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  AFTER A SOUTHERN SOCIETY BELLE COMMITS SUICIDE BECAUSE OF A FAILED ROMANCE, SHE SEARCHES FOR THE MEANING OF HER LOST LIFE AND HOPES TO FIND PURPOSE IN DEATH. 




  Forty-nine-year-old Southern society belle Ladell Allen commits suicide on Christmas night 1948 in the wake of yet another failed love affair. The dead Ladell spends the next six decades revisiting the past, as well as watching the world change within and beyond her home. She interacts with other ghosts including her beloved papa, who coaxes her to ride in his ghostly black Cadillac into the unknown, a ride she is unwilling to take until she has answers to her questions about the meaning of her life and death.




   




  “... heartbreakingly beautiful story ... Spencer is a masterful storyteller … Lyrical prose … leaves you with much more empathy for the broken-hearted. You will absolutely love this book.”—Rhonda G. Williams, author of The Naming of Girl.




  “... a dreamlike meditation on love, loss, and the experiences that we carry with us in life, and in death. Few novels have moved me as deeply … go experience the life and death of Ladell Allen Bonner. You won't regret it.”—Rich Marcello, author of The Big Wide Calm.




  “... heartrending and captivating, with deeply emotional characters that will stay with you forever. A ghost’s story so real that it’s as if the author took dictation from the dead.”—RL Gemmill, author of The Demon Conspiracy.




  “... vivid sensory details … takes the reader into the experiences of Ladell Allen Bonner as a member of a prominent Southern family, as a woman engulfed by an old flame, and as a spirit searching for the meaning of life.” —Mary Heady, author of Images of America: Monticello.




  “... perfectly weaves together history, mystery, and creative storytelling. It feels fresh, like great fiction (though a surprising lot is truth). A must-read.”—Derrick Sims, writer and director of The Perfect Host: A Southern Gothic Tale.




  “In lyrical vignettes imbued with authentic Southern history and culture, Ghost Walking elegantly chronicles the comedy and pathos of love-addicted Ladell’s life and death.”—Mia Siegert, author of Jerkbait.




  “… rich detail and striking, original characters immerse readers … Mark Spencer knows people … a unique perspective on the human condition and on what every person seeks and needs.”—Eva Blaskovic, author of Beyond the Precipice and Druyan.
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  GHOST WALKING




  

  CHAPTER ONE




  Southeast Arkansas Reporter, January 3, 1949—The sudden death of Mrs. Ladell Allen Bonner has brought great sadness to her many friends across America. Possessed of a charming personality and lovable disposition, she believed that to be loved was to love others. A devoted daughter, she was a steady companion and help-mate to her dear mother.




   




  Morning, January 3, 1949




   




  . . . And then without warning and with a strident gasp—a sucking in of air so frigid that it burns not just her lungs but her whole being—Ladell is awake. Oddly, she is in the front seat of her car. She cannot remember driving to the town square or parking in front of the post office, but here she is, sitting on the blood-red leather seat of her 1948 Packard, the key pulled from the ignition and grasped in her red-gloved hand along with the key to her post-office box.




  As bad as Mother, she tells herself. Her mother has old-lady spells of forgetfulness and dozes off while stirring a cup of morning coffee or cutting the crust off a bacon sandwich or even in church, a hog-like snore-snort punctuating the end of the pastor’s sermon.




  Ladell shivers at the thought of old age, which is speeding up on her like that big black Cadillac on the road to New Orleans back in ‘45. It was ready to slam right through her until she swerved off the road into that muddy ditch where she got stuck . . . forever. The Cadillac never slowed, just drunkenly swayed and went right on into the steel-gray horizon, not even a wink of its taillights.




  She reaches for the driver’s door handle, but she hesitates as a wave of dizziness washes over her. A man, a woman, and a little boy on the sidewalk blur past her with rainbows attached to them like tails. The post office bows toward her like a giant jelly mold, then springs back upright.




  She shakes her head. She takes deep breaths, her lungs still burning but not as badly—the pain nearly a mere memory. She closes her eyes and then opens them, and the world comes into better focus but is still fuzzy at its fringes. Mr. Hyatt, the pharmacist, walks past in his white smock gleaming in the bright sunlight. She smiles and waves to him through the dusty windshield, but he doesn’t see her.




  A shimmering black Cadillac is circling the square, much like the one that was almost the end of her outside of New Orleans. When the Cadillac passes near her, the glare of the sun off its windows prevents her from seeing the driver.




  Well, never mind, she decides. Never mind about Mr. Hyatt or the black Cadillac. “Never mind” is an attitude she has been cultivating of late. What really matters? Anything?




  She smoothes the front of the red dress she wore for Mother’s Christmas party last week, just in case Prentiss surprised her. She straightens her red hat, checks her crimson lipstick in the rearview mirror. At first, her lipstick looks smudged, as if Prentiss had been kissing her. He has no respect for her make-up. He’s fifty years old but as frantic now—as sweaty and as breathless—as he was when he was twenty and they fumbled and groped in the dark corner of the porch where Mother couldn’t see.




  In the window of the drug store next to the post office, a grinning Bing Crosby wearing a Santa’s cap moves a mechanical arm up and down, as if saluting her with his Coca Cola bottle. A mailman is removing a Christmas wreath from the post-office door.




  Here it is . . . the Monday after New Year’s—good God, how did it suddenly get to be 1949?—and she hasn’t seen Prentiss since August. She wishes he were here to smudge her lipstick. After all, she’s not that old, not like Mother, a dried prune. Her crimson lips smile in the rearview mirror. The lines at the corners of her mouth are not deep at all. Hardly there, really. Ladell is forty-nine, but everyone tells her she doesn’t look even forty. You’re a wonder, dear! A miracle of nature! A seemingly ageless movie star!




  She tells everyone she feels twenty.




  And, sitting here in the glaring morning sun—good God!—she really does feel twenty.




  Her entire body feels as light and vibrant as a hummingbird. It must be because she’s lost so much weight. Last August, after she got back from those delicious—those savory—three weeks with Prentiss, Mother told her she was getting so fat she looked pregnant.




  Now she weighs eighty-nine pounds.




  ***




  Without realizing that she has opened the door of her dusty Packard or that she has gotten out, stepped across the sidewalk, and tugged the big brass door handle, she finds herself inside the post office. The people around her are blurry—maybe age is finally catching up, after all, and she needs glasses—and her key doesn’t want to work in the small door of her little square brass-platted box. The key slips in and turns, but the little door doesn’t open. She pulls it out, inserts it again, twists. Nothing happens. She sighs in frustration.




  Then a wave of dizziness washes over her, and she anticipates the mortifying embarrassment of waking up on the marble floor with people gawking down into her face, her dress maybe hiked up over her knees, drool maybe spilling from the corner of her flaccid lips.




  But she doesn’t fall. After the dizzy spell passes, not only is she still standing but somehow she has a white envelope in her red-gloved hand. Her key must have worked after all. The Minneapolis postmark is the only clue that it’s from Prentiss. No return address—only “L. A. Bonner, Box 144, Monticello, Arkansas,” and a purple three-cent stamp. The injection of excitement and joy that the envelope gives her is followed by her usual nightmare. What if? What if . . . she opens the letter and it’s from someone else, from her.




  He’s my husband! this other would scrawl. You will never have him. He and his money are mine.




  Ladell lays the palm of her hand over her heart. Her shoulders slump. She feels her whole body slouch. Money may be an evil, but love is a disease. Nothing is more painful, more debilitating than love.




  Why does anyone ever want to fall . . . ?




  Then she jerks around, straightens up, feeling that someone may be watching her. Must keep up appearances! Mother always says never to get caught looking morose. Mother is right about many things. Looking morose leads to the sure death of one’s social life. Ladell pulls back her shoulders, smiles. But no one seems to be paying her any attention. They seem to be snubbing her. She could have collapsed on the floor and cracked her head open, and she gets the sense that the only response would have been some old woman’s complaint that her blood was making the floor slick, and perhaps some farmhand would have looked up her red dress and seen her red panties.




  A banker, then an insurance salesman, then a sales clerk from the jewelry store, then a farmer in denim coveralls, then a woman in a dowdy mud-colored dress with an array of tiny orange tulips—all of them simply come in and out without so much as a glance her way. Every one of them—snubbing her as if she were dead.




  Never mind.




  ***




  Ladell finds herself on the cracked sidewalk outside the post office, the letter in her purse. People are wearing their winter coats, but she wears only her red dress. Prentiss says red is her color. It surprises her that no one is gawking at her and her Christian Dior “New Look” dress with its plunging neckline and gathered waist—a dress that makes her chic in Chicago but a freak in small-town Arkansas. Maybe everyone is in a stupor, immersed in that bleakness that follows the holidays, the world cold and brown—and Easter so far away.




  Perhaps she will skip the drug store today. She can go home and hide from Mother in the attic and read the letter. But, no, she is anxious to read the letter, the first in weeks, and a cup of coffee sounds too good to skip. She loves the smell of coffee, loves the steam rising from it and tickling and warming her face. She imagines Prentiss’ hot breath on her face, her neck. She aches with memory—relives a moment from August—and her face flushes with heat. Oddly, she sees the breath of the people around her in what must be frigid air that she doesn’t feel at all.




  ***




  She sits in Mr. Hyatt’s drug store at her usual small round table in the corner, away from prying eyes. Mr. Hyatt passes a small package across his pharmacy counter to old, bent Zada Brewer, who hobbles out, the door jingling upon her exit, and he moves to the soda fountain. Ladell has been here God knows how long, but Mr. Hyatt has failed to bring her a coffee. This is not like him. He is usually prompt, friendly.




  Her red purse is a barrier on the edge of the table, and behind it is the letter she studies. She keeps looking at the date at the top and doesn’t understand. The letter is dated the Saturday before Thanksgiving, five weeks ago. Was it lost in the mail? But she has the sense of having read it before. She mutters, “I’m confused,” then looks up quickly to see whether anyone heard her talking to herself. A love-struck boy and girl from the college sit at a table nearby but are too busy gazing into each other’s eyes to notice her. Instead of getting Ladell’s coffee now that he has taken care of Miss Brewer, Mr. Hyatt has returned to the pharmacy counter and is dropping triangular mercury cyanide tablets, one by one, into an amber bottle, his lips moving silently as he counts.




  She looks at the letter again, a pencil in hand with which she can mark passages she will need to give extra thought to.




   




  I have not made much head with Helene and I




  am a little discouraged over it, but there are




  some things I absolutely will not do,




  regardless, and unless she sees reason, it will be




  a very long battle.




   




  Head? Why does he not say “headway”?




  She closes her eyes. She visualizes him hunched over his typewriter, his big head bowed, his large hands hovering, his thick fingers pounding the keys, his eyes as intense as when he makes loves to her. She smells the stationery, smells the ink, smells his sweat; she sees the texture of the paper, sees the fine lines of ink that bleed from the edges of hard-struck letters like tiny knives. She remembers every word—every comma—of a letter he wrote in September.




   




  The phony smiles that make our face hurt, the




  clammy handshakes with people we loathe, the




  petty lies that spew from our mouths, the cloaking




  of our true selves in a glittering costume that




  crushes us with its weight, the hiding and denial




  of all that we value most—such as my love for




  you and all else that makes life worth living




  —that is the Hell of our existence.




   




  Hell.




  Head. Is it a matter of the head for him? For her, it is pure heart.




  No doubt he has made little “headway” in obtaining a divorce, but what is it exactly that he will not do? Give up too many stocks, too much cash, too much real-estate? He is supposed to be willing to do anything for their love. He said he would. He said it was their destiny that they met again after so many years and fell in love.




  What happened to destiny?




  And . . . and . . . why doesn’t Mr. Hyatt bring the damn coffee?




  Three sugars. Three creams. Steaming hot. Like Prentiss’ breath the first time he told her he loved her.




  Mr. Hyatt ignores the college couple also, but they don’t seem to mind. They whisper, and Ladell hears only “Lovers’ Lane.”




  The bell above the door jingles and a cold gush of November chills her ankles. No, not November—January. A couple of crisp leaves skitter through the door followed by Constable Watkins, who nods to the pharmacist, asks, “Good day, Elmer?”




  “No,” Mr. Hyatt says. “I feel so bad about what happened.”




  “Listen, Elmer. Nobody’s blaming you.”




  “But I sold it to her.”




  “You didn’t know she was going to swallow the stuff.”




  “Can’t help feeling I should have sensed something. I did sense something, but I didn’t do anything. I thought she was maybe just feeling the holiday blues like a lot of folks. She actually seemed pretty happy the day she bought it.”




  “Won’t do any good to beat yourself up.”




  “I hear they’re taking her to the cemetery this morning. I’m going to close the place up here in a minute so I can pay my respects.”




  Ladell supposes she will get no coffee today. Trembling with frustration, she stuffs Prentiss’ letter into her purse.




  This delay with Prentiss is driving her insane, she is certain. It is why she is so confused and fluttery. In her letters, she has told him that she will not see him again until all has been resolved in a court of law. She respects herself too much to be “the other woman.” She is not a loose woman, no matter what Mother believes, no matter what she did in August, no matter what she has done in the past with other men. After he takes care of everything in court, after all of that mess is resolved, then and only then can he come south, and they will begin their life together.




  Nonetheless, he’s supposed to be clever, so he should know that a lady doesn’t always mean what she says. She has told him that it would also be risky to call long distance, that the snoopy local operator, Louise, would listen in or that Mother would answer or that Mrs. Culpepper or Mr. Dunn, who share the party line, would surely pick up and know everything just by the sound of her breathing—but he’s supposed to call anyway, despite her concerns. He’s supposed to know that, as a lady, she must say certain things and do certain things publicly but that what she really wants is for him to take the matter out of her hands. He should have surprised her on Christmas, should have swept into town on the owl train—the hell with everyone and what they think. He’s supposed to assure her that their love overrides any concerns either of them has. He’s supposed to help her remove her “glittering costume.” God, she wants to be naked. “Naked!” she says aloud. She halts herself. No one gives her a sign of having heard her. Not Mr. Hyatt or Constable Watkins. Her mind shifts back to Prentiss. For hours, in delicious August, in the middle of the day with sunlight pressing at the curtains of hotel rooms, she and Prentiss stayed deliciously naked.




  At the end of August he said to give him two weeks. Only two weeks. He wrote that she could count on his promises. Now it’s been months. Of course, back in August, they had just seen each other, had driven all over Minnesota and Wisconsin in his shiny green Cadillac, and he was giddy with his conquest of her (and she was giddy with her conquest of him). They pretended to desk clerks to be married. And she justified it all to herself in the name of love.




  She stands and moves toward the door. The two young lovers look up at her—giving her a start, causing her to shudder violently and finally she feels the chill of winter. They smile at her with strangely blue and bloated faces and hollow black eye sockets. They nod, the first people to acknowledge her all day.




  ***




  Then Ladell is on the sidewalk in front of the post office again, and her Packard is gone. A swirl of dust is all that occupies the parking space. She is certain she drove the few blocks from her house today. She recalls seeing Mr. Hyatt through the dusty windshield. She recalls her smiling crimson lips in the rearview mirror.




  She surely hopes she is not going mad. If she is, it is Prentiss’ fault. The bastard.




  Circling the square is the black Cadillac.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Walking home, Ladell realizes she must be quite the sight in her red dress, everything around her the somber colors of winter, everyone else wearing jackets or coats. She’s not cold—except for the cold bitterness that results from the letter in her purse and the other recent letters. He proclaimed his love and made promises, and she had trusted him, had had confidence in him. They talked about how wonderful it was to have confidence.




  A jalopy crammed full of howling boys from the college speeds past in a rainbow blur. At the rear window is the face of a boy who looks just like Elliott, her son. Dead five years. She stumbles on a patch of crumbled sidewalk.




  Then she finds herself in front of her house. Cars are parked all up and down the street, and a crowd is on the porch. Good lord. Mother and her endless social gatherings. Wasn’t the damn Christmas party enough? God, that Christmas party was agony, every cackle of Mother’s crones an ice pick to her heart as she waited for Prentiss to come save her. She was so ready, a bride in red. But no bridegroom.




  No old-lady cackling emanates from the porch or the house. This bunch is subdued. The house is lit up against what has become a dark day. Clouds roil above the green metal roof. At least the third-story turret windows are not lit. She would hate for anyone to be snooping in the attic. Little chance, though, they would find the letters or her rum bottles. She’s hidden them well.




  She stands on the sidewalk and for a moment recalls the house as it was forty years ago and brand new. It even seems to gleam again as if freshly painted. The porch-roof railings that rotted and were removed ten years ago re-appear. The old yard swings re-appear. The trees are green again as if it were that summer they all moved in, Papa so proud as he oversaw the last workman, who was laying the porch tiles bearing Papa’s initials, J.L.A. Papa looked small, but his chest was puffed out like a rooster’s, standing between the huge Corinthian columns.




  The Burks’ oh-so-new 1949 white Buick glowingly drives up and parks near Ladell. Ladell puts on her happy face, waves. Mrs. Burk gets out of the car and is weeping. Mr. Burk takes her arm.




  “What’s the matter?” Ladell asks. “Mrs. Burk? Mr. Burk?”




  Mr. Burk is murmuring to his wife.




  They ignore her.




  Ladell wonders whether her secrets are out. Are these people here to console Mother in the midst of this profound scandal? Ladell decides she will walk around to the back. If these people are all here to judge her, she’ll just sneak up the servants’ staircase and make her way to the attic. Maybe she should have burned the letters. But she couldn’t. Those letters are her life—or at least the story of the most important part of it. She can always move to Memphis or New Orleans or . . . or Hong Kong, for that matter.




  Before crossing the street, she looks for traffic and shudders at the sight of the black Cadillac. It has followed her. She can’t see who is in it. The windows dazzle with reflected sunlight . . . . But there is no sun. Never mind. She dashes across the street on her high heels.




  ***




  She doesn’t know how she managed it, but she finds herself in the attic, and apparently she made it without anyone seeing her. Now she can be alone to re-read Prentiss’ letters in her attempt to understand what has happened, why he is doing this to her.




  Her rum bottle is empty. No matter—strangely enough, she doesn’t want or need rum. Her ex-husband, Boyd, introduced her to alcohol during their courtship. Marriage turned alcohol into a necessity. But not today. She feels strangely, miraculously, free of a desire for alcohol. Lord, she wishes she were free of Prentiss, an addiction just as horrible, just as wonderful, just as soothing, just as destructive.




  Good lord, someone has put on one of Mother’s gospel records, and she hears her sister, Lonnie, saying, “Thank you, thank you. Yes, so sudden. No, we’re not sure what it was. Likely . . . likely, a heart attack. She was older than everyone thought, you know.”




  Mother didn’t mention anything about Lonnie coming down from Little Rock. With Lonnie here, all the more reason to hide. If Ladell’s secrets are out, Lonnie will only be gleeful. Lonnie has been bitter since 1915 when Papa named that town he invested in “Ladell.” How many little girls got a town named after them? Mother threw a fit on Lonnie’s behalf because Lonnie was the oldest, but Papa just sucked on a cigar and exhaled a big puff of blue smoke. “Next time I build a railroad station I shall name the town after Lonnie.”




  Yes, best to hide. Ladell feels safe in her refuge. Since Mother broke her hip, she can’t get up those steep steps, and if she calls from below, Ladell can freeze and hold her breath—illicit letter trembling slightly in her small white hand—and after a minute or so, Mother will hobble off, muttering, wondering where that bad girl has gone. Lonnie hasn’t attempted to climb the attic stairs with her heavy thighs in years. Says the dust makes her sneeze.




  Ladell gets on her knees the way she got on her knees next to her bed every night as a child and prayed to God. She reaches her small hand through a narrow space between floorboards to retrieve Prentiss’ letters, but as her fingers touch an envelope, she realizes she doesn’t need to read them—she remembers them all, every word. Photographic memory. A miracle has occurred, and she all of a sudden has a photographic memory! She stands up, a little dizzy. She’s now certain that the letter that came today was the same one that came five weeks ago. But how? Why? She looks in her purse for the letter that came today but can’t find it. She dumps out the contents of her purse. Lipstick, rouge, eye shadow, eyeliner, mascara, tweezers, a tooth pick, a fingernail file, a half-empty package of tissues, a bottle of brown pills. Her silver flask.




  No letter.




  Good God, she hopes she didn’t drop it somewhere. But what other explanation could there be? She looks out a window of the turret to the street below as if she will see it lying on the sidewalk about to be run over by a child’s tricycle . . . or lying in the street about to be run over by a car . . . or lying on a neighbor’s lawn about to be chewed by a dog . . . or lying in the gutter about to be picked up by one of the town gossips.




  But she doesn’t see it. What she sees is the black Cadillac sitting at the curb near the front gate. It’s waiting, she is certain, for her. But why?




  ***




  The murmurs are gone, and the gospel music is no longer playing, and she finds herself in the master suite with Lonnie and Mother, who is weeping and muttering, “Dell, Dell.”




  Ladell has shared the suite with her since Mother broke her brittle old hip so that Mother has someone at her beck and call. If Mother needs to use the toilet in the night, Ladell is here to help her.




  “Dell, Dell. My baby Dell.” Tears run in the creases of her old face.




  “Yes, Mother,” Ladell says. “What is it? What were all those people here for?”




  Mother is wearing black, is a thick lump of black on the love seat in front of the fireplace rather than in the massive oak bed she shared with Papa all those years. She’s usually in bed if she isn’t hosting a party. She lives for her parties.




  The fire is crackling. A log shifts, collapses. Embers tumble, glow.




  Mother weeps.




  Lonnie is standing, frowning at the fire. She’s heavy and looks her age—all the more reason, Ladell is aware, for Lonnie to hate her younger sister. Lonnie’s face is a lurid mask of thick make-up, her hair a black-dyed mass stiffened by half a can of hair spray. “Those nurses at the hospital know,” Lonnie says, “and you know they’ve told everyone in town. It doesn’t mean a thing that the newspaper said nothing. When I said ‘heart attack’ people’s eyes just slid away like they knew I was lying.”




  Mother rocks and weeps. “Oh, I don’t think I care.”




  “Lord knows what they’re all making up as the reason for her doing it.”




  “I’ll be gone soon myself.”




  Ladell walks over to her mother, bends down close to her face, and says, “Everything is about you, isn’t it, Mother? Always feeling sorry for yourself. What have I done now?”




  Lonnie says, “How could she do this to us? She probably never considered how this would affect us. Our reputation.”




  Ladell feels as though she has a hot ember inside herself. “Why do you insist on talking about me like I’m not here? Frankly, I find it very impolite, sister.”




  Mother sniffs, sighs, and says softly, “It was a man.”




  Lonnie turns away from the fire and looks at Mother. “A man? That’s no surprise. You know for certain?”




  Then Mother pulls a letter from her black sleeve. The ember inside Ladell ignites into a flame that consumes her. The Minneapolis postmark. The purple three-cent stamp.




  Ladell strains to speak, wants to scream. “Where . . . where did you . . . you get that?”




  Mother looks at Lonnie. “I had Lucas check her post-office box.”




  It’s a new letter. Maybe he has had a change of heart. Maybe his black heart has turned red again. Yes, that must be it. He must have realized . . . .




  Ladell snatches at the letter. “It’s mine! You’ve no right!” But she can’t grasp it. Her trembling fingers don’t seem to have the strength to grasp the edge of the paper.




  “Dell, Dell,” her mother says again.




  “What’s in it?” Lonnie asks, her thick black eyebrows arched.




  “It’s about . . . them. It wouldn’t have made any difference, though, I don’t think. I think she still would have . . . .”




  “Who is he? What does he say?”




  “He said he was sorry,” Mother mumbles, “that he hadn’t written in a while.”




  Then Mother drops the letter into the crackling fire, where it is instantly consumed.




  “No!” Ladell cries, and a small photograph of herself falls from the fireplace mantle to the floor, the frame’s glass shattering. “No!” The fire flares up. “No!” The door slams.




  Lonnie shudders. “What’s happening? Mother!”




  Mother shrieks, her eyes huge. She attempts to rise but Ladell, finding within herself some new power, shoves her mother back onto the red velvet love seat.
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