, looking at me over the bottle as she did. “Of course, why else would I carry a chopstick in my boot?”

      “So you expected it to happen when you touched the bodyguard? You knew it would hurt her?” The last question came out in an accusatory tone and I immediately regretted it.

      “I didn't know it would do that!”

      She drained her beer and stood up abruptly. I had a feeling I'd gone too far, and I was right. Before I could even get the money out of my pocket to pay the tab, she had walked briskly down the street and was rounding the corner. By the time I made it to the corner, she was gone. I walked home, feeling guilty about how I'd phrased the question, but not guilty about asking it. I needed to know if Billy was dangerous, and more importantly, I needed to know if Justine was at risk.

      There was also another nagging “need-to-know,” and that was this business about communicating with the ghosts. Since Billy admitted that she'd done it on at least one occasion, did that mean she could do it all the time? Did that also mean she was one of these more powerful ghost killers that everyone seemed to be after?
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