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Ghosts 

by Rhiannon Koehler 

  

My grandfather was a local celebrity. He owned a popular restaurant in Chicago on 

North Avenue and Wells Street. For all my growing-up years, he was seated at the bar, 

with watered-down whiskey in his hand, talking to regulars. Or at table 20, the one right 

by the door, in front of the antipasto table, with Mark Angler, the television lawyer, and 

AJ Timmel, the judge. They’d sit and drink and talk about nothing. 

  

The memory of my grandfather that rises to the top, though, is one that makes me mad. 

When I went to the restaurant with my mother as a child, the waiters would greet us with 

a basket of fresh Italian bread. I could never get enough of it. The only available bread 

in my parents’ house was spelt, which is a closer cousin to sandpaper than sourdough. 

So, at the restaurant, I’d reach for the bread. And then another piece. And at my third 

reach my grandfather would say, “Stop with the bread. You don’t want to get fat. Leave 

room for your pasta.” And then he’d turn to my mom: “You gotta put her on a diet.” 

  

He was right. I was chubby. I knew I was the only one in a size large tutu in ballet class. 

I didn’t need him to tell me that. But what was one extra piece of bread? Especially 

since my cousin Sophia—slender, gorgeous, and perfect—was never, ever denied one. 

It rankled. 

  

But as soon as that memory hit, another thought came, almost as strong as a whisper in 

my ear. “Is that really what you want to remember?” 

  

And the answer was: no. 
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I remember my grandfather taking me in his Mercedes to an audition for my first short 

film, and how proud he was when I booked it. 

  

“I took her, you know,” he told Mark and AJ for months after. “I was the one who took 

her. And I got her right in the head, you know.” 

  

I didn’t know about that. I do remember him pulling up outside the studio, stopping me 

as I opened the door, and saying, “You good?” I nodded, uncharacteristically unable to 

speak. He nodded back. “You got this. Okay?” I nodded again, and went in. 

  

Maybe it was all I needed. 

  

And I remember him waiting in the hallway for me after it was done. “Well? How do you 

think it went?” He asked anxiously, wanting details. 

  

“Well—they had me in twice,” I said. “Which I think is a good thing.” He nodded in 

affirmation. 

  

“I think you got a good shot. There weren’t too many brunettes there. They needed one. 

Plus, you’re funny.” My brown hair might not have got me the gig, but the producers 

agreed with him on the second piece—they told him later that I nailed the humor. 

  

My grandfather might not have talked about it with me at the time, but he knew what it 

was like to want a taste of the show. 

  

From the regulars at the restaurant to his business acquaintances, things around my 

grandfather tended to err on the side of flamboyant. One prominent and notable regular, 

for example, had a Ron Jeremy-style mustache, wore ostentatious jewelry, and had a 

reputation—unbeknownst to my grandfather—for partaking in all kinds of partying in the 

kitchen after hours (and before hours. And during most of the hours, if we’re honest). 
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The hotrod hostesses at the restaurant always had candy-colored acrylic fingernails and 

lipstick to match, their perms fit for a Dirty Dancing revival. 

  

It came out a little more gently in my grandfather, who dressed impeccably, always 

volunteered the restaurant for Chicago-based film shoots and was a ballroom-dancing 

extra in Return to Me, the David Duchovny movie starring Minnie Driver. But dig a little 

deeper and he’d tell you about his near-Olympic soccer career that was felled by a bad 

knee and the time he professionally recorded a love song he had written for my 

grandmother back in the ‘50s. 

  

The proud part of me, the public-facing part of me, the loud part of me—maybe I got it 

from him. 

  

I didn’t know all sides of my grandfather—I’d wager I didn’t know most of the sides of 

my grandfather. But the pieces I knew, I liked. He would do this thing where he’d 

privately tell each of the grandkids they were his favorite. I knew this because we 

compared notes. 

  

But when it came to me, I also secretly suspected that I actually was his favorite. First of 

all, he’d always proudly present me to patrons at the restaurant as the oldest (I wasn’t). 

Second, for gifts, he’d often give me things of his own rather than go out and buy 

something (and he could always afford good stuff too). While my cousins got 

Tamagotchis one Christmas, I got his old telescope. I wasn’t into astronomy, and he 

wasn’t into long-winded pep talks, but I knew he was telling me to dream big. 

                                                       

The next year, it was Furbies. I got one, like everyone else, and it terrorized us the 

whole afternoon until someone had the good sense to throw a towel over its head to 

shut off the light sensor. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach that year, like maybe I 

wasn’t special anymore. But then my grandfather pulled me aside. 
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“Come outside so the others don’t see,” he whispered, ushering me towards his car. I 

stood outside, freezing in the Wood Dale winter, until he pulled something out of the 

backseat of his new Mercedes (on a business lease, as always). It was a keyboard. 

Very expensive. Very fancy. Lots of buttons. Used to stand in his living room. 

  

“Your mom told me you weren’t into classical music anymore.” I had a flash of my 

Suzuki piano teacher, Mary Elizabeth, with the blunt-cut bob and bangs who always 

wore the same high-waisted pleated black dress pants, black belt, white ribbed 

turtleneck, and gold herringbone necklace. She had the flattest, whitest, fingertips I’d 

ever seen, as if all the blood had gone from her hands, and she constantly seemed like 

she was one missed b-flat away from a total breakdown. 

  

“Yeah,” I replied, eyeing the keyboard. The thing was bigger than me.    

  

“Well, this,” he said, walking towards my parents’ green and tan Volvo 840 station 

wagon and wrenching open the back door, “is not for classical music. This is 

for real music. Like Sinatra.” My image of Mary Elizabeth was replaced by a shadowed 

man in a fedora. I couldn’t help it. I broke into a grin. 

  

“Thanks, grandpa,” I said. He wrestled the keyboard into the backseat and locked the 

car, puffing from exertion. 

  

“Make sure you play it now,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder in his signature style, 

walking me back towards the house. 

 

The day brightened; I knew I was still special to him. 
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Eight years later, I was working as a 

hostess at the restaurant. By now, the 

hotrod hostesses of my childhood had 

been replaced by a Moody Bible Institute 

trio who had their own names tattooed on 

their feet. My grandfather only sort of half 

approved of my working at Topos. On 

one hand, if I was there, he could show 

me off to all the regulars. On the other 

hand, I had none of the brassy 

tenaciousness of my colleagues at the 

host stand. 

  

“You sure you can manage this?” He 

asked, giving me a menu. “Take that to table 7.” Table 7 was a high-top in the window, 

wedged between the bar and the back wall. I edged over there and gave the menu to 

the businessman with his Blackberry. The man smiled and thanked me. I squeezed 

myself back to the host stand. 

  

“Not bad,” my grandfather nodded. 

  

He was always physically there but was mentally absent a lot in those days. My uncles 

were starting to take over running the business. My grandfather knew it was time to 

make a change, but he was obviously a little bit uncomfortable in the transition. 

  

I don’t remember much from this period, but I do remember my grandfather’s weariness. 

And the details of his past that came out, usually while we were drinking espressos and 

eating chocolate mousse cake at the bar. 

  

Details like: 

  

                       The author and her grandfather c. 1992 
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My grandfather didn’t start his restaurant until he was fifty-five, after three other 

ventures had failed. And the last one, another restaurant called Augustinos, for which 

he had sacrificed his savings and even his marriage, had been leveled by a fire. When 

my grandfather tried to collect on the fire insurance, the insurer declared bankruptcy. 

“After that I had money in shoeboxes under my bed,” my grandfather told me, 

shuddering. “A bad time.” 

  

Although not as bad a time as when he was selling minor-brand liquor to restaurants in 

the late 1940s and his business contacts would pick him up by his suspenders and 

physically throw him out of their establishments. Nobody wanted to deal with Italians 

back then. 

  

“Didn’t it bother you?” I asked. “What did you do?” 

  

“Picked myself up and went back every week until they agreed to meet with me.” My 

mouth gaped. “But at the end of the day,” my grandfather continued, “their money was 

in my pocket.” 

  

I learned that you just have to keep going. “What other choice did I have?” My 

grandfather asked. 

 

I remember his certainty, too. Certainty that better times would come and that success 

would follow if only you didn’t give up. He believed so much in himself—even in the 

kinds of unreliable memories that can sink quickly into myth. 

  

My favorite of those memories that he shared with me, as I recall it: 

  

It was about 1939, and I was at my dad’s tavern, you know, the Blind Pig. I got paid one 

way. We had spittoons at the bar, and at the beginning of the evening my dad—your 

great-grandpa Sam—would put a half-dollar in the bottom of the spittoon and I’d have to 

clean it out at the end of the night to get the money. 
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One time I’d had some friends over to the tavern after-hours and I hadn’t finished 

cleaning up the night before. So, I goes down to the tavern early. You know how it’s 

underground, just the one entrance. I have my mop and my bucket, and I turn on the 

lights. And I see a guy sitting at the end of the bar, back by the bathrooms, in some beat 

up suit and a hat drinking a whiskey! 

  

I say, “You can’t be here, we’re closed.” And the guy just stares at me and slides the 

glass all the way down the bar. And I see it’s going to break if I don’t catch it, so I drop 

the mop and dive for the glass. And the guy gets up and turns around and runs into the 

bathroom. 

  

I steady the glass, and head back there—there’s nowhere to go, there’s no windows in 

those bathrooms, and I get to the men’s and the door is swinging—but there’s nobody 

there. 

  

I think I’m losing my mind, right, and I go back out to the tavern and sure enough—the 

glass is still there. There was no way that guy coulda got past me. But he was gone. I 

never saw him again. 

  

“A ghost,” I whispered to my grandfather, the first time I heard the story. He shrugged 

and nodded as if I shouldn’t be surprised, as if ghosts were real. 

  

Back in my present but in a time when people still had landlines and I still lived at home, 

the phone rang. It was Armand, the head waiter, the only waiter given manger’s card 

privileges. He had been working at the restaurant since before I was born. 

  

Armand didn’t introduce himself when I picked up, but then he didn’t need to. I could 

hear the restaurant in the background. “Put your mama on the phone,” he said. 

  



bioStories 8 July 2022 

“MAAAAA! PHONE FOR YOU!” She came downstairs, grabbed the receiver of the 

putty-colored antique rotary phone that lived on our kitchen wall, and disappeared into 

the dining room. I could hear only parts of what came next: 

  

“Uh huh. How long?...You drove him?...Observation?...Coming right away.” 

  

After hanging up she nearly threw the receiver at me, didn’t say anything, grabbed her 

coat, and ran out the door. 

  

Later, it felt like an eon later, she returned. 

  

“He had a stroke. Armand noticed and got him to the hospital right away. He’ll need 

rehab.” 

  

I nodded, not knowing what any of it meant. I know now, though, that that stroke was a 

dividing line between this plane of existence and another, and that from this point 

forward he lived in a liminal space between two worlds. It was as though a secret and 

mysterious force had wrapped its tentacles around my grandfather, reducing his walk to 

a shuffle, keeping his hands at his sides, forcing him into a position of supplication not fit 

for someone who fought as hard as he did and sacrificed as much as had to claw out a 

respectable path for himself and his family in an unforgiving world. 

  

I know, to him, his body felt like a prison. That he dreamed of freedom. 

  

“My car,” he told my mom from his hospital bed at the rehab center. “I need a new car.” 

  

“Okay, Dad,” my mom said, humoring him. But my grandfather was not to be humored. 

  

“A CAR.” He said it again, like maybe she didn’t get it. “I need a new one.” 
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There was no reasoning with him, so everyone just agreed that yes, he needed a new 

car, and we’d get to it soon. 

  

I remember the last time I saw him. He was sitting up in a wheelchair at rehab, 

impossibly thin. He was wearing compression bandages on his arms and legs. I could 

hear the gurgling in his chest from four feet away. 

  

“I need a car if I’m ever going to leave this place,” he said. 

  

He passed away the next day. 

  

Almost ten years later, I had a dream that wasn’t like other dreams. It was like I was still 

in my body, but that body was simply somewhere else. 

  

In this case, I was at the restaurant, if the restaurant was in a black box theatre, and all 

the tables were two-top café tables. 

  

I was sitting along one wall, alone, with a menu in my hand. My youngest uncle was 

floor-managing, standing and observing all the other couples seated in the theater—on 

the floor and on the stage. 

  

And then he walked in. My grandfather. Pre-stroke but gray-haired, in a suit. He sat 

down at the table in front of mine, facing me. I looked up and he smiled at me a little 

sheepishly. 

  

“Maybe next time they’ll seat us at the same table, huh?” He asked. I smiled back and 

shrugged a little as if to say, “Yeah, maybe.” 

  

He gave me a nod and stood up. He walked over to my uncle, whispered something in 

his ear, gave him a clap on the shoulder, and walked out behind the curtain. 
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I woke up, shaken and sweating. “What’s wrong?” My boyfriend asked. “What is it?” 

  

“Nothing,” I replied, shaking my head to clear it. “Ghosts.” 

  

“Go back to sleep,” he said. “It was just a dream. Ghosts aren’t real.” 

  

But maybe they are. 
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