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            Saturday, June 11, 1977

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m starting to be able to see him… the ghost, that is. Not just a flash of light out of the corner of my eye, like I see all over the graveyard, but square on. He’s very skinny with sunken-in cheeks and a mustache. His mouth moves, and his brown eyes look so earnest. He’s trying to tell me something, something important. But I can’t hear him.

      It all started a few weeks ago. I’ve been having a good year, probably my best year. Chemo ended last November, the leukemia is officially in remission, and I even got to attend a lot of tenth grade.

      It was a Saturday night, school had just let out, and Mom had made meatloaf for dinner, with mashed potatoes and gravy. Dad went on and on about the Shakespeare festival and the replica of the Old Globe Theatre that had just been completed. He was so excited, and to the tell the truth, so was I. He had been taking me to plays since I was old enough to sit still for two hours (well, three, let’s be honest Shakespeare’s plays tend to be long).

      “The Globe Theatre, here in Cedar City, Utah,” he chuckles, playing with what was left of his mashed potatoes with his fork, mounding them up higher and higher. “Do you know what that means, Aaron?” He doesn’t wait for me to answer, his grey eyes sparkling behind his glasses. “It means our little Cedar is going to be something. A lot more people will come to the festival. We’ll be on the map.”

      Cedar City is in Southern Utah on Interstate 15, an hour north of St. George and the Arizona border, and a long ways from Las Vegas or Salt Lake City or anything at all resembling a real city.

      Cedar City was founded in the mid-1800s as an iron mining settlement. It’s a small town with about 10,000 people and wouldn’t be much at all without the university.

      “It means,” I offer, “your little bookstore will get busier selling stuff to those tourists.” His shop is on Main Street just a couple blocks from Southern Utah University and in our little downtown area. He teaches English at the university and runs Cedar Books and Such.

      “Yes it will, son. Yes it will.” He gets this distant look in his eyes as if he is seeing all those people entering the shop, asking for the odd book, going away happily clutching their purchases.

      I catch my mom’s eye, she is leaning against the kitchen counter with her arms crossed, smiling. It is an entirely mundane conversation about normal things, having nothing to do with Cancer (in this house “cancer” has a capital “C” like it’s a living thing and deserves to be referred to with a proper noun).

      “Good day?” Mom asks me later as I am heading up to bed. Her pink lipstick is slightly smudged, her blue eyes drilling into me. She had started this ritual when I was eleven, when the leukemia first hit. I think it’s her way of acknowledging the tenuous nature of my existence and being a nurse, she understands it better than most.

      “Yeah, good day. You know how I love meatloaf.” I gave her a big smile which I saw echoed on her face. People have always told me I have her eyes and her smile, which I take as a compliment. Because when my mom smiles, you can’t help but feel some happiness.

      “Good. Get some rest, church in the morning.”

      I want to protest, but don’t bother. It would do no good. My mom always wants me to go to church and I never want to go. It’s a thing.

      I trot up the steps into my room and flop onto the bed. I crack open Richard Bach’s Illusions. I am fascinated by the book’s view of our world as not real, as an illusion. Not a stretch, I know. If this world is illusion, then my Cancer is too. But the book doesn’t hold my interest, I feel a restlessness I can’t explain.

      I shut the light off and pull the sheet up; my window is open, but my room tends to stay hot in the summer. I stare at the glow-in-the dark stars on my ceiling. I’m up in the second floor with my ceiling the sloping roof of the house. I’ve got a dormer and a window, but it’s mostly roof. When I was eight, my dad put the stars up after much asking and whining. I know I’m a bit old for them, but I still really like them.

      When I finally fall asleep, I have this dream of when I was a little boy. I don’t remember who had died, but my mother took me to the Cedar City Cemetery when I was very young, maybe four years old.

      The cemetery sits on the north edge of town and is an oasis of tall trees and grass in the desert. It is surrounded by a wall made of reddish sandstone blocks, which is taller than me at that point. I touch the rough surface as we pass through. I remember liking it, jumping on the grass with joy, only to receive a tight-lipped frown from my mother. What is not to like about all this grass with the oddly square pieces of stone placed at regular intervals. It is a park of some kind. It has to be.

      I keep jumping and playing, I can’t help myself. Among the gravestones, I see the strangest people. There are three of them, and they move so gracefully between the granite stones, as if they are floating.

      One sees me and waves. I wave back. He’s a chubby man and smiles at me, motioning to his friends to come look. All three of them, the chubby man, a little girl, and a boy wave at me.

      “Mama,” I say. “What is wrong with them? I can see through them.”

      Her mouth moves and she blinks hard, looking carefully over the headstones where I’m looking. “Aaron,” she says to me, “I don’t see anyone. What are you talking about?”

      “Them,” I say, pointing and then waving back. “There is a girl my age. Can I go over there and play?” They all look so excited when I wave to them, I just know they want me to come over.

      My mom looks me over for a few moments, her face so serious. She then takes my hand and leads me away, and never takes me down to the graveyard. I remember seeing the three of them and their sad faces as they watched us go from behind that sandstone wall.

      I woke up all in a sweat. I had forgotten all about it, and as I boy I never thought they might be ghosts. Now, I know that is what they must have been.
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      I sneak down the stairs dressed, but without my shoes on. I know which stairs creak, carefully stepping over those. It is almost midnight and the dream will not leave me alone. I feel compelled to go.

      At the front door, I stop and listen carefully, the smell of meatloaf still hanging in the air. I can hear the tick-tock of the clock in the living room, the sigh of the breeze outside, and nothing else.

      I slowly pull back the dead bolt, freezing as it clicks home, sure it was loud enough to wake my parents. Nothing.

      I ease the door open, the creaking of the hinges making my heart bang in my chest. I make a mental note to oil them. I ease out the door and slowly close it, put my shoes on, and walk quickly away from my house.

      I want to ride my bike—riding feels more natural to me than walking—but I don’t want to risk anymore noise. I walk down the deserted streets of my neighborhood, get on Main Street, a few cars still ambling along, and head north to the graveyard. It’s cool, in the lower fifties, and I pull my sweat jacket tight, more scared than cold.

      I stand there for a moment on the sidewalk in front of that low wall, my hand brushing at the rough sandstone. I had been by it a thousand times and never seen ghosts except for that one time when I was like, four. I am not sure what I expect. Did I really think the dream was trying to tell me something?

      Guilt plagues me. I’m not really the kind of kid that sneaks out of his house in the middle of the night. But I’m not exactly normal either. I have suffered years of illness, doctors, treatments, and overprotective parents.

      I follow the wall until I come to one of the narrow roads that lead into the cemetery. It’s lined on both side with massive cottonwood trees, their leaves swaying in the darkness above me, the sound of it comforting.

      I have people here. My friend Charley who died in a car wreck a couple of years back and my uncle Don.

      The thought of my uncle, my mother’s brother, sticks with me. He was this big burly man who would envelop you in his hugs but had this kind way about him. He had this lilting southern accent that I loved, one that my mother seems to have trained herself out of. He was a long-haul truck driver and died about two years ago. He got the flu and just never got better.

      My mom and I came to his grave and placed flowers regularly the first few months after he died, but she suddenly stopped. Since I’m there, I decide to pay my respects. I click on my flashlight and walk back into the graveyard, take my second left, turn right at the fir tree and walk back until I find his modest granite headstone.

      
        
        Donald Evan Walters

        August 1, 1938 - May 16, 1975

        Beloved father and husband

      

      

      I sit down with a sigh, clicking the flashlight off and letting the darkness come back. The lights of Main Street aren’t that far, and I can hear the low hum of the traffic on the highway, but it feels good to just sit here with just the breeze and headstones for company.

      I’m young, turned sixteen last month, but the Cancer has made me look hard at my own mortality. We all die, right? How smart is it to be afraid of the most inevitable thing?

      I imagine my uncle Don, what is left of him, lying below the ground. They call them headstones, so I figure the marker is where his head is, so I lie down on the grass with his headstone at my head, so I am positioned just like he is.

      I stare up through the trees at the star-filled sky and take a deep breath, letting it slowly escape in a long sigh. I miss my uncle. When I was a boy, he would play with me so hard, rolling around on the grass with me, laughing. When I got sick he didn’t treat me differently, he’d still joke with me, slap me on the back, tickle me. Most folks seemed to be afraid to break me, but not him.

      It’s while I’m lying there that I catch this flash of motion out of the corner of my eye. It’s not much, nothing I can identify, but I’m sure I’ve seen something.

      I sit up and look around. Nothing. My eyes have adjusted to the dark and if someone was there I am sure I would have seen them. I slow my breath, my heart pounding in my ears, and listen. Nothing.

      I think about lying down, but I don’t feel so safe anymore. I’m about to get up and leave when I see it. A flash of white out of the corner of my eye. I swivel my head to the right, but I don’t see anything.

      “What the hell?” I mumble.

      I get to my feet and slowly look all around, and there it is again. Another flash of white that looks vaguely like a person. I look directly at it and, again, see nothing.

      I bite my lip and slowly move my eyes back so they are facing forward, and there it is. My sense of it is rather vague, like trying to see something clearly out of your peripheral vision—you can’t. It’s this whitish human-looking form standing placidly.

      I keep my eyes forward and point to it, realizing my hands are shaking and I am sweating despite the cool air. “Are you real?”

      After I speak, what I see changes. It’s not a person standing still, it’s a person wildly waving their arms. My dream comes crashing back and I’m convinced it’s a ghost.

      I run home as fast as I can.
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      I help out at my dad’s bookstore. I love it. In fact, it would be fine with me if I could just quit school and do that. It’s simpler. I know my place. I know what to do.

      With the leukemia, I’ve missed so much school it’s hard for me to fit in and I tend to keep to myself. Everyone has all this shared history that I’ve missed. I’m not a jock, or an egghead, or a stoner. I don’t have a place there. At the bookstore, I do. Behind the counter ringing people up on Dad’s ancient cash register, or in the stacks filing books, or helping people find what they want. I know what to do. I know who I am.

      Cedar Books and Such is on Main Street. Almost everything in Cedar City is. It’s just one of those small western towns that are like that. Our narrow space is sandwiched between two tourist shops that sell what my mother would call “bric-a-brac.” We sell some of that too, postcards, posters for the nearby national parks, and games kids can play in the car. A few doors north is the Cedar Theatre.

      The front of the shop is glass with a raised platform, I think it used to be some kind of clothing store originally. We’ve got best sellers and some bric-a-brac displayed up there. There is also a back door that opens to the parking area behind the Main Street shops. The back of the shop is a hallway to that back door, a bathroom on one side, and our supply room and office on the other. The counter and the register are at the back of the store up against the storeroom wall.

      Main Street is wide, with two lanes in each direction, a turn lane in the center, and room for street-side parking. Much of older Cedar City is this way, laid out in a logical square grid with roads wide enough to accommodate a growth in traffic.

      Across the street on the corner of Main and Center is the brick and columned post office, it’s a beautiful building and gives Cedar that “Leave it to Beaver” kind of vibe. To the left, rising up is an iron-rich hill, the dirt reddish-brown, covered in low bushes, reminding you we are in the high desert.

      The “historic” section of downtown really only goes a few blocks to the north and a few blocks south of Center, with old buildings filled with food and wares to attract the tourists. The rest of Main Street, both north and south of this section, is anything you can imagine, from motels to groceries to restaurants to tire places to fast food to where you buy paint.

      This historic area is just a blip, almost an extension of the university, and I imagine if this new Shakespearean theatre is successful and the festival grows, it will become even more so.

      Iron isn’t king in Iron County anymore, like it was for the birth of Cedar City, and it’s not agriculture that took over when iron production didn’t take. Now it’s Shakespeare and tourism. Cedar City is close to a host of national parks, including Bryce, Zion, Cedar Breaks, and the North Rim of the Grand Canyon.

      It was those tourists that spawned the Shakespeare festival, and it is the festival that will bring more tourists.

      And if you think about it, it’s quite the trick. Little Cedar City in Southern Utah, a long ways away from anything, is becoming a focal point for some of the English language’s greatest theatre.

      I get paid a little to work at the bookstore, which is nice, but I get books too. Every month, Dad lets me take a book to keep (I can borrow anytime as long as I take real good care of them). The day after the incident at the graveyard I go to the stationary section and grab a nice thick journal. It’s about five by eight inches and has this blue cloth cover.

      “Can I get my monthly book early?” I ask him, showing him the journal. He’s got his glasses on and he’s behind the desk in the storeroom that he does the business stuff at. It’s got a desk stacked with papers, a couple of filing cabinets, an adding machine, and a phone. It is surrounded by boxes of books and other things we sell and special orders waiting for customers to come pick them up.

      He glances up, looking over his bifocals at me, his eyebrows coming together. “Something I need to know about?” he asks.

      I shrug. I was worried about this, that my sudden desire for a journal would start a line of questioning. “Just got some things to write down.”

      His grey eyes linger, studying my face, and then he shrugs and grunts, his attention back to the paperwork in front of him. That is his “yes.”

      I’ve turned around and am leaving when he adds, “Take two or three if you need. I get them pretty cheap.”

      I look back at him, but his head is down. He’s encouraging me to journal—this worries me. I resolve to figure out a way to do it where my folks can’t read it. If I’m going to be writing about ghosts, and things that might make them think I’ve lost it, I need privacy.

      After work, I go to the library, to the science section, and start browsing a book on cryptography.
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      Billy Chadow is my best friend. He’s big with healthy layers of muscle and fat. I’m envious.

      I was always pretty skinny, but since the Cancer came a knocking, I am very thin. Since remission hit, I’ve been doing better, but I would love to be a little fat—it would mean my body was working normally.

      “No way,” he says. Dad had let me take off from my duties at the bookstore—he’s adamant I need plenty of “kid time”—and I had biked over to Billy’s and brought him here. I tell him just about everything, although it took some figurative arm twisting to get him to ride over here with me.

      Billy’s eyes dart from my uncle’s grave to me and back. “You’re shitting me, right?” His hand goes to his messy red hair, his green eyes are wide.

      The cottonwoods block most of the hot summer sun and I can smell the spruce trees that are grouped right next to Uncle Don’s grave.

      “No shit,” I say. “Just the real deal, B.”

      “Aaron, I swear to god if you are shitting me I will pummel you good. You ain’t sick no more, so I won’t hold back.” He stares at me, his eyes totally serious.

      I step up and touch the gravestone. “I swear on my favorite uncle Don’s grave that this is the truth. I saw a ghost. It saw me and reacted when I spoke to it.”

      “Shit,” Billy says, slumping to his knees on the freshly cut green grass. “So is that what happens to all of us when we die? We are stuck in the fricking graveyard moaning and stuff? I gotta know, A. I gotta know.”

      When Billy calls me “A” instead of “Aaron,” I know he believes me. It made me happy that he did, that it wasn’t some big production, just his usual overuse of the word “shit.” And I understood his question. We had been best friends since forever, so he had witnessed each step in my illness. He had pondered mortality with me.

      I sit down beside him and say, “I don’t know, B.”

      “Can you see anything now?” he asks.

      I stand up and defocus my eyes a bit and slowly rotate around, keeping my eyes pointing straight ahead. I sit back down and say, “No, nothing.”

      We sit there silent for the longest time, lost in our thoughts.

      “Maybe,” he says, his voice going low, “they only come out around midnight. Hungry spirits looking to feed off of fresh human brains.”

      “Shut up,” I tell him, poking him in the arm. He’s been obsessed with zombies since his big brother snuck him into a showing of Night of the Living Dead a few years back. That and too many Tales from the Crypt comic books.

      “Well then what?” he asks.

      I shrug. “Maybe I can’t see them when it’s light. Could be that’s it.”

      He nods, looking serious, and whispers, “Can you come back tonight? I’ll meet you down here.”
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      I don’t know if it’s this way for other kids, but my mom seems to want to keep me a child, while my dad wants to push me forward, see me grow up.

      Over Sunday dinner, my mom is fussing over me. A few months ago I might have needed it, but I’m healthy now. I can take care of myself.

      “You know the Millers are just across the street,” she says over dessert. Vanilla ice cream. “Janet will be there all day if you need something while we’re both working tomorrow. I called her and—”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” I say. “I feel good, really I do.”

      Her forehead crinkles and she stares hard at me, her blue eyes giving me that “look.” The look that says, I almost lost you several times and I’m afraid it could happen at any moment now. I get it. This Cancer has been hard on all of us. But, I don’t like it.

      “Seriously, Mom. I’m good. I’m gaining weight, riding my bike. I’ll be at the bookstore for a while and then Billy and I have plans, you don’t have to worry about me.”

      The crinkling on her forehead gets deeper. I shouldn’t have mentioned Billy. She doesn’t exactly approve of him. She doesn’t think he’s good enough for me. I’ll admit that Billy and I are different—I’ll overthink things, he’ll act on impulse and get in huge messes. We actually balance each other out pretty good.

      “And what are these plans?” she asks.

      I couldn’t exactly tell her we were meeting at the graveyard at midnight to try to see ghosts. “Umm… Well…” I stammer.

      My mother crosses her arms and leans back in her chair. We’re at the round oak table just off the kitchen, a big window looking out on our backyard. “I’m waiting,” she says.

      I let out a big sigh. “Nothing big, Mom. He’s got some new comics, we’re going to sit around and read them.”

      Her pink lips twist into a frown and she slowly shakes her head. Billy’s love of comics is yet another of the ways he’s not good enough for her.

      “I just wish—” she begins, but my dad cuts her off by touching her arm.

      “Laura,” he says, “I read them when I was a kid. They didn’t ruin me.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief, but I see by the brief flaring of my mother’s nostrils that my dad is going pay for his comment.

      I see him puff up his chest, like some bird getting ready for a fight. “In fact,” he continues, looking at me, “why don’t you and Billy come by. I’ve been thinking it might make sense to have a small rack of comics in the store. Something for the younger folks. You two could help me out.” He ends the speech with a broad smile. My mom is suddenly in the kitchen doing dishes.

      And that’s what I mean by the difference between them. My mom seems to want to control me, like I’m a baby. My dad encourages me to find my own way.

      I thank him and head upstairs to write in this journal until it’s time to go try to see the ghost.
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      For the most part, I like the darkness. After I sneak out of the house and walk towards Main Street, there are plenty of streetlights, but once I get into the graveyard, it’s pretty dark.

      People fear what they can’t see, but it somehow makes me feel powerful. Walking slowly and quietly without a flashlight, I’m hidden. It would be hard to see me. Hard to do anything to me. Yes, the dark can be scary, but I think of it as armor. I have a flashlight, but it is a last resort, only to be used when absolutely necessary.

      The word nyctophilia just might apply to me. In some ways, I prefer the dark to the light. Weird, I know.

      I know the way, and there is enough of a glow from surrounding lights that I easily find my uncle’s grave. It’s about 11:30 and I’m early. I was falling asleep so I decided to leave early.

      The graveyard is full of trees and grass, the cottonwood trees tower a hundred feet tall, at least, and line the roads that cut through the cemetery. Interspersed are a few spruce and fir trees, and I feel more comfortable among them. Cedar is high enough to support them, and they invoke the higher, cooler climes of the land just to the west. Up at Cedar Breaks are groves of bristlecone pine trees, twisted, hardy trees that dangle over the edge of the cliffs, cling to sandy soil, drink in scant water, and yet survive. And the bristlecones are the oldest living things on the planet, the ones up the mountain from us are 2,000 years old.

      Uncle Don is buried under a dark green spruce, and as I lie there, I almost feel connected to the spruce and fir that dominate the higher altitudes and to the rare bristlecones that live longer under the harshest of conditions.

      Sneaking out of the house the first time was hard. The second time was a bit easier. I still felt this guilt, but there are some things that parents just won’t understand. Some roads they can’t help you travel down.

      Besides, I wasn’t out here doing anything dangerous. People are afraid of graveyards and the dark. But this is Cedar City. There is nothing nefarious going on around here.

      And yes, I relate to the bristlecone. I want to be the bristlecone. I know it’s full of ego, this comparison, but I’ve lived under the harsh conditions of leukemia and chemo, it has twisted me and changed me, and with two strikes against me, I feel like I’m clinging to the edge of a precipice and could fall at any moment.

      Despite (or maybe because of) the stresses and their extreme conditions, the bristlecones survive. I want to think that I will survive despite (let’s be clear it won’t be “because of”) the Cancer.

      I am willing to be stunted, twisted, enjoy a tenuous existence under harsh conditions like the bristlecone, but I want to survive.

      These thoughts are running through my head when I hear yelling out on Main Street. I sit up, look, and see a car stopped and two people standing in the harsh light of the headlights yelling at each other.

      He looks like a jock, with his letterman’s jacket and his hands shoved into his jeans.

      She’s tall and slim, and doing most of the yelling.

      They’re about a half block away from me and there’s lots of trees between us, so I can’t see a lot of details or hear everything, but I get the gist.

      “I am not like that,” she shouts, bringing a cigarette to her lips and sucking in.

      He laughs. She slaps him hard, turns on her heel, and starts walking right towards me.

      I suck in a breath. How does she know I’m here? She can’t possibly see me, can she? Who is this girl, would she tell my parents I’m out like this?

      I shake off the thoughts rampaging through my mind. It’s a coincidence… she can’t know I’m here.

      “Helena, please!” the jock yells, taking a step towards her. They are out of the headlights, so it’s harder to see them, but I can see enough.

      She comes to the low wall bordering the graveyard and hops right over it. He comes up to it, his head swiveling around, but he doesn’t proceed. I almost laugh out loud. The big jock is afraid to go into a cemetery.

      “Come on back. Let’s talk about this,” he says.

      She stops, I see the glow of the cigarette as she takes a long drag. She slowly turns back to him. “No means no, you asshole.”

      “I just thought…” he begins, his voice trailing off as he looks down.

      “What?” she yells, taking a step back towards him. “You thought because people whisper rumors about me that you can do whatever you want? That one lousy meal is the price of me?”

      “Look… I’m sorry. Don’t…”

      “Don’t tell anyone? Is that what you are trying to say. Don’t tell anyone how the mighty Jeff Tate almost raped me and would have if I hadn’t socked him in the nuts. Don’t call the sheriff and report you? What don’t you want me to do, Jeff?”

      While they talk I sneak closer, cloaked by darkness. I feel bad for eavesdropping, but I don’t want to miss a word.

      I know Jeff Tate, and I too have heard the whispers about Helena Monfort. She is a grade ahead of me, having just finished her junior year in high school. The whispers said she was a good time and not too picky.

      I can see Jeff’s face now. His eyes are wide and his mouth is moving silently. I bet if there were more light he would be beet red. “You listen to me, Helena. You breathe a word of tonight and I will ruin you. You’re nobody. Who’s going to take your word over mine?”

      “That’s it, Jeff?” she says. “I am just quaking in my boots. How you gonna ruin me? You only asked me out because you thought you’d get lucky. My grades suck, my reputation is terrible, and I don’t have many friends. What the hell can you take from me?”

      He’s quiet for a few breaths, his eyes hard. “Your father,” he says. “That job he’s got at the new warehouse. I can make that go away.”

      “What?” she says, her hands shaking as she lights another cigarette.

      “He’s a fuckup just like you. It wouldn’t be hard. A few words to my father, and he says a few words to your father’s boss, and he’s out on his ass. All because…” he lets the phrase hang there all heavy and sinister.

      Helena is fuming, I can see her shoulders rising as she breathes hard, the cigarette dangling at her side.

      “Now be a good girl and get back in the car,” Jeff says, pointing to his Dodge Charger.

      She takes a couple of deep breaths and a long drag of the cigarette. Jeff shifts from foot to foot, nervous.

      “You see this,” she yells. I can clearly see her outlined by the light coming from the Charger and the streetlights. She’s flipping him the bird.

      He stops shifting on his feet and crosses his arms, his face getting hard while she sticks the cigarette in her mouth and raises the other hand with its middle finger outstretched, shaking both hands at him to emphasize her message.

      “Is this sinking in?” she yells.

      “Goddamn it, Helena. Just get in the car. Let me drive you home. I won’t try anything, I promise.”

      She lowers her hands and for a moment I think she’s going to go with him. She flicks the cigarette to the ground and stomps it out, turns on her heel and heads into the darkness of the cemetery right towards me.

      My heart leaps into my throat. I’ve been witness to all this. I hadn’t wanted to eavesdrop, but I was there, and I couldn’t help myself. What am I going to do? A thought leaps into my mind. Hide! I don’t like it, but I do it.

      I scoot behind a taller gravestone and crouch down. Jeff is pacing now, out on the street in front of his car. She’s mumbling as she marches quickly into the graveyard. I don’t hear much, just the occasional curse. Her walk is more like a march and she doesn’t seem to be paying much attention to where she is going.

      A car door slamming and the screech of tires announces Jeff’s departure. She pauses and turns back to where he was. “No means no, you fucking asshole!” She then turns back towards where I am hiding and resumes her muttering and march.

      After a couple of steps her foot catches on the edge of a gravestone and she goes down hard. I hear the grunt and the air escaping from her lungs. She curses some more and then starts to cry.

      I feel like such a coward, behind my shield of granite, squatting on someone’s grave, watching this girl cry her eyes out. She doesn’t move, she’s just lying sobbing and then she starts pounding the grass with her fist.

      I have to do something. I’ve faced chemo, Cancer, and the very real possibility of death, but somehow this moment here feels harder. Revealing my presence, potentially becoming the object of her anger.

      She’s not the kind of person I would make friends with. She’s too rough, too loud, and she smokes. I find the habit disgusting, and somehow think that people that fall into it must be weak.

      But she’s a human being. She’s in pain. She needs help.

      I take a deep breath and stand straight up. That’s not enough, she can’t see me. I click on my flashlight, pointing it at the ground at my feet and clear my throat. Still not enough. “Umm… I…” I stammer. “Do you need some help?”

      She stops sobbing and slowly pushes herself up, her head swiveling around.

      “Umm… my name is Aaron,” I say. “Aaron Wade. I was… well… Do you need some help?”

      She gets herself into a sitting position and is fumbling with her now crushed package of cigarettes, her hands shaking. I take a couple of steps towards her and can smell cheap perfume. I don’t like it much. I’ve gotten real sensitive to synthetic smells since I got sick.

      “Who…” she begins, her voice shaking. “Did you? I mean, did…” She looks up at me briefly but not for long. She’s back trying to get a cigarette out.

      “Here,” I say, sitting on the cool grass next to her. I set the flashlight down so it provides some general illumination but doesn’t blind anyone. I take the pack of cigarettes from her, my fingers brushing against her. She’s cold. It’s cooler tonight, down around 50 degrees, and she doesn’t have any kind of a jacket. I hand her a cigarette, take off my sweat jacket and put it around her, sitting back down in front of her.

      She’s fumbling with a lighter, I help her with that too, lighting the cigarette for her. When she was fighting with Jeff, she seemed so strong, so tough, so mature. But now she’s just a scared girl.

      As she inhales and blows smoke out, it seems to calm her.

      “Thank you,” she says.

      “Sure.”

      “You saw all that,” she says, her hand vaguely pointing out towards the street.

      “Yeah.”

      She nods and picks up the flashlight and shines it in my face. I look away, the light is too bright.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer, but asks, “How old are you?”

      “Sixteen last month.” She sets the flashlight back down. “How old are you?” I ask.

      “I turned seventeen a month ago.”

      I look at her again. The light is terrible, but I thought she was older. By her actions and the kind of situation she had gotten herself in. But that’s probably just my delayed teenage years speaking, and then I feel self-conscious. She’s only a year older than me, tall, beautiful, and taking life on. I’m a scrawny sixteen-year-old who still loves to ride his bike and has mousey brown hair—although for me, having hair at all is a victory.

      She finishes the cigarette and brushes at her face, smearing mascara. She takes out a piece of gum and pops it into her mouth, chewing noisily. With a deep breath, she gets up and brushes herself off.

      “Aaron, was it?” she asks.

      “Yeah. Aaron Wade.”

      She nods and extends her hand. “I’m Helena Monfort.” Her handshake is strong and she’s a good four inches taller than me. She’s slim with tight jeans, a sweater, and long black hair. “I’d appreciate it if we keep this incident between ourselves.” She says it sweetly, but I get her message. You keep my secret, I’ll keep yours. I find it odd that she doesn’t ask what I’m doing in the graveyard in the middle of the night.

      I find it odd, but I like it.

      I shake her hand longer than I probably should, but I like the feel of it. Her breath is now an odd cigarettey/minty combo.

      After the handshake, she looks around as if she’s disoriented.

      “Here, take this,” I say, giving her my flashlight. “Head that way and you’ll hit Main.”

      Her gaze follows where I am pointing and then she turns around and looks at me again. “Thanks, Wade. You’re okay, you know that?”

      I shrug, I have no idea what to say.

      I watch her as she walks off. She strides confidently, as if she has somewhere important to go. She walks like a boy, but has the body of a woman. The realization stirs something deep inside me. I am sorry to see her go.

      I’m left there staring in the direction she went, left with only the strange smell of cigarettes and mint. I realize I’m starting to like that smell.
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      “Is it a ghost?” Billy asks excitedly. “Are you seeing it right now? What does it look like?” He’s chattering away and I’m still standing there looking in the direction Helena went. She walked to Main Street and headed south. I didn’t move, but my head swiveled so I could watch her go, watch that walk.

      Not long after I lost sight of her, Billy showed up.

      “They’re not after brains are they?” he continues. “Cause if you think about it, a ghost is dead, and it walks. So, you know, the walking dead. You might consider them zombies, and zombies love to…” He trails off, his nervous rant ending. He’s scared—he talks a lot when he’s scared.

      I shake my head turning towards him. I had completely forgotten about the ghosts and why I came at all. “No, I don’t see any ghosts.”

      “Well, maybe you need to do what you did last time,” Billy says.

      So we go to my uncle Don’s grave and lie there. Billy won’t lie down, but states, rather earnestly, that someone has to guard. But I don’t see any flashes of light out of the corner of my eye.

      He’s chatty, asking me questions he should know the answer to. “Your mom and uncle were from Florida, how’d they end up here in Utah of all places?”

      I shrug, my shoulders rubbing against the grass below me. “Uncle Don was a trucker. After Dad got the job at the university and Mom and Dad settled here, he did too. He wanted to be close to his family.”

      In a way it was nice, remembering Uncle Don. He was such a happy man, and had a bit of a southern drawl, unlike my mother who trained herself out of it as soon as she left Florida.

      My aunt and cousin left Cedar after Uncle Don died, went to California to be with her family. I really miss them all.

      I stand up, suddenly feeling sad, and stare straight ahead, like I did when the ghost seemed to have seen me, but nothing. After about thirty minutes of this, Billy is glad to call it a night and we walk home.

      If truth be told, my mind wasn’t on ghosts, it was on a girl.
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      I wake up tired, like I haven’t really slept. After I snuck back into my bed it was 1 a.m., but I laid there for a long time thinking—and not about ghosts.

      It’s actually a nice change of pace. I’ve spent many a night awake in my bed, staring up at the glow-in-the-dark stars on my slanted ceiling thinking about Cancer and Death (Death is a proper noun around my house, just like Cancer, although it is talked about a whole lot less).

      Instead I laid there thinking about a girl, how she moved, how her dark hair rested on her shoulders, how her face looked, briefly lit by the lighter she used, how her hand felt in mine.

      I’m not dumb. I know that girls are what most teenage boys spend their days (and nights) thinking about. But for me it’s new, it’s different. I think it means that I really am healthy.

      I drag myself downstairs at 7 a.m.—having breakfast with the folks before they go to work is a summer requirement (provided I am healthy, of course).

      My mom is dressed in jeans and white blouse, scurrying around the kitchen. My dad has his face buried in a newspaper, the New York Times. We’ve got a little oak table in there big enough for the three of us. I scoot into a chair and pour some Apple Jacks into a bowl and smile. I love the sound cereal makes when you pour it into a ceramic bowl. All chaoticy and musical.

      “You okay, son?” my father asks, his newspaper now in his lap.

      “Yeah,” I say, suppressing a yawn. “Just tired. Didn’t sleep that great.”

      Well, my mom is on me about a second later, pressing that back of her hand to my forehead, feeling the lymph nodes in my throat.

      “Any bruising?” she asks. “Do you feel okay? Sore throat?”

      I push her hands away. My mom is a nurse. And when you get sick, like I did, it’s a curse and a blessing. The curse is she knows way too much. Each little thing that might be related to my leukemia is a world-class disaster. The blessing is, she knows her way around hospitals, knows doctors and nurses, knows how to get you taken care of.

      “Mom, I just didn’t sleep well. I’m fine. I swear.”

      She pulls her pink lips into the smallest of smiles, but her blue eyes don’t follow suit. They are sharp and serious. “Of course,” she says, straightening up. I love my mom, I’ve done really well in the parent lottery, and we’ve been down this road enough that we all know how she can be. I smile at her, grateful she’s taking my word for it. But I feel a stab of guilt—I’m tired because I snuck out of the house in the middle of the night.

      “Just take a nap before you go to the bookstore, okay?” she says.

      “Sure, Mom.”

      After they leave, I grab the big telephone book. It’s not big because Cedar City is big, it’s big because it covers this whole area of Southern Utah. None of the little towns are big enough for their own phone book.

      I flip to the M’s and scan down: Molina, Monahan, Monfort. There is only one, Monfort, Kyle. My palms start sweating and my breath catches in my throat. I have an address. I have a phone number. I commit the information to memory and put the phonebook back in the kitchen drawer exactly how I found it. I don’t want anyone to know I used it. I don’t want any questions.
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      I like the hum of my bike tires against the pavement. I like the feel of the wind in my face, the sense of motion and power. For me, my bike feels like freedom. A car would be a lot better, but right now a bike is great.

      I take the quiet neighborhood roads from our house and parallel Main Street going south. The bookstore is that way and I’m due soon. But, Helena Monfort lives that way too, and I end up cutting through the university and going farther south than I need to.

      I’m beginning to think something is wrong with me. I feel this need to see her, so I think I’ll take a chance and ride by her house. Even if she’s not there, I’ll find out something about her. But what if she is there? What if she thinks I’m some crazy love-sick kid and she laughs at me? What if she yells at me like she did Jeff Tate? I couldn’t stand that.

      But I have to see her!

      It’s insane, but then I remember the time Billy was in love with Nancy Keagan when he was twelve. He’d come to my chemo treatments and babble on about her incessantly. I used to think it was about him trying to distract me from the nasty stuff that was being pumped into my body. Now I know better. He couldn’t help himself.

      But I chicken out at the last moment and avoid her house and am sure that I must be insane. But as I keep pedaling, sweating in the heat of the summer day, I keep thinking. As I reach the bookstore, I come to the conclusion that while I may be insane in this regard, it’s actually (really unbelievably) normal.

      My dad takes off after I arrive at the store at around 1 p.m. and I’m in charge. When I’m not dealing with customers, I flip through a few novels in the romance aisle with titles like Heart in the Sunlight or Love’s Puppet. Romance! This further confirms that this insanity I’m feeling plagues us as a species.

      I’ve got this hardcover in my hand. It’s got a man with long flowing blond hair with his fluffy shirt open revealing his large, hairy chest. He’s taking the hand of a woman in a period dress with an abundance of cleavage showing. I’m standing behind the counter, just about to put it down (it’s all gotten rather boring—I don’t have the right chromosomes for these kinds of books) when the shop bell rings.

      I feel my face flush at someone seeing me reading one of these “bodice rippers.” When I look up, I almost pass out. It’s Helena Monfort.

      “Hey, Wade,” she says, casually nodding her head towards me. I like it how she calls me by my last name. No one does that. It feels special.

      She immediately looks away from me and starts making a show of browsing through the bookstore. I say “show” because it feels like that to me. She’s there and she’s all I can see. All I can think about. My heart is pounding in my chest and I’m real aware of every inhale and every exhale. It’s like time slows down. She goes from aisle to aisle picking up a book in each one and flipping through it. Even in sections she’d hardly be interested in: business, children’s books, etc. That’s the “show” part of her entrance.

      I stare at her. I can’t help myself. Now that I can see her in the light, I can see what she actually looks like. In a word, beautiful.

      She’s tall and slim with womanly curves and this boyish walk. She has long black hair that cascades over her shoulder, landing on the white T-shirt and sweat jacket she’s wearing. Her jeans are tight and the way her flesh moves underneath them is the kind of thing that I am sure drives many a man to write poetry.

      Her body is distracting in a way that is still so disconcerting to me, but it’s her face that I can’t stop looking at. Her eyes are a light brown, but in certain light they look golden sometimes and coppery other times. Amber is the only word I can think of to describe the color. She has high cheekbones with a few scattered freckles on them and a slightly turned up nose. Her lips are full and expressive. It doesn’t look like she’s wearing any makeup. God know she doesn’t need to.

      She makes her rounds through the store and ends up standing in front of the counter, a smile on her lips. I’m still sitting on the stool and we are eye to eye. I don’t think I’ve moved since she entered the store, except to watch her.

      “Nice book,” she says, eyeing the large-chested man and woman on the cover.

      I feel heat in my face and neck. I must be beet red. I hastily put the book down. “I… It… Well, you see… Umm… someone just returned it.”

      She smiles slyly and nods. I close the book and shove it under the counter.

      She’s here. She’s standing right in front of me. What do I say? Where are my words?

      “So, I just wanted to thank you for helping me out last night.” Her smile widens as she takes off the blue sweat jacket (which I belatedly realize is mine) and sets it on the counter. She puts my flashlight on top of it. She then looks around the store. “I’m glad your old man is not here. Last night is our secret, right?”

      “Umm… Yeah. Of course. Totally.” I groan inwardly. I sound like a moron. But where the hell are my words? How do humans survive this, anyway?

      Lines briefly form on her smooth forehead. “You okay, Wade?”

      “Yeah. Fine. Just didn’t get enough sleep last night, you know.”

      She smiles again. “I do at that.”

      We stay there, eye to eye, just the counter separating us. I smell her minty/cigarettey breath—she’s chomping on some gum.

      I smile and then she smiles. Then I feel subconscious about smiling and stop. Then she stops. It’s like our faces are trying to find a configuration that doesn’t feel awkward. She’s still standing there. She’s waiting for something. But what?

      “Need any books?” I ask. “I can give you the family discount.”

      The little frown on her face tells me this is not what she was waiting for. Duh.

      “No thanks. Listen, I’ve got to get off to work now. It was nice seeing you again, Wade.” She turns and walks towards the door.

      “You too.”

      She turns back, smiles at me again, and leaves.

      I feel like one of Billy’s zombies just ripped my guts out. This was a test and I just failed it. I know it.
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      Too restless to sleep, I sneak out again tonight. Just me and the stars in the graveyard. I don’t know, I am finding it comforting to be on the cool green grass under the heavens, lying there above my uncle Don’s remains cocooned in darkness.

      It feels safe.

      And yes, part of me is hoping that by some miracle Helena Monfort will show up again. Foolish beyond words, I know, but there it is.

      But after a while even that all goes away and I’m just there. Stars. Grass. Uncle Don’s remains. Lovely darkness.

      That’s when I see him again. The ghost. A flash of white out of my peripheral vision. But I know what to do this time.

      I take deep, slow breaths and rise to my feet. I lock my eyes so they are pointed straight forward and slowly rotate around until I can see him as clearly as possible. Looking directly doesn’t work, not at all. But if I am careful, I can see him out of my peripheral vision.

      Tonight, he seems clearer to me, more formed. I see the complete outline of a tall, thin man. I point and say, “I see you.”

      He moves his hands—it looks like he is shaking his fists in excitement. I feel my heart thudding in my chest, but I stay put this time. I don’t run.

      “I can’t see you well at all. Only out of the corner of my eye.”

      His hand waving stops, and he raises one hand to his head. I’m not sure why. My sense of him, while better than the first time, is still pretty vague.

      “Are you a ghost?” I ask.

      He waves his hands around again.

      I lose my focus and sink back down into the cool grass, zipping up my sweat jacket. Thoughts of Helena come drifting back to me. The fabric smells faintly of her distinctive minty odor. She was the last one to wear this.

      What the hell am I doing? I am the healthiest I’ve been in years and here I am obsessing over a girl who probably never gave me a second look. She came by the store only to make sure I don’t tell her secret—that Jeff “the football star” Tate tried to force himself on her. And I’m hanging out at the graveyard in the middle of the night seeing ghosts.

      This can’t be normal.

      I sit there, staring at the grass feeling sorry for myself for a good five minutes. But that is enough. I stand back up, find him in my peripheral vision, and say, “Okay. You’re a ghost and I can kind of see you. What the hell do we do now?”

      Even with my vague sense of him, I can tell my new ghost friend is excited. He is waving his arms, kicking out his feet, putting on quite the display. I have to laugh. It seems I have a new friend.
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      I’ve been too busy to write for a few days, but I’ve been keeping up the same pattern. Sneaking to the graveyard every night. Billy almost got caught sneaking back into his house that first night he snuck out and has been too chicken to try again. Which is kind of okay. I like being there alone.

      I’ve been having breakfast with the folks, napping, and then working at the bookstore for most of the afternoon. Billy and I hang out here and there.

      I’ve also done my best to forget about Helena. Billy has helped. He’s completely obsessed with Barbara Bach—she will be playing a Russian spy in the next Bond movie, The Spy Who Loved Me, coming out next month. He goes on and on about her, rather endlessly.

      Today he sneaks in a copy of Playboy featuring Barbara Bach into the store—he stole it from his older brother. We look at it (and her) behind the counter when the store is empty. I thought it would help with the Helena thing (which I still haven’t told anyone about, not even Billy). I can’t say that it does.

      I mean, I like seeing those pictures, but it makes me feel funny in some many ways. It makes me excited, of course, but I feel dirty too. Like I shouldn’t be seeing this woman naked, like there is something wrong with it.

      Billy was always the one coming up with the pictures of naked women. First it was tribes in Africa in National Geographic where the women just don’t bother to wear much. Then Playboy, but these pictures are very different. The women pose and act sexy. These pictures are supposed to make you want them.

      “That’s enough,” I say, moving from behind the counter.

      “What?” Billy asks. “There can never be enough of sweet Barbara. Shit, man. Did you see this one, with the fur coat? I mean… shit!”

      I sigh and start shelving a few books. A history on Shakespeare—with the festival we have a big section on the bard. A travel guide to Utah. A new bodice ripper, which are popular.

      “What’s wrong, Aaron?” he says. “I suspect you’re about to get all holy on me, but spit it out anyway.”

      “Shut up, Billy,” I say. “It just doesn’t seem right. Staring at those pictures of women like that. We don’t know them. It’s not real.”

      He snorts. “As real as either of us losers are going to see any time soon.”

      I pause, my fingers caressing the pages of Richard Bach’s Illusions. It’s selling well and we have it right at the front of the store.

      “Those girls are illusions, Billy. Nothing real there.”

      He moves from around the counter and stomps through the store. “Barbara Bach is real. She’s beautiful and a star and a freaking Bond girl for god’s sake. And she’s more real than that damn ghost you go see every night. Talk about illusions.” He’s out the door and gone.

      I was left there thinking maybe he was right. The ghost could be my brain doing something weird. I once overheard my mother tell my father that leukemia can get into your brain and if it does, it’s bad… real bad.

      And while I know I have exactly zero chances with Helena, I’d rather feel her hand in mine again than stare at naked pictures of women I would never know.

      That Playboy made things worse. It made me want a real girl in my life. It made me want Helena that much more.
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      There are a lot of ghosts in this graveyard. My estimate is around twenty or thirty. There are a lot more gravestones than that—it’s somehow comforting they’re not all ghosts—but I had no idea there would be so many. Each night I’ve come down here, my ghost friend has come more and more into focus. I can almost see him straight on. And less focused, I can see other ghosts in the background.

      Some look human. Some are more ephemeral in their shape—these make me feel uncomfortable. Some are just wisps of white flashing to and fro, seen only out of the corner of my eye.

      I know that I may be losing it. That, like Billy said, none of this may be real. Maybe my brain got messed up with all those chemo treatments or the leukemia’s gotten in. Maybe I’m going schizo. I don’t know. But what keeps me coming back is this: What if the ghosts are real? I saw them as a kid, clear as day. I am starting to see my ghost friend clearer and clearer.

      That possibility is important to me. Having had leukemia and a reoccurrence (two strikes, as I call it, but not around my parents) makes me want to believe. Keeps me sneaking out and coming back.

      And the ghost wants something. I don’t know what it is, but boy does he want something. I think he’s trying to talk to me, but for some reason I can only see him, not hear him. We’ve decided, my ghost friend and I, that it will just take time. Soon I will be able to see him clearly and hopefully hear him too.

      I’m sitting on my uncle Don’s grave writing in my diary when I notice a flash of light. My progress seeing the ghost is agonizingly slow, so I’ve taken to bringing my diary and writing in it down here. It’s peaceful and quiet. My ghost friend doesn’t mind.

      When I see the light, I put my diary down and turn my flashlight off, my heart leaping into my throat. What if it’s my parents? What if they’ve found out? I try to calm myself and just watch. It’s someone out on Main Street that has just cut into the graveyard. The person is moving slowly and carefully winding their way across the grass, their flashlight searching back and forth.

      I’m not sure of it at first, but then it becomes clear. The person is headed my way. Shit!

      My brain does flip-flops, trying to figure out what to do. Should I run—no, if they are not coming here, movement would just give me away. Should I stay—that would be stupid and just ensure that I get caught. I’m stuck in indecision as the light gets closer and closer.

      “Wade?” the person whispers. “I saw your light. I know you’re here. Where are you?”

      It’s a female voice, and at first I think it’s my mother and that freaks me out. But the voice is deeper than hers and rougher, and my mother would never call me Wade.

      “Helena?” I ask, turning on my flashlight and shining it at her.

      She covers her eyes and says, “Get that damn thing out of my face.” I lower my flashlight, but it was on her long enough for me to get a good look at her. She’s dressed in a colorful skirt and a white top that shows off plenty of cleavage. The outfit looks familiar, but I just can’t place it. My heart speeds up even more.

      She walks over and sits down next to me with a sigh, setting her flashlight on the ground, providing some general illumination. I do the same, staring at her, unable to speak. She doesn’t talk either, she digs in her old brown purse and pulls out a cigarette and a lighter.

      She doesn’t look at me as she lights up and takes a long drag, blowing the smoke up at the night. I have no idea what to say, no clue what she’s doing here, so I don’t say a thing. Despite the cool night, I’m all sweaty now that she’s sitting by me and start worrying that I stink bad or something.

      “Long shift,” she says after she finishes with the cigarette, grinding the butt out in the grass and leaving it there. I want to say something about littering, but keep my mouth shut.

      “Shift?” I ask, finally getting a word out.

      “Yeah,” she says, nodding back out towards Main Street as she pops a stick of gum in her mouth. “I work at La Familia a few nights a week. Saw a light, knew it had to be you.”

      The outfit makes sense—it’s what the waitresses wear. I’m still stunned that she’s here. That she would even think about me. I want to say something cool or impressive, but instead I say, “Don’t they serve alcohol there? Aren’t you seventeen?”

      She shrugs. “With the right makeup, I look twenty, easy. The owners
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