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      The empty baseball field was eerie in the silvery moonlight, fast moving clouds taking turns blocking the nearly full moon. But maybe it was Helen Kim and the fear engraved on her face that made the scene creepy.

      Helen was beautiful, of Korean ancestry, her features exotic to an Arizona boy like me. Long, black hair, a delicate upturned nose, beautiful brown eyes. She looked just like my ex-wife Sun when I had married her, and that was the problem. I kept getting distracted. I kept failing Helen, my mind going back to Sun over and over.

      Helen’s furrowed brow, wide eyes, and open mouth turned her features from exotic to frightening. She looked like she wanted to scream but was too scared for that, only a low moan escaping her.

      She had on a silky, white gown, a wedding dress, her shaking index finger pointed at me, a tear leaking from her left eye. “You did this to me, Adam. This is your fault. Why did you...”

      I wasn’t Adam, I wasn’t her fiancé, the man that had hurt her, maybe murdered her. “Stay with me, Helen,” I said. “Look into my eyes. We’re going to get through this. We’re going to find out who killed you.”

      Her eyes focused on me briefly, her brow furrowing, and then it was too late. Her moan increased in pitch and turned into a wail and then a scream, her eyes and mouth getting wider, but the rest of her features relaxing. Her white dress and face softened, like she was just a little bit out of focus, and her scream rose up into the moonlit Tucson night.

      I kept talking, kept pleading, but it was too late. The bardo—that place many ghosts get stuck in where they are consumed by their fears and regrets—had claimed her and I had failed her.

      I didn’t know Helen, she had only died hours ago. A murdered ghost has a tough path in front of them. If they know who their killer is, they can fall into the trap of rage and revenge. If they don’t know, the uncertainty can ruin their afterlife. I should know. I was murdered. I’m a ghost too.

      My name is Walter Anchor. I was a dentist and before that an out-of-work actor. I fell into this detective thing trying to solve my own murder. And while I’ve helped out a few ghosts, I’ve failed to find my own murderer, or Helen’s, for that matter.
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      Earlier that afternoon, I was floating above the fifty-yard line watching the Cardinals square off against the Cowboys. To me, this is what a ghost should be doing with his afterlife. Phoenix, and the Cardinals’ stadium, is a short flight from Tucson for a ghost, and during the fall, what could be better?

      I was rooting for the Cardinals, they are an Arizona team, after all. Think about it. I can hover over the huddle and listen in on the play. Float behind the quarterback as the football is hiked to him. Soar with the ball as it flies over the field.

      No traffic. No expensive tickets. Unfortunately, though, I can’t have any overpriced beer.

      It was the end of the first quarter and I was floating about two hundred feet up with a good view of the action. I’m not the only ghost to have this idea, so there were about fifty of us floating up there in a queue to take our turn down in the action. Two at a time, one with each team.

      There’s a burly ghost everyone calls Coach acting as traffic director. “OK, Hughes, you’re down with the Cards,” he barked. “Ortega, you got the Cowboys.” He’s dressed like a referee in black and white vertical stripes with an NFL ball cap on and a whistle around his neck. “Anchor and Lee, you’re up next.”

      That’s me, so I get into position next to Jeff Lee, a former programmer and fantasy football freak. He nods and smiles. It’s all very exciting and very collegial. There have been some ghosts who don’t want to play by the rules, but Coach and a few other ghosts will always chase them off.

      Below us the football soars in a long pass as the Cardinals try for a first down on their third down with fifteen yards to go.

      The audience screams, rising to their feet, a good number of the ghosts behind us let out a yell too. The ball soars twenty yards to the outstretched hands of the Cardinal’s receiver, but at the last moment a Cowboy leaps and both men reach for the ball. It’s a real nail biter; time seems to slow as the spiraling ball bounces between the men’s outstretched fingers. The audience hushes in a collective in-breath. This could change the tide of the game for the Cardinals. And then—

      Pop! “We’ve got to go. Now!”

      I tear my gaze away—sounds painful because it is—and see Emily. She’s my best friend in the afterlife and my detective partner. She died when she was four years old—and looks like it with her tiny body and Shirley Temple curls—but has been dead for eighty years and often acts it.

      “What?” I point down to the field to a pileup in process. I missed what happened, I didn’t know who had possession of the ball. “Damn it, Emily!” Second-guessing referees was another great pastime. We had lots of eyes on the play and usually got it right.

      “Language, young man,” she said in her little girl voice. She grabbed my arm, and with a “pop” we were gone.
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      At first the bride looked to be in repose, a beautiful look on her face, her strapless Vera Wang silk gown perfect and unwrinkled. Like she had just laid down for a moment on the bridal suite’s couch. Her face was serene, her red lips slightly parted as if a contented sigh had just escaped her lips.

      “You’re welcome,” Emily said with a grin.

      I nodded, dumbly. Emily knew everything about me, including my predilection for Asian woman. My wife had been a Korean-American, but we didn’t talk about her, considering the disaster the divorce had been and the downward spiral it had thrown my life into. And normally this would have been a fine distraction, but the wedding dress and the beautiful face reminded me too much of her, of Sun, of our wedding. I was still young, still hopeful that despite having started dental school that an acting gig would come along and take me away from it. I still thought it was possible to follow my bliss, live the life of my dreams.

      I felt things stir in me, dangerous things. I wanted to fly away to the nearest casino and watch people gamble all night. I wanted to be alive so I could break something. I wanted to—

      The dead woman stirred. Well, it looked like she did. She briefly looked a bit out of focus and then her spirit started separating from her body.

      “How?” I mumbled to Emily. How could she find out about this murder and get me here before the spirit had even separated from the body?

      She shrugged her little shoulders and smiled. She had on her usual lollipop T-shirt and shorts. “Her name is Helen Kim, she died less than an hour ago. So, what do we do now, Walter?”

      Emily still has a lisp, despite all her years dead and it reinforces the youthful vibe she gives off. I won’t write it this way, but what she said sounded more like, “Tho, what do you want to do now, Walter?”

      The lollipop on her T-shirt acts something like a mood ring, the color changing with her mood. It was a cheery red, she still thought this was a fabulous thing for me. I had been fairly depressed since our first case when I had fallen for Haley, a former dental assistant at my practice that had been murdered as part of a strange smuggling operation. Haley had gone a bit crazy, attacking her murderer. I had gone a little bit crazy, too. That relationship hadn’t ended very well.

      I had started back at the casinos, trying to get that gambling thrill vicariously. Not that it worked worth a damn, but it was better than stewing in my own despair. Emily would pull me away to work cases, trying to pull me out of my funk.

      “This isn’t a good idea,” I said to her as the woman’s ghostly form slowly separated from her body. “I don’t think I can—”

      “Where’s Adam?” the new ghost said, looking around. “Where am I?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Death can be a rude awakening. I “woke” in a dental chair in my own office after I died. Someone had overdosed me with propofol, made it look like a suicide, and left me there to die. I was just a lonely dentist with a bit of a gambling problem and some history with the recreational use of propofol, both of these issues behind me. No debts to loan sharks, no enemies, who would want to kill me?

      I was alone those first few hours as a ghost. It was a terribly disorienting time. I floated around my office, trying to touch things, my hand going right through them. I can’t tell you how many times I tried to open the door, my hand going right through the handle.

      I didn’t see my own body at first. I had wandered off, so disoriented. When I did see the body, my body, that’s when the darkness came. I could feel it. This black hole of despair that promised me escape from my situation, that whispered in my ear like the need to play craps or the promise of forgetting—or at least not caring—that is propofol.

      Around here they call it the “bardo.” The word comes from the Buddhist tradition. For them it’s the dark passageway between lives. For the ghosts around here it’s the place those clichéd, slack-jawed, moaning ghosts get caught in, a hell of their own making, where they confront their
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