
 

 

A CMEpalooza Ghost Story 

 

It was the night before CMEpalooza Fall and, as is my custom with the Paloozas, I was working late. I was 

feeling a little freaked out about the next day’s Pecha Kucha – a new event for us and one I was 

determined to have go well. Setting up the five Pecha Kucha presentations took some work on my part 

as I needed to program each presentation so that every slide would advance automatically after 20 

seconds. Not really a difficult thing to do, but it suddenly struck me as I was part way through a Dogfish 

Head Punkin Ale that I had never actually tested the timing of the slides on a Google Hangout. For about 

30 seconds I argued with myself about whether or not a test run was really necessary, but I knew as 

soon as I started which side would win, so I brought the argument to a quick conclusion. 

Muttering mild oaths to myself, I noisily trudged up the steps to my small 3rd floor office. My wife, a 

violist, was playing a fall concert series with the Lancaster Symphony (something from Mahler and 

Tchaikovsky, I believe) and was spending the night at her parents’ house - they live close by the 

orchestra’s performance home, the Fulton Opera House. Our two kids had the next day off school for 

Parent-Teacher conferences and had decided to tag along and have a sleepover with Grandma and 

Grandpa. I, a classic introvert, was thrilled to have an evening to myself, but was starting to feel an 

increasing annoyance with my free time being “wasted” on work. I had more Dr. Who episodes to 

watch, dammit! 

My solitary companion that warm fall night was our 12-year-old black labradoodle Barkley, who dutifully 

followed me up the two flights of steps to the top floor and flopped into his oversized desk-side bed, 

immediately going back to sleep. I had flipped off all the lights during my trip up and spent a moment 

futilely running my hand along the wall of my office trying to find the light switch. Already in a pissy 

mood, I grumbled a few more swear words about the stupid light switch, took another step in, kicked 

the corner of the partially open office door, swore again, louder, and collapsed into my office chair, 

which was visible from the light of the moon coming in my window. 

Rubbing my foot and verifying that I hadn’t broken anything, I haughtily ignored the light switch and 

decided I would just work by the light of my laptop and moonbeams, just like Hemingway would have 

done if he had had a computer and Google Hangouts. Opening the lid to the hub of CMEpalooza – my 6-

month-old 13” MacBook Air – I briefly considered shooting an email to Scott to see if he was still awake 

and could help me test the slides. Glancing at the white “11:04” showing in the Mac’s clock in the 

bottom right corner of my screen, I thought better of it. I could just use my other laptop to function as 

the second person on the Hangout and then get back to Dr. Who. 

Giving my foot one last rub, I plugged in my other laptop – a much despised work-issued black Lenovo 

ThinkPad – and tapped the fingerpad to wake it up. I turned back to the Mac, opened up Chrome, and 

clicked on my bookmark for Google Hangouts. In 30 seconds, I had the Hangout up and running and shot 

myself an email with the Hangout link. I swiveled my chair over to the ThinkPad, opened up the email, 

and clicked on the link taking me to the Hangout. In a matter of a few minutes I had both computers on 

the Hangout and was ready to test the Pecha Kucha slides. I took a moment to mourn my forgetfulness, 



 

 

half-drunk bottle of beer still sitting quietly on the counter in the kitchen, sighed, and opened the 

Hangouts screen sharing app on the ThinkPad. I had to search through a variety of different open Word 

documents and PDFs before I eventually found the first slide deck to test, Mike LoPresti’s presentation 

on The Evolution of Data Use in CME. I selected the slides so they would show in the Hangout window 

and then turned back to my Mac to see how they looked. 

On the screen, the slides looked fine and the timing I had programmed in was working perfectly, but 

there was something weird going on with the smaller windows at the bottom of the screen. I had two 

computers linked in to the Hangout, so there should have been two windows at the bottom, one for 

each computer. Instead, there were three. I squinted and moved my face closer to the screen, a totally 

unnecessary move since the windows aren’t that small. No, there were definitely three windows. One 

was from the Mac and showed me squinting down at the screen in annoyance. One was from the 

ThinkPad and showed the slides still rolling along every 20 seconds. And one showed…what did it show, 

exactly?  

Rolling my eyes at myself for being an idiot, I clicked on the mysterious third window so it would show in 

the larger main Hangout window, and I could stop squinting like George Costanza driving home from the 

Catskills. Even enlarged, I still found the scene in the window to be baffling. Obviously, there was not a 

person in the frame, or I would have asked them what the heck they were doing and how did they get 

on my Hangout? Even stranger was that it appeared that the window was showing an outdoor view. Not 

just showing it, but the laptop or tablet or phone that had connected in to the Hangout was outside 

itself.  

What the window showed was a view of a very calm, icy gray lake or pond. The pond was ringed by a 

multitude of entirely leafless trees, arms pitch black as they stretched up to meet the steel gray sky. 

Rising out of the water and covering the narrow banks of the pond were fist-sized rocks the color 

of…well, they were gray, too. What can I say? Everything, everywhere seemed to be some shade of gray 

or black. There was no evidence of wind or snow, but the bleakness of the vista made me shiver just the 

same.  

Whatever device the camera was in had been set-up near the edge of the pond and was pointed straight 

across the longest stretch. On the far bank, just barely in view, was a rowboat bobbing on the water, no 

oars or sail in sight. Immediately beside the boat was a small figure, visible enough to determine it was a 

person, but too small to make out any specific details. He/she appeared to be entirely black, but I 

couldn’t tell which direction the shadowy figure was facing. 

“He-Hello?” I stuttered, feeling slightly ridiculous. No response. “HELLO?” I shouted, loud enough to 

cause Barkley to stop snoring and look at me quizzically. Again, no response or movement from the 

figure in black. I took one more look, shook my head, and closed down the Hangout on both laptops.  

Back in the early days of Google Hangouts, there was a rash of cases of random Hangouts being hacked 

into by strangers. There was no particular rhyme or reason to it, mostly just bored teens who thought it 

would be funny to burst into the middle of a scheduled Hangout and cause a disruption. You rarely 



 

 

heard about this happening now as Google had taken a number of steps to beef-up security and 

increase privacy. I assumed my dark stranger was just someone having a little fun with me. 

Glancing at my watch, I started up a new Hangout, but before I could even open it up on the second 

laptop, the mystery window appeared again.  

“How did they find it so fast?” I murmured in annoyance. This was getting weird. 

Even on the small window, I could tell that the scene had changed a bit. It was the same gray pond and 

rocks, same black trees, but the boat and figure had moved. The figure, now close enough to be clearly 

identifiable as a girl, was standing in the middle of the boat, which had drifted out to the middle of the 

pond. The girl had ghostly pale skin, black hair divided into two severe braids, with incredibly dark, deep-

set eyes. She was wearing a black smock and black tights and looked like a carbon copy of Wednesday 

from the Addams Family, except, if this is possible, even more gloomy and angry. It was seriously creepy. 

She stood perfectly still and erect on the floating boat, arms at her sides, looking straight ahead, not 

blinking, staring directly into the camera. She was staring, at me. 

The whole scene made me shudder and sit back in my office chair, really wishing I had turned on the 

lights now.  

“Hey!” I yelled. “Can you hear me?” 

Not even a blink from those dark eyes, still boring a hole through me. I tried shifting position from side-

to-side to see if her head would move. I don’t know if it was a trick of the light or the shadows lurking 

around her eyes, but no matter where I moved, she was always looking right at me without moving a 

muscle. This kid was starting to freak me out. 

“Hey! What do you want?” 

Nothing. 

“Who ARE you?” 

Nothing 

With a shrug of my shoulders, I closed down the Hangout. Again, I was pretty sure this was just some 

elaborate prank, but, whoever it was really seemed to be going to great lengths to pull it off. I mean, 

who would go to this much work to screw with someone they don’t know, and how were they finding 

my Hangouts? It was funny at first, but now… 

There was no question I was going to try it again, but this time I switched up laptops and Google 

accounts (I have several). I got it all set up, clicked on the button to enter the Hangout and immediately 

on my screen was a scene that caused me to give a little shout of surprise and nearly fall off the edge of 

my chair, on which I had unknowingly been perched. 



 

 

The mystery girl’s head and torso filled the enlarged window in front of me, black eyes staring into mine. 

A small segment of the pond, rocks, and trees could be seen behind her — the boat drifting aimlessly 

over her left shoulder — but it was hard to focus on anything other than those eyes that seemed to be 

looking deep into my soul.  

I started to ask her again what she wanted, but let my question trail off as her right arm began to move. 

Slowly, slowly, slowly she raised it until at last it was perpendicular to her body, arm outstretched, a pale 

finger pointing. Pointing at me.  

I looked at her staring and pointing at me, heart racing, started to say something, muttered “Screw 

this!” and slapped the laptop closed. That was it. I was done. No more. Maybe this was someone’s idea 

of a funny joke, but the creepy crazy girl, plus the dark room and the empty house, was too much. I’d 

get up early in the morning and test the slides, but I was D-O-N-E done for the night. My heart still 

pounding, I turned on the lights and went downstairs to finish off my beer and watch TV. I needed to do 

something to settle down and regain my composure.  

The pumpkin ale tasted so good, I decided to have another while watching baseball playoff highlights on 

ESPN. After about 30 minutes, I started to calm down. Then I started to smile. Then I even started to 

chuckle a little bit. OK, they got me. I don’t know who it was, but they got me. I guess it could have been 

Scott. It was probably Scott. I’ll get him back tomorrow 

Emboldened by a new perspective, alcohol, and lights, I ventured back upstairs to my office and very 

cautiously, lifted the laptop lid. OK, yes, I did look away when I first opened it and, as I expected, the 

Hangout window was still open since I hadn’t actually exited out of it before closing the lid. To my 

surprise, there was no mystery girl with her terrifying eyes. The boat was still drifting off to the left, but 

there was no sign of anything else. It was if she had just…left.  

It was now after midnight and I decided to hit the sack and make it an early start the next morning. 

Yawning deeply, I wandered sleepily down the hallway to my bedroom. I stood in the doorway for a 

moment, debating whether or not to put on pajamas, yawned again, and decided to just fall in bed as is. 

I flipped off the bedroom lights, reached over to pull down the window shade and froze. 

There, standing under the lamppost on the other side of the street, was the mystery girl, dressed exactly 

as I had seen her last, a pool of water at her feet. She was looking down at first, but as I continued to 

gawk at her with my mouth hanging open, she raised her head up, those terrifying eyes once again 

staring directly at me. My entire body was numb, the sound of my own blood pounding in my ears. Her 

look of incredible anger radiated off her sheet-white face as she again raised her arm to point an 

accusing finger at me.  

How long we stayed like that, staring at each other, her finger pointing at me, I can’t be sure. Barkley, 

who had followed me back upstairs to bed, could sense something amiss and let out a sharp bark. It 

snapped me out of my trance of horrific disbelief and caused me to look in his direction for just a 

moment, but when I looked back to the street, the mystery girl had vanished.  



 

 

Did I- 

The door! 

Renee is usually the one who locks the front door at night, and I could not remember if I had done so 

already. I tore away from the window, yanked open the bedroom door, and raced down the hallway. 

Grabbing hold of the stairway railing, I catapulted myself down the stairs, falling with a crash on the 

second floor landing. Quickly picking myself up, I ran down the hallway in four strides, the dog barking 

like mad behind me, slipped on the hardwood floor in my stocking feet, slid down the stairs to the 

bottom floor, somersaulted to my feet, and leapt for the front door.  

Locked.  

Not even pausing to think about it, I turned and flew through the living room, knocked over a chair in 

the dining room, barely missed breaking my leg on the kitchen table, and skidded to a stop before the 

backdoor of the mudroom. It too, was locked. 

I turned on the backyard light and looked out the rear window, frantically searching for the sign of 

something moving. All I could see were a few tree limbs and leaves blowing in the gentle breathe. I went 

back to the front of the house and looked out the windows there, but it was the same situation. In fact, 

several cars drove by and there seemed to be more streetlights on than I remembered previously. There 

was no mystery girl in black to be seen.  

Was I going crazy? Had I really seen the girl in black from my upstairs window? Just 5 minutes ago I had 

feared for my life — now I was having doubts about my own sanity. I was so sure I had seen her, but 

when I looked outside and saw how many cars were passing by and how lit up the surrounding area was, 

it seems unlikely that she could have been there without drawing the attention of someone else.  

I shook my head. Maybe the pressure of putting on CMEpalooza and working with all the individual 

presenters was starting to get to me. Maybe it was all just a figment of my overactive imagination. 

Maybe it was time to lay off the Stephen King novels. 

I walked over to the kitchen faucet and poured myself a glass of water, guzzling it down at once. Placing 

both hands on the counter, I took three deep breaths, holding the last an extra beat before exhaling. My 

right knee was throbbing, and when I glanced down at it, a slight trickle of blood was making its way 

down my shin from a shallow gash just below the patella. Great. I must have scraped it on the chair in 

the dining room when I knocked it over.  

Glancing out the backdoor window one last time, I hobbled into the downstairs bathroom to clean-up 

and find a band-aid. I turned on the lights, grabbed a washcloth from the shower, turned to the 

medicine cabinet for a band-aid… 

And there she was. 

Reflected in the medicine cabinet mirror. 



 

 

Staring.  

Pointing. 

Baring her teeth in a look of utter malice. 

Behind me. 

I gave a terrified yell and spun around to defend myself, but my stockinged feet skidded out from under 

me on the tile floor of the bathroom. My arms flailed out in both direction in a futile attempt to find 

something solid to grasp. Finding nothing, I succumbed to gravity, the back of my head smacking the 

bowl of the toilet on my way down, knocking me unconscious. 

***** 

I woke to sun streaming in my window and a pounding headache. I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes for 

a few seconds and then sat straight up, which was a bad idea because it made my head hurt even more.  

I was in bed. 

I was in my bedroom. 

I was alive. 

But how did I get here? The last thing I remembered was seeing that freaky little girl in the bathroom 

mirror, trying to turn around, and losing my balance. At least, I think that’s what happened. But if I 

slipped and fell down there, how did I get back up here? Is my head pounding because I knocked it on 

something or because I had one too many beers before bed and now had a mother of a hangover? Was I 

being stalked by a creepy little girl ghost dressed in black or had I just had one helluva terrible 

nightmare? 

Remembering my gashed knee, I yanked back the covers for a look. No blood. No scratch. Nothing. 

I gingerly got myself out of bed, taking caution not to move my delicate head too much, and walked 

down the steps to survey the damage from my mad dash the previous evening. Everything was in 

perfect order. No tables askew. No knocked over chairs. No doors hanging open. No band-aids scattered 

about in the bathroom. No mystery girls standing outside under the lamppost.  

For a solid minute, I stood in the middle of the kitchen, rubbing my temples, thinking. Then, raising both 

hands up in the universal sign for “I dunno,” I started making coffee. CMEpalooza Fall was kicking off in 

less than an hour and I still had slides to test.  

 

 


