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​ Introduction

The crime had been solved and I was a free
man except no crime had been committed, at least not any in the
last one hundred years. There was a mystery though and I had not
solved it. A little boy did that. But to him there wasn’t any
mystery. Of course, he wasn’t a real boy anyway. Why don’t I start
at the beginning?

I’m Jake Winters, a cross-country truck
driver. I am often dispatched into out-of-the-way places. That was
the case on June 29, 2001. After delivering a load in Butte,
Montana, I was dispatched to Slippery Gulch, Montana, to pick up a
load at the J. and J. Mines. Upon finding my way to the town of
Basin, thirty miles north of Butte, and getting directions from my
new friends, George Swansen and Jane and Mike Dowdy, I finally made
it to Slippery Gulch. It was a 19th Century mining town nestled in
a beautiful valley deep in the Rocky Mountains and almost deserted.
However, I did run into a little boy — rather, he ran into me. His
name was Peter Stevenson and although cute, he was the saddest,
filthiest and most neglected child I’d ever seen. I felt sorry for
him and decided to try and get him some help before leaving the
area.

At the mine, the owner, Jeremiah Peabody,
loaded a two-ton piece of mining equipment into my trailer by
archaic means, and I was soon on my way to Reno, Nevada. Before
leaving town though, I saw Peter one more time. To get him to smile
for a picture, I tickled him. It worked. He asked if he could go
with me but the answer was no. I left, figuring that was the last I
would see of Peter or Slippery Gulch. I described Peter to Jane,
George and Mike before leaving Basin and they assured me they would
get help for Peter.

The load was going to Smith and Associates.
Although I had their address, I didn’t have directions or their
phone number and I never got them. I contacted the Reno police for
directions, but found the road the business was on had not existed
for forty years; worse yet, the consignee went bankrupt in 1901.
This got both the Reno police and the Nevada DOT involved. The DOT
broke the seal to look inside the trailer. Much to my surprise, the
four thousand pound crusher was gone. Since this was the
disappearance of an interstate load, the FBI was soon involved. And
since I was the driver, I was in deep doo-doo.

With help from a trucker’s legal association,
I found an attorney. At the time, Frank Krandell was fishing in the
Truckee River. Upon answering his cell phone and upon hearing my
situation, he accepted me as his new client. As a result, I was
released to continue on my merry way. During that week, Frank hired
George to look into the history of both the town of Slippery Gulch
and J. and J. Mines. What he unearthed was too unbelievable for
words. Several days later I was more or less kidnapped by the FBI
in Salt Lake City and flown to Butte where I met Frank and the
investigating FBI agents from Reno. Together we drove up to Basin,
the jumping off point to Slippery Gulch, and met with George, Jane,
Mike and Tasha Milinski, a most attractive parapsychologist.

Some things never are as they once appeared,
and that’s the way many things were here. To begin with, twenty
feet of the road I drove across a week earlier had been washed out.
The problem was, it had been washed out during the spring melt
several months earlier. You don’t understand that? Don’t worry
about it … nobody else does either. At any rate, at the time I
drove across the road to get into and out of Slippery Gulch, most
of a twenty-foot section of the road was gone.

A Mr. Stevenson, Peter’s father, murdered
Jeremiah Peabody on June 30, and a short time later murdered his
son. Saddened and shocked over hearing of the boy’s demise, I was
angry with myself for not removing the boy from the town and saving
his life. But I was informed it wouldn’t have made any difference —
they had both been murdered on June 30, 1901, not 2001. That news
shocked me as much as the news of his murder. Both murders had been
recorded in the history of the town, however I couldn’t believe
Peter was a ghost. I didn’t believe in ghosts. I saw him, talked to
and touched him. I even took pictures of him.

It was agreed by almost everyone that Peter
may know the whereabouts of the missing load and would possibly
tell me if I could make contact with him again. So, seven days
later I was once again on my way back to Slippery Gulch minus the
big truck.

Unlike last time, I knew it was a ghost town,
however, I still wasn’t convinced Peter was a ghost. Hesitantly, I
tried to make contact with him and succeeded. He walked up to me,
yet he left no tracks in the dirt road. I was forced to admit I was
talking to a ghost and was quite nervous, since it was the first
time I did this knowingly. However, he was genuinely glad to see me
and somehow knew I’d be back. I had to admit, it was good seeing
him again, too. He did know where the missing equipment was and the
mystery was solved.

Peabody tried to ship that crusher exactly
100 years ago to the day, but it was hijacked and hidden in the
mine. Before he could locate it, he was murdered. It was theorized
he was back to try and ship it again.

Likewise, since Peter knew his father was
going to kill him sometime, it was theorized he was back to try and
get help. However, nobody could understand how I was able to have
the type of contact with him I did, especially me. Before leaving,
I asked a favor of him. I asked if he would appear before the
others so I could introduce him properly and he agreed.

Once again, I said goodbye to Peter and left
town convinced I’d never see him or the town again. Since he was a
ghost, I knew he didn’t need anybody’s help, and I certainly had no
need for a ghost. I was wrong on several counts.

Frank, the two FBI agents and I flew back to
Salt Lake City and had a meeting with some representatives from my
company; after all, it was their load that had come up missing. The
FBI explained, as best they could, what happened to the load. They
avoided many of the unbelievable details. As a result, I had my
life back, but not for long.

 


 



Chapter One

​For the past week, I have lived with a number of
uncertainties. My job and my career were on hold, not to mention my
very life. If the load was not found, I could be looking at jail
time. I’d not been myself, and my driver manager (DM) Jason had
sensed it. At the time the mystery was solved, he told me to take
it easy in a motel for three days — compliments of the company.
That was just what the doctor ordered. On Tuesday morning, Jason
called at seven Salt Lake time and asked if I was ready to go. I
was, so he informed me he had a load for me going to Spokane, with
a delivery next Monday.

“Then I can take it easy for a while
longer?”

“No, you’re going to have to leave right
away. Jane called a few minutes ago and wants you to call
immediately. I’m not sure what’s going on. She asked if I could get
you a load going through Butte.”

The call annoyed me. Although I liked all
three of my newfound friends in Basin, I just wanted to get on with
my life and put the entire experience behind me; however, it was
not to be. I got Jane on the second ring. “Jane, Jake! What’s going
on?”

“Thanks for calling, Jake. Look, we went up
to Slippery Gulch yesterday. We didn’t see Peter, but he knew we
were there. I’ll tell you about that later. We found something
else. Jake, we found his gravestone. A weakened rock, really. By
grave rubbing, we were able to read it. It said, ‘Peter “The Brat”
Stevenson born December 2, 1895, died June 30, 1901’.”

I was shocked! “It really said, ‘The
Brat’?”

“Yeah. Isn’t that terrible? Look, we’ve got
an idea. We’d like to get a new stone for him and put something
nice on it. Then we’d like to transfer his bones to a new casket
and have a meaningful funeral for him next June 30th. What do you
think? Jake, are you there?”

“Sounds great! I want to help with the
expenses, but what do you need me for now?”

She hesitated. I was annoyed and she was
picking up on it. “Jake, we all think it would be a good idea for
you to go in and talk to Peter; let him know what we have in mind
and make sure it’s okay with him.”

My patience was running thin. I snapped back.
“Jane, that’s the most asinine thing I’ve ever heard. If that’s
what you want to do, do it. But who ever heard of checking with the
deceased for his approval?”

She paused and snapped back herself. “This is
a special case, Jake. Who ever heard of someone tickling the
deceased then taking a picture of him? Nobody understands why, but
you have a special relationship with this little ghost. And you
know it. One thing more, Jake, on Saturday the curator of the
museum found something else. It’s an editorial written four days
after Peter’s death. You have to read it.”

“Just read it to me over the phone.”

“Jake, I can’t.”

“Why?”

“It’s not that I don’t want to. I can’t read
it to anybody. It pertains to Peter’s life and death. Once you read
it you’ll understand why.” Her voice was constricting. “We never
saw Peter while we were there. But as we were leaving, we saw this
greeting written in the dirt. ‘Sa helo to Jak.’” She then spelled
it out for me. My heart skipped a beat.

Jane went on, “There were small barefoot
prints in the dirt and two small knee prints. He loves you, Jake.
Please come up as soon as you can. Peter needs you.”

I knew I couldn’t refuse. “Okay. I’ve got to
pick something up at the store this morning. Then I’ll pick up my
load and be on my way. I’ll get to Basin around seven o’clock
tomorrow morning. But look, once I take care of whatever I have to
take care of, I’m getting back in my truck, taking off and washing
my hands of Slippery Gulch and Peter until June.”

“Thanks, Jake. That’s up to you. See you
tomorrow. Be careful. Love you.” She hung up.

______

She didn’t sound the least bit convinced by
my last statement. But I was serious. Come hell or high water, I
was going to get on with my life. After all, Peter was a ghost and
meant nothing to me. I had to admit though, he was a neat little
kid — or ghost. I picked up what I needed at the store then went to
the terminal, got my paperwork, said good-bye to Jason and headed
for Basin.

On my way north on I-25 into Montana, I
couldn’t help but think of many things. What was so important about
the editorial? Why write an editorial about Peter’s life and death?
He was just an insignificant little kid. We already knew how he
died. His insane father brutally and savagely murdered him. We even
knew why.

Jane said Peter needs me. Why does a ghost
need anybody? Peter was going to be reburied. Would he then rest
satisfied? But what if he doesn’t want to be buried again? Then
what? Would everything be cleared up tomorrow? My gut feeling said
tomorrow would only bring more questions without answers.

______

I pulled in front of the saloon at seven
sharp, Mountain Time and walked in. George Swenson and his sister
and co-owner of the Silver Dollar Saloon, Jane Dowdy, were both
there and had the coffee going. We shook hands and I gave Jane a
hug and a kiss. George was a big man, six feet three, 240 pounds
and an easy smile. Jane, with her long blond hair and perfectly
proportioned body, always produced an easy smile, like her
brother’s.

“Jake, looks like you put on a little
weight,” George said. “Are you up to 140 yet?”

“Only when my clothes are wet. And no cracks
about the gray hair. I don’t have any brown hair left to turn
gray.”

Seriousness showed through their smiles.
“Jake, glad you made it back. I know Peter will be glad to see
you,” George said.

“Well, I’m glad to be back to see all of you
again. I’m looking forward to seeing Peter one last time.” I wasn’t
sure how true any of these statements were. “Are we heading up to
Slippery Gulch right away?”

“No, not yet. As Jane told you on the phone
yesterday, the curator found an editorial from the Slippery
Gulch Gazette written four days after Peter’s death. Although
it has nothing to do with the case, it has everything to do with
Peter, and with you.”

“Me? An editorial written in 1901?”

My question was ignored. “When we went back
to Slippery Gulch, it wasn’t just to try to make contact with
Peter. We didn’t just run into his grave by chance. We went looking
for both,” George said.

Jane continued. “When George brought the
editorial to me to read, tears were still rolling down his face. I
asked what was wrong and he just handed me the paper. I took it and
started reading until I couldn’t see the print. When Mike read it,
the same thing happened. Jake, you have to read it, too.”

“I’m not sure I want to.”

“You have to,” George said. “The editor
didn’t want to write it, and I’m sure the people of the town didn’t
want to read it either.” George handed it to me.

“Before I read this and ruin the atmosphere,
I have a present for you, Jane.” I walked over, gave her a peck on
the cheek and handed her my nicely wrapped gift. Inside was an
eight-by-ten picture of Peter with a full smile. She looked at it
and beamed. Then she gave me a hug and kiss. “How did you
know?”

“How did I know what?”

“How did you know I wanted it?”

I shrugged and said, “Lucky guess.”

“Jake, this is beautiful. I’ll treasure this
forever. Thank you so much.” She sighed, kissing me again.

“Gee, if I’d known this would be your
response, I would’ve brought several more.”

Jane slugged me on the arm and said, “You men
are all the same.”

Getting serious, I said, “Let me sit down for
this.” I prepared myself for the worst and got it.

The editorial began:

‘Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls of Slippery
Gulch, this is an editorial I did not wish to write. It is one you
may not want to read. But you must!

The Little Boy Nobody Wanted

On December 2, 1895, a little boy was born in this
town. For about two minutes, he had a bright, promising future.
Then the child’s mother succumbed following his birth. His father
was so grief-stricken that he immediately began to resent the child
that providence bestowed on him.

For the first four years of his life, the child
endured abuse, neglect and periodic beatings at the hands of his
inconsolable father. But more than anything, this little boy wanted
to live. So, he ran away from his father at the age of four and for
the next two years roamed around town looking for food, clothes,
acceptance and love.

In return, what did the fine citizenry of this town
do? We largely scorned him and laughed at his tears of rejection.
We pushed, shoved and threw him out of our buildings. We slapped,
kicked and punched him and when he was down, we spat upon him. We
called him such names as pig, slime, sewer brat and names I dare
not print. We saw him as stupid, ugly and ungodly, and never
stopped reminding him of it. Did anyone just once offer him help,
food, clothes, a word of kindness — even just a smile? No, not once
that this newspaper is aware of.

Then just four days ago, we all watched as an
unknown man pulled the little boy nobody wanted from an alley,
screaming, kicking, crying and begging for someone’s help. We just
stood by and watched the boy fight for his very life, once again
alone. We watched as this man dragged him to the center of Main
Street to his waiting, drunken father.

We watched as this trembling child, arms held behind
his back, was called all manner of terrible names by his father.
Looking both to his right and left for help, all he saw was disgust
and hatred. Then, tilting his tear-filled eyes in the only
direction that remained, the little boy nobody wanted was heard to
cry out, ‘Please Lord, give me a friend.’

“Oh my God!” I gasped to myself.

Before his prayer could be answered, we watched as
his father punched him in the face, a punch that would have leveled
any grown man. While the boy lay prone on the street, unconscious,
we continued to watch in horror as his father unsheathed a huge
knife. In a drunken fit of rage fueled by years of hatred, he
plunged the knife into the boy’s chest. His bones shattering
sounded like a gunshot. We continued to watch as his father, now
completely out of control, repeatedly drove the knife into his
lifeless body before spitting on the remains and walking out of
town to the sound of wolves crying on the hill.

Only then did we react. As a collective body, we
walked out and looked down at the remains of the little boy nobody
wanted. A small box was quickly thrown together and he was buried
that afternoon. His funeral was simple and quick. The only people
in attendance were the undertaker and the two men hired to carry
the box. (I was there as well.) The eulogy was an oath breathed by
one of the hired men as he walked away, “Well, at last we’re
finally rid of that little bastard.”

Did the little boy nobody wanted ever fight back?
Did he ever call any of us the obscene names we called him? No. He
was always a subdued little gentleman, using the word “please” when
asking for food. On those occasions when we extended him something,
he was heard to say, “Thank you.” Now, the little boy that nobody
wanted, Peter Stevenson, sits on the right hand of God. One
question remains: When our time comes, where will we sit?

In thinking about Peter’s tragic life, I now realize
he was a far braver, stronger and better person than I could ever
hope to be. Peter, I hope in death you will find the friend and
love you so desperately wanted and deserved in life.

I, for one cannot remain in this shameful town and
continually be reminded of the things I did not do. Peter, forgive
me.

* * *

I sat there trying to keep back the flow of
tears, but couldn’t. I put the piece down and looked at George and
Jane, who were both in tears themselves. Mike Dowdy, Jane’s
husband, walked in. Looking at me, he said solemnly, “You read the
editorial.” Unable to speak, I nodded.

Mike, an easy-going outdoorsman sporting a
full beard, was a couple of inches taller than my five-eight and a
good forty pounds heavier. Although the four of us had known each
other for about two weeks, we were quickly becoming close thanks to
our concern for Peter.

After all of us regained our composure, Jane
said, “Jake, what did you see in the article?”

“His prayer. When I was leaving town after
picking up the load, I stood at the top of the hill and took the
picture of the town with Peter standing there. I, myself, said a
prayer before leaving. I prayed for two things: to keep Peter safe
and to give him the friend he so richly deserves and needs.
Obviously, neither one was answered. I was one hundred years too
late.”

“Maybe not.” I gave her a puzzled look. “When
you go into Slippery Gulch this morning, you’re going to talk to
Peter about the gravestone, the coffin and the funeral. Right?”

“Yes.”

“You should talk to him about this, too,”
Jane held up the editorial.

I got up and walked to the bar. “You saw the
way I reacted when I read this. How can I talk to him about this
without turning into an emotional, babbling idiot?”

“I don’t know, Jake, but Peter should know
how you felt after reading about his death. You’re the one to do
it.”

“I suppose you’re right. I’ll try.”

“By the way, do you have any idea what the
editor meant when he said the wolves cried as Peter’s father walked
out of town?”

“I don’t have a clue. The editorial was
written for his town’s people, not us. They more than likely
understood. We probably never will.” I hesitated for a minute.
“Wait a minute. Did the wolves cry because Mr. Stevenson walked out
of town or because Peter was dead? Why would they cry for either?”
No one had an answer.

“This article brings up more questions,” I
said. “For instance, Peter was filthy, but how could anyone say he
was ugly?”

“True,” Jane said. “There’s beauty below all
that dirt. Another thing, I’m not sure how intelligent he is, but
it’s for darn sure he’s not stupid.”

“He’s a neat kid,” Mike said. “How could a
whole town turn against him? How could a kid like Peter not have a
single friend?”

Could everybody in town have been
crazy? That didn’t seem logical to me. What are we all
missing? I looked at the others. “Well, what do you think?
Everybody ready?”

“Ah, one other thing, Jake,” George said. “We
think, under the circumstances, you should go in alone today.”

“Let’s face it, Jake,” Jane said, “you’re the
only one that can see and talk to him. The relationship you have
with Peter is special, unusual. Don’t you see, Jake, the friend
both you and Peter prayed for has arrived?”

I was stunned. “Me? Oh, come off it, Jane.
I’m just a long-haul trucker that’s passing through.”

She pressed her claim. “Take the day, Jake,
and take your time. I’ve made sandwiches for you, so stay as long
as you want. I also have a gallon of ice water for you. The pick-up
is yours for the day. I don’t suppose ghosts eat or drink anything.
Do they?”

“You know, I forgot all about this. When I
was there the first time, Peter ate all my cookies and drank most
of my water.”

“Gee,” Mike said, “I wonder where it
went.”

“What do you mean?” George asked.

“Well, when living people eat and drink, the
waste is eliminated,” Mike said. “But with a ghost, what happens to
it? There’s no physical body.”

“It’s physical to me. Remember, I can touch
him. Good question though, I guess. At least it’s one I never
thought of before. I’ll tell you what,” I said chuckling, “if I
find out, I’ll let you know.”

“Come on, Jake,” Jane said. “Let’s get this
stuff in the pick-up so you can get going. I know you’re anxious.
Peter will be pleasantly surprised. That’s more important than a
debate about whether a ghost can take a pee and poop.”

 


 



Chapter Two

​We walked to the big, red F-250. After putting in the
food and the beverages, I shook hands with George and Mike. I gave
Jane a kiss and George handed me a cell phone. “It’s satellite. You
shouldn’t have a problem calling from Slippery Gulch.”

I thanked them all again and started on my
third trip to Slippery Gulch. It would be easier in a three-quarter
ton 4x4 than in my rig. As I drove off, I thought about the
editorial. Could Jane be right? Could I be the friend we both
prayed for? No! Impossible! After all, his prayer was made one
hundred years ago and mine was made for a kid already dead a
hundred years.

I turned on some music and tried to relax my
whirling brain, but to no avail.

I had to ask the obvious. Is it possible
that someone else was now in control of my life? I felt like I
wanted to turn around right then. Yet, I couldn’t. It was as if
some invisible force was drawing me to Slippery Gulch. I had to
admit that I was looking forward to seeing the little guy again.
Or, did I simply want to get this third and last trip behind me so
I could get my life back to normal?

I parked the truck at the gravel slide, put
the backpack on, grabbed the gallon of water and walked across the
slide into town. I put the pack and water down in front of Jacob’s
Mercantile and yelled for Peter. I looked for footprints and
listened, but saw and heard nothing except the haunting noise of a
slight breeze. A chill crept down my spine. I turned away from the
familiar alley and tried again. Nothing! A third time, I looked
toward the alley and this time yelled, “Peter, it’s me, Jake.”
Nothing! I was about to turn and walk off when suddenly from behind
me I heard a high-pitched screech. Another chill hit my spine,
bounced off my tailbone and started its way back up. I turned
around just in time to catch Peter, leaping through the air
yelling, “Jake!”

He hit me chest high and I landed flat on my
back with Peter on top of me, laughing and squealing. “My Lord,
Peter, what have I done to deserve such a wonderful greeting?”

“I knew you’d be back.”

How did he know that? “And so, here I
am,” I said, rolling over lightly on top of him and digging my
fingers into his filthy bare ribs and stomach. After tickling and
laughing together for a couple of minutes, I said, “Peter, today
it’s just you and me. No one else is here, and I’ve got the whole
day.”

Peter sat up panting and looked at me. “You
can stay the whole day? With me?”

“Yep.”

“Yippee,” he yelled, rolling on top of me
trying to tickle me. Then I returned the favor, which is exactly
what he wanted. After tickling and jostling for a while longer in
the dust, we just sat there quietly enjoying each other’s
company.

He looked exactly the same. The same
button-less shirt with the left sleeve gone at his shoulder, the
right at the elbow, hung on his small frame. His pants were
tattered and held up by bailing twine. The right pant leg was torn
off just above the knee and the left had a huge hole in it at the
knee. Every part of his exposed skin was filthy. His blond hair
hung close to his shoulders, and was matted and greasy. In spite of
everything, he was cute. I wondered what he’d look like clean.

Finally, I said, “Peter, we have to
talk.”

“What about?”

I stood up and pulled him up with me. I took
his hand and said, “Let’s take a walk.”

Walking towards the other end of town, he
asked, “Okay! Where to?”

“The cemetery.”

He stopped dead in his tracks, stopping me
with a jerk. “No. I don’t want to go up there. I don’t like that
place.”

“I’m sure you don’t, but I have some things
to show and tell you. Come on, I’ll be with you the whole time.”
Slowly we walked hand in hand. When we got to the edge of the
cemetery, we stopped. Peter was trembling. “You were buried up
here. Weren’t you?”

So softly his voice was hardly audible, he
said,“Yes.”

“Do you know where?”

“No!”

“Well, I do. See that little wooden cross
over there? Remember when Jane, George and Mike were up here a few
days ago? Well they found it and marked it. Come on.” But he held
his ground.

I picked him up. As I walked toward his
grave, he put his arms around my neck, trembling the whole way.
“You never come up here. Do you?” He shook his head. What was
keeping him from vanishing?

I bent over and picked up a terribly
weathered rock that was his headstone. “Do you know what this
says?” Again, he shook his head, tightening his grip. “It says,
‘Peter “The Brat” Stevenson, born December 2, 1895, died June 30,
1901.’ Peter, this is not right.”

Softly he said, “Yes, it is. Part of it
anyway.”

“No, it’s not! You’re not a brat now and I’m
sure you weren’t then either. You deserve better than that, and
this rock I can hardly read. Jane, George, Mike and I want to buy a
real gravestone for your grave and have it engraved properly. Our
stone will last more than a century and it will say the truth,
‘Peter Stevenson, born December 2, 1895, died at the hands of his
father June 30, 1901. In loving memory of a special little boy …’
something like that.”

Almost in a whisper, he said, “I’m not
special. I’m nothin’.”

How do you build up the self-esteem of a
six-year-old boy who’s been dead for one hundred years? I
looked at his face. A tear was running down his cheek. Where do
tears come from in a ghost? I knelt down in front of him and
ran my hand down the back of his head through his filthy hair. Very
deliberately, I said, “Oh, yes, you are, Peter. You’re very special
now and you were back then, too. It’s just that the people in
Slippery Gulch were too dumb or too sick to admit it.”

I waited for some kind of a reaction but got
nothing. I wiped away the tears that were flowing freely now. “Do
you see that depression in the ground?” Without waiting for an
answer, I continued. “When they buried you, Peter, they put you in
a small, wooden box. As the top rotted away, it caved in on your
bones. Now they have good caskets that resist the elements. We want
to dig up your bones and put them in a brand new casket. Then we
want to have a proper funeral for you, the Christian burial you
deserve. All of us will be there. We would invite the two police
officers you met in town and the lawyer and Tasha. Do you remember
them?” He nodded. “There will be a minister there. What do you
think?”

He didn’t say anything for a couple of
minutes, just stared at his grave. It gave me the willies — the
whole scene. Thankfully, he broke my wayward emotions. As a tear
started to reform in each eye again, he sadly said, “No one was at
my funeral. Everybody in town hated me.”

“That’s not exactly true.” I sat on a rock
and sat him on my lap, swallowed hard and prepared for the task
ahead. Since I didn’t have the editorial with me, I paraphrased the
whole thing — everything but the prayer that made up his final
words as a mortal.

In the scene that followed, tears began
streaming down my face. I was struggling, but Peter didn’t say a
word. However, by the time I finished, Peter was also in tears. “He
really wote that?” meaning the owner of the paper. I caught the
missing “r” and made note.

“Yes, he did. It’s too bad but it wasn’t
until after your death that the editor realized how really special
you were.”

“I wasn’t special! I was nothin’!” he
reiterated with a conviction that surprised me.

“No, Peter! That’s not true. You survived
under terrible conditions as a little boy when few others could
have as adults. You were very brave and you still are.”

He thought about all of this, and slowly a
look of pride came over his face. Then that look faded and a
question surfaced. “Do you think I’m dirty, Jake?”

I laughed. It was the wrong thing to do. I
compounded the mistake by saying, “I don’t think you’re dirty,
Peter. I know you’re dirty. You’re filthy.” I spent the last
fifteen minutes trying to build him up and then through the
careless use of words, I tore him back down to where he’d been for
the first six years of his life. Why do I have to be so
stupid?

With that, he jumped off my lap. With anger
and tears in his eyes, he yelled, “You’re just like everybody else.
You don’t think I’m important. Down deep you …”

Before he could finish, I grabbed him.
“Peter, I do and you know it. You’re a cute little kid, but you
asked me a question. I answered it honestly. Look down at your
chest and stomach. You are dirty, but I like you anyway.
You’re very special to me.”

He looked down at himself and finally said,
“I guess I am dirty. Ain’t I?”

I laughed and said, “Yeah, you sure are, but
through all that dirt, you’re still cute and special. That’s why we
want to give you a good stone, a casket and a proper funeral.”

“You’d really do that for me?”

“You bet we will.” He gave me a big smile and
all was forgiven.

Still deep in thought, he said sheepishly,
“Jake, could you wash me and make me clean?”

I thought about that. Can you wash a
ghost? I had cleaned his face before I realized he was a ghost,
so I said, “I don’t know, but I guess I could try. But not
today.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t have any soap or shampoo with me. I
don’t have a towel to dry you off either.”

“What’s shampoo?”

Maybe they didn’t have shampoo one hundred
years ago. This set me wondering how long it had been since he’d
had a bath. “Shampoo is a soap for washing hair. Your hair is going
to take some strong shampoo. Peter, how long has it been since
you’ve had a bath?”

Again, he put his head down in shame. “I
never had one.”

Why didn’t that surprise me? He’d
never had anyone that cared enough to give him one. Certainly not
his father! I thought about tomorrow. Why not, I still had time. I
was delivering in Spokane, and I still had three days to get there.
“Where can you take a bath around here?”

“Down there at the ceek,” he said, pointing
down a hill and behind the cemetery. Why did he miss some “r’s”
but not all? “That’s where the swimming hole is.”

“Did you used to swim there?”

He put his head down again and said sadly, “I
don’t know how to swim.”

Of course! How could he? Nobody cared
enough to teach him. I studied him closely. “Did something
happen to you down there that’s not in the editorial?”

“I was hiding behind some bushes watching
some older boys swim. They were laughing and having fun. I wished I
could be one of them and have fun, too. Then someone gabbed me from
behind. It was one of their fends. I was fighting and kicking but
couldn’t get away. One of the boys looked up from the water and
said, ‘What do you have there, Max?’

“He said, ‘I got the Pig and I think he wants
to go swimming,’ then he thew me in. I was tying to get out when
they gabbed me and held me under. I tied to get fee but couldn’t.
Finally, everything went black. When I woke up, I was laying on the
bank.”

I listened closely to what he was saying, but
also to how he was saying it. He missed all “r’s” following a
consonant but pronounced them correctly when following a vowel. An
interesting speech impediment that I’d never heard of, but then I
was no expert.

“I’m sorry, Peter.” I wondered what else
happened to him that was not in the editorial. I decided not to
pry. If he wanted me to know, he would tell me. “Look, I’m getting
a little hungry and thirsty. How about a sandwich and some
water?”

We walked up the hill to my supplies and sat
down. I served him three peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and he
drank over a quart of water. I wondered, Why was nothing running
out of him anywhere that I could see? I felt stupid. Where
was it all going? Finally, I asked. “Peter, remember the first
time I was here and I gave you a lot of cookies and water to
drink?” He nodded as he was chewing. “What happened to the
water?”

He looked at me. “What do you mean?”

“Well, it can’t still be in you. Where did it
go?”

He looked at me as if I was the dumbest thing
going and said, “What do you think? I peeded.”

“Sorry for asking what sounds like a stupid
question, but I didn’t realize ghosts could pee. In fact, I didn’t
realize ghosts drink water and eat peanut butter and jelly
sandwiches.”

“When I’m with you, Jake, I don’t feel like a
ghost. I’m not even sure I am one.”

That brought up all kinds of interesting
possibilities and questions. What else could he be? After all,
he’d been dead for one hundred years. After a long silence
between us, I proposed, “Let’s go down and check out that swimming
hole.”

It was a wide place in the creek. There were
several pools from two feet to perhaps eight feet deep. It’s a
perfect place for a bath.

The rest of the day we spent around town. He
showed me where he’d witnessed a shoot-out on Blood Run Road. We
went to the saloon. The mirror behind the bar had been shattered.
Mice and other critters were evident everywhere. He said he never
went in there.

We went back on the street and he pointed to
the windows above the bar. I was informed that was where the
“painted ladies” lived. He didn’t know why, but they were always
laughing and giggling.

Next-door was Jacob’s Mercantile, the general
store of Slippery Gulch. This building provided the background in
the three pictures I took of him the first time I was in town. It
was also where Peter was murdered. The alley between the two
buildings was where Peter came running from when he first ran into
me. At one point, he appeared deep in thought as he looked down the
alley. I wondered if something happened there that was not in the
editorial … but he moved on.

He pointed out other buildings and private
residences as we moved toward the outskirts. Several hundred feet
from the last house was one last cabin, his birthplace. It was in
surprisingly good shape. A chimney was on the right side. I headed
for the doorway with enthusiasm, but he held me back. “Don’t go in
there, Jake.”

“Oh, come on, Peter. I want to see where you
were born.” I entered the opening. It was a simple, two-room cabin.
The main room served as living room, kitchen and an all-purpose
room. A table covered with a white “cloth” of bird droppings
matched the chair. A wood-burning stove lay in pieces. Several
large beams stretched across the cabin supporting the A-frame
structure. Under one beam on the floor was a dark stain. In the
back room was one bed. Then it occurred to me, one chair, one bed!
Where had Peter sat and slept before he ran away? Did his father
discard them after that?

I turned around to ask him, but he was still
standing outside. His cheeks glistened with tears reflecting the
sunlight. Happy memories did not thrive here! What happened? Why
had he run away? I knew from the editorial that there was no
love lost between father and son, but how bad was it?

When I got back to Peter, he was trembling.
“Peter, what happened in there?”

Taking my hand he said, “Nothing! Come on.
I’ll show you where I built my fort.” As we walked into a deep
thicket of conifers, the cabin with its tear-forming memories
seemed to pass out of existence for Peter. Three to four hundred
yards behind the cabin, Peter became confused. He looked in
different directions. Then he ran in the different directions for
fifteen or twenty feet each way. He was really troubled. “I can’t
find it.

I can’t remember where it was.” He was close
to tears.

“Was it in a tree?” I asked.

He ran off in another direction then came
back. “No! It was on the gound.”

I gently took his arm. “Don’t worry about it,
Kiddo. It was a long time ago. The important thing is, did you have
fun?”

A tear that had been lingering was coming
loose. “I guess.” He took my hand. In a depressed shuffle, he led
me out of the woods on a path that avoided his father’s house. As
we were leaving the area, I heard a rustle in the woods. I turned
quickly hoping to catch sight of a deer but missed it. Something
had happened back there that was very important to him, but what?
At the edge of the trees, he announced he had to pee. He stood
there, pulled open the front of his pants and urinated. I stood
there in amazement. Although I saw the stream I could not see
precisely where it was coming from, however it was coming from the
right general area of the body. Since urine is stored in the
bladder, ghosts must have bladders! Then I wondered, does Peter
have a heart? Pulse? If he does, wouldn’t that mean he is alive?
But how could he be?

This whole thing was getting crazier by the
minute.

We left the area of his birth. George was
right. There was much more to Peter’s painful experience than what
was in the editorial. I doubted if I’d ever learn the whole story.
Because it was one hundred years ago, perhaps it wasn’t that
important anyway. Plus, tomorrow I’d come back, give Peter his
first bath then be on my way.

On the way back into town, we stopped at the
livery stable. I learned that after he’d run away from home, on
winter nights, he’d slept with the animals for warmth. As we
approached the one-room schoolhouse, I asked if he went to school
there. He put his head down. “No! The school master said I was too
stupid.”

I had agreed with Jane. I didn’t know how
intelligent he was, but I knew this kid wasn’t stupid. Next to the
school was the church. Between them was a small playground. The
remains of three swings, two teeter-totters and a maypole were
evident. When I asked if he ever played in the playground he said,
“No!”

I knelt down in front of him. “Peter, why was
the whole town against you?”

“I don’t know. None of the kids would play
with me. They laughed and called me a feak and things like that. I
never laughed except at animals, until you tickled me the first
time you were in town. All I ever wanted was a fend.”

I sat on the stone step of the church. I
lifted him on my lap and held him as he cried. His little shoulders
were heaving like real shoulders and his heart was breaking like a
real heart. We sat there for God only knows how long. Maybe Jane
was right. Maybe I was the friend he had prayed for. How could I
be? Where did that leave me?

As best as I could determine, Peter had lived
his last two years mostly in the woods during warmer weather,
venturing into town only for food and clothing. Once he was lucky
and found a couple of blankets. Often, scornful adults and hateful
children chased him back into the woods. When caught, he was
slapped, kicked, punched and spit upon. When some older boys caught
him and had nothing better to do, they would remove his clothes and
force him to run through town naked. This apparently was great
entertainment for the town to see the little freak run.

I had to ask the big question. “Peter, why
did everybody hate you?” I had desperately searched for an answer
myself, but got none.

Then with pleading eyes and a sudden smile he
asked, “Jake, will you be my fend?”

Immediately he looked down, fearing the
answer. He’d always been rejected and was expecting it again. I put
my open hand under his chin and lifted his head. His eyes showed
fright. “I already am, Kiddo.”

At that point, a wide variety of emotions
registered across his face, amazement, wonderment, shock, disbelief
… distrust? I couldn’t tell whether he was going to continue to cry
or smile. “You? You are? Really?”

“Peter, friends don’t tickle their enemies.”
The smile stayed a furtive moment until overtaken by deep thought.
“Jake, are, are you …” he didn’t finish. “Oh, never mind.”

“Go ahead and ask it, Peter.”

“No, that’s okay.” The head was down.

“Then I’ll answer your question anyway. Yes
Peter, I think I am.”

Without looking up he mumbled, “Are
what?”

“I think I’m the friend you prayed for.” His
eyes shot up to mine in stunned disbelief. “The very last words you
said before your father murdered you were, ‘Please Lord, give me a
friend.’ I don’t know why or how, but I believe I am that
friend.”

He slid off my lap, walked about five feet
and stopped. He scratched his head and turned around. Looking up at
the small, wooden cross on the church, he sighed. Very softly and
more to himself, he said, “I have a fend. I really have a fend.”
Then his eyes focused on mine and he asked, “Are, are you really my
fend?”

“Yes, Little One, I am really and truly your
friend.” He studied me a few seconds, looked at the cross again,
mumbled something and dashed into my arms without warning. He
knocked me back onto the stone steps of the church. As I sat up, he
buried his face in my shoulder and for the next five minutes sobbed
uncontrollably. How can this incredible situation be happening
to me? What’s becoming of my life? Could I be called to answer a
little boy’s ancient prayer? None of this made any sense.
Peter’s existence didn’t make any sense. I didn’t make any sense.
Lord, what am I doing? I didn’t ask for this. Where is my life
going?

When composed, he asked, “Is this a hug?”

“Yes. We are hugging — you and I.”

“Wow. I only saw people hug. They looked
liked they liked it. I always wanted a hug to see what it was
like.” Strangely enough, I’d hugged him several times before, but
apparently he had not realized what it was. Perhaps the emotions of
the moment made him realize what he was getting.

“Well, now you’ve had one. Did you like
it?”

He smiled. “Yeah! It made me feel warm
inside. Did I make you feel warm?”

“You sure did. Thank you.” Suddenly I
realized a tear was working its way down my cheek. Peter saw it and
tenderly wiped it away, but said nothing.

I had to get going soon, but before I did
there was a little more talking to do. I lay down on the porch and
he moved in next to me, his head resting on my arm.

After several minutes I said, “Peter, I have
a question. Your mother died the same day you were born. Do you
feel guilty about that?”

After a long silence came his question.
“Guilty?”

“Yes. Do you feel you caused her to die?”

“Yes,” he shot back quickly.

I thought so, I said to myself. I
stroked his ribs with my thumb. “Easy for me to say! But you did
what all babies do. You were born.” I didn’t want to open up that
can of worms today.

Lying there together deep in thought, I
finally said, “Peter, it’s time for me to go, but tomorrow, when I
come back, we’re going to turn you into a sparkling clean,
beautiful little kid. Okay?”

“Pomise?” he gasped.

“I promise,” and with that, I moved my hand
down to his stomach and began tickling. We rolled off our stone
slabs and laughed together as we rolled around in the dust. Tears
of joy were in our eyes. I stood up to leave pulling him up after
me. I’ll see you first thing tomorrow morning, Kiddo.”

He nodded but looked a little embarrassed. He
put his head down then asked, “Jake, could you give me one more
hug?”

“You bet.” I knelt down on one knee and
pulled him in.

When I released him, he asked, “You pomise
you’ll be back tomorrow?”

“I promise. When I leave here tomorrow, you
are going to be one clean little kid.”

“You are my fend,” he said flatly.

I ruffled his grimy hair. “You bet I am!” He
gave me a quick hug and ran off yelling. He ran behind a building
and I could hear his high voice echoing through the town. “Yippee.”
His high-pitched voice trailed off in repeated “yippees,” lost
finally in the haunting breeze. The now familiar chill returned to
my spine. That was one excited little ghost. He finally had his
friend.

 


 



Chapter Three

​I called the saloon from the 4x4, ordered a roast beef
dinner and assured them everything went well and that I would fill
them in when I got there in ten or fifteen minutes. I was informed
Tasha was also there. Good, I thought! I have a lot of
questions.

On the way back to Basin, I did a lot of
thinking. When I first met Peter, I felt sorry for him. He was a
pathetic little creature who needed help desperately. If someone
could help him, great! If not, so be it. He was none of my concern.
After all, I was a cross-country truck driver. I knew I’d never be
back to Slippery Gulch and I’d never see him again, which was fine
with me. I had more important things to worry about than some
filthy, neglected little kid.

Then the load vanished, and I did go back to
Slippery Gulch where I found Peter again. He knew where the load
was which saved me from being nabbed by the FBI. By then, I had
concluded that he was dead and a ghost. That changed my attitude
somewhat. He was no mortal and really nothing to get attached to or
feel sorry for. But when I left that time, I promised him I would
come back sometime; even though deep down inside I felt I wouldn’t.
So what? I’d thought. A promise to a ghost is like a promise to the
wind.

Yet a few days later, there I was. It was as
if returning to Slippery Gulch was beyond my control. Not only
that, I now realized I had become attach to the little guy. And
that seemed beyond my control, too. This morning was to be the last
time I’d see him until his funeral next June. But here I was, going
back tomorrow to “make him clean.” Maybe I should just forget
it! But I’d promised. My mind was made up. When I returned
to Basin, I would just keep on going.

But it was hard to believe I would do that.
I was the friend he had prayed for. I was his first and only
friend. How could I turn my back on him and ever look myself in a
mirror again? He may be a ghost, I mused, but for some
reason, he’s not a ghost to me. I don’t understand why. Could I be
the answer to my own prayer? I asked myself.

Lord, was I confused!

Before leaving Slippery Gulch the first time,
I had prayed he’d find the friend he deserved. We’d shared the same
prayer separated by one hundred years. Jane was right. I had become
that friend.

Someone, or something else was now
controlling my life, and I didn’t like it. In fact, just thinking
about it scared the hell out of me. I will go back tomorrow and
scrub Peter clean, and then I’ll wash my hands of the little ghost.
Then, I’ll get on my way to getting my life back.

— — —

Over what was a late dinner for me and an
early dinner for them, I told my friends in Basin how the day had
gone. “There is more to Peter’s life then what’s in the editorial.
The editor only wrote about the things he was aware of. For
instance, Peter took me down to his father’s house but refused to
go in with me. When I went back out to him, he was crying and
trembling. Something terrible happened in that house, but he
refused to talk.” I also mentioned the near-drowning episode at the
swimming hole and how he was not allowed to attend school because
he was considered too stupid.

“So, there is more to him and his story than
what the editor reported,” Mike repeated.

“Absolutely, but I may never learn the whole
story.”

“That’s terrible,” Jane gasped.

“Maybe his slight speech impediment earned
him the ‘stupid’ label. He doesn’t pronounce his ‘r’s’ after a
consonant. For example, ‘friend’ comes out ‘fend.’

Nobody commented on that. “Did you go over
the editorial with him?” Jane asked.

“I did. But it was tough. We were both upset
before I finished.”

They nodded knowingly. “When you brought up
his prayer, what was his reaction?”

“I didn’t mention it at that time, but you
are right, Jane. I am the friend he prayed for. I think he knew it
all along.” There was a long silence during which we glanced around
at one another as if looking for some refutation. “But what
now?”

“I don’t know. I’ll think about it,” Jane
said.

Then it was time for questions. “Tasha, I
don’t know if you can answer any of my questions. I’ve got a
lot.”

“I think we all may have a few,” Mike put in.
“But first, Jake, I’ve got a couple for you. Did he drink any water
with you?”

“Yes, and he urinated, too. Tasha, do ghosts
have internal organs?”

“No, but in Peter’s case … there’s little I
understand. I may be able to speculate on some of your questions
using a little knowledge and experience.”

“Have you ever heard of a ghost bathing?” I
asked.

Tasha thought for a moment. “I heard of a
ghost that haunted a shower house for a while, but I never heard
whether it partook.”

“I’m giving Peter a bath tomorrow.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“He asked me today if I could ‘make him
clean.’ He’s never had a bath before. We walked down to the creek
and found a place to bathe. That’s when he told me about the
near-drowning incident.”

“So, he hasn’t had a bath in about a
century,” Mike quipped, in an attempt to make us laugh.

But I didn’t laugh. “Mike, Peter’s
never had a bath.”

Tasha said, “Given his appearance, I’d say
you’ve got a real job ahead of you.”

“Tasha, I believe Peter is a ghost to
everybody but me. I think it has everything to do with our prayers.
Today he actually said, “’When I’m with you, I don’t feel like a
ghost.’ Is that possible? And once he’s reburied, will his spirit
be free to go where it should?”

Before Tasha could respond, Jane interjected,
“That’s it!” We all looked at her. “Jake, when you were leaving
town the first time, you said he asked you if he could go with
you.”

“Right.”

“Well, why don’t you?”

“Why don’t I what?”

“Take him with you.”

“What? You’re kidding!”

Mike, George and Tasha all turned to Jane as
if on cue. “No, I’m not. He wants to go with you. He begged to go
with you.”

“That was in June. He needed help. He was
about to be killed again.” I no longer believed that, but it
sounded good. “Now everything’s fine again. He doesn’t need my
help. Besides, I can’t take any riders under the age of
twelve.”

“He doesn’t need your help? Then why did he
ask you to clean him up? He needs a friend. He needs love. He’s
106. Besides, who would see him? And I know your next argument —
liability. Don’t worry about it. He’s already dead.”

“No way. Absolutely not! Jane, there’s a
bigger issue. He was born in 1895. Everything he’d see, hear and
experience would be new, even frightening.”

“You were a teacher. So teach! You could also
work with him on that speech problem.”

“No, I’m sorry. I’m dead set against that. I
want control of my life back. He’s a ghost that’s meant to haunt
Slippery Gulch. He might not be able to leave even if he wanted
to.” I looked at Tasha. “Can ghosts leave their haunt?”

“There are plenty of cases where ghost have
gone to different haunts after a building was either torn down or
burned, but this is a little different. No, Peter’s case is a lot
different. He’s unique. You’ll have to ask him.”

“Look, the biggest moving thing he has ever
seen is a freight wagon and now he’s going to travel around the
country in a computerized big rig? What do I do when I stop at a
truck stop? I couldn’t leave him in the truck. If he released the
air brakes, someone could get killed. If I took him in with me and
he started playing with the saltshaker, say… although I’d see him,
everybody else would see the saltshaker moving in thin air. And
that’s just the beginning of what can go wrong. No!”

“Peter would do anything for you, Jake,” Jane
said. “Set rules. When you go someplace, make sure he agrees to be
seen by everybody. He’d pass for any other little boy between three
and 106.”

We snickered and I relaxed a moment.

“First things first,” Tasha said. “First,
find out if he can leave town. If he thinks he can, ask him
if he would want to. If the answer to either question is no,
there’s no point in going on. If the answer is yes, then set some
rules and bring him here as a first step to see how he reacts. If
it goes well, keep going. If not, take him back to Slippery Gulch
and that’s that.”

“You are all ignoring my number-one concern.
I feel as if I’m losing control of my life. I’m not interested in
giving more of myself to his … his … life. After leaving Slippery
Gulch the first time, I knew I’d never see him again. So, the
second time I was there, I promised him I would return, but it was
a promise to a ghost … and I thought, who cares. Today was going to
be the last time again. Now, I’m going back tomorrow to give him a
bath. Tomorrow is it. Period!

“When I get back from Slippery Gulch, I’m
going to get in that truck and leave, and the hell with Peter. I
don’t think I even like the kid.” Deep down inside, I thought the
world and all of him, but I was frustrated and more than a little
scared. I felt cornered. I didn’t know what to think.

Everybody looked at me in disbelief. Nobody
said a word for what seemed like several minutes. Finally, Jane
said, “Jake, can you look me in the eye and honestly tell me you
don’t love Peter?”

I snapped back. “Look, I’m a solo driver. I
like my independence. I’m a solo act. I don’t want anybody else in
my truck, much less a ghost.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

She was right, I didn’t. I stood and walked
to the bar. My arms and hands were shaking. I looked at myself in
the mirror. I looked scared and tired. I turned and looked at all
of them patiently waiting for an answer. “No, I can’t.”

“I didn’t think so. You’re a lousy liar.”

“I always have been.” I laughed
nervously.

She didn’t smile. “Jake, since you are the
answer to his prayer, you can’t turn him away. A few minutes ago,
you asked if after his funeral his spirit would be free to go to
wherever it was supposed to be. I can’t say what’s going to happen
after his funeral, but I am now certain he is supposed to be with
you until then.”

“But, my independence!”

“You’re a grown man. You’re an over-the-road
driver. You are a man totally under orders. You don’t even drive
off for the hell of it on a whim. We’re concerned about Peter and
you should be, too.”

“He’s still uncomfortable with me.”

“Why not?” Jane asked. “For his entire life
he was hated and brutalized. Now he’s found you, someone who
seemingly cares. But he still has questions, doubts and fears. He’s
feeling you out. He wants to trust you and believe in you but he’s
not quite ready yet. That’s why he didn’t tell you everything
today.
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