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      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
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