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Chapter 1: 
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THE SUMMER OF THE HAUNTER was epically hot. I could feel the sweat dripping down the back of my neck, and I knew when I stood up from the stone bench my skirt would be plastered to the back of my thighs.  And it was only May. I didn’t know if my mostly black wardrobe could handle another five or six months of sweating. But that was the thing about West Texas. It always got hotter. 

I switched the cross of my legs and popped a green peanut M&M into my mouth, letting it melt as I watched my fellow Bluebonnet High students stroll through the courtyard. The kids and teachers all wore blue and yellow in honor of Spirit Day. Well, everyone except for me and my two best friends. The preps called us “New Wafers.” It was supposed to be a hilarious spin on “new waver” but it never pissed me off, it just made me hungry. I guess if you wore combat boots or a leather jacket or anything other than a polo shirt with cowboy boots, you were a new wafer, which made me, E, and Mickey the new wafers of our school. The “cookie collective,” E called us. E (short for Esteban) was dark and broody with a penchant for too much black eyeliner. Mickey was tall and floppy, had a big dopey dog, wore a hemp choker, and was attached to his one-hitter. He was basically if Shaggy from Scooby-Doo was a real-life 90s boy.

Both of my buds had lunch meetings (E Academic Decathlon and Mickey Students for the Environment), so I just sat there alone and glared out at the scene in front of me. Boys yelled at girls, guys fist bumped, everyone seemed happy and content. Typical riveting teen stuff. I was fiddling with the lace of my Doc Marten when Dallas Lovejoy appeared out of nowhere and plopped down onto the bench next to me. I didn’t even move my backpack. I didn’t care if he had enough room or not. Dallas Lovejoy had been bugging me for months.

“There you are,” he said.

“Yup,” I muttered, deliberately looking away.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” he said. “I missed you.”

“You saw me this morning before first period and then during second period and then at my locker,” I said, holding my bottle of Dr. Pepper in front of my mouth so no one would notice me talking to Dallas Lovejoy. You couldn’t be too careful these days.

I’ll admit that Dallas Lovejoy was very attractive. He had that going for him. He was tall and built, with brown hair that spilled down over one of his brown eyes. He was popular, which to my mind was more of a detriment than an asset. But he’d become a pest. He dropped by my house, my grandfather’s church, the theater where I volunteered. He even showed up at the video store where my friend E worked. He acted jealous of my two best friends even though I was not currently dating nor had I ever dated Mickey, E, or, for that matter, Dallas. It was getting sort-of creepy. I was over it.

“Sam! I just want to go out with you. You’re the only one I can talk to.”

I looked down at the yellow bag of candy in my lap and said, “Interesting. You never talked to me when you went here.”

“I would have if I’d known how great you are! I wish I still went here!”

“You’ve got to move on. This isn’t healthy.”

“IT’S PERFECTLY NORMAL. WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS TO ME?”

I actually turned to him then. He looked pathetic. His perfect hair was rumpled and his cheeks were bright red. He looked like he used to after a football game when the other team won and he was furious. The worst thing I could do was lead this dude on. I gave him a sad smile and picked up my backpack. I stood, unstuck my black broom skirt from my sweaty legs, and crumpled up the M&M wrapper. As I tossed the wrapper in the trash, I told him what I’d told him hundreds of times.

“Sorry, man. I don’t date dead dudes.”

~~~
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DALLAS LOVEJOY KILLED himself but he didn’t seem to remember that and I wasn’t gonna remind him. He’d woken up one Saturday, took his dad’s gun, drove his pick-up out onto the middle of the football field and shot himself in the head. The suicide note pinned to his letterman jacket said, “I’m not a fag.” His mom told some ladies who told everyone else that his dad called him a “fuckin’ fairy” after the football team had lost yet another game. He accused Dallas of being a homosexual, a devastating accusation in 1993 Bluebonnet, Texas. 

The messed-up irony of all this was that Dallas Lovejoy wasn’t gay but being outed in this dusty corner of the world, even if it was a lie, was enough to make a kid do the unthinkable. I was glad he didn’t remember his death or the trauma, but I wished he’d move on. Ghosts could go anywhere they wanted, popping around the world effortlessly. Most ghosts had been more places than Kurt Cobain had cardigans. Staying in Bluebonnet, the town that had driven Dallas to his death, seemed like a warped version of hell. 

I wasn’t trying to be callous. It’s just that small town West Texas wasn’t exactly inclusive. To avoid the judgment of your neighbors you had to be the right color, the right religion, the right political party, have the right sexual preferences. You couldn’t be too fat or too thin. Your hair had to look like everyone else’s hair. You had to like the same boring Top 40 music everyone else liked. In Sunday School, you better not ask questions. In the backseat of the football player’s car after prom, you better not put up a fight but if people found out about it, you better not flinch when they called you a slut. 

The people of my home town were like little toy soldiers held in their ranks by fear and bigotry. 

I wanted to knock them all down.

~~~
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WHEN MEEMS MADE HER award-winning meatloaf, I ate it even though I was a vegetarian outside of the house and had been for months. I knew Morrissey would not approve, but folks of my grandparents’ generation just didn’t get the whole ‘not eating meat’ thing. Eating meat was very important to them for some reason. Every meal had to have a hunk of dead animal or it wasn’t a meal to them.

As I squeezed even more ketchup on my plate so I could pretend I wasn’t eating a cow but rather a cube of tomato-y goodness, Meemaw turned all of her attention onto me, her very favorite topic besides vitamins. She wore blue culottes, a blue and white checkered blouse with embroidery on the collar, and giant plastic blue clip-on earrings shaped like flowers. She was a tiny woman but somehow her clunky accessories didn’t overpower her at all.

“Sam how was your day?” she asked, earrings jiggling.

“Fine, I guess, but Dallas Lovejoy is still bothering me.”

“Aww, that poor kiddo. You be nice to him, now,” Meems said.

“I am, Meems. I feel awful about it and I’ve gone out of my way to be nice this whole time but he’s just, like, always always there. I can’t take a breath or go to the ladies’ room or take notes in class without him. It’s making me crazy and sad.”

“I’ll talk to him. He’s new and doesn’t know the rules,” Papaw said, because he was a spectator like me and a minister to boot so ghosts tended to listen to him. Well, as much as they listened to anyone. He was tall and handsome and always wore slacks, suspenders, a button-down shirt, and a bolo tie that he tended to adjust more than was strictly necessary.

“I was gay in high school too, you know,” said my dead Uncle John from underneath the kitchen table. Who knows how long he’d been down there. 

“We do know, son,” Papaw said, popping a tater tot into his mouth and grinning. “Every ghost in town knows that.”

Uncle John did tend to get stuck on that topic but you couldn’t blame him.

“But Dallas wasn’t even gay. Or isn’t even, I mean,” I said, not wanting to offend Uncle John by using the past tense. “Anyway, I feel bad for him but he’s depressing me. He should go on vacation.”

“Oh right. But we were both football players!” Uncle John said, proud of himself for remembering that important detail. Details weren’t exactly ghosts’ forte.

Uncle John had seemed straight as a sitcom dad in life, maybe even a bit of a womanizer from what I’d heard. He kept his sexuality close to the hunting vest and never told anyone about it except my mom and dad. And who could really blame him? It was small town West Texas. He co-owned the only bar. His dad was a local minister and the only other one, Reverend Lesser, regularly preached about the evils of homosexuality. I understood why he did what he did but I wished he’d been able to be himself in life. But, he was making up for it in death. 

Uncle John told me that ghosts weren’t sexual exactly but he could express himself in other ways. His ghostly fashion sense could be described as ‘five-year-old girl at Disneyland meets Dukes of Hazard.’ Picture flannel with sequins. He also made what he called “pilgrimages” to gay Meccas like Broadway and West Hollywood and, of course, Graceland. He claimed Elvis was still there and was “gay as cornbread and really fun to drink with.” I didn’t know whether to believe this or not. Ghosts are notorious embellishers.  

“Also!” Uncle John suddenly yelled from the corner of the kitchen where he was lounging against the kitchen ceiling wearing leather pants and a turquoise mesh t-shirt. “Reverend Lesser has a new car. A fancy one! I saw it when I was checking on him earlier.”

“It doesn’t surprise me,” Papaw said and I couldn’t help but think of the ancient rusting Oldsmobile parked in our carport. “I don’t know where his church gets so much money. Ours is a humble profession. Johnny says Lesser has a new car, Agnes.”

“A’ course he does. Them church people should pay you more, Ernie,” Meems said pointedly. 

“My calling is to serve God not my pocketbook,” Papaw said and Uncle John snorted. 

“Mine was to serve drinks to drunks,” he said. “Oooh, Sam-Sam, do you still like those little horses with the rainbow tails?”

“Not since I was nine,” I told him, lying a little. I mean, do you really ever outgrow a good My Little Pony? But I had a rep to protect.

Papaw dominated the conversation for rest of the meal telling us about an anti-spectator protest in Fort Worth that had turned violent. I didn’t hear most of what he said. I was still thinking about poor Dallas Lovejoy.

After dinner, we all watched “Haunted with Jamie Waterman” on TV. All the other spectator shows were strictly daytime fare, but Jamie Waterman was fancy; he was prime time. We never missed an episode. He was a bit of a Hollywood cheese ball but it was still cool to see someone like myself on television. My whole family were Waterman devotees from the get-go, for obvious reasons.

“Waterman time!” Uncle John cried, doing the MC Hammer dance in front of the television.

“Timely, dude,” I said. Uncle John was funny but rarely ‘in the decade’ funny. But, at least he made the effort.

Meems set out a bowl of popcorn on the coffee table even though we’d just eaten a giant dinner, and Papaw sipped a cup of coffee even though it was already dark outside. Meems settled into the blue couch between Papaw and I with a grunt. “Let’s see what Jamie is fixin’ to do tonight!” she exclaimed, like he was going to save the world or something.

I should probably tell you right now that being a spectator wasn’t, like, a higher calling, no matter what the telespiritualists spouted on TV. There was no world-saving happening. We didn’t help ghosts find the light or anything lame like that. As far as I knew, there was no light regardless of what Papaw preached at church on Sunday. Most of them were content to be ghosts and didn’t need help with anything more complicated than finding out who got their favorite lucky horseshoe belt buckle after they died. Since they could go literally anywhere they wanted, most of them didn’t stick around boring old Bluebonnet. The spirits who remained stayed away from our house out of respect for Uncle John and because they knew we could see them and would yell at them if we caught them chilling in our laundry room or partying in our pantry amongst the stacks of Dr. Pepper and Vienna sausages.

“I can’t believe this has been on for three seasons,” I muttered as we watched the opening, which was basically Jamie Waterman striking a series of different poses while making a variety of serious faces in front of a cloud backdrop. “Why do we watch it again?”  

“Because I love him,” Meems said very seriously.

“What are we watching again?” Uncle John asked just as seriously. Typical ghost confusion. Meems didn’t react. She couldn’t hear or see her son; Papaw and I always had to tell her what he was up to. But, I don’t think she would have cared if Johnny Mathis appeared in the living room and professed his undying love to her as long as Jamie Waterman was on TV.

“We’re watching Jamie Waterman, Johnny. He’s a spectator who is out and he has his own show,” Papaw patiently explained to Uncle John for the hundredth time. He calmly adjusted his bolo tie and waited for his ghost son to understand.

“That,” Uncle John said, “is cooool.”

“Yes, it is.” Papaw said.

The first spectator revealed himself in 1989. Most people remember it well. He went on that talk show and declared that he could see and talk to ghosts, then he proved it by yelling out all sorts of horrible secrets –things he couldn’t have known- while he jumped up and down like a maniac. The government kept him detained for months after, poor guy. Of course I’m talking about that popular hot actor dude. After that, when spectators started making big money off of ghosting (Uncle John’s slang for talking to ghosts, cute, right? Hope it catches on someday.) and all those dudes with big hair like Jamie Waterman got shows of their own, the whole thing just sort-of exploded and became mainstream as hell. The last few years had been a super dumb media frenzy. It seemed like all anyone on TV –or anywhere- wanted to talk about was spectators. There was even a show on NBC called “Ghost Patrol” where that 70s heartthrob and that ex-rapper solved crimes by talking to ghosts. As if a ghost could solve anything more complicated than whether to hang out at a homecoming game or a Quinceañera on a Friday night. (They’d go to whichever event had more booze and louder music.)

That night’s Jamie Waterman was “a very special episode,” the season finale. He was interviewing the recently deceased ghost of a police officer. They’d filled the first two rows of the audience with the guy’s family, his ex-coworkers, and even a couple of criminals he’d put away when he was alive. An empty armchair sat next to Jamie’s chair even though Jamie was the only one who could see the ghost and it wasn’t like the guy would need to sit down and take a load off.

I couldn’t see or hear the cop ghost either. Ghosts didn’t transfer to film, visually or audibly, thank goodness. I often imagined how terrible movies would be for spectators to watch if a camera could capture ghosts. It would ruin everything. Or what about photos? I would never be able to read Sassy magazine again. All those spirits hanging out doing their thing in the background would really ruin a photo of the season’s grooviest chokers. 

Jamie Waterman was in fine form. When he got really intense, he’d run his fingers through his hair so it stood up from his head like a treasure troll doll. He’d ask the ghost a question then sit and listen, his expressive face all wide eyes and grimaces. Then he’d explain the answer to his rapt audience. The worst part of the show was when he slowly turned to the camera, smoothed his hair directly back from his head, and said, “Sergeant Oliver Kim died before his time but at least now we know that this ghost town has a ghost sheriff.” 

“Ugh, what a blowhard,” I said. Uncle John and I rolled our eyes at each other.

“Sam, language,” Papaw said.

“You go, Jamie!” Meems said.

“You go away, Jamie,” Uncle John said, even though he was clearly riveted. It was hard for ghosts to concentrate on anything for long but Uncle John was doing his best. Uncle John had been a spectator when he was alive. He and his twin (my mom) worked together on spectator jobs. I wondered sometimes if he was jealous that people like Jamie Waterman got to be out when he’d spent all of his living years hiding who he really was. It would explain his fascination with the show. Or maybe Uncle John just liked watching Jamie’s hair.

“You could grow up and take over Jamie’s show, Sam,” Meems reminded me for the hundredth time during a commercial break.

“Not. Sam is going to be a rock star like Blondie. Oooh, you can be Brownie!” Uncle John said, passing his hand right through my brunette bob.

~~
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I WOKE UP IN THE MIDDLE of the night to a terrible noise. Something was groaning in the dark. 

I sat up and turned on my bedside lamp. Earl Early, one of the local specters, was flopped across the foot of my bed. He couldn’t remember his last name so he made one up. A creative genius, Earl Early. He was the oldest ghost in town and also the strangest. But Earl was one of my personal favorites because he always dressed in a vest, a bowtie, and a hat that Papaw told me was called a ‘round top Derby.’ Earl was a bit of a hypochondriac even though he was dead and had been for almost two hundred years. He always thought he’d caught a cold or that his ring finger was disappearing. Uncle John just laughed at him but I always tried to reassure him since I didn’t think he’d be around much longer and I didn’t want him to fret away the precious time he had. Ghosts Earl’s age tended to fade away to nothing sooner than later.

“Earl,” I mumbled. 

Earl groaned.

“Earl!” 

Earl flipped onto his side and propped his head in his arm like a teenager at a slumber party ready to dish some gossip. “Yes?”

“Why are you here?”

“Sam, I feel bad. Real bad. I think I have a fever,” Earl said, sticking out his tongue, which now had a ghostly thermometer underneath it.

I rubbed my eyes. “First of all, you’re dead, you don’t have a fever. That thermometer won’t help because you don’t actually have a tongue. Remember what we talked about? Hypochondria? You gotta lighten up, Earl. You’re the only ghost in the world worried about anything, much less his health, dude. Also, where are you right now?”

“I’m dead. I know I’m dead,” Earl Early said.

“No, where exactly are you?”

Earl sat up, his big head hanging down toward his chest. The round top Derby would be in danger of falling off if it were a real hat. “I’m in your house.”

“Right. You’re in my house. You’re on my bed, Earl.”

“I’m sorry! Did you know if you pull a lizard’s tail off, the little guy’ll just grow one back? It’s called regeneration!”

“Yes, lizards, uh-huh. Fascinating. Look, you’re not allowed to be in here, Earl. Ever, but especially not in the middle of the night. What if my grandfather walked in?” I asked. “Or Charlie,” I added, referring to my dead friend Charlotte, who we called Charlie for short. Other ghosts were scared of Charlie for some reason. Well, scared wasn’t the word. Ghosts were too happy-go-lucky to be scared. Wary, I guess, would be more accurate. When they cared at all, they were wary of Charlie. And Charlie was the only ghost other than Uncle John allowed to drop by our house uninvited. Earl Early was so not on the guest list.

Earl gasped and started waving his hands in front of his face. “I’m freaking out. I’m just...I’m... I’m sorry, Sam! But I was feeling weak and feverish and I thought I was coming down with something and I figured if I just hung out with you a little I’d feel better, know what I mean?”

I knew what he meant. Years ago, Papaw laid down the law in town with all the local specters. They weren’t allowed to bother me with their requests or follow me around. Apparently, I was really good at getting them to focus and I made them feel, well, comfy, I guess is the best term, so they flocked to me. To ghosts, I was like a glass of ghastly chardonnay at dead happy hour. Papaw likes to tell the story of how he walked by the school playground when I was in first grade and there I was, standing in the center of a circle of spirits crowding me four deep. They’d come from all the neighboring towns to see me. The teachers just thought I was very popular on the imaginary friend circuit but it bothered Papaw. So he made the rule back in 1983 and he, Charlie, and Uncle John enforced it. No asking me if I’d get a message to a sister or retrieve a will from a safety deposit box in Dallas. No hanging around looking at me like I was a bowl of Frito pie. Or in Earl Early’s case, a hot water bottle.

Papaw thought that being a spectator was part of his calling; that it was a gift from God. Me, I didn’t know. I was skeptical. I’d seen too many weird things over my short life to be completely on the God train. But I went to church on Sundays because if there was anything I knew for sure, it was that I didn’t know anything for sure. If God was the principal of the universe, at least I was getting perfect attendance. And I didn’t mind helping them out when I could. Just not in the middle of the night.

“Don’t fret about it, Earl. Just calm down,” I said.

“I’m calm. I’m feeling better. I may have over-reacted. I never do this you know, dear,” Earl said. Earl, of course, always did this. The over-reacting part not the waking me up in the middle of the night from a really great dream about Duckie from Pretty In Pink part.

“I think it was that theater ghost. She made me upset,” Earl Early said.

“You mean he. Mr. Masterson? What did he do, sing Gypsy again?”

“No, it’s a girl. A teenager saw her but I can’t see her. But I can feel her and she makes me sick. You make me feel better.”

“What are you talking about? There’s a ghost that you can’t see?” Earl Early never made much sense but this was insane even for him. 

“It’s true. Or it’s a rumor. But I know it’s true,” he said, rubbing his jaw.

Just then Charlie herself popped in. Seeing Charlie in my bedroom made me think of when I’d first met her, in another bedroom in another house in what seemed like another lifetime. I was five-years-old. She was the first ghost I could remember ever seeing and therefore special to me. I woke up in the middle of the night and there she was perched on a ghost stool at the end of my bed. She had old but kind crinkly eyes that gazed at me calmly. After a while I just went back to sleep because I felt like she was keeping me safe. Tonight she was anything but calm.

“Earl Early, just what in the hell do you think you’re doing?” She hovered over him, pushing her grim face into his dopey one.

“I needed Sam. I’m sorry. You know, in my day we used to call pancakes flapjacks, we sure did. My arm hurts a little bit, like it’s hot from the inside but it’s not hot because I don’t actually have an arm, see?” Earl explained, waving his faded arm around in a way that arms are not supposed to move.

“I do see. I also see that you’re violating Reverend Robert’s rules. Now, let’s go. Off with you, Earl. I’m not joking,” Charlie said, showing him a fist.

I settled back into my fluffy pillow and stifled a laugh. Things were getting awesome all of a sudden. I wasn’t even tired anymore.

“OK, fiiiine. I’ll see you later, Sam. Thanks for making me feel better!” Earl Early bowed at me and disappeared.

“Good night, little Miss Sam,” Charlie said, winking. And then she was gone too.

I slept the rest of the night uninterrupted except for the three times Uncle John enthusiastically woke me up to give me the pressing news that Earl Early had been in the house. 
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Chapter 2:


[image: ]


IT DIDN’T TAKE ME LONG to trace the ghost girl rumor back to Kara Adler. Actually, she just waltzed up and told me about it. I should’ve known. Kara was one of those girls who needed all the attention at all times or else she’d whither up and blow away like a tumbleweed. A loud popular insufferable tumbleweed. She had curly brown hair and wore too much makeup. She was cute-ish, maybe even pretty, but nowhere near as pretty as she thought she was. Kara Adler was also the lead in almost every production the theater put on. People in Bluebonnet worshipped the theater so by extension they worshipped Kara Adler.  She had her picture in the local paper constantly alongside laughable quotes where she called acting on a tiny stage in a teensy town her “craft” and liked to speak about her “process.” When I read these articles, I liked to “puke” and go through the process of “more puking.” As far as I could tell, her craft consisted of bossing people around and gossiping in the wings. I once overheard her telling the other actors in the women’s dressing room that they should stop eating so much. “As an actress, your body is your tool, you have to stay thin! I won’t even get a tattoo, that’s how much I’m willing to sacrifice for my art.” After that day, I made sure to eat Cool Ranch Doritos in front of Kara as much as possible. And as soon as I turned eighteen, I was gonna get at least three tattoos. Maybe I’d get one on my face that said, “Suck it, Kara Adler.” Suffice it to say, Kara wasn’t my cup of non-diet Dr. Pepper. I’d probably actively hate her if her little brother Levi wasn’t the cutest and maybe nicest guy in West Texas. I didn’t see how they were related.

I was in the scene shop using an awesome jigsaw to cut a leaf out of wood when she bounced up and started flirting with Rod. She flirted with everyone, of course, but it made me burn when she flirted with Rod. He was practically family to me and easily old enough to be her dad. Hell, he’d been my dad’s best friend! He was nice to her but he took off his dirty red and white ‘Beer Wolf’ trucker hat (Don’t ask me, it had something to do with Coors Light) and scratched his head a lot when she was around, which just made me love him more. Rod was the only person in the world I could tell everything to. The only living person, that is.

“Rod! Are you making me the best set ever or what? You always do! Love the grey coveralls, by the way. Hi, Sam.”

I pushed the visor on top of my head. “Hey, Kara.”

“Hi there, Kara,” Rod said. “What’s up? Rehearsal?”

I almost groaned. Never ask a seventeen-year-old attention whore what’s up. If I had to hear about the process she was using to play Daisy Mae, a singing virgin tease in Li’l Abner, I was gonna jigsaw my face off.

Kara put her hands on her hips and widened her already big eyes. “You haven’t heard the news? Guys! I saw. A ghost. Here! Like, with my own eyes. I guess I’m a spectator! I’m thinking maybe the national news will want to interview me. It will be great publicity for the theater, right? I’m all about giving back.”

Rod and I glanced at each other.

“Where did you see this ghost exactly? What did it look like? What did it say? Who did you tell about this?” I ripped the visor off of my head and glared at her. 

“Wow, Sam with the excitement. Don’t break something, sweetie, all will be revealed when I start giving interviews.”

Rod cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll be a son of a gun, ain’t this exciting, Sam? Come on Kara, why don’t you just give us a little hint?”

Kara pushed a curl off her forehead. “It’s a girl ghost, twelve or thirteen. Terrible sad dress, maybe from, like, the forties? Bad hair. She looked like a chorus-member from Annie, OK? She didn’t say anything, just stared me. I was like, hellooooo? It was in the stage left wings.” Kara shrugged. “That’s all you’re getting out of me.” Then Kara practically skipped away from us, off to rehearse or to flirt with a plant or to not get a tattoo.

I heaved myself up onto the sawdust-covered counter. “She’s exhausting. I’m exhausted. And is she serious about coming out as a spectator? Doesn’t she know how dangerous that is? The ego on that bitch!”

Rod scratched at his beard. “There’s always one or two in the theater, hon, you should get used to it if you want to grow up and be a big bad set designer like me.” 

“Maybe I’ll write plays instead with specific stage instructions that say, ‘No exhausting diva bitches allowed.’” 

“Good luck with that. So, that gal’s full of horseshit, right? Or she’s one brick shy of a load? You haven’t seen a fashion-challenged pre-teen ghost skulking around, have you? You gotta warn me about this sort of thing, Sammy.”

“Nope. None at all, thank you very much. The only ghost in this place is still Mr. Masterson in the front row. And, you know, Uncle John occasionally, usually in the costume shop with Miss Lily, gazing at the hoop dresses. I did a lap of the whole place when I got here. By the way, Mr. Masterson still hasn’t moved. Still staring at that Oklahoma program from 1950, poor soul. Kara just wants attention. More attention, I mean. Small pond, big bitch and all.”

“Your pops would bust my butt for letting you talk like that, hon.”

“Yeah, OK, whatever, Mr. Beer Wolf Cusses-a-lot. You’re like a Care Bear gone bad. There should be a can of Coors and a pack of Marlboros painted on your stomach.”

Rod laughed. “Says the almost grown gal still obsessed with Care Bears. I can still remember you as a little thing hauling that disgusting Grumpy Bear around. You wouldn’t let your mamma wash it or nothin. Hey, speaking of things that’re too babyish for ya, do you still have the hots for the younger Adler?” 

“No. I don’t know. I like hanging out with him but. I don’t know. And leave Grumpy Bear out of this.”

“I don’t speak teenage girl but that sounds like a “Yes, Rod, shut up, Rod,” to me.”

I worked in the shop for the rest of the afternoon and the whole time I was bugging about Kara’s ghost. She was probably lying, yes, but if she wasn’t, the implications were weird any way I thought about it. One, Kara actually might be a spectator, which threw off my whole concept of who was cool enough to be one of us. The only other famous spectators I knew of besides the super cute really famous actor dude were the spooky director (obvious) and the sort-of pudgy beloved basketball star (less obvious but still very cool.) When I thought about spectators, I just didn’t picture, you know, my nemesis Kara. Couldn’t she just stay on stage and back off my territory? Two, if she really saw a ghost, why hadn’t I seen it yet? Why hadn’t Papaw? Or Uncle John? And, finally and most freakily, what if she could see a ghost that I couldn’t see? Maybe that would explain my parents. What if they were trapped on another plane of existence from us and from Uncle John? What if other spectators could see them but my Papaw and I couldn’t? What if even Uncle John couldn’t? The horribleness of it hit me so hard that I could barely concentrate on painting flats. 

When I was small, I was gutted that I couldn’t see our deceased Chihuahua Gilligan, even though he was a real asshole in life. The little guy even bit me on the nose once but I still missed him. I was very concerned with why I never saw any ghost cats or horses or buffalos walking around. Didn’t they have an afterlife? Where had they gone? When I asked Papaw, he shrugged and said that maybe there were cats and horses and buffalos out there that could see ghost animals but not ghost humans. Maybe ghost Gilligan was barking at them right now. Or maybe ghost Gilligan had moved on to Chihuahua heaven. More like hell, I thought, picturing pits and pits full of yipping dogs wearing novelty devil’s horns. Papaw said it didn’t matter, that was for God to know. I accepted what he said. We only saw dead humans. Fine. But, it had never occurred to me to wonder if we saw all the dead humans. I mean, sure, I knew that ghosts eventually faded away or went on somewhere. Or nowhere. Everyone knew that now since there was no record of any living spectator seeing any ghost older than George Washington. But what about the recently dead? Did they show themselves only to some spectators? It was all so frustrating. The older I got, the more questions I had. So much for older and wiser.

Also, if Kara was running around telling everyone about this, wouldn’t Reverend Lesser have some nasty things to say about her come church tomorrow morning? Reverend Thomas Lesser was the type of guy you could picture drowning a witch and then going out for some fried chicken.  He loved to call spectators “unnatural” and, my favorite, “evil incarnate.” He was super old testament. Lesser had a loyal following and was not to be screwed with. There’d never been a known spectator in Bluebonnet. Who knew what he’d do when he found out? His followers were the exact type of gun-toting good ole boys who’d driven Dallas to suicide. Speaking of Dallas, it was weird that I hadn’t seen him all day.

But it wasn’t like I could warn Kara Adler about it. She was the last person on earth I wanted knowing my secret. She’d probably tell everyone and I couldn’t risk it, even if she by some miracle was a fellow spectator and could give me some answers. Even if she didn’t tell everyone, there was a good chance she’d tell her younger brother Levi, and he was one of my few friends at the theater. I’d just have to prove her wrong somehow so that I could stop thinking about it. I decided to go down to the basement and visit Miss Lily in the costume shop to see if she knew any gossip. 

––––––––
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MISS LILY WAS ANCIENT. Older than Meems and Papaw even. She was glamorous and well preserved with long elegant hands and a straight nose. You could tell she was a total hottie when she was younger. Even her hair was perfectly white, like a Disney character, and it contrasted brilliantly with her dark skin. She was from somewhere cool but I forget where. New York, I think. Or maybe Chicago. Somewhere with more than one theater and actual winters, anyway. She’d been the costume designer for Bluebonnet Community Theater since she was in her twenties; no one remembered the place without her. She lived alone with an orange cat named Bijou. She drank a lot and cursed even more. Miss Lily didn’t socialize much but when she did, she didn’t play the games you were supposed to play. She said what was on her mind, which drove people crazy and made them call her a “darn Yankee.” You never knew what she’d say about whom, which made her one of my favorite people in town.

I peeked into her shop, which perpetually smelled like cigarette smoke and mothballs. She was sitting on a stool at her tall work counter, which was strewn with different types of gingham. There was a cigarette in her mouth, an unlit one behind her ear, and I counted five others in various stages of burn down in ashtrays around the room.

“Hey, Miss Lily.”

“Sam! What the hell? Why can’t they do Hamlet? Or something period at least. I want to put gals in corsets. Instead, I’m pulling overalls and bandanas. Dogpatch, my old wrinkled ass. Why don’t those yahoos put me out to pasture already with the cow patties?” She took a drag of her Virginia Slim and shook her head at me.

“You should see the set. It’s just, like, trees and cabins. Rod is pretty much yawning.”

Miss Lily laughed, a low smoker’s laugh. “Well, what can I do you for? I know you didn’t come down to the depths of hell just to see me.”

“Well, actually,” I said, leaning on the counter, “I was wondering if you’d heard the gossip. Kara Adler says she saw a ghost here in the theater.”

Miss Lily narrowed her eyes and set her unashed cigarette in the tray in front of her. “That girl’s an idiot. Pretty but I wouldn’t trust anything that flies out of that overly lip-glossed mouth.” She sighed and took a fresh cigarette out of a long black patent leather cigarette case. “Problem is, she’s not a bad actress. I’ll be doing fittings on her until I croak. What’s the big hairy whoop about ghost-seeing anyway? Who the hell cares besides those religious dillholes?”

I laughed. “I don’t know. So, you haven’t heard anything?” If there were anything to hear, Miss Lily would’ve heard it although what she chose to reveal was up in the smoky air.

“No. I’m just down here sewing short shorts. Nobody tells me shit, girlie. If you’re going back upstairs, will you tell someone in the office to up that air conditioning? I feel like I’m being dried out like jerky down here. Those assholes should give me my own controller thingamabob.”

“Yeah, I’ll tell them, Miss Lily. Have a good night.”

“Don’t sweat the shitheads, Sam,” she called after me as I walked down the dark hallway toward the stairs, definitely sweating the shitheads.

~~~
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THE THING ABOUT GROWING up in a small town is that you inevitably end up hanging out with people you don’t like. You have to or you’ll end up bored and lonely and probably addicted to something terrible like heroin or doing step aerobics to C&C Music Factory. When my mom and Uncle John were alive, they owned and ran the town bar, Johnny’s. My Papaw told me they had to practice patience all the time because they’d chosen a “rough line of work” and that the locals, while good hard-working people, were a “rowdy sort.” My Meems was a little harsher. She said they were “servin’ up the devil’s whiskey to a bunch of dern rascals” and that she “didn’t know what in tarnation” got into her precious babies. Sometimes they’d have to stand there behind the bar and listen to people spouting all sorts of crazy stuff. Folks hated Democrats and Yankees and redheads. They hated vegetarians and ‘fancy pants too big for their britches’ sorts who liked to occasionally drink a glass of wine that didn’t come out of a box. My mom and Uncle John just rolled their eyes and mixed tequila with lime juice. Small towns run on people being plain polite and swallowing their true feelings down like a shot of Jack Daniels. It was how we survived.

E, Mickey, and I survived by keeping to ourselves but every once in a bit we had to assimilate. I mean, can you imagine going through high school without hitting any parties? What a dismal existence. We had to practice for college, didn’t we? So, we hung out a lot at a place right outside of town called the orchard. I don’t think it was a real orchard and I don’t know why we called it the orchard, but life is better with a bit of mystery. I will say I never noticed any fruit trees. We were pretty tree challenged in West Texas but at least there was a cluster of scraggly specimens out there to shield us from the prying eyes of the adults. There was an orchard party almost every weekend. Somebody’s older brother would get a keg and people would pull their trucks up in a circle bed side in for seating. We’d clutch our plastic cups and talk to kids we ignored and who ignored us at school. If there was an official symbol of misspent Texas youth, I think it would be the red Solo cup. Ahhh, beer in a red cup. Bringing people together since like, I dunno, the 70s or something.

So, the next evening, E and Mickey came to pick me up for an orchard party in Mickey’s station wagon. I had to be home by ten because we had church in the morning and also because my grandparents were intent on ruining my social life. On the upside they let me wear and listen to anything I wanted (they didn’t know Metallica from Conway Twitty and Meems thought my 10-eyelet steel-toed oxblood Doc Marten combat boots were “just darling”), and it was super easy to sneak out at night because did I mention they were old? They slept like babies. Super old babies who snored. 

When I walked outside, both dudes were leaning against the station wagon, gazing at my house like they were hypnotized. Mickey’s giant mutt of a dog, Cooper (full name: Alice Cooper), hung his head lazily out of the back window but he sat up and howled when he saw me.

“What’s up, losers?” I yelled at them as I ran down the sidewalk.

“Nada, we’re just tripping on Meems’ Mental Breakdown,” E said, putting his cigarette out on the sole of his combat boots.

“It’s breathtaking,” Mickey said.

“Everything is breathtaking when you’re a stoner,” E said. “You have no breath. You’re breath deficient.”

“That’s deep, man,” Mickey told him.

Meems’ Mental Breakdown was what I called our house. It was a bit of a landmark. For one thing, it was blue. Not just the trim. The whole thing: Blue walls, blue door, blue shutters.  Blue like the sky. Blue like a Smurf erupted. And since we lived in BLUEbonnet, it made people smile, no matter how cheesy or on the nose. People liked it on the nose in Bluebonnet. (Uncle John would say people liked it up the nose in Bluebonnet.) The other thing, the nuttiest most obvious thing, was how she’d decorated the yard. It was like a craft fair exploded all over the exterior. There were windmills, yes, and lawn ornaments and other things that are supposed to live in a yard but instead of two or three, there were hundreds. An entire army of plastic pink flamingoes lined the sidewalk. There was a “garden” of spinning pinwheels of various sizes and colors underneath my bedroom window. On the porch hung at least twenty wind chimes, which could get pretty darn annoying on a windy day in West Texas, let me tell you. The plains were flat as a record, as one of my new compact discs. There wasn’t anything to block the wind for miles and miles around.

Oh but that wasn’t all by a long shot. Stone rabbits stood next to marble birdbaths. Two terracotta burros flanked a pecan tree. There were bird feeders made out of old three-liter Dr. Pepper bottles. (I joked to Meemaw that we should fill one of them with vitamins for the locals. She didn’t even laugh. Vitamins were not a laughing matter to Meems.) There were stuffed animals and painted turquoise rubber rats tied to the trees to make it look like they were climbing. There was always a hand-sewn flag flying near the front door corresponding to whatever holiday was coming up. A Valentine’s Day flag with hearts. A Texas Independence Day flag with the state of Texas. A green St. Patrick’s Day flag. A Cinco de Mayo flag with tacos. Yes, tacos. To this day it is my firm opinion that everyone should own a taco flag. The house was a perfect hideout for an evil spectator family just waiting to take down the innocent town with their ghosts and ghouls. 

The notable exception in her décor was Halloween. Meemaw didn’t even acknowledge the holiday. She didn’t put up giant fake spider webs or glow-in-the-dark skeletons or ghost windsocks. I always thought that was weird considering she married into a ghost-seeing family, but she maintained that Halloween was “tacky” and “for the devil.” She didn’t even like Día de los Muertos decorations, which was strange since they were decidedly adorable. But, that was Meems for you. A walkin’ drawlin’ contradiction in high-heeled boots.

“You’ve literally seen Meems’ Mental Breakdown a zillion times,” I griped as I scratched Cooper’s velvety head. 

“Yeah but it keeps getting better. Look, she added some cats chasing the rats. I still can’t believe it’s a parsonage,” E said.

“Seriously, it’s like a fairy tale on acid. Now, who’s ready to orchard?” Mickey asked, and we all raised our hands including Cooper since I’d grabbed his paw and made him participate.

“Let’s get cigarettes first,” E said. “Gilbert is gonna meet us in the parking lot.”

Because Bluebonnet was a tiny West Texas oil town where everyone knew everyone, we couldn’t buy our own cigarettes so we’d always get one of E’s older cousins to buy them for us at the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant, our town’s answer to a 7-11 and, you know, everything else. Seriously, it was a pretty cool place. You could fill your car with gas, your purse with cheap sunglasses, and your belly with sopapillas. It didn’t have a name so everyone just called it the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant. It was owned by Pablo Sanchez, who didn’t need to check our I.D.s to know we were minors since he’d known us our whole lives. 

I handed E five bucks. I didn’t get a huge allowance but I didn’t really spend a lot either. All I ever bought was Wet n’ Wild lipstick, music, and cigarettes. Sometimes I chipped in for beer. I checked out all my horror books from the library and E gave me free rentals from the video store. I made it work. Meems and Papaw didn’t have a lot of money but it was Bluebonnet. No one there really did. If you had loads of money, you’d move to Abilene or Lubbock, somewhere with a Chili’s. 

E slid into the backseat with Cooper, giving me shotgun. I noticed a fuzzy black lump on the dashboard. “Boba-Pett!” I exclaimed, stroking the warm back of the cat, who didn’t move, although the vibration of her purring told me she was alive. 

Mickey shrugged. “You know she likes the car. Figured I should get her out of the bat cave. She and Monty have been fighting again.” Monty was his ball python. Monty the python. I know. I rolled my eyes when he named it too. He couldn’t be stopped.

“How old is she now, Mickey? 100?” E asked.

“She’s not old, dude. She’s almost ten. Don’t give her a complex.”

“Whatever, man,” E said, chuckling. “Still a dope name, right, Coop?” Mickey was a tiny kid and had just seen Return of the Jedi for the first time when he got Boba-Pett, thus the name.

Cooper looked out the window as we drove away from the blue house and the looming church next door.

“We’re getting that movie I told y’all about at work,” E said, lighting another cigarette, passing it over the seat to me then lighting another one for himself. He exhaled out of his window. Cooper snorted as if he didn’t approve then turned back to his own view. “I got first dibs so we can watch it at your house, Mickey. You have the biggest TV.”

“We should watch it at your Abuela’s house. She has a big TV and she’ll make us food! Homemade not from a microwave food, dude!” Mickey said, pounding the steering wheel. “Snacks snacks snacks snacks! Wait, what movie?”

“Reservoir Dogs,” E and I yelled at the same time.

“Whoa jinx,” E said to me. I reached back and high fived him.

“Oh right, cool. I can’t wait,” Mickey said. “You going to the theater Monday night, Sammers?”
“Yup. Duty calls,” I said, not wanting to talk about the theater too much with my real friends. I wasn’t a theater dork; I was merely a volunteer who sometimes enjoyed plays. Totally different. Plus, they’d never understand that it was the only place in Bluebonnet where I didn’t feel like a total freak.
“Well? Do you think that preppy girl saw a ghost?” Mickey asked.

“No way,” I muttered.

Mickey pulled into the parking lot of the combination gas station/convenience store/Mexican restaurant and E hopped out. Mickey and I watched him fist bump his cousin and slide him some cash. Then he hopped back into the backseat with the dog.

“So we were talking about Kara Adler,” E reminded us.

“Yeah, keep us posted, Sam,” Mickey said. “Nothing good has ever happened in Bluebonnet ever. Figures that when something finally does, it would be at that theater. It’s the only thing anyone in town cares about. Well, that and oil. If it ever closed, they’d probably make us all shut down shop. Send us packing down the highway with our bags on our backs like hobos.”

“God would smite us,” E said and as I touched up my maroon lipstick in the passenger-side mirror, I could see him grinning at the thought. E would probably enjoy a good smiting, the lunatic.

“It’s gonna make people crazy. Should be fun to watch at least,” Mickey said. 

“Yeah, easy for you to say, Mickey. If those fuckos start lynching people, who do you think
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