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The only places ghosts exist are in your imagination. They aren’t real.

Beth Carson’s father must have told her this a hundred times as a child, hoping to reassure her and abate her fears before bedtime.  If only he had lived to witness half of the things Beth had experienced over the last decade, he would never have said such a thing.

Those words, which had comforted and assured her during innumerable dark, sleepless nights of her youth now felt like a cruel joke. It was like learning there was no Santa Claus or Tooth Fairy- Something which seemed like a pleasant, comforting ideal, had become shattered and permanently broken. Once revealed, the truth could never be forgotten, eliminating any chance of returning to ignorant, oblivious bliss. 

It had all began as a fluke, a most unlikely happening. During her freshman year of college, Beth’s boyfriend, an English major who prided himself on his gothic, pale, ghostly appearance, let slip one night at a party that he belonged to a secret club. After a few more drinks than his body could handle, he mumbled and slurred his way through a tale of how he and his friends had founded a group called the Scientific Paranormal Investigation and Research Innovation Team, or SPIRIT for short.

After spending some time around the group, Beth quickly came to realize that the whole thing was the brainchild of Scarlet Southwood, a second year physics and parapsychology major.

Scarlet, who did not fit the mould of a typical math whiz, with her fiery red hair, evenly tanned skin and seemingly perfect body, seemed to Beth to possess a certain quality that drew others to her like a magnet. 

It wasn’t just horny college guys either. 

After only a short while of hanging around her, Beth noticed how everyone on campus seemed to know Scarlet, and for some, envy her. 

Over the course of several weeks, Scarlet’s passion for the paranormal had Beth practically salivating to become involved with the group. During a coffee date, Scarlet had explained that her interest in the paranormal arose from living in a number of haunted houses in her life, combined with a desire to confirm the presence of life after death for her own personal satisfaction.  

Beth could relate with her desire to know if people survived death. Her parents were killed by a drunk driver when she was eight. All of her grandparents had died before she had reached the age of five. An only child, without a family member to care for her, Beth had been sent to live with an older couple who seemed more interested in the grant money and tax relief of being foster parents, rather than actually raising a child.

She had spent most of her teenage years digging for information about her family on the internet and in public records. Her father had told her next to nothing about his parents, except that they died just days apart from each other before she was born. Her mother was much more transparent, explaining that Beth’s grandfather died from a rare form of cancer, while her mother had died suddenly from a massive heart attack. 

In her younger years, Beth always liked to think that her loved ones were watching over her, surviving in some idealized place of peace be it Heaven or somewhere else. As she grew up, these happy notions had begun to fade, as she realized that neither religion nor science could offer her the type of irrefutable proof she so desperately sought to comfort her. 

Thus began her obsessive quest to learn of all the evidence and even speculation regarding life after death. However, no matter how much proof she gathered from research articles and personal testimonies, she would never obtain the peace and reassurance she so desperately desired until she experienced some type of paranormal activity.

Despite initially sharing her boyfriend’s doubting, mocking attitude toward the practice of ghost hunting, it took a single investigation to convince Beth that ghosts and spirits were very real.

She also quickly learned that they were not to be toyed with. 

Her mind often flashed back to that moon bathed night in late July all those years ago. After weeks of research, Scarlet had decided that they should check out an old dilapidated church several miles out of town, which had been condemned for years. From the moment they cut the chains and kicked in the door, Beth felt a deep sense of foreboding and despair in the musty air of the old place. That night she had experienced everything from voices whispering and shouting all around her to objects racing across the room on their own, one of which was a large urn that narrowly missed her head.

But all that was child’s play compared to what occurred just as they were set to leave. Francis Kramer, who had been dubbed the technology expert on the team, suddenly collapsed, her body crashing to the hardwood floor.  Figuring she had slipped on something or even fainted, Beth had kneeled down to help her up. 

Her head, which had been turned to the side, snapped forward. Her eyes, drowning in black, remained fixed straight ahead, looking toward the ceiling. Her back arched and her fingernails scraped across the dusty floor. A scream of pure agony exploded from her lips as she thrashed side to side, her body rocking and jerking as though she was being attacked and beaten by some invisible force. Bloody scratches appeared on her legs below her shorts and Beth saw the crotch of her shorts grow a dark crimson red. Her eyes rolled up into her head as her screams intensified to an ear splitting wail. 

Though this happened in a matter of a few short seconds, to Beth it seemed an eternity. Just as quickly as it had begun, the attack ended; Francis slumped to the floor rocking with sobs. She curled up into a fetal position, with her arms wrapped around her calves and her head against her knees in a desperate attempt to safeguard herself from further attack.  

She ended up spending several days in the hospital, where she was tested with a rape kit that revealed nothing, just as did the police investigation into the matter. Scarlet, who accepted responsibility for the actions of the team, was fined for trespassing and told to give up her ridiculous investigations. The whole thing was kept under wraps by the cops and those who knew of it. 

The team disbanded immediately, and although Beth kept in touch with Scarlet, she never heard from the other two again. She did, however, hear from a good source that Francis ended up having to drop out of college because of plummeting grades and attendance. Rumour had it that she now hid in the back of a local diner, having traded a smelly, stained apron and hairnet for the sharp suit and leather briefcase that she had always dreamed of wearing into a courtroom each day. 

Following their own graduations, Beth had assumed a job as a paralegal, while Scarlet landed a high paying job with an oil company as a drilling and exploration technician. Despite their busy work schedules, both women happily forfeited their social lives, including the temptation to settle down and start families, to continue hunting and investigating all things paranormal. 

Within a few short years, they had exhausted hint, tip and legend that the area had to offer. They had talked about the possibility of moving to Europe to explore old castles and manors, before Scarlet tabled a more intriguing idea. Since the very start of their careers (if ghost hunting can be considered a legitimate profession), they both had dreamed of one day finding their way into the local mecca of haunted places - Northridge Behavioural Management Center. 

The subject of countless stories and legends, both locally and nationally, the institution had been closed for some 20 years. Despite being built nearly a century ago, the building stood unblemished, perched on a hillside overlooking town. The old brick building, with tall windows like knowing eyes, waited; casting a perpetual dark shadow over the town and its people. 

The more she and Scarlet read about the place, both on the internet and in old yellowed newsprint found in the basement of the local library, the stronger the ache grew to experience this place. It undoubtedly symbolized the pinnacle of their investigations, and was the perfect place to close out this chapter of their lives. 

All of their past efforts to gain access to the building had failed miserably. The property was owned by the federal government, but managed and cared for by a branch of the municipal government. Both bodies had rejected the many research proposals that she and Scarlet had presented. They had even ruled against what Beth felt to be a very informed and convincing argument (you unknowingly began to talk and think this way after being around lawyers all day,) which was that such an investigation could provide historical insight into the past happenings and forgotten inhabitants of the building.

Despite pulling out all the stops, including Beth wearing a cheap gold cross to each hearing, which she intentionally let fall out of her sweater (another sly trick learned from her employers) the counsellors deemed their study to be nothing more than pseudoscience.  Any hope that remained was crushed when, upon learning that some investigations were videotaped for further study, they had been dubbed “purveyors of reality TV garbage,” and politely told not to apply again in the future.

Hoping that they might reconsider or even admire her determination, Beth continued to send in letters of intent. They either went unread or ignored, as no response ever came.  

But, as Beth’s adoptive parents were much too fond of saying, when God closes a door, he opens a window. Several weeks later, a random happening proved to be of monumental importance, as they sometimes do in life. Beth had been slogging through a mountain of court documents and transcripts, when she spied a paper which indicated that her firm was representing a man in a lawsuit against the governing body of Northridge. 

And so it was, after begging her bosses to let her help with the case, Beth found herself in the home of Herb Weston. She was to record a statement, in which the man would present his case, as it was quickly determined he was in no shape to be making a courtroom appearance. 

Although he was a black man, Weston’s skin was ashen, pulled tight around his sunken eyes and cheeks. Atop his head, between the bald patches were bulbs and tufts of hair the color of freshly fallen snow. His clothes hung off of his skeletal body, and it appeared all he could do to remain sitting upright. 

In a weak, raspy voice, he explained that he had worked at Northridge for over 30 years as a maintenance man. During this time, he had unknowingly been exposed to toxic levels of asbestos.

Weston would periodically begin gasping and coughing while struggling on with his story, forcing him to reach for an oxygen mask which lay on the arm of his worn plaid recliner chair. After regaining his breath near the end of the meeting Weston looked exhausted, but continued to speak into the recorder which lay on the coffee table between them. He told of how, since the age of 60, he had been suffering from shortness of breath and intermittent chest pain. He had even produced blood during the worst of his coughing fits. Despite stating that he knew what the outcome would be, he had his doctor run some tests. Just as he had suspected, his body was riddled with cancer, leaving him with, at best, three months to live. 

“I’m 66 years ol’ and I ain’t got a dime to my name,” he sucked in a deep breath, his voice little more than a whisper, “I got nothing to leave for my grandkids. I hope that, when I win this case, the money that would come of it will make sure that nobody in my family has to work in such unsafe conditions.”
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