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On the edge of the Williams’ property along a row of bare 
dogwood trees, three cats sat side-by-side, staring at the empty 
white house. The middle one, a calico, surrounded by crisp fallen 
leaves and round green pods from a nearby black walnut tree, 
held itself immobile. Millie thought she was looking at a highly- 
detailed lawn ornament—until it blinked.

She opened the door of her SUV and studied the cats 
while she barked into her cell phone. “Stacy... Stacy... Stacy... 
Calm down. No... No. You call Todd back and tell him that we 
will not accept credit for the Jordan Almonds. I want my card 
reimbursed. We never got the Jordan Almonds and I will not 
pay for the Jordan Almonds. Call me back later. I’m here now.” 
She clicked the button on her Bluetooth device and tossed it 
back inside her vehicle. She watched the cats, waiting for one 
do something other than stare at the house she and her brother 
had just bought. They didn’t flinch when she slammed the door. 
She stood close enough that she could see their fur rustle with 
their synchronized breathing. When the yellow one on the 
end opened its mouth for a yawn or a hiss, the movement sent 
a shudder down Millie’s back. She picked up one of the black 
walnut pods from the yard and pitched it toward them to make 
them move, but they didn’t.

“Damn cats.”
Marv had called her a couple of months ago explaining 

that Mr. Edgar Williams had died leaving his house available for 
sale. Mr. Edgar was a short man and, when Millie was a girl, she 
would see him sitting at the hardware store downtown, drinking 
coffee with the other men. The surviving children wanted to get
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rid of the house quickly, leaving the furniture and most of the 
man’s belongings. Marv wanted to buy the house and flip it. He 
asked for a loan; Millie heard partnership.

She looked at the house. The fading aluminum siding 
and shutters would need to be replaced. And possibly the roof, 
which was missing a few shingles. She walked to the window 
behind a dead shrub and peeked into the window. She spied a 
dining room table with six chairs. The table was possibly an 
antique. Mr. Edgar’s kids could have gotten a good price for it 
if they had bothered with an estate sale. She could see into the 
kitchen. A dish rack full of bowls sat next to the sink. She pulled 
her phone from her pocket and tried to access the Internet to 
find an antique store that might come out and bid on the table, 
but her signal was spotty.

She turned at the sound of Marv’s flatbed truck pulling 
into the gravel drive. Her nephew Roy sat shotgun and bounced 
a little as they pulled across the yard. She stepped back from the 
window and wiped her dirty hands on the old pair of jeans she’d 
put on that morning before making the two-hour drive.

Marv and Roy climbed out of the truck and ambled 
across the yard. Marv nodded in her direction and said, “How 
you?” Millie and Marv did not hug; they were not those kind of 
siblings. Roy, spat into the dirt, then leaned in for the usual half
hearted hug. Roy was 10 years old and looked like a travel-sized 
version of Marv. Roy was not even his given name. The name on 
his birth certificate was Hunter Andrew Carter, but Marv took to 
calling the boy Roy in the womb as a way to torment his pregnant 
wife who cringed at naming her son something so similar to what 
one would name a dog. But both sides of the family got in on the 
joke, and the name never faded away.

Millie asked what was wrong with those cats. Marv said, 
“What cats?”
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She pointed at the trio, still standing by the bare dogwood 
trees. Roy said. “They’re scared.”

“Scared cats run.” Millie said, although she’d never 
owned a cat and couldn’t comment on their behavior.

“Maybe they’re too scared.”
Marv spit into the dirt. “Damn weird cats. Let’s get to it.” 

Marv pulls out the key and unlocks the door, which sticks. Inside 
was dark and cold. The door opened to the living room which 
smelled like cigarette smoke, Old Spice and old man. Mr. Edgar’s 
kids didn’t even bother to dump the ashtrays. Roy found the light 
switch and then went through and turned on every light in the 
house.

The house needed work. Marv wanted to gut the kitchen 
and the bathrooms, lay new tile, repair the roof, and knock out the 
wall that separated the kitchen from the dining room. With Roy 
on their heels, they walked through each room, looking in closets 
and measuring door frames. They knocked on walls, and Marv 
crawled under the house to check the floors, the plumbing and 
searched for any evidence of mold. As self-appointed contractor, 
Marv had planned on spending the day emptying the house so 
a crew could begin demolition the next day, stripping the place 
down to the studs.

They worked the rest of the day, making a quick and 
dirty job of clearing out years of accumulation. They emptied 
entire contents of drawers into boxes, watching photos float into 
the cardboard along with stray playing cards, old fuses, recipes, 
screwdrivers and bank statements. If Millie found something 
she thought might be valuable, she ordered Roy to put it in her 
truck. Otherwise, they didn’t prioritize organizing anything they 
found. A year before, Marv and Millie had come together to clear 
out their own mother’s house. It was the last task they had to 
complete after their mother’s death: they’d already mailed all the
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thank you cards, paid the mortician and the florist, closed out her 
bank accounts and signed the paperwork for the life insurance. 
Millie’s portion for the estate sat in an IRA while she was certain 
her brothers share was sunk into this investment.

When they’d cleaned their mother’s house, they took 
particular care, at first anyway, assigning each other caretakers 
of their mother’s belongings like they were curating a museum 
in their parents’ honor. Millie took the photo albums and 
memorabilia; Marv took the shotgun and their father’s old rodeo 
tack. After a while, they became disenchanted and dumped 
things into boxes in a frenzy to finish.

In Mr. Edgar’s bedroom, Millie set her eyes on a pair of 
boots she’d found in the closet. They had aged well, not one snag 
in the embroidered stitching. The toes were only slightly scuffed. 
More grey than black, they must have only been worn on special 
occasions. She slipped them on, noting Mr. Edgar’s tiny feet. 
They fit her perfectly. Marv walked past with an armful of DVDs 
and saw her admiring herself in the boots.

“Don’t wear a dead man’s boots.”
“Why? Is it bad luck?”
“It sure as shit ain’t good luck.” She ignored him and 

when they hauled the bedroom items onto the trailer, she hid 
the boots into the back of her SUV. When she slammed the door 
closed, she caught the faint sound of music, like a radio playing 
in the distance. She couldn’t quite place the song, but recognized 
one part and hummed it.

Around lunch, Marv’s wife Cara pulled into the drive 
and pitched a bag of burgers to Roy then left. Marv kept working, 
keeping an extra burger tucked in one of the pockets on his cargo 
shorts. Millie and Roy ate their burgers on the steps of the porch 
while drinking root beers from the cooler kept in the back of 
Marv’s truck.
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“They tell you this place was haunted?” Roy said with his 
mouth was full of bun.

“Haunted? That’s not true. Who told you that?”
“It is true. Miss Alice next door told me that the cats 

won’t come near this house no more. Now you know it must be 
haunted bad if the cats don’t want to come near it, because cats 
normally like ghosts.”

Millie looked at the dogwood trees for the creepy cats, 
but didn’t see them lingering on the edges of the property. Their 
absence created a crawling sensation down her arms. “Come on, 
you don’t really believe in ghosts, do you?”

“Well don’t you? You know Pappa still hangs around the 
lot near our house. Daddy said it smells like Camel cigarettes and 
he said sometimes he can see Pappa standing under the security 
light by the barn. He even tells Pappa goodnight.”

She took a drink from her can. “What did your daddy 
tell you about Pappa?”

“That he used to ride in the rodeo, and he got throwed, 
and that’s why Daddy won’t ride bulls.”

Millie nodded. Marv had summed it up. She barely 
knew her father; she was young when he had died. She could still 
recall the smell of the rodeo: fresh turned arena dirt and horse 
shit. Every year the family would be asked to attend the annual 
County Fair 4-H Rodeo so the cowboys could pay tribute to 
their father. They’d dedicate the Cowboys’ Prayer to him, and all 
the bullriders would stand in the middle of the arena with their 
hats over their hearts. She and Marv always came home upset and 
their mother would retire to her room. Eventually they stopped 
going.

Millie watched Roy out of the corner of her eye. Millie 
never set much stock in ghost stories, even though sometimes she 
often felt like her mother was riding in the truck with her, but
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she assumed that was a combination of grief and imagination. 
That was how ghost stories spread. She figured that was also what 
Marv saw in his backyard.

1
By the end of the day, they’d hauled away about three 

trailers worth of things to Goodwill or the dump. Marv wouldn’t 
even consider posting anything on eBay. He wanted it all gone. 
However, she phoned an antique store which was willing to look 
at the table, but not until the next week. After some convincing, 
they moved it and the chairs to Marv’s barn. Only one thing 
remained, a blue automated reclining chair like one would find 
in a nursing home. It was too heavy for both Millie and Marv, 
even with the help of Roy. They agreed to leave it until the men 
arrived the next day for kitchen demolition.

“You don’t want to try to sell that, too?” he asked. 
“Better off just burning it.” Millie brushed the dust from 

her sweatshirt. “You going to give me your bed tonight, Roy?” 
“Naw. That’s where Mama Claire’s sleeping tonight.” 
Millie looked at Marv. “Oh, I guess I ’ll be sleeping on 

your couch.”
Marv shook his head and explained that his mother-in- 

law’s house was being fumigated and she was spending the week 
with them. “It’s already too crowded.”

“Come on. I can’t sleep on your couch? It’s one night.” 
“You didn’t give us any notice. I can’t plan for that.”
The idea that he would not be able to provide her a place 

to sleep had never occurred to her. She was almost to Bucksnort 
before it occurred to her to call, and even then she had to wait for 
her cell service to pop back on. “So what am I supposed to do?” 

“You could stay in the motel offHwy 20.”
“Be serious.” She didn’t believe Mr. Edgar’s house was

Louisiana 50 Literature



haunted, but that motel might be. It was a known place for 
teenagers to lose their virginity and get high.

“You could stay here. The electricity and water is still on.” 
Before she had a chance to respond, Roy offered, “If 

you’re scared because it’s haunted, I’ll stay with you.”
“Hush up, boy and get in the truck.”
“It’s true, Daddy,” He popped the piece of gum in his 

mouth. “The cats. The cats don’t come over anymore. Miss Alice 
told me.” Marv clicked and grunted at the boy in the same way 
that he did his dogs, and Roy sulked all the way to the truck.

Millie looked at her brother. “You don’t really think 
this house is haunted, do you?” He shrugged at her, in that 
familiar way he did when they were kids. That face which usually 
accompanied a blubber of, Idontknow. He told her to follow him 
to his house, and he’d make sure she got dinner. Roy hung out of 
the window of the truck and called over to them. “I’ll stay with 
you, Aunt Millie. I will. I ain’t scared!”

Millie’s portion of dinner at her brother’s house consisted 
of a dollop of mashed potatoes and half a pork chop, handed to 
her directly from Cara. Everyone else got a full portion with the 
exception of Marv, who got two.

“Well, Millie, it must be nice to have the time to take on 
this project at Mr. Edgar’s house.”

“It’s a shame you can’t help us, Cara.”
“Some of us work for a living. We don’t all run our own 

fancy businesses in Nashville.”
After dinner, Cara and her mother stayed glued to the 

Weather Channel tracking to see if a tornado was likely that 
night. Marv and Roy walked Millie out to her truck. Roy asked 
again if he could go back to the haunted house with Millie. She
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promised she’d tell him all about the ghost if she saw it. Marv 
said, “If you gonna be scared of something out here, it would be 
methheads busting in looking to rip the copper out of the walls.” 

After a quick pit stop at the gas station, Millie walked 
back into Mr. Edgar’s house lugging with her an overnight bag, 
an inflatable mattress, a lamp and a bag of snacks which included 
toll house cookies, potato chips and two Diet Cokes. Once the 
air mattress was inflated, she stripped down to her T-shirt and 
snuggled under the blanket she kept in the back of her truck for 
emergencies. She called Charles and spoke to her children, who 
were still awake. Millie chastised her husband for not putting 
them to bed on time, and then told him she loved him. After 
she hung up and plugged in her phone to charge, she felt herself 
doze off, with images of crazy methheads and ghosts flooding her 
brain.

1
A coughing noise woke her. Her eyes popped open in the 

darkness, and she heard it again, a rattling cough coming from 
the direction of the blue chair neither she nor Marv had been 
strong enough to lift. Raspy and wet, the cough reminded her of 
a long-time smoker.

She thought she’s imagined it, until she heard it again 
and sat up quickly on the mattress. After she flipped on the lamp, 
she gasped at the sight of it sitting in the blue chair. It looked 
like a blob of flesh, like someone dumped a mound of clay onto a 
wheel. It was Jabba the Hut with boobs and a bob haircut, draped 
in red in what looked like an old nylon nightgown. Millie could 
almost perceive a face, but what she took for squinty eyes could 
have been an illusion created by folds of wrinkles and loose skin. 
The flesh elsewhere looked bubbly.

The blob stopped coughing. “Who the hell are you?”
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“I’m Millie.” She sat up on the mattress. “W ho the hell 
are you?”

“I’m Ruthanne. This is my house.”
“No ma’am. This is my house.”
The blog coughed again and the force of it rattled the 

windows. Her eyes watered or perhaps she was crying. “This can’t 
be your house. This is my house. Where is Edgar?”

Millie laid back down. “Edgar’s dead” She gathered the 
blanket under her chin. “And you are not real.”

“No,” Ruthanne coughed so hard it made Millie’s chest 
hurt. “I know he’s dead. I just don’t know why I can’t find him?” 

Millie closed her eyes tight and tried to wake herself 
from what she was sure was a dream. “Maybe he moved on. Ain’t 
that what dead folks do? Walk into the light?”

The blob made a fart sound with its blubbery mouth. 
“That man couldn’t find his ass with both hands, much less the 
other side.”

“Oh Ruthanne, you don’t give him enough credit.” She 
rolled over and faced the wall. She studied the patterns in the 
wood paneling that she and Marv intended to yank out to be 
replaced with sheetrock. “He’s probably on the other side right 
now. He’s waiting on you.”

“Nopenopenopenope. He’s here. He’s here in this house. 
I know it. We just gotta find him.”

Millie flipped over and shook her head. “W ho is this
WE?”

“I can’t do it alone,” she coughed. “I can’t get out of this
chair.”

“I don’t think that’s how ghosts work.”
“W hat do you know? You ain’t never been a ghost 

before.” Ruthanne coughed again and then smacked her lips 
like an old lady who’s teeth rested in a jar of cleaning solution in
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another room. “I guess I’ll be in this house forever.”
Then Ruthanne began to talk, and talk, and talk. 

Millie tried to block out the noise, but Ruthanne’s voice was 
inescapable. Even when she went into the bathroom, Ruthanne’s 
voice remained as clear as when they sat in the room together. 
Millie had no recollection of this woman alive. Didn’t remember 
seeing her either at church or in town; she could not connect her 
to one of the many elders with whom her mother chatted with 
at the grocery store. But that voice, she would have remembered: 
deep and scratchy, rattling down the ear canal.

Ruthanne talked about her ingrate children and her 
hopeless husband. One story bled into another one. Not 
requiring breathe, Ruthanne never had to pause. “When was 
I supposed to have time for myself? I swear sometimes I just 
wanted to walk out the door and just keep walking, walk all the 
way to Memphis, finally get to see Graceland. Oh, I love Elvis so 
much. I never got to see him perform before he died, I mean I 
was only a girl when he was performing, you know before he got 
fat, but I could have at least seen his grave. Sometimes I wonder 
if maybe I’ll run into his ghost, but so many people say he’s not 
dead-”

“Oh, God, Ruthanne. Shut up, already!”
“Oh, you can hear me. Good.”
When Ruthanne stopped talking, Millie could hear 

wind whipping around the house. She paced around the room 
and attempted to try to talk Ruthanne out of this idea that 
her husband was somewhere hiding in the closet or cabinet 
somewhere. “If I’m stuck in this chair, he could be stuck in the 
attic or something.”

Millie placed her hand on her hips. “If you’re stuck in 
that chair, then I can’t wait to see what happens tomorrow when 
the men come to haul that ugly thing out of here.”
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“Don’t you dare force me to haunt the Goodwill forever!”
Millie twisted her wedding ring then sat in front of 

Ruthanne. “You married? Five maybe ten years? I married that 
man when I was 17 years old. We had over 60 years together. He’s 
all I know.” When Ruthanne spoke, her blob began to develop 
into a shape. W hat had been a pile of unformed flesh began 
to take the form of a woman, as if she were being inflated like 
a child’s bounce house. And as she expanded, her flesh became 
transparent and Millie could see through it to a scene of a couple 
dancing together. The woman’s hair had been styled in hot rollers 
and she wore a pink blouse dripping in white fringe and beads, 
and when he spun her around the fringe furled and the beads 
sparkled like rain. She was laughing. Millie could not see the man 
in the image, only his back. When they danced, she could just 
make out the boots she’d found in the closet and hid in her truck. 
“He was holding my hand when I had the stroke. That’s the last 
thing I remember, his hand in mine. I had woke up in the night, 
and shook him because I felt funny, and he grabbed my hand, 
and that was it.” Millie shivered and pulled her arms inside her 
sleep shirt.

Millie looked down at her watch and saw it was only 
10:05 p.m. “I’ll make you a deal. I will look until midnight for 
your ghost husband. If I cannot find him, you have to cross over 
without him.”

1
Millie searched the house as best she could. Every 

overhead light in every room burned: three bedrooms, living 
room, two bathrooms, dining room, kitchen, utility room. She 
pulled every chain in every closet. The only thing she discovered 
during her excursion was the assurance that purchasing the house 
was a good investment and a small bottle of Canadian Mist
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hidden in the space where the washer and dryer connected to the 
water line.

When she came back into the living room, Ruthanne 
was sitting less blob-like in the chair, as if her story solidified her 
somehow. “Didn’t find him?”

“No, but I found this.” Millie held up the bottle. “He 
lived here alone. I wonder why he had to hide it”

“That wasn’t his; it was mine.”
Millie sat in front of Ruthanne and opened the bottle. 

The liquid smelled ethereal. She took a sip. It evaporated on her 
tongue and shivered down her throat. Millie passed the bottle 
between her hands, feeling the liquid shift. Sometimes, when she 
was home alone as a teenager, she would sneak into her mother’s 
bedroom and pull out the poorly hidden bottle of Crown Royal, 
tasting it then passing it back and forth in her hands the same 
way.

When Millie and Marv cleaned out their own mother’s 
house, they had found 5 bottles of liquor hidden in the oddest of 
places: in an overnight bag, in the bedside drawer, under a pile of 
dirty laundry, under the couch and sealed in a Fall Guy lunchbox 
in the garage. Almost all vodka, some of them near empty gallon
sized containers.

Multiple organ failure. That’s what they call it when the 
body breaks down from alcohol abuse. Millie thought Ruthanne 
should feel blessed she’d had a stroke. At least it was quick. 
When her mother slipped into a coma, she seized on and off 
until the doctors convinced her and Marv to remove her from 
the ventilation which had been keeping her alive. And then she 
continued to fight for another seven days. Millie had sat with 
her mother in the evenings at the hospital, praying she would 
live or if she couldn’t live, if that was too much to ask, then to 
just die. She did not want to have to make the decision to pull
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the plug on her mom. It was too much, and Marv was too angry. 
As children they’d become accustomed to a culture of “beer 
drinking daddies.” Even though they had never knew their own 
that well, all of their friends growing up had one. But mothers 
were somehow supposed to be above that behavior. Marv had 
expected better of their mother, and she’d let him down. He 
wouldn’t even go to the funeral home to pick out her casket. 
Folks said she mourned herself to death instead of drank.

Whatever affection Millie had developed for Ruthanne 
that evening withered, and she could not give a shit if they found 
Edgar now. She wanted the ghost lady out of her house. They 
listened to the wind gust around the house again. Millie wished 
the roof would be ripped off this house and take that ghost and 
her ugly chair with it. Millie stood and walked back to her pallet. 
“Cross over or don’t cross over, I do not care. I’m going to bed.” 

“Oh, you mad now.”
“Nope. Just don’t want to sell a house with a ghost in it.” 
“You could leave the chair here.” Ruthanne sounded 

desperate. “Maybe the new owners would like it. Or maybe I 
could stay in the house without it?”

“You are my first ghost encounter. I don’t know the rules.” 
Millie thought about the demolition plans, and the crew who 
would lay new tile in the kitchen and rip out the wall to make 
the open floor plan. “It won’t be the same place. Why would you 
want to stay?”

“It’s my home.”
Sitting on the bouncy air mattress, she watched 

Ruthanne. “It’s not romantic what you’re doing. Not moving on.” 
“You don’t know nothing. You don’t know nothing 

about devotion.”
In the distance, Millie could hear a sound under the 

wind. The part of a song that had nagged her brain all day. I  don’t

Louisiana 57 Literature



need my name in the marquis lights... Finally, she was struck with 
a wave of recognition that stopped her cold, the words sat on the 
tip of her tongue: Maybe i t ’s time we got back to the basics o f love...

She hadn’t realized she’d been singing it aloud when 
Ruthanne said, “We used to dance to that.”

Millie stood and listened for the notes again, but the 
wind was too strong. “W hat?” Ruthanne watched as Millie 
paced and shushed her. L et’s go to Luckenback, Texas, Waylon and 
Willie and the boys...

Millie walked back through the bedrooms, the 
bathrooms, by the attic door, but the noise grew fainter the more 
she walked. The sound was strongest by the front door. It was 
somehow outside. Ruthanne quivered in the chair, “W hat ? W hat 
is it? W hat do you hear?” At that moment, the county weather 
sirens blasted, and the wind was now shaking the house.

The boots. She’d put the boots in the back of her vehicle. 
She ran outside, into the blackness. The wind kicked up her 
T-shirt and blew her hair, leaves spun around her when she 
popped open SUV with the key fob and snatched the box from 
the truck. She ran back into the house, leaving the door open 
behind her. The boots lay docile in their container. She listened 
for the song, but heard nothing but the sirens and the chugging 
wind. She grabbed one of the boots and shook it upside down 
like a cup of Yahtzee dice. A form plopped out and rolled across 
the carpet. W hen it had stopped rolling, it unfurled and Millie 
could see a tiny man.

“Ruthanne!” He dusted offhis clothes, the same Western 
outfit she’d seen dancing before. “Hell, baby, I figured if I sang 
long enough you’d find me.” He grew taller as he spoke, eventually 
to the size Millie assumed was his earthly height. He was a petite 
man after all.

Ruthanne coughed and cackled. “I knew you wouldn’t
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go nowhere without me.” Then Ruthanne began to grow, 
the mountain of flesh from which she sat expanded like a 
marshmallow in the microwave. Edgar held out his small hand. 
“We need to go on now.” The wind blew through the open door 
so strong that it startled Millie. She jumped into a corner and 
crouched, covering her head like she’d been taught in elementary 
school during tornado drills. The pressure made her ears pop. 
She peeked through her knees to see Edgar and Ruthanne clasp 
hands and when she blinked, they were gone.

The wind stopped blowing. Emerging from the corner, 
Millie stared at the chair, now empty.

The house was quiet. The relief and satisfaction she had 
anticipated from ridding the house of the ghost never manifested. 
Instead she felt hollow, and couldn’t bear to be in the house any 
more. Once she heard the all-clear siren, she gathered her things, 
and slept the remainder of the night locked in her truck.

The next morning, Marv knocked on the door of her 
vehicle and woke her. She sat up and opened the door to his 
smirking face. “You get scared?”

“Yeah, something like that.”
“I tried to call last night, tell you to come back to the 

house when the weather siren went off.” She climbed out of the 
vehicle, stretching her cramped legs, and coughing to clear her 
throat. “Well, the crew will be here soon. Go ahead and get ready 
to boss them all around.”

Millie shook her head. “I think you can handle it. I’m 
going home.”

“You sure?” He handed her a sausage and biscuit from 
the gas station down the road.

She nodded and said he could call her and keep her
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updated on the progress. She asked if Roy was around. She 
wanted to tell him about the ghost, but he was spending the day 
with his Mama Claire.

She peeled the cellophane off the warm biscuit. “Marv. 
You ever think about mom?”

He shrugged. “Try not to.”
She took a bite and with her mouth full asked, “You still

mad?”
He spat into the yard. “Not as much as I used to be.” 
“Yeah. Me, too.” She took the last bite and leaned toward 

Marv. Because they didn’t often hug, they didn’t quite know how. 
She pressed her face into his chest, and wrapped her arms around 
his waist. He felt like warm granite. She opened her eyes and 
saw the three cats again, scampering across the yard. The calico 
slowed long enough to bat a black walnut pod before chasing 
after the others to the back yard.

Marv patted Millie on the back. “W hat happened to you 
last night?”

“Hell, I don’t know.”
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