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ON APRIL 8, 1994, TWO terrible horrible things happened: Kurt Cobain was found dead and the cutest boy in school asked me to prom. 

I was at work when it happened. Oh yeah, I was finally a working girl, a gal with a job. For real money and everything. Meems even took me to the Savings and Loan to get a checking account. I deposited my paychecks there every two weeks and the teller always gave me candy. Turns out being an adult was awesome. My best friend Esteban or E, as I called him, got me the job at the place he works, Bluebonnet Video. It wasn’t a bad place to work even though I had to wear a faux tuxedo since the owner decided to “class up the joint” and I had to deal with soccer moms asking me stuff like if Stephen King movies are “satanic” or if Aladdin is age appropriate for a fourteen-year-old. Um, it’s about a cartoon genie, a skinny singing dude, and his pet monkey. I think Junior can handle it, lady.

I was rewinding videos and watching Edward Scissorhands when Victor Zamora walked into the shop like he owned it or, more to the point, like he’d starred in a few of the movies we rented. I was a lowly junior and he was a popular senior. So popular and so senior that we rarely talked at school and when we did it was usually about music or how to say he loves various foods in French class. (Victor aime le jambon.) He liked that I dug Alice In Chains, Soundgarden, and Guns ‘N Roses and that I could shoot the shit about Slash versus Axl.  (Team Slash, baby.) I wasn’t sure what I liked about Victor. He was extremely hot and good at soccer. He was class president. He had an academic scholarship to Texas Tech in the fall. He was friendly with Kara, my friend or nemesis or whatever she was. I mean, what a loser.

“Bonne nuit, Sam.”

“Hi, Victor. What’s up?” I asked, expecting him to ask if we had Hellraiser 3 in stock. Cute popular high school boys always wanted to rent Hellraiser 3, even when I tried to steer them toward Army of Darkness, which had also just come out on video and was clearly superior.

“You’re watching Edward Scissorhands. Nice. Did you see Reality Bites?”

“Yes,” I said. What I didn’t say was that I loved that movie. I worshipped that movie. I was counting the days until it came out on video. I dreamt about Ethan Hawke nightly.

“It was pretty good. The Soul Asylum dude was even in it. Anyway, did you know your boy Esteban is my cousin?” he asked, leaning against the counter.

“I don’t think he’s ever mentioned it,” I said, thinking that I had seen Victor at E’s grandma Lupe’s house before (he was tight with E’s older brother Oscar) and maybe E had mentioned it but whatever. I also thought I should listen to that Soul Asylum song, “Runaway Train” soon. It was a little too sincere for my usual taste but it had been a mainstay of my mixtapes as of late. Maybe all the ghosts were making me soft.

“And he’s going to prom with your girl Kara.”

“Okaaaay,” I said even though it was so not OK. Not anywhere close to OK. Like, it wouldn’t recognize OK if OK hit it in the face. And since when was Kara my girl? She was her own girl. As far as I was concerned, Kara could keep Kara. I did not need or want ownership. She’d been impossible to escape since she moved back from Austin. It was bad enough she was a spectator like me, now she was dating my best friend. She’d wormed her way into every aspect of my life like a pushy fungus. 

I glanced over Victor’s head and noticed the TV had turned off again. This was the fifth or sixth time it had stopped during the film. It was like the universe didn’t want me to get my Winona on. I aimed the remote at it and stabbed the on button as hard as I could. It started up again.

“So, um, anyway, I was thinking it would be fun if you and I went together. I’ll borrow my dad’s car and we can show up in style. He has a classic ’65 convertible Mustang. It’s cherry.”

“Right. Cherry,” I said, thinking it was weird that he didn’t just say red. Did he call blue cars “blueberry?” Instead of asking him about it, I said, “Are you asking me to prom? Seriously?”

“Yes, of course seriously,” he said, smiling down at me. “And I want you to know I’m totally cool with you wearing a black dress. I’ll even get you a black corsage if you want, although I was thinking about red roses; bet you look good in red.”

What the hell was happening? Victor Zamora thinking I would look good in red? Victor Zamora wanting to be seen with me? Also, why would anyone in his right mind think I’d want to go to prom? Did I look like I would go to prom? I was not a prommer. I did not prom. 

“I don’t prom,” I said. “Sorry, dude.”

He shook his head. “Everyone proms. Even Duckie in Pretty In Pink went to prom. I know you’re only a junior but it’s a rite of passage or whatever. Just think, if you go this year, you won’t have to go next year. You’ll get it over with! Besides, Kara thought it was a good idea. We’ll have a blast. Je vous aime bien, yo.”

Oh. Of course. Freaking Kara. Ever since Kara’s father had moved her back to town she’d been the pebble in my Doc Marten. The awesomeness of having a spectator my own age around was vastly diminished by her constant Kara-ness. And to make matters worse, E actually liked her. Even after all that crap he gave me about dating Kara’s brother Levi last year. I’d been fuming about the irony of it all for weeks.

“Kara doesn’t know anything about me, clearly. I’m telling you, I don’t prom.”

Victor’s adorable smile wavered. “You can’t say no,” he said. “OK, look, if you’re not having fun, we’ll leave. I promise. We’ll go have a beer at the orchard. Just go with me. Give me a chance. I’m begging you here. It’s embarrassing.”

Clearly no one had ever said “no” to Victor Zamora. Oh, come on, Sam, I thought. He was cute in an annoying Bayside High way. And for some strange reason he really wanted to go with me. I knew he’d broken up with his cheerleader girlfriend a few months earlier for being cruel to another chick in the girl’s dressing room. I mean, he wasn’t my type of guy but he was for sure a nice guy. Victor the senior was wearing me down. 

But, what the hell was wrong with me? I played guitar and wore all black; I did not go to school dances. I made fun of people who went to school dances. I ate people who went to school dances for breakfast. Didn’t I?

And, why did he want to go with me anyway? Couldn’t just be that Kara told him to. I knew I wasn’t ugly but I definitely wasn’t one of the hot girls at school. Plus, everyone thought I was a weirdo. It just seemed off. What if this was a Carrie situation? I didn’t read Stephen King’s entire catalog just to end up drenched in pig’s blood. But, maybe this could be one of those new experiences I was getting used to tolerating in the spirit of being more inclusive. Hadn’t I promised myself I’d give people a chance before judging them after what happened at the theater last year? I’d learned that lesson from Clara the Haunter, so maybe I should put it into practice.

“OK, fine, but no black corsage. Red is fine. I’m branching out.” I smiled up at him, suddenly very self-conscious about the fact I was wearing a giant threadbare old white button down of Papaw’s, a bowtie and a black polyester vest. I tucked my hair behind my ears and hoped my lipstick was still on. Behind Victor, Charlie made kissy faces at me. She might be the most responsible ghost in town but she was still a ghost: silly as hell.

“Yes! Alright! I’ll get the tickets and call you about the details. We have so much to do. I’ll need a tux, right? Or maybe I can just borrow your uniform?”

I laughed. “Nope, sorry, this amazing thing is the property of Bluebonnet Video and thankfully cannot leave the premises.”

Victor smiled. “Whew! OK, I’ll let you get back to work,” he said, gesturing around to the mostly empty store. Charlie waved back at him and he, of course, looked right through her. “Thank you for saying yes, Sam,” he said, backing away from the counter. At the door he gave me a little bow and then sauntered off into the night. 

Holy crap, I was going to prom. It all happened so fast! I wondered briefly what Victor Zamora would think if he knew he’d just asked a spectator to a school dance. Though spectators were outed in 1989 and the general population had had five years to get used to the idea of us, some areas assimilated slower than others. I mean, yeah, everyone knew that ghosts were sweet, fun-loving phantoms, more concerned with partying than scaring the living, but some of the locals in Bluebonnet did not see it that way. You never knew how people secretly felt about us. I didn’t know if I’d ever make my spectator status public.

I turned to the history homework I had spread out behind the counter and tried to read for a while, but all I could think about was Levi. I couldn’t even focus on the TV, which was still working, thankfully. How quickly would Levi find out I was going to prom with the closest thing Bluebonnet had to a Luke Perry? The rumor train ran faster and harder than the West Texas wind. Would it make him jealous? Any girl would’ve said yes to Victor. I should’ve been thrilled. I should’ve been giddy to be the beneficiary of Victor’s rebellious dating phase; instead I was anxious and sad. I missed Levi but I didn’t think he missed me back. 

I’d been sending my ghost pal Earl Early to check on Levi even though he said Austin made his spirit-allergies act up. Look, I know it’s stalker-y but I had to - Kara never told me anything. Or at least she didn’t tell me enough. Kara only talked about Kara. As far as I knew, Levi wasn’t dating anyone in Austin, but it stung that he’d chosen to remain there with his mom after the divorce. I understood why Kara came back. She wanted to be around other spectators since she was just coming into her powers. Plus, she was the queen bee of a tiny hive in Bluebonnet. She was Kara Adler, the locally famous actress. But, Levi had me, right? I was in Bluebonnet! I guess I wasn’t enough of an attraction. How did I compare to live music venues and vintage stores and famous barbecue joints? How could I compete with college girls who looked like extras from a Pearl Jam video?

After I rented Singing in the Rain to cute old Mrs. Murray from down the street, it was ten minutes to closing so I got everything ready to shut down and asked Charlie to watch the phone while I went outside to smoke and wait for my ride. Having Charlie around was convenient for more than just her bodyguarding skills. She also enjoyed having a little responsibility from time to time, unlike most of the immature ghosts in town. I let her watch the desk for me any time I needed a smoke or bathroom break. If the phone rang, she’d buzz over to get me. Obviously, I’d see if any customers stopped by last minute but it wasn’t likely at 9:00 pm on a Monday night. The only problem was that there were tons of new ghosts in town and they all knew I could see them. They’d been turning up ever since the stuff with the haunter last year. The forecast outside was always frustrating with a high chance of claustrophobia.

I sat on the concrete with my back to the building and lit a cigarette with my Zippo. There was a group of spirits across the street square dancing in an empty lot but I didn’t think they would notice me if I smoked quickly and quietly. Then, Kara’s BMW pulled up to the curb with a screech and stopped in the red. 

She got out and shouted “Hey, lame-o Sam-o!” at me over the top of her car. Her curls were up in an extremely high and very bouncy ponytail and she was wearing a white rayon sundress with yellow flowers on it that she’d told me she’d begged her dad for at the Mervyns in Midland. Like, begged him, OK?

Now there were two of the three local spectators out in the open in public. A recipe for disaster. I couldn’t see the dead square dance anymore but at least we weren’t surrounded yet. Not as many ghosts knew about Kara as me but it was just a matter of time. She’d been on TV, after all, and even though she claimed she’d lied about seeing the haunter, the stigma still stuck to her.  Reverend Lesser’s religious anti-spectator TV show was popular, in Texas anyway, and he’d occasionally bring Kara up. Was Kara Adler a liar? Did she really talk to ghosts? And, she did. She talked to them constantly. Kara was a far more inquisitive spectator than I’d ever been. She thought to ask them questions that had never even occurred to me. Like, “What do you miss most about being alive?” or “Do you sleep? How about dream?” (Most of them answered the former with some type of food and the latter with a resounding no.) However, although the spirit numbers were multiplying by the day, they all seemed to know the same information: Reverend Roberts good, Reverend Lesser bad, Uncle John awesome. Hmmm. Wonder how that was getting around? The ghosts were having a grand time but the happier they were, the grumpier I got. And it wasn’t just me. It seemed like the whole town was pissed off.

“Lately my car stereo only works, like, half the time. I’m so making my dad get a new one installed for graduation.” Kara plopped down beside me and took my cigarette for a drag. “Ew, I’m going to get my dress filthy. Good thing you like black so much since you’re always on the ground. You really should quit smoking. Smoking is disgusting.” She blew out a bunch of smoke.

“Hi Kara.”

“I have two things to tell you. First off, your boyfriend died.”

I whirled around to look at her. “What? Levi?”

She rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say EX boyfriend, I said boyfriend. Don’t you think I’d be a little more broken up if my freaking brother died? I mean, really. I’m talking about that guy you like. The angry singer who dresses like my grandpa? Kurt Cobain. They’re saying on MTV that he shot himself. I wanted to tell you right away so I hopped in the car and drove over here to pick you up bit early. I remembered you have that poster of him with a gun on your wall. Hey, that’s pretty spooky, huh? Foreshadowing. This is why I aced my SATs.”

Two things registered as she spoke: One, Kurt Cobain, the lead singer of Nirvana, the voice of a generation, was dead, and two, Kara cared enough about me in her messed-up way to come early to tell me about it before I heard it somewhere else. I wasn’t sure which one shocked me more. I felt tears well up in my eyes at the thought of a world without Kurt Cobain. Also, Kara was wearing a whole lot of perfume. Like, way too much. OK, that was three things. I sneezed. 

“What perfume are you wearing?”

Kara blinked. “Oh thanks. It’s Angel. Duh, I always wear this. It’s my signature scent.”

“I didn’t say I liked it.”

“What?”
“You said thanks but I didn’t say I liked it, I just asked what it was.”
Kara snorted. “Why are you so surly? Oh, because of the dead stringy-haired dude. I’m sorry, Sam. I really am. I know you and the rest of the flannel brigade worship him. But, hey, maybe he’ll become a ghost and decide to do his dead honeymoon in Bluebonnet! It’s all the rage nowadays. You can follow him around and swoon. Ask him to play something boring and morbid for you on his ghost guitar. On another topic, did, um, Victor Zamora happen to drop by tonight?”

“You know he did,” I said. Surly. Yes, I was definitely surly.

“What did you say?”

“I said yes but, look, I...” I started but I was cut off by Kara’s squeal.

“Shhh! Kara, we’re behind your car but ghosts can still hear us. There’s a bunch across the street!”

“Oh yeah, sorry. I’m just excited! I mean he’s Victor Zamora, Sam! He’s the most popular guy in my class. In the school! If this were a movie, I’d be the one going with him! Like, it’s amazing I’ve never dated him! Aren’t you excited? We’ll all have so much fun. I’m going to help E rent a tuxedo this weekend. Maybe you can help me talk him out of a black cummerbund. I was thinking plaid or something brighter and cooler like Boys II Men would wear.”

I knew E and Kara had been hanging out. I even knew that he liked her, as in liked her liked her. Mickey and I had been teasing E about it for weeks. I wasn’t thrilled it was Kara but I was happy that E was dating a real, live girl. I thought he wouldn’t date anyone until he met a 207-year-old Victorian vampire or at least a proper goth girl at college or something. But prom? If I was a 10 on the 1-10 scale of who was most unlikely to attend prom, E was a 28. Maybe Kara was a witch as well as a spectator and had put a spell on him. 

“When did E ask you?” I asked Kara as nonchalantly as I could.

“I asked him, silly. I’m a 90s woman. He’s so hot and broody, I couldn’t help it. I see what I want and I go for it,” Kara said, standing and brushing off her butt. “Are you ready to go? I told my dad I’d watch Northern Exposure with him. He’s been clingy lately, watching my every move and wanting to hang all the time. It’s pathetic but I feel bad for him. I’m gonna leave for college soon and then he’ll be the most tragic guy in the world. Oh, that reminds me. Levi’s staying in Austin this summer so he won’t be auditioning for the musical with us after all. He started a little band with some friends. He’s such an idiot. He told me to tell you he’d call you later tonight.”

She patted me on the head, got in her overpriced car and, as if to make me even more depressed, started off blasting “The Sign” by Ace of Base. “My radio is working!” she yelled out her window. 

So, Kurt Cobain was dead, Levi was dissing me, and I’d said yes to the stupid prom. Great. I put out my cigarette, got to my feet, and threw the butt in the big stone trash can just as one of the dead dancers yelled out, “Look, y’all, it’s Sam the Spectator!”

I nodded to the ghosts and hurried through the store, locking the doors and turning off the lights. Then Charlie and I jumped in the BMW. Well, I jumped, she popped. One second she was on the sidewalk, the next she was in the backseat with her ghostly skateboard across her faded lap. “I can’t believe I heard about Kurt Cobain’s death while wearing a bowtie,” I said.

“You’ll live. Prom will distract you!” Kara said.

“Speaking of prom and E, why do you even like him? I’m just curious,” I said.

“He’s, well, he’s so cute. And he’s tough. Remember when he rescued me at the orchard? So romantic. And smart and sweet,” Kara said, practically swooning. 

I couldn’t argue with any of her reasons so I just shrugged and said, “cool.”

Charlie sat cross-legged looking even more bored than usual. The Kara effect. Kara started rattling on about how her dad said her prom dress was too adult and something about dyed-to-match shoes and clip-on rhinestone bows. Should they contrast or match? I was looking at the floorboards and my scruffy black Converse high-tops trying not to puke or yell at her to shut up when Kara brought the car to a screeching halt about a block from the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant.

“What the hell is happening here?” Kara yelled.

“Looks like trouble. Stay here, girls,” Charlie commanded as she disappeared from the back seat.

I looked up. I was used to Kara being overdramatic about every little thing but if Charlie was freaked, I better pay attention. At the stoplight in front of us was my worst nightmare: the aftermath of what seemed to be a gnarly wreck. I couldn’t help but think of my parents and Uncle John. They’d all been killed in a wreck when I was five so I was always uneasy in a car. It was why I hadn’t gotten my driver’s license yet even though I was a year past sixteen, the legal age. 

“Whose car is that?” I asked Kara. The red sedan was crunched up right in the middle of the driver’s side like something had taken a bite out of it. An old white Chevy pick-up from the looks of it. The truck rested askew on the other side of the intersection inches from a telephone pole. The city’s only cop car and fire truck, both with lights going, blocked the meager traffic from either side of the main street. Cones were set up across the other roads. I could barely make out Deputy Doug and Sherriff Padilla talking to a tall old man in a cowboy hat in the darkness. The truck’s owner, presumably. I didn’t see Charlie.

“I don’t know but look, Sam!” Kara said, pointing at a human-sized lump covered with a sheet on the ground ten feet away. The light from the street lamp revealed a pool of dark red oozing out from under what I assumed was the head. I shivered.

“Holy shit!” I said. I unbuckled my seat belt and got out of Kara’s car. There was a strong metallic miasma in the air. Kara got out of the driver’s side and without a word, we walked around to the front of her car and sat on the hood. I could make out a few other drivers doing the same on the opposite side of the accident. It was a small town. This was the event of the year so far. I knew we were all wondering the same thing: who was it and did I know them?

Charlie popped back in front of us. “I went into the ambulance to see who they were taking away. It was Mary Martin, young Sid’s mom. My bet is she dies. She seems not very life-like to me.”

“Oh no, so that’s... oh man, is that Sid?” I asked, pointing at the lifeless mound under the tarp. I felt tears well up in my eyes at the thought and I clung to Kara, who’d apparently gone mute.

I would’ve thought I’d be tougher. Especially because I confronted the reality of death daily. And I’d hated Sid when he was alive. He was a pain in the ass at the theater and he’d openly protested spectators in front of my Papaw’s church. I was also positive he was the one who told Lesser that Kara really did see the haunter last summer. I remembered him spying on us in the theater archives like it was yesterday. The kid had caused my family and friends a whole mess of trouble but still. He was dead and that sucked. 

That is if that was Sid. 

“It is me. I’m Sid! Hi, Sam. Hi, Kara. Ha! I knew you two were evil! I knew it and now I have proof because I’m dead and you can see me! I was right! I was RIGHT! Wait ‘til I tell Reverend Lesser! I better do it quickly before I go to heaven. Hey, maybe I’ll play some video games first. Can I still play video games?”

Sid looked exactly like he did in life, a nerdy pre-teen with a small gut and poufy hair, just slightly faded, like someone had left him out in the sun for a few days. He glared from me to Kara and back again with narrowed eyes. “Hello?” he screamed at us.

Before I answered, I glanced around to see if anyone was looking at us. No one was, of course, but I noticed a huge crowd of ghosts approaching from the direction of the school, back where we’d come from. We’d be surrounded if we stayed here. Chances were they’d take Sid under their dead wings and show him the ropes and I wouldn’t have to deal with him.

“Hi, Sid. Sorry you’re dead,” I said. “But you can’t tell Reverend Lesser because he can’t hear you or see you. Since he’s not ‘evil’ and all.” I couldn’t help it. I did air quotes and everything. This was turning perversely interesting despite how awful it was. 

“You can tell him for me!”

I snorted. “Tell on myself? Not likely, dude.”

“WHO ELSE CAN SEE ME? Someone will help me!”

“Think about it, Sid, what spectator would help you rat out two other spectators?”

“Besides,” Kara said, finally ripping her eyes away from the ghost gang headed our way and joining the fun, “don’t you think talking to spectators is probably evil? Since we’re from the devil? You should probably stay away from us or we’ll drag you to hell!” She growled.

At that, Sid Martin popped away, leaving us bent over laughing.

Charlie cleared her throat. “Classless girls! You are laughing at the scene of a tragedy. Get yourselves together, get in that ridiculous automobile, and get us out of here before that gaggle of ghosts gets here. I don’t know why they’re walking instead of popping but I can’t keep them all away from you. I am just one phantom. What do you people expect of me? My afterlife should not be so exhausting.”

It was high stress time for Charlie. And she was right. We jumped in the car, pulled a U-y, and drove back the way we came, right through the ghosts.

“Gaggle of ghosts?” I asked when we were clear of them.

“I like alliteration.” Charlie shrugged.

~~
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BEFORE THE GHOSTS STARTED pouring into town, I’d gotten into the habit of riding my bike by my old house, the one I’d lived in with my parents until they died in the crash with Uncle John when I was five. A couple with little kids moved in at the end of ’92.  I imagined they were a happy family. I’d seen them once giggling in the ice cream aisle at the grocery store, plus there were always toys in their yard, sometimes even a small green plastic wading pool shaped like a turtle. They had a striped not at all rusty swing set in the back and everything. I couldn’t remember if we’d had a swing set or not when I lived there. That probably means we didn’t but I did remember riding a pink tricycle with a white seat around the driveway. And now I was all grown up on two wheels instead of three. I wondered what my folks would think of me now. I wondered that a lot.

Occasionally I’d ride past quickly, looking at the house in my peripheral vision. It was a nice white brick house with yellow trim and green grass but sometimes I could only handle it as a blur of yellow and white and green, there for a second, then gone back into memory. But there were times when I’d pause across the street, straddle my bike, and just stare at it, trying to remember what it was like to have parents. I missed them. I was destined to miss them just like a regular non-ghost-seeing person would miss their deceased loved ones.

I also missed Uncle John even though he was a ghost and still in Bluebonnet, unlike my parents. He was around, he just wasn’t around me much anymore. I was used to all Uncle John all the time; his sudden absence hurt my feelings. And I hadn’t fully recovered from the notion that Kara might be able to see different ghosts than I could. She couldn’t of course. Not that we’d been able to tell anyway. Over the last six months, since she’d gotten back, we’d been testing each other, checking to see if we heard and saw the same things. So far we appeared to have all the same abilities except for my whole ‘making ghosts feel good’ thing. For some reason that no one could determine, I’d always been able to make spirits calm down and focus. They described being around me like a hug or a warm bath. Pretty lame as far as super powers go but, hey, you get what you get. However, it seemed like ghosts got almost as annoyed with Kara as I did. Still, the small chance that my parents might be around, even though I couldn’t see them, well, that possibility had rattled me for a while. I think riding by the old place was my way of trying to let go of them, to make peace that they were on another plane of existence or even nowhere at all anymore. 

I liked riding by and I hated it too. But I needed it. I thought about asking Kara to drive by really quickly but how could I explain to her? 

“Bad enough we have ghosts practically popping out of our lockers, now we have to deal with Sid too?” Kara said, sighing.

“Hmm,” Charlie said from the backseat. “I’ve been a good school bouncer.”

“You totally have been, Charlie. When you’re not around, it’s way worse. It was just an example,” Kara said.

“Yeah, Charlie, you make it better. But, they’re all nuts. I had a few follow me into the scene shop the other day blabbing about ice cream sandwiches. Hopefully Sid will go spend his afterlife somewhere else,” I said.

“Why would he when they’re all flocking here? I’m so sick of it,” Kara said. “The other day I tried to go to the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant and I got swarmed by at least forty as soon as I stepped foot in the parking lot. I ended up leaving without my Diet Coke! Have you talked to your uncle yet? What does he say?”

“Not much,” I admitted. “He’s still avoiding me. I’m afraid if something doesn’t give soon, I’m gonna yell at one of them and out myself.”

“Not a great move in Bluebonnet, Texas, home of national asshole Reverend Thomas Lesser, who thinks we should all be, what did he say?, ‘banned from the country,’” Kara said, taking her hands off the wheel to make air quotes.

“Maybe Uncle John will stop by. I mean, how hard is it to come by for five minutes? He doesn’t even have to walk over or ride a bike, he just has to pop over. I guess he just doesn’t want to.”

Kara pulled up to the blue house and seemed to survey the pinwheel garden. Meems had left the yard surprisingly bare since the whole dead goat thing last summer but the pinwheels were still there and that was something. I still called it “Meem’s Mental Breakdown.” Force of habit.  “Chin up, Sammers. He’ll come around. See you tomorrow,” Kara said.

I sighed dramatically and got out of the car. Charlie started doing tricks on her skateboard. I stood and waved at the BMW.

“Later, Sam and Charlie!” Kara screamed as she zoomed away.

Charlie stepped on the back of her skateboard and caught the other end in her hand in one graceful fluid motion. If the skater kids I knew could only get a load of Charlie, they’d trip out, I thought, not for the first time. She leaned against the pecan tree in the front yard and rested her boot on the stone donkey I’d given Meems for Christmas.  I had Pablo from the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant order it special.  I named him Dork the Donkey. “How are you feeling? Will you be OK?” she asked me, narrowing her eyes under the brim of her hat.

“I’m fine, Charlie. Thanks for bodyguarding me home,” I said.

“Sorry about the dead kid and the dead singer. Are you going to listen to this band tonight? The Nirvana?” 

I shrugged and wiped away a tear. “Yeah. Probably. I have to call E and Mickey and tell them just in case they haven’t heard.”

“Of course you do, honey. Sleep tight and I’ll see you tomorrow for school. When is it over again? I cannot wait.” Charlie yawned.

“A few weeks. I’m sorry you have to follow me everywhere. I’m sure it’s totally boring.”

Now Charlie shrugged. “What else am I doing, kid? See ya.” And then she disappeared, skateboard and all.

I walked inside and headed straight to the kitchen, where I could hear voices. Meemaw and Papaw were at the table, obviously in the middle of a deep discussion about who knew what: how to stack books by topic or the merits of freezing bananas for banana bread. I didn’t care. I just wanted to go to my room, call my friends, and listen to “Heart-Shaped Box” over and over. On second thought, I might not even call the guys; we could talk tomorrow.

“Hi, sweetie, how was work?” Meems asked, reaching up and grabbing me around the forearm. She was a tiny woman with a grip like a steel worker. I’m not actually clear why a steel worker would be stronger than a normal person, but she was.

“Terrible. I’m going to my room. Goodnight, y’all,” I said bending down and kissing first Papaw’s stubble and then the soft powdery cheek that belonged to my Meems.

“Hold on, young lady, we have something we want to talk to you about.” Papaw gestured to a chair.

“I had a really bad day. Seriously. The worst. Sid is dead and now he’s a ghost and his mom is probably dead too. Plus, Kurt Cobain shot himself! I just want to go to bed.”

“Who is this Kirk? Is he in your class? Does he go to our church? Can I make you something to eat?” Meems didn’t even take a breath between questions.

“He’s a singer. He’s, he’s more than that, he’s, I don’t know, like the coolest most talented guy on the planet and now he’s dead. I’m not hungry, I’m just sad.”

Papaw cleared his throat. “Sid Martin?”

I met his eyes. “Yeah, Kara, Charlie and I saw the aftermath. It was, um, a car accident; they’ve got the road shut down. Seemed like a truck ran a light and hit them head on. He must’ve died instantly, which is good, I guess. Then Sid talked to us and called us evil because we could see him. It was really creepy, Papaw. He wanted us to tell Lesser we were spectators. I’m sorry he’s dead but I hope he leaves town.”

“My lands, that’s awful! Poor Martins!” Meems cried.

“I’ll stop by and visit Mr. Martin tomorrow.”

“Papaw, he doesn’t even go to our church! Plus, he hates us!”

“Even so, he is a member of our community and deserves our sympathy. Now can we talk to you? This will only take a minute.”

I sighed so deeply and dramatically that at the end of it I was surprised I was still among the living.

“Now, Ernie, let her be. You remember how Janey was when that Elvis fella kicked the bucket and she was just a wee ‘lil thing not a full-growned teenager. She’s had a traumatic time, poor sweetie. We can talk to her tomorrow morning can’t we?”

He nodded. “I suppose we can, Agnes. Alrighty then, Sam, good night then.”

Meems shooed me out the room. “Go on beddy-bye, sugar. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I totally went beddy-bye. Levi didn’t call me and I didn’t call E or Mickey. I lay in bed in the dark trying to calm down but I could still see Kurt Cobain on my wall. With the gun. I tried to listen to In Utero for a while, which was too depressing so I settled on the CD Mickey gave me for Christmas a few months before: Pet Shop Boys ~ Very. It was a great album and more importantly, it didn’t remind me of Nirvana at all. The music was electronic and bouncy and the CD case was bright orange plastic with raised dots. I sprawled out on top of my black comforter in the dark and rubbed the dots back and forth like they were braille telling me everything was gonna be OK. But it didn’t seem that way.  Sid was dead, Levi wasn’t coming home for the summer, I had to go to stupid prom, the town was lousy with ghosts, and Kurt Cobain’s untimely demise seemed like a harbinger of worse things to come.

I just hoped those things didn’t include the words “Reverend” or “Lesser.”

~~
[image: ]


THE NEXT MORNING, MY alarm clock didn’t go off and I didn’t even have time to shower before school. Even worse, I woke up with “Smells Like Teen Spirit” on my mind. It played in a merciless loop. I really missed having Uncle John around the house. There’s no way he would’ve let me sleep in, much less go to school with no makeup and a ratty old Cure t-shirt over baggy jeans. I quickly brushed my teeth and swiped on deodorant. Smells like Nirvana, I thought with a sad snort. Then I rushed into the kitchen to grab a packet of cherry Pop-tarts. I’d sneak-eat them in first period.

Meems was sitting at the table drinking coffee and flipping through a health magazine. “Wait just a second there, sweetie plum, we need to talk to you, remember?”

“I’m sorry, Meems, I’m really late. See you after school,” I said as I ran through the room, down the hallway and out into the front yard where Charlie appeared to be pondering the lack of plastic flamingos.

“Why didn’t you wake me up??” I whined at her. “I slept in and now I look like crap and I don’t even have time to get a DP before first period!”

Charlie laughed. “You and your grandfather told me to stay outside and make sure no one came inside. That is what I have done. I’m a bodyguard, not an alarm clock.”

“You’re right. I’m a butt. I’m so sorry, Charlie,” I said, putting on my backpack and picking up my bike from the ground. 

“Haha, Sorry Charlie. It rhymes and I like it,” she said. “I wonder if your friend Mickey misses taking you to school.”

“Doubtful,” I said, thinking about the string of girls Mickey had dated that year. “But there’s no way I’m involving him in all this ghost stuff.”

“Huh,” Charlie said as we took off towards school. “And here I thought he and Esteban were your best friends.”
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Chapter 2:
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KARA BOUNDED UP TO my locker in the hallway so forcefully that I flinched. “Did you see the...” she started.

“Dead pirate convention in the courtyard? Yup, sure did,” I finished for her.

“How are we supposed to learn anything with all these deceased people around? Aren’t Charlie and Mullet Margaret supposed to be guarding us?” Kara asked, leaning over me to grab the bag of Bugles out of my locker. She put four on her fingers, held out her hand like she was admiring a manicure then ate them off her digits one by one.

“Oh, like you’re learning anything at this point. I’ve never seen a worse case of senioritis, dude. Look, Charlie and Mullet Margaret can’t be everywhere. Ghosts pop in. Not like they’re using the designated entrances,” I said. “Have you had any in your house lately?” I asked.

“Nope. Not in weeks. Which is weird, right? They’re everywhere else. You? And what is that on your arm? Did you get a tattoo, Sam? Ew, you’re only seventeen! Also, don’t call me dude. Why do you call everyone that?”

“Calm down, dudette; it’s Sharpie,” I said, smudging a bit of the skull I’d drawn on my arm. “And no, no one dead has been in Meem’s Mental Breakdown except for Uncle John, Charlie, and Earl Early. That I know of, that is. There could be a ghost party there during the day and no one














[image: ]















































[image: ]





























































[image: ]


















[image: ]

























































































[image: ]

























































































[image: ]
































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





