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Quinn wondered if he would see her today. She had appeared every few days or so when he began working to clear the old graveyard, always watching him from a distance as if he was the one who transcended her dimension and not the other way around. Once, to put her at ease, he stopped what he was doing and amiably called out hello to her in hopes she would communicate with him. Apprehensively, she set her hand to her throat and promptly faded away. He wished he could somehow convince her he was not there to invade her turf, but to restore it to its original beauty out of respect for those buried there. Maybe someday she would get the idea. Maybe today, but so far this morning he didn’t feel the sensations that always portended his visits from the dead.

It was already getting warm. Quinn estimated he had another hour before the heat caused him to quit for the day, and he wanted to get as much cleared as possible. Still thinking about the woman, he tugged with a metal rake at the moist green weeds, released them from the dew-dampened earth, and used his brown calloused fingers to deposit them from the tines into a pile near his right side. He repeated this action many times until the dirt lay bare and the weed pile at his side was as tall as his waist. Satisfied for the moment, the boy wiped backhanded at his nose where a bead of sweat tickled him. He wiped the sweat on the seat of his jeans and glanced up at the sky as a cawing crow circled and alit on a branch. Boy and crow acknowledged each other with that silent eye-to-eye connection shared only by the most intimate of friends. The crow cawed and lifted skyward, dived and disappeared in the trees behind the top of the slope. Quinn resumed his labor. He sang or sometimes talked to himself as he worked.

He was tall, thin, with sinewy muscles. His hair was so pale blond it appeared almost the color of mid-day sunlight. His face was long, yet slightly square-shaped, with a softly rounded chin—a handsome sixteen-year-old boy of Scandinavian stock. He had a light tan acquired over the past week as spring melded into the delightful dawning of early summer. 

He continued with his task, his forehead shimmering with sweat and flecks of dirt until the metal tines of the rake scraped something hard. The boy stopped and stared at the patch of gray granite. He abandoned the rake off to his side and dropped to his knees in the dirt, bent and used his hands to uncover his discovery.

It was an old headstone. The name and date were faint, eroded by time and the elements. He scrutinized the words and numbers.

Patrick H. Fitzgerald. Father. Born 1837. Ireland. Died 1885.

A gratifying shiver went through him. His suspicions confirmed, and the rumors laid to rest, he chuckled to himself. "Well, sir, I bet you're happy someone has finally found you. It's about time someone gave you all a nice tidy place to rest. That's all I'm doing, mister."

A sudden familiar vibration raced through his body, tingled every muscle, every internal organ, every inch of his skin. It raced up his spine and rose into his brain with the sensation of warm water rising into his head. The water was full of a million sparkling stars.

Quinn knew what it meant. He was seven years old when the first one came to call. There had come many others since then. They no longer frightened him as they did when he was little.

His inner radar told him what direction to look, and he looked, his expectation verified. It was her again. She was a young woman, the wispy form of her body short and slight of figure, dressed in a long sapphire blue gown—the height of early 1900's fashion. Her dark hair fell in loose curls framing an insipid face that had likely garnered few compliments during her lifetime. Yet, the woman radiated underlying effervescent humor that produced a far deeper attractiveness. Her intense blue eyes possessed the energy of endless stories and experiences tragic and joyful.

On this visit, she carried one of her stories in her arms, a tiny motionless baby wrapped in a white christening gown. She cuddled it tightly to her bosom as if she feared someone would take it from her. Quinn sensed she wanted him to see the baby. He assumed it might have been stillborn or had died of disease. Perhaps they had died together during the cholera epidemic that had wiped out entire families. But why was she appearing to him when so many others resting here did not? Maybe she was looking for her husband who had survived, or maybe she didn’t realize she was dead. Quinn wanted to ask her, but he had learned from experience that the dead seldom shared their stories unless it served a significant purpose.

Because she was standing less than ten feet away from him, Quinn stayed put. He didn’t want to frighten her by suddenly rising to his feet, which is what happened the first time they met. On that occasion, her eyes widened with alarm at the realization Quinn could see her, and she promptly disappeared. The next two times she appeared to him she kept a far distance from him and simply observed him while he worked clearing the weeds. The fourth time was when he said hello to her and she disappeared again. Today, she stood closer to him, and that told Quinn she was beginning to trust him.

He grinned at her and amusedly remarked, “Well, you're definitely not Mr. Fitzgerald.”

She stepped back to widen the distance between them. As she backed up, a branch of the bush behind her penetrated her shoulder. It was apparent to Quinn she didn't feel it and was not aware of it. One corner of her mouth lifted with a hesitant smile to him.

Quinn persevered in a friendly tone of voice. “Are you going to talk to me today?”

She brought her right hand up to her mouth, laid her fingertips gently upon her upper lip, cocked her head to one side apologetically.

This was her fifth visit to him. Five visits and still no words. Quinn finally understood.

“You're mute? You can't talk?”

She nodded slowly, sadly.

He said, “I don't know how to help you if you can't tell me what you need.”

She snuggled the baby securely with her left hand, pointed with her right to a spot far off at the edge of the cemetery. Quinn looked to where she pointed, an area overgrown with weeds and littered with a thick covering of last winter's spent brown maple and oak leaves, broken twigs, and wind-carried acorns. Beneath that mess lie the detritus of many decades. He assumed there were graves there, just a few among the many forgotten resting places in this secluded little glade. He estimated it would take him a few weeks to work his way over there. For now, it was inaccessible. He turned to her to tell her this, but she was gone. Although disappointed, he assured himself she would come again, and this gave him hope he would be able to help her cross over. Thoughts of her preoccupied him as he resumed uncovering Mr. Fitzgerald's grave.

Footfalls crushed dry leaves in the cluster of forest nearest the road.

The boy shot to his feet, startled by the unwelcome intruder. “Who's there?”

A female voice, young, called out, “Hello?”

“What do you want?” Quinn demanded suspiciously.

A bush trembled, a sandaled foot emerged, a hand moved a branch of the bush to the side, and then a second sandaled foot stepped into view. Finally, she emerged, her dark eyes inquisitive but also cautious. The girl was pretty in a plain sort of way. She had fair skin, an oval face, and big brown eyes full of intelligence, humor, and tenderness. Quinn thought her lips were pretty, not too plump, just plump enough to be inviting. Her hair was dark brown, straight, shoulder-length, parted on the left side. She had a petite build, yet firm muscles that belied her small-boned fragility. She was dressed in rose color cotton trousers and a sleeveless yellow blouse with pink stripes. She had tied the hem of the blouse so it exposed her belly and her navel.

"I didn't know anyone was here." She stopped in front of the bush and quickly scanned the area with her big dark eyes. "Wow! What a great camping spot."

"It's not for camping," Quinn said, retrieving his rake.

"So, what are you doing here?"

"Cleaning up."

"Cleaning up what?"

"The graves."

She paled just a little. "Graves? This is a graveyard?"

"A very old one." He pointed to the stone he had just uncovered. "See?"

She approached him cautiously and looked where he was pointing. "Wow! That's old."

"And it's probably not the oldest one in here." He smiled at her smugly, because she was impressed with his finding.

"Are you part of a cleanup committee or something?"

"Uh-uh. I'm just doing it because it needs to be done."

"Are you doing this all by yourself?"

"Yep."

"Are there lots of graves in here?"

"That's what I'm gonna find out." As he answered her questions, he looked over the weedy expanse to avoid eye contact with her, lest that would encourage her.

She remarked casually, "You must have a lot of time on your hands."

He grimaced at her comment. He didn't know why it bothered him.

She smiled and offered her hand in greeting. "My name's Stephanie. I just moved in a couple of weeks ago.” When he did not reciprocate her gesture, she took a subtle breath of frustration and released it, her lips downturned. Yet, she persevered. “I live over that way." She pointed behind her toward the main road. "Where the old grain silo is. You can see it from the road. Mom said it hasn't been used in decades, and there used to be a ranch there, but it's not really a ranch anymore. It's mostly just the house that's left."

He thought she was quite the motor mouth and he wished she would go away and leave him in peace. As he had that thought, a frown crossed her face as if she knew what he thought, and it insulted her. Whether or not she had read his mind, the very possibility of it spooked him. At once, he regretted hurting her feelings if he had done so. With this in mind and wanting a quick save, he referred back to her comment about her house. "Oh. Down the road. Mrs. Tarantino's house. That place is older than the dirt it sits on."

"Well, she passed away.” 

"I know," Quinn said.

“She was my grandmother on my mom's side. Did you know her?”

"Not very well. We talked a few times when she was out at the mailbox and I was walking by. She was a nice lady. I liked her. My mom liked her a lot. Mom made the wind chime for her that’s still hanging on the porch there."

“I saw it. It’s really pretty.”

“Yeah. Real nice.”

The girl continued over his remark, "My mom inherited the house. We just moved in."

"Is it just you and your mom?"

"Yeah. My dad died last year. He was a fireman."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"Like I said, my name's Stephanie." She offered her hand again. "What's your name?"

"Quinn." Hesitantly, he shook hands with her. Her fingers and palm were warm and slightly damp. The warmth he didn't mind. The dampness, her sweat, he found repellent. Without considering how it would look to her, he wiped his hand on his jeans the moment they disengaged.

She smiled, embarrassed, and wiped her hands on the hips of her trousers. "Sorry."

"It's okay."

"Are you a germophobe?"

He laughed, slightly embarrassed. "No. I'm sorry."

"That's okay. I was hoping there'd be someone around here my age. I didn’t see any car or bike parked on the street. You live close by, I guess."

Quinn pointed his thumb casually over his shoulder. "I live in the house up the hill. You can see it from your place."

"The Victorian-style house?"

"That's the one. My dad owns the sporting goods shop downtown. Vanderfield's Sports and Outdoors Supplies. It's right off the freeway."

"Yeah, I saw it. It's got a big yellow rowboat on the sign, right?"

"It's a speedboat, not a rowboat." He resumed raking up the weeds in hopes she’d get the hint and go home.

"We used to live down in L.A. area. Before Dad died my mom worked in television as a sound editor. Did you ever see Knights of Red Dragon?" She didn't wait for Quinn to reply, although he nodded that he had seen the program. "That was the last show she worked on. She couldn't stand the city anymore, too rushed, too congested, too much crime, too many memories. When Gram died, she thought it best we move up here to the country. I bet it's boring here, huh?"

"Not really. Once you start school here, you'll see."

"So, why aren't you out having fun with your friends?"

He took a long pause and thought before he answered. "This is more important to me."

"Why?"

"They have no one."

"I don't think they care. They're dead."

He hotly turned to her, his jaw clenched in a determined manner. "Well, I care. No one should be forgotten. What if your dad was buried here?"

A sad gleam came to her eyes, and Quinn thought she was going to cry. Instead, she raised her chin and looked at him directly, bravely. "I suppose... well, yeah... good point."

"My family was one of the first to settle in this town. Another reason this is important to me."

"Are you related to anyone buried here? Ancestors?"

"I'm sure some are here, but I haven't found them yet." It crossed his mind at that point that perhaps the mute ghost woman was one of his ancestors, and maybe that was why she kept appearing to him. He wanted to learn more, but Stephanie’s presence was a hindrance. Again, he turned his back to the girl and resumed working.

Stephanie observed him for a few moments before she offered casually. "I can help if you want."

He didn't like that idea and quickly aimed to discourage her. He gestured at her sandals. "Not in those."

"I've got hiking boots. I can go home and get them."

He couldn't believe her audacity. "I'm just about done for today."

"Are there a lot of spiders?"

"Of course. Big ones. All kinds."

"What else?"

"I spotted a few mice."

"Oh."

"Are you scared of mice?"

"I used to have a pet rat. She was white with pink eyes. I'm allergic to cats, so..."

He continued raking and spoke to her over his shoulder, hoping to dissuade her. "You have to be careful of the rocks, too. There are also a few holes." Then, hoping this would scare her, "Snakes. There are a lot of snakes."

"I'm not afraid of snakes."

Shit. How can I help that dead girl if this pest starts hanging around?

Quinn sighed impatiently at her persistence. "There're a lot of hazards here. Some of the stones are broken, and some have fallen over or been pushed over. Most of them are hidden under all this overgrowth. You can get hurt. Break your leg or something. Thanks for the offer but I'd rather do this myself."

She made no effort to hide her disappointment. "Okay, then. So, what do you do for fun in this town?"

"I don't know. It depends on what you like to do."

Stephanie persisted, "When I lived in L.A. I had passes all summer for Disneyland. When I wasn't at Disneyland, I went to the beach and hung out with my friends. There's no Disneyland and no beach here, and my friends are five hundred miles away. What the hell do you do for fun around here?"

"There's the lake up that way." He gestured with a sharply dismissive wave toward the direction. "Boating, fishing, even an arcade out there. You should check it out. The joint's jumpin' all summer. As a matter of fact, it’s open right now."

"Is it far?"

"A couple of miles." Realizing getting rid of the girl was a losing battle, Quinn slid weeds off the tines of his rake, began to gather his other yard tools. "It’s getting hot. Time to go in."

"Do you go to the lake a lot?"

"Not lately."

"How come?"

"Because I'm doing this."

She laughed darkly. "This is your summer project, huh?"

"What's wrong with that?"

"Nothing."

He suspected she was a blabbermouth like most girls. He gave her his full attention to be certain she would hear his message and take it seriously. "Listen... Don't tell anyone about this place. I mean it."

His stern tone seemed overly austere to her. "Why?"

"If the word gets out it'll attract vandals and partiers, that's why."

She nodded. "Okay." As both an afterthought and an apology, she added, "I don't usually talk this much."

That sent a dull chill through him. "Who said you talked too much?"

She glanced at the dirt, shoved her hands in her pockets. "You're the first person I've met since I moved here. I tend to come off like a steamroller when I meet new people."

"It's okay." Quinn was an expert at expressing sincerity while lying.

She gave him an empathetic half-smile. "What's your name again?"

"Quinn."

"It was nice meeting you, Quinn."

Quinn gathered his tools as she walked away, tried not to be obvious he was watching her as she left, watching the girl and wondering about her, wondering if she would keep the secret. The more he thought about her as he carried the tools to the brush enveloped oak beside the footpath that led up the hill to his side yard, the more he suspected there was something special about her, and maybe he should have been a little bit nicer. He leaned the rakes and the shovel carefully and neatly against the tree along his fence, his mind replaying their conversation, his mind's eye recalling her face, her very sad eyes, her obvious loneliness. Yet, it seemed to him there was something else about her, an underlying lightness. She didn’t let her sadness weigh her down. Her spirit was light, despite her grief.

In sharp contrast to me... Quinn whispered.

––––––––
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STEPHANIE CROSSED THE road after a vehicle passed, kept to her right on the dirt shoulder and down the slight incline. She turned left through a wide-open white iron gateway that led to her home. It was an old farmhouse, two stories high, with a sloping shingle roof. An inviting porch encircled the entire structure. Her mother had the house repainted a bright white before they moved in. The shutters were green, as were the borders of the four front gables. The windows in the front were very large, a contrast to those on the upper floor, which were small and square. 

Large potted plants and flowers, bright green wicker furniture with coordinating colorful pillows and cushions decorated the porch. Her mother had hung a wreath of artificial pansies and greenery on the front door behind the screen door. 

A warm breeze made the wind chimes sing. Stephanie lingered at the porch railing for a few moments, enough to savor the serenity and enough for her to smell the accumulated scents of hay, grasses, flowers, and pollens before it all drifted past her and continued on its way. It was quite a change from the incessant noise and exhaust-laden smog of the L.A. Basin.

Her mother, a petite small-boned and slightly overweight woman, pushed open the screen door. Her faintly lined face, pale from countless hours of lost sleep and too many hours spent indoors, enhanced her deep chestnut eyes. Her hair, dark at the crown and blonde down the length of it, curled at the curve of her shoulders. The color clashed with her skin tone, which only added to her appearance of chronic exhaustion. Just this morning she told Stephanie she was contemplating dying it to the original dark brown color inherited through her Italian lineage. Barefooted and carrying a large plastic pitcher of water, she asked Stephanie as she stepped out to the porch, "Did you have a nice walk?"

"I sure did. If you give me the pitcher, I'll water the plants."

"Thank you, dear." She took the chair beside the doorway where there was an unobstructed view of the property. With an appreciative glance at the blue crystalline sky and the puffy white clouds, she remarked, "What a beautiful day!"

"Say, Mom?"

"Hmmm?"

"Did you know there's a cemetery up the road?"

"Oh, yes. It's been there for over a hundred years. So, you found it."

"Is any of your family buried there?"

"Not as far as I know. There might be somebody. I don't know for sure. All my mother told me about it is that it was a pioneer cemetery, and it hasn't been used in over a hundred years. That's why she and Grandpa are buried over at Oakview."

Stephanie nodded, recollecting Gram's funeral there, and recollecting her dad's funeral in his family plot down the hill in the same place. Per prearrangements, the funeral home flew his body north to Masonville and then shipped him by cargo van the rest of the way northeast to "if-you-blink-you-miss-it" Providence. There he joined his predeceased parents and older brother in the manicured plot near the manmade stream in Oakview Memorial Park. Stephanie didn't get much of a look at the place. She could hardly see through the steady flow of her tears.

Her clearest memory was of when they began to lower the casket. She thought of him reposed inside it wearing his only suit, trapped there in the eternal darkness. The finality of it was more than she could bear. She sobbed silently, her lips stretched and quivering with her effort to remain quiet. As a grieving moan threatened to escape her throat, she forced it back down, wiped her eyes and diverted her attention to the grass at her feet where a ladybug was struggling among the blades. Stephanie forgot about her misery, concerned that when the funeral ended someone would step on that poor ladybug. She bent and gingerly placed her finger near it, let it crawl and rest upon her fingertip. As she stood upright, its wings trembled and spread. It alit and flew off to live another day. Observing its flight reminded her of what her mother assured her: the dead leave their body behind and fly away in spirit to Heaven. Still, she could not watch her father’s casket descend. Instead, she convinced herself he had come to her as the ladybug to tell her goodbye, and she had set him free. 

“I'd prefer you didn't go in there, Steph."

"Huh?"

"That old graveyard."

"Why not?"

"It's untended. Mom told me there are snakes there, too."

"There's a guy cleaning it up. He just took it on himself to do it. His name's Quinn."

"Oh!" The woman smiled broadly, revealing her flawless white teeth. "The Vanderfield boy. When you were three, you and he played together when we visited here. When I was a girl, I had a crush on his dad, John."

Stephanie gushed in surprise. "No!"

"Yes, indeed. John Vanderfield was quite the looker—a blond Adonis. All the girls were after him. Bernice Talmadge finally landed him. Not surprising. She was a looker, herself."

"Were you jealous?"

"No. I was off at college by then, and your father was my main squeeze." Her eyes glinted with happiness at the recollection. "Your father was something special. My god, you should have seen him when he was young. So slender and muscular... He got a football scholarship, you know—and smart as a whip. I sat at front at every game, and sometimes he would steal a glance at me as I cheered him on. He had a smile that could melt the paint off the walls. It certainly melted my heart."

"I miss his smile."

"So do I."

"I miss his laugh, too. That yuk-yuk laugh of his." Stephanie grinned, yet her eyes were moistening.

Her mother draped her arm over the girl's shoulders. "We'll see him again someday. It's all right. Really, it is. Our love will never die, right?"

"Right."

"Please don't cry. You'll make me cry. It's too beautiful a day to spoil with tears."

They sat in silence until Stephanie spoke. "Would it be okay if I invited Quinn over?"

"That'd be fine, honey. We'll invite John and Bernice, too. How about this weekend?"
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The big den inside the Vanderfield house was masculine in every way with its black leather furniture, and a large executive style desk, bookcases, and tables all made of gleaming polished cherry wood. The lamp bases upon the side tables at each end of the sofa were ceramic hand-painted drakes in simulated flight topped by ecru lampshades. Paintings of hunting dogs and ducks adorned the walls, which were painted Hunter Green, and the wainscoting Deep Burgundy. John Vanderfield's books crowded the bookcases, books about hunting, nature, American and World History, biographies of famous politicians, businessmen, and philosophers. He kept a collection of movies and documentaries in a cabinet below the giant flat screen television attached to one wall across from his recliner. An elaborate stereo system that played every available format of music dominated the surface of the cabinet, the system's lights flashing different shades of colors according to the bass and treble vibrations emanating from the speakers.

On the sofa, Quinn bobbed his head to the wild rhythms of John Coltrane. Modern music held no attraction for the boy. Quinn was a Jazzer, a throwback to a distant time of American innocence that ended the day Kennedy died in Dallas, and persons of forbidden sexual tastes were scratching at the doors of their closets.

Quinn would not have heard of John Coltrane or any of the other music giants who preceded him had it not been for a long-dead trumpeter named Buzz Lester who had visited when Quinn was ten years old. Buzz had died on Valentine's Day 1947 while playing a gig at the Gadfee Lake Ballroom a few miles up the road. During a break between the band’s third and fourth sets, he ambled out to the pier for some cool fresh air and welcome silence. He noticed a young woman in a mink coat smoking under the light on the pier. Her sniffles and sobs indicated she was crying as she gazed off into the darkness beyond the lake. Hearing his footsteps as he approached her, she turned and glared at him, at first mistaking him for her inconsiderate date. Her expression changed once she recognized him as one of the musicians, and she apologized to him. Buzz, very drunk and feeling flirtatious, said and did all the wrong things that provoked her ire. Appalled, she struck him with her purse, which contained a handgun. As the weight and hardness of her concealed weapon made violent contact with his temple, the image of the gun in his mind was his last conscious realization before he toppled off the pier, cataleptic from a concussion, into the black water. His band mates, thinking he had passed out in his car after the third set (for this was his pattern), never bothered to look for him until they found his car vacant after the ballroom closed for the night. Police finally recovered his body at sunrise.

Buzz was an expert on everything to do with music from the 1920s through the early 1960s, "...until those damned Brits came over with their mop-heads and guitars and ruined everything." He was full of stories, full of music. He could transmit his favorite tunes to Quinn telepathically, and this is how Quinn got his "dust web covered, moldy-oldie music" education. Enraptured, Quinn exhausted his weekly allowance in thrift stores on well-preserved shellac and vinyl. The boy's collection took up three tall shelving units that fully covered two walls in his bedroom.

Buzz was a frequent visitor for many years and one day Quinn asked him why he had not crossed over.

"I'm havin' too much fun!" The slender, mischievous-faced man said with a roar of laughter.

"But, don't you wanna go see God?"

"Ha! Does God wanna see me?"

"Well, aren't you supposed to go to Heaven after you die?"

"When I'm good and ready, kid."

"But, won't God be mad at you for staying behind?"

"I look at it this way, kid: God gave us a sense of humor, so he must have a sense of humor, too. I bet he's okay with it. I'll go soon."

"Maybe you should, Buzz. I'll miss you, but you gotta leave here sometime. Are you afraid to leave because you were drunk when you died?"

Another roll of laughter. "Oh, hell no."

"Are you mad at that lady who cracked your skull with her purse?"

"Hell, I don't even remember what she looked like."

"Then, what's really keeping you here?"

"Fun!"

"This world sucks. There's nothing fun about it."

"To you, kid."

"Not just me—most people."

"More for you, kid. I can't make the world better, but I can give you something to make it more tolerable. Maybe I've done my job. Do you want me to go?"

Quinn gave this a lot of thought before he answered. "You’ve been the best friend I’ve ever had. Hell... my only friend. But, it’d be selfish of me to make you stay. I want you to go because I want you to have peace. You deserve that. Don't worry about me."

"Your mother's goin' soon, Quinn. I wanna be here for you when that happens."

His mother had been sick for a long time and had been at death's door once already. Still, this news hit Quinn hard. "How soon?"

"A year, maybe less. She already got the shine on her."

"The shine?"

"God's ready for her. He got his shine over her to make it easy for her when the time comes. Aw, shit... Don't start bawlin'."

"Can't God change his mind?"

"It's predestined, kid. My time was predestined. I've been cheatin' this whole time. Your mom ain't gonna cheat. I like that about her. You'll see her again someday. Till then, you gotta be strong."

"Will she come visit me like you do?"

"I got no idea. I ain't no expert on that stuff." Buzz waited a few moments while Quinn sniffled and wiped his tears. Once the boy gathered his composure and looked him soberly in the eye, Buzz said, "That's one of the things I meant when I told you I'm leavin' you things to make this world more tolerable. Well, not things, exactly. The only thing I got to give you is what made me happy and kept me sane through the bad times. You got the music now. That always soothed me when times were bad. It's all I got to leave you. I got nothin' else except a liver fried by booze and a brain ringing from that lady's right hook. So, maybe you're right I gotta go—and I'm ready to go, but I wanna delay a while longer in case you need me after your mom passes."

"It'd kill me if you both went at the same time. I can't handle that."

"Do you want me to go now? Are you sure you won't need me?"

"My dad will be here. We'll help each other through it. Till then, I wanna give what time's left to Mom. I think that's what I gotta do. You understand, right?"

"I do understand. Yeah, this is for the best. He's been pullin' at me lately—y'know, God." Buzz chuckled to himself. "Hopefully, he'll be in a good mood when I get there."

"Yeah. It'll be okay, Buzz. I bet he's already got a gig lined-up for you."

"Keep your chin up, kid. You got the gift of seeing what others don't, for whatever's that's worth. And, to tell you the truth, you gave me a purpose I never had before. I suppose it's time for me to go. I'll always remember you, Quinn."

There were many days when Quinn longed for Buzz's company, especially these days when he felt so miserably alone in the world.

––––––––

[image: ]


SOON THE PATRIARCH John Vanderfield returned home. Quinn shut off the music and vacated the room as John claimed the recliner, but not before saying hello and exchanging meaningless pleasantries. Once comfortable in his chair (which Quinn called, “The King's Throne”), John thumbed the TV remote for the evening news. This evening's lead story was something about President George W. Bush and the health of the economy. John paid close attention to the broadcast. He barely acknowledged their housekeeper and live-in cook Maria as she served him his customary mug of French Roast coffee with a dollop of whipped cream and a shot of whiskey. In the meantime, Quinn set the table for dinner while Maria filled the expensive Royal Doulton serving dishes with her culinary offerings. This was the routine most nights.

The grandfather clock in the hallway struck nine, and Maria emerged from the kitchen with a tumbler of whiskey, which she set on the table beside John. He didn't look up from his book as he mumbled his thanks. Her plump fingers interlaced against her stout belly, she lingered in front of the recliner and finally said to him, "A letter came from the school today."

He finally looked at her. "What did Quinn do this time?"

She removed the envelope from her apron pocket and handed it to him.

He took it reluctantly, with an air of consternation, and quickly read the letter. The bad news did not surprise him. "Where is he?"

"He's upstairs doing his homework."

"Tell him I want to see him."

Without replying, she headed up the staircase.

John read the letter again, a gleam of fire in his dark blue eyes. His cheeks reddened, and his blond mustache twitched and spread with the changing position of his lips as he pressed them together. "Damned kid..." He slammed his book shut and dropped it on the side table where it made a soft thud as it landed. The lampshade over the flying drake trembled. "I don't need this shit."

The dread on Quinn's face when he joined his father in the den was no surprise to John. He motioned at the sofa. "Have a seat, Son."

"What'd I do?"

"Just sit down." He waited until Quinn sat. He observed the boy’s face that closely resembled Bernice. Quinn had inherited most of Bernice’s traits. They even had the same rolling laugh. His son seldom laughed these days. He was aloof and secretive, and he spent too much time alone. John worried about him and was frustrated with his behavior. The letter from the school was just another example of the boy’s downward spiral. Wishing to be done with it, John gently commenced. "I have a letter from your principal. I'm tired of this. I've got a lot of worries right now."

"Those guys jumped me. I didn't do anything to deserve it!"

John knew better. Quinn was a habitual smart mouth with an overly defensive attitude. Additionally, the boy's increasingly hostile behavior consistently made him a target for his schoolmates since junior high.

"It says here you called someone a... rectum?"

"That's bull."

"Quinn..."

"Well, maybe I did. But I don't remember."

"How many times have we been through this? How many times have you come home beat up? How many times has our front yard been t.p.'d? When are you going to learn?"

Quinn stared at the beige carpet.

His father continued. "I'd put you on restriction, but you never go anywhere, anyway."

Quinn did not raise his eyes to his father's face.

"If I had the extra money, I'd send you to private school. Do you know that?"

"Uh-huh."

"You're all I have, Quinn."

At this, Quinn finally looked up, met his father's eyes, which were full of hurt. He forced sincerity into his voice as he uttered softly, "I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

"Is there something you want to tell me?"

He knew where this was leading. "No."

"I'm not a fool."

"I never said you were."

John crinkled the letter into a ball in his hands. "It's time for bed. From now on, watch your mouth."

Quinn rose quickly and with much relief. "I will. I promise."

He watched his son cross the hallway toward the staircase, the boy moving quickly and with a bit too much resentment in each step. As soon as he was out of hearing range, John whispered to himself in a defeated and mournful voice, "Shit..."

––––––––
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QUINN WAS GLAD HIS father was too tired and just inebriated enough not to want to deal harshly with him over his bad behavior. Although Quinn felt a small satisfaction at being let off the hook, a part of him felt frustrated at the man’s lack of concern for him and at his willingness to simply let it go as if it was too much trouble to delve into the problem and solve it. He decided his father had given up on him a long time ago, had accepted the fact Quinn would never be the ideal son any father would be proud of. That hurt more than anything. John Vanderfield, being a high school jock and one of the popular crowd in his day, had no idea what it was like to be laughed at and picked on. He had no idea what it was like to do daily battle with the four boys, who Quinn dubbed, “The Fermented Four,” who had made his life a living hell since first grade.

The Fermented Four: Harry Richter, Marcus Stanley, Bruno Ruiz, and Farley Larson had targeted Quinn since grade school because he was the smallest of the boys in his class, effeminate in his manners, highly sensitive, and cried easily. The cried easily part was due to the fact the dead often appeared to him at school, and they were usually miserable people suffering psychological aftereffects of the way they died. At such a young age, Quinn was powerless to help them and could only react to their suffering as if it was his own. To make matters worse, some of the dead were angry and dumped their pain into him out of just plain desperation. All of this made it difficult for Quinn to control his emotions and there were many times at school, both in class and on the playground, that he blurted, “Leave me alone!” to tormentors only he could see. As a result, most of his fellow students avoided him while some targeted him as an object of great fun, the Weird Kid who yelled at people that weren’t there. The school psychologist deemed him highly imaginative and assured John and Bernice Vanderfield their son would eventually grow out of his minor neurosis once he adjusted to the social aspects of public school. As time passed, Quinn learned to silence his outbursts and ignore both the dead and the bullies as best he could. However, children have longer memories than adults credit them for, and once labeled, the Fermented Four would not and could not leave Quinn alone. Quinn’s rage increased. He used the only thing he had to get back at them: his talent for coming up with derisive nicknames. To him they became Hairy Rectum, Morbid Standard, Bruno Ruin, and Fartly Largely. His alternate names for them aroused much amusement among his fellow students which incensed the Fermented Four. So the battles continued.

Standing in his bedroom doorway, thinking about it, remembering it, re-experiencing it, Quinn's face tightened and flushed red. Anger filled his eyes. His hands trembled. Although he wanted to slam his bedroom door, he reminded himself the noise would bring his father upstairs. The resulting confrontation would only result in a yelling match that would end badly with a stinging slap across his face. Instead, he took a few moments to compose himself. He shut the door gently and decided he would vent his frustration in his usual manner. He went to his small pine desk against the wall where he took a little book and pen from the drawer. The book was full of lined pages, many of which had graceful cursive writing on them and too many that contained heavy angular block capital letters he had written during rages.

He reclined in his chair and contemplated revenge for all they had done to him through the school year. Finally, after taking a few more moments to calm down and conquer his shaking hands, he found the blank page that awaited the point of his pen. He dated the page with only the month and day and then wrote:

"Tomorrow is Sunday, one more day of peace. I can't wait till school is over. I hate them all."

Quinn shut his journal and returned it with his pen to the desk drawer. The three sentences were not enough to purge his tension, and he turned in the chair and searched the room for another distraction. The room felt claustrophobic. Maria had shut all the blinds again to block the day’s heat. He hated it when she took it upon herself to change things from the way he liked them. He liked light and fresh air during the day, and fresh air drifting through his windows at night. He fully raised the horizontal blinds and opened the window beside his bed. The cool night air carried the sweet aroma of mown grass and his mother's rosebushes into the room. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath of it.

Across from Quinn's window, the cemetery lay blanketed under weeds and the remnants of winter's spent leaves and rotted acorns. He could see a portion of it in the clearing below the slope where two digger pines toppled during a fierce wind and rainstorm two years before. The clearing was pale silver-white under the moonlight, yet seemed to Quinn it was lit from within. He imagined a silver-white heart lay below the soil. That heart radiated its purifying light into the sacred earth and the precious deceased who rested there.

Sometimes Quinn imagined the illumination there on nights such as this was the spirit energy of those long-forgotten souls, spirit energy trapped by their sadness and loneliness.

No one should be forgotten.

Stephanie said the dead don't care.

Oh, yes they do. They do. I know they do.

He regretted telling her about it. In retrospect, he felt he should have told her nothing except it was private property and to stay away. But, no... he didn't think of it at the time. She had surprised him and he was not prepared.

An owl hooted. Quinn could not tell if the sound came from the cemetery or somewhere beyond. If the owl was among the graves, posted high on a branch watching for careless rodents below... well... Death will visit there again.

He pulled away from the window and sat at the edge of his bed. His mother's portrait on the nightstand drew his attention as it did every night. Her eyes were the same amber as Quinn's, an unusual color, her hair the same pale blond, and the shape of her face identical to his. Her expression was at once loving and sadly contemplative. Quinn kissed his fingertips and brushed that kiss to her lips.

"I miss you so much."

She would have laughed about him calling Harry Richter "Hairy Rectum."
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The air was cooler than it had been the previous day, and it smelled like rain. Puffy smoke-colored clouds hugged the mountaintops in the north, and a few stray corpulent white clouds sailed languidly above the southern valley, occasionally casting shadows upon the earth as they crossed in front of the sun.

Quinn made his way down the foot trail that led from the side of his house and straight through the little forest of oaks and digger pines into the cemetery. Once in the clearing, he laid his rake and his leather gloves on Mister Fitzgerald’s toppled headstone, and he took a few minutes to observe the sky and the behavior of the birds. The birds were not aloft. They were in the trees or pecking for grubs in the soil. They were quiet except for a call or chirp now and then, for to them it was a typical day with no threatening conditions imminent. This told Quinn the storm would stay up north, and if there were to be any rain in the valley, it would only be an intermittent light sprinkle. The breeze gently tickled the back of his neck and scented the air with grasses and floral perfume. It was a perfect day to work here.

He put on his gloves and set about yanking the tall weeds out of the soil, tossing them into a pile. Within an hour, he had uncovered six more graves, only one of which—that of a baby—contained an upright headstone. It was a small headstone, only three feet high, and it had a little lamb chiseled expertly on the curved crest. He dropped to his knees, dug some remaining weeds from the stone’s base, and read the inscription, “Our Baby, 5 March 1885 – 6 March 1885.” The surname on the stone read, “Beckett.” The infant’s parents and two of its siblings rested in peace in the same row. Their toppled stones were cracked corner-to-corner. Quinn brushed dirt, debris, and spider webs off the stones. The year of death on the mother’s stone was 1892, which indicated she had outlived her family by seven years. 

He recalled the young woman with her baby who had been visiting him here, wondered if this was her grave. However, the dates on the stone indicated a woman age twenty-seven years old when she died. The ghost woman appeared to be much younger, perhaps seventeen or eighteen. This answered his question. 

A sudden cold breeze tickled the back of his neck. Alarmed, Quinn pivoted, saw the leaves in the trees and bushes were still, as were the remaining sections of tall dry weeds. Yet, the air blew gently against his face. Its iciness lingered upon his skin.

Quinn knew from past experience the earthbound dead sometimes drew close to him only out of curiosity and nothing else. These kinds never interacted with him and quickly continued on their way to complete whatever business they desired to finish before crossing permanently to that invisible next dimension.

Unfortunately, that was not the case in this instance, and Quinn was unprepared for it. A high-frequency vibration accompanied by a high-pitched screaming noise shot into his chest like a spear and exited painfully out his back. He fell from his squatting position onto his rear as he protested the invasion with a few cuss words.

A deep male voice intoned, dragging out the word, “Boy...” and added with a sigh of relief, “Found you.”

Quinn waited for the ghost to appear. He waited for what seemed to him like a long time. The ghost didn’t appear, although Quinn could still feel its stifling presence. His voice trembled as he inquired, “What do you want? Who are you?” There came no audible response, but only the sensation of the entity weakening and leaving. In a few moments, the energy in the cemetery returned to its normal serenity. Quinn decided it must have been a spirit passing through in search of a loved one buried here. Whoever it was had accomplished his purpose to reunite with someone and they were both now gone.

Quinn calmed himself and returned to his task.

He wondered if the mute woman with her baby would return today.

––––––––
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STEPHANIE, WEARING brown hiking boots, beige shorts and a light blue tank top, arrived toting a rake and a hoe as he was uncovering another grave. She happily waved to him as she approached, talking a mile a second as she neared him. “Wouldn’t you know it that as I was unpacking I came across this rake and hoe that begged me, positively begged me, to bring them to you in case you needed them. I told them you had all the tools you need, but they absolutely insisted and so, here we are!”

Quinn glowered at her. “Are you a nutcase, or what?”

She turned the rake to her as a puppeteer manipulates a puppet. “What do you think, Mister Rake? Am I a nutcase?”

“What part of I don’t need help don’t you understand?” Quinn pleaded. 

“My mother already knows about this place.”

He frowned. “I told you not to tell anybody.”

“Well, it was just my mom, and she already knew about it. So, calm down. I won’t tell anyone else. I promise”

“How can I trust you when you can’t keep your mouth shut?” Continuing his work, he asked over his shoulder, “She’s not gonna tell anybody, is she?”

“Of course not.”

“You can’t tell anybody! Got that?”

“I’m sorry.”

“I hope your mother’s better at keeping promises than you are.”

“She’s solid.”

“Good! Now, go home.”

“Why are you such a dick?”

“Because I didn’t invite you.”

“It’s kind of dangerous for you to be working out here all by yourself, don’t you think?”

“Nope.”

“What if you stepped in a hole or something and broke your leg? How would you get help? I don’t see any phone on you.”

“I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

She flashed her cell phone at him. “Unlike you, I can call for help.”

“Good for you.”

“And, by the way... this place was a hangout, a real party place, back in the nineteen-fifties and sixties. Cops were out here all the time. My mom can tell you stories!”

“And now it has fallen into obscurity,” Quinn said evenly, “And I’d like to keep it that way.”

“So, let me help. This place may turn out to be part of my family history, too.” She laid the tools on the weedy ground and settled on a rock from which she gazed at him sincerely. “Come on, Quinn. I’m going nuts for something to do. You can be boss if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“You’re really something.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Just as Quinn ran out of patience and began to order the girl to leave, the translucent ghost woman with her baby strolled soundlessly from the trail, her curious eyes on Stephanie. She circled Stephanie, fascinated and concurrently appalled by her clothing that no modest young woman would have dared to wear back in her time. Once her shock over the girl’s wardrobe ebbed, she stopped in front of Stephanie and scrutinized her face. Something in the woman’s expression told Quinn she recognized Stephanie but couldn’t recall why or where.

Although Quinn was confident the woman posed no threat, he saw her presence as a tool to scare Stephanie off his turf forever. “There are ghosts here,” he blurted.

She gave him a nonchalant smile. “Is that supposed to scare me?”

Oh, shit... he muttered under his breath. At that, he stopped what he was doing and faced her seriously. “I’m not kidding.”

“And they’re probably happy we’re here doing something constructive instead of vandalizing the place. You’ve gotta chill out, man.”

“You’ve sure got nerve...”

“And you’ve got some serious lack of people skills.”

He laughed. He couldn’t help it.

The wispy woman’s shoulders trembled with her silent laughter. She settled at the base of a nearby oak tree where she tenderly rocked her baby while she listened in on the teens’ conversation.

“My mom told me her and my dad went to school with your mom and dad,” Stephanie said. “She told me she once had a crush on your dad back in high school.”

Quinn groaned amusedly. “All the girls had a crush on him!”

“Is he still a hunk?”

“If you consider an aging, balding, overworked stress case with a fat belly a hunk.”

“Well, anyway, she wants to invite you and your parents over for dinner next weekend.”

Quinn’s eyes revealed his pain, although he was unaware of it. “My mom died two years ago.”

“Oh.” Stephanie slumped, tapped her fingertips to her forehead. “I’m sorry.”

He gave her a forgiving glance. “How were you supposed to know? Anyway, I doubt my dad would want to go. The weekends are his busiest days at the store. He usually doesn’t get home until ten.”

“Well... okay. But, you’re welcome to come for dinner.”

He thought about school and the almost guaranteed prospect he would come home with bruises before the end of the term on Friday. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to commit to anything just yet.

“Let’s see how the week goes,” he finally told her.

She looked puzzled, her feelings mildly hurt.

“This is the last week of school,” he explained. “Finals, you know, and other stuff.”

“Well,” Stephanie said, retrieving the rake, “Maybe some other time.” She swept a glance through the cemetery, “Where do you want me to start?”

“Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yeah. It’ll be interesting, and I agree with you that someone should tend to this place. The people here deserve it. I’d feel horrible if my dad was forgotten like these poor people. It isn’t right. It just isn’t right.”

Quinn rat-a-tat-tatted his index finger on his chest, “And I’m boss.”

“Okay.”

“And you’ll keep your mouth shut about this!”

“Absolutely.”

“And you’ll keep in mind this is hallowed ground. You’ll treat those buried here with respect.”

“Absolutely!”

Out the corner of his eye, he saw the ghost woman smile and nod. He wasn’t certain if her nod meant she agreed with his comment about respect, or if she was approving the idea of Stephanie working with him. Deciding it was both, he responded, “All right, then. Get off your butt and put Mister Rake to work.”

Stephanie giggled, saluting him, “Yes, sir.”

Quinn showed her all the hazards, beginning with the exposed pins on the headstone bases he had uncovered, warned her there were plenty of them underneath the riot of tall weeds and tangled grasses. She paid close attention and proceeded cautiously.

Quinn squatted in front of one of the exposed pins and pulled clumps of weeds out by their roots. He made small talk, “Are you still unpacking?”

“We finished most of it last night.” She paused briefly and added, “There’s a lot of stuff in the house from Mom’s family. Last night I got a look in the attic—just out of curiosity. You ought to see all the old antiques up there, and boxes and boxes of stuff. I haven’t opened any of the boxes yet.”

That piqued his interest. “Antiques?”

The tone of his voice told her everything, and she mirrored his sudden enthusiasm. “You like antiques, huh?”

“I like stuff about the past.”

“So do I. Whenever you come over you can look at it all with me.”

He smiled enthusiastically. “That’d be fun.”

“But we can’t go through any of my grandparents’ stuff. Mom wouldn’t like it. We can only go through the really old stuff. Mom said it all goes back four or five generations from when the Tarantinos first settled in America from Italy.”

“Tarantino, huh? I saw that name in my dad’s high school yearbook.”

“Mom was a cheerleader. My dad, Ned Norris, was on the football team.”

Quinn cocked his head to one side in thought. “I don’t remember that name Norris. I’ll have to look again, I guess.” He returned his attention to pulling the weeds.

She brushed and scratched at her shoulder. “Damned bugs.”

“What?”

“Bugs.”

He thought it silly of her not to expect encountering bugs. Her complaint was not worth dividing his attention between pulling the weeds and attending to her trivial frustration. Still, he repeated, “What?” out of politeness.

“Nothing. I thought I felt something land on the back of my leg. Will you look?”

Through his peripheral vision, he glimpsed the ghost woman with her baby still reclined against the oak tree. The woman giggled, shrugged, and shook her head as if she had no explanation to offer. Quinn unconcernedly strolled over to Stephanie, looked at her bare legs. “There’s nothing there. It was probably just a fly.”

“Well, never mind. Thanks for looking.”

Without replying, he returned to the spot where he was working, uprooted another cluster of weeds and tossed them aside. He stole another glance at the ghost woman who was watching Stephanie, her eyes curious. Quinn wondered if she had somehow managed to toss an acorn crown at Stephanie’s leg. Perhaps she was a prankster when she was alive. He had encountered many mischievous dead who did silly things simply out of boredom.

That thought brought memories of his mother. She told him that when she was in high school she liked playing harmless jokes on her fellow students, especially the boy she eventually married. The recollection reminded him of his twelfth birthday when she gave him a heavy gift-wrapped box that contained a solitary brick from the front yard. He didn’t understand and was disappointed. She chuckled and made a gesture indicating he should remove the brick from the box. Under the brick was an envelope containing two tickets to a jazz concert. She included a note: Some just you and me time. Happy Birthday. Now all that remained was his memories of her. It angered him that he could see and converse with the dead, yet she had never made the effort to contact him. Why hadn’t she come to visit him? Didn’t she miss him as much as he missed her? How he wished he could talk with her!

Stephanie inquired, “Where’s your mom buried?”

Her question startled him. Was she psychic? He kept his eyes pinned to his hands gripping and pulling the current clump of weeds. “She’s at Oakview. Where else would she be?”

“So’s my dad. Do you ever go visit her?”

He paused before answering, for the visits had only increased his pain, and he had stopped going there. “I visited a few times.”

“How’d she die?”

“She was sick. I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay.”

“You know, there are some things you shouldn’t ask people about.”

She stopped what she was doing and regretfully shook her head. “Okay. Sorry.”

He tossed the weeds, sat on the dirt, and took a crooked cigarette out of his shirt pocket along with a book of matches. He lit the cigarette and eyed her, his expression a mixture of anger and defeat. “I suppose you hate me now.”

“No. I was wrong to ask about your mom. I don’t know why I asked.”

“I was thinking about her.”

As if that made perfect sense to her, she said, “Oh.”

“Do you always read people’s thoughts?”

“It happens sometimes.”

Quinn became silent, smoked his cigarette.

Stephanie gazed at him dolefully. “We’re still cool, right?”

He nodded without looking at her. After a while, her lengthy silence bothered him. He felt he had cast over her a cloud darker than the storm clouds over the mountains. Finally, he snuck a glance at her and saw the troubled expression on her face as she resumed raking all the weeds into a pile. Softly, he began to sing, Puttin’ On The Ritz. She smiled, which is what he wanted. He sang a little louder until he had her undivided attention and her lips spread into a grin. 

“Do you know this song?” he inquired.

“I’ve heard it, but I don’t know it. You’ve got a nice voice. Keep singing.”

He continued singing, his voice strong and beautiful, at once joyful and encouraging. While Stephanie listened as she resumed raking the weeds, he sang the entire song.

He sang, not only for Stephanie but also for the petite young woman who listened from the trunk of the ancient oak. Quinn silently acknowledged her, while she reclined there and rocked her baby in her arms. Smiling contentedly, she silently bobbed her head and tapped her outstretched bare feet to the rhythm. And Quinn knew it would be all right. It would be all right that he was there and Stephanie was there, and everything was right because he felt happy for the first time in a long time, and the woman felt happy for the first time in a long time as well.

––––––––
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IDA NORRIS UNPACKED the remaining box of small items for her office. She had already filled the drawers of her computer desk with her stationary, rolls of postage stamps, her stapler, tape dispenser, and other necessary items. Mailing supplies, folders, printer paper, printer toner, and carefully organized client files filled the cabinets. A tall oak four-drawer filing cabinet claimed a far corner of the room beside the bay window that looked out over the flower garden. From that window, she could enjoy the view of the garden, the fountain and birdbath, the two lilac bushes, the rose bush, and the ancient walnut tree from which she had hung two bird feeders, and the manicured boxwood hedges that framed the space on three sides. It was a beautiful place, once lovingly tended by her mother and father, Grace and Rudy Tarantino. The fragrance of roses, snapdragons, and jasmine drifted through the small open window beside her desk, and the fragrance brought memories of her childhood, memories of helping her mother cut the flowers to bring inside to fill vases all over the house. Her father had built a simple wood and rope swing he hung from a fat branch of the walnut tree. She had spent many a lazy summer day upon that swing in blissful daydreams. The swing was gone now, a victim of weather and old age.

She removed the bubble wrap from the framed photographs she had unpacked earlier and carefully set them on the worktable with the hammer and nails. One photo was of her at age ten with her mother and father, the second her parents’ wedding photo, the third her own wedding photo. She gazed at it for a long time, studied the face of her late husband, Ned Norris. They were both twenty-four years old when they married, when she was still a natural brunette, and when Ned still had a full head of thick black hair. He had just landed his first job with a firehouse in Los Angeles, and she was still trying to figure out what she could do with her Liberal Arts degree. The move from rural Northern California down south to the congested Los Angeles Basin had been a culture shock for them, but they made the best of it, settling in the suburbs where their only child, Stephanie, was born. 

Ida wiped a bit of dust off the fourth photograph, a studio master of her, Ned, and Stephanie in their “best duds,” as Ned drolly remarked. Ned had never been one to enjoy dressing up, and he had purchased his one and only dark blue suit just for this occasion. The occasion had been Ida’s thirty-seventh birthday, and Stephanie was twelve years old. Stephanie was at the forefront of the picture, her father’s broad hand resting lightly upon her right shoulder.

“God, I miss you, Ned.” She caressed the image of his face with her fingertips.

Their daughter was an attractive child who had inherited her mother’s Italian complexion and dark eyes, and her father’s oval face and strong chin. The girl was a talker from the get-go, friendly as a puppy and curious about everything. At school, she carried a B average but excelled in English. Ida and Ned were proud of her, and they encouraged her to follow her natural leaning toward literature, history, and the social sciences. As an athlete, she was mediocre. As a dancer, she was graceful and inventive and even started her own dance group at the age of eight with the neighborhood girls. They put on a show each summer at the annual neighborhood barbecue, and of course, Stephanie acted as both emcee and lead dancer.

Out in the flower garden, Stephanie replaced the rake and shovel into the shed. She wiped sweat from her forehead and went over to sniff the roses on one of the bushes. Ida watched her through the bay window. The woman thought she saw one of the snapdragon stalks bend and then spring back into position. There was no wind today, and her daughter was not near the snapdragon bed. How strange... maybe a cricket had landed on it and quickly jumped off, or perhaps it was nothing but a momentary hallucination. Ida had not had a full night’s sleep in over a year and sometimes she saw things that weren’t there, like the time she saw Ned at the grocery store just the other day, and in the next instant, he wasn’t there at all.

She left the window and took up the hammer and nails to group the treasured photographs on the opposite wall.

Stephanie retrieved pruning shears from the picnic table on the veranda and cut a small bouquet of daisies and snapdragons. She hummed the song Quinn had sung while she did this. Stephanie, after a few moments and with the bouquet in one hand, attempted a tap dance while she hummed the song, the lyrics of which she couldn’t recall.

Ida caught the movement out of the corner of her eye. She looked out the window and chuckled at her delightfully silly daughter.

Ida called to her through the screen. “By the way, there’s a dance studio in town.”

Stephanie stopped and replied with a dismissive sneer, “Oh, hell no!”

“Suit yourself, potty mouth.”

“You’re not gonna beat me with that hammer, are you?”

“I’m hanging pictures.”

She presented the flowers at the window. “I picked these for you.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. Use the crystal vase from the china cabinet.”

Stephanie brought the vase of flowers into her mother’s office and set them on the sill of the bay window. Delicious fragrance immediately permeated the air. They talked as they hung the photos on the wall, talked initially about family and memories, and then the conversation segued to Stephanie’s day with Quinn at the old cemetery, Quinn’s apparent moodiness, and his revelation his mother had died. Ida was both shocked and saddened by this news. Bernice Talmadge Vanderfield had been a friend of hers since grade school, and they had both been on the cheerleading team in high school. She told Stephanie she would send a sympathy card and note to John Vanderfield, and commented she had neglected to send notice of Ned’s death to him.

“They were both on the football team, weren’t they?” Stephanie inquired.

“Yes, they were. Ned was the best player, though, and John was a little jealous of him. They used to joke about that.”

“Quinn said his dad won’t be able to come over for dinner on the weekend because he works late on the weekends.”

“That doesn’t surprise me. John was always a workaholic. Quinn can come over if he wants to. I’d sure like to see him again.”

“Well, Mom... I guess that’ll depend on his mood. He doesn’t seem to like being around people very much.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It’s just a feeling.”

“Maybe it’s because he’s still mourning his mother.”

“Maybe.”
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Quinn aced all his final exams except trigonometry, which he hated. However, garnering a D in trig was not the worst thing that happened to him as the school week and the school year ended Friday. Just as he expected, Marcus Stanley and his buddies, Harry Richter, Bruno Ruiz, and bug-eyed Farley Larson, cornered him in the school parking lot and beat the snot out of him behind the cover of Marcus’s giant red SUV truck. The reason for this thrashing was partly in retaliation for Quinn calling Harry Richter “Hairy Rectum,” but mostly in retaliation for getting Marcus and Bruno in trouble over an incident that morning of which they maintained their innocence. However, the shouts of the observant principal interrupted this afternoon’s beating. As Bruno and Farley scrambled into Bruno’s truck, Bruno promised Quinn they would “finish the job” later.

Of course, this meant Quinn missed his bus home and, after washing away his blood in the restroom by the wood shop building, had to walk the five miles home in the afternoon heat, his sore body protesting. He entered the heart of downtown Providence slowly, as much from his pain as from the fact he did not want to face his father later that evening.

He walked onward at a slow pace, took connecting streets that eventually led to Main and Hawthorne where there were a few businesses, including a multiplex movie theater. The parking lot was filling up with cars of students taking advantage of their half-day of school to view the latest new films. Quinn seldom went to the multiplex, chiefly for the one reason that Marcus’s crowd hung out there and, in the past, they had harassed him there as they did at school. There were few places in town where Quinn felt safe, particularly today after Bruno’s ominous threat. However, Hawthorne Avenue was safe enough with its heavy traffic, both vehicle and pedestrian.

After a few blocks, he turned on Providence Road, the main artery into downtown. He sat and rested on the low stone retaining wall that encircled Oakview Cemetery. A funeral was in progress. The mourners were few. He recalled his mother’s funeral. The mourners had taken up a quarter of an acre at her graveside. That was how it seemed to him then. 

He missed her, would miss her for the rest of his life. She understood him. Like her, he had the heart, soul, and mind of an artist. She tolerated his eccentricity, even came to appreciate it as one of his strengths. 

If he tried, he could still smell her perfume, could feel the smoothness of her delicate fingers upon his cheek, her lips upon his brow. He could hear her voice, her beautiful voice, gentle and lilting as lake water stirred by a languid summer breeze, could hear her footsteps quick and light on the upstairs wooden floors at nighttime. He could see her as if she had never left him, her tall, elegant figure, her pale blonde hair, and her amber eyes, like amber resin.

He concentrated, imagined he brought her to his side, although he convinced himself she was actually there. She vanished quickly before he could tell her how much he loved and missed her. He reasoned the droning noise of traffic scared her away. Perhaps the cemetery scared her away. She once told him she hated graveyards and she could never bring herself to visit her parents’ graves. She told Quinn it’s only the body there and the spirit is in a much better world. She told Quinn not to look for her there when the time came. Therefore, Quinn seldom visited her grave, and would not today, even though the spot was in Section D far beyond the wall, on a little slope that rose ten feet closer to the heavens.

The mourners from the funeral sauntered despondently away from the gaping mouth of the place of sleep. They did not notice Quinn sitting on the wall watching them. To him, they appeared as walking death, empty, morosely glad to be done with it. At moonrise, they would snuggle into their beds, but they would not sleep. They would wonder about their own final moments upon the earth and wonder who would come to see them off to that mysterious yawning plot of ground. They would wonder if restful sleep will ever find them again, and if they will ever again awaken refreshed in the dawn, eager to experience another day, a day without sorrow, a day with promise. Quinn watched them leave, watched their cars turn onto Main Street at the south.

Inspired by the solemnity, Quinn began to softly sing to himself. He chose a song from a time before the world went mad. A time before the biggest war of the twentieth century, a time before Hiroshima and Nagasaki felt the wrath of American scientific know-how, a time before technology both united and isolated people. Quinn’s song was a song from a very old movie musical that starred his favorite song and dance man, Fred Astaire. Quinn sang, Let’s Face the Music and Dance.

Quinn felt better after resting there a while. He continued up Providence toward Cherry Street, humming to himself and feeling isolated—the usual scenario for him whenever he was away from home. He found a quarter on the sidewalk in front of Scrubs & Suds Laundromat and he tucked it in his pocket. If Quinn had saved every quarter he had found in his life, he’d have two hundred dollars by now.

He heard faint sirens from far away, presumed it was an ambulance taking someone to the hospital. He had not heard sirens since that morning when he covertly dropped a lit book of matches in the weedy vacant lot across from the high school where Bruno and Marcus routinely snuck their cigarettes between classes. As his process of getting even erupted into welcome flames, Quinn reported the fire and told the principal the truth that he witnessed Bruno and Marcus hightailing it to the campus from there just after the fire started. The fire department extinguished the fire in fifteen minutes, and there were no classes disrupted by the incident. 
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