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      Emily took my hand and dragged me away from the gathering ghosts. Her green eyes in her young face were sparkling and I knew it could mean only one thing. Murder.

      A smile played on her lips and her head slowly nodded, her tight blond curls bouncing around her round face. She guided me quickly around the granite gravestones and the ghosts, the noonday sun hanging in the sky above us. A breeze was rattling the leaves of the tall trees that watched over the graveyard and the murmur of ghostly conversation was a pleasant white noise.

      Every night at midnight in our Tucson, Arizona, graveyard we ghosts gather and tell stories or put on plays. It is at midnight that the dead feel most alive. We gather to hold our loneliness at bay and to affirm our shared humanity despite our lack of biology.

      But lately, we have started to gather at noon, when we feel the weakest and just assemble into groups and talk. It’s not a formal gathering like the Midnight Circle, but a natural confluence of need.

      The world is starting to believe in us ghosts and that has caused a spectrum of reactions from joy to revulsion, and there have been mumblings among some ghosts that maybe all of this communication with the other side, as ghosts like me write their stories, is not a good thing. That the living should not be concerning themselves with the dead. That we should remain silent and invisible and focus on what we are here to do, namely taking care of our unfinished business.

      We are the earth-bound spirits. We all have unfinished business. My name is Walter Anchor and I have more than most. Solving my own murder for starters.

      I glanced down at Emily, there was a wicked look on her face. She died when she was four years old, and looks it, but that was eighty-one years ago and she often acts like it.

      She is this strange dichotomy, this mixture of youthful enthusiasm and world-weary wisdom. She can be like an excited child one moment and like a wicked old lady the next. You never know which Emily you are going to get.

      “What’s going on, Emily?” I asked.

      Her eyebrows shot up and she jerked her finger to her lips like a librarian scolding a restless boy in a library and kept dragging me forth.

      And then I noticed she wasn’t wearing her usual blue shorts and white T-shirt with a big red lollipop on it. She always wore that outfit, unless it was Christmas when she wore an awful red and white sweater. Emily was wearing a plain black dress that went just past her little knees and had a black ribbon in her hair corralling the blond ringlets.

      She was jerking me along, weaving us in and out of the ghosts who were staring at us. I shook my head and focused on keeping up with her, keeping my legs going and not bumping into any other ghosts.

      I could have flown, but Emily wouldn’t have liked that. It wasn’t how we conducted ourselves at the graveyard. We did our best to look and act like we did when we were alive.

      Emily had saved my afterlife. She was my best dead friend. And we were ghost detectives, solving murders together, so I felt like I could give her the benefit of the doubt here.

      Besides, novelty is always welcome. Since ghosts don’t have to spend all that time maintaining their bodies (food, sleep, washing, work, elimination) we have a lot of time on our hands.

      “Is it a murder?” I whispered. With Emily it usually is—the girl just loves murder.

      Her eyes widened and her lips pursed, so much so that it looked rather comical on her four-year-old face. I chuckled and let her drag me along.

      And that chuckle was really needed. I had recently delved deeply into my past and had to confront some uncomfortable realities about how I died. About how fixated I had been on finding my murderer and had blocked out a suspect that might have either done it or been a catalyst. Someone close to me that I didn’t want to believe would hurt me.

      And I hadn’t told Emily because she would want to investigate and I just couldn’t face it.

      Even though she looked like she was a little girl, Emily was a wise old ghost and she must have known I was holding something back. Things had gotten kind of tense between us. But this was playful and different, so I welcomed it.

      “Maybe we should branch out,” I said as she dragged me along, getting into the playful spirit of it. “You know, do some spying for the government. ‘The case of the missing beryllium’ or ‘The spatiotemporal anomaly’ or some such madness. No. I got it. Let’s go to the International Space Station and help with some experiments. They could boost up one of the new smaller SECI chambers and we could chat with them all day.”

      The SECI chamber is a high-tech typewriter for ghosts that lets me tell you my stories. I know they are working on a version three which won’t be a chamber at all, but kind of a really chunky laptop.

      Now Emily was just looking mad, her forehead furrowed and her lips forming a pout so I shut up. She wasn’t being that playful.

      But I am a detective now, not an actor or a dentist like I was when I was alive, so I started detecting.

      First the unusual clothing. She looked like she could be dressed for a wedding or a funeral or church in the long-sleeved black dress. Her feet were bare, but they were always bare. For a ghost, shoes don’t serve a functional purpose, especially if you died at the age of four in 1931.

      Next was her being so mysterious. Why drag me through the graveyard when she could have just grabbed my hand and popped me away? “Popping” is what we call it when a ghost instantly goes from one place to another. It’s an advanced skill that not all ghosts can do.

      Did she want all the other ghosts to see us? Did she want me to wonder? Was this driven by a playful four-year-old or a wily ghost over eighty years dead?

      Our last case had resolved nicely, no loose ends, so it couldn’t be that.

      When we were well away from the other ghosts but still in the graveyard, she stopped and let go of my hand and looked me up and down. I was a dentist when I died, and having spent most of the last ten years of my life in scrubs, that’s what my ghostly form looked like. After we solved our first case, the murder of Haley, a dental assistant that had worked at my practice, Emily had talked me into changing my ghostly appearance into something more appropriate to our chosen line of work in the afterlife.

      So she was looking at my trench coat and fedora, which looked just like Humphrey Bogart’s in Casablanca. It worked for Emily because of her age and this is how she thought a detective should look. It worked for me because I had tried to make a go of it as an actor and loved those old movies. Besides, this outfit has a definite noir feel to it and that reflects my view of this afterlife.

      “Change into something more appropriate,” Emily said, pointing at her black dress.

      Now this is not an easy thing to do. It took a lot of practicing to go from scrubs to a trench coat and hold it steadily. But I am an actor and I found that I have some affinity for “costume” changes when the need arises. I can’t always hold them for very long, but I can do it.

      It’s been very useful when we have interviewed ghosts for our cases. Being “dressed” in a familiar way is essential if you want to talk to a new ghost. They are easily spooked.

      Yeah, I know. That joke was kinda lame, but I gotta try. Can’t let all this afterlife stuff get too heavy. Not all the time, at least.

      “Why?” I asked, crossing my arms. This was all fun and games, but a costume change was still work and I didn’t have a clue what was going on.

      “Because,” she said with a twist of her mouth, in full-on defiant four-year-old mode. She crossed her arms to match mine and copied my rather stiff posture.

      Like I said, things had gotten rather tense between us because of the secret I wasn’t sharing and we weren’t talking about.

      I sighed and nodded my head, letting the fedora dissolve away revealing my curly black hair. I didn’t wear the hat all the time—being up on my head it’s hard to know if I have it right. So that was easy.

      I looked down at my trench coat and turned it from tan to black. A small change that I could manage easily. “There,” I said.

      Her arms still crossed, she shook her head. I could do better and she knew it.

      This wasn’t fun anymore, but I felt guilty about how things were between us, so I kept going. I shortened the trench coat to just below my waist showing black slacks. I pulled in the lapels and made my tie plain and black.

      It was a lot to hold, a lot to think about it, but I could maintain it as long as I didn’t have to think about much else. Honestly, my little costume trick is linked to me being in a role. If I get into the head of being a butler, I can look like a butler. I had no role here, so it was hard and I was sticking close to my default form.

      The trench coat was my default form since I had held it for so long, so if my concentration broke, it would pop back.

      The coat wasn’t quite right, it was still too baggy, the lapels still too big, but it wasn’t half bad. I was rather pleased with the effort.

      “I guess that’ll do,” Emily said, but she looked rather resigned.

      I opened my mouth to ask her what was going on, but then closed it. She wasn’t in the mood to tell me, but this whole outfit change led me to believe this was something important to her. Something personal. Something she didn’t want to involve the rest of the graveyard in. Something sudden and unexpected.

      She grabbed my arm and with a “pop” we were gone.
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      The dead are into all kinds of things that help them pass the slow progression of time. Some spend their days at funerals, others spend their nights at clubs. Some are obsessed with weddings, others haunt hospitals and wait to greet the newly dead. Some know the TV schedule and which house usually has on the shows they like. Some haunt theatres and put on performances right next to the living and some are in the audience watching. Some travel and see the world.

      Many end up haunting the ones they left behind or a place that was important to them and can’t leave. I did both before Emily found me. And most of them end up trapped in a place filled with their own regrets we call the bardo. Emily saved me from the bardo.

      No body means no job, no eating, no need for shelter, and nothing to buy. And all those things mean you have a lot of time. You have to fill it. The Midnight Circle is one way we ghosts do that. It’s our social time where our community gathers.

      And Emily, having been dead for over eighty years and not fallen to the bardo, must have developed some great ways to pass the time. With us, though, it’s always been solving murders.

      It never occurred to me that Emily had another pastime. I mean, we weren’t always together or anything. She was off doing things all the time. But I
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