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    To Kitty: For every bad idea that turned into a great story, and for proving that life is better with a little too much glitter and a lot of heart.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Glitter, ghosts, and a pony in a ham-mask: some bad ideas are just worth having.
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The Barrel of Bad Ideas

––––––––
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YOU EVER HAVE THAT one friend whose idea of "spirit hunting" involves an equal mix of paranormal activity and bottom-shelf liquor? For me, that’s Kitty. We hadn't even crossed the Kentucky state line before she started treating the glovebox like a mini-bar and the dashboard like a buffet for "emergency" gas station snacks.

––––––––
[image: ]


"Lily," Kitty said, her voice muffled because she was currently trying to eat a glow-in-the-dark marshmallow while wearing a neck brace she’d bought at a thrift store for 'aesthetic support.'

"I’ve been doing some deep-dive research—mostly on TikTok and the back of a cereal box—and I’ve concluded that Kentucky ghosts are much classier than Tennessee ones. They don't just haunt you; they judge your palate."
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I GRIPPED THE THE SEAT belt, my brain already doing the math on how many miles were left until we hit the "Abandoned Bourbon Warehouse" from her news clipping. My sensory system was currently on a high-alert loop because Kitty had insisted on hanging a car freshener that smelled like 'Old Leather and Sadness,' which she claimed would attract the more sophisticated spirits.
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"Kitty," I said, my voice flat. "The last time we encountered a 'spirit' in Tennessee, you almost burnt down a mountain because your intestines decided to perform a solo at a high-volume capacity."
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"That was a biological anomaly, Lily! A masterpiece of timing!" she countered, adjusting her new t-shirt that prominently displayed the words 'Warning: Contents Under Pressure.' "This time, we have a plan. We have a Groupon. And most importantly, I brought the backup syrup."
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I LOOKED AT THE BACKSEAT. She wasn't lying. Resting atop our nylon-burrito of a tent was a gallon-sized jug of Aunt Jemima’s. We were two hours away from a haunted distillery, we were still finding holographic pink glitter in our earlobes from the Ham-Face incident, and we were currently traveling with enough maple syrup to sabotage a small army.
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"Me and my bestie, about to get ghost-wasted in the Bluegrass State," Kitty sang, accidentally hitting the windshield wipers and spraying fluid everywhere.
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"Just promise me one thing, Kitty," I said, watching the Kentucky border sign loom closer. "No chili. No fire gods. And if we see a man in a burlap mask, we are not—I repeat, not—offering him a Slim Jim."
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KITTY LOOKED AT ME with an expression that was 10% sincerity and 90% bourbon-fueled chaos. "Lily, you know I can't make promises I can't keep when there’s a buffet involved."

As we crossed the line, a single flake of pink glitter on the dashboard caught the sun, shimmering like a warning light. Kentucky had no idea that the "Glitter-Ghouls of the Smokies" had just officially expanded their territory.

Now, I know I said we were two hours away, but in Kitty-time, "two hours" is a flexible concept that accounts for three bathroom breaks, a fifteen-minute argument with a GPS that she’s convinced has a "sassy attitude," and a mandatory stop at a roadside stand selling "Genuine Haunted Birdhouses."

Now, I know I said we were headed to the warehouse, but Kitty’s brain works like a pinball machine where every bumper is a "Store Closing" sign. We hadn't been in Kentucky for forty-five minutes before she slammed on the brakes in front of a place called Ezekiel’s Enchanted Relics & Taxidermy.

"Lily, look! A sign!" Kitty shouted, pointing at a piece of cardboard that said 'WE BUY YOUR WEIRD JUNK – NO QUESTIONS ASKED.'

“We have weird junk! We have a half-melted poultry meter and a bag of glow-in-the-dark marshmallows. We could trade up for a Victorian ghost-trapping kit!"

"Kitty, we are currently being pursued—spiritually or physically—by a man who wears deli meat as a fashion statement," I said, my hyper-focus currently locked onto a moth-eaten stuffed raccoon in the window that appeared to be holding a tiny banjo. "We do not have time to browse Ezekiel’s taxidermy mistakes."

"It’s research, Lily! If we’re going to a haunted warehouse, we need gear."

We walked in, and the smell of mothballs and wet cedar hit my sensory system like a physical slap. Ezekiel was a man who looked like he had been preserved in the same salt Gary was currently obsessed with. He didn't look up from a bowl of gray soup as we approached.

"I need your finest paranormal containment vessel," Kitty announced, slapping a five-dollar bill and a single
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