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“NO, JEFF, I CAN’T. I can’t come any closer. Please, don’t make me.” I was cringing back, trembling, about ten feet from the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, clinging to a scrawny tree as if it were my best friend. There was a June sun blazing down on me from a pure blue sky. Not a cloud in sight. No shade. About ninety degrees but it felt like a hundred.

“Ah, Penelope, you gotta see this! It’s breathtaking. Like one of those 3D images, but so much better.” My husband was snapping picture after picture poised at the edge in front of the rock ledge that snaked along the rim. A ledge no more than three feet high. It’d never stop anyone from falling a mile to their death into the Canyon.

“Nah, you go ahead and look all you want, honey. I’ll just stay here,” I let my voice fall to a whisper, “where it’s safe.”

My eyes glanced here and there at the people–there must have been hundreds–milling around us, taking pictures like crazed paparazzi, oohing and aahing...sidling way too close to the brink. There was a young man to my right who’d climbed over the small rock ledge and was posing not two feet from the drop off for a photograph some girl was taking. He laughed and jumped straight up. “Get me now! Look at me! Woohoo!”

I shut my eyes for a moment. I couldn’t bear to look. He was going to fall. I didn’t want that burnt into my retinas, his last death screams branded into my psyche, for the rest of my life, as he plummeted over the edge.

There was a family passing in front of me. A smiling mother, father, two kids. The smallest, a dark haired girl of around six or so, was dawdling behind. Now she was leaning over the rock rim, stomach balanced on it, legs straight up behind her, giggling and playing. No one was watching over her.

Oh, my God.

Shuddering, I couldn’t bear to look. I had to fight not to scream at her, Get away from the edge, child! What the heck was wrong with her parents anyway? They should be keeping an eye on her. She could fall so easily.

There were so many of the visitors doing much the same thing. Dangerously prancing around the rock ledges beyond the stone divider or sitting nonchalantly, legs crossed, on the ledge as if, Oh, no, I won’t fall. Never lose my balance. Not me. Were they all nuts?

Turning, I stomped across the asphalt walking path away from the offending sights into the stunted trees and dried up scrubs, wanting to be as far away from the rim as I could get. Between the heat and the tension of seeing people behave so recklessly, I was a nervous wreck.

“Hey, honey, don’t leave the path,” my husband yelled at me, his voice tinged with mild annoyance. “There are scorpions and snakes out there!”

Yikes. This whole place was a death trap.

I reluctantly crossed over to the outside of the path. I wasn’t as frightened of scorpions and snakes as I was of falling into the Canyon but I did as he asked anyway. He was worried about me. So sweet of him. “Hurry up, Jeff. The train leaves in about seventy minutes and if we miss it we’ll be stranded here for the night. Haven’t you taken enough pictures?” I’d lost count at about two hundred.

“Give me a few more minutes. There’s a view over there I got to get a photo of.”

Someone cried out in the distance and my stomach clenched. A cold sweat had broken out over my body. My shirt was soaked.

I waited by the tree trying to calm my nerves. What was wrong with me?

Truth was, I never knew I was afraid–terrified really–of heights until that trip to Yellowstone about twelve years ago. But I am. Terrified, that is. Driving up through the narrow winding roads to Mammoth Hot Spring Terraces all those years ago I got what could only be described as a full-fledged panic attack. I couldn’t even look over to where the road dropped off (as far as I was concerned) into eternity. My husband had been driving and we were slowly going up and up and up. I felt as if I were going to dwindle to nothing and blow away. Since then I’ve discovered I can’t go anywhere near the edge of a steep hill, an arroyo or a canyon. No matter how high a barrier it had around it. Anything higher than a ten foot drop off and I freak.

My husband makes fun of me. Good naturedly, of course. He loves me. Always has, always will. Just doesn’t understand my fear. 

“What’s the matter,” he asked over his shoulder as he lined up another spectacular image in his camera’s viewfinder, “you afraid of falling or what? You won’t, you know. Just walk up to the rail and hold on, look down. I won’t push you over, I promise. You’re safe. I swear it.”

If he only knew.

It isn’t that I think I’m going to fall, it’s that something, primal and hungry, gnaws at the pit of my stomach, the minute I get near a cliff. I can’t move forward. Can’t move at all. I can’t even force myself to step up to the rail or fence or whatever is there between me and the chasm and glance down. And, oh, I’ve tried. I’ve never been a fraidy-cat and am usually fearless in most other aspects of my life. I hate it that I’m afraid of something. Anything. Especially when it makes no sense. I’m not going to fall if I don’t step over the edge.

For a second I wondered why I’d agreed to this trip.

Ah, then I remembered. My sister, Miranda, and her husband had come over one night a few months ago and she’d said, “Hey, in June, Paul and I are thinking of going to the Grand Canyon. We’re getting this beautiful cabin up in the pines right outside of Williams, Arizona and there’s room for eight easy, they say...you two want to go along? We’ve always talked of taking a trip together. We could split the expenses.”

My first thought was: Yikes, the Grand Canyon, isn’t that just one huge hole in the ground? Really deep? I can’t go there. Too scary. Too– Then I’d stopped myself. What was I, a baby? Afraid of a hole in the ground?

My sister, seeing my reluctance, had rattled on. “Well, we won’t just be going to see the Grand Canyon. A short drive outside of Williams are the Red Rocks of Sedona. They’re supposed to be amazing, too. Massive rock formations the color of Mars in these weird shapes they’ve actually given names to like the Coffeepot, the Cathedral and Snoopy. And the town of Sedona, with its arts & crafts village is a real tourist draw. You should like that, being an artist yourself.” She’d glanced over at the oil painting of the misty galloping horses running along in front of a great canyon. I’d finished the picture the week before and, Jeff, my husband, had prematurely hung it over the stone fireplace. I hadn’t been happy with it, it’d needed something, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, yet; but he’d insisted. So there it hung. All the dull browns and flat washed out colors of a desert and the horses ghostlike. A setting sun in the background lowering into sketchy mountains. Something missing. Still.

“It’ll be so much fun,” my sister coaxed. “You guys got to come.”

I’d looked at my husband, whose nod told me he wanted to go, and smiled at her. “Sure, we’re in. It sounds lovely. When in June?”

“The first week and a half. June first until June twelfth.” She’d turned to Jeff. “Can you get those dates off?”

“I’m sure I can. There’s enough time to put in for them. Consider it done.” He’d smiled, too, rubbing his hands together. “Oh, boy, a new adventure.”

So the four of us planned, we made reservations at hotels going out there and I bought new clothes and a white purse. I learned that the temperature in June on the South Rim of the Canyon could be in the high eighties but that our cabin in Williams, being in a higher altitude, would always be cooler, especially at night. Low fifties. Just the way I liked it.

I put
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Ghosts, witches, banshees and werewolves live here.
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