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I’m standing in the middle of a highway looking out at miles of flat land and crispy mesquite bushes baking in the sun. I feel scared, confused, and also guilty about something. I whirl around and take in the scene behind me. There is an enormous semi-truck lying on its side. Shiny soda cans litter the asphalt. And, there, crunched almost beyond recognition, is a small white truck, the one my dad called his ‘pick-em-up’ truck. It’s on fire, burning like the sun itself ignited it. I want to run to the truck. I want to see who is inside, to help, to save them, but I can’t move. The black smoke and red flames rise into the vast, blue sky but I can’t feel the heat because I am dead.

I can’t do anything because I am not me, I am Charlie, a ghost I’ve known, loved, and trusted my entire life.

And Charlie is just standing there, watching it burn.
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Chapter One:
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The “backstage” area was a mess. There were only thirty-three of us in the Bluebonnet High School Senior Class of 1995 but we appeared to have multiplied. Teens, parents, teachers, and the stray ghost of a relative milled around behind the makeshift stage. Two large black screens on either side shielded us from the view of the audience, if there was anyone left out there to watch. The football turf took a beating under high heels and cowboy boots. Exacerbating the chaos was the temperature, which was projected to reach one hundred and twelve degrees by noon. It was chaos. Hot, joyous chaos.

I wasn’t exactly stoked. I was excited about the gifts and the parties, sure. It was the whole ‘having to figure out what to do with my life’ thing that was filling me with a heavy dread. Walking that stage put me closer to the summer which put me closer to attending the University of Texas with Mickey in the fall. I should be ecstatic. Instead, I was barely functioning. Charlie had seen to that earlier when she’d disrupted my entire graduation day by making me see whatever the hell that was. My new ability to “touch” ghosts and see their memories had taught me all sorts of mundane and juicy things about the town ghosts over the past year but the memory Charlie had shown me was by far the craziest. It was the first one of hers that I’d seen, that she’d allowed, and it wasn’t a memory from Charlie’s life like the recollections I’d seen from other spirits. It was a memory from after she was already dead, which I didn’t know was possible. Plus, there was the whole ‘dead parents and uncle’ thing. Happy Graduation to me.

There wasn’t much shade and I was already starting to sweat. I used my palm to shield my eyes from the sun and looked around for Mickey and E, groaning at Meemaw for taking away my sunglasses. Meems had pinned my graduation cap tight over my low ponytail but it wasn’t providing any protection from the glare, it was just making my scalp sweat. She’d instructed me to remove the bobby pins before throwing the cap in the air, as if that was something I’d ever do in this life or the next. Cap throwing. Pu-lease.

I heard a chorus of “awwwws” and the crowd parted for Mickey, E, and Coop, who was already dressed in a tiny dog-sized graduation cap and gown, one of Meems’ best creations to date. 

“Coop! You’re so handsome!” I said, bending down to greet him. I adjusted the strap of his miniature blue cap, which sat between his soft ears. He rewarded me with a lick and a full body wag. “You’re right, he doesn’t seem to mind the little hat,” I said to Mickey.

“Naw, he’s a rock star. He gets it. Alice Cooper, the first canine graduate of Bluebonnet High!”

At the beginning of our senior year, Mickey got a job working in the office first period because his dad wanted him to learn responsibility. He brought Coop with him from day one so students started inventing reasons to drop by the office to pet the friendly mutt. He’d become the unofficial mascot of our class, much respect to the actual mascot, Bluebonnet Billy, who was a generic blue cowboy with a goofy foam head.

“This is batshit right here. Why would they have graduation outside when there’s a perfectly good air-conditioned auditorium right over there? Are they trying to kill us? I do not do outside,” E said, pulling his black dress shirt away from his skin. I felt bad for the guys in their dress pants, long-sleeved shirts, and ties. I was wearing a short black linen sundress with white ankle socks and Mary Janes because my grandmother knew it would be miserably hot so she’d sewed accordingly. My only accessory was a thin black choker. 

“Speaking of dead people, there’s two new guys in town,” Mickey said. “Not relatives here for grad weekend, actual new dudes.”

E and I looked at him, shocked. It wasn’t often that Mickey provided us with supernatural information. E sometimes got the skinny from Kara or Oliver Greenburg, the NYU professor whom he idolized, and I, of course, was a spectator and could see spirits myself. How could Mickey know something we didn’t? 

“Ha, your faces! I ran into your famous friend, Jamie Waterman, at the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant on the way here. He heard it from Earl Early, who I guess saw them arrive.”

Earl Early was the oldest ghost in town and one of my favorites. He was a hypochondriac but he was nice and always wore a cool hat.

“Huh,” I said. “I guess I’ll have to ask Earl about it. I’m sure he’ll be at our party.”

“Which one?” Mickey asked. “We have so many parties. We’re party monsters! My dad came through, he got us so much beer, y’all. I can’t wait!”

“I was thinking about the family party but, actually, he’ll probably show up to both. He’s been extremely clingy the last few weeks. Keeps showing me his memories like they’re going out of style.”

Mickey’s parents, E’s mom, and my grandparents were throwing us a post-ceremony luncheon at the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant. All of the adults became very concerned about our glaring lack of high school memories and traditions when we’d opted to skip our Senior prom and drive to a local punk band’s show in Lubbock instead but who could blame us after last year? So, they’d insisted on the graduation party. The owner of the joint, Pablo, assured me it would be “radical.” He was very proud that there would be a margarita station and a dip table.

“Oh, Sammers, there’s also another person in town you should be, um, aware of,” E said. “A living one.”

“Who?”

“Your ex.”

“Which one?” I asked, knowing it was Levi but being a punk anyway.

“Levi. But, don’t worry, Kara and I didn’t invite him to Mickey’s tonight. He’s going to the orchard with the rest of the cretins.”

“OK. Good,” I said, smoothing down my ponytail one last time. I was already having a hard time not thinking about what Charlie showed me and now this? Levi was the last thing I needed. I hadn’t prepared myself for the possibility of seeing him. I mean, he didn’t even show up for his sister Kara’s graduation last year, why would he come to mine? Something fluttered deep inside of me and I told it to shut the hell up. Nope! Nu-uh. Not today, Satan!

Coop’s tail wagged overtime as Mr. Galindo shouted at the relatives to take their seats and at us grads to put on our gowns and get into position. There was a loud groan from the senior class. No one wanted to put on an extra layer but we all complied. The sooner we walked the stage, the sooner we could get into some beer and air conditioning.

I took my place dead last since my last name was Winters. I looked up the line. E was towards the beginning because he was an honor grad and Mickey was right in the middle with Coop. I had a mushy moment of feeling overwhelmed with love for my friends and fear for the future but I shook my head and blinked the tears away. My eyeliner was already battling heat and sun, it didn’t need tears too. 

“I know you wish your parents were here, niecey-poo, and I do too but I’m a good replacement. Do you like my shirt?” a voice behind me said. I turned around and there was Uncle John pointing at his chest, which sported a tight t-shirt with “Sam Winters Graduates” printed on it in block letters.

“Ha! I love it and you!” I told him quietly. “90210 forever!” We did something like a high-five, both of us very careful not to “touch” and trigger one of his memories. I was about to get on a stage in front of half the town, not the best time for my new powers to kick in as I still had no clue how to control them.

“You look pretty. You’re so lucky you take after our side of the family. We all look ravishing in blue,” he said, dabbing his eyes with a red bandana that looked a lot like the one his old flame Rod was always using.

“Thanks. And, yes, I do miss my parents but I’m so lucky to have you around still, Uncle John,” I said, trying not to think of that day I lost them and the living version of my uncle. The crash. The highway. Charlie standing in the road.

“I’ll always be here for you,” he said. “Now, go knock ‘em dead.”

“Dead? Seriously?” I joked, a little too loudly.

The two girls in front of me turned around and looked at me like I was insane. I shrugged and smiled blandly at them as the line toward the stage and my future started moving.

***
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PAPAW DROVE US ALL over to the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant in the blue van: me, Meems, Rod, E, Mickey, Betsey, and Yaz. I was pressed in between Mickey and Yaz in the very back seat. I always had to sit in the middle. My size assured that I’d be riding smoosh-seat for the rest of my life. E and Mickey’s families had rushed over right after the ceremony to help set up while Papaw did his rounds of the football field, congratulating the new graduates and their families. 

He parked in a space as far away from the door as possible and we all piled out, Betsey grunting loudly and complaining about all the sitting she’d been doing for the last twenty-four hours. She and Yaz had traveled down all the way from San Francisco just for my graduation. 

As our big group began to walk toward the building, I noticed Earl Early over by the dumpsters, motioning to me. 

“Really?” I muttered. “Now?” Earl was desperately needy but at least I could find out what he knew about the new ghosts. I sighed and looked at Papaw and Betsey, the only other spectators in our group, the only other people who could see him.

“The old one’s still around, huh? You don’t have to go over there, hon, I can deal with him if you want to get to your party,” she said. 

“No, he’s been delicate lately. I better go see what he wants. Y’all go on in.”

Papaw nodded. “I do need to speak to Pablo. Hurry up, though, kiddo. Betsey’s right. This party’s for you and I want you to enjoy it.” 

“You want me to stay with you, Sam?” E asked, as he, Mickey, and Yaz stopped to turn and look at Papaw, Betsey, and I. 

“Nope, go on in. I’ll only be a sec.”

E shrugged and the boys, Rod, Meems, and Papaw headed for the entrance. Betsey hung back and followed me over to the dumpsters and Earl.

“I’ll go with you. Why not? Might learn something from this old timer,” she said, always in research mode. “Besides, I feel like your aura is troubled right now and I sense you could use a friend.”

I glanced at her pile of turquoise and silver bracelets and the giant crystal shard around her neck. Same old Betsey Campari. “Thanks,” I said and she rubbed my back right between my shoulder blades, right where it was sweaty. I forced myself not to pull back from her touch. She was just trying to be nice.

“Hey, Earl,” I called out, watching him pace back and forth in front of the especially stinky dumpster. “Great place for a meet and greet.”

“Sam! My ankles are troubling me. Only one at a time, you understand. Pain travels back and forth between the two.”

“Mr. Earl Early, you don’t have ankles so they can’t hurt. Please stop torturing yourself,” Betsey said in a soothing tone.

“You are correct. I know you are correct, Miss Spectator. I have something to report to Sam. There are two new men in town, dead ones, and I really like them even though my nose hurt a smidgeon while I conversed with them.”

“Just tell me what happened, Earl,” I said, glancing longingly toward the cool, dark, restaurant full of chips, queso, and friends.

“I was resting my old bones in a field when two men popped into my personal space, not that I minded a bit. They were dressed modern-like.”

Modern to Earl could mean anything post-1900s. He thought my uncle’s ex, Clovis, was brand new and Clovis died in the twenties.

“Did you speak to them?” Betsey asked.

“Sure did. They said they were brothers. Didn’t give a surname but they called themselves after two numbers, I don’t recall which ones. Said they were looking for a spectator called Sam Winters. They thought you were a fellow.”

That last part made Earl Early laugh really hard, a rare sight. 

“Did they say why?” I asked.

“I left them there to come find you but then I got distracted because I had a headache and then I saw Jamie Waterman. Did you know he’s famous? On that television gadget? I like a tall glass of milk in the mornings.”

Earl was losing focus. I concentrated on making him calm and he seemed to chill out.

“What did you think of them?” I tried again.

“They reminded me of these men I saw as a little ‘un, actors in a travelling show. I think they’re a hoot and a holler.” Then his old faded face lit up. “Oh! Happy Graduation!”

“Thank you, Earl.”

“I feel better, I sure do. You always help old Earl,” he said as he faded away. 

“Let’s get inside and cool off,” Betsey said, turning me toward the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant. 

“Queso here we come!” I said.
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Chapter Two:
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The Mexican restaurant part of the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant was packed out. Large shiny blue letters spelled out “Congrats” on the far wall over the red booths and blue and white balloons hovered on the ceiling in clusters. Near the entrance from the convenience store stood three folding tables draped in blue with a different cake on each one. There was a carrot cake with Mickey’s name on it, a strawberry confection that read “Esteban,” and a chocolate tower with rainbow sprinkles and my full name, Samantha, written in white frosting. People had dropped off gifts on each of our tables and I was delighted to find a sizable pile of mixtapes on mine, right in front of the cake. I picked one up off the top. It was from Rod. Full of classic rock and hair bands no doubt. I carefully dabbed at my eyes for the millionth time that day. I would not allow myself to cry until I was in the comfortable darkness of my bedroom and even then I was gonna check the closet for ghosts first. I didn’t need the whole town knowing I was a sentimental mess and I wanted my eyeliner looking badass in the photos.

I didn’t see Papaw or Meems (I suspected she was in the kitchen bossing everyone around) but I spotted both Mickey and E standing in between the tables surrounded by friends and family. When we entered, I was immediately hugged by Miss Lily, whose bony embrace felt almost like a punishment. Then I was passed to E’s Abuela, whose hug felt like being held by a literal cloud. Next was Simon, my mom and uncle’s friend who now owned their bar. He just did a weird dual shoulder clutch thing and told me how proud my mom and uncle were of me, wherever they were. Uncle John nodded solemnly behind him. 

“He’s right! We are!” 

Betsey and I made our way along the side of the room toward Yaz and Jamie Waterman, who greeted me enthusiastically, almost spilling his goblet of margarita. 

“Sam! Congrats to you! Good show up there. Never seen a graduate with such stage presence.”

I had to laugh. “Thank you for coming all this way. You all didn’t have to do that,” I said, looking at my three Californian friends.

“Well, of course we came!” Betsey said. “And, I brought you this,” she said, pulling a small box out of her pocket. “They’re obsidian. Wear them and they’ll suck that stress and tension right out of you. We just learned about some new ghosts in town,” she said pointedly to Jamie.

“I am so not stressed about the new ghosts!” I protested.

“I actually don’t think she is. She’s definitely stressed about something, though,” Yaz, always blunt, said to Betsey. “What’s wrong, Sam? Why aren’t you enjoying your big day?”

I rolled my eyes and didn’t answer. Just because Yaz was an empath and could sense my feelings didn’t mean he had to announce them. It was my party and I’d stress if I wanted to.

I opened Betsey’s tiny box to reveal a pair of itty-bitty black crystal earrings. They were pointy stabby little shards. Like Smurf weapons. I loved them. “Thank you, Betsey! They’re perfect!” I stuck them into my ears right then and there. They went perfectly with my dress and choker.

“Whoa, those earrings are super goth,” Yaz said. “She really does love them; good job, Betsey!”

“My gift is on your table,” Jamie said, pointing toward where my cake was displayed. “Pretty cute set-up. I especially enjoyed the ‘DO NOT EAT, MICKEY’ sign in front of your chocolate cake. Your grandmother, I presume?”

I shrugged. “Meemaw takes food allergies very seriously.”

“So, there are very good vibes in here for the most part, which go well with my news. I’m moving away from the city for a bit,” Yaz said to Jamie and I.

“No! Why?” I asked, thinking that I hadn’t even gotten to visit him there yet. I’d had visions of us eating noodles in Chinatown or sundaes in Ghirardelli Square. Touring Alcatraz. Basically, everything I’d read about in the one San Francisco guidebook at the local library. I wanted to do it all, even the cheesy stuff. Especially the cheesy stuff.

“Don’t be sad, Sam. I’ve been recruited by D.U.P.E. because they’re desperate for empaths, just like we thought. I figure why not try it? I’m sorry I kept it from you but I wanted to make sure it was actually happening first. I report for training next week.”

“The Department of Unexplained Paranormal Events have bases all over. We’re hoping he gets to come back to the city after he’s done training but who knows?” Betsey said.

“I suspect the Los Angeles base is the Roosevelt. Lots of interesting characters at that bar and more ghosts than is normal for a hotel like that,” Jamie mused.

“You only know that because you’re one of the interesting characters at that bar,” I teased him.

“I have been known to grace them with my presence,” Jamie said. “Good martinis.”

“Well, in any case, we’re all very proud of our Yaz!” Betsey said, beaming.

“Yes! Good job, dude! Cheers!” I said, clicking my plastic Dr Pepper cup against his margarita goblet. 

“Incoming,” Yaz said and nodded toward Kara and her father, strolling in fashionably late. I looked around for Levi and Mrs. Adler but didn’t see them. Good. I needed a bit to prepare myself mentally. 

Kara and her father elbowed their way through the crowd and suddenly I was crushed by sweet perfume and curls.

“I see this is the designated weirdo section,” Kara said. “Look at my bag!” She thrust the lavender tote into my face.

“Yup, it’s a purple purse,” I said, batting it away from my nose.

“It’s a nylon Kate Spade Sam tote. That’s why I wore it! You can have it when I’m done with it. I mean, it’s named after you and all.”

“Thanks, Kara, but I don’t think it goes with my, well, anything,” I said. 

Yaz and Mr. Adler laughed at that. The Adlers said their hellos to Yaz, Jamie Waterman, and Betsey.

“Can I have one of those?” Kara asked her dad, eyeing the margarita goblets everyone but me was clutching. “Believe me, I’ve seen worse at college. Did you know they make margaritas out of Everclear now? I am a hundred percent serious, Dad.”

“Sure, why not? I’m just so glad to have you home,” Mr. Adler said, walking behind us to the margarita station and pouring two. He walked back over and handed one to his daughter.

“Sweet! Drinking in public in the hometown. Suck it, Winters,” she said, clinking her glass against my plastic cup. “Also, congratulations or whatever. You did it. You survived Bluebonnet.” 

“Yup!” I said.

“Let’s talk business,” she said to Jamie. “I am here for the summer and ready to star in the show. You told the new director about me, right?”

“Of course I did but he’s here so you can go tell him yourself,” Jamie said, brushing his hair up into a graceful waterfall. He lifted his arm and waved at two African American guys hanging out by the salsa, queso, and guacamole station. The older man was short and muscular with a bald head and a cute face that made him seem almost a teenager. The other guy was young, tall, and thin with close-cropped hair. He appeared to actually be a teenager. He wore not jeans but actual pants with a grey and white striped shirt tucked in and a black fitted vest on top. No teenager around here would dare wear such an outfit, even to a grad party. He looked like a kid from the dance scene of a teen movie starring Jennifer Love Hewitt.

I felt an intense surge of adrenaline. What the hell? Maybe I was nervous about meeting the new director.

The dad waved back at Jamie.

“How old is the son?” I asked Jamie, my face weirdly hot. 

“Tony? Oh, he’s nineteen. Goes to UCLA but he’s staying the summer to help his dad get the theater up and running. Maybe he’ll audition for the show. Quite a good actor, I’ve heard. He’s done some television work, I believe.”

“Cool, cool,” I said. This was just too much to deal with at one’s own graduation party. Tony hadn’t even glanced in my direction yet and already I could feel my palms getting sweaty. I pressed them into the cold condensation of the plastic Dr Pepper glass and took turns wiping one then the other on the skirt of my dress.

“The son does not want to be here. He’s bored and a little hostile. But, that’s understandable. Remember how miserable I was last summer?” Yaz said.

I did. Poor Yaz had been stressed out the entire season because he’d picked up on every single bad emotion the ghost excess caused the people in town. And there were a lot. Tony was probably just pissed he had to leave his cool city to spend the summer with a bunch of hicks in Armpit, Texas. I couldn’t blame him but I felt defensive on behalf of my town. Some of us were pretty cool.

“And is the father, well...” Yaz started.

“Yes, he is quite gay,” Jamie said. 

“You can get all that from here?” Kara asked Yaz, who shrugged and smiled at her.

“Where are your mom and brother?” Yaz asked Kara.

“Mom is talking to Darla Shirlene,” Kara said, rolling her eyes. “Dad and I barely got away.” 

Darla Shirlene was your basic West Texas nightmare. President of all the clubs, hair like a blonde helmet, head of the football team’s booster club, wardrobe of impeccably ironed Laura Ashley dresses, called people “Dear.” She knew everyone in town and could make you gossip without even realizing you were gossiping. She was the type of woman you were afraid not to smile at. Diabolical, that one.

“Levi isn’t coming to the party. He’s taking a nap. He apparently had a gig last night then drove here after so he hasn’t slept yet. I guess he needs to rest up for the orchard tonight.”

“So glad we’re not going,” I said.

“I was thinking we should all stop by for at least a minute,” Kara said.

“Nope!” I said.

“Come on, Sam,” she whined. “It’s a tradition. I’ll convince E and you work on Mickey.”

“No way. First off, I don’t want to and second off, I don’t want to.”

“Sounds like she doesn’t want to, kiddo,” Mr. Adler said. 

Kara ignored her father. “Now, if y’all will excuse me, I need to go tell the new director to cast me. Think it over, Samantha,” she said, turning around and picking her way through the crowd with her margarita held proudly over her head. 

Betsey cleared her throat. “Sam, is it true you’re attending the University of Texas in the fall?”

I exchanged a look with Yaz, who knew I was having serious doubts. “Yes,” I told her. “At least I think so. I was accepted and most of my financial aid is in place. They said I can do my work/study in the theater box-office there. Mickey’s going too.”

“Good for Mickey. Not sure that’s the best idea for you but we’ll save that discussion for later. Where is your friend E headed?” Jamie asked.

“NYU. He wants to learn about spectators,” I said quietly, glancing around me even though Paranormal Studies was a legit major now. There was no need to be secretive but old habits die hard. 

“He’ll be studying under Oliver Greenburg,” Mr. Adler said. “Got a full ride!”

“I’m not surprised; he’s a very smart kid,” Jamie said. “Glad to have him on our side.”

“What does Kara think about that?” Betsey asked. 

“They’re...well, they’re working it out. I think,” I said and Yaz laughed. E’s moving across the country and Kara’s refusal to follow him was just one of the reasons they’d broken up and gotten back together so many times over the last year. I wondered what Kara would do if she knew that Oliver Greenburg had invited me to go to NYU as well. Even after the submissions deadline passed, he told me he would put in a word for me at admissions. I could either audit Oliver’s classes in the fall or wait and apply for the spring semester. I was thinking about it. I was thinking about a lot of things. Options were good and not at all terrifying. Right?

I tried to focus on the conversation and I knew I should be happy for my friends and their shiny bright futures but all I could think about was Charlie standing in the middle of that highway. Why hadn’t she ever told me that she was there that day? And where was she now?

I wondered what actually happened to my parents and what was gonna happen to me. Kara would say that nothing would ever happen to me if I didn’t get out of Bluebonnet. But I didn’t know what I wanted to do with my life and I wasn’t sure I ever would. I just wasn’t built like Kara. I wasn’t ambitious or driven. I was content to float down the river.

Until I inevitably ended up drowning in the vastness of the ocean or screaming to my death over a waterfall.

It was suddenly all too much. I set my Dr Pepper on the little margarita table. “I’m going outside for fresh air and to thaw out from this AC.” I pointed to my arms, which were covered in goosebumps. The linen shift dress was perfect for the outdoor ceremony but the freezing restaurant? Not so much. The classic summer-in-Texas struggle. You were always either too hot or too cold. 

You were never just right.

***
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I WALKED DOWN THE LONG hallway that connected the Mexican Restaurant part of the joint to the convenience store careful not to make eye contact with any tequila-d up well-wishers, then through the aisles full of chips and dog food, and finally out through the cold blast of air that accompanied the sliding doors. Outside it was still and sweltering. The heat felt amazing on my frozen skin. I’ve always thought that heat after aggressive air-conditioning is one of the best sensations in life.

I rounded the corner while packing my upside-down cigarette box against my palm then stopped abruptly as I almost ran into Rod, Lamont, and Tony, who were clustered in a patch of shade next to the side of the building. 

Rod leaned against the bricks staring down at Lamont in what seemed like wonder. Lamont was laughing and smoking something long and slim, a bored housewife cigarette if I’d ever seen one. Tony turned to me with a small smile as I approached.

“Are those cigarettes, Sam? Thought you were quitting,” Rod said by way of greeting.

“Why, thank you, Rod. What a nice congratulations! You always have such a way with words,” I said, as I put a Marlboro Red into my mouth.

“Trying to get actresses not to smoke is like trying to get dogs not to shed,” Lamont said to Rod as he whipped out a black lighter with flames all over it and gracefully lit my smoke. “Sorry, just assumed you’re an actress if you know this bloke.”

Rod threw back his head and laughed like that was the funniest thing he’d ever heard in his very long life. (I mean, dude was at least thirty-five.) He was practically beaming at the new director. 

“Sort of, Sir,” I said.

“Listen, lady, I am anything but a sir,” he said laughing. “Call me Lamont or don’t call me at all.”

“Lamont and Tony Wallace, this here is Sam Winters and she’s both an actress and the best scene shop assistant in Texas. Lamont is the new director, Sam.”

“Nice to meet you both,” I said, nodding at the two men. I got a glimpse of Tony’s shoes. Wingtips. What a weirdo. Maybe I wasn’t attracted to him after all.

I avoided looking at Tony as I said, “I’m tapering off cigarettes if you must know, Rod. I’m down to two a day. The plan is to be smoking none a day by the time I leave for Austin or...wherever. I know it’s bad for me and I’ll need to save my money for books and beer. But today is my graduation day, you know. Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em and all.”

“True, true. And, yes, congrats, Sammy. I’m so proud of you. I’ve known this gal her whole life,” he said to Lamont and Tony. “Her dad was my best friend and her uncle, he was, well, he was too,” he finished, taking off the Beer Wolf hat and rubbing his head. Rod and I had engaged in some very awkward conversations about him and Uncle John since I saw them kissing in Uncle John’s memory months ago. I could tell it still pained him to talk about my uncle and I wondered frequently if they’d be together if Uncle John hadn’t died in the accident. Would they have a cute little house I could bike to when I got sick of Meems and Papaw? I knew I’d love having Rod as another uncle. Officially.

“Was?” Tony asked. “Did something happen to them?”

I looked up into his big brown eyes. I noticed yellow flecks in them and I paused a second too long. “They both died in a car accident along with my mom when I was five.”

“I’m sorry,” he said and it seemed like he was. But I was used to sympathetic looks from strangers when they heard my story. 

I shrugged. “It’s OK. It was a long time ago.”

“Still,” he said. Then he reached out and squeezed my shoulder, sending a jolt down my entire body.

Hmmm. 

“The best artists have tragedy in their pasts,” Lamont declared, gesturing with the skinny cigarette. “Use the pain for art, Sam!” 

“OK,” I said, embarrassed.

“Dad, geez,” Tony said. “Yes, he’s always this dramatic,” he said to me and Rod, who laughed really hard again.

I wasn’t sure who was acting spazzier, me or Rod. Nope, it was definitely Rod. 

“I like your eyebrow ring,” Tony said. “Very cool.”

“Thanks. My grandparents nearly killed me when they saw it but I’m eighteen so they had to just get used to it.”

“Nice.” He reached out his fist to me and I tentatively bumped mine against it. 

This kid was way too cool for me. I needed to get the hell out of there before I totally embarrassed myself. I flicked my butt onto the ground and stepped on it with a Mary Jane. “I’m getting back to it,” I said. “Nice to meet y’all and, um, stuff.”

Gawwwwd. Great, Winters! Good one!

I started to walk away when Tony said, “Hey, Sam?”

I whirled around, shoving the cigarette pack back into my bag.

“Are you going to this party tonight? At an orchard?”

Interesting. “Um, I have a prior engagement so I’m not sure but maybe,” I said. Prior engagement? Why was I talking like an old librarian? Also, we had no plans to go to the orchard. Levi would be at the orchard so I for sure didn’t want to go. But, I did want to see Tony again as soon as possible. Crap! I did. I really did. 

“OK, well, I’ll keep an eye peeled for that eyebrow ring, just in case,” Tony said, grinning at me.

“Cool,” I said, and then I practically ran back into the safety of my party, my cheeks burning red and my brain spinning.

***
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AS I ROUNDED THE CORNER from the convenience store back into the Mexican restaurant, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I turned my head and saw Charlie hovering in the corner by the bar. She raised a hand in greeting, smiled a sad smile, then popped away. 

She was acting like a total dork but at least she’d dropped by. 

In my absence, the party had gotten louder, more vibrant. I started to move through the crowd in search of my grandparents when someone screamed. There was a whooshing sound followed by a clatter behind me. I whirled around. Behind the bar, something was exploding into the air like a geyser. Two somethings, actually, one a pinkish red, one a light yellow. A black plastic rectangle (was that a lid?) ricocheted off the ceiling then fell onto the bar with a loud crash. The two bartenders screamed and frantically pushed buttons on two machines but the liquid continued to erupt out of them until, finally, they simply ran out of juice. 

“Holy shit,” I whispered, tearing my eyes away from the bar and looking at the crowd. Uncle John and the town ghosts huddled by the cake tables. Most of them looked excited; Uncle John looked downright delighted. But, the living party guests were faring much worse. People laughed, a few screamed, and one lady sobbed into a man’s arms like a baby.

The unfortunate party guests near the bar and the two bartenders stood around, shocked, covered in frozen booze. Tequila, by the smell of it. 

Papaw appeared next to me. “Samantha, come with me. Pablo is beckoning me over and I think I’ll need another, well, your professional help,” he said, steering me through the crowd and into Pablo’s small office behind the bar. I felt a moment of pride that he’d asked me instead of Betsey or Jamie Waterman. As we walked through the slush, I looked up at the off-white ceiling, now splattered with yellow and red. It was a total mess. I didn’t see how they’d ever be able to clean it.

“You have a little on your arm, hon,” Papaw said, taking out an embroidered handkerchief, handing it to me, and gesturing to the sticky red ooze on my upper arm. I hadn’t even felt it. 

“I’ll be lucky if my bartenders don’t quit on me,” Pablo said to us by way of greeting. “The waiters are getting everyone towels. Y’all know what caused that?”

Papaw and I both shook our heads no.

I dabbed at the red gunk. “What is this stuff anyway?” I asked.

“That one is frozen Sangria. My new cash cow. You put it in a glass with frozen margarita, it makes something called a Swirl. Very pretty. The ladies love it. Well, the ladies of drinking age, anyway, youngster,” Pablo said.

“Oh, OK,” I said.

Pablo hung his fingers through his beltloops and looked from Papaw to me. “I was looking right at the bar when it happened and nobody did anything to make it happen, catch my drift? This isn’t an electrical problem or user error. Something weird just went down in my restaurant. I know you, er, know people. If you’re not the people. Know what I mean?” 

Papaw nodded. “I do. We’ll have to ask for your discretion, of course.”

“You got it, Reverend. You’ve always had it. Now, please figure out who did this to my business. I need to know if I should call the cops or an exorcist. That is, if I didn’t just call one. Or is that stuff just for us Catholics?” He laughed nervously.

Papaw and I looked at each other and I knew instantly what he was thinking because I had the same thing on my mind. Barring any freak electrical accident involving just the frozen-drink machines in this place, this was the work of ghosts. We only knew two ghosts in town who were powerful enough to pull off a prank like this: Uncle John and Charlie.

And, I’d just seen both of them.

***
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AFTER THE PARTY, US kids packed up all the party stuff while Pablo’s employees mopped up Swirl and the adults settled the bill with Pablo in the other room. 

“Who did the music for this shindig? It’s so random!” Kara said, putting blue crepe paper splattered with dark red into a trash bag as Patti Smith’s “Redondo Beach” blasted out of the speakers. 

“My money’s on Sam, especially because that comment pissed her off,” Yaz said.

“Do not knock the Rad Grad Mix, y’all,” I said.

“This song is about a girl who commits suicide by drowning herself. Isn’t that beautiful?” E asked Kara with a wicked grin.

“There is something seriously wrong with all of y’all,” Kara said.

“Or seriously right,” I retorted.

“Speaking of mixes, this one is mine,” E said, picking up a cassette off of my table and tossing to me. “I didn’t know I’d have so much competition but it’s objectively the best one. Obviously. I used the printer at work. Songs on the inside. Very professional if I do say so myself.”

I caught the tape and turned it over. A still from Reality Bites was on the front. Winona Ryder smoking. Perfect. “Oh, E, thank you! I didn’t think to get you anything!” I said.

“You didn’t have to,” he said, hugging me into his armpit with one arm. “Besides, your grandparents did,” he said, pointing to a lumpy package on his table that I knew contained a blanket. Meems had made one for both E and Mickey. “To keep them warm in them big cities,” she’d said.

Mickey bounded over and threw his arms around the two of us. “You guyyyys!”

“Have any of you delinquents seen a pink shawl? It’s cashmere.” Darla Shirlene and her hair helmet stood in the entrance with her hands on her hips, glaring at us.

“There’s a pink fuzzy thing in that booth over there. I was gonna give it to Pablo for the lost and found,” E said, pointing to a booth near the bar.

“Sure you were, dear,” she said as she picked her way through the mess of our clean-up. She bent over slowly, giving us a long look at her bony ass then straightened up and threw the baby pink shawl over her shoulders. “You always need one of these in Texas in the summer. Air conditioning can be brutal on women, you know, we’re such delicate creatures.” Darla Shirlene was anything but delicate but I agreed with the creature part.

“Uh-huh,” E muttered.

She strutted through the restaurant back to where she came in as we all gaped at her. When she reached the entrance to the convenient store, she spun on her high heel and glared at each of us in turn. “By the way, what happened here today was evil if I’ve ever seen it. I’ll be watching all of you, and that includes your grandfather, Samantha Winters. Y’all might have run the wonderful Reverend Lesser out of here but there’s a new Sheriff in town.”

As she walked away, we all stood there, frozen, until Mickey said, “Did that old helmet bitch just quote Heathers?”
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“And then Mickey’s mother insisted on putting the entire bill on her fancy little gold credit card and told Ernie and Ms. Salas to just give her fifty dollars, cash, like we carry that kind of money around town. I got out my billfold to write a check but she waved it away and said to just give her the money whenever we have it. I’ve never been so insulted! Why that woman hates checks is beyond me,” Meems told Betsey, Yaz, and I as we unpacked the boxes from the party. I was trying to hurry. I had a bunch of presents to unwrap and mixtapes to listen to and I was anxious to get to it. But, I knew I needed to help clean up first. 

“That party cost more than any hundred and fifty dollars and I’m sure she knows that we know that,” Papaw said from the kitchen table where he was scarfing down the remains of my chocolate cake. How that man stayed so skinny was a Nancy Drew-level mystery. “I think that was her way of being nice. We practically raised Mickey and I’ve been her pastor for decades.”

“How kind of her,” Betsey said.

“Uh-oh. Your grandma is about to blow. Got your mantra ready?” Yaz teased me. I glared at him. I still loved my mantra and used it regularly but that was between me and the ghost of Kurt Cobain. Nosy empath.

“We do not need charity
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