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      First off, this book is the complete (as of now) collection of Walter Anchor Ghost Detective Stories, all six cases. It contains:

      
        	Detecting Haley

        	The Ghost Bride’s Gift

        	A Long Hard Fall

        	Death of a Dentist

        	A Hollywood Kind of Murder

        	The Red Arrow Murders

      

      If you’ve been reading them individually, there is nothing new besides this preface and an afterword.

      Now that we are clear on that, on to the fun part. Walter Anchor and a little bit about his origins.

      There are two elements that conspired to create this character:

      
        	After my first novel, Shuffled Off, and the other first-person ghost novels I wrote, I knew there was room for other voices in this ghost world. And I wanted it to be a different voice and a different genre. I mean, if ghosts can write their own stories there must be so many stories to tell, right?

        	I was at a writing conference featuring Kevin J. Anderson in 2012 and he was introducing his Dan Shambles. Zombi PI series. Since he had created a zombie detective, why not a ghost detective?

      

      Those two things combined and off my crazy creative brain went. And not just a ghost detective, a ghost detective trying to solve his own murder!

      While each of Walter’s cases are stand-alone there is a larger story arc that goes through them all and the preferred reading order is as they are presented here.

      Ready to find out how a ghost solves murders and what happens when he tries to solve his own?

      Enjoy!

      
        
        Robert J. McCarter

        October 2020

        Flagstaff, Arizona
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      I hate being a ghost. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad to have consciousness and all that, but it’s the little things I miss. Like the taste of a tender, juicy steak and a cold beer. The sound of an audience clapping for me. The feel of a pair of dice in my hands. The rough texture of a cat’s tongue. The searing heat of the Tucson sun.

      But so what? I’m a ghost and I’ve got a murder to solve. Mine.

      We ghosts usually have unfinished business, and since I haven’t heard the “call,” I figure my unfinished business is my murder—that’s what’s keeping me earthbound. The “call” is that glorious event when a ghost moves on to the next stage of their afterlife. Opinions on exactly what this is varies, but I’m ready to be out of here.

      Not that I’m qualified to solve murders or anything. I was a dentist by trade and before that an out-of-work actor.

      These thoughts rumbled through my mind as I stared at the dead body on the grimy carpet below me.

      “Well?” Emily asked. She looked at me with her ancient green eyes that inhabited her round baby face. She has short, curly blonde hair that reminds me of Shirley Temple when she was a kid. Emily died when she was four years old, but now she’s eighty years dead. There is a lot of wisdom packed in that adorable little body. But I gotta tell you, it’s more than a little disconcerting.

      “What?” I shrugged, looking at the dead body and her ghost. She was in her late twenties with long brown hair. Her blood had pooled and congealed on the light-blue carpet. Her ghost was gape jawed and clearly in distress, the thin silver cord that attached her soul to her body still intact, going from belly button to belly button.

      “You’ve got to do something,” Emily insisted. She has an adorable lisp, so it was "You've got to do thomething." I won't write it that way so you don't go crazy reading my little story, but you get the idea.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “The poor thing is suffering,” she said, pointing at the wispy mess of a ghost, its mouth open wide, a pitiful moan escaping from its throat.

      “You do something,” I said.

      “I am. My plan is to whine until you do something.” Emily may be eighty years dead, but there was still a lot of four-year-old left in her.

      I sighed. “This is a distraction, Emily. We are here tracking a clue to my murder.”

      “Yeah, and that clue took us here. To her. I think we need to investigate.”

      I nodded, stooping down and looking at the body. “Maybe we can snoop around and get Banquo to come take care of the bardo-brain.” The bardo is a place we ghosts often find ourselves when things don’t go so well and this ghost had all the signs.

      “Should I go get him?” Emily asked, her voice going all high when she said “him.” The girl has a great big crush on Banquo. He’s kind of the ringleader of our graveyard community, and Emily has had a thing for him since he first came there around ten years ago. He is an expert, as much as anyone is, in helping these distressed ghosts.

      I looked closer at the corpse, getting down low so I could clearly see her face. I felt a tingle of shock flow through my ghostly form. I knew this woman. She temped at my dental practice the month before I was murdered. And now she lay here also murdered.

      Even though I wasn’t experienced at the detective thing at the time, the knife sticking out of her back gave away the “murder” part of the equation.

      My name is Walter Anchor. I solve murders. This is my first case.
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      “Yeah,” I said to Emily, “go get him.” With a girlish squeal and a “pop” she was gone, and I was left there with the dead dental assistant.

      I looked around the grubby little Tucson apartment. A small bedroom, a kitchen with dirty dishes everywhere, a cracked LCD TV in the living room. I then looked at the victim again. Tall, slender, dressed in designer jeans and a pastel blue blouse stained with her own blood. Her nails were well manicured and the makeup on her face expertly applied.

      This was not her apartment.

      Being a ghost detective is all about observation. It’s not like you can question witnesses, or root through their garbage, or run a background check. What you can do is watch and observe, twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.

      The ghost groaned and I got up and looked at it. Her ghostly appearance was nothing like her physical appearance. She had a diffuse vapor-like form, her eyes wide, her limbs vague stubs. She was lost, trapped in her own personal hell, a place known as the bardo. This torturous state is not uncommon for us earthbound spirits, and even less uncommon for the murdered.

      I have never been in that state. I have Emily to thank for that.

      The ghost moaned again and I listened carefully. The one great advantage of being a ghost detective is that you can sometimes talk to the dead.

      “Haley,” I said, remembering her name. “It’s me, Doctor Anchor. Can you tell me what happened?”

      “Blaaa,” she hissed, her eyes meeting mine briefly. “Blaaaack Shooooes.”

      “Black Shoes?” I asked.

      “Blaaaack Shooooes,” she moaned again. In fact, the need to listen carefully was overkill. Haley just kept saying it over and over again, the moan of it becoming a kind of eerie mantra as I went back to examining the body.

      The knife was thin and long, buried to the hilt between two of the vertebrosternal ribs. It had pierced her heart, she hadn’t been alive long; the person wielding the knife had known what they were doing.

      I made a slow sweep of the apartment and found out several things. Someone named Roger Coptic lived there, he was a slob, a drug addict (the used needles in the trash can were a dead giveaway), and hadn’t been home in quite some time (the wilted marijuana plants in the bathtub helped with that).

      Which led to the question, what was a nice girl like her doing in a place like this? And, what did this Roger Coptic have to do with my own murder?
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      Maybe I should pause and give you a lay of the land. Like when I was alive and a patient would come in for a procedure. It seemed to always help for me to sit down with them and tell them what to expect, warn them of the difficult parts, and make sure they understood both the risks and the rewards. Especially the unpleasant procedures like a root canal or an extraction or root planing. Ah, hell, who am I kidding? I was a dentist, most of the “procedures” were unpleasant.

      I would put on my deep actorly voice and tell them the toughest pieces in the calmest, most reassuring voice possible.

      So here goes.

      The world thinks I committed suicide, which I frankly find depressing. I know, suicide is pretty high in my line of work, but I was a happy dentist. Seriously, I was. I loved my job, I loved my staff, I loved my patients. My life wasn’t perfect, I had been divorced for several years and found myself a bit phobic about relationships (could explain why my best friend as a ghost appears to be a four-year-old), I had a bit of a gambling problem (okay, okay, by a “bit,” I meant “massive”), and I hadn’t talked to any family members for a few years.

      So yeah, there was the good in my life and the not so good. Just like any other human on the planet, you peel back the layers you’re going to find some nasty stuff. Me, I was lonely. I worked too long because I didn’t have much else to do, except for gambling. It’s hard to feel alone when you’re throwing the dice at the craps table and people are cheering you on.

      Anyway, where was I? Oh yeah… lay of the land. So about six months before finding Haley murdered, I had been working late, finishing my charting, avoiding going back to my crappy apartment, when I was murdered. It wasn’t anything spectacular, I had just sat down in one of the dental chairs and closed my eyes for a moment—I must have fallen asleep. Next thing I knew I was a ghost hovering over my own body.

      It was a shock, to say the least. Looking at my body, a hypodermic still sticking out of my arm, a drop of blood at the injection site. It looked like a suicide, but I know it wasn’t.

      I spent several months in the dental office—and not by choice, I must say—watching. I guess you could say I was haunting the place. I didn’t really “do” much of anything but creep people out occasionally, but I watched and waited and listened.

      My partner in the practice, Doctor Wheeler, kept things going and soon people started talking about me. Specifically, talking about me like I wasn’t there.

      Let me give you a piece of advice. If you find yourself a ghost, get away from the people you knew if you can. This shouldn’t come as a surprise, but folks don’t see you the same way you see yourself. There are misunderstandings and your intent is not always apparent. The experience can be disturbing to say the least.

      I could give you lots of examples, but let's just say that some of my employee's feelings about me were rather surprising, some liking me way more than I thought proper and others disliking me more than I thought possible. Which makes sense, no one sees you like you see yourself. It just isn't comfortable.

      So, I was stuck in my dental office, and as the picture of the events of that day became clear, I decided I needed to find my own murderer. One clue at a time, one step at a time.

      It’s not like I had anything else to do.
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      When I heard two pops, I looked up from Haley’s body and saw Emily and Banquo. Emily was beaming and looking up at the big-bellied man. Banquo stepped forward, his eyes on me and then the ghost.

      “Good evening, Walter,” he said.

      “Banquo,” I replied. Look, I give the guy his props. He knows a lot and does a lot for our little community, but I just ain’t in the fan club. Not one of his students.

      Now it could be that he is also the leader of the Midnight Circle—the nightly gathering of the ghosts at the graveyard—and that irks me a bit. Sure the guy’s an English Lit professor, knows a lot of Shakespeare and other plays by heart that he leads the circle in. But maybe they should give someone with acting experience a chance every now and then. Someone like—

      “Have you tried to reach her?” he asked.

      I snorted in response. I knew he knew the answer. He just wanted to hear me say I couldn’t be bothered.

      “I know you can help her,” Emily said to Banquo, her little lispy voice higher than usual. She’s one of the reasons I don’t feel the need to faun over Banquo—she does it more than enough for both of us.

      “My boy,” Banquo said to me, “you really should take the time to help those in need.”

      I straightened up and met Banquo’s gaze. “I am,” I said, pointing at myself with both my thumbs. “Who else is going to solve my murder?” I moved away into the bedroom to see what I could see there. I left Banquo, Haley’s ghost, and Emily to do their thing.
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      All that time I spent haunting my dental practice I learned many things, but most of them not useful to solving my murder.

      Mostly what I learned watching and listening was the messy reality of humanity: unhappiness, affairs, depression, petty bickering, addiction, and the like. I also saw the good stuff (kindness, love, and generosity), which I had known was there too. But, it was the quantity of the not so good stuff that surprised me.

      Ultimately I did find a clue to my murder. There was something off about Midge, my office manager. It was the guilty look she kept getting on her round Midwestern face when no one was looking. She knew something.

      When I could finally leave the dental office (that’s a whole ‘nother story), I started following her everywhere and eventually came the day when the letter arrived. It was a plain white envelope with her address shakily written in blue ink. She had rushed into the bathroom with it, avoiding her husband and daughter, and opened it.

      It said, “If you need to reach me again about your financial problems, drop a note at this address.” It was followed by the address of the gross apartment Haley died in.

      Midge’s hands shook as she slowly tore up the letter and flushed it down the toilet. At first when I saw that guilt on her face I had been angry; seeing her scared like that softened that feeling. She knew something, but whatever she had done, she had been coerced.

      I shook right next to Midge, my ghostly form turning diffuse, my vision tunneling in, a crushing depression descending on me.

      Conspiracy… had there been a conspiracy to kill me? Was Midge part of it? It looked like my death was part of something larger. I was nobody, just a failed actor turned dentist. Who would want me dead?

      I would have fallen into the bardo right then and there if it hadn’t been for the little voice that said, “Not cool, let the lady go to the bathroom in private. What kind of sicko are you?”

      I saw the little ghostly form of Emily, her hands on her hips, her mouth a sneer.

      Seeing her shocked me back to myself. “Who are you?” I asked.
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      As I looked around Roger Coptic’s bedroom with its unmade bed, its piles of dirty laundry and unopened mail, I tried to tune out Emily and Banquo. Her voice was an octave higher than usual as she said things like, “Oh, I so know you can help her,” or “Did anyone ever tell you you look like Lawrence Olivier from when he played King Lear at the West End in London?” or “What are you doing later tonight?”

      Banquo’s replies were curt but courteous. And then at some point things got quiet out there, which was fine by me.

      “I had a thought,” Banquo said to me, from the door of the bedroom.

      I looked up from the grease-stained pile of mail, not answering, but giving him my best “can’t you see I’m busy doing important things” look.

      “I think you should try to pull her from the bardo. She might have some information for you about her murder and that might help you along.”

      Emily stood behind him and to his left, her eyes all doey as she stared up at him. “Walter,” she gasped. “Isn’t that a brilliant idea? That was brilliant, Banquo.”

      And it was a good thought, but I certainly didn’t want to say that in front of Emily. “I guess,” I replied. “But, I have no idea how to—”

      Banquo’s face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “I’ll be happy to show you what I know, my boy.” Banquo loves to teach, it’s really his thing. And while I appreciated the thought, I can’t stand it when he calls me “my boy.” I’m not his boy.
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      Banquo is chubby, bald, sixtyish, and grey haired. He slowly paced around Haley as he lectured, his hands clasped behind his back. Very much the professor.

      He started by explaining the bardo—I know what the bardo is. It’s that place ghosts often get stuck where they are reliving the worst of their past, stuck in their regrets. It’s hell, quite literally. Haley was there, no doubt. Her eyes were wide, her mouth slack, B-movie-ghost groans coming out of her mouth. And I felt for her, I did, but it’s not like there’s an easy foolproof five-step plan to get someone out of the bardo.

      “The essence of it,” Banquo said, “is finding something more important to her than her suffering.”

      “Oh,” I said in my best dry sarcastic tone. “That’s all.”

      Banquo stopped and looked at me. He has this penetrating gaze that, if the rumors around the graveyard are to be believed, can see directly into your soul.

      “People like to suffer,” I said by way of explanation, his eyes focusing on mine. I really didn’t want him looking into my soul. That grunge and disorder that has its home there is mine, all mine. Emily looked at me too, her little brow furrowed. “Really, they do,” I continued. “Look at anyone you knew when they were alive. How many ways did they make their life harder, how many things couldn’t they let go of that would have made them happier? How much—” I cut myself off when I saw Emily’s face, her lower lip was quivering and she looked like she was about to cry. I knelt down in front of her and said, “What is it, honey?”

      As little girl tears rolled down her ghostly face, she said, “My mom, after I died. She couldn’t let it go, she suffered so much. I…”

      I carefully modulated my ghostly form (a must for a ghost to touch another ghost) and pulled Emily in for a hug and let her cry. She was in the past, and when she was like that she was much more the four-year-old girl and much less the eighty-year-old ghost. I caught Banquo giving me a “look what you’ve done now” look.

      After she was done crying, she growled, “Get your mitts off me, you perv.”

      I didn’t take it personally. It was Emily’s way of telling me she was all right.

      “Now,” Banquo said, clearly about to resume his lecture, “you knew her, what might be more important to her than her suffering?”

      “Knew her?” I said. “She temped for me for a month. We weren’t exactly bosom buddies.” I mean, yeah, there a little more to it than that, a moment where I stupidly thought she might like me and I didn't actually hate the idea, but I wasn't going to tell Banquo that.

      “Nevertheless, you knew her best. What might be more important to her?”

      And thus began my first lesson with Banquo. And I will admit he was smart, knew his way around the ghostly world, and was generous with his time. But, that doesn’t mean I suddenly became one of his disciples, hanging on his every word, kowtowing to him. I listened and I learned.

      We tried everything, it took hours and hours. I kept hoping someone would discover the body so we could, at least, get out of that disgusting apartment. But no such luck. The sun set, night passed, and the sun rose before I finally stumbled onto something. It came from fatigue, not thinking.

      “Hey, Haley,” I said. “You look good today. You know I really appreciate you coming in and helping us out, but I’m kind of torn. I have a policy of not dating any of my staff, and if you weren’t… well I would… you know.” I used to be an actor, so I sold it. Being all shy and coy, my ghostly cheeks flushing red. I am not sure what possessed me to try it beyond fatigue and what I had learned haunting the office—more than one of the girls and at least one of the boys had had a crush on me.

      There was a sharp snap, as the silver cord connecting her spirit to her body broke, her eyes came into focus and a smile formed on her lips. “Doctor Anchor, why, I had no idea.” She blinked rapidly a few times, her eyes widening, her mouth opening, her form firming up a bit, looking a little less bardo-ish.

      “I couldn’t tell you then, Haley,” I said, fighting to keep her present. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Banquo beckoning me towards the door, out of the apartment. Yeah, that made sense. Not a good idea for Haley to see her body with the knife sticking out the back and her dried blood looking like reddish-brown cottage cheese. “But now… you know… maybe we can spend some time together.”

      Her eyes stayed focused on me as we walked through the wall and out of the apartment into the Tucson morning, the sun just peaking over the horizon. “I think I would like that, Doctor Anchor.”

      Inside I was freaking out—I had no desire for a ghost girlfriend, but I just smiled and held my character. “Haley, it’s not Doctor Anchor. It’s time you called me Walter.”
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      That day I met Emily, in Midge’s bathroom, the bardo so very close, she wore what she calls her “summer outfit.” Blue shorts and a white T-shirt with a drawing of a red lollipop on it. I stared at her. I hadn’t seen a well-formed ghost before. She looked like a person, just a bit transparent. The only other ghosts I had run into at the dental office had been vaporous presences like me.

      “You heard me,” Emily said. “Leave the lady alone. I mean it.”

      My shock and curiosity at seeing her chased the bardo away. “I… What?” I stammered.

      “Christ on a stick, are you a bardo-brained perv or what?”

      “Huh?” I said, not understanding what she was talking about.

      “Did you die in here?” she asked. “Are you going to spend the rest of eternity haunting people trying to relieve themselves?”

      “No,” I said, coming more into myself. “Of course not. I… I was murdered. She knows something, that letter she just read is a clue.”

      “Well then, prove it,” she said, turned on her heel, and walked through the bathroom door. Something made me follow her. Part of it was that she was a different kind of ghost, part of it was how articulate she was and how young she looked. She spoke with a bit of a lisp making her sound young, yet her words were anything but.

      “So,” she continued once we were out of the bathroom, “are you trying to be a gumshoe or something?”

      I blinked. I knew she was asking if I was a detective, the archaic slang adding to the mystery of her. “I just want to find out who killed me.”

      “And then what?” she asked, crossing her arms.

      “I… well…” I hadn’t thought that far.

      She shook her head slowly, giving me a most disapproving look. “You don’t know anything, do you?” She looked up and added, “Lord, why me? This fellow is so wet behind the ears he’s about to drown.” She sighed and looked back at me. “Come along. I guess you’ve won the lottery, big boy, because ole Emily here is going to show you the ropes.”

      “I need to stay here,” I said. “I need to follow Midge. I need to find out who killed me.”

      She sighed again. “One track mind. Can’t say I mind that in a man, as long as the track his mind is on is one I like.” She gave me a leering grin that was completely out of place on her young face. “Look… What’s your name?”

      “Walter.”

      “Look, Walter. You stay here you will end up in the bardo, a lost cause, a waste of an afterlife. But if you really want to find your killer, come with me now. I’ll teach you enough so you can be a proper ghost.” With that she walked away. I followed.
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      I know there are many methods to acting, but there is only one way I know to make my face do what I want it to do: feel the feelings. So if I am playing a part and my character is scared, I do my best to scare myself. It’s not the same as a “real” scare—like someone pulling back the shower curtain and lunging at you with a knife—but it’s the memory or shadow of the emotion. That’s enough.

      So my method for acting is… well… Method Acting. I draw on my own past and emotions for the role I am playing. And with Haley, right outside the boring two-story apartment she was murdered in, I was playing the part of suitor. As painful as it was, I summoned the memories of when I courted my ex-wife, that giddy time of being young and falling in love.

      Haley was pretty enough—if much too young for me—with high cheek bones, a constellation of freckles perched there, and pale blue eyes. As I talked, her ghostly form came into better focus, but it wasn’t great.

      I had kept up a patter of flattering talk and gotten her away from the apartment complex and into a little park across the street. It was early morning and except for us ghosts the place was deserted.

      “Do you remember?” I asked. The question was intentionally non-specific. I needed info about her murder, but didn’t want to push her off the edge back into the bardo.

      “What?” she asked, her ghostly form becoming more diffuse.

      “It was your eyes, you know,” I said, backpedaling. “That light powder blue, they remind me of the sky after a good rainstorm. So lovely.”

      Her form solidified a bit and her cheeks flushed. “Oh, Doctor Anchor.” She saw my stern, but cute, look and added, “I’m sorry… Walter.”

      “I know,” I said, putting a bright smile on my face. “Tell me about your day, tell me everything.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed, I suspect no man had ever said that to her with such enthusiasm. But I held the expression (and yes, I was acting) and her eyebrows rose and a smile bloomed on her face. She began telling me about her day, every little thing, in exhaustive detail. The girl was obviously starved for attention.

      I “um-hummed” in all the right places, asked questions and encouraged details, long before I knew I would need them, and did an Oscar worthy performance hanging on her every word.

      It took a while, but when we came to the important information, what she was doing at Roger Coptic’s apartment, she had such momentum talking that she didn’t seem to notice the bardo-rific territory we had strayed into.

      It took everything I had to keep the look of rapt attention on my face when she told me what happened. I wanted to run (or rather, fly) away and give up this whole quest to find my murderer. But I didn’t, I held my character and got it all.
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      When Emily rescued me from Midge’s bathroom, a fact she insisted on telling everyone in the graveyard when I met them, I was a green, wet-behind-the-ears ghost. Emily took me in, kept me out of the bardo, and taught me the basics.

      You might think it’s easy being a ghost, but you would be wrong, dead wrong.

      (And if you’d like to laugh, or even clap at the clever use of “dead” in the previous sentence, I won’t mind. Actor, remember. I get off on that kind of stuff.)

      It is nice to be able to fly, go through walls, not have to eat or bathe. But you trade all that regular human overhead for crushing boredom and the waiting bardo. So as a fresh ghost you have time on your hands (boredom) and way too much time to think about all the mistakes you made in your life, all your regrets, and (in my case) who the hell killed you (that would be the waiting bardo part).

      Emily was no gentle teacher, but with eighty years of being a ghost she knew her way around all of that. She taught me and kept me in and around the graveyard for a few months until the day she got tired of me whining (see, I did learn some things from her) and went with me to that apartment where we found Haley with a knife in her back.
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      Haley had finally landed a full-time position at a dental office, so the day she told me about was a day familiar to me. Getting up, doing the mundane activities required to maintain biological life—you know, bathing, eating, eliminating, getting ready to go. It made me nostalgic, because the girl talked about these activities in great detail.

      

      But it was hard for me to listen to. Dentistry was my fallback career but it was still one I enjoyed. And that was fine, but Haley's fulltime job was at Wheeler Dental. As in Doctor Wheeler. As in my former practice partner. As in Haley was working at my newly renamed dental office.

      Stuff I knew but had effectively repressed after Emily saved me and started helping me be a proper ghost.

      I hated the thought, but I smiled and nodded and congratulated her. She had been a fine dental assistant and deserved a full-time gig. Except she wasn't working anywhere anymore, was she? Because she was dead just like me.

      And then we got to the good—as in “holy crap”—part.

      “Doctor Wheeler asked me to do an errand for him,” she said. “As I think back on it now, he seemed a little nervous. He gave me a small package, one of those bubble wrap mailers. It was real light, so it couldn’t have had much in it. An address was written on a sticky note, not on the package.”

      “Did he tell you what was in it?” I asked.

      She shrugged her shoulders. “He said I would get paid for the errand, that he would pay overtime. I had done the same thing for Midge a few times before and I needed the money. So…”

      So, she didn’t care, didn’t think to ask.

      Now that my memory was coming into clearer focus, I had known that something odd was going on at my office. On my last night alive, Midge had told me she wanted to keep Haley on, which was a surprise. And when I was haunting the office, I had witnessed some of the handling of these packages.

      But what does this have to do with my murder? Or Haley's?

      “I can see his face so clearly,” she continued. “His smile was so big, his teeth so white, but I noticed a bead of sweat on his forehead. And Midge was always a little strange about it too. Super nervous. Sometimes mumbling to herself.” She paused, her eyes focusing on me. “It’s funny that I can remember things so clearly. My memory has always been a little poor, but not today. I can remember my first day of high school as clear as a bell. Want to hear about it?”

      “I would love to hear about it,” I said, making sure the smile on my face was not too big. “But, let’s finish up with the day you are telling me about already. Okay?”

      She nodded.

      “What was the address on the package?”

      She kind-of walked towards the swing set as she rattled off the address to Roger Coptic’s apartment. Her walk was most definitely a “kind-of.” While her form was better than it previously was, she still looked positively ghostly with a vague movement of her legs as she floated over the green grass towards the little swing set. It takes practice, a lot of it, to look fully human.

      “Do you remember what happened when you delivered it?” I knew she did. She was clearly experiencing the enhanced memory that we ghosts have. Funny, we are all literally brainless and yet have a nearly eidetic memory.

      “The little man that answered the door scared me. He hadn’t shaved in a few days and his teeth were stained yellow. I handed him the package and he smiled at me. He had a missing tooth.” She pointed to her mouth, tooth number ten, the right lateral incisor. It was really bad form for her to be so vague, considering our former business. “He invited me in. I didn’t want to go in, but he insisted, saying he had to get something for me to return to Doctor Wheeler. I stood there holding the package, smelling the rotting garbage smell of the place when…” She stopped, her form going diffuse, her eyes getting wide.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I… My…” she stammered, her right arm vaguely pointing towards her back where she had been stabbed. “Pain. It hurt so much. I cried out. I fell. Someone took the package out of my hand.”

      “Did you see him?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “But he had nice shoes. All black and polished and old fashioned. Like the dads wear in those movies about the fifties.”

      Well, that explained the chanting of “Blaaaack Shooooes” when we found her. “What happened then, Haley?” I knew she was on a one-way ticket to bardo-land, but kept pushing. I needed to know what she knew.

      “Then I saw that man’s face, the one that answered the door, with his scraggly beard and his horrible breath. It smelled like old cigarettes and rotten cheese. He was freaking out, cursing, and then I was alone. It got so cold… it hurt so much…”

      The girl was definitely losing it. I caught Banquo looking at me, his little nod and widening eyes making it clear he wanted me to do something about it, that he didn’t want to see her bardoed again.

      “What happened to me? So cold…” she muttered.

      Emily was staring at me too, her arms crossed, her little hip cocked. Her body language said, “I helped you, you’ve got to help her.”

      So I did the only thing I could think of. I fell back into the role I had been playing and I kissed her.
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      Being a ghost, the rules are different. Every once in a while things happen that remind me just how different they are. Like when I kissed Haley in that little park across from where she was killed.

      Touching as a ghost takes a lot of skill. Emily had taught it to me when she was showing me the ropes. She thought it essential to my survival (and even though ghostly touching is a shadow of what it is like when you’re alive, imagine an existence without it). And besides, Emily likes to high-five. Well, with us it’s more of a high five for her and a low five for me.

      Okay, so ghosts can walk through walls and, really, walk through anything—even other ghosts. So there are two components to ghostly touching: matching frequency and intent. The frequency part is about making your ghostly form the same as the ghost you want to touch. In this case that meant me becoming a diffuse almost-bardoed mess. I was trying to make what passed for our lips come together.

      Back at the graveyard, Jim and Jane are a couple, but they don’t seem to be into public displays of affection, so I was going in blind.

      When our lips met, what happened was not what I expected. I felt our lips touch, the numb sense of ghostly touch, but then…

      I felt my body, weak and cold, with the hard floor underneath me. I smelled the musty, grimy carpet. I saw the slick, old-fashioned black shoes, a well-manicured hand taking the package, and the person leaving. I saw the gap-toothed grin of Roger Coptic and smelled his rotten breath. And then I was alone and so cold. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t speak. I realized that I was dying, that the pain in my back was killing me. I worried about my mother, we were supposed to go to the movies tonight. I worried about my cat, who was going to feed him? I thought of a man I had once loved. But then, even my thoughts became less coherent. I felt confused and upset and knew death was close, ready to take me.

      The sequence of senses and thoughts restarted and played over and over again. I was stuck in Haley’s death, feeling what she felt, thinking what she thought.

      “All right, all right,” a high-pitched voice said. “Break it up kids. I mean, really, get a room.” I heard it dimly as if it was coming from a great distance. But it distracted me from the death scene I was reliving. “Seriously, you two. Break it up or I’m going to get physical with you.”

      I couldn’t do anything about what was happening. I was lost, stuck, sliding into the bardo with Haley.

      “Okay, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Emily said. I felt this sharp sensation in my foot. I can’t call it pain, but it got my attention, and then I was standing right in front of Haley, her eyes wide.

      “Doctor Anchor,” Haley whispered, her hand going to her face. Her form looked better, less ghost-ish and more human-ish, actually much better than it had.

      I looked down at my own form and I was the diffuse mess. Emily was standing right next to me shaking her head. “Kids these days,” she said, and marched back to Banquo who had a bemused look on his face. I concentrated on my own form until it came into focus. I was wearing my usual post-death outfit. Actually it was my usual pre-death outfit: scrubs. As a dentist I had practically lived in them, it is what came naturally.

      “Are you okay, Haley?” I asked.

      She nodded and gave me a smile. It is the kind of smile Emily would call “come hither.” It was clear that my experience kissing her had been different than hers. When I talked about ghosts touching, I mentioned intent. Well, my intent had been to keep her out of the bardo, and somehow I had taken on part of her death burden and done that, but nearly went to bardo-land myself.

      “Are you okay, Doctor Anchor?” she asked. I was most definitely out of character. I am sure the wide variety of emotions I had been feeling had been all over my face.

      “Please, Haley,” I said, pulling the tatters of my role back on, just as I had pulled my ghostly form together. “You must call me Walter. I think we are far past the point where you need to call me Doctor.” I offered her my arm, modulating it for touch and having a clear intent to just touch. She took it and we walked away from the park and towards the graveyard.

      It would take us most of the day to walk there, but it gave me time. Time to get her oriented. Time to help her understand that she was dead. Time for me to find out if Haley knew anything else that might lead to her murderer and mine.
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      Doctor Elias Wheeler and I became very close after that. Haley, as it turns out, didn’t know anything else. Doctor Wheeler had had her deliver a package to Roger Coptic. She was murdered. Someone took the package. Roger fled.

      Wheeler—I am going to drop the “Doctor”; it’s a sign of respect, something I no longer have for him—was under our surveillance. And by “our” I mean me, Emily, and Haley.

      For the first few weeks it was either Emily or myself watching him, while the other stayed with Haley at the graveyard, helping her adjust to being a ghost. After that it was all three of us. Once Haley started getting comfortable as a ghost, she got mad.

      “Haley’s gone comet,” Emily whispered to me. I had come back to the graveyard for our shift change. Emily was on her way into the mortuary, a ritual where the ghosts check out the newly dead that is called the “greeting committee.” Wheeler was asleep and it was a safe time to do it.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You know, Haley’s Comet. The girl is on fire, lit up, burning across the sky—”

      “Emily, can you please just tell me what’s going on and stop with the metaphors.”

      Emily rolled her eyes and stuck her tongue out at me. “Spoil sport. The girl is pissed. She’s angry. She’s ready to rip Wheeler’s heart out and eat it for breakfast. She is the proverbial woman scorned. She—”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, cutting her off and holding my hands up. “I get it. She wants revenge.”

      A wicked smile crept onto Emily’s lips. “Which brings us to your planned breakup.”

      I had continued on with my “relationship” with Haley. It wasn’t that big of a deal. We spent time together, held hands, and kissed here and there. When she got into troubling territory, kissing seemed to calm her down, ground her, and I had gotten better at not taking too much on from her. I had told Emily that I planned to break it off as soon as she got stabilized. I liked the girl, had grown quite fond of her—I just didn’t want to carry on a relationship that I had started out of desperation.

      “You think…” I began.

      “Didn’t you hear what I said about ‘woman scorned’?” Emily asked.

      “Where is she?”

      “She’s talking with Banquo,” Emily said, her voice rising half an octave when she said his name. “I refused to give her any haunting tips, so she sought him out.”

      “As if he’ll help her with that,” I said with a chuckle.

      “As if I was going to tell her that in the mood she was in,” Emily shot back.

      We stood there silently. I was lost in my thoughts, frankly dismayed at what I had gotten myself into. “I’m sure she’ll understand,” I finally said. “I mean, I kissed her to save her from the bardo.”

      Emily snorted and shook her head. “Look, Walter, you kissed her so you could get what you wanted and just happened to save her from the bardo. I may have died when I was four, but even I know you don’t mess with a woman’s heart.” She chuckled softly. “Especially not a woman like that.”

      I really do hate being dead sometimes.

      Emily walked away and left me there to stew. I looked around. Ghosts were rising out of the ground, flying, or popping in, gathering in small groups around gravestones. Midnight was approaching, we all could feel it. Midnight is our time, when we ghosts feel most “alive.”

      I didn’t stay long. That night the surveillance became the three of us. And let me tell you, you’ve never been surveilled until you’ve been surveilled by ghosts. There is nothing you can do, nothing you can say, nowhere you can go that we can’t follow you, can’t hear you, can’t know what you are doing.

      We were brutal—the man got no privacy at all. Emily even insisted that we follow him into the bathroom, and that is where things got interesting.
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      Elias Wheeler is a young, cocky dentist, with a shaved head, overly bleached white teeth, and a chubby face. He is also much more of a salesman than I ever was. It’s one of the reasons I had brought him into the practice three years ago. He was eager to get out there and bring new clients in, he had energy for that. I didn’t anymore.

      I have never trusted people in sales. They have an ulterior motive—their own profit—so how can you trust what they are saying? They are worse than actors in my book. At least sometimes us actors aren’t playing a role.

      “I don’t want to watch him take another dump,” I complained to Emily. Wheeler had just gone into his bathroom in his lovely ranch-style home, in what would likely be another long session. He’s got IBS or some other kind of issue, because he spends a lot of time in there.

      “Too bad,” Emily said. “I am young and innocent and shouldn’t be subject to such indignities, and you wouldn’t make your girlfriend watch another man defecate.”

      I sighed and nodded, heading for the bathroom, pondering how Emily had found me in a bathroom but refused to watch Wheeler there.

      “And who said chivalry is dead?” Emily offered as I walked through the bathroom door.

      I can’t tell you how sick of Elias Wheeler I was. His every little habit annoyed the hell out of me. Singing in the shower, checking all the locks on the doors two times before going to bed, the three girlfriends he was stringing along while setting up several more on online dating sites. But while he seemed to be a contemptible human being, we hadn’t turned up a single clue in the ten days we had been haunting—I mean surveilling—him.

      As he sat on his porcelain throne, his jeans down to his ankles, playing some stupid game on his iPhone, it rang. And horror of horrors, he answered. That’s right, in the middle of an extensive toileting event, he answered his phone. No class whatsoever.

      I didn’t see the caller ID, I wasn’t positioned correctly—and I should have been. It only rang once and he put it to his ear.

      “Wheeler,” he said.

      He bit his lip as he listened and nodded his head a few times, the color draining from his face. “Look, we had a deal. I’ve orchestrated your deliveries. I don’t—”

      Belatedly I maneuvered my ghostly head right next to Wheeler’s fleshy one so I could hear both sides of the conversation. I normally did better than this, but I think time and the whole “bathroom” part of this had thrown me off my game.

      “…release the photos, but I will,” a female voice said. “You are in deep, my friend, and the only way out is through.”

      “Look,” he said, licking his lips and sitting up straighter on the toilet. “Someone died last time I had a package delivered for you. That wasn’t what was supposed to happen.”

      “I told you, we weren’t expecting the intensity of our competitor’s interest. We’ve taken precautions. It won’t happen again.”

      Wheeler sighed. “This has got to end,” he said.

      “It will,” the voice on the phone said. “I promise, it will end soon.” There was a brief pause and then she added, “The package will be at drop point three. See that it is delivered promptly.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      When Wheeler and I finally got out of the bathroom, the last thing I thought I’d be feeling was empathy for the fellow. After that phone call, he appeared to be a victim too.

      As we all stood in the kitchen watching him nervously eat some cereal, I brought Emily and Haley up to speed.

      “He… he wasn’t trying to hurt me?” Haley asked.

      “No, darling,” I replied, still playing the role of the dutiful detective-boyfriend. “He appears to be a pawn in this thing.”

      She nodded mutely, staring at Wheeler.

      “Don’t get all misty-eyed there, Haley-Bopp,” Emily said. “This still doesn’t make him a shining example of the human race. He’s done things he’s ashamed of; the blackmailers are using that against him.”

      “Right,” I interjected, trying to get things back on track. “We’ll follow him to the drop point. Emily, you will stay there and see if the blackmailers come back. Haley and I will stick with Wheeler and follow him to the delivery and track the package from there.”

      And that is what we did. On the way to work, Wheeler stopped by Freedom Park north of the air force base and pulled a package from under a park bench. Emily stayed there and we followed Wheeler who went to the office and talked another young girl into delivering a package for him. Her name was Rachel, she was even younger and more innocent-looking than Haley.

      “I don’t have a good feeling about this,” Haley said.

      I nodded. At this point I never had a good feeling in the dental offices. It reminded me too much of the life I once had, the life I had lost. I mean, it hadn’t been much, but it had been mine. I looked at Haley and wondered if she would kiss me if I started to lose it and go bardo.

      “Stay with Rachel,” I told Haley. I really didn’t want to split us up, but I didn’t think we were done with Wheeler yet.

      She nodded, her eyes wide. We had hardly been apart since I had gotten her out of the bardo.

      “It’s okay, Haley. I won’t leave the office without you. If you run into trouble, just come find me.”

      She bit her lip, her eyes lingering on me for a moment before she turned and followed Rachel.

      I stayed with Wheeler. I was sure there was something else to be learned from him.
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      In some ways the kind of scrutiny we were giving Wheeler wasn’t fair. No human that is watched that much turns out looking pretty. People have their oddities, their addictions, their weaknesses. Wheeler was no exception. He picked his nose, stared at ladies’ asses when they weren’t looking, and liked to look at himself in the mirror.

      But that is all I found out about him as I watched him go about his job, my former job, doing dental exams, fillings, root planing—all the joys of dentistry. It was a hard day for me. As much as I have grown to dislike Wheeler, I was jealous of him that he was alive.

      Just after 5:00 p.m., Haley came and got me. Rachel was leaving. I looked back at Wheeler as we left. There was something else there, something important. I just knew it.

      Rachel was skinny and tall, with short blonde hair and a quick walk. She left with the package Wheeler had picked up in the morning, got in her little red Hyundai, and drove to the Park Mall on Broadway. She did a lot of window shopping as she darted from store to store.

      “Is she shopping?” Haley asked. “What the hell is she doing?”

      I shrugged and we kept following her. She stopped at every clothing store in the mall and finally went into Spencer’s. You know, the place with all the goofy stuff like drinking and sex games, odd clothing, and kinkier stuff. Haley gave me a look. I shrugged and we followed her in.

      Rachel went right to the counter and asked for George. The overly perky checkout girl went into the back and out came George. He was thirtyish, overweight, and (I would wager) under-dated. He had greasy brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses.

      “Are you George?” Rachel asked.

      The big guy just nodded.

      “This is for you,” she said handing over the package and walking out of the store. George grunted and went into the back of the store, we followed.

      The back room was what you would expect. Small and crowded with boxes, cleaning supplies, and a cramped desk. George sat at the desk and ripped opened the package, licking his lips like he hadn’t eaten for days and this was a juicy steak he was tearing into.

      He pulled out a small rectangular piece of plastic.

      “That’s a micro SD card,” Haley said.

      I looked at her. “A what?”

      She rolled her eyes, looking back at George. “A memory chip for your computer. There’s data on it.”

      Post-divorce, I had dated a few younger women, and even though Haley and I were both dead, she had just managed to make me feel old. It is not a pleasant feeling, a twisting in your guts. The young don’t understand—as you get older, sure your body feels different, but no matter your age you feel like you. In my experience, it’s the world that makes you feel old. The changing times, changing activities, and the attitude like Haley had just had.

      The youth do not treat older people like we treat them. Think of children, people older than them are patient and understanding of their ignorance. The young do not tend to show the same tolerance for ignorance in people older than them.

      I didn’t say a thing, though. I kept my mouth shut and watched as George plugged the card into his computer and tapped on the keyboard.

      Haley narrated what he was doing—she made an assumption that because I hadn’t recognized a micro SD card without any labeling that I didn’t know anything about computers. Which wasn’t exactly true, but close enough. I was, though, grateful that the eye rolling had ended.

      “The data is compressed and encrypted,” she said. “He’s entering the encrypting key…” She watched him carefully as he typed, he had to do it a couple of times to get it right. “The password is ‘GetRichGeorge**$$.’ Okay, he’s got it unpacked. It’s a bunch of files… there’s some source code. He’s compiling it. Now he’s running it. Oh…”

      She trailed off, I could see for myself as the screen lit up with a still of tanks and soldiers and explosions, with “Warmonger II” emblazoned on it.

      Haley went diffuse as she watched as George briefly played the game. I didn’t say anything.

      “Holy shit,” George said to himself. “This is the real goddam deal. I’m gonna be rich!”

      Haley was sliding towards the bardo. “A video game?” she said, looking at me. “I was killed for a video game? What the hell kind of world is this?”

      I had a brief, stabbing moment of empathy. What if I had been killed over something mundane or trivial? Did I really want to know? What kind of difference would it make?

      “Walter?” she said, her voice cracking, her powder blue eyes way too wide. “Why?” She looked back at George as he continued to tap away at the computer.

      I thought of kissing her again, the first time I had seemed to take on some of her fear and stabilized her. But that wasn’t the right thing to do for her long-term, she needed to learn to calm herself. I modulated my form to match hers and took her face in my hands.

      “Look at me,” I said, her eyes reluctantly leaving George. They were still too wide, but she stopped getting more diffuse. “Listen to me, Haley. Focus on my voice. You are strong enough to do this. It doesn’t matter why you were killed, but I promise you, I will find who did it and find a way to make them pay.”

      I was a bit taken aback by my tone. I sounded fierce and protective. I sounded strong and sure of myself. I sounded like I cared about her. And, actually, I wasn’t acting. Something changed in that moment. I wasn’t off farting around trying to do something for myself. I now had a mission, a purpose beyond my own needs.

      Haley blinked, her form coming back into focus. I kept my hands on her face, matching them to her form as she changed. Tears rolled down her cheeks and she slowly nodded and licked her lips.

      “I need you, Haley,” I said. Her eyes grew wide again, but for a different reason. “I need you to be strong. I need your help. I can’t do this without you.”

      She leaned in and kissed me. It wasn’t like a flesh kiss, we didn’t have “lips” per se. It wasn’t about a physical sensation. It was what was left over. Passion. Communication. Communion.

      I lost myself to that kiss and gave her back everything I could. It was like we spoke volumes to each other in those moments. It was like falling off a cliff, or riding a rocket, or losing your mind. With the flesh aspects gone, the spiritual aspects of it were multiplied.

      I don’t know how long it lasted, it’s like time didn’t matter there, but when it was done I was changed. No more acting. Haley was my girlfriend. I felt this relief well up in me—all those lonely years I had experienced when I was alive were over.

      Our faces only inches apart, she smiled broadly and I smiled back.

      She looked around, her eyes growing wide again. “Oh shit,” she said. “Where did he go?”
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      We couldn’t find him. That break in our focus had given George enough time to get away from us. We searched the mall. We searched the parking lot. We searched and searched until night came and midnight approached.

      The search after the first hour had been useless. I had known it, but Haley was upset and seemed to need to keep looking.

      “He’ll be back,” I said. “We can just go back to the store and wait for him.”

      She sighed and nodded.

      “But, I don’t think it matters. We should go back to the graveyard, catch the Midnight Circle, and then rest.”

      “What?” She shook her head, looking confused. Now that the whole “you died for a video game” thing was known, she was holding on even tighter to finding her killer.

      “George doesn’t matter. He didn’t kill you. I’ve been thinking about it. We’ve got a seller, the one blackmailing Wheeler, a buyer, George, and a third party—your killer.”

      She was staring at me now, her blue eyes flashing. I was glad to see anger instead of despair. We floated just above the parking lot of the mall, a bland expanse of pavement mostly devoid of cars at this hour.

      “We need to find the third party. George can’t help with that. The seller might be able to.”

      She nodded. I was glad I was making sense, because I was just working it out as I spoke.

      “We left Emily at the package drop-off. Let’s go see if she found something out.”

      Haley nodded slowly and then came close to me. “Thank you,” she whispered and she kissed me again.

      I have to say, we were getting better at this, and once again, no acting. I was falling for this girl and hard.
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      “You’re disgusting,” Emily said to the homeless man sleeping on the bench we had left her at. “Don’t you care? Thank God we ghosts can’t smell, because I’m sure your scent would make me vomit. Look, I know life is hard. I know it can just mow you down. But, really, wake up. Get your act together. Do something worth doing. You are alive, for God’s sake. Do you know what kind of gift that is? And here you are passed out drunk on a park bench with your dirty clothes and your scraggly beard. You’re wasting that gift. Don’t you have family? A mother, a father, a child, someone that cares for you, someone that needs you?” Emily paused, taking a deep breath. “Find the strength to make something of your life. Please. You’ve got one. I never did, I…”

      Haley and I had taken our time getting back to the park. We had talked and held hands and kissed—and in general acted like people falling in love. When we entered Freedom Park and saw Emily, we both stopped without a word and listened. As her soliloquy went on, I began to feel guilty, but I couldn’t bring myself to do anything about it. She eventually noticed us, and stopped mid-sentence, a blush of red springing to her chubby cheeks.

      “What the hell are you looking at?” she yelled.

      “I… We…” I stammered. In our relationship, Emily had been the strong one (expect for the occasional four-year-old fit). Her being jealous of a drunk, homeless man wasn’t something I had been expecting.

      “Useless damn day,” she said, looking down at her little feet. “Nothing happened here. I…” Emily’s face clouded up and she took a few steps towards us. “I was just…” she began, looking back at the homeless man. “I think sometimes we can get through. You know, be the ‘still small voice’ that helps people turn it around. Be…”

      Tears started to roll down her face. I let go of Haley’s hand and went to her. I modulated my form to hers and took her in my arms. She held me tightly and cried for the longest time. This was no four-year-old fit, this was a ghost’s grief. We all feel it. We aren’t “alive” anymore. We barely exist in this world. The only thing we really have is each other.

      I forgot Haley and gave Emily my full attention. I held her and whispered to her and let her get it all out. For the first time in our relationship, she really needed me.

      When it was all over, I looked around and Haley was gone.
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