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Pay Attention

The happy little ghost hopped with a contented bounce around his graveyard. He skipped and danced and jived, luminous and gleeful, between rows of gleaming white headstones. I remember smiling to myself as I listened to him giggle in giddy bursts, squeezing his eyes shut and clasping a chubby white hand over that wide and delighted grin. 

“Julie?” I could swear I heard my name, which sounded warped as though it had come through a wind tunnel. I heard it again. “Julie.” This time it was crystal clear beside me, weary yet firm.

My small, seven-year old shoulders slumped as I realized that I did it again. In my right hand was a calculator with shiny white buttons, and in my left, a small white eraser bit. The graveyard and its plump ghost. I had laid the calculator flat in my palm, raised to eye level, and had been squinting with one eye closed as I pushed the small eraser between the keys, and it weaved through the buttons like a ghost between headstones. 
I let my arms slide from the desk, falling into my lap as I held onto the graveyard and my pea-sized ghost friend. I was really in trouble this time, I knew it. 
My second grade teacher crouched down on her knees beside me. “Julie, look at me.” Her voice was cool and controlled, yet I sensed her usual disappointment. Reluctantly, I met her gaze. It was too overwhelming. I quickly looked away, consumed in helpless shame. 
“Were you listening to what I was saying about the math problems?” she asked in a calm voice. I lowered my head again, my brown hair falling in front of my face like my favorite blanket—protective and familiar. Staring into my lap, I sadly noted how my ghost friend was no longer glowing. He stared up at me, frigid and helpless. 
“Do we need to call Mom again?” she asked. 
Hot tears blurred my vision, making my ghost dance again, but not happily like before. I was trying my best. I didn’t mean to be naughty. I was trying. I was trying. I was trying.
Her interrogating eyes bore steadily into my face, and she repeated her question. I could only manage a weak gurgling sound in response.
Like always, she stood up slowly, and in a weary voice, told me, “You need to start paying attention, Julie. You need to start trying harder.”
After she walked away, I looked down at my sad little ghost, who stared back at me with hurt. Quietly, so only he could hear me, I whispered, “I can’t.”
