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The chimes clanged in the driving winter wind, reverberating throughout the block, the clouds hanging low in the overcast sky acting as if the hard rock of cave walls. The sound caused stray cats to shrink and crawl away in fear under the nearest car, caused even squirrels to wince in irritation as they crawled back into the more muffled shelter of their crevices in the tress.

Birds used to build nests on my front porch—robins, mostly—but ever since I hung up the windchimes they quit. They can’t deal with that shit, either.

Can’t blame them; those chimes were noisy bastards.

I looked across the street and saw my neighbor, Randy, staring, pissed off, across the street at my house.

I knew what he was fuming about; I knew he hated the windchimes.

I turned from the windows lining my front room and walked through the kitchen into the living room, where the heat of the gas fireplace greeted me and I saw lounging in the recliner in the corner my wife, Mary:

“You need to flip it down to the pilot,” I said, “It’s fucking toasty in here.”

“I like it. I’ve even got the space heater on with it.”

“You think we should take down the windchimes?” I said.

“I like them,” she said.

“They seem to be aggravating the neighbors. Randy specifically.”

“Hell with Randy. Remember when he made you take down the fence in the front yard just so he’d have an easier time of it backing his camper into his driveway? And he still spins wheels in our yard every summer—usually after a big rain—like he’s doing it on purpose!”

“He didn’t exactly specify that as the reason he wanted the fence down. We just speculated that’s what it was.”

“That’s definitely what it was. And windchimes are great; there’s a magic to them. They’re a communicative device through which the deceased speak with the living. That’s why we were gifted them after your grandma’s funeral, remember?”

“Yeah, I remember,” I said, “Just not sure that I buy that. The mystical shit.”

“Well, I buy it, so we’re leaving the chimes. Randy can fuck off.”

“If they’re so magical,” I said, “Why do they only chime when it’s windy, and stop when it isn’t? Wouldn’t you expect them to chime, at least sometimes, when there’s no wind?”

“I think they do chime where there’s no wind,” she said, “And even if they don’t, what’s that matter? Maybe the wind itself is spiritual, you know? Could be, right? What if spirits are part of the Earth’s natural processes? Do you have any idea what causes the wind?”

“Well... I can’t confidently explain it right here and now, but I know for a fact there’s a perfectly scientific reason for it.”

“That’s doesn’t mean anything. There can be a scientific explanation for something, which is true, and also a spiritual explanation, which is also true. Both can be true at the same time. I say the wind is spirits.”

“I still think that if spirits communicate through windchimes, then they should be able to do it when there’s isn’t any wind.”

“Take the chimes down to the basement then. No wind down there.”

“I thought you wanted to keep them clanging away on the front porch.”

“I don’t mean permanently. Just for a little while, as a sort of experiment. A fucking scientific experiment.”

I turned and left the room and again looked out the window and saw Randy, still there, glaring across the street at my windchimes. I walked out the front door and waved at him and reached up to the hook where the chimes were hanging and took the chimes down and walked back inside. I looked out again and saw Randy, still there, an expression like newborn bafflement spread across his face.

He still didn’t look happy.

“Randy just likes to bitch about stuff,” said Mary, “He actually wants you to keep the chimes there, because now that you’ve taken them down, he’s got to find something else to be bitter and grouchy about. That’s just the type of guy he is.”

“I can’t disagree with that. We’ll have to make sure to get the chimes back out there for him sooner rather than later.”

“That doesn’t matter. He’ll find something new to bitch about before the end of the week, no doubt about it.”

––––––––
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We hung the chimes from the ceiling in the middle of our unfinished basement, which was at the moment flooded following the rainstorm the previous week. Water puddled an inch or so deep in several spots along the uneven concrete floor. It was cold as hell today, but last week it had been warm, and a good little deluge had dumped on us. 

That’s the weather in Kentucky. Rainstorm one day, snowstorm the next. Tomorrow, I knew, it might well be seventy-five and sunny, fuckin birds chirpin.

“Chimes aren’t chimin,” I said, staring ahead at the windchimes, which dangled limply from the ceiling.

“You got to give it some time,” said Mary, “You think the ghosts are just going to come racing down here to talk to you? To prove themselves? They don’t give a shit about you or me, and they certainly don’t care whether we think they exist or not.”

“I thought ghosts were always tryin to communicate with the living.”

“Yeah, true. They do sometimes. But I don’t think they have any reason to communicate specifically with us. Other than your grandma, I guess. But she had a big family. What was it, nine kids?”

“That’s right.”

“And how many grandkids?”

“Bunch.”

“Greats?”

“Several.”

“Well then she’s got lots of people she needs catching up with. Might be you’re a bit down on her list.”

“I reckon I probably am. She’s probably not yet even used to the afterlife enough to go tryin to talk to folks back down here again, anyway. She’s got people to talk with up there, too. Her husband, and whatnot. Her mom.”

“You might be right about that.”

We walked back upstairs and started to get dinner ready. I made soup beans with cornbread and banana croquettes and I pulled some jalapenos preserved from the summer garden from the freezer and defrosted them and sliced them thinly and placed them as a garnish atop the soup beans, and then I cut a few tomatoes—not from the garden; from Kroger—into thick steaks and after plating them drizzled some olive oil atop them and sprinkled them with salt and pepper.

It was a good dinner.

We went to bed early, after watching that old movie, White Christmas, with Bing Crosby and Danny Kaye—where they’re singin and partyin during the war, standin in the chalky rubble of what presumably used to be a city, amidst explosions in the European theatre of World War II—even though Christmas was already weeks since past.

Wind chill got down to negative fifteen that night, and ever since then I’ve always wondered whether ghosts get cold too; if just like field mice they look for houses where they can hide away, wait out the winter, and stay warm.

––––––––
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“You hear that?” said Mary.

I sat up in bed and looked at my phone and saw that it was just after three in the morning.

“What’s up?” I said.

“You don’t hear that?”

“I don’t hear shit.”

“You must be deaf. Listen closer.”

I focused and tried to listen and at first I still didn’t hear nothin but then, after several seconds, the bells found their way into my ear canals and I knew they was the chimes.

“No fuckin way,” I said, “It’s gotta be one of the neighbors.”

“None of the other neighbors have chimes. I know for a fact Randy doesn’t.”

“Hell, maybe he went and got some. That’s just the type of thing he’d do. Bitch about chimes year after year and then when we finally take ‘em down, go and get a set of his own, like he got used to ‘em or somethin.”

“I can’t say that would surprise me.”

I got out of bed and walked down the creaking, 50’s constructed hardwood stairs to the front window and pulled back the blinds and looked across the street to Randy’s front porch.

There were no chimes. I looked at the other neighbors’ porches and there were no chimes there, either. 

“The fuck,” I said.

I walked back upstairs.

“We must be hearin shit,” I said.

“You’re damn right we’re hearing shit,” said Mary, “We’re hearing chimes.”

“You know what I mean. Sometimes, when you’ve been hearin something for so long, it sticks in your subconscious, and even when the sound goes away, you still hear it. I had that problem when I was a kid. I’d play my Gameboy for hours and hours, and when my parents finally made me shut it off, or when the batteries finally died, I’d still hear the music. I’d be layin in the dark in my bed at night still hearin the sound of Donkey Kong’s jungle.”

“That’s a cute story,” said Mary, “But I’m not imagining the sound. There are chimes somewhere around here. Listen again.”

We were both silent, listening closely, at first hearing nothing—the wind must have stopped—before finally, sure enough, that musical clanging invaded my ears.

“Did you check the basement?” said Mary.

“Why would I check the basement?”

“You not been paying attention? To what we’ve been saying about ghosts?”

“You said ghosts don’t give a shit about us.”

“True, I did. And now I hear chimes.”

“Can’t be ghosts. You think someone is down there?”

“That’s one explanation. Maybe a birds flown in through the garage. That’s happened before. Maybe it got into the basement and decided to roost on the chimes, and every time they clang together, it hops off, startled, until they stop, whereafter it goes back. On and on again. Birds are dumb.”

“Birds aren’t dumb. Crows are smart as most humans, far as I’m concerned. Bluejays are smart. Brown Thrashers.”

“Just go down there and look.”

I climbed back out of bed and back down the stairs through the foyer and thereafter the kitchen and opened the basement door and descended those creaky wooden steps, too.

It was dark down there.

I reached up and grabbed the chain by the naked lightbulb and pulled it and light filled the room.

The chimes were there. They weren’t chimin.

I shook my head and pulled the chain again and turned to walk back up the stairs, by this point starting to get pissed off at the sleep I was every moment missing out on, unfairly in my thoughts blaming it on my wife, before I made it to the top stair, damn near, and heard it clear as day:

Clang clang clang clang clang.

Goosepimples covered me so quickly as if to be infectious and I turned and looked back into the darkness and saw nothing, but the lights were off, so what was I supposed to see?

I stepped lightly back down and grabbed the chain again and felt it click and click as I pulled it and then the lights came back on and I saw the chimes. 

They weren’t clangin anymore, but they were movin.

Wasn’t no wind in the basement.

“You all right down there?” I heard from up the stairs. It was Mary.

“Yeah.”

I stood lookin at the chimes, their sonic reverberations bouncing off the cold stone of the basement walls as if communicative sonar. I stood lookin for several moments more but nothin happened and then I was startled by my wife, who yanked open the basement door and stood gazin down on me as if heavenly from up in the kitchen:

“You gonna come to bed, weirdo?” she said.

“Yeah.”

I walked over to the lightbulb and grabbed the chain and pulled it and as soon as I did—as if the chain itself had ignited their clanging—the chimes started back up. 

Mary barreled down the stairs and looked at them and this time they didn’t stop. They kept clangin and clangin away in the windless basement. Sweat spilled out of my cold skin as I stood there statuesque in my decision-making uncertainty.

“The hell is going on?” said Mary finally.

“Ghosts,” I said.

“You’re fucking with me,” she said.

“You’re the one brought up the possibility, like it was somethin totally logical. Ordinary.”

“Yeah but we were talking theoretically. I never expected it would actually happen.”

“Well, it’s happened,” I said, steppin forward toward the chimes. I didn’t know what I was doin—had no idea of the proper course of action regarding this fucked up situation—but I figured whatever came next, it must involve approaching the chimes.

“What you got to say?” I said to the chimes like a dumbass.

They didn’t say nothin back but they kept chimin, even louder I think, unless that was just my imagination.

“The fuck are you doing?” said Mary.

“Not totally sure,” I said, reaching forward to grab at one of the chimes. I grabbed it and all of them abruptly stopped; not just the one I’d grabbed hold of. Then they started back up; all of them except the one I was holding, that is, and they started clangin into one another and also into the backside of my hand, bludgeoning my knuckles, whose skin was already dried out from the January cold, and they cracked open and started bleeding; bled out onto the chimes, painting them red, which mixed with their otherwise gold surface to create an imperial, Holy Roman sort of hue. I used my free hand to grab another of the chimes and it, too, stopped.

“Come over here and grab the other two chimes,” I said to Mary, gesturing desperately with my chin while still holding two of the four total chimes. She walked over uncertainly and, reaching forward while simultaneously leaning back, like someone readying to swat at a beehive, she clutched at the air, trying to grab the two still-wild chimes, which were flinging around now more chaotically, as if they’d been cornered, like a toddler throwing a tantrum as its mother approached, arms outstretched to grab them.

Mary grabbed hold of both of them and the whole set stopped, but only for a moment.

“What’s goin on?” I said.

“We stopped them,” she said, “We’ve put our hands over their mouths. Whatever the ghosts were trying to say to us, they can’t say it now. At least not until we let go, or until we can’t hold on any longer.”

“Should we let go?” I said, noticing that the chimes I was clutching had started to fight back psychokinetically against my sweaty grasp, “I’m not sure I can hold them much longer. The blood on the aluminum is slippery, and it’s getting worse. Slimier.”

“Hold on for just another second or two,” said Mary, herself barely able to maintain grasp of the two chimes she was clutching.

We held like that, the chimes fighting against us, until eventually, from up on the ceiling where the chimes hung, the hardwood comprising both the basement ceiling and the floor of the above living room began splitting and then twisting unnaturally, counterclockwise, until the boards themselves were ripped away and thrown floorward. A piece of wood struck me but it wasn’t large enough to cause any real damage; splinter bits and sawdust floated down into Mary’s hair.

We both looked up and saw, somehow, the same thing happening to the first floor. The white-painted ceiling was spinning and thereafter falling away downward, making the top floor of our house visible. Afterward, the roof itself twisted away and fell apart, shingles twirling down like shuriken bricks, revealing in the wintry blackness of the night sky a full moon, which shone—its face distinct and somehow gleeful—as if with psychic energy down through the hole in the window and through the second and first floors into the basement. 

Pulsating outward from this white lunar glow was a sort of social intelligence, non-linguistic, but nonetheless emotionally communicative, and outward from the otherwise perfectly cylindrical moonbeam whipped white flares, which slithered around the room in a manner somehow both naturally gravitational but also independently mobile, as if sniffing around the basement for whatever had unleashed this eldritch cyclopean force.  

I fell to the floor and so did Mary, and I crawled across the cold stone to where she lay and held her, and she held me, our terror together building as the beam pulsated, lighter and darker and lighter and darker onward, and a heat—one I somehow recognized as human body heat—radiated outward from it; an energy source mortifying in its alien yet still familiar, apparently self-sustaining power. 

“The ghosts!” shouted Mary over the din.

“What?”

“The spirits are trying to communicate with us. They’re always trying to communicate. I think when we stopped the chimes, a sort of communicative traffic jam happened; a bottleneck that, once it built up, split our house in two. Spiritual energy needs to be allowed freedom of movement through its earthly conduits, and anyone—like us—who block the conduit, risk explosive damage.”

I looked in horror once again at the moonbeam.

“What are the implications of this?” I thought aloud absently, “The military implications... Could this beam be directed; could it be converted into a weapon?”

Mary, disinterested in my irrelevant hypothesis, stared ahead at the beam, her eyes aglow and reflective of the light, much like the moon itself is in relation to the sun.

“We have to get out of here,” she said, standing up.

I followed her lead and stood and the two of us made our way to the stairway, which was shaking amidst the beam-originated quake as if to at any moment fall apart, trapping us down in the basement, our tomb.

I gestured for Mary to go first and she scrambled up the stairs and then turned and looked back, where I was as well ascending, but just before I made it to the top, the stairs fell away, tumbling back down into the basement, and I with them.

“Shit,” said Mary, “grab this!” And she pushed forward the bristles-end of a corn broom, which I grabbed and pulled against, my feet wedged into the corner edge separating the kitchen floor from the basement wall, which now emptied stairless into the growing oblivion below.

Mary was trying to pull me up but—being that I weighed nearly sixty pounds more than her—she was falling forward as well. I waved my hand, grasping at nothing, trying to clutch at the grooves on the casing of the doorframe, whiffing again and again until finally I grabbed it, clutching, my sweaty bloodstained hands slipping, and used my last effort to pull myself forward, whereafter Mary caught me and pulled and we both fell back into the kitchen.

We embraced one another and then turned and looked back into the basement, down to where the floor used to be, where now an exponentially growing swirling vortex had engulfed the floor. Looking amidst the whirl, I saw faces—pained, ovular mouths and eyes bright and quivering, their energy repulsing me as if kinetic. The specters composing the whirlpool were seemingly innumerable but I could nonetheless make out the shape of each of their undulating non-Euclidean though humanoid forms, the beginning and end of each individual spilling into one another and thereafter out again as if the product of some unknown quantum framework.

The house shook.

“We have to get out of here,” said Mary, and grabbed my forearm and I turned and we both scrambled through the kitchen and the foyers out the front door and into the snow. I turned and looked back at the house and saw that it was split open down the middle. The chimney had crumbled, the bricks of which fell down atop my car, an ageing black Kia Rio, which was now wailing outward, lights flashing, into the otherwise dark and quiet snowy night.

“Why is it so quiet out here,” I said, “but so noisy in there?”

“Just wait,” said Mary, “The noise is coming.”

And then the house exploded completely, and outward were flung spirits uncountable, which flew into the night, swarming an unsuspecting screech owl before darting moonward.

I heard a siren coming from down the street. 

“Police are coming,” said Mary.

“Reckon they’ll be able to fix the house? Or the car?”

“We need a new car, anyway,” she said.
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Maura’s voice - of late - had the effect of a running drill being injected into Silver’s hypersensitive ear. 

Well, maybe not that extreme. A prickly pin, fondling his lobe. Then, upping the ante and entering his inner ear, piercing his cochlea. The ensuing anguish would cause him to wince visibly, if not audibly. Something like that - give or take. You get the point. 

But this was different. 

She’d never been this heartless before. Her every syllable stung him like a handful of hornets (If only you’d had the balls to stand up to my parents from the start, instead of cowering like a spineless worm!), her words leaving figurative lesions (It was your weed addiction that ruined our communication - to say nothing of our sex life!). On this day, Maura’s confessions caused Silver’s blood to boil, and his voice to escalate past the tolerability point. 

“Why are you doing this?” he cried, his voice shaking like a minor desert tremor. “I asked you to accompany me to Asia, but you refused. How’s that my fault? I mean, I’ve done nothing but —”

“You’re a loser,” Maura said. “Plain and simple. Had I known what a burnout I would be subjected to all this time, I would’ve picked Robert at Angelica's party all those years ago.”

Silver didn’t often see red - except at that particular moment. Steam evaporated from his ears and nose, like a rushing locomotive of yesteryear. His eyes turned fiery, and the expletive that emanated from his lips as he threw his phone against the wall made everyone outside of the hotel turn their head towards his window. He never meant to break his device so carelessly, but it was the sole thing in his hand at the moment. Had he held a charger or a remote or a bottle when his temper passed the tolerability index, they’d have met a similar fate. 

It took several minutes for his breathing to de-escalate, and his face to abandon the raging redness of a tomato. When he eventually noticed the severity of the cracked screen that was unblemished only moments ago, his dissipating rage instantly turned into bitter regret.

That was dumb. After all, it’s not the phone’s fault that Maura’s a bitch.

He stared melancholically at the broken pieces of glass. Glistening under the ceiling light, they resembled frozen ice particles after a stomping of an angry boot heel. If only Silver’s remorse could mend the damage and reverse time a handful of minutes into the past, perhaps he’d pick the hotel’s teacup and shatter it to smithereens instead. 
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