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Nobody notices Meghan wandering around in a vacant daze until almost three in the morning. For hours the band has been playing hard, hard rock, dancers cover the floor, waitresses hurry to fill orders, and I pour beer and wine as fast as I can, with only an occasional quick trip out back with whoever is on break to suck up a joint. One errant waitress can hardly be accounted for in the midst of such elegant chaos. 

After their last set, the musicians come up to the bar to chug as much free alcohol as they can manage, the bouncers clear out lingering customers passed out in corners and under tables, and servers wipe surfaces and stack chairs.

It's the summer of 1972 at a bar that features live music in the University District, Seattle. Groggy, dazed, and incoherent young people are hardly unusual. I'm shit-faced myself a good bit of the time, not only because of the ubiquity of drugs and drink but also because I want to get my mind off the ever-present specter of the draft. I experience ongoing walking nightmares in hellish black and white of fleeing through an apocalyptic Southeast Asian landscape to the tune of Creedence Clearwater Revival's "Run Through the Jungle."

Noticing Meghan standing still and staring intently at nothing in particular, Alice calls out, "Hey, come and help me over here!" When Meghan doesn't respond, Alice pulls her over to a table near the bar and sits down with her.

In but a moment, beer mug full of wine in hand, I join them.

Meghan's never done this before. She stays a hell of a lot more sober than I do at work.

And she doesn't look drunk or stoned. She holds her head up straight; her eyes are clear.

Except that she's physically there but her mind is somewhere else. And she appears troubled.

Alice tries to snap her out of it by speaking to her softly, then more loudly, then waving her hand in front of her eyes, and then shaking her.

Nothing.

"What do you think?" says Alice.

"Did she take something?"

"Maybe. I don't know. She didn't come home before work."

Alice and Meghan live in the same rooming house a few blocks to the north. We'd all been there for a party a few nights previously. I'd been hitting on tall, buxom Alice, but she'd been ignoring me. Short, homely Meghan came up to me near the end of the evening, kissed me full on the lips, and said, "I just had to do that." I'd been ignoring her. Awkward all around.

And now here we all are together in the midst of a what the hell is going on? situation.

I swig my wine contemplatively and say, "She must be high."

"She's never come to work high before."

"There's always a first time."

Alice looks closely at Meghan's eyes. "I don't know. It's hard to tell."

Alice and I are discussing Meghan's symptoms when Jimmy Jack, one of the bouncers, comes over. He wears dark blue jeans, a buckskin jacket with fringes, and light brown leather boots, and his long hair, tied back in a ponytail, hangs down between his shoulder blades. He lowers his amber-tinted sunglasses and studies Meghan's abstract countenance. "What's going on here?" he says.

"We think maybe she's high," says Alice.

Jimmy Jack shakes his head. "I'm afraid it looks a little more serious than that."

Alice says, "What do you mean?"

"I mean she looks gone."

"That's what I said. She's stoned."

"No, I don't mean stoned gone. I mean gone gone. She's not here. Well, her body's here obviously, but her soul is someplace else."

I say, "What the hell are you talking about?"

Jimmy Jack gives me the type of look he usually reserves for those he's about to toss bodily out of the building. "You can shove your skepticism up your ass, man. I'm talking serious shit here. Have some respect or take a walk."

"Okay, sorry," I say. "So, if she's not here, where is she?"

"I don't know. Look, I have to finish locking up. Wait out back with her. I'll join you in a few minutes and we'll see what we can do."

Alice takes Meghan's hand, and Meghan follows compliantly, in slow motion like a robot you'd see in a science fiction film.

Once we're outdoors in the parking lot near the dumpsters, I fire up a joint.

Alice says, "How can you smoke that shit at a time like this?"

I inhale, hold my breath, and with curling wisps leaking out my lips, mutter, "What better time is there?"

Alice lets out a sigh of exasperation, grabs the joint, and takes a toke.

By the time Jimmy Jack steps outside, allowing the metal door to lock shut behind him, Alice and I have lapsed into giggling, while Meghan stands calmly and statuesquely between us.

Jimmy Jack solemnly shakes his head. "You guys should show more respect. You don't know what you're dealing with here. You have any more of that dope?"

I pull out a joint. "Last one."

Jimmy Jack takes it, lights up, and soliloquizes while he smokes. Pointing at Meghan with the reefer, he says, "In the old times, people believed that the dead would get lonely and they'd kidnap souls from among the living to keep them company. The only way to get them back was to perform a ceremony, travel the dark road into the land of the dead, and rescue the lost soul."

I want to let loose a skeptical snort, but instead, a tingle of dread running up my spine silences me.

"The land of the dead is not like this place here," says Jimmy Jack. "It's different. The same rules don't apply."

I say, "Do you really believe all that?"

Jimmy Jack shrugs, pops the last burning embers of the joint into his mouth, and chews meditatively. "I don't know what I believe. But I'm sure that the world isn't as it appears to be."

Alice says, "Well, what can we do for her?"

"I'm not an expert," says Jimmy Jack. "To get a definitive diagnosis, you need a shaman."

Alice and I look at each other.

"Shaman?" I ask.

"Hey, that's your word for it. Someone who can move from this world to the land of the spirits."

Alice says, "We don't know any shamans." 

"I know one," says Jimmy Jack. "And I'll take you. But you have to promise me one thing: you have to show respect. You start bullshitting around and you're liable to come out of there in much worse shape than when you went in."

"Agreed," says Alice.

"Agreed," I say.

Meghan stares calmly into space.

"The person I'm referring to lives in the Fremont District," says Jimmy Jack. "Who's got a car?"

Nobody answers.

"All right then," says Jimmy Jack. "We walk."

I say, "Why don't we take a bus or a taxi?"

"I hate buses," says Jimmy Jack. "And what... You gonna pay for a taxi?"

"Hell, no."

"As I said, we walk. Consider it in the nature of a quest. Some results are worth putting out effort for."

Alice takes Meghan's hand.

We head west along darkened sidewalks. A half moon silvers the streets. Strings of clouds whip across the sky like smoke. Black silhouettes of leaves and branches rustle in the breeze. 

"Spooky," says Alice.

Jimmy Jack says, "This isn't spooky. You don't know spooky."

Alice asks, "Jimmy Jack, are you from around here?"

"Nearby. My family lives across Puget Sound, near Agate Pass."

"I've been out there," I say. "Pretty country."

Jimmy Jack says, "If this shaman were walking with us, she could read out messages from the clouds."

Alice and I both stop and look up.

Jimmy Jack emits a chuckle. "What the hell do you think you're doing? You haven't even learned the language."

Shortly after we pass under the Interstate 5 bridge, we come to an all-night grocery.

"We need some sustenance," says Jimmy Jack. "Wait here."

He emerges from the mini-market with a liter of wine in a brown paper bag, which he passes around before we resume our odyssey. Alice holds the bottle up to Meghan's lips, and to my surprise she gulps down a few sips, although never relinquishing her vacant expression.

"I guess zombies get thirsty," says Jimmy Jack.

I say, "Is that what you think she is?"

Jimmy Jack shrugs. "It's as good a word to use as any."

Once we reach Fremont, Jimmy Jack leads us to a dark, quiet, breeze-swept residential street with a dead end. The last house on the left has a paint-flecked gray picket fence, a rampantly overgrown yard, and three stories with ornate gables and wooden shingles.

"This is it," says Jimmy Jack.

That chill and shudder runs up my spine again.

Alice unlatches and opens the gate and leads Meghan through. I follow.

"Aren't you coming?" says Alice.

"No," says Jimmy Jack. "My part in this story is done. I brought you this far and that's all I can do. You're on your own now. This shaman is not from my culture; she uses methods that would be taboo among my people. You three should do fine. See you all at work tomorrow."

Jimmy Jack heads off up the street and is soon lost in the shadows beneath the swaying branches of the trees.

Alice and I look at each other and then at the dark house.

Meghan waits placidly.

We climb the creaking wooden steps.

The long porch is faintly lit by tiny red bulbs on each side set within ornate filigrees of brass. To our right is an overstuffed couch with rips in the upholstery. Next to it is a carving of a black cat set on a white Romanesque column. Hanging around the edges of the porch ceiling are fluttering streamers and mobiles that resemble dancing spirits and sets of chimes that sound somber, funerary, and ethereal.

Before we knock, the door slowly opens. A slim, almost emaciated young woman in a loose, long-sleeved white gown, her tangled waist-length hair loose and shimmering in the muted light from a low-set table lamp, beckons to us. "Come in. She's expecting you."

There's that tingle up the spine again. I have the feeling I've stumbled into the Halloween haunted house sponsored yearly by a local rock radio station, except that it's somehow become real and happens three hundred sixty-five days a year.

The wisp of a woman disappears down a hallway.

As we wait uneasily in the entry room, I look around. On a side table is a sculpture of a woman whose eyes are wide with horror. A demon has emerged from her ripped-open belly, and she has a knife in her raised hand. She is obviously planning to attempt to eradicate this monstrosity rising from her own entrails.

A painting on the wall depicts a single staring human eye, blood dripping around the edges as if it has just been pulled from its socket. Another painting depicts a rainbow melting into a desert-like landscape. Another shows skeletons carousing as if at a wake.

All of the shelves and surfaces hold figurines, dolls, busts, wind-up toys, rocks, shells, snow globes, and the skulls of animals.

I'm about to grab the girls' arms and beat a hasty retreat when the woman in the white dress calls, "This way, please."

Onward into the interior of the edifice, which carries strong odors of cannabis, incense, dust, mold, and damp earth.

We descend some steps and enter a windowless chamber.

A woman, possibly in her thirties, with soft curly hair flaring out on both sides of her narrow face, sits on the far side of a circular table. The woman in the white gown is nowhere in sight. Pulsing candlelight causes the smooth surface of the table to appear to shimmer. "Why are you here?" she says.

Alice says, "Jimmy Jack brought us."

The
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