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BY S. H. MARPEL

I

IT WAS FATHER’S DAY. They were all still dead, and I was again dry-eyed over their grave.

I came this way every year, for the past few, as it was also my birthday. Such as it was.

Growing older just meant more sadness for me.

Father, Mother, and younger sister all passed that night. Horrific car accident. All decapitated or crushed instantly, head-on collision with another car, that seemed to come out of nowhere.

I was the only one remaining.

And I couldn’t even cry anymore.

Of course my heart ached. But it was almost the dull, screeching creak of some massive pump whose bearings were failing and overheated from lack of grease. The grease of kindness, of human love.

Why was I still here? What reason did I have for existing? I didn’t know. All I knew was that I kept going from day to day, month in, month out, and then showed up back here again - once a year.

Graveyards are funny things. Why they exist is such a morbid concept. Small and huge monuments erected to incite the memory of the fallen. Like it was the old Japanese ancestor worship. But just because they weren’t remembered after a few centuries, didn’t mean the ache went away. Only the persons who had the ache. To their own plot of earth and monument - or not.

People visited. And opened up that ache fresh to the sting of memory once again, like a wound opened to the air. Painful, abrupt. The ache continuing long after the bandage was re-applied.

Like that guy over there, a few rows over. Downcast young face. Blue jeans, black sweater jacket, high-top basketball sneakers. And that cute brown hair, those nice cheekbones. Why did he come here? Did it ever help him move on - or was he like me, a magnet for more punishment?

II

“WELL, SIS, HOW DID this year go for you - wherever you are?” I visited my sister every chance I got, knowing that it wasn’t really her. She was long gone, only some ashes remained now. Buried under ground somewhere near that stone.

She was the only one who had left, and the rest of us carried on. Somehow.

Mother and Dad were busy in their new retirement job, a part-time detective agency. Didn’t pay much, but they didn’t need much to keep going, to pay the bills, to enjoy what was left of their own span on this earth.

Me, I was just starting out. Barely in college when this happened.

They said it was congenital, that it would jump generations. Neither of my parents had it. And I had no signs. But neither did she. She got a check up for a pain in her arm that wouldn’t go away. The doctor called for an ambulance and they rushed her to a hospital. By that evening she was dead. Not enough left of her heart to revive.

And she wasn’t even out of high school.

So I come to talk to her, tell her all the things I’d learned in college, of the people I’d met, of the charities I worked for in her memory. Just to live her life as well as mine.

But it never seemed to help. That stone just sat there and looked back at me. It wasn’t alive, neither was she, so what was the use.

“Hey.” A girl came to stand beside me. I’d seen her earlier, a couple of rows over. “I just thought that I should come talk to you. Of course you can’t see or hear me, but you looked like you could use some comfort. Some people feel that. And it feels good giving it, at least to me.” She was wearing dark brown slacks and with thick off-white shawl-collar sweater and sensible flats. Her blond hair center-parted and naturally curled in long waves. A looker for sure.

“Who says I can’t hear or see you?” I asked, looking directly at her.

She was shocked, “Wait, really? No, this can’t be.”

“Yes, it can. But I know why you think you’re invisible to everyone. You’re a ghost.” I said as calmly as I could. Some of these specters went into denial and started screeching, so a guy had to be careful what and how they talked to them.

“No, you aren’t real. Nobody talks to ghosts.” Her eyes were wide in surprise.

“Well, it’s kinda my gift and my curse. Must be inherited. My Mom and Dad can both do it, too.” I lightened up at this, since she wasn’t going to go into dramatics on me. “Hey, if you don’t mind me asking, who are you here for today?”

“My family. Over there.” She pointed. “I come here every year on the anniversary.

“Sorry for your loss,” I said.

“And I’m sorry for yours. Who are you here for?” She asked.

“My sister. She was in high school when it happened. Too suddenly. But at least I got to see and talk with her just after she left. That’s one ‘benefit’ I guess you could call it. She was at peace and wasn’t serious about it at all. She told me not to be down about it, that I’d be joining her soon and to go out and make a big thing of living. That was our joke. I was always telling her to not make a big thing out of the issues she came up with. And she’d say, ‘Why not? That’s all the fun there is to living.’”

She smiled at this.

“I’m Tom.”

“Rose,” she answered. “You know, this is a bit freaky, but you lost your sister but have your family, and I’m the only sister left from mine.”

“Yea,” I said. “That is a bit freaky. Kinda OK, though. Like finding a missing piece to a puzzle somehow.”

“It does ‘fit’ somehow.” She smiled at that. “Well, nice meeting you.” And just stood there.

I stood there, too.

“Do you mind if I hugged you?” She asked.

“Not if you don’t want to be surprised.” I replied.

“Why would I be surprised?” Her face formed a little frown.

“Ghosts don’t normally hug.” I answered.

“Yea, I know,” she said, looking down at my sister’s headstone. “Because in the living, it gives them chills. That’s why I asked.”

“Oh, this is a different kind of surprise. You’ve never hugged someone who could hear and see you before.” I said. “Go ahead and try it.”

She moved closer to me and tentatively put her arms around my shoulders, then moved closer to me. I felt the hug. And then put my arms around her and hugged her back.

She immediately stepped back and held me by my shoulders, eyes almost as wide as her mouth.

III

“YOU HUGGED ME BACK!” I almost screamed in delight. “How did you do that? I haven’t felt an actual hug in years. This is... is...” Then I hugged him again and felt my eyes get all moist and bleary.

So I kissed him on his cheek.

He pulled back, a smile on his face. Right below the most amazing blue eyes I’d seen in years. “Well that was unexpected, particularly for a graveyard.”

I blushed, and dropped my arms. “Sorry, Tom. I didn’t mean to offend.”

“No offense. It actually - felt good. Even in a graveyard.” He said, still smiling.

We stood there for awhile, both of us not knowing what we wanted to do next.

He took my arm in his and turned to gently walk with me along one of the many paths of the cemetery. We walked without talking for quite a while, rounded many corners and passed under many stately oaks and old magnolias.

At last he spoke. “Rose, I don’t want to seem forward, but for a ghost, you are pretty nice and all. I don’t mean to interrupt any schedule you may be needing to get back to. What I thought is that you could come see where I live. But no pressure, of course. I mean it's fine if you don’t want to come. We can just meet back here next year or sometime, otherwise...”

I smiled at him. He was just being so sweet. We both had big lonesome spots in our hearts - or at least where mine used to be - and he just seemed honest. I mean, it’s not like this could lead to anything. Ghosts and people don’t mix in general.

“Sure.” I said. “I’d like that.”

He smiled back at me, “Well, turn here then. It’s not far from here, just a couple of blocks and up a hill over there.” Tom pointed.

We walked and talked. I had him tell me what he was studying in college and what he wanted to do when he got out, did he have my major settled and so on.

I told him that I usually spent my days at the old folks retirement centers or visiting the playgrounds. Because only the ‘demented’ and the very young could see spirits and talk with them. Otherwise, I enjoyed sunrises and sunsets. And sometimes take the light rail down to Long Beach to watch the ocean reflect the colors of the sky. Or just go out there on stormy days and watch the big waves crashing against the piers and beach.

Long Beach had the big ships that would come and go, different from Santa Monica that mostly only had sail boats. Venice wasn’t too much different, and just down the coast. I told him I didn’t much like L.A., but since I didn’t have to work for a living, I was pretty much a professional tourist.

He laughed at that, and I started laughing, too.

He suggested I should try “auditing” classes at the various colleges.

“And what would that get me? Not a diploma.” I replied.

“No, but it might help you decide what to do next.” Tom said.

“Next? What makes sure you think their is a next?” I asked.

“Like my Mom and Dad say, there’s a reason people hang around after they die. There’s something they have incomplete, something they still want to do. Most specters don’t know what it is and they are stuck here until they figure it out.” He said, but looked into my eyes with some concern. “I didn’t mean to offend you, though. Your life sounds really peaceful. And that’s fine if you...”

“...just want to keep doing what I’m doing? No, you’re right. Peaceful, yes. But extremely lonely. Old folks and kids can’t really have many useful conversations. The old guys think I’m cute and that I remind them of their niece or their wife when she was my age. They often can’t remember my name, and then will simply go off to sleep just sitting there. Then the kids - they want to just play, but they can’t leave the school yard and the only real game we can play is hide-and-seek, or ‘tell me a story.’ But the teachers and assistants are always telling them that I don’t exist or implying that the kids are making me up.” I again felt how lonely these few years had been, that all the visits to the beach or ‘sneaking’ in to theaters was just to distract myself from being alone.

“Look, no pressure. I’m auditing some film classes at UCLA. The teachers have some really liberal ideas about things, but the ideas of stories being a universal language fascinates me. There are always plenty of empty seats. I’ll show you a schedule and you can decide if you want to or not.” Tom said.

“That sounds a lot better than watching movies. At least I can hear about what goes into making movies.” I said.

Tom then started in on what he’d learned about how stories explain how humans work, and was just as applicable to ghosts. He was explaining it terms of plots and shooting angles and all sorts of things he’d been studying and I had no clue about.

Too soon, he stopped in front of a two-story Arts and Crafts style residential home. The front yard had been turned to native plants that were drought resistant, so the low maintenance was a plus. It gave an overgrown aspect to the house, and made it somehow spooky and homey at the same time.

“Your parents and you live here?” I asked, surprised.

“Yea, great, isn’t it? They really like the atmosphere - ‘ambiance’ they call it.” Tom replied.

He swung open the white gate and let me go first. A few stone steps and short concrete walk got us up to the porch. Lights were on. And I felt nervous, somehow.

IV

“MOM, DAD? IT’S ME, Tom. I brought a friend.” I called out.

The sound of footsteps coming to the door. Both of them came to meet me, which was kinda not surprising, given their line of business.

The door swung open and my parents were both smiling at Rose.

As one they both talked over each other in welcoming her. They didn’t try to shake hands or welcome her, just stood out of the way and gestured her in.

Rose was quiet, but all smiles. For a moment I thought she was freaked out too much to talk.

“I just love your house. It’s beautiful,” she exclaimed. “I’m Rose.” And stuck out her own hand.

My dad shook her hand warmly. “I’m Sam, this is Beth. Very happy to meet you.”

Beth came over and put her arm around Rose, leading her into the living room. “I’m sorry, but we saw you from down the street and were all pins-and-needles waiting for you to finally get here. It’s been so long since Tom had a friend his age to talk to.” She gestured Rose into a wide mission-style armchair, while she and Dad both sat across a coffee-table on a matching couch. I took the other arm chair.

“So, how did you both meet?” Mom asked, fidgeting with the top collar of her pink button-up sweater.

Rose looked at me. “Well, it turns out we both were visiting the cemetery.”

Both Dad and Mom took this in stride, which made Rose relax.

“It’s that time of year Tom visits his sister,” Dad nodded to me.

My cue. “It turns out that she visits her own family there at that time. I’m surprised we hadn’t seen each other before. I guess it was inevitable that we would some day. So we did.”

About then, I noticed that Rose was getting nervous. “Is there something wrong, Rose?”

She stood up, suddenly. “Tom, I...” Looking around the house, her eyes were getting wide and her hands started shaking. “...I don’t think that...” Dad and Mom both nodded to me.

“Let’s go outside, Rose.” I took her by the arm and she let me lead her back through the front door. And we almost made it.

Then she vanished.

V

AFTER THAT FIASCO, I stayed far away from that cemetery. That was just too weird.

Something wasn’t right about this. Ghosts can’t feel people. And I certainly can’t kiss them. We can’t walk arm and arm with people. Because they are real and we are... unreal. Not even dead. Just something that didn’t turn out right. Like - freaks.

Just crazy people and kids could see us. And animals. But like humans, ghosts can’t have pets. If they touch pets or live people there is this weird reaction that happens.

Loneliness is just a way of life for ghosts. All the ghosts I’ve ever met were like that. Alone. And most of them were also crazy. Repeating their deaths over and over, unable to move on past a certain part.

Tom and his well-adjusted family that treat ghosts like people, that was just - weird.

And that touch, that hug. That kiss.

I could still smell him. It was - wait. I couldn’t smell him. He didn’t have a smell, neither did his parents. Their house smelled like - wait. That’s too weird. That house had no smell.

I stopped in front of the next house I walked in front of and knelt down where I was. Yea, that stinks. Asphalt, dirty concrete. Rubber tires.

I went over to the nearby bushes. Yea, evergreens. The mail box on the fence smelled dirty, and had a paper smell to it, old perfumes from scratch-and-sniffs. Yuck. I walked through the gate separating those bushes into their yard. I could smell their grass clippings.

I walked up their steps. Old paint smell, dust smell. I leaned over and smelled their door. More of the same. Then I went right through the door to the inside. Now, here was a house. Lots of horrible smells from meals that got burned. Air cleaner over the top of those. Laundry waiting to be done. Perfumed detergent.

I finally got depressed enough. I had to walk out and onto the street to get some wind and clear my nose.

Even the air stunk in L.A. Santa Ana winds brought the char smell from some fire somewhere. And otherwise, it was always that faint ocean smell, but mostly all over the car exhaust.

One thing a ghost, or at least this ghost, could do was smell.

But Tom, his house, his family had no smell. He wasn’t real.

I knew it. It was just too perfect.

So I walked down to the L.A. Subway and caught the next train over to Long Beach. Once we were above ground again, the air stunk, like normal. But it was a real stink.

Life just stinks. That’s the way it is. Literal and figurative. It’s been that way ever since my family died and would be that way forever for me. Stink, stink, stink.

Guess I’d better get used to it.

Looks like I’ll be here in time for sunset.

At least your sight doesn’t stink. The air pollution just makes the sunsets redder, better. Just put up with the smell and feast your eyes.

The only problem was that I wanted to feast my eyes on Tom.

VI

I WALKED FOR WEEKS trying to find her again.

I knew it was just too good to be true. My Dad and Mom understood. They saw how upset I was. So they just told me to go find her. I could finish those classes next semester, or the one after that if I had to.

Yea, weird. Like Rose would say.

Dad had told me about this problem that ghosts have. If you move too fast, they get uncertain. Their life is changing too much and they can’t handle it. The old fears creep in. Then they leave, go back to where they felt safe.

What did she tell me about? Nursing homes, day care centers, Long Beach, Venice, Santa Monica. And that particular cemetery.

Such a huge area to cover. Most ghosts stayed in a little spot. But this one was traveling all over.

So I started traveling all over. To find a ghost, you usually had to work on sightings.

This girl was different though. She didn’t haunt. That’s what made her special to me. She wasn’t weird like most ghosts. And she was almost the same age as me. That hair, the touch of her lips. A great hugger.

I was in trouble now. This is probably what they call love. Uh-oh.

Time to get some help.

VII

I WAS BEING FOLLOWED. I could tell.

Stalked, actually. Hunted.

All the other ghosts I’d ever talked to didn’t tell me about this problem.

But if there were ghosts like me that traveled all over the place, it probably meant there was a way to track them. Yin-Yang, plus-minus, Eternal Balance, all that stuff.

That doesn’t mean I need to accept being tracked. I got off the subway at the next stop and went upstairs to catch another going north. Rode that one for a few miles. Then got off and walked up to the street. Walked to the nearest bus station and waited. Got on and rode that until it turned on itself to return.

Then I walked into the woods and climbed a tree.

And waited.

Because I still felt something was following me. But I didn’t see anyone.

How did you track a ghost anyway? Usually it’s by location. But I could come and go anywhere I wanted. So I did. All over L. A. I hated this place, but it was big and I could always move if I got bored. Plenty of art museums and movie houses. And the farmer’s markets! Oh the smell of fresh-baked bread and real fruit. Citrus.

I leaned back against the tree trunk and remembered what it was like on a Saturday. A side street on downtown Hollywood. Near the library. A few blocks from Grahman's. Most of Hollywood was dirty. They even power-washed the sidewalks early in the morning to get rid of the candy spills and other spills that stuck the dirt to their precious sidewalk of stars. Lots of history in that place, down those streets.

Sirens all the time. That was another thing. I could hear. Things made sounds. Most ghosts made sounds, but few people could hear them. And their hauntings were by location, so the ghosts would tune in their particular “stuckness” into moving objects or making sounds in those particular areas.

Boy, I was having to figure this ghost stuff out.

But I still felt I was being tracked.

Do ghosts have feelings? Well I do. I could have my feelings hurt by some old geezer who would think I was his daughter or one of his old lovers. And children could hurt my feelings by repeating what the “oldsters” said that I wasn’t real. Because they couldn’t touch me and if I touched them, it felt “weird” and sometimes made them cry.

That made me feel bad. But one thing I couldn’t do was cry. I didn’t know why, but no matter how bad I felt...

There was once I saw a real bad car accident. Not my own, I didn’t remember that one. But someone else’s And I couldn’t do anything to help them. The driver just bled out in front of me.

At least I got to talk to him for a little bit. But as soon as he realized he was dead, he just shrugged. Then a light came on his face and he walked right off into it.

But that car wreck stunk. I hung around for awhile just to watch everything get cleaned up. And early the next morning the sidewalk cleaner came by and rinsed off any trace of it. Swept the gutters clean, too. Like it never happened.

Me, I’d never seen a light. Other than street lights and so on. So maybe I didn’t fit into this world as a ghost.

So what was I doing here, then?

VIII

“SURE, THANKS.” DAD got off the phone. His face was more relaxed now.

“What did they say, Dad?” I asked.

“They actually already had someone working the case. And were very nice about it. I told them what she was wearing, where the cemetery was, but that we didn’t get her last name. They were really interested that she was traveling so much. But I don’t know what that means, or maybe I shouldn’t hope that...”

“That what, Dad?”

“Let’s sit down.” He moved past me to the Mission couch and chairs in the living room. He took one of the chairs and sat, crossing his legs.

I sat on the couch. And waited.

“She isn’t a normal ghost, we know that,” Dad said. “She probably doesn’t know why she’s here, but from her story it might have something to do with helping people. But an open-ended ghost can become a problem to herself and others.”

I just waited. Dad was trying to find the right words to frame this concept for me.

“Your mom and I found after we retired that we didn’t have to ignore the ghosts we saw anymore. And we started researching into all the phenomenon to do with them. Lots of dead ends and false turns. Even half-truths, like that show on TV where the main actress was always telling them that their job was to see the light and walk into it.

“What a trite piece of nonsense. Probably the only reason that show kept going was because she was a real knockout. But it was a stupid procedural. Over and over and over. Same plot. Lots of grief in it. Buffy the Vampire Slayer was a lot better than that, and everyone knew was pure junk, not supposedly based on science. But it went somewhere, at least for the first five years. Then it was a pure hack job at the end.

“Anyway, I got off the point. The point is neither she nor we know what her purpose is, what she is here for, what she’s supposed to be doing. And if she gets into the wrong hands, she could become a danger to the real persons who walk these streets, and drive them, and fly over them.”

I sat back into the chair cushions at that. She could become an eternity-wrecker for live humans. “Are you serious Dad? That just doesn’t sound like Rose.”

He nodded. “Sorry, son. These type come along once in a century or two. That’s what they told me when I called them. Ben never lies, regardless about how much it may hurt. ‘Better to be hurt now and get over it, than to be destroyed later by what you don’t want to see,’ he would say.”

He leaned forward to look at me directly. “So for once, I don’t know what to tell you. I know you like the girl, but we don’t have a way to find her. You’ve been months traveling all over So-Cal and nothing to show for it. But the good news is that they’ve already started tracking her. It’s only a matter of time.”

A bell rung from the kitchen.

Dad looked away, then back at me. “Mom’s got your favorite coming out of the oven as a surprise. That should cheer you up. Let’s go.” He patted my knee and walked into the kitchen.

Sure, I liked Mom’s cooking. But the hole in my heart wasn’t getting any smaller with Rose out of it.

IX

IT WAS A CAT. A RED tabby. Everywhere I went. That was who was stalking me. Now that I saw it, I couldn’t keep from seeing it.

But then I looked at it one day. Carefully. It wasn’t afraid of me. So I walked more slowly toward it. Something was different about it. I crouched down to look at it. And it just sat there, tail twitching, but not moving toward me or away. Just staring.

Animals don’t stare. If you keep staring at them, they’ll look away. Dominant-passive sort of thing. You become the alpha and they are something less. Real old school stuff.

But this one wasn’t flinching.

Wait. That was what I’d been missing. This cat didn’t have cat eyes. It had human eyes.

And then it vanished.

Huh?

But the stalking feeling didn’t vanish.

Great, some invisible cat was stalking me.

I was now officially scared. With no place to hide, no way to fight back.

Life officially sucked now.

X

I FLEW OUT THE DOOR with my Dad calling after me, Mom by his side. But they didn’t do anything except call. They just stayed on the porch.

It would take some time, but I had to get to her first. I know she needed me. And I didn’t want her trapped and locked up like some monster.

Dad had gotten the phone call and told me she’d been sighted in Santa Monica on the pier. A definite match.

But how I was going to get there before she moved again? In my head, I figured out bus routes, subway routes, schedules. It would take hours, regardless.

So I slowed down to give me time to think.

“Tom? Is that you?” A familiar voice was talking to me.

So I stopped. A dark figure dressed all in black came up to me. Slinking, more like it.

“Aunt Jude? You're really here?” I asked.

“Sure, kid. Good to see you again.” She held her arms out wide. She was dressed as a knockout, as usual - all black: bolero jacket, cropped knit top, jeans, and her trademark long, black, thick hair.

I ran to her and gave her a big hug. “What brings you to town? I’ve been good, I swear. Going to college and all that stuff, no matter how boring.”

“No, you’ve been fine. I’m not here to hassle you. Your dad’s been keeping me up to date. You’ve been doing good. No probs there.” She held me at arm’s length, looking me over. “Still cute as ever. If I weren’t a couple hundred years older than you, I’d... No, never mind that thought. I came to help you.”

“You’re here to help find Rose?” My heart started racing with hope.

“More than that, we know where she is right now. I’m here to take you to her.” She smiled at me.

My heart almost stopped, “No, seriously? How...”

“Here, take my hand.” She held out a thin white hand with several silver and gold rings on it, most with intricate carvings that almost seemed to move.

I took it and the street we were on shimmered out of view.

XI

STANDING ON THE FISHING pier wasn’t the greatest place, all that dead fish smell on top of the bait they used. But the salt air was at least a pure stink. And feeling a breeze on my face seemed to calm me down.

I didn’t see the red cat after it disappeared, but now that I knew it could be invisible, I just put up with the “tracked” feeling.

And started living for me. So I went to get some space and sort things out. The only place better than the Santa Monica pier was the one in Santa Barbara. But that was a long haul by slow rail. And equally long coming back. So the compromise was to simply take the #5 bus out and walk down to the beach, onto the pier, and then just park myself at the end of it.

Sunset should be along shortly. Nice and red, like the usual smog-enhanced view. Some wildfires would add extra ash this time of year, so it should be better than fireworks.

Then I saw him.

Couldn’t be.

Tom.

No, must be my mind playing tricks. He’s just standing there, ignoring me.

That brown hair of his, those crinkles at the corners of his eyes. He’s even wearing the exact same outfit - black sweater jacket, blue jeans, and high-top basketball sneakers.

What the H–?

And I caught myself staring at him. My heart had sped up and my knees felt weak somehow. That ache in my chest came back.

I actually felt relieved to see him. Because I honestly missed him.

But I forced myself to turn back to watch the sunset again. After how I left him, just running out. I can’t just walk over to him and pretend I didn’t.
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