Fading Away Jay Lake

Aaron was sent to the park while the visiting nurse helped Momma. Momma coughed alot more lately,
but quieter, while Daddy prayed harder and harder over her. There was nothing Aaron could do but be
intheway. Outside it was easier not to think about Momma— Aaron liked the hot Nevada summer
days. Sometimesthe other moms at the park were nice to him, too.

He saw the fat man gtting on the swing. The stranger had dark glasses, shaggy dark hair down over his
ears, awhite suit with spangles dl over it, and abig cape like Superman's. Except the cape was white,
and shorter. Aaron could see the park right through the fat man's white suit, kind of the same way he
could see things when he walked around with hist—shirt over his head.

Aaronwasalittle afraid and alittle curious all mixed together, so he went over to the swings. "Hey,
migter, you gonnasit theredl day?

The fat man looked at Aaron, his eyes hidden behind the big dark glasses. He seemed surprised. "You
can see me? Sorry, son. I'll move on." He gathered his weight and stood. The bottoms of his boots
floated dightly above the ground. The fat man looked lost and lonely.

Aaron knew how that felt.
"Y ou don't need to leave," Aaron blurted. "I don't mind you being here."

"That's mighty nice of you, son." Thefat man had arich voice, like listening to chocolate caketak. He
settled back on to the swing. "Isthere anything | can do for you?”'

Aaron knew the fat man was a ghost. HEd never seen one, but everyone knew you could see right
through ghosts. He wasn't scared now — his Momma had become more of aghost than thisfat man.
Aaron tried to remember what he'd heard about ghosts. "Y ou're supposed to hel p someone before you
can go to Heaven, right?"

The fat man looked disappointed, asif he'd expected Aaron to say something else. "That's not quiteit,
but near enough, | reckon.”

Aaron imagined money, candy, Disneyland. "Cool. What can you do for me?’

"Not much, son. Show mysdlf, sometimes. Tak." The fat man tried to smile, which made him look even
sadder than before. "Sing."

That sounded so stupid to Aaron. "Sing? What good is that?"

The ghost glanced away from Aaron for afew moments before meeting hiseye again. "Somefolkslove
music, son. It liftsup ther hearts.™

"Mommaloves music,” Aaron blurted. She had, before she got sick.
Thefa man smiled. "Who does shelike?"

Aaron couldn't remember the names, but Momma had had albums everywhere. "L ots of people,” he
sad, scuffing his shoe. "But she can't listen no more.™



The ghost frowned. "Why not?"
"She'sred sck." He scuffed his shoe again. "I'm not supposed to talk about it.”

The fat man squatted down in front of Aaron, looking him faceto face. "What's the matter with her, son?"
He sounded like he redlly cared about Aaron and Momma.

Aaron'svoice caught in histhroat. "Got the cancer. In her belly. She can't get out of bed, she can't edt,
she can't do nothing." His chest shuddered. "Nurse Smmons says Mommals |ost her heart.”

"Son..." Thefat man'svoice sounded like he was going to cry. He started to pat Aaron's shoulder, then
pulled his hand back to smooth awrinkle out of hiswhite suit. "Let's go see her.”

Aaron cut off hissob. The fat man seemed to mean it. Aaron figured Nurse Smmons was gone by now.
"l ain't allowed visitors at the house. But if Daddy's out, | can get you in. Maybe your music can help
Mommafind her heart." Aaron didn't know how to help her, and it seemed no one e se would.

They camein through the kitchen, past the old round-shouldered refrigerator. The house was quiet.

"Here," Aaron whispered to the fat man as he eased open the door to Mommas sick room. The nurse
was gone. Everything smelled like pee and mold, not fresh and warm like Momma used to. Followed by
the ghost, Aaron moved to the foot of the bed, clasping his hands behind his back so he wouldn't bother
her. Aaron's eyes had that peppery about—to—cry sting they always got around Momma. The fat man
touched him lightly on the shoulder, like the brush of abird flying by in the woods, then moved to stand
alongside the bed, where Daddy always sat.

In the dark room the fat man glowed, each little sparkle on his suit flashing like astar in the sky. He took
off the glasses, which showed his glowing brown eyes. The fat man reached out and brushed Mommals

lipswith hisfingertips.
"Frank?' Mommas voice was more of agasp than awhisper.

"No, darlin'." Thefat man'steeth glowed as he smiled in the dark. His chocolate cake voice was
stronger. "It'sme. Y ou know who | am.”

"The King." Mommasounded relieved, dmost happy. "But you're gone..." Shesighed. "It'sredly you,
isntit?'

Thefat man looked down the bed at Aaron. ™Y ou sure you want me to do this? She needsto go on."

Aaron was s0 pleased Momma sounded happy, so pleased he had done something to help, that he
couldn't bring himsdlf to stop the fat man.

"No sir, goon. Sing to her. Please.”

The fat man took Mommal's hand and starting singing in alow, rich voice. He sang asong Aaron had
never heard before, about how the fat man couldn't help falling in love with Momma Mommacried —



red small, quiet tears. Aaron wasn't sure why, but it made him happy to see Mommacry likethat. It
meant she forgot about hurting long enough to care about something.

After awhile, Aaron redlized the fat man wasn't Snging any more. Aaron wiped his eyes. He could see
Mommaasmiling in the glow from thefat man'ssuit.

"Why'd you stop, mister? Y ou were helping her."

The fat man stared at Momma, and brushed hisfingers over her lips one moretime. "She'sfound her
heart, son. Y our Mommajust needed someoneto tell her it was okay to go on."

"Momma?' Aaron ran to the other sde of the bed and picked up her hand. It felt like abundle of sticks
wrapped in tissue. He looked at her mouth redl close, put hisfingers near her lips. She wasn't bresthing,
not even alittle bit. His heart seemed to fill histhroat, so he couldn't breathe either. Aaron wanted to
scream. He'd told the fat man to sing, and the fat man had killed her. "No, Momma..." he gasped.

Aaron felt abird brush on his shoulder once again. But the fat man was till across the bed from him, now
growing fainter. Aaron could see the dresser redl clear right through the fat man, even in the dark, like he
was lessand lessthere.

"I'll watch over my boy for aspdl now," said Mommafrom behind Aaron, her voice strong again.

Aaron'sfear drained away like dishwater from the sink. Hed done Mommaright by bringing the ghost to
her. "Thank you," he whispered asthe fat man faded away.

Then: "I loveyou, Momma."



