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Ghost Light 

 

 

Chapter 1 

 I just found out why it’s such bad luck to break a mirror. Your reflection gets shattered 

and your soul becomes trapped for seven years in a bizarro world where everything is the 

opposite from the way it is supposed to be. I also read that you should cover up a mirror when 

somebody dies so their soul won’t get trapped inside it. Soul trapping is one of the main things 

you have to look out for. 

The internet is full of weird factoids about mirrors, big shock. I learned that witches use 

them for casting spells and vampires have no reflection in them. The Chinese hang them on 

houses to bounce evil back at the neighbors. Supposedly, if a baby looks in a mirror before its 

first birthday, it will die. They’re big in fairy tales like the magic mirror in Snow White and 

Alice with the looking glass. I read through tons of crazy stuff, but I just can’t find anything to 

explain why this mirror does what it does. It might have something to do with the lights. 

 I’d been sleeping in the dressing room for almost a week before I found the box of light 

bulbs. Until then things seemed kind of normal. I’d been in tons of dressing rooms over the years 

and this one was pretty much like the rest, cramped and stuffy with no windows and an entire 

wall taken up by a counter. The only even slightly cool thing about it was the mirror, the kind 

with lights all around it. And you guessed it, this one had no bulbs.  

 My dad’s a projectionist and electrician, so you’d think he could get a hold of a few light 
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bulbs. Instead, he drags in a floor lamp that looks like a prop from some high school play and 

puts it next to the army cot. The lamp plugs into a big orange extension cord that runs down the 

hall to the bathroom, so neither door can shut, and it has a broken switch so you have to use the 

cord to turn it on and off.  

  “We’ll find some bulbs on eBay,” he says. “Till then, beats living in the dark, eh Devo?” 

 When I was a baby my dad started calling me Devo like the band and he shows no sign of 

stopping. Poor old Dad. It’s been hard watching him slide downhill since the divorce. That’s 

when he started camping out backstage in order to save money. Behind the movie screen in old 

theaters there’s sometimes a stage and dressing rooms left over from when it was used for plays.  

He could live there free in exchange for keeping an eye on the place. I’d stay there too when I 

came to visit. And here I am again, crashing in another dressing room. 

 I miss my friends, but this just wasn’t the summer to bail on Dad. It was always his 

dream to have his own movie theater and he finally struck a deal for this run-down vaudeville 

house.  So I put on my game face, got my bony ass on a plane, and tried to act supportive.  

 Unfortunately, the airplane only got me as far as San Francisco. Then I had to catch two 

busses. The ride along the cliffs to get here was so twisty it almost made me barf. And that was 

before I saw the so-called theater. I mean, it’s one thing to be living in the backstage of a gilt 

encrusted turn-of-the-century movie palace in downtown San Francisco, and something else to 

be stuck in a teensy town on the edge of nowhere. And Dad’s new project, the Empire Opera 

House, is a fire-trap begging to be torn down. But he’s so into it, I just hope it doesn’t flop. 

  Dad set up a living room on the stage behind the movie screen which is covered by some 

ratty black curtains. A sofa sits center stage and looks like a reject from Goodwill. The rug has so 
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many stains I can’t guess what the original color might have been. The stage floor is raked, that 

means slanted down towards the audience, so everything tries to roll downstage.   

 There are three dressing rooms. Dad says he picked out this one for me because it was the 

biggest and next to the bathroom. I guess he didn’t notice till later that the mirror had no bulbs.  

My room had been used to store sets and assorted crap for most of the last century. The 

other dressing rooms were updated in the 70s guessing from the color scheme and their mirrors 

actually work. But their bulbs don’t fit mine. Dad says the sockets on my mirror are some weird 

size he’s never seen. I decided to skip the hassle of moving into another room and just cope. 

 Anyway, I’m wiping cobwebs out of the closet area so I can hang up my clothes, when I 

find a loose board in the wall near the floor. I wiggle it off and look behind the flimsy partition. 

Wedged inside the wall is a cardboard hatbox. When I open it up, there are the light bulbs–all 

twenty of them–like clear ping-pong balls wrapped in crispy old tissue. Yes! 

 I screw them in and they seem to fit and all, but when I turn on the switch, nothing 

happens. I twist them to make sure they are in right, but still nothing. Damn!  

 I slide down to the floor and sit staring at the hatbox. It’s coated with dust and the paper 

is coming unstuck from the sides, but you can tell it was from a fancy men’s store once-upon-a-

time. It has a black cord handle and the name Reynolds written on the top in pen. Something is 

rattling in the bottom of the box. I take out the tissue and there is a small cylinder. 

 After hanging out with my dad for fifteen years I know a fuse when I see one. This one is 

really old and I worry it might be a fire hazard. That could be why the bulbs had been taken out. 

But why hide them in the wall like that? I look around for the fuse box—an old one that is still 
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connected to the original wiring. It’s not in this room, but of course it wouldn’t be. 

 The stage lights are run from a booth in the balcony now, but in the old days the light 

board was in the wings. I find the board and the working fuse box with circuit breakers inside, 

but it takes me a while to locate the old one. Somebody has thumb-tacked a movie poster over it. 

Cool Hand Luke with scotch tape holding together Paul Newman’s face.  

 So I open the old box, screw my fuse into the empty socket, snap the metal door shut and 

re-tack the poster. Then I go back to my room to check if the bulbs work.  No. 

  I lean my elbows on the counter and catch sight of my face in the mirror. Back lit by the 

40 watt prop lamp, I look especially hideous. My stringy black hair is showing pale roots and the 

dinky drug store here doesn’t carry my brand. Without powder my freckles stand out like polka 

dots and smudgy eyeliner makes me look like a zombie raccoon.  

 Reflected behind me, the dressing room looks like a black and white photo. The shelf 

below the mirror is plain old wood, not covered over with nasty, bubbled-up contact paper like 

most other make-up counters. The wallpaper has a block of lighter gray where a picture or 

something must have hung, but the place is now stripped bare. It’s been a long, long time since 

anyone has used this room.   

 Then I notice one of those ball chains dangling from the mirror frame. I grab it and just 

give it a tug. There is a sizzling sound and a few hollow pops before the bulbs flicker on. The 

filaments glow red, then yellow, then blinding white.  

 I squint into the mirror as my eyes try to adjust. But instead of seeing my reflection 

clearer, it looks like a double exposure. I can see something through my face, but it isn’t the gray 
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wall behind me. It looks like a picture of an old-fashioned car, a model T or something, and a 

calendar below it. I put my face close to the mirror and cup my hands. Though the letters are 

backwards I can tell the calendar says April 1926. 

 The wall behind the calendar is blue with a pattern of golden swirls all over it. I check the 

wallpaper behind me and there are still some faint swirls that could have been gold at one time. 

The lighter spot on my wall lines up with where the calendar is hanging. It sounds crazy, but I 

think the mirror is reflecting the dressing room as it looked eighty or so years ago. What the hell?   

 I sit down on the cot to get over the shock and notice that in the mirror there is an old 

fashioned lounge in the cot’s place. It is covered in brown velvet, and looks much nicer than this 

rickety army thing. The double exposure effect makes it hard to see details and I get the idea that 

the mirror might be acting like a scrim so I unplug the floor lamp. I’m right, my room gets dark, 

but the other side of the mirror continues to glow. I can just sit on my cot and watch it like a big 

screen TV paused on some really boring Masterpiece Theater about an empty dressing room. 

The mirror room looks almost as bare as the one I am in.  The closet has the same pole as 

mine with a few wooden hangers. The counter is empty and coated with a film of dust. The only 

furniture is the lounge and a wooden chair. Apparently, no one is using the dressing room right 

now, or then, or whenever I am looking at it. The calendar says 1926, but who knows how long it 

has been nailed up there?  

 “Where are you, Devo? I’ve got us some lunch.” 

 Dad. I almost yell for him to come in and check this out. But suddenly instead I yank the 

chain. It’s like I can always tell him later, but once he knows, I’ll never get the secret back. 
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Chapter 2 - 1926 

 Her hands were full, so Molly Perkins pushed the door open with her hip and propped it 

with the piano stool. Leaning her broom carefully against the swanky new wallpaper, she set the 

stack of handbills on the velvet lounge.  

The calendar still showed April. She tore off the next two months and stuffed the pages 

into her apron pocket. Then she nudged the calendar with her finger until the picture of the latest 

Ford breezer hung straight. 

Molly wiped a damp rag over the redwood counter until the gray surface turned to shiny 

brown. While that dried she started sweeping the floor. In the corner of the closet her broom 

found something: a small bronze statue of a nude man standing in a caldron. It was probably left 

behind by that magician, Ambrose the Amazing. No one else had used the dressing room since 

he performed here last spring. She gave the figure a quick buff with her cloth and read the 

inscription on the base—Saint Vitus. As a lapsed Presbyterian she knew little of saints. Still 

Molly needed all the luck she could get, so she planted a kiss on the statue’s head before setting 

it down on the counter.  

 Using the feather duster she cleared the spider webs from the fragile globes lining the 

new mirror. Her father had made big improvements to the backstage since last summer and 

perhaps this year the actors wouldn’t complain as much. She pushed the stool under the counter, 

letting the door swing shut. Then she pulled the golden chain and the lights twinkled on.  

 Molly sat in the chair, admiring herself in the radiance. Lately she had made some big 

improvements as well. Last summer she was still a child and everyone treated her as one. But 
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now she was fifteen and had grown into a “choice bit of calico,” as Rex would say. It would be a 

few more years before she would be a sophisticated flapper, or have “it” like Clara Bow, but she 

was determined that the actors arriving tomorrow would see a smashing new Miss Perkins.   

She pulled the tin of siren red lip rouge from her apron pocket and began coaxing her 

blond locks into tight spit curls. Molly had carried a fiery torch for Rex Reynolds since last 

summer. This season she would do whatever it took to get him to fall for her. 

 

Chapter 3 - Now 

After lunch Dad sent me on some errands. The town is only a block long, but I keep 

running into old timers with nosy questions. They don’t get many new people moving into this 

town, especially not ones who plan on living in the theater.  

I try to answer politely and get on with my business. But there is a redheaded woman 

working the cash register at the hardware slash feed store who already knows way too much 

about us. She is being over nice in that kiss ass way Dad’s girlfriends always act around me.  

“You must be Diva. You’re even prettier than Rodney said.”  

 “My name’s Devon,” I say. “My dad calls me Devo but he’s the only one allowed to do 

it,” which isn’t actually true, but I have to draw the line somewhere.  

When I get back I say, “Lorelei at the hardware store says Hi. She called me Diva.”  

“Diva, ha. That’s a new one.” Then he says, “What can I do? You know I’m a chick 

magnet,” practically admitting he has something going on with her.  
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Now I’ve been out of the dressing room maybe three hours. When I turn on the lights, 

guess what? Things changed while I was gone. First I notice there is a flyer lying on the counter. 

It’s upside down and backwards so it’s hard to read. And there’s this weird statue of a naked guy. 

I can only see the back of it, but he’s in a big pot like he’s being cooked by cannibals or 

something. But what’s most bizarre is the calendar. Now it says June 1926.  

How can two months go by in just three hours? And why does this mirror show the past 

anyway? Or maybe the real question is am I going crazy? 

I sit down on the cot and keep watch on the mirror room for another couple hours while 

nothing changes. No movement and nobody coming in or out. But it did give me time to figure 

out what was printed on the flyer.  

It says “The Redwood Theater Company presents: Beyond the Horizon, the acclaimed 

Pulitzer Prize winning drama by Eugene O’Neil. Starring: . . .” Then it lists the actors in it, but I 

never heard of any of them. Tickets are 50 cents and it opens on June 28th. I don’t know when 

that is in mirror land, but in my world it’s next week. 

I turn off the lights, since they might burn out being so old and all. Anyway I have to fix 

the mac and cheese for dinner before the theater opens at seven. While Dad runs the projector in 

the booth, I work the popcorn counter with a guy named Trevor whose grandmother actually 

owns this place. Trevor is seventeen. He told me that he’s sold tickets and popped corn here 

since he was twelve. He says he can handle both jobs by himself, but it’s not like I have anything 

else to do. 

This week’s movie is Lawrence of Arabia with Peter O’Toole. It’s way old, but Dad 

plans to show the kind of classics that should be seen on a big screen. It hasn’t been packing 
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them in so far. 

Hardware-store-Lorelei didn’t have to pay for her ticket, which means she’s at the free 

pass level now. She orders a small popcorn with no butter and a Diet Sprite. I hand her the drink 

and she leans over the counter and says, “Isn’t that Trevor a cutie, I just love that dimple in his 

chin. A girl could do much worse.” 

“I already have a boyfriend in San Diego,” I tell her. It’s not exactly true, but I do have 

one picked out. 

“Lucky you, Trevor can be your summer fling.” She slowly pushes a straw into the hole 

in the top of her Sprite, then whispers “How romantic!” as she slinks into the darkened theater. 

Oh my God, what a pushy rhymes-with-witch. I hope Dad gives her the boot and soon.  

Anyway, Trevor’s too old for me or I’m too young for him. Mostly he acts like I’m not 

even there unless there’s a line for tickets, then he orders me around. I’m obviously not his type. 

 I do want to ask Trevor some questions about the mirror though. So once the customers 

are all in and the movie starts I casually mention, “You know I’m sleeping in that big dressing 

room, the one that used to have all the junk in it.” He doesn’t answer so I add, “It’s a very 

interesting room. Have you ever been in it?” 

“Nope,” he says and continues cleaning the popcorn popper. 

“Do you know the last time it was used as a dressing room?” He shakes his head. 

 “Is there a stash of old pictures of the plays they used to do here?” No answer. 

 “Did you ever hear any rumors about strange things that happened backstage?” He gives 
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me this funny look, and I think I’ve struck a chord.  

Then he grins and says, “I hope this isn’t some lame attempt to hit on me, because I’m 

already seeing somebody.”  

“What? No!” Oh my God. I’m so glad I remembered to put some powder on because I 

could feel my face get totally red. I know he has a girlfriend, her name is Allison. She came to 

the movie last night and to give you a hint about the size of her butt, she ordered a large popcorn 

with extra butter and two brownies.  

“I’m out of here,” I say. Then I push open the crash door and take off walking.  

 

 


