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​

The characters in this novel include two older women who come into their own and learn about their capabilities. I dedicate it to a younger woman, my daughter Alissa Wyle, who has already done the same.
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​

the chronicler

The creeping peril, the quietly emerging plague, was not the sort of zombie epidemic pictured in late 20th and 21st century entertainment. Living humans did not, within seconds or minutes of being attacked, become the shambling undead. It was an older menace, one with ancient, mostly abandoned, and generally ineffectual remedies, that resurfaced. The bodies that now roamed to attack the living had been resting for days or months or years before some mysterious force drove them to emerge, like shoots of noisome growth, once more above ground. All those generations of mourners who loaded stones on the lids of coffins, laid sickles across the necks of corpses or drove iron rods through their cold chests — they knew what to fear.

As you read, do not divide your attention waiting to learn of a perpetrator or virus or other cause. I will tell you now that humanity has not yet learned why this occurred.

The terrestrial portion of what follows could be happening anywhere: Concord, or Wichita Falls, or a suburb of Boise. Picture somewhere you know, even somewhere you love. Picture its houses grand or modest, well maintained or run down; its lush greenery or desert shrubs; its asphalt or gardens; its uninterrupted flatness, or its hills that challenge the fitness of pedestrians. Picture home.
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Millie

Millie stretched in her warm, roomy bed, savoring the yellow-gold light that slanted into the room and highlighted just a few dancing particles of dust. From the next room came the odor of fresh-brewed coffee, a blend with just a little chocolate in it, and the warm autumnal smell of oatmeal with nuts. How she had longed for tranquil awakenings like this, with no hovering anxieties poised to descend on her nor harsh demands hounding her from her worn and lumpy mattress. How grateful she was, day after day, that the end of her life has not meant the end of mornings and evenings, or losing the chance to savor profound and simple pleasures. Others could choose adventures that no living person could undertake, flying through erupting volcanoes or exploring ocean depths lit only by the fluorescent creatures that dwelt there. Yet others could choose to leave all corporeal senses behind, spending eternity as ethereal beings without boundaries, blending with others who did the same. Millie hoped they relished those choices as much as she relished hers.

She did, in fact, have duties awaiting her, though she’d have plenty of time for breakfast first. She was one of the many who took turns welcoming newcomers, helping them realize where, or one could say what, they now were. Bearing witness to the shock, the confusion or denial, the grief or the relief with which they absorbed the news. Reassuring them that their new life would be everything they loved in the old, or everything they longed for. Promising safety, serenity, peace.

But first, she took her time over her oatmeal, her coffee, her orange juice fresh as fresh-squeezed, though she’d seen no oranges here. If she wanted them, she would see them. For now, the juice was all she needed.

Reception, where all the new arrivals came, transformed every time to reflect the arriving spirit’s conception of the most benign possible afterlife. As the welcomer helped the spirit understand what had happened to them, the surroundings would gradually shift to accommodate any details the conversation revealed about what would most deeply satisfy the spirit’s needs and hopes. Sometimes the result was quite different from what she’d expected. A man who arrived dressed in velvets and silks like a king (what he’d been buried in, perhaps) might turn out to cherish the thought of a sunny cottage with a ticking grandfather clock.

This time, Millie entered a spacious circular hall with pale marble columns dividing intricate mosaics, the tiles’ colors as bright and cheerful as a kindergarten crayon box. The tops and bases of the pillars had gilded trim, and the same trim framed the mosaics. The scene, though grand in its way, reminded her of the needlepoint tapestry one might expect in the living room of a very traditional American Christian family, especially since the mosaics featured winged cherubs and blue-robed Madonnas and a brown-haired bearded Jesus with his arms spread wide. She had seen such living rooms through house windows in her own town, and the pillars and mosaics might have been inspired by the most opulent of the town’s churches.

The man who sat on a cushioned bench along one wall looked as if he would normally carry himself with some degree of authority. A mayor, perhaps, or a councilman. He wore a suit, not closely tailored but fitting him well, though the buttons of the jacket strained slightly over his middle. She couldn’t see his features as she entered, and presumably he couldn’t see hers, but he started to stand with an air of polite deference, gentleman to lady. And then he froze, and staggered backward against the bench before scuttling around it and backing against the wall, arms raised, covering his face.

The man’s terror made her heart pound and her pulse race. Struggling to catch her breath, she told herself over and over: I’m safe here. I’m safe. Even if he wants to hurt me, even if he strikes out in his fear, he can’t hurt me here. No one can. I’m safe. He’s just scared. He’s scared. I know what that feels like. I have to find out why he’s so frightened, so I can help, so I can make him feel safe, so I can feel safe again.

Another member of the welcoming committee — Johnny, a large, quiet man whose voice had the warmth and depth of melted chocolate — had appeared and was now holding the man’s hands, speaking softly to him, coaxing him to sit. Millie moved quietly toward the wall and tried to remember how to blend into the background. It was a skill she’d been so happy to leave behind . . . .

Her efforts made no difference. The man had been calming down, but when he glanced her way he sat bolt upright and pointed a shaking hand at her. “You! What are you doing here? What is this place, if you’re here? Are you here to drive me crazy? Isn’t it enough that you killed me? That you, you — ” He turned and clutched Johnny by the arms, shook him, shouted: “She came at me, with her fingernails like claws, and her, her teeth, she clawed my face and she tore it with her teeth! And the smell, she smelled like rotting flesh and, and falling-down houses, I’d never smelled anything like it . . . .” He paused, as Millie stood with eyes wide and mouth open, staring at him, trying to find any sense in what he was saying, in any of this. “She . . . .” He took a slow step toward her. He spoke to her, this time. “You don’t smell like that anymore. And your clothes were rags, dripping with something like oil, or mold. And your eyes were, were dead eyes, you looked dead, like a corpse pulled out of the grave . . . .”

Millie shook her head, trembling. “It couldn’t be. None of this. I’ve been here, not there. I’ve been here for . . . .” Did she even know? What was time, here? But surely her life had ended months ago, or years. “I’ve been here. And I would never have done anything like that. It couldn’t have been me.” She gulped. “I’m so sorry that happened, that you died that way. No one should die that way. But it’s all over now, all different. You’ll be all right now. You’ll be safe.”

The man stared at her, his large hands opening and closing spasmodically. “How can I be safe here, if you’re here? You killed me, and now you’ve followed me here! Unless . . . .” His voice dropped to muttering. “Unless I’m supposed to kill you now, to make things right. But I’ve never killed anyone. Is that what I’m supposed to do? Is that what I’m here for?”

Johnny gripped the man’s shoulders and pulled him back toward the bench. He would find something to say, some way to make things better, but Millie wouldn’t stay to hear it. She backed out of the room.

She jumped when a hand landed on her shoulder, and only then realized it was warm and gentle, almost a caress. She turned to see Sofia, whose name meant Wisdom and couldn’t have been a better fit. Millie didn’t remember her mother, but anyone in need of mothering would hope for someone like Sofia to appear. Millie expected her to ask what happened, and knew she’d have no answer, but Sofia put an arm around her and said softly, “I heard him.”

Millie closed her eyes and felt something change around her — a breeze with the smell of salt, the rhythmic shushing of waves on sand. She opened her eyes to see one of her favorite peaceful places. Sofia had brought them to a circle of fine pale sand surrounded by wind-bent grasses, sand dunes rising and falling gently behind, the beach sloping down from below their feet to meet a shore where the waves surged and subsided but never crashed. She hadn’t seen the sun rise that morning, but now she was seeing the sun glow red above the waves, reflected in a ripple stretching partway to shore. They were sitting on a soft woven blanket, its colors those of sand and water and sun, and between her now-bare feet and Sofia’s was a basket with a handle, a bottle of wine slanting out to one side. Millie reached out to open the basket and found a large cheese, red-purple grapes, and a warm loaf of farmer’s bread.

Millie looked from the food to the shore, the horizon, the waves, while Sofia produced sturdy wooden plates, served out the picnic, and put a plate on Millie’s lap. When Millie had bestirred herself enough to pick up a wedge of cheese, Sofia put a wineglass in her other hand, wrapping Millie’s fingers around the stem, and carefully filled it with a chilled white wine. Once Millie started eating, Sofia did the same, saying nothing, letting the sound of the waves fill the space around them. Not until Millie had drunk half her glass of wine (neither dry nor sweet, but something in between, refreshing without being tart ) did Sofia say anything else. “We have to find out.”

“What? Find out what? Whether that man was crazy? Can people be crazy here, when blind people can see and everyone gets healed?”

Sofia’s fists clenched into tight little balls, but then she relaxed them, one at a time. Millie could see the red-pink crescents Sofia’s nails left in her palms as Sofia said, slowly, as if counting out the words, “We have to find out whether it’s true.”
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Millie

Millie spent the next two days in bed, a cool breeze coming through the window so she could burrow under quilts, her favorite meals appearing on a convenient tray. At least, it felt like two days. Time in the afterlife did not, she’d heard, march in step with time in the world she’d left behind. Was it longer there? What might be happening in those uncountable days?

She slept twice as much as usual and spoke only to Sofia, who dropped by twice to report that no newcomers had arrived with similar gruesome tales. The third time Sofia peeked through her door, Millie sat up in bed, lifted her chin, and said, “I’ll take my turn on welcome duty tomorrow.”

Sofia came in, sat on the bed, and leaned in to give Millie a hug. “That’s good to hear.” She hesitated before saying, “There’s one thing we’re doing a little differently now, because of what happened to you. You know some people want to talk about how they died, and others seem eager to forget it?”

Millie nodded. She’d been one of the latter, though once she’d been here for a while, Sofia had coaxed her into revealing some of the details.

“Well, for now, if people don’t bring it up, we’re asking them whether they’re willing to talk about it. And if they say no, we’re playing it by ear. Sometimes a little gentle coaxing can make the difference.”

Nothing came of the asking and coaxing for a few days. One woman mentioned taking a walk through a cemetery near her home, before she became too weak for walks, and seeing a grave that had somehow been disturbed, gaping open, the scattered earth far from neatly shoveled or piled. But, she said, it could have been a dog, a large one, let to wander by some careless owner. It had given her a shock, all the same. She had hoped her own grave would never be so disturbed.

Then, one evening, came a man who responded as if her question had been an electric shock. He went rigid, his eyes wide and his jaw clenched. Millie sat quietly, trying to project reassurance, and he slowly relaxed, but all the way into a slump. Putting his head in his hands, he mumbled something she couldn’t hear. He must have realized it, because he lifted his head and said in a flat, hopeless tone, “I expected this. I assume I won’t be allowed to stay. Where will you send me?” The monotone changed to a high, panicked note as he added, “Is it hell? Is there a hell? Please, can I appeal somehow?” He was crying now. “Is there some way to ask for mercy?”

Millie hurried to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Please don’t be frightened. I don’t think there’s anything like hell. I wasn’t accusing you of anything. I — we’re asking everyone this question now, for a reason that has nothing to do with you.” Or so she hoped. She could only hope. “Please tell me, and then I’ll find the best way to help you.”

The man’s sobs subsided, and he took a deep, shaky breath. It reminded her to wonder, as she often had, why they still breathed, and ate, and did so many things they had done in life, but not the more unpleasant ones. But she needed to concentrate on the shaken man in the chair, who was (perhaps unconsciously) now gripping the sides of the chair as he forced out the words, “I killed myself. Committed suicide.”

That would mean counseling from someone who knew much more than she did. But now that the man had brought himself to make what he obviously saw as a confession, she should do more than simply pass him along. Using both hands now to gently massage his shoulders, she asked in as soothing a tone as she could, “Do you want to tell me what was happening to you, to bring you to that point?”

It might have been a mistake. He started sobbing again, his shoulders bowing and shaking under her hands. “It was — it was what — my wife, my wife, I saw what happened, my wife, and I couldn’t stop it, I tried, but I was too late, she was already — already — all torn and bloody, blood everywhere, and she’d been screaming and then moaning, and then nothing . . . she was like a torn, bloody blanket on the ground, and the thing ran off into the woods, it crashed through the trees and was gone, and my wife was, she was . . . .”

Millie wanted to do some moaning herself. She let go of the man’s shoulders for fear of gripping them too hard. She could have asked what the creature looked like, whether it looked human, or like anyone in particular. But it would be kinder not to press him for details, not yet. And she couldn’t bear to think what he might answer.

Slowly, as one and another arrival told similar horrific stories, the word began to spread. And since no one else had been accused of somehow being a monstrous murderer, people started whispering when Millie passed by. Some of them acted as if she weren’t there, and others made a point of acting normally, except that it was more like someone on stage performing “normal” and doing it poorly.

Millie stopped welcoming new arrivals. Then she stopped going places where there were people. She found empty parks, empty trails, rivers deep in woods where few people bothered to venture; or she stayed in her room, eating chicken soup or strawberries or her favorite dark chocolate. At least she wouldn’t gain weight, or break out with acne.

She made short forays to libraries and came home with books she’d already read, ones she knew she loved, books she knew had no murders or hauntings, books with no bloody deaths in them. She made herself read, and eat, instead of just sleeping the days away. She tried her hardest not to think of anything but the comfort food on her plate or the familiar words on the page. She’d had practice at that.

And then, after days dragging by as if eternity would be nothing but a burden, Sofia came to her with news. Millie knew it was terrible news, and that Sofia would forgive her for being horribly, terribly glad.

A child had arrived, dead from a terminal illness, and still in shock because her fourth grade teacher had died two months before, and then had shambled into her classroom. Only an open window, and the classroom’s location on the ground floor, had let the children escape . . . while the growling corpse had been busy attacking the new teacher at the front of the class.

The next was an old woman who had been placidly tending her flowers. She had heard a dragging, uneven step coming from the bed of gardenias, and had been about to protest the careless damage the stranger must be doing when the smell hit her, so wrong amidst the flowerbeds, and then the ragged nails, and then the teeth. She was more bewildered than anything else, and worried for her flowers.

Next was a young man who had been blind, still accompanied by his guide dog, who had tried to save them both. At least the restoring of his sight provided a distraction, to his own and the dog’s bewilderment and dawning joy.

Slowly, the numbers grew. The count stood at twelve when a man with silver hair and beard, and a bearing that would have been dignified if he’d been less shaken, came to Millie and told her that he, too, had met a victim of his own body come to life, his own body gone mad. So at least she was no longer alone with that — that what? That insult? That shame? That guilt?

His name was Daniel, and it suited him — a name from Shakespeare and from the Bible, a noble and almost holy name. The thought of his body dripping rot and slime, moaning and snarling as it hunted, made her almost as sick as the thought of her own body doing the same. And while Millie couldn’t bear to talk about it, it somehow helped, a little, to hear him. Which was just as well, because he couldn’t stop.

“Sometimes I feel the way I think I’d feel if one of my boys had done something awful. I did my best to raise them right, I loved them and took good care of them — but I’d still feel somehow responsible. That doesn’t make any sense, and I know that, but . . . .”

She understood. “But feelings aren’t about sense.”

“That’s it. That’s precisely it.”

Or: “I’ve been waiting so eagerly for my wife. Oh, I want her to live as long as her life is worth living, but I’ve missed her terribly, and I’ve thought nothing could be better than being reunited here, where there’s so much we can show each other and share with each other. I still can’t help being eager. But what if she’s heard, and I’d see that knowledge in her eyes and know she’s imagining every horrible detail? And even if she doesn’t know . . . ” He was dignified even when crying, the tears slipping down, glinting silver like his hair. “I’ll have to tell her.”

Millie couldn’t say she understood, not exactly. She’d never had a loving husband who thought only the best of her. But she could expose a feeling of her own. So after he’d had time to cry a little and stop crying, she said, “What I keep thinking makes less sense, probably. The, the bodies — zombies, I guess you’d call them — they probably don’t have any minds at all, so they don’t know what they’re doing. But sometimes I feel bad for my body, for letting something awful happen to it. Even though I didn’t know it would happen, and there’s nothing I could have done about it. Or if there was, I didn’t know what to do, or not to do.”

Daniel listened and nodded. “As if it were your child.”

She supposed he was right. But right or wrong . . . “What if it somehow has feelings? What if there’s even some of me left, helpless, carried along as it’s made to do all these horrible things?”

Some people avoided the whole subject. It couldn’t be true; or it was just another tragic thing that happened in the old life they had thankfully left behind; or, for those few people yielding to malicious impulses, it could only have happened to the worst people, not to people like themselves, and even mentioning the subject was vulgar and rude. Even some of the kindest had no idea what to say, or thought it would be most considerate not to mention such a painful subject. After all, they no longer had any connection to the discarded remains of their flesh, and dwelling on what had befallen them could only lead to melancholy.

Others, however, made the same unthinkable discovery and needed the company of those who would understand. A few of them found their way to Daniel and Millie, and formed the nucleus of what could be called a support group. One of them, a combat veteran, said at the first meeting he attended, “I never thought I’d be here again, seeking out people who’d been through the fire, so to speak. Who didn’t have to explain the things they knew that most people didn’t, the memories that haunted them.” He laughed a little, bitterly. “Haunted them. Now there’s the right word for it.”

There were plenty of people who hadn’t been accused but knew others who had been, or just wanted to talk about this new and grotesque change in the world they had left behind. Such groups mulled over such questions as: could it happen to them? Was there a time limit, some number of years after which their bodies would safely rest? Was there any connection between those whose bodies were running amuck, or those who had been attacked?

Millie and Daniel asked themselves, and each other, many of the same questions. And Millie thought of seeing whether Sofia, who seemed to know so much and and had connections to so many people, had heard of any way such questions could actually be answered, or at least studied.

She had actually arranged to meet Sofia for coffee and cake at a Parisian-style café. Every restaurant had its own atmosphere, the result of not only the food and décor but the servers and hosts who tended to volunteer there, along with additional staff the volunteers or customers had imagined to fill the gaps. Millie particularly liked the way those elements had come together in this place.

But as she waited, enjoying the odors of coffee and bread and pastry, a man found her first. He stalked toward her, peering at her until he got close enough to study her face, and then he stopped in his tracks, teetering back and forth as though torn between coming closer and recoiling. She stood up and willed herself not to retreat, not to run. She let him get close enough that when he spat at her, the drops fell at her feet. She waited for him to speak, and when he didn’t, she forced out the words, “Did my body kill you?”

He leaned toward her, so far she thought he might fall, and hissed, “You don’t even know? You killed me, and you don’t even know?”

Millie felt an unfamiliar surge of anger, and tried to ignore it. The man had no better target, and she might well have felt the same way. “There was no way for me to know. Until that other man arrived, I had no idea anything like this was happening. Neither did anyone else, I don’t think.”

Would he threaten her, like that first man? Or dissolve in grief? Should she invite him to join her, try to form some connection? As she dithered, she saw with enormous relief that Sofia was approaching, moving with a speed she almost certainly couldn’t have managed in life. The man saw Millie’s gaze shift, and spun around; Sofia reached him and took his arm, gently but firmly pulling him away. But before they had gone more than a few steps, the man broke loose, stalked back, and shouted, “It’s your body killing people! It’s your fault!”

Sofia came hurrying back, and this time she succeeded in taking the man somewhere out of sight. Millie hid her head in her arms until she heard Sofia coming back, summoning today’s volunteer waiter, sitting down and pulling her chair closer to Millie’s. She felt Sofia’s hand, on Millie’s arm this time, pressing down as if to bring Millie back to this moment of friendship and fellowship. “I’m so sorry, dear. We have to expect people to have irrational demands, to look for someone to blame. You must know how wrong he is.”

The waiter appeared with a café au lait and a piece of fruitcake for Millie and Sofia’s usual mille feuille and hot tea. Millie took a big bite, so big a passing stranger did a double take. When she’d finished it, she said, “I know it wasn’t my fault and that I couldn’t have known. But — I don’t know any more than that. I don’t know whether there’s something anyone can do, even something I can do. And I want to know. I have to know.”

Sofia looked at her in wide-eyed surprise. She’d probably never heard Millie express any strong emotion other than self-loathing or fear. It made Millie want to laugh. Surprise, Sofia, your baby’s growing up. Or at least, she was starting to.
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Millie

Bold declarations notwithstanding, what could Millie do?

Well, she told herself over a quiet cup of tea at home, she could try to find out if anyone else knew more than she did. And one way to do that was to systematically visit the different groups that had formed in the wake of the news. But would they recognize her? Maybe not, if she disguised herself.

She tried to imagine how a bolder woman, a painter of colorful expressionist canvasses taller than she was, a lover of loud jarring music, would dress, and the makeup she would splash on her face. Donning the disguise she’d visualized helped her venture forth, odd as it felt to introduce herself under such false pretenses. She used her true name, Camille, which no one would normally associate with the meek and subdued Millie.

One of the groups she attended as Camille proved to be devoted to persuading themselves that nothing truly awful was happening. The spirits who had arrived with stories of shambling, decaying, murderous bodies arising from their graves must themselves be suffering from some very unfortunate ailment, an ailment causing hallucinations so intense that they literally frightened those afflicted to death — or perhaps the contagion proved fatal for some other reason, with the hallucinations merely a distressing side effect.

She almost stood up and shouted at them that it couldn’t be true. How could a hallucination take the form of a person the sufferer had never seen? But it would be unforgivably impolite to contradict them so abruptly, and she would have to explain what she meant. It would be completely unlike her. It must have been the clothes and the makeup, the Camille persona taking over, thrusting her forward, inspiring her to rudeness.

Almost like whatever had taken over her abandoned body . . . . She jumped up and ran out of the room. She hadn’t known that spirits could vomit, but she ran to the closest bush and vomited at its base until she felt almost purged.

The next day, she tried again with a different group. This time she wore a simple skirt and sweater, with her hair in a loose ponytail and a necklace made by an artist who had been kind to her. The group met in a room full of comfy chairs and cushions, the breeze coming in the open windows smelling of apple blossoms. Nonetheless, in this group she found herself one of the calmest spirits present, a rare and disorienting experience. What had drawn this group together appeared to be panic, fear that their living loved ones would be attacked. She could share the first group’s figures, but that would hardly make them feel better.

A woman who looked a little like Millie’s grandmother ground her fist into the palm of her other hand. “If we only had some way to reach our families! To warn them if they don’t know, and to find out if they’re all right!”

If only there were a way, indeed. The living could find out so much more about what was happening: when it started, whether it was happening more or less — and maybe, what was causing it. They must have some ideas, maybe even ways to test those ideas. If she could only know whether her own body had attacked anyone else!

But there was no way to reach back into the world, to contact the living. She muttered as much, apologetically, and expected either glum agreement or anger at saying the obvious. But another member — younger than most, only a girl, thin and with the energy of an adolescent vibrating through her, said defiantly, “How do we know that? Isn’t that like someone saying the dead never come back, that zombies — that’s what we’re talking about, we shouldn’t be afraid to say it! — are just a superstition? Or saying there’s no life after death, when here we all are!”

Out of the mouth of babes? Millie turned to her and asked, “If it’s possible, how would we do it? What can we try?”

A man who had said nothing so far stirred in his chair, cleared his throat, and raised his hand as if it were up to someone else to let him speak. When everyone else went silent and waited for him, he cleared his throat again and finally said, “Maybe it’s like the other things that are coming true. Maybe things like Ouija boards or crystal balls or séances actually work.”

Millie felt a thoroughly inappropriate giggle trying to rise out of her chest and clamped down on it. When she was sure it wouldn’t escape, she said, “How would anyone, anyone still living, know to try those things?”

Before anyone could answer, a stirring in the group, its members turning toward the door, signaled Johnny’s arrival. From the reduction in the general tension, Millie deduced that many of them already knew him, and welcomed him as she did. Unnecessarily in her view, he asked quietly, “May I come in and join you? I have an idea about what you were just discussing.”

When no one objected, he made his way to one of the few empty chairs, a straight-backed wooden one that looked less comfortable than the others, especially for someone his size. He sat down, clasped his hands in his lap, and said, “We could ask around to find out about friends or family or acquaintances — people still living — who would be most likely to hold séances or tarot sessions or the like. And then some of us could all try together to, to reach out to that person, over and over, in the hope of getting through.”

He stopped there, and the silence quickly filled with murmurs and exclamations quiet and less quiet. The thin girl leaned forward so far she looked folded and said, tripping over her words, “Yes! We’ve got to try that! If we get through, what should we say?”

Suggestions came from all over the room. “Ask if they’ve heard about bodies rising from the grave!” “Are people being attacked by zombies?” “Are people being attacked by anything unexplained? Are they finding bodies ripped up as if by animals?” And from the man who’d suggested Ouija boards, “Has anyone encountered a revived body that didn’t attack?” There was an idea that tempted one to hope. . . .

It was like a different group, now that people had something that passed for a plan of action. It was a plan that could fail at the very first step, let alone the later ones, but for the moment, at least, it eased the overwhelming helplessness that had been choking them. With relief, they adjourned until the next day, too anxious to delay longer.

Millie invited Daniel to go with her the next day. After initial introductions, it soon became clear that no one had made much progress so far. They should probably have left themselves more time to talk to other spirits about people they could try to reach. As Millie wondered what to say that wouldn’t sound like a scold, the thin girl spoke up, her voice as urgent and clear as a trumpet call. “Let’s all tell each other who we’re worried about back on earth — who we’re trying to save, beyond just everybody.” She paused and then said more quietly, “I have a twin sister.”

Murmurs of sympathy filled the room. A motherly woman sitting next to her reached over and patted her arm, letting her hand rest there for a moment, and then said, “I have two children, a girl and a boy. And my husband, for a little while longer.”

The large dark-eyed man had an aging mother, tiny and frail. He clenched his fists as he said in a growl, “She’s survived so much. It would be utterly wrong if that was how she died.”

Around the room they went, naming fathers, sons, brothers, wives, girlfriends, daughters. One man, wearing dungarees and flannel, with a bristling beard, started to speak and stopped, as if overcome by embarrassment. Then he pushed through it to say, “It’s my dog. He’s probably grieving. It might keep him from paying as much attention to things. Or he might try to take the critter down. If any dog could do it, he could.” He rubbed at his eyes with his sleeve. “But he prob’ly couldn’t.”

Almost everyone had named a loved one except Millie. But Millie had no one to name. Inspiration struck, and she sat straighter and said, “How about we go around again and say which other spirits we’re going to talk to, in the hope of finding living people we might be able to reach?”

If anyone noticed that she had changed the subject, they were tactful enough not to mention it.

* * * * *
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Rosie

Madame Rebecca (or Rosie, when not in professional mode) sat at the table, the heavy velvet curtains blocking the inconvenient sunlight, and sniffed the incense her assistant Diane had lit, assessing it and finding it good. Not strong enough to irritate nasal passages, but plenty for providing atmosphere, as did the deep bass notes of the music playing at the other end of the house, just at the threshold of audibility. The black tablecloth covered the round walnut claw-foot table, and her painstakingly recruited clients held hands around it, staring at the single candle in the center. The heat was turned up high enough that her clients would welcome it after the February chill — and would be all the more susceptible to the breeze from the fan Diane would turn on at the appropriate moment.

“Welcome, friends,” she intoned. “You have come together out of a shared yearning, a need to reach beyond the boundaries accepted by so many as impermeable, to welcome the spirits who themselves yearn to communicate with us.” She paused to look around the room, projecting warmth without anything so ordinary as a smile. “Now let all distractions and trivial concerns fall away, and open yourselves to the ineffable, as I await the touch of my spirit guide.” 

Maybe it was time for a new spirit guide — a man, a warrior or shaman, instead of the Egyptian courtesan she’d been trotting out for so long. She could almost hear the man’s voice, a warm baritone rumble, authoritative and masculine . . . .

Was she bored enough that her imagination had become intrusive? It almost seemed that she was hearing such a voice, that it was even demanding her attention. How ridiculous! She shoved aside the memory of her teenaged years, when her daydreams would be interrupted by the faint echo of mysterious voices, tantalizing, fading in and out. Without the naive hope that the voices would grow louder and prove real, and then the disappointment and anger when they faded away, she might never have seized on becoming a medium. It had been a sort of revenge on those thwarted hopes.

And now she was letting those old memories sabotage her. What expression had been on her face, these last minutes? She had better get down to business.

“She comes, she approaches! Welcome, Aya, gentle helper, and tell me what spirits you bring with you to speak to the living. . . .”

A wearisome time later, after“Aya” had conveyed her messages of love and reassurance, Diane collected payments from the clients and ushered them out. When they were all gone, Rosie pushed back from the table, stood up, stretched, and went to open the curtains. But the sunlight had fled.

* * * * *
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Emma

Emma was trying to write a letter to her son. If people knew, they’d shake their heads and say sympathetically that she must be too grief-stricken, or simply too old, to know how pointless it was. But what else could she do?

When Robert was alive, she had somehow thought it a better use of her time to clean the house, or look at pictures of her ex-husband, or do exercises, or search for new clients, or do any number of things rather than to write to him. There would always be time later. She might deserve the agony that made up her days and her nights, for so idiotically assuming there would be time.

It was still hard to find things to say when she no longer had news to tell him, or new books to recommend, or any advice to give. Nor could she ask him about his day, or his job, or whether he had gotten serious about some woman, or when he would come to see her.

If she had written to him then, when he was still there to read it, would he have written back? What would he have said? Would his letters have been impatient, as he sometimes had been when she phoned him more than once a day? Or would he have been kind? If she closed her eyes, she could almost see his jagged handwriting slanting across the page, starting with Dear Mom. . . .

She closed her eyes, imagining it, and didn’t open them until she felt a strange spasm in her hand, almost as if her pen had twitched. On the page, under her own cramped handwriting, there was a line slanting down from left to right, a line she hadn’t meant to write. A line starting with an uneven shape, a sort of squashed circle, almost like a D.

Was she seeing things? Was the twitch in her hands the beginning of some sort of seizure? She should be frightened, but she was too tired to care. She left the letter on the table and shuffled to her bedroom. There was nothing, after all, more worth doing than to sleep.

* * * * *
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Janna

It never surprised Janna to dream about her sister. In fact, it would have terrified her if she stopped dreaming about Jeri. They had, after all, been together since the moment that one small cluster of cells had decided to become two. And while they hadn’t spent every minute, or even every day, at each other’s sides, separation had always felt temporary, even when Jeri’s anorexia had become so extreme that an ambulance screamed its way to the hospital, carrying her out of reach until Janna could get someone to drive her there.

And then she’d died, and Janna’s world had fractured into unrecognizable pieces — but at least she had her dreams.

In this one they were watching TV, but not in the hospital. She wasn’t even sitting on Jeri’s bed, the way they had that last year. Instead, they were curled up on the living room couch, sharing the big fuzzy blanket, watching Ghostbusters: Afterlife and sharing a big bowl of popcorn —

Janna couldn’t help it — she jerked herself awake. Popcorn? Jeri sitting there casually snacking? And they hadn’t been little kids. They’d been about the age Janna was now. What the hell?

And there’d been something else. Jeri hadn’t looked exactly healthy, the way she was in some dreams, the ones it hurt to wake up from. But she hadn’t been the near-skeleton Janna had seen so often, and which Jeri had somehow never been able to see. Yes, she’d been thin, but not thin enough to make anyone wonder, let alone worry or stare. And her hair had color in it, the brown-red their mother liked to call auburn, and the bit of wave that made it different from Janna’s, instead of hanging dark and colorless and breaking off like worn-out thread.

But that wasn’t all. There’d been one more thing, but what was it? She squeezed her eyes shut, concentrated hard, and then she had it — and it made chills run down her spine and then settle in her stomach. Jeri’s clothes. She’d been wearing the outfit their parents had bought for her, the dark orange corduroys and forest green pullover that would’ve fit Janna, that they bought for the day they couldn’t stop hoping for, the day Jeri would come home to stay. They’d insisted in dressing Jeri in it for the funeral, even though it was so much too big. She’d been wearing it in the dream, sitting there next to Janna under the blanket, eating popcorn . . . and it had only been a little loose.

Janna fell back down on the bed and curled up small. It should be real. That should be their life, and it wasn’t and never would be again. She slammed her fist into the mattress and let the tears come.
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​Chapter 4


[image: ]




​

the chronicler

The active group of spirits was growing. Most of those whose bodies had been desecrated had joined it, as had the most inquisitive or restless members of other groups. They eagerly questioned the people who had tried to make contact: what did they do, exactly? How did it feel? Were they sure they hadn’t gotten the message across?

But the effort had taken its toll. It wasn’t only exhaustion, of a kind none of them had thought they would ever feel again. They’d had little enough hope of getting through to the living, and that hope had come to nothing. Jeri had taken to snarling at any would-be new members, driving them away with sarcasm so creative it brought home to the others how promising her life could have been.

But then Johnny arrived.

His presence was a healing balm. All his experience with greeting and soothing new arrivals, finding the best way to speak to them, convincing them that the trials and strife of their lives could be faced and then put aside — it all made him the ideal person to bring the group back from splintering. He knew just how to pay attention to their different voices and turn the complaints and accusations in more productive directions. Were there people no one had tried to reach who might be worth a try? Was there some other method no one had used yet? Could they borrow expertise from some aspect of their former lives, such as advertising, or fund-raising, or missionary work?

And finally, gently, speaking privately to each of those who had loved ones among the living, he urged them to try again.

* * * * *

[image: ]


Rosie

This time, the voice came when she was alone. She’d been playing with her crystal ball, sliding her hands over its smooth surface, admiring its heft, thinking about ways she might be able to use it in her sessions. Was her clientèle ready for it, or would they see it as hokey or fake?

Rosie. Try looking in it.

It was clearer this time, and her first reaction was disappointment. It wasn’t one of the voices she’d heard, just barely heard, when she was a girl. And yet it seemed familiar. And it knew her name, the one she never used in public anymore, let alone with clients.

Then she realized why, and with the recognition came rage. After so many years without the slightest contact, was this the way for Sam to reappear in her life? He must have sunk to the level of practical jokes, a passive-aggressive commentary on how she made her living. Had she missed her phone buzzing for an incoming call? And how could she be hearing a call she hadn’t answered? Or had someone snuck a loudspeaker into her house somehow?

She had long since lost track of how to reach him, but she shoved the crystal ball away and stomped to where she’d plugged in her phone to charge, bringing it back to the table and searching for traces of Sam, muttering the cutting things she would say to him. And then she stared at the entry she found, dropping the phone on her lap.

His obituary.

Movement in the corner of her eye drew her attention. She turned to see something shifting in the heart of her crystal ball. She held her breath, waiting. Could it really be Sam? And if it was, would he be young, the way she remembered him, or as old as when he’d died . . . or some shriveled corpse? But no face appeared, only shifting blobs of shadow and color. And when they came together into shapes, they formed not a face, but a body, a body walking, but not as a person should walk. A body stumbling, shambling, staggering, it arms stretched halfway in front of it.

She turned convulsively away and whispered, “Why are you doing this to me?” And the voice came again:

This, what you see in the ball, how much is it happening?

What was she seeing there? What sort of body, what sort of thing? She’d certainly, thank God, never seen anything of the sort.

But — hadn’t she heard something, muttered conversation between two of her clients before the last session? A nervous old woman had whispered to her friend, and the friend shut her down with, “It couldn’t be true. It’s just people spreading stories.” And then something she didn’t quite catch about “those sneaky movie promotions,” and about “monsters.”

But it was nonsense. Ridiculous. Her former boyfriend calling to her from beyond the grave, with nothing better to say than something about bodies stalking around?

And still, she found herself saying, “I’ll try to find out.”

* * * * *
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Emma

An evening and night of fitful, interrupted sleep had left Emma both exhausted and restless, a miserable combination. She tried cleaning house, but could only manage the energy for the easiest jobs — the jobs she did more often, which didn’t need doing again. She reread her grocery list and added a couple of items she might never use, then one more that she almost never allowed herself — dark chocolate truffles. Maybe biting into a truffle would remind her what it felt like to enjoy something.

And then she gave up on all these useless ways of stalling, and sat down to write that letter to Robert.

She reached for the pad of stationery she’d been using, almost down to the last sheet, and saw that she hadn’t torn off the spoiled sheet from last time. She should call her doctor and get examined for conditions that could cause seizures. As she picked up the pen, she held it in the air for a minute, and then two. No tremors, no shaking. She got rid of the spoiled sheet, pulled the fresh sheet toward her, and started to write.

Dear Robert,

Last fall’s leaves are still on the lawn, and how I wish
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