Tricks and Treats at Sunset Hill

It was Halloween, and instead of celebrating, I was bringing flowers to my dad’s grave.
He had been gone for three years by that point, and every year I’d drive out there to spend time
with him. Halloween always was his favorite holiday. He had a boyish excitement when summer
went away because that meant it was spooky season. It was cruel of the universe to take him

away on his favorite day (heart attack; it felt unexpected, but I should have known).

I pulled into Sunset Hill Cemetery. It was a small place, but it was nice. Dad always
talked about it when he was alive. It was down the street from the neighborhood where we used
to live when I was in elementary school, and he liked to walk down the street, find a nice-looking
tombstone, and sit with it. He said graveyards inspired his poetry, something about all the stories

the dead never had a chance to tell. I never understood, but I enjoyed his writing.

I parked on the side of the road, grabbed the bouquet of orange and yellow flowers off the
passenger seat, and got out of the car. Sunset Hill was a place full of difficult memories. I
remembered the family gathered around as he was entered into the dirt. It was the first time in
my life I held my mom in my arms, like I was the grown up and she was the child. It was then I
realized I’d have to go through this pain again. She wasn’t with me when I drove out to Sunset
Hill because she did her grieving in silence every Halloween. She was at home. I would go visit
her before I left town the next day. I remember how grim and sad the day of the funeral was, all
gray and rainy. People cried and read cliché poems about Heaven. Nothing at all like what Dad
had asked for except for the fact that it ended at Sunset Hill. I wished I could do that day again

and try harder to give him a funeral that was a little more him.



I knelt beside his tombstone, careful not to stand right above where he was, and placed
the flowers on the ground. I cleared the fallen leaves from the stone so I could see him. Arthur
Jones 1955 — 2012. It was a simple grave marker, the only flair we could afford was the
engraving of a feathered quill writing in a book. I always liked that touch. I rubbed the quill with

my thumb.

“Hi, Dad,” I said. “Happy Halloween.”

I held back the tears. I didn’t want him to hear me and get sad himself. It was a stupid
thought, I knew, but that was why I didn’t cry for him right then. He was the only person I’d
wished a Happy Halloween to in the past three years. I would never dare take that away from
him. I will always remember my parents taking me Trick-or-Treating, in whatever costume I
wanted. When I got older, we’d stay home and pass out candy together. It was decorations and
costumes and scary movies and haunted houses; he loved it all. Even after I moved out and went
to college a couple hours away, I’d come home on fall break to go to a haunted house with them.
I remember how sad I was when I drove back that last year and my mom told me: “Your dad’s
not feeling up for it tonight. Maybe tomorrow.” But he wasn’t better the next day. I thought we’d
just wait for next year, but then Halloween came, and then he was gone. I didn’t do anything to

celebrate the holiday anymore. It was the day my dad died.

“I thought it would feel more natural, talking to you, but I’'m not sure where to start,” |
said, searching for the words. “Not much has changed in the last year. I mean, yes, I’'m graduated
now, but I’m still working at Culver’s. But now I’m a burger-flipper with an anthropology

degree, so that’s nice.”



I pulled out my phone. I had bookmarked a few different pages, and I pulled them up. “I
wanted to read to you, like you always did for me. I'll start with a classic.” I cleared my throat,

and began reading from my phone, “‘The Raven,” by Edgar Allan Poe.”

I read the whole poem. It was longer than I remembered, and it felt like I was reading for
quite some time before that raven said, “Nevermore.” When I finished, there was a silence that
cut through the air. [ wanted so badly to hear my father’s voice. The air grew cold around me. It

was nearing six o’clock, and the sun was going down. I shivered.

Then a little boy started clapping.

“That was great! Did you write that?”” The boy asked. He couldn’t have been any older
than ten. He was small and skinny. He was so pale he almost looked sick. He was sitting a ways
off on a bench by the pond. In his hands he held a pumpkin — a jack-o’-lantern, really — which
was carved in that traditional pumpkin face kind of way, but it also had a large circle carved out
of the bottom. When I eyed it curiously, he lifted it up and put it over his head like a mask, then

he took it off and smiled like he was proud to have made the best costume ever.

“No,” I said. “I didn’t write that. That’s Edgar Allan Poe.” As soon as I said that, I
wished I hadn’t. I wished I had just waved at the kid with a polite dismissal because as soon as |

responded, he got off the bench and walked over to me.

“You sure read it like you wrote it,” he said, cradling the pumpkin head in his arms.

“My dad used to read it to me, so I’ve heard it many times before.”



“I wish my dad read to me,” the boy said. He set his pumpkin on the ground and then
plopped down right next to it. Up close, the boy was extraordinarily pale. His eyes were too. If
they had any color, I would have said they were gray, but I was almost convinced they were truly

colorless.

“Speaking of which, where are your parents?” I looked around the cemetery. No one else

was there.

“Well, I’'m not sure where my mom is anymore — she left. My stepmom is probably at
some bar or something. My dad is right over there. His is the one with the empty flower pot. The
one near that big boulder. Did you know that the big boulder marks where a cat was buried? First
grave marker on this whole plot of land. Most people don’t know it, but my daddy is right next to
that dead cat.” He paused, then upon realizing he hadn’t said everything that was on his mind,

“He hated cats.”

“I’m sorry about your dad,” I said, doing my best not to say I'm sorry for your loss.

“I’m sorry about your dad,” the boy said.

I nodded, “Thanks.” I sighed, lowering my head down to my dad’s tombstone. I wanted

time with him, but this kid wasn’t going to go away. “So, what’s your name kid?”

“I’m Jackson Hewitt, named after my grandpa Jack. He’s not here, though.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Jackson,” I looked at him. He spoke very well for such a young
boy, and he had a lot to say. “Is your stepmom going to be picking you up soon? Were you just

out here visiting your dad?”



It was as if [ never asked the question because Jackson said, “What’s your name?”

“My name’s Ed Jones. [ wasn’t named after anyone in particular. My parents just liked

Ed, I guess.”

“Ed!” Jackson exclaimed, “You know that’s awful close to Edgar? I knew you wrote that

poem.”

“No. No I didn’t,” I shook my head. I couldn’t believe I was arguing with a child in a
cemetery on the anniversary of my dad’s death as to whether or not I had written one of the most
iconic poems of all time. “Are you going to answer my question? Is someone coming to pick you

up?”

Jackson twiddled his thumbs, “Okay, maybe you didn’t write that poem, but [ am starting

to think you actually were named after someone in particular, Ed. Ed — Gar.”

I stared at him, not saying a word.

“Oh! I don’t think anyone is going to pick me up. I’d be awfully surprised. I don’t live far

from here though. It sure would be nice if you could take me home.”

I knew that I should have kept my mouth shut when the boy called out to me. And I knew
I could have said no, but there was something in Jackson’s vacant gray eyes that connected me to
him. He lost his father too. I wondered if his eyes had always been so empty, or if life left him

when his dad passed away. “Where’s home, Jackson?”

He pointed out away from Sunset Hill, up the road, to the neighborhood just a short walk

away — my old neighborhood.



“Of course,” I muttered.

“My stepmom lives in one of those houses, could you take me there?”

I had already decided. “I’ll be back, Dad,” I laid my head against his tombstone, then rose

to my feet. “Let’s go, Jackson.” I started to walk toward my car.

“Oh. Do we have to drive?” He asked. “Can’t we walk?” There was panic in his voice.

He was trembling, as if the cold suddenly got to him all in one moment. “Please?”

I stopped. “What’s wrong with driving?”

Jackson glanced back toward his dad’s tombstone for just a second, but that was all I

needed to understand what he was thinking.

“Car accident?”’ I asked.

“It was his fault,” he said, “he was driving too fast, not stopping at stop signs, running red

lights. It was only a matter of time.”

“I’m really sorry, Jackson.”

I asked him to lead the way out from Sunset Hill Cemetery and over to the neighborhood.
The sun had nearly vanished from the sky, but there was still some daylight left. The walk was
just like it had been for my dad after finishing his writing for the day. On rare occasions, Dad
would bring me along after school, and we’d spend hours sitting together. He’d tell me stories
about the lives of people he had never met. He’d read their name, piece together what he could

from their burial site, and make up a story about who they were. When I was young, I believed



every story he told me was true, and the world was filled with magic. I wondered what stories

people told about Dad’s tombstone.

“How did your dad die?”” Jackson asked.

It was a hard question for a small boy to ask so casually. “I’d be careful going around

asking those sorts of questions. Those types of questions can really upset people.”

“I’m sorry,” Jackson said.

And I knew he was. He was a good kid who clearly had to grow up fast. “It’s okay. His

heart stopped working.”

“Everyone who dies’ hearts stop working,” he said.

I had never thought about it that way.

When we got to the neighborhood, I was rushed with nostalgia. The last time I was in that
neighborhood, I lived there with both of my parents. It was the quiet one-story house at the end
of the street. My parents had painted it blue, and it was still blue. It would have been a calm

moment of reflection if it weren’t for all the Trick — or — Treaters.

Over a hundred little ghouls prowled the streets with their parents. In an instant [ saw
clowns and witches, knights and princesses, big inflatable costumes and homemade ones. Lights
of all colors and yard decorations, most store-bought, but some others were clearly handcrafted
by someone who cared a great deal about this one night. I hadn’t seen a Trick — or — Treat night

since Dad was around. It felt wrong to be in the old neighborhood on Halloween without him.

Jackson smiled at me, then he put his jack-o’-lantern over his head.



“Which house is yours?” I asked.

He pointed to a house whose front porch light was off.

We walked up the front steps. There was a car sitting in the driveway, so I said, “Looks

like your stepmom is home.” I knocked on the door. No one answered. I knocked again.

“Go away!” A woman yelled from the inside. “We aren’t handing out candy!”

“Jackson is out here!” I called inside.

Jackson looked down at his feet anxiously.

The woman said, “I don’t know a Jackson.”

I looked at Jackson, who shrugged, “I guess I had the wrong house.”

There was no way a kid this smart didn’t know which house he lived in. There had to be

something more going on.

“Or maybe my stepmom is at a friend's house,” Jackson said.

I cocked my head to the side, “Is this the wrong house, or is your stepmom away? If this

is the right house, who is that lady?”

Jackson just said, “I don’t know,” so I started to walk back down to the main street with

him.



“But this is your neighborhood, right?”” I asked. I wanted it to be. I wanted to walk around
and see what was the same, what was different, and most of all, go up to my childhood home and

ring the doorbell.

He said it was, and despite knowing, deep down, that he was pulling my leg, I walked

him up the street. “We’re going to see if these people recognize you.”

“Okay!” He said, and energy filled him back up as he skipped ahead of me. Instead of
running ahead to my old house, where I was walking, Jackson went up to a house with a big
bowl of candy sitting on the porch. He ran past other kids walking up to the bowl, and they
shivered as he passed by. The only reason I noticed it then was because the chill in the night left
me when the boy ran ahead. And it came back when he returned to my side. He held up the
full-sized Hershey bar he had gotten from the bowl, lifted his pumpkin head up, and grinned at

me. “Can you hold this for me?”

I pocketed the candy bar. It was cold in my pocket, but it warmed up after a moment of

being out of Jackson’s hands.

And then he took off again. He ran up to the next house. There was a long line of kids
down the front of this house. Jackson jumped in line, looked over his shoulder, and called out,

“Come on, Ed!”

The parents around me must have thought he had called me dad because I heard one of

the moms say, “That guy’s kid is wearing a pumpkin. What a strange costume, don’t’cha think?”

I waited in line with Jackson. When we stepped up to the porch, I recognized Mr. and

Mrs. Benowitz, an elderly couple who must have lived most of their lives in this neighborhood.
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He was dressed up as a pirate, and she was dressed up as Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. It was

an odd couple’s costume, but they were very sweet people.

“Oh Heavens,” Mrs. Benowitz said, “you used to live around here, didn’t you?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I smiled to be remembered.

“Oh honey, what was his name?” She asked.

Mr. Benowitz looked at my face intently, studying it, recalling a lifetime of other faces.

“Arthur Jones,” he said.

“Arthur Jones was my dad. He passed a few years back,” I said.

The Benowitz couple bowed their heads. Mr. Benowitz apologized, “I’m sorry to hear

that. You must be his son. Ed, was it? Oh, and this must be your kid then!”

Jackson was watching the conversation very patiently. I felt proud of him for letting us
talk without interrupting, even though he wasn’t my own. “No,” I said. “I’m actually trying to

help him find his way home. Do you recognize him?”’

He lifted the pumpkin up with one hand to show his face, “My name is Jackson Hewitt.”

He reached out his other hand, “Trick or treat!”

Mr. Benowitz handed him a small bag of goodies, which made him excited. Mrs.
Benowitz said, “Nice to meet you, Jackson.” Then to me, “He looks sick.” To him, “Are you

feeling okay, buddy? You’re awfully pale.”
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Jackson dropped his pumpkin over his face again. From behind his mask he said, “Yes.

I’m okay.”

I felt like Jackson was hiding from her, like her asking about him was making him

uncomfortable. I pulled her attention back to me, “Have you seen him before?”

“I can’t say I have, Ed. I’'m sorry to not be of any help,” said Mrs. Benowitz.

“You’ve helped with what you can,” I said. “Thank you.”

As we left, the couple cheered, “Happy Halloween!”

I forced a smile back at them as we walked away. Jackson asked me to hold onto his bag

of candy.

We walked the neighborhood. We stepped up to each house, and I asked if anyone
recognized the boy (no one ever did), and he would jump in to say, “Trick or treat!” They’d hand
him a candy or two, which he would hand to me. The candy would be cold, but it warmed in my

grasp. By the time we made it down the street, my pockets and hands were all full of candy.

My old house was the last one to go to. It was decorated with inflatable pumpkins and big
black cats. It was cute. I was glad someone was still decorating the house after my family left,
but nothing would top the decorations my dad would set out. Jackson and I went up to the front
porch, and I pushed the doorbell. It rang, and the air left my body as I let out a little laugh. It hurt
and healed in a single sound. Jackson gave me a thumbs up, as if to make sure I was still okay. |

nodded down to him, and the door opened.
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A happy family lived in my old home. A teenage boy dressed as a skeleton opened the
door. His face was utterly expressionless. He didn’t greet us with a smile, nor did he look
bothered to be handing out candy. He was generally apathetic toward the whole ordeal. I thought

he made a good skeleton.

Behind him, I saw the inside of the house. The furniture was different, but it still felt
cozy, even from the front porch. I heard kids talking and parents laughing and friends clinking
drinks and a TV playing some Halloween movie from the living room. It was easy to imagine my
dad’s voice in the commotion. I thought that Sunset Hill was the only place I’d be able to speak

with him, but listening in on this family’s happy memories, I knew that I was wrong.

Apparently, I had stood there for an uncomfortably long time because Jackson walked up
and said, “Trick or treat,” before I asked if their family recognized the boy. The skeleton gave

Jackson a fistful of candy, then closed the door.

I raised my fist to knock on the door — I had to find out if anyone knew where Jackson

Hewitt belonged — but Jackson said, “They don’t know me.”

We walked down the steps and away from the house. “If nobody in this neighborhood

knows you, you don’t live here.”

“Well, not necessarily.”

“Yes, Jackson,” I set the candy I couldn’t pocket on the ground and pulled out my phone.
“I mean this in the nicest way possible, you talk too much for your neighbors not to know who

you are. I’m calling 911.”
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“Oh, please don’t call 911! I didn’t do anything wrong!”

“You didn’t do anything wrong, kid, but you’re clearly lost, and I don’t intend to be

accused of kidnapping you when your stepmom comes looking for you.”

“But I don’t want you to call the police!” He screamed it. He started shaking like he was

on the verge of a panic attack.

“I don’t know what to tell you, Jackson,” I said. I dialed 911 and raised my phone to my

car.

Then Jackson disappeared. I would have thought he ran away if it weren’t for the

jack-o’-lantern floating in the air where his head was.

“911 what is your emergency?”

I could hear him crying. He was there, but he wasn’t there. He whispered, “I didn’t do

anything wrong.”

“Hello? Is anyone there? What is your emergency?”

“Sorry,” I said. “False alarm. Everything’s alright.” I hung up, trying to process what I

was seeing.

Jackson appeared again. He took the pumpkin off his head. He was crying, and his tears
were as see-through as the rest of his body. His pale skin had turned translucent as he slowly
rematerialized back into a boy. Not only did Jackson look sad and frightened, but he also looked

worried about me, as if [ was the one to worry about between the two of us.
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I wasn’t scared. I didn’t scream, or run away, or any of the other reactions someone might
have to seeing a little boy vanish before their eyes. Maybe it was because it made sense to me.
Appearing out of nowhere at the cemetery, being so cold and pale, the emptiness in his eyes. I sat

down on the sidewalk outside the house and calmly asked, “Are you a ghost, Jackson Hewitt?”

He joined me on the sidewalk after a second. “Yes,” he said.

“I only just met you earlier this evening, but I know you don’t answer questions with just

one word. Tell me the story.”

“Daddy never took me Trick — or — Treating. He never really did much for me. I always
wanted him to. We went out at the same time,” he said, like it was all he had been thinking about
since it happened, and that was the only way he could pretend to have accepted it. “The car crash
was his fault. I told him to slow down, but he was having one of those nights where he was
talking about Mom leaving, and about how much he wished they never got married. I asked him

if he wished he never had me. That’s when he drove into that big truck.”

I was speechless. My father was so good to me. I didn’t really understand there were
parents out there who treated their children like how Jackson had been treated. I wanted to hug
him and tell him that everything was going to turn out fine, but he had already died; and I wasn’t

sure I could hug a ghost.

After a moment of silence, I asked, “How old are you?”

This question made his tears go away. He seemed proud of his answer. “Eight. But not

eight. My life ended when I was eight, but that was quite some time ago.”
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I chewed on that for a while. Then, “So you’re telling me that we’ve just spent the last

hour looking for your home, and you were already home at the cemetery?”

I was almost annoyed, but then the ghost boy jumped over and threw his cold arms

',’

around me, “Thank you for taking me Trick — or — Treating, Edgar!” As it turned out, at the very

least, a ghost can hug you.

We walked back to the cemetery, which would have been in pitch blackness if it weren’t
for my phone’s flashlight. It was horribly cold now that the sun had gone down. We walked
briskly. The whole walk back, Jackson told me about which candies he had liked as a little living
boy, and (more importantly) which candies he had grown to like as a little unliving boy. I was
only half listening, occasionally interjecting with, “I also love M&Ms,” and “I didn’t take you to

be a Snickers kind of kid.” Instead, I was thinking about how to tell Dad all of this.

When we got back to my car in Sunset Hill Cemetery, I shone my light over Dad’s

tombstone. “Jackson, are you the only ghost in this cemetery?” I asked.

“Not at all! Pretty much everyone’s a ghost,” he said. “My daddy’s a ghost. He likes to go
try to haunt my mom, but neither of us know where she is, and he never gets very far because we
all get brought back here at midnight anyway. But my dad’s probably not who you’re asking

about, is he?”

Before I could respond, Jackson giggled, gave me a little side hug, grabbed up all his
candy, and ran over to a small plaque on the ground next to his dad’s tombstone. Jackson’s
plaque had his name, the years 2000 — 2008, and a little lamb engraved upon it. He waved

goodbye to me, then he lay down on the ground. He looked up at the stars and saw more in them
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than any other eight-year-old boy could. A ghostly pale cat stepped out from behind the big

boulder and curled up in his lap.

I knelt beside my father’s tombstone, but this time I smiled. “Happy Halloween,” I said to
him, and this time I felt it. I let myself cry because they were happy tears. “I love you, Dad.” The

chill in the air was comforting. I wasn’t alone in the cemetery; I knew that now.

Behind me, ghostly arms pulled me into an embrace, and I suddenly remembered what it

was like for my dad to hold me.

“Happy Halloween,” he said.



