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      “Wait. Bethany, you’re actually serious?”

      I saw the exact moment my best friend’s expression shifted from amused laughter to a look of absolute shock. You know, a wide-eyed, open-mouth, stunned-silent type of look. Perhaps agog is a better term, or stupefied. Regardless of what you want to call it, Kelly sat across my small kitchen table from me, a half-empty bottle of red wine frozen mid-pour in her grip. I gently pried the bottle from her grasp and topped off my glass while she processed the bombshell I’d just dropped.

      “So, let me make sure I heard you correctly,” Kelly finally said with exaggerated slowness. “Your grandma Sternberg visited you last night?”

      I nodded several times.

      “Your dead Grandma Sternberg,” she continued.

      This was said more as a point of clarification than question, but I nodded again. “She had her hair up in curlers and wore her favorite housecoat. All things considered, she looked great.”

      Kelly pursed her lips and averted her gaze to the ceiling.

      She appeared to consider the added information. That, or to keep herself from screaming from exasperation. Hard to tell.

      After a few beats, she blew out a breath and returned her attention to me. “And during this visit, dead Grandma Sternberg said you need to remember to floss your teeth and to do a better job cleaning out the fridge?”

      I didn’t miss the tone of incredulity in her voice. “Yes,” I replied after I sipped my wine. “She also threatened to visit again the next time I have a man sleep over if I don’t do as she asked. So I immediately got out of bed, brushed and flossed my teeth, and then got to work on the fridge. I might not have a man in my life right now, but I probably will, someday.” I tipped my wineglass toward her. “I am not taking any chances.”

      Kelly took her own sip of wine, lightly dabbed at her mouth with the tips of her fingers, and asked with a straight face, “You know how crazy this sounds, don’t you?”

      “Really? Which part?”

      My best friend since kindergarten let out a frustrated groan.

      “The whole damned thing, Bethany. You just said your dead grandma visited you as a ghost and is worried about your hygiene and cleaning habits. If you tell this story to anyone else, you’ll end up in the county mental ward. Hell, I’m thinking you might want to visit a shrink before you start seeing any more of your dead relatives wandering around this old farmhouse.”

      I had a feeling nearly all the people I shared this story with would be skeptical, too, but I doubted it would change their opinion of me. Most residents in my teeny, tiny town of Monpetite, Missouri, population four hundred ninety-eight, already thought I was a bit of an odd duck. I had absolutely no problem being viewed as an odd duck, though. Odd ducks are, by far, more interesting than regular ducks, in my humble opinion.

      “Unfortunately, every word of this story is absolutely true. One hundred percent.” And it was. “Last night, before I turned off my bedside lamp, a cold draft blew through my bedroom. When I looked to see where the breeze had come from, I discovered Grandma Sternberg materializing in the doorway. She was transparent, levitating, and had no legs or feet, but it was clearly her.”

      “No legs or feet?” Kelly cocked an eyebrow. “How much wine did you drink before this visit? Or was it bourbon?”

      “I can’t explain the legs or feet thing. That’s just what I saw. Believe me when I tell you, I hadn’t had a drop of anything. And before you ask, no, I had not been sleeping, either. This wasn’t a dream. The experience was very real.”

      Kelly sat in silent contemplation a few long moments, her brown-eyed gaze distant, as if allowing the situation to marinate in her mind. I took this opportunity, out of an abundance of caution to prevent future spectral interventions, to do a quick cleanliness check of my kitchen. The small room was the heart of my 1892 farmhouse. Although terribly outdated, the space was tidy. The yellow laminate countertops were wiped clean. The linoleum floor had a few breadcrumbs littered about, but was otherwise presentable. And the dishes in the sink had been dirtied earlier with dinner.

      All in all, not too bad. Nothing to make Grandma Sternberg grumpy enough to haunt me a second night. At least, I hoped so. I loved Grandma Sternberg to pieces, but at some point, she had to come to terms with my not being Missouri’s best housekeeper.

      “Okay. I believe you,” Kelly finally said with a definitive nod, sweeping her light brown, straight-as-a-ruler hair over her shoulders.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t get me wrong,” she continued, “you’ve said and done pretty crazy things in your life, but you’ve never fibbed. Not to me or anyone that I know of. Not once.”

      I raised my wineglass again. “And I never will. Promise.”

      “I’ll drink to that.” She sipped her wine. As she placed her glass back on the table, her expression unexpectedly morphed from skeptical to inquisitive. She leaned closer. “So, were you afraid? I mean, when you saw Grandma Sternberg’s ghost standing in your doorway. I think I would have freaked out.”

      The question rolled over in my mind a few times. “Not really. The experience was more surprising than anything else. Seeing Grandma was actually quite nice, even if she was still bossing me around from beyond the grave, and her hair was smoking.”

      “What?” Kelly’s bright brown eyes grew to the size of grapefruits. “Her hair was smoking?”

      I shrugged. “I guess when you die from being struck by lightning, the aftereffects stick with you in the afterlife. I could smell singed hair mixed with her Estee Lauder Youth-Dew perfume when she materialized. Let me tell you, that particular combination of scents is powerful enough to make your eyes water. Wowza.”

      Kelly wrinkled her nose. “I can’t imagine.”

      I lifted my chin so I was talking to the kitchen’s popcorn ceiling as though it were Heaven. “Grandma, if you’re listening, I hate to tell you I told you so, but asking God to strike you down every time you tried to prove you weren’t lying was bound to catch up with you. And it did.”

      “Your grandma did say that a lot.” Kelly made the sign of the cross and bowed her head. “May she rest in peace.”

      “May you rest in peace. I love you and miss you.” I raised my wineglass in a toast to my beloved grandma before taking a sip.

      Kelly’s warm hand covered mine, and she gently squeezed. “She loved you, too. She left this entire farm to you. I think your grandma did so because she wanted to take care of you, even when she’s not here.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “Oh, I know I am.” Kelly retracted her hand after another squeeze. “I’m curious, though, did dead Grandma Sternberg say anything else last night? Any amazing revelations? Tips on the stock market? I want to hear everything.”

      My belly tightened, and I hoped like the dickens my face didn’t give my internal misgivings away. All day long, I had debated whether or not to share the other things Grandma Sternberg had said, knowing doing so would somehow validate Kelly’s strong belief that I finally needed to spread my wings and get the hell out of Dodge, as it were. My lifelong friend had badgered me for years to finally leave Monpetite and see the world. Apparently, she and Grandma Sternberg agreed on that particular subject.

      I heaved a sigh, then reluctantly nodded, dreading the conversation I knew was coming. “Grandma said my life is too small. The time had come for me to live for the day and only come back to the farm when I had tired myself out. I need to leave Monpetite and start living a more interesting life. Leave, leave, leave is what she repeated over and over as she vanished right before my eyes.” I quieted for a moment, mentally replaying my ghostly visit with Grandma, ensuring I wasn’t missing anything.

      I wasn’t. Well, except for the part where Grandma said she would also continue to haunt me in a not-so-pleasant way if I didn’t go. But Kelly didn’t need to know that.

      “Grandma thinks you need to get out and expand your world. Oh, man. That sounds so like her.” Kelly laughed. “You have to admit, you’re not the same adventurous soul you used to be. You’re getting soft, Bethany. Losing your edge. You need to listen to her advice. Go see the world and discover its mysteries like you wanted to before you got sucked into the Monpetite vortex.”

      “First and foremost, my world is just fine,” I said, my voice dripping with indignation. “If you recall, I jumped from a plane and parachuted down to the middle of the Monpetite Fourth of July celebration for my birthday.” I channeled my inner teacher and cocked an eyebrow as high as it would rise on my forehead, hoping my stern educator look would have the same intimidating effect it did on my students. “I’m still the adventurous soul I’ve always been.”

      “Pfff.” She waved a hand, all dismissive flair. “That was sixteen years ago on your twenty-fifth birthday. Old news, Bethany.”

      Clearly, even after years of practice with my students, my stern educator look did not evoke the same impact on people who knew me well. I needed to work on that. “Secondly,” I responded, undeterred, “I haven’t had time to do anything lately. Grandma Sternberg has only been dead a year. I’ve just gotten this old farm to the point where I can do any traveling. I’ve leased out the farm’s fields, sold most of the cattle, and Grandma’s old dog passed before Thanksgiving. So I’m finally a total GO for a good, long trip once school is out for the summer. That is, of course, after I’ve cleaned my classroom and finished all my teacher in-service days…” My voice trailed off as even I could hear just how dull it all sounded.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, Bethany. Boooooring.” She stretched out the word an obnoxiously extended time. “And a long vacation is not what she meant. You know it. I know it.”

      Quite suddenly, Kelly scooted back in her chair, marched her five-foot-six, corn-fed body around the kitchen table, and grabbed my hand. “Come with me.”

      My friend dragged me through my small but cozy living room, up the narrow flight of stairs to the second floor, and into my bedroom. The row of windows near my bed showcased the colors of the evening sky, and I made a hasty glance out the frosty panes to check it out. The snow had stopped falling, and a beautiful sunset now stained the remaining clouds with hues of red, pink, and orange over the distant rolling hills.

      Red sky at night, sailor’s delight.

      I always thought of that old mariner’s saying when I saw brilliantly colored sunsets. If I had any plans to leave the farm, which I didn’t, tomorrow would most likely be a good day for being out and about. But a lazy day snuggled with a good book on my old couch in front of the fireplace was on my agenda. That and many, many cups of hot chocolate.

      Hmmm. Maybe I did need to get out more.

      “You probably don’t even notice these anymore because they’ve been up for so long. Let’s take a good look at them, shall we?” Kelly slowly turned around in the center of the room and pointed to each of the large posters on the walls.

      The endeavor took a few minutes. I had at least fifteen somewhat-tattered posters plastered everywhere. She was right, though. Like a strong scent I’d grown used to and could no longer smell, I rarely noticed the posters anymore. These old views of places from around the world and things that fascinated me had hung in my childhood bedroom forever. When I’d inherited the farmhouse, these relics from my past had come when I moved in. I had seen them so often they blended into my surroundings, unregistered in my mind.

      “When we were young, you obsessed about traveling to each of these places or doing the things these pictures represented.” She stood near a Raiders of the Lost Ark movie poster and nodded at Harrison Ford’s face. “You were convinced you were going to be a real Indiana Jones. You blabbered non-stop about exciting adventures and exploring the world.”

      Kelly pointed to a nearby poster of a scene from a Greek island overlooking the deep blue Mediterranean. “You were going to learn how to scuba dive and find Atlantis.” She stepped to a poster of a sun setting on an African savanna. “You dreamed of being a doctor without borders, discovering new and exotic diseases to cure while communing with natives.” She turned to me. “You used to create the best adventures when we were kids. You made my childhood one amazing escapade after another—the more daring, the better. If I had a dollar for every bump, scrape, and broken bone I got while we were on our adventure capers, I’d be a millionaire.”

      I put up my hands in surrender. “Trust me, I remember. I’d be a millionaire, too. But then…we got older.”

      She shook her head. “We might have grown older, but you’ve always carried a burning desire to see new places, explore the unknown, and live an extraordinary life. You know very well you have. But like I said, you just got sucked into the Monpetite vortex. Once you graduated from college, rather than getting a master’s and then a doctorate to teach history at universities around the world, you came back home and never left.”

      I internally grimaced. Every word Kelly said was true, and hearing that truth was like a punch in the belly. It didn’t change the facts of my previous situations, though. “My mom got cancer and needed my help. So, of course, I came back home. Someone had to take care of her. Dad was too busy farming to give her the help she needed, and God knows my brother, Craig, couldn’t be pulled from law school to do anything. I feel really lucky to have gotten a job teaching in Monpetite until Mom was better.”

      “And then what happened? You’ve been teaching at the high school for twenty years. Your mom has been in remission and has been back to work at your parents’ farm for over fifteen years. Fifteen years is a hell of a lot of time wasted not doing what you’ve always wanted to do. You’ll never get those fifteen years back.”

      Every word she uttered stung as though I’d been attacked by hornets. I prepared to voice my defense and stop her stinging barrage, but she didn’t give me a chance to slip in a single word.

      “Okay, wasted isn’t fair. You continued to help your parents and anyone else in need, then you helped your grandmother. You’ve also been a great teacher and got a lot of kids excited about history and seeing the world for themselves. Yada, yada, yada.” Kelly’s shoulders fell, and she dropped herself on the side of my bed. “What I’m trying to say is it’s time for you to do all the things you’ve always wanted to do. You’re still young. You’ve saved your pennies your entire life, and you just inherited a bundle, plus an entire damned farm, so money isn’t an issue. There’s literally nothing stopping you from going on grand adventures and living that extraordinary life of your dreams.” Kelly raised her gaze to mine and held it. “Nothing but you.”

      My lips opened and closed several times like a gaping fish. With the use of her simple, final sentence, Kelly knocked the wind out of my sails.

      My mouth was temporarily out of commission. My brain, however, was not. It scrambled, searching its murky depths to piece together a grand counterattack. I waited a few seconds before saying or doing anything, giving my very capable, albeit wine-soaked human computer time to finish said counterattack and then launch it.

      Several more seconds passed, though, and nothing happened. Not a single flaming retort popped into my head.

      I waited a bit more, willing my brain to finally get its act together and come up with something to defend my honor. Meanwhile, my heart had decided to join in on the action by pounding loud enough to drown out any other noise.

      I took a long look at the posters to the right of me and then the left, hoping to find inspiration for my argument. Instead, I found more to support Kelly’s. The poster with the panorama of a couple on a hill taking in the views of Machu Picchu, backpacks snugly attached to their young bodies, struck me particularly hard. As did the poster of the eight most haunted castles in the world. Sure, I had seen Grandma Sternberg as a ghost—which had been truly exciting—but the thought of being visited by Vlad the Impaler at Hunyadi Castle, or the ghostly handmaiden at Stirling Castle, was beyond thrilling. What a rush all these things would be.

      After a few more moments of taking in scenes of ziplining tourists in New Zealand, people whitewater rafting in Costa Rica, and all the others, my mouth, brain, and heart all came to the same conclusion. Kelly was right. The only person who had truly stopped me from doing any of these things had been me. “Oh, my God.” I plopped down onto the floor, my mouth suddenly dry from swallowing the bitter truth. How had I allowed so much time to pass before cluing into the reality of my situation?

      Fifteen years!

      Those years may have been full of activity, but not the kind I had anticipated. Definitely not the kind I had dreamed of. And those precious fifteen years had flown by in the blink of an eye. Somehow, in that time, I had lulled myself into the contentment of ordinary living. Lazy days reading adventure books rather than living out my own adventures. Time in a classroom teaching children about the richness of the world rather than experiencing those riches for myself. Even my grand, albeit short, vacations during summer breaks had been relatively tame compared to the antics I had once imagined.

      I would be forty-two in July. I hadn’t really thought much about my age until now, but this summer I would squarely hit middle age. I would be at the top of my life expectancy hill and would soon be slowly coasting down it toward death.

      Holy crap.

      And what did I have to show for my time on this planet so far? Which of my dreams had I made come true?

      The sad, sad answers were nothing and none. Zip. Nada.

      Maybe I wasn’t the adventurous, risk-taking odd duck I thought I was. Somehow, I had become the George Bailey in my own version of It’s a Wonderful Life. “What have I done?” The words felt like boulders dropping into the pit of my stomach. Their heaviness was almost too much to bear.

      “Nothing that can’t be fixed.” Kelly rose from the bed and then joined me, cross-legged, on the floor. She reached for my hands and held them in hers. “Tonight, you begin your journey toward an extraordinary life, and I’m here to help you. We’re finding you a new, fabulously exciting job.”
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      While I set up my laptop on the kitchen table, Kelly finished off our bottle of red by pouring us both generous portions. Thank goodness, she was staying over this evening. Neither one of us had any business driving on this cold December night. “So, what am I looking for?” My chubby fingers hovered over the keyboard. The blinking cursor on the tab of the search engine awaited my command.

      “Good question.” Kelly scooted her chair next to mine, allowing herself a view of the monitor. “What do you want to do or be when you finally grow up? Lion tamer? Deep-sea explorer? The world is your oyster. You just need to decide what interests you.”

      I stared at the screen, thinking through all the possibilities. There were so many, some I’m sure I wouldn’t even think of, that the task seemed a little overwhelming for my slightly tipsy mind. “It’s been a long time since I’ve thought about what I want to do. I don’t know anymore,” I said. “But I feel as though I should be doing something completely different. Maybe something that hints at danger.”

      “That’s pretty open-ended.”

      I sighed and nodded. “Somewhere out there has to be a job that will satisfy my need for excitement and fill my wanderlust heart. I just need to find it.”

      “No worries. We will. We need to see what’s available. Then we can narrow things down as we go. Let’s try this.” She pulled the laptop closer and started typing. In the search engine bar, she wrote exciting job vacancies.

      A smile tugged at my lips. My friend was an absolute genius.

      We drank and combed the web a few hours, looking for the perfect position, but failed to get the results I’d hoped for. No, I didn’t want to try my hand at working as a salesclerk. How was that remotely exciting? Cleaning visitor centers in Montana held absolutely no appeal. Mucking elephant stalls for a traveling circus nearly hit the target. Though I couldn’t see myself being happy flinging dung the size of serving platters for too long.

      As the temps outside plummeted and our wineglasses emptied, my hopes of finding the exciting job of my dreams started to falter. “Maybe we should stop for the night and try again in the morning.” I looked at my watch and the empty wine bottle. It was almost ten-thirty. Way past my bedtime. “I’ve waited this long to start my search. Waiting a few more hours won’t kill me.”

      Kelly shook her head. “Oh, come on. It’s still early. And I’m telling you, I feel it in my bones, there’s something waiting for us to find it. We simply need to look in a different place. Think out of the box.” She rubbed her forehead.

      Taking her cue, I closed my eyes and concentrated on the task. Not an easy thing to do, considering the late hour and the wine I’d consumed.

      Where did the average person go online to find odd-but-interesting jobs?

      An idea struck like a bolt of lightning in my somewhat-inebriated brain. My eyes flew open, and I turned to look at Kelly. She, too, had her eyes opened wide. Her excited facial features practically screamed she’d also come up with an idea.

      “Craigslist!” The word flew from our lips at the same time.

      Once again, the universe provided undeniable proof Kelly was, without doubt, meant to be my best friend. “Craigslist might be old school, but heck, I’m old school,” I said. “And if there’s one site to find off-the-wall jobs, that’s the place.”

      Kelly nodded. “Totally agree.”

      After a few clicks on my keyboard, the world that is Craigslist appeared on my monitor. We perused the Jobs column of the site a few minutes, and my spirits fell. The categories listed there were the same mundane career fields we’d seen since we started looking two bottles of wine ago.

      Then we found the TV, Film, Video category.

      I glanced at Kelly.

      She looked up from the screen, her gaze meeting mine.

      In that instant, we shared an unspoken thought. This would be the place I would find my amazing and exciting new life. I clicked the tab and quickly scanned the available ads. I stopped at the one that read Start your career in television. Excitement bubbled within me like a newly opened bottle of champagne. “This might be it.”

      Kelly nudged my shoulder. “Click it.”

      I did.

      Want Adventure? A chance at a position full of thrills and travel? We’re seeking undiscovered talent. Click here and learn more about an opportunity to host a new television series.

      My index finger pressed the link of the posting before my brain registered what I was doing. Instantly, my computer screen shifted from Craigslist’s simply designed page to one covered with ghostly figures, spaceships, haunted houses, and what looked like the Creature from the Black Lagoon. The words Paranormal For Realz shot out from a broken window of one of the spooky houses and grew until they covered the page.

      Kelly squeezed my arm. “I think we might be on to something here. I’m getting goose bumps. You are, too.”

      She was right. My skin prickled as though preternaturally sensing a very exciting future. My future.

      A small box with Click HERE to Enter If You Dare appeared. I absolutely dared, so I clicked.

      The site’s homepage maintained the same otherworldly background but offered a few tabs at the top of the page. Since I knew nothing about the show, I first hit the About tab and started reading aloud.

      “Paranormal For Realz is a new reality television series investigating all things ghostly, creepy, out of this world, and the bizarre. In each episode, viewers will accompany our intrepid hosts as they explore intriguing mysteries of the unknown and things that go bump in the night.”

      “Oh my God, Bethany. This is it. This sounds perfect for you.”

      It really did. Everything about this ad spoke to my inner wild child. The wild child who had been asleep within me for far too long.

      I clicked on the tab labeled Join the Show, which took us to a casting call page. Paranormal For Realz would begin filming its pilot season over the summer in various places across the United States. The program’s producers were looking for fresh, new talent. “I’m as new and fresh to television as an egg that’s just popped out of a chicken’s butt,” I announced, then realized what I had just said. Perhaps that last glass of wine had been one too many.

      “You are,” Kelly agreed. “You’re also articulate, used to making presentations, and fairly entertaining.”

      “Plus, I didn’t flinch when I saw dead Grandma Sternberg standing in my bedroom. These are all ideal attributes to host a paranormal program, right?”

      “Are you kidding me? You’re a natural! It’s like this show was made for you.”

      An image of me in cargo pants, Doc Martens boots, and a well-worn fedora filled my mind. I brushed aside curtains of hanging cobwebs as I strode confidently through a dark cellar, my burning torch providing a modicum of light. Somewhere out there was a ghost for me to hunt and document for the world to see. Once I did, I would surely become a huge television star.

      “It says here that the first season of the show will be a competition.” Kelly pointed to the monitor. “They’re hiring five people and are pairing them up with celebrities to make five ‘host teams.’”

      “Celebrities?” I leaned closer and adjusted my vision to read the fine print. “Who do you think will do this show?”

      Kelly shrugged. “No idea. But wouldn’t it be cool if it were someone like Stephen Prince?” She sighed. “He’s so damned handsome.”

      “And he hosts a lot of reality shows.” My mind drifted to recall television’s golden boy. By all accounts, he was considered America’s reality TV heartthrob, and for good reason. He was blond, handsome, and had a smile that would make even an old lady blush.

      “It says here that the audience will be phoning in to vote for their favorite team after each episode in season one. The remaining team will then be cast as the permanent hosts.” Kelly turned to me. “So, it’s an elimination season. What a great way to build interest in the show.”

      “Yeah, right.” I tried to sound upbeat, but this employment curveball was more than a little concerning. “So, I might not find out until I’ve worked for a while that I’m not getting the job. The viewers could kick me off the show anytime. I’ve got to be honest here, that doesn’t exactly sit well.”

      “Hey, this is just like any other job. You compete against others to get it, and unless you’re under contract, you can be fired anytime. It’s just how the real world is.” Kelly nudged with her elbow. “But how many jobs in the real world will pay you to be on television while you hunt ghosts or look for aliens?”

      She had a point. I had searched the internet all evening for a career that would take me down the path less traveled and found only one, so the possibility of being fired shouldn’t deter me. It should motivate me to do my best. Go out and kick some TV butt. “Okay,” I said. “I’m in. Let’s do this.”

      Kelly and I spent the next hour and one more glass of red carefully reading more about the show and then preparing my application. Before I pressed the SEND button, I paused. “Hey,” I called over to Kelly, who fished around in the fridge for a late-night snack. “This says I have to send in an audition video along with my application. They both have to be submitted at the same time. I don’t have an audition video.”

      She peeked over the refrigerator door. “No worries,” she responded with a mouth full of pickles and cheese. “We’ll tape something tonight on my phone. Easy-peasy.”

      My brain saw no problem with this. “Okay, then. Let’s do it.”

      While Kelly created the perfect setting in the living room for my video backdrop, I brushed at the curls of my shoulder-length dark hair until they looked fairly tamed and applied a quick swipe of mascara and lipstick. Any more makeup and I would surely look like a clown. The producers of the show needed to see the real Bethany James, who is awesome, funny, and a bit chunky, not some dolled-up, pretend version. You know, what you see is what you get, which I realized is extremely Missourian of me.

      “You look great. Come sit in this chair.” Kelly led me to an overstuffed chair she’d placed beside the now-roaring fireplace. She stepped back, assessed the scene, then moved in to fluff my hair and position my hands atop each other on my knee. “Perfect. You’re going to kill this. Just slay. Let me get my phone, and we’ll do a practice take. Any idea what you’re going to say?”

      “No. I mean, I have a few things dinging around my head that I think will be good. Let’s just wing this first take, and we’ll go from there.”

      Kelly stood back, took a quick drink of wine, picked up her phone, then took a few seconds to find just the right angle for filming. Then she finally gave me the thumbs-up and started recording.

      I was ready.

      “Hi. I’m Bethany James.” I smiled, hoping I looked charming and friendly and not at all slightly inebriated. “Last night, I saw my dead Grandma Sternberg in my bedroom. She died a year ago and left me this farm.” I waved my hands around to suggest everything nearby was, indeed, the farm. “I’ve been described as Rubenesque, a feature I also inherited from Grandma Sternberg, who descended from a long line of beer-drinking Germans. I’m fairly certain I can attribute my curly brown hair and size forty double Ds to the Sternberg side of the family, as well. My pale skin, green eyes, and biting sarcasm come from the James branch of my family tree. Pure English on that side, through and through. The James and Sternberg families have farmed land in my hometown of Monpetite, Missouri, for generations. I’d spit into a vial and send off my saliva to have my DNA tested if I weren’t so certain of my heritage.”

      “Okay, stop.” Kelly put down her camera. “That was, well, interesting. But I think your audition should spend less time on your heritage, what they drank, the size of your boobs, and more time on you. Focus on what makes you tick. Why are you more interesting than any other person who is auditioning for this job?”

      Her advice swam in my head, making more sense than I wanted to admit. “So, what do you suggest, Mr. Spielberg?”

      “I don’t know,” she said on a yawn. “Something more of a narrative. You need to start and finish with a bang. Something interesting and memorable. Something that will make you stand out from all the other submissions.”

      “Oh. So, something totally simple.” I rolled my eyes. “Maybe we should write a script. I can memorize it, and then we can film it in a few days.”

      She pointed toward the computer. “We don’t have a few days. The website said they are closing submissions this Sunday. It’s Friday night. We’ve got to crank this out before we miss the deadline.”

      I frowned. How had I missed reading that part of the application stuff? Was there anything else I had overlooked?

      Kelly snapped her fingers in front of my face. “Come on, Bethany. You can do this. Just pretend you’re telling a cool story about yourself to your students. Something that will grab their attention and make them want to listen. You do this all the time.”

      “Fine. Fine.” I rubbed the back of my neck, which suddenly felt tight. I was beginning to second-guess doing this. Maybe the universe actually intended for me to be a small-town teacher for the rest of my days.

      My stomach tightened at the thought. I had already cracked open the door to a possible new future. A fun and exciting future, filled with amazing adventures. I couldn’t close that door now. All I had to do was say something clever and interesting to a camera, then send it off, and allow the fates to do their thing.

      I could do this. I could do this. “No more wasting time, Bethany,” I whispered to myself. “You’ve done enough of that already. Fifteen years’ worth.”

      Kelly looked up from her phone. “What?”

      I waved off the question. “Nothing. Let’s go. Take two.”

      Once again, we positioned ourselves, but this time, I sat forward in the chair. The people who saw this video should know I was talking directly to them. When I was ready, I sucked in a lungful of air and nodded to Kelly.

      She nodded back.

      We were rolling.

      “Hi. I’m Bethany James,” I began again. “In my estimation, there are two types of people in the world. Those who run screaming in the face of danger and those who pursue the thrill of risk and certain peril like a chocoholic jonesing for a double-fudge brownie. I am the chocoholic in this scenario. Always have been.

      “As a kid, I sought out travel and adventure. Each morning, I awoke, wanting nothing more than to find myself in exotic locales, wading chin-deep in grand escapades the likes of which would give Indiana Jones gray hairs. I craved excitement, and when I found it, I basked in the hard-earned adrenaline rush.

      “Fast-forward through college and twenty years of teaching high school history, and you’ll find me, Bethany James, still craving excitement and doing what I can to satisfy my wanderlust heart, but not quite succeeding.

      “Until now.

      “If you’re looking for a new host who will run toward the things that will frighten everyone else and take her audience along, look no further. You’ve found her. I will help raise Paranormal For Realz to heights you haven’t yet imagined. Let’s do this.”

      I sat still a few beats after I finished my speech. I wanted plenty of footage we could use to end the scene before I did something wonky I didn’t want on the audition.

      Kelly lowered her phone; her face held an unreadable expression.

      “Was that another stinker?” I asked, feeling a little nervous. “I can probably do better.” Though I doubted, at this hour and my level of tipsiness, that I could.

      My friend said nothing.

      “Seriously. We still have time. We can try again tomorrow morning. I’ll even take a shower and put on fancier clothes.”

      Kelly shook her head and held up a hand. “No,” she finally said. She scootched over to my chair and looked up, her eyes smiling. “Bethany, that was the absolute best thing you’ve ever said in your entire life. We’re using that take, and it’s going to wow the producers.” She grabbed my hands and squeezed. “You, my friend, are going to be a star.”
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      The next morning, I awoke to a pounding head, a dry mouth, and a stomach that could best be described as queasy. But, despite the dull, aching thud in my skull and the rest of my ailments, I smiled. Last night, I experienced a life-altering epiphany. I had examined what I had done so far with my earthly existence and had decided it was time to make drastic changes. No more spinning endlessly in the Monpetite vortex I had somehow gotten myself stuck in. No, sir. From here on out, I planned to take Robert Frost’s advice and journey down the road less traveled. I would fill every day I had left above ground with excitement and adventure.

      A true sense of happiness bloomed within me, which I realized I hadn’t felt in a very long time. Last night, with my best friend’s help, I had applied for a job that held the potential of great things. Fun and exhilarating possibilities, at the very least, not to mention travel and meeting new people.

      And ghosts, I reminded myself. Possibly demons, aliens, cryptids, and goodness knew what else. The greatest adventures of my life were ahead. I simply needed to land the job.

      The first few days after I submitted my application, I stared at my phone, waiting for a call from some power-that-be from the show to tell me I’d been selected to participate in season one of Paranormal For Realz. Those days, however, turned into long, quiet weeks, then months.

      By April, I had convinced myself the whole episode with Kelly that cold December night had only been a wonderful, booze-induced dream. My focus on my job as history teacher extraordinaire had been completely restored. At least, it had been until I drove home after work one afternoon to find an unknown van parked in my gravel driveway and two strangers standing on my front porch.

      One of the strangers, an attractive Black woman wearing large glasses, a fashionable jumpsuit, and matching high heels, looked up as I approached. Even from a distance, I could tell this woman with an amazing Afro exuded a level of polished professionalism and formidability not often seen in Monpetite. Beside her, a ballcap-wearing cameraman lugged a heavy-looking camera onto his shoulder. I could just make out the glow of the little red light on the camera. He was filming.

      Not knowing what to make of this situation, I pulled my old Jeep next to the van, then carefully removed myself from the driver’s seat. Not an easy thing to do, considering I had dressed as King Henry VIII for my seventh-period World History class that afternoon to kick off my lesson on Tudor kings and queens. The crown I still wore, not to mention the cape, doublet, and puffy velveteen breeches, made my movements a little ungainly. Though I probably looked a little odd, my earlier success at thoroughly engaging my students in the history lesson was totally worth the silliness of it all. My historical costumes always slayed with my kids.

      “Ms. James?” The unfamiliar woman removed her oversized glasses and gave me a good once-over. “Bethany James?”

      The uptick of her voice suggested she genuinely wasn’t sure just who had parked next to her van. I waved, nodded, then immediately reached up to steady my kingly crown. “That’s me.” I stepped onto the porch.

      A look of relief washed over the woman’s face, and she smiled broadly. “Ms. James, my name is Terry Bishop.” She slipped her glasses back on and then put out her right hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m one of the executive producers of Paranormal For Realz. I’m here to interview you for our show.”

      My breathing stopped. I took her hand in mine and mindlessly shook it while my spinning head grasped what was happening.

      “Do you mind if we go inside to speak?” she asked. “I promise, we’ll only be a few minutes.”

      “Ahhh…” My brain scrambled. So much was being processed at one time. My thoughts were flying everywhere. “Sure. Follow me.” I unlocked the front door and led them to my living room. A quick glance around the little space reassured me there was nothing that would embarrass me, should any of it be aired on national television. From what I could see, the cameraman hadn’t stopped filming. Aside from the unfolded afghan lying on the couch and the stacks of ungraded essays cluttering my coffee table, nothing was out of place or odd about the room. Thank goodness. Grandma Sternberg would be proud.

      I guided Ms. Bishop to a chair, then gestured at a place on the couch for the cameraman, but he waved me off. “This is, ah, unexpected.” I struggled to take off my big cape. “If I had known I was having company, I would have worn my fancy king costume.” I let out a nervous laugh. My heart beat so loudly, I was certain she could hear it. “Let me explain why I’m dressed like this. I started a new lesson on the Tudors for my sophomore students this afternoon⁠—”

      Ms. Bishop raised her palm. “No explanation needed. We knew we’d catch you after work. Your students probably love the extra effort you put into your classes.”

      “I like to think so.” I sat on the sofa directly across from her. Once situated, I let out a long breath and tried to relax. “How can I help you today?”

      “Good question.” The petite woman crossed her legs and settled farther into the chair. “The other producers and I decided to surprise the finalists of our host search by doing impromptu interviews. Audiences love seeing glimpses into the real lives of the people they watch on television.”

      I felt my jaw drop. My ears began to ring. “Did you say finalist? As in, I’m a finalist to be on the show?”

      “That’s exactly correct, Ms. James.” She paused, then tilted her head and leaned closer. “Do you mind if I call you Bethany?”

      “Not at all.” Just don’t call me late for dinner, I mentally finished in my head while trying to keep my jittery nerves under control. The corny saying begged to be said aloud, but I held it in. I didn’t need to be like the people in that insurance commercial where everyone sounds like their parents.

      Ms. Bishop nodded. “To be honest, Bethany, the other producers and I were impressed with your video application and what we’ve seen of you online. Your antics have been viewed by thousands of people on social media.”

      What they’ve seen online?

      Me? Online?

      I had no clue what she was talking about. I barely had an online presence. I only knew the basics of how to use the few social media apps I had, and I rarely posted anything. Admitting that didn’t seem like the thing to do, though, so I went along with what she said and did what Grandma Sternberg always told me to do—when in doubt, take matters to the next level.

      I leaned back and draped my arm along the top of the couch, hoping for a look that suggested a level of self-possession and confidence I absolutely did not feel. “What can I say? I’m a popular gal.”

      An almost-imperceptible chuckle escaped from Ms. Bishop before she removed her glasses and dangled them in one hand. “Bethany, I’m a busy woman and I don’t mince my words, so I’ll be blunt. Based on your video application and what I’ve seen online, we believe you have the stuff we’re looking for in a host for our show.”

      I took a few seconds to process this information.

      Me?

      They wanted me?

      I pointed a finger toward my chest and looked directly at the producer in silent question.

      She smiled and nodded.

      Despite the cool April breeze blowing through the open windows of my house, my costume suddenly became uncomfortably warm and stuffy. I could feel a hot flush spread from my chest up my neck and onto my face. “I’m absolutely gobsmacked,” I finally managed to say. And I was. It took everything within me not to pop up and jump all over my couch like a kingly version of Tom Cruise during a talk show. “This is possibly the best news you could have given me. Thank you so much,” I said, a little breathily. “I promise, I’ll be the most unforgettable host in the history of hosts.”

      “I’ve no doubt. But before I offer you this opportunity,” she continued, now waggling her glasses, “I need to have a frank discussion about what we’re doing on the show and your commitment to our process.”

      I nodded. “Yes. Processes are important.”

      “Just so we are clear, you understand Paranormal For Realz is a reality show in which you might be exposed to frightening elements. Things that might terrify you. Things that might affect you for a very long time. Neither the network nor the producers can predict or be held responsible for the things you encounter.”

      This actually sounded right up my alley. Steps to get me back to my old self. “I understand. I’m a grown woman who has already seen a ghost, and I really want to get out of my current box and have interesting adventures. I have no problem with anything you just said.”

      She glanced up at the camera and nodded, then reconnected her focus to me. “The first few episodes of Paranormal For Realz are a contest. You will be a part of an investigation team that includes another host, a cameraman, and a film editor. The only way you will be offered a permanent position on the show is if your team wins this contest. Your chances of winning are based on the number of teams we choose. If you do not win, there is no consolation prize. You will simply be paid for the number of episodes in which you participated and will then be released from your contract. At that point, you resume your regular life. Is this process one you understand and can commit to?”

      Honestly, this part of the job still didn’t appeal to me. The having to compete for the job part. But my bestie, Kelly, had been right. Everyone competes when trying to get a new job, and there’s typically no guarantee you’ll keep it once you get one. It was what it was. I would be leaving my stable teaching job for a chance to live my dream. Live an extraordinary life. All in all, a huge roll of the dice. I drew in a breath and nodded again. “Yes, I understand, and I am committed.”

      “Excellent.” Ms. Bishop slid her glasses back on, then pushed up from the chair and stood. “You’ll receive a contract via email. Review it carefully before you sign, but know we will not make alterations. You either agree to the contract’s conditions, or you do not. You will have one week to sign and return the contract. If it is not returned within the week, the offer is void, and we will move to our next candidate. We start filming in June, so we don’t have time to spare.”

      “I understand. I’ll sign it right away.” I struggled to get up and off the couch. My big king costume and unwieldy crown made doing so extremely awkward. Once I stood, I straightened my shoulders and looked the executive producer directly in the eyes. “But I want you to know, Ms. Bishop, I plan to win this thing. You’re looking at the permanent host of Paranormal For Realz.”

      One of Ms. Bishop’s eyebrows rose. She once again raked her gaze over me, and her mouth hinted at a smile. “We shall see. In the meantime, expect a call from our production assistant, Cindy Lerman, once we have your signed contract. She’ll let you know where and when we’ll meet up to start filming, as well as answer any questions you might have.”

      I walked the duo out to their van, then I watched them drive down my driveway. After the road dust settled, I waited another five minutes before I screamed at the top of my lungs and danced a victory lap around my front yard. I then started another round of dances in the barn. Two left feet and costume be damned!

      I had done it. I had been offered a spot on Paranormal For Realz. In June, I would shake the cobwebs off my suitcase and travel to goodness-only-knew-where in pursuit of otherworldly gold for a television audience. Destiny had called, and I had answered. If Grandma Sternberg were alive, I would grab her chubby little frame and twirl her around until we both collapsed in dizzy heaps.

      I stood in the wide doorway of the barn a few moments to catch my breath and stared at my old farmhouse. I realized I needed to revel in this moment. Party like it was 1999. Though it was Friday night, a glass of wine on the front porch to celebrate my new job didn’t feel significant enough for such a momentous occasion.

      For a nanosecond, I thought about calling my family to share my news, then quickly chucked the notion. I wasn’t quite ready to tell my parents I was quitting my job to hunt ghosts. No telling how that might go over. So, instead, I called Kelly and let her know I was heading to her place. After a quick change into a Beastie Boys concert T-shirt and a pair of jeans, I was on my way.

      Kelly and her husband, David Cook, lived on the other side of town from my farm, which wasn’t saying much. Monpetite was only a blip on the map. After a ten-minute drive to town and a two-minute drive down Main Street past the old buildings that used to house a hardware store, a pharmacy, and a tiny grocery, I drove over the train tracks, passed the small municipal park and baseball field, and made a right turn onto Eighth Street.

      The Cook residence was a forest-green fifties-era ranch house on a large lot surrounded by tall trees and rose bushes. The house had been handed down to several generations of Cooks before Kelly and David moved in and raised their family. To me, their place had always felt like a second home. I made a cursory knock on the door before letting myself in.

      “In the kitchen,” Kelly said in a raised voice. “David is hunting this weekend, but Kyle is here. He’s leaving in a few minutes, though. There’s a bonfire out at the Rotert farm tonight, and he’s hellbent on going.”

      I walked through the living room, then peeked into the opening to the kitchen.

      Kelly deposited the pan she’d been drying onto the countertop. “Looks like it’s going to be just you and me this evening. Maybe we can find something to watch on Netflix.”

      I nodded, practically vibrating with the urge to spill my news. But before I could say or do anything, Kelly placed a large mug into my hand. I glanced down to see what she’d given me. The liquid was clear and tinted a pretty purply-pink. “One of your herbal teas?” I asked, my voice sounding a bit flat. Wine would have been my choice, but I suppose beggars can’t be choosers. After I broke the news, we’d see about stepping up our beverages.

      “Yes. I won’t bore you with what’s in it. Just know it will soothe your mind, body, and spirit. When you go home tonight, you’ll be relaxed and sleep like a baby.”

      I took another look inside the mug. Maybe celebrating this evening by relaxing my mind, body, and spirit was a good call. I had a feeling the next few months would be filled with all sorts of stuff that would want to challenge my mind, body, and spirit. Why not give all three a head start? I took a sip, fully prepared to grimace. Kelly’s herbal concoctions weren’t always tasty. Luckily, tonight’s purple-pink blend wasn’t too bad.

      “So, what’s up? I could tell from your voice when you called that something is going on. Did that cute coach from Appleton City finally call?” Kelly reached for her mug from the counter and blew at the steam billowing from the contents.

      “I wish. But I have something to tell you that’s even better.” My feet did a little happy dance.

      A look of glee crossed Kelly’s face. “Better than the coach, huh? This must be good.”

      “You tell me.” I waggled my eyebrows. “When I came home from work this evening, I was interviewed by one of the producers of Paranormal For Realz. And then⁠—”

      Kelly put up a hand. “What? What do you mean you were interviewed by one of the producers from Paranormal For Realz? You put in your application months ago. I thought that horse was dead.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I pranced around so much that the tea in my hot mug sloshed everywhere. “Terry Bishop, the producer I talked to, said they want to get footage of the people they’ve chosen to hire doing their normal day-to-day stuff for the show. She said audiences love behind-the-scenes footage.”

      “People they’ve chosen?” Kelly hastily placed her mug onto the table with a thud. Drops of purple-pink tea splashed everywhere. “They offered you the job? You’re actually competing for the host position?”

      “Yes. Can you believe it?”

      My best friend grabbed the mug from my hand and carelessly tossed it on the table before pulling me in for a bear hug. Our bodies entwined, we screamed in sync while jumping around the kitchen table.

      “All right, you two. What’s going on now?” Kyle strode into the kitchen, walking past me and his mother. He leaned a hip on a counter before crossing his brawny arms and legs. The seventeen-year-old son of my friend stood there looking at us and shaking his shaggy head as though we’d lost our minds.

      Kelly released me. Her eyes now sparkled with excitement. “Bethany is going to be a television star.”

      “Really?” The good-looking six-foot-two kid who had all the girls swooning at the high school glanced in my direction. “What show?”

      “It’s a new paranormal reality show,” I said between pants of air. “It’s called Paranormal For Realz. I’m going to hunt ghosts.”

      Kyle snorted. “Why am I not surprised?”

      Over the next few minutes, I doled out details of the impromptu interview, trying to remember everything. “The one thing that has me stumped,” I said, “is something Ms. Bishop, the producer who interviewed me, mentioned about seeing me online. I got the impression there’s a bunch of stuff out there that I’m involved in. I was at a total loss when she dropped this little bombshell. I’m barely on social media. I can’t imagine what she’s seen or how she’s seen it.”

      “Oh, that’s easy. Let me show you.” Kyle withdrew his cell phone from his pocket and pressed a few buttons, then turned the screen.

      To my complete surprise, I saw a video of me wearing a turn-of-the-last-century riding hat and pointing to things on my classroom’s chalkboard. Apparently, one of my students had videotaped me while I taught a lesson on Teddy Roosevelt and the Rough Riders.

      Kyle swiped at the cell phone screen again, and another video played.

      This time, it was me in ice skates being propelled by a gas-powered leaf blower on a local pond. “How did you do that?” I wanted to know. “How did you find all those videos of me? I had no clue any of that was out there.”

      He shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’s all done through tags. You’ve heard of tags, right?”

      “You mean hashtags? Well, yeah. Of course I’ve heard about them,” I said, hands on hips. “They’re mentioned on television and the news all the time. I have no idea how they actually work online, though. I’ve never hashtagged anything in my life. I’m too busy grading papers and helping run farms to know how to do any of that social media stuff.”

      “We don’t call them hashtags anymore. Just tags.” Kyle rolled his eyes. “What a boomer.”

      “Boomer?” I recoiled. He’d placed his barb directly on my sore spot—my ever-advancing age. “Do you even know what that term means?”

      “Let’s not get all
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