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The GPS started doing a thing somewhere around Texarkana. Again.

KC noted it. She said nothing. She kept driving. This is not a new dynamic. This is just Texas picking up where it left off with us, which is a thing Texas does because Texas is not interested in your schedule or your sense of closure or the fact that you thought you were done with it. You are not done with it. It already knows this. The GPS apparently does too.

Volume 1 covered eleven locations and one that doesn't show up on any map and still barely touched the thing. We got a cattle baron's cigar ghost and a Victorian bride who declined to leave and Diamond Bessie still sitting with an unsatisfying verdict in Oakwood Cemetery and a light on a dirt road in the Piney Woods that has been refusing to explain itself since before any of us were born. We sat with the oldest rock on the continent and drank coffee that came from a franchise location the barista had not yet gotten around to explaining, and it was the best coffee in Texas, and we went home.

We are not home anymore. We are on I-30 crossing back into the state with the windows down and the equipment in the back and the signal already registering before we have properly arrived, which is how Texas announces itself to people it recognizes. It does not wave. It simply resumes.

What this volume is

This is not a re-introduction. You know KC. You know the van. You know the methodology, which is respect and genuine curiosity and the understanding that whatever has been in a location longer than you have will decide on its own timeline whether you are worth acknowledging, and your job in the meantime is to be worth it. You know that Maurice writes the case files and KC catches the things Maurice misses, which is not very much, but the things KC catches tend to be the ones that require the longest sitting with. You know the BooBerry K Muffins are non-negotiable and available at every franchise location across all dimensions and that the franchise locations do not appear on any standard map and that the GPS has opinions about this.

What this volume adds: the cities Volume 1 flagged and kept driving. Dallas and Fort Worth, which Maurice had a list for and Texas had longer plans. The border country and the oldest town in the state and a lake that should not, by any reasonable geological accounting, exist. The Panhandle, where the sky is so large it functions as its own kind of pressure and the canyon that sits in it has been holding the last chapter of the southern plains wars since 1874 and has not finished processing the material. The Gulf Coast, revisited, because the Gulf Coast has more to say and one of the people who works the FVC Galveston node wanted to weigh in.

And the signal at the end of this volume points somewhere new. The granite already knows where. The GPS is already forming an opinion. Maurice has thoughts about dry desert air and quartz deposits and what an EVP sounds like at altitude in red rock country when the piezoelectric effect is operating at full capacity and the location has been accumulating ceremonial charge for twelve thousand years.

That is Volume 3. Volume 2 is Texas, continued.

Volume 2 is always a situation.

Let's go back in.
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The Colonel's Other Monument

Adolphus Busch did not build the Hotel Adolphus because Dallas needed a hotel. Dallas had hotels. Adolphus Busch built the Hotel Adolphus because Adolphus Busch had made an extraordinary amount of money selling beer and had arrived at the phase of wealth where the logical next expenditure is a building that will carry your name after you are no longer in a position to remind people who you were.

He was born in Kastel, Germany, in 1839, the twenty-first of twenty-two children, which is the kind of family size that either produces profound ambition or profound exhaustion and in Busch's case produced the former in quantities that alarmed his competitors for the rest of his professional life. He emigrated to St. Louis in 1857, married Lilly Anheuser in 1861 — which is a marriage that produced children, affection, and Anheuser-Busch, in that or some other order — and over the following decades built a brewing empire that included Budweiser, a fleet of refrigerated railroad cars for distribution, a network of tied saloons, and a personal net worth that had become, by the early twentieth century, genuinely difficult to spend at a rate that kept pace with its accumulation. He owned estates in multiple countries. He had a private railroad car. He gave Wagner a piano. He was, by every available measure, a man who had run out of things to buy and was working on things to build.

The site he chose in Dallas was the corner of Commerce and Akard Streets in the heart of the emerging downtown business district, and the building that went up between 1910 and 1912 was designed by Barnett, Haynes and Barnett of St. Louis in a Baroque Revival style that Busch had decided was appropriate for a building carrying his name, which meant: elaborate, tall, expensive, and impossible to walk past without stopping. Eighteen stories of glazed white terracotta with bay windows and ornamental cartouches and a copper mansard roof that caught the Texas sun in a way that the surrounding downtown had not previously experienced. It opened on October 5, 1912, to a gala that drew twelve hundred guests and two orchestras and a banquet that the Dallas Morning News covered with the reverence typically reserved for acts of civic founding, which is approximately what Busch intended. He died eleven months later, having never slept a night in the building. This is a recurring theme in this series and I have stopped being surprised by it. The men who build the things never get enough time in them.

Busch's portrait was installed in the lobby before the year was out. It has been watching the Commerce Street entrance since 1913. It has opinions about who comes through the door and it does not keep them to itself, which staff and guests have been documenting in various ways for over a century.

The French Room and the Phantom of the Ballroom

The Adolphus's most famous space is the French Room on the ground floor — a 1912 baroque dining room with a barrel-vaulted ceiling painted to resemble the sky, Louis XVI-style chairs upholstered in silk damask, crystal chandeliers that were installed before the building was finished and have not been replaced with anything less extravagant since, and the general atmosphere of a room that knows it is the finest restaurant in Dallas and has decided to be comfortable with this knowledge. It has hosted every president since William Howard Taft, which is either a testament to the room's consistency or a statement about what American presidents want out of a meal in Texas. The French Room has its own documented resident — a woman in formal 1920s evening dress who appears at the far end of the dining room in the late hours after service has ended, moves between the tables with the unhurried pace of someone reviewing arrangements that are not quite to her satisfaction, and disappears near the kitchen corridor. She does not acknowledge staff who have addressed her. She has been described by multiple kitchen and service staff working late cleanup over enough decades to constitute a settled part of the Adolphus's institutional knowledge, filed under things we do not discuss with the guests but absolutely discuss with each other.

The ballroom on the upper floors has the other account that the hotel's management has been navigating around since it became too consistent to attribute to individual misperception. The Adolphus ballroom hosted FDR's 1936 re-election party, Joan Crawford, and enough decades of Dallas society events to have absorbed whatever it is that large, formally decorated rooms absorb when they have been staging significant moments of human joy and anxiety in close succession for over a century. The figure seen near the bandstand is male, tall, in formal evening dress from approximately the 1930s, and appears to be conducting something — moving his hands with the specific focused gesture of a bandleader who is neither performing for an audience nor aware of one. He has been seen by cleaning staff, event coordinators, and on one occasion a catering manager who filed a written incident report and then apparently reconsidered and withdrew it, which the hotel's front office has neither confirmed nor denied with a degree of equanimity that suggests they have been navigating this particular employee relations matter for some time.

There is also the Victorian Bride. She is the most documented presence in the building, by volume of independent reports, and she has the most specific and most uncomfortable story attached to her.

She was a bride. She checked into the Adolphus in the late 1930s with her groom, for their wedding night, in a suite on the nineteenth floor. At some point between arrival and the next morning the groom was not there and was not coming back and had made arrangements, through whatever cowardly channel was available to cowardly men in the 1930s, to communicate this. The bride remained in the suite. She remained in the suite for an interval that the hotel's records do not specify, because the hotel's records from this period are incomplete in the way that hotel records from periods involving genuine tragedies tend to be incomplete. She was eventually assisted from the building by staff who were not equipped for what they were dealing with and did the best they could. Whether she survived the experience is not documented in any source this investigation has located. What has been documented, across enough decades and enough independent witnesses that it functions as settled institutional history, is that something remains in the nineteenth-floor corridor and in the suite itself — the specific quality of a grief that concentrated itself in one location and did not fully leave when the person experiencing it was removed from the building.

Guests staying in suites near the nineteenth-floor landing report the sound of weeping in the corridor at intervals that correspond to no identified living source. The suite itself has generated enough reports of cold spots, of a presence near the window, of a figure visible in the bathroom mirror that is not the person looking into it, that the Adolphus staff have developed a quiet protocol for responding to guest inquiries that involves neither confirming nor denying anything specific while ensuring the guest feels heard. This is a skill that takes time to develop and the Adolphus has had a century of practice.

Commerce Street, 1921

The Majestic Theatre opened on April 11, 1921, at 1925 Elm Street — two blocks from the Adolphus, in the theatre district that downtown Dallas was assembling in those years — and it was designed by John Eberson, the architect who invented the atmospheric theatre and then spent the following decades proving that he could build one better than anyone else alive. Eberson's atmospheric theatres worked on a specific principle: the interior of the building was constructed to resemble an outdoor space — a Spanish courtyard, an Italian garden, a Moorish palace — with a ceiling painted deep blue and set with electric stars and projected clouds that moved slowly across the surface during performances. You were not sitting in a theatre. You were sitting outside, in a warm Mediterranean evening, watching something excellent happen under a sky that Eberson had engineered specifically to make you feel that way. The effect worked. It worked because Eberson was very good at his job and because human beings are, apparently, susceptible to a ceiling that tells them they are outside when they are inside, which is something that Eberson understood and exploited with great professional satisfaction for the duration of his career.

The Majestic's interior is Spanish Baroque — carved plaster columns, ornamental arches, balconies that look over the main floor like the galleries of a colonial courtyard, and the ceiling above it all painted in Eberson's signature twilight blue with fixed stars that have been there since 1921 and moving clouds that the projection system still produces during performances on the nights when the mechanism is cooperating with the building's age. It has hosted Houdini, Mae West, Jack Benny, George Burns, Gracie Allen, and the full roster of the vaudeville circuit and early touring Broadway productions that moved through Dallas between the wars. It went through a period of decline in the 1970s, was saved by community effort, was restored by the City of Dallas in 1983, and is now a performing arts venue managed by Dallas Arts District partners that hosts concerts, touring productions, and events year-round. It is, by every available measure, a building that has been doing something in the same space for over a hundred years and has the accumulated presence that this tends to produce.

Frank has been there since before the restoration.

Frank is the name that Majestic staff have given to the presence most consistently documented in the theatre — a man in work clothes from approximately the 1940s or 1950s, carrying something that reads as a tool or clipboard, moving through the backstage corridors and the catwalk above the stage with the purposeful efficiency of someone who has a job to do and is doing it. He has been seen by stagehands, electricians, sound technicians, and visiting production crew who had not been told about him and subsequently asked the house staff who that guy was and received an answer that stopped the conversation in a particular way. Frank is not threatening. Frank is a man who worked this theatre and apparently found the work compelling enough to continue it on whatever schedule the afterlife has made available to him. Staff working late tech runs have learned to say goodnight to the catwalk before they leave, which is either superstition or good manners, and in the Majestic's case is probably both.

There are also the sounds — the specific acoustic quality of a large performance space that continues to produce sound when it should not. An empty Majestic at eleven PM will occasionally deliver to a person standing in the main house the sound of applause from a distance, or of a single voice testing a microphone from the stage, or of music that belongs to a decade the building has already been through and filed. The atmospheric theatre ceiling, Eberson's blue sky and moving clouds, is the most beautiful interior ceiling in Dallas and is doing something on the nights when the stars are reflecting on an empty house with nobody alive in it to see them. Frank, presumably, sees them. He has been doing tech runs in that light for longer than any current member of the production staff has been employed.

Case File 001 — KC and Maurice, Hotel Adolphus and The Majestic Theatre, Dallas

Filed by Maurice

We pulled into Dallas on I-30 from the east in the late afternoon and the skyline arrived in the windshield with the specific confidence of a city that has decided it is a city and wants you to know it from a distance. The GPS, which had been quiet since the state line in the way that the state line quiet is different from the ordinary quiet, made a sound as we came off the highway onto Commerce Street that I am going to file as orientation. Like it was locating itself. KC took the turn without being asked. She already knew where the hotel was. KC always knows where the hotel is.

The Adolphus lobby is the correct lobby for a building of this kind. The portrait of Adolphus Busch faces the Commerce Street entrance from across the marble floor with the settled authority of a man who built the thing and is still checking on it and has not yet found anything sufficiently wrong to require complaint. I said hello to the portrait when we checked in. The front desk staff did not react to this, which I found reassuring. The kind of staff that doesn't react to a guest greeting a portrait are the kind of staff who know exactly what building they are working in.

We were given a room on the seventeenth floor. I had requested the nineteenth. The nineteenth was occupied. KC said nothing about this. I noted that she noted it.

We split up after check-in. KC took the full camera rig to the Majestic for the evening show — a touring production, sold out, which gave her access to the building without the weight of an empty-house investigation. She watches active buildings differently from inactive ones and files the observations separately, and I have learned not to request her notes from working observations because she shares them when she is ready and not before. I stayed at the Adolphus and had dinner at the French Room, which is mandatory research and also one of the best rooms in Texas to sit alone in at half past eight when the dining room is winding down and the chandeliers are doing what they do at the end of service. I sat at a corner table near the kitchen corridor and paid attention.

The woman in the evening dress appeared at 9:47 PM.

She was at the far end of the dining room, in the section that had been cleared and reset for morning, moving between the tables in the particular way of someone with a purpose that has nothing to do with the current evening. She did not look toward my table. She did not look toward the remaining diners at the two other occupied tables, who did not appear to register her. She moved through approximately thirty feet of dining room and went toward the kitchen corridor and was not visible after that. The duration was under a minute. I noted the time and the direction and the quality of movement, which was unhurried and deliberate and entirely unconcerned with being observed. The REM pod on the seat beside me did not activate during the observation. The temperature at my table did not change. She was simply there, and then she was done being there, and the French Room went on doing what the French Room does at the end of service, which is settle into its own considerable atmosphere and let the evening work itself out.

I ordered the dessert course and stayed until ten and then went up to the nineteenth floor.

The corridor is quiet in a way that specific floors in specific buildings are quiet — not the absence of sound, the presence of something that is not sound and registers differently. I walked the length of it twice. The REM pod pulsed once, briefly, near the landing end of the corridor, the measured single pulse that registers to me as acknowledgment rather than distress. I said hello and introduced myself and stood still for a moment. The pulse did not repeat. The air in that section of the corridor was colder than the rest of the hallway by a margin that my skin registered before the equipment confirmed it. I said goodnight and took the elevator back to seventeen. Some investigations are a conversation at a reasonable volume and that is what that was.

KC came back from the Majestic at midnight. She set up the equipment for the French Room review and I went to get water from the hall and when I came back she had paused the footage on a frame and was looking at it with the expression she uses when something is on the footage and she is deciding how she feels about it. I did not ask. She marked the timestamp, labelled the file, and moved on. She said the building is active in the way old theatres are active, which is distributed and not especially interested in being documented but present enough to show up on a camera that's running because the camera happens to be running.

We agreed this was a useful assessment.

I asked her about Frank. She said she heard him on the catwalk during the second act. She said he wasn't doing anything, just moving, and when the act ended and the lights came up for intermission she looked up at the catwalk and said nothing is there but it was there, and went back to filming the audience. I asked how she knew he wasn't a crew member doing a second-act check on the rigging. She looked at me with the expression she uses when I have said something that does not require a response and moved on.

The REM pod that I had left pointed at the nineteenth-floor corridor door ran the whole night on the room floor. I reviewed the audio in the morning. At 3:22 AM there is a sound in the corridor that is neither the elevator nor building settling nor any source I can identify — a footfall, singular, directly outside the door, and then nothing for the remaining recording duration. It is eleven seconds of total audio. I played it for KC. She listened to it once and said yep and handed the recorder back and that was the full debrief.

Verdict: Active. The French Room apparition is the cleanest visual observation this investigation has produced since the lights appeared on Bragg Road — present, sustained, directional, unhurried, and entirely unconcerned with the observer. The nineteenth-floor corridor is doing a sustained, quiet thing that does not require drama to communicate itself. The Majestic's Frank is consistent with everything the staff documentation had prepared us for and is, per KC's direct observation, still doing his rounds. The Adolphus portrait is watching the door. It has always been watching the door. We said goodbye to it when we checked out. The front desk staff did not react to this either. Good staff.

We had the French Room for breakfast before we left — the morning service is a different energy than the dinner room, warmer, the chandeliers lit for day rather than evening, the blue sky ceiling doing something different in morning light. The brioche French toast is the correct choice for a building that was built by someone who imported champagne from France for the opening gala and has maintained that standard of commitment to the breakfast pastry ever since. KC had eggs. She had them with the focused attention of someone fueling for a long drive. She was right. We had a long drive.

Before You Go

The Hotel Adolphus is at 1321 Commerce Street in downtown Dallas and accepts reservations at hoteladolphus.com. The French Room is the flagship dining experience — dinner reservations fill weeks in advance during peak seasons and the prix fixe format rewards arriving without a specific agenda beyond the room itself. The City Club Bar on the lobby level is smaller, darker, and has been serving drinks in a room that knows what it is for long enough to do it with complete confidence. Ask your bartender about the portrait. They know.

The Majestic Theatre at 1925 Elm Street books through Dallas Arts District partners and the venue's own programming — touring Broadway, concerts, and special events rotate through regularly. Public tours of the building are available on select dates. The atmospheric ceiling is best experienced during a live performance when the house lights dim and Eberson's blue sky opens up above the stage, which is the context for which it was designed and in which it performs best. The stars are fixed. The clouds still move. Frank is presumably still on the catwalk.

The Dallas Arts District surrounding both buildings is the largest contiguous urban arts district in the country and warrants a full day at minimum — the Nasher Sculpture Center, the Dallas Museum of Art, the Crow Collection of Asian Art, and the Morton H. Meyerson Symphony Center are all within walking distance of the Adolphus and the Majestic. Pecan Lodge at 2702 Main Street in Deep Ellum is the correct choice for Dallas barbecue and has been since the day it opened — the brisket has a smoke ring that reads as a professional credential and the jalapeño cheddar sausage is a separate reason to drive to Dallas even if you have no other plans. Uchi Dallas on McKinney Avenue is the Austin-import Japanese food operation that translates to the Dallas context with a wine list and a crudo program that together constitute a very good argument for staying for multiple courses. The Hotel Adolphus is across the street from the Neiman Marcus flagship on Main Street, which Neiman Marcus would like you to know and which we are noting here as geographical information rather than a shopping endorsement.

Deep Ellum, the arts and music neighborhood east of downtown, is where Dallas has been having its interesting evenings since the 1920s when Blind Lemon Jefferson and Lead Belly were playing the clubs on Elm and Main and the neighborhood was one of the most vibrant Black commercial and cultural centers in the South. The history of Deep Ellum is a full chapter in itself and the current iteration — live music venues, independent restaurants, murals, the particular energy of a neighborhood that has been through several deaths and rebirths and is currently in one of its more interesting phases — rewards the walk.

The FrankiVerse Cafe Dallas franchise location does not appear on any standard map and is not in any building constructed after 1925. It operates on the frequency that runs through the theatre district between the Majestic's star ceiling and the Adolphus's nineteenth floor, in the dimensional layer where the Victorian bride and Frank and the woman in the French Room and whatever is in the portrait all exist on the same grid without requiring introduction. The menu is formal, because this is Dallas and the location has standards. The coffee is served in actual china. The BooBerry K Muffin arrives on a small plate with a garnish that changes depending on who is working the counter. Drew was at the corner table when we walked in. He did not look surprised to see us. He was drinking something that appeared to be a very large hot chocolate and reading a menu that was longer than the wall it was posted on. He looked up when we came in and gave us a nod and then looked back at the menu with the focused consideration of someone who has not yet decided and intends to take his time about it. He did not explain what he was doing in Dallas. We did not ask. He slid a small paper bag across the bar as we left — cedar and something else, wrapped tight, the kind of thing you put in your pockets before you go into a nineteenth-floor corridor at three in the morning and want to feel like you thought it through. We took it. We said thank you. He was back to the menu before we reached the door.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2: Nacogdoches — The Town That Outlasted Its Own Name
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Nine Flags and Counting

Before Texas was Texas, before it was a Republic or a Confederate state or a Spanish territory or a Mexican province or any of the other things it cycled through in the compressed and frequently violent interval between the first European contact and statehood in 1845, there was a Caddo settlement at a high point between two creeks in the Piney Woods of East Texas that the Hasinai Caddo called Nacogdoche. The Caddo had been there for centuries. The Spanish arrived in 1716, built a mission, and named the place after the people already living there, which is not always how naming works in colonial history and is worth noting when it does. The mission failed. The Spanish tried again. The mission was abandoned again. Nacogdoches became a civilian town by 1779, was chartered by Spain, and from that point forward accumulated the kind of history that only accrues to a place that has been a boundary town for every shifting political arrangement in the region and has never once been able to simply stay in one country long enough to stop keeping track.

Nine flags have flown over Nacogdoches. Texas gets four — it has been under Spain, France, Mexico, the Republic of Texas, the Confederacy, and the United States, and before any of those it was under the governance of the Caddo confederacy that predated every flag by a margin that the flags have not adequately reckoned with. The town has been claimed, abandoned, reclaimed, burned, rebuilt, declared
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