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Grandma Was Always Right - A Ghost Story 

As a kid, I spent most of my young life learning a new language in a new country. My Dad, now 

retired, worked for USIA as a Foreign Service Officer. We lived in Brazil, Ecuador, The Dominican 

Republic, The Philippines, and Italy.  Every two years we were given home leave, and we could spend a 

month in America. We always went back to Wisconsin where my parents were both born and raised. My 

sister and I looked forward to those visits to Wisconsin like some kids pine for Christmas. To spend time 

speaking English and playing with American kids? Awesome. But the best part was spending time with 

our Grandparents. 

My mom’s mother or Grandma Jo as we called her, lived alone in a three-bedroom home.  How 

do I describe Grandma Jo? When she knew we were coming home, she would set up our room with all 

our stuff as if the room was permanently ours even if we weren’t there. My sister, Maura, (who is two 

and a half years younger than I) and I, were so delighted by our special Wisconsin room. It made us feel 

like real Americans with a real room! It wasn’t until years later that we learned she slept in that room – 

it was her room- when we weren't there. But she remembered the way we had it and set it up just for 

us. She was magical. To this day her death is the single most painful experience in my life. But this story 

is about my Dad’s mother. 

Grandma Katie was a retired nurse. She was of Irish stock and if you don’t understand what that 

means, basically, she didn’t suffer fools. Not at all. She would say in this dark voice “that’s one,” if I was 

misbehaving. I always froze right then and there. I never knew what she would do if she got to two or 

God Save Me – three. Like I said she scared me. But I loved her – maybe not as much as I loved Grandma 

Jo – but I did love her. Grandma Katie smoked, even after being diagnosed with emphysema. She wasn’t 

going to let some disease tell her what to do. She had one of those crackling rusty laughs that only long-

time smokers can attain. And when she laughed it was like a light shining down on us.  She loved us, she 
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was kind, but unlike Grandma Jo she kind of scared us. While Grandma Jo was like a fairy godmother to 

my sister and me, Grandma Katie was a drill sergeant. She’d sit in her leather chair, cigarette in hand 

and boss us around.  At nighttime, we would watch murder mysteries on the TV and sink our feet into 

the fur of her pack of large dogs who panted on the floor by her side. She smelled of her favorite 

cigarettes and the Lilly of the Valley moisturizer she used.  It wasn’t as soothing as Grandma Jo’s 

cigarettes and baby powder smell, but it was soothing.  We would have popcorn and coke and she 

would have two or three dry martinis.   

To younger people out there it may seem odd, but to anyone in Wisconsin, this story is probably 

normal.  Heavy drinking is proudly encouraged in that very cold state. Their slogan? Drink Wisconsibly.  

But I digress. 

 We finally had a “home tour” in the USA when I was sixteen in 1982. Which means we lived in 

the USA for four years. We couldn’t live in Wisconsin, because Dad would be commuting to Washington 

DC for his job, so we moved to a suburb of DC and settled into being Americans.  I could tell you all 

about the oddity of being a stranger in my own country – but we’re here to tell a spooky tale so I’ll move 

forward. 

I turned eighteen in 1984 and in December of that year Grandma Katie passed away from 

complications due to her emphysema. My dad had been in Wisconsin for a few weeks before as 

everyone knew it was close to the end. Grandma Katie told my dad that my sister and I were NOT to see 

her before she died. She did NOT want us to have our memories of her ruined by how she looked at the 

end. As an adult, this makes sense to me. But as an eighteen-year-old, (who considered herself a grown-

up and was so far away from being a grown-up it was hilarious) I was mad. I wanted to say goodbye. I 

wanted closure. 
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We had an Irish wake for my Grandma. And yes, that involved a lot of drinking but one of the 

main parts of the wake is sitting and watching the body for twenty-four hours. We all had to take turns 

spending time with her body. It was creepy. Especially for a girl like me who read Stephen King all the 

time. When it was time to go to bed, Maura and I had this empty feeling in our bellies. We couldn’t say 

goodbye to our Grandma, and it broke our hearts. 

 It’s important to note that my sister and I had the same experience. The exact same experience 

on the same night. But neither of us remember the other one being awake. 

This is what happened. I was reading Thinner by Richard Bachman (AKA Stephen King). It was 

getting good, but my eyes became so heavy I had to turn the light out and go to sleep. The first thing I 

remember was the sound of slippers dragging on the floor. The only one who sounded like that was 

Grandma Katie, and she was dead. I brushed it off as my mind playing tricks on me after reading my 

spooky book. Anyway, it had stopped so – whatever. As I attempted to drift off to sleep I smelled the 

cigarette and Lily of the Valley scent that was Grandma’s signature smell. I sat up. The room was 

freezing. And sure, it was a December night in Wisconsin, but it was colder than it should have been. 

And then the sound that made my stomach churn and the hair on my arms stand straight up. Slippers 

dragging on the floor as they made their way to this room. It was then that I realized that Grandma Katie 

was coming to say goodbye. To give me the closure I so desperately needed.  But CHRIST – not like this. 

Not dead Grandma. I was trembling and close to tears as I started to mutter. “Please Grandma, please 

don’t come in here. I can’t handle it. You were right. I love you, but I can’t see you right now.” 

I said this over and over again until I realized that the room was warmer, her scent was gone and 

there were no slippers making their way to this room.  I nestled deeper into the sheets and started to 

cry. This was the cry that would help me in the end. The cry of loss, of missing a loved one, but also the 
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cry of closure. So I ended up having closure. And my wonderfully intense Grandma, left this world 

knowing she had been right all along. 

 

 


