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Chapter One
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“HI THERE.  I’M DEBORAH.  Guess you’re gonna be living in our house for a while.  I hope you like it.  I hope you stay.  Most people don’t.  Most people are outta here within—what would you say, Carl, two years?”

Carl shrugged.  “Give or take.”

“Oh, sorry, I started the introductions but I didn’t get past me.  This here’s my brother Carl.  He calls me Debbie.  Or Deb.”

“Or dingbat,” Carl added.

Deb kicked him in the shin, which was much more satisfying a move back when he could feel it.  “Anyway, you can call me whatever you like.  Just don’t call me late for dinner! Haha.  That’s a joke.  It’s not very funny.  I don’t know why I said it.  Now I’m embarrassed.  Forget I exist, okay?”

“How can he forget?” Carl asked, circling one brazen arm around the young man as they sat side by side on the sofa.  “He doesn’t even know you’re here.  None of them know we exist.  Look at this guy.  He’s staring right through you, watching TV.”

Debbie glared at her brother as he rested his head on the cute guy’s shoulder.  “Would you quit perving on every teenage boy who sets foot in this house?  You’re the reason the last family left!”

“Me?” Carl shot back.  “You’re the one who kept changing the radio station!”

“I couldn’t help it.  They were playing classical music.  Who wants to listen to Mozart for all eternity?  Anyway, we both know what really put them over the edge.  It was when that kid came over—that cousin of theirs—and she saw Ricky and Mother in the corner.”

Carl turned momentarily to take in the sight of their mother, still sobbing despite being shot through the head.  She clung desperately to their younger brother, Ricky, whose spirits remained high for a kid who was missing half his face. 

“How’s Mother holding up today?” Carl asked, though the answer was obvious.

Young Ricky rolled his one remaining eye and said, “Just peachy. Maybe later she’ll take us out for sodey-pops.”

To the young man on the couch, Debbie said, “That’s my brother, Tricky-Ricky.  He was only thirteen years old when he... when we... when this happened.  He was the first to go.”

“Are you sure you want to get into this?” Carl asked.  “You know the living can’t hear you.”

“Maybe he can,” Debbie considered.  “On some level.  Maybe he won’t hear me talking, but the words... the words’ll get in somehow, I’m sure.”

“You’re sure?” Carl asked, dubiously.  “You’ve tried talking to everyone who’s moved into our house since 1978 and nobody’s heard you yet.”

“That kid saw Mother and Ricky.”

“But she still couldn’t hear you.”

“That’s only because she was crying so loud.”

“Wouldn’t you cry?” Carl challenged.  “If you were five years old and you saw two people who’d been shot through the face in the corner of your aunt’s living room?  Wouldn’t you cry too?”

From the corner, Ricky sang, “You would cry too if it happened to you, ba-ba-ba-da-da!”

Carl rubbed the ear that hadn’t been utterly annihilated by a bullet.  “Now I’m never gonna get that song out of my head.”

“Or what’s left of it,” Debbie teased.

Ricky sang, “Big girls don’t cry!”

“Hardy-har-har!” Carl shot back.  “At least I don’t have a crying mother permanently affixed to my incorporeal form.”

“Low blow,” Debbie chastised.  “It’s not Ricky’s fault Mother’s clinging to him.  He’s the baby of the family, and he was the first to go.”  She paused momentarily to take in her mother’s low sobs.  

In all these years, Mother hadn’t released her grip on Ricky’s bloodstained brown plaid shirt.  Now that fashion had moved on, their outfits embarrassed Deb.  Was this really what they’d spend all of eternity wearing?  She’d loved her yellow sweater with the embroidered blue flowers back when her mother bought it for her, but that had to be more than forty years ago.  She was never quite sure of the exact date.  

They watched television as much as the families who lived among them—that’s how Debbie knew her tan corduroy bell-bottoms were so dreadfully out of style—but this quaint little living room seemed always to draw the children and teens of the household, who tended not to watch news reports, or anything that would inform them of the exact year.

Funny... of all the families who’d moved here since she and Carl and Ricky and Mother were killed in this very room, every single one of them had been a family with children, usually teens.  Debbie liked to think it was her doing—and, perhaps to a lesser extent, Carl’s.  They loved each other, as much as they teased and taunted one another on a daily basis, but they missed all the social stuff normal teenagers were prone to do.  They lived a lot of their afterlives vicariously through the teens who inhabited this house.

Currently, the family who lived here had one son—the guy Carl had his arm around on the couch—and a teenage daughter.  Sixteen and fourteen, close in years to Carl and Debbie, who were seventeen and fifteen.  They were like soul mates, in a way.  If only Carl would keep his creepy hands off the guy so Debbie could have a turn.  They were always fighting over cute boys.  And the funny thing was, when they were alive, she didn’t even know her brother was gay.  He’d never told anyone in the family.

The things you learn about your siblings after death!

“So?” Carl asked.  “Are you going to tell our new friend the sad story of our demise, or aren’t you?”

“You said yourself he can’t hear me,” Debbie grumbled.

With a smirk, Carl replied, “You said yourself maybe he can.”

Debbie couldn’t stop herself from smiling.  As much as she’d loved her brother when they were alive, now that they were dead, she actually liked him too!
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“THE YEAR WAS 1978...”

In a scraggly old prospector’s voice, Carl imitated her, saying, “The year was nineteen-ought-seven.  Our wagon had just set sail for the hills...”

“Wagons don’t have sails,” Ricky joined in.  “Just thought I’d mention that.”

Debbie tugged her hair, gingerly avoiding the patch of skull that had been blown across the room when she was shot.  “You boys are driving me crazy!  I thought you wanted me to tell the new guy how we died.”

“Sorry, Sis,” Carl said.

Ricky added, “I’ll zip my lip.”  

He did, and threw away the key.  Mother reached for his hand and desperately kissed his fingers.  Seeing how upset she still was after all these years really bummed Debbie out.

She turned her attention to the young man watching TV before saying, “Hi, again.  Like I said: I’m Debbie, that’s Carl, and Ricky’s in the corner with our mother, Ernestina.  We moved here in 1966. Ricky was just a baby.  I hardly remember the house where we lived before.  There were five of us, then, because we had a dad, too.  You don’t see him here today, and I’ll tell you why.”

Debbie felt a slight cramp where her breath ought to be.  It was strange, feeling your body like it was real, when you knew it was dead and buried.  

Death was weird, sometimes.

“Our dad was one of those men, you know, those pillar of the community men.  Everyone at work, at church, everywhere—they all thought he was great.  But we knew the truth.  Didn’t we, Carl?”
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