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San Francisco was finally getting a respite from the atmospheric rivers that had dumped inches of rain over Christmas and into the new year, no Pineapple Express in sight as Valentine’s Day neared. On a Sunday morning, winds off the Pacific Ocean carried clouds heavy with moisture over the two towers of the Golden Gate Bridge. Many of the locals were walking, running or cycling along the northbound lanes of the iconic International Orange-painted structure.

A Catholic priest, excused from presiding over Mass the day after he had recovered from the Coronavirus, paused by the south end of the bridge, enjoying the breaths of fresh air he was now able to draw into his middle-aged lungs. When three young women passed him on mountain bikes with drop bars, dressed in black stretch pants, running shoes, bright orange long-sleeve tops and colorful bike helmets, he thought of his younger days when he’d been a competitive bicyclist; one year almost making the Olympic team.

His mind took flight and he wondered where the young rider’s journey would take them. Were they were heading to the slopes of Mt. Tamalpais or down to the waterfront in Sausalito for brunch? His imaginings ended abruptly as the three women stopped pedaling, climbed off their bikes, hugged each other and vaulted like gymnasts over the railing. Buffeted by gusts of wind, they swung down onto diagonal truss sections and made their way onto the edge of the newly-installed safety net, twenty feet below the rail. The priest cried out for them to come back, then started running. Unfortunately, the years out of training had taken a toll and, gasping, he slowed to a jog. 

That’s when the girl farthest away stepped onto a tube-like metal strut that supported the stainless-steel anti-suicide netting and, leaning over, pulled herself across the 20 feet of net,  dropped off and immediately assumed a skydiving position. She seemed to float through the air...but there was no parachute to break her descent. Vehicles on the bridge braked, the sound of crunching sheet metal in multiple fender benders joining the cries of shocked people on the walkway. 

Suddenly the girl who’d been in the middle followed the example of the first jumper and, on the next support beam, crawled to the edge of the net, stretched her arms over her head and fell forward. Her slender body went straight down. The shouts and screams from above increased, yet there was nothing anyone could do to restrain the third girl, waiting at the next horizontal net strut. She made her way across the well-intentioned safety barrier and leapt off the support into space before tucking into a cannonball position.

Each young woman fell approximately 265 feet to the cold, swirling water below. The priest recalled reading of a few dozen survivors out of close to two thousand jumpers. The ones who’d hit the water and its strong current had typically landed at an angle, feet first, and that lessened the force of the impact enough to prevent immediate death from internal injuries, though broken bones were likely. Still, many who managed to survive the jump–not their intent, of course–would’ve succumbed to the effects of the freezing water or simply drowned.

Without any knowledge of the women’s beliefs, the priest offered a fervent prayer for their souls and spoke aloud the words of the Last Rites. It seemed a small thing, words spoken too late for the living...but that was his training and belief.
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“When was the last time we had a vacation?” Huei Fun asked.

“Two years back we tried winter camping at Mt. Rainier,” I said.

“Josh, keep your eyes on the road.”

“You wanted to experience a winter wonderland.”

She laughed. “We nearly froze to death.”

I looked away from the interstate south of Redding and admired my wife, a Malaysian-born Chinese. I’d met her in Singapore after my second tour in Afghanistan had ended prematurely with wounds that required a stay in hospital in Germany. Not wanting to return to the States immediately, I gave myself a few weeks that stretched into months in Singapore, and ended up married to this former secondary schoolteacher. In this country, Huei Fun had developed a busy and profitable private tuition business in math and science, catering primarily to home-schooled and private-school students. Last year she was broadsided by a drunk driver, leaving her, at least temporarily, a paraplegic. Recently, the first check from that woman’s insurance company allowed us to purchase a custom-fitted Toyota minivan with hand controls and a wheelchair lift and ramp.

“Your older brother’s business trip in Hawaii will keep him away all week?”

“That’s right.”

“His house actually has a wheelchair ramp?”

“Impractical in the city’s tall and narrow row houses. But it’s a single-story house, a cottage really, off Highway 1 close to San Francisco State University. The previous owner had a stroke. That’s when it was installed.” She patted my arm. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

Although I’d struggled in matters of faith since becoming directly involved in the carnage in Afghanistan, I said a silent prayer of thanks for my life partner. She had the face of a China doll, jet black hair, a petite figure, about 5’4” in low heels and, best of all, an everpresent smile and clear, shining brown eyes. She hadn’t allowed a trace of bitterness to entangle her emotions over the past year’s dose of misfortune, which included my sudden exit from the Seattle Police department, not for one minute believing the allegation that I’d pocketed a thick bundle of cash in a drug raid. Incidentally, even the level of her spinal cord injury hadn’t derailed our life in bed; it just called for some accommodations.

As we passed the town of Willows in the fertile Sacramento valley with its olive and almond orchards and rice paddies, her smartphone rang. She answered, then handed me the phone. “It’s Harry Lee,” she said. “I don’t think he called to wish us a good trip.”

“Yeah, Harry. What’s up?” I said, and listened. When I gave back the phone, she was staring at me.

“We’re turning around?”

I shook my head. “He’s tied up handling a protection ring racket targeting Sikh-owned businesses in Vancouver, B.C. Wants me to talk to his cousin, Lee Szu-Ling, a lieutenant with the San Francisco police. Something about a recent rash of suicides, young people mainly. And a priest has some information that may be important. Sorry.”

“Such a coincidence that trouble is waiting at our destination, isn’t it?” she said, not a question.

“You took the words out of my mouth.”

My wife sighed. “Josh Savage, what am I going to do with you?”

I grinned. “I’ve a few good ideas.”

She tapped my right arm with her fingertips.. “I’ll fix a meal of fish curry at my brother’s. That’s all you get when you’re off fighting the enemies of the human race.”

“My part in this will probably only take a couple hours.”

“Which will become a couple of days,” she predicted.

“Look on the bright side. We’re now on a paid vacation.”

“We don’t need the money anymore. I need you, Josh.”

“Yeah, I’m really sorry. Toby Israel could’ve taken it on, except he’s dealing with a haunting at some anarchist’s house in Portland.”

“Spooks. Aren’t spies called that, too?”

“Hey, at least there’s no mention of vampires in San Francisco.”

Time and miles droned by until I turned off at the Winters exit and drove along a sparsely travelled highway to Vacaville and into the Bay Area. Crossing the marshy north end of San Pablo Bay west of Vallejo, we turned onto Highway 101 and headed south through Marin County. As we drove over the Golden Gate Bridge I didn’t yet know what had happened there this morning. Then it was through the Presidio, along the divided street of a residential area and into Golden Gate Park. We left the park, crossed Lincoln Way and proceeded down Highway 1, its multiple lanes of traffic always busy–an area predominately inhabited by Chinese citizens and other Asians. After a few miles we entered a neighborhood of single family homes and pulled into her brother’s short driveway in the gloaming.

I spent an hour helping her get settled in the spare bedroom. Her brother, Syu Mah, was still a bachelor, intent on building up his already successful import-export business before starting a family. While my wife made her way around the house in her lightweight, low-back wheelchair–similar to the ones used by paraplegic athletes engaged in wheelchair basketball or long-distance racing–I showered and changed clothes. 

The city didn’t experience ice and snow in winter, but there was usually damp fog and a cold wind to contend with, so I wore my dark blue Harris tweed sport coat over a gray cotton sweater, jeans and hiking boots. Even though I had my P.I. license and a concealed pistol license, California did not have a reciprocity agreement with Washington. I didn’t want to take the chance on being caught with a handgun and have to pay an attorney to handle the inevitable criminal charge, not to mention finding a bail bondsman to get me out of jail. So I pocketed a canister of CS gas, just in case.

I kissed Huei Fun and said, “Don’t wait up for me. I can heat up whatever you fix in the microwave.”

“We Chinese like a late meal before bedtime.”

“I just have to meet with Harry’s cousin, get the facts. Maybe my services won’t be needed.”

“Be careful, darling,” she said, and pulled my head down for another kiss.
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“Josh Savage?” she said. “I am Lee Szu-Ling. Call me Ling.”

“Okay, lieutenant.”

She raised a finger. “Ling.”

I was standing in the front room of her row house on Judah Street, near the UC San Francisco Medical Center on Parnassus. A streetcar rumbled by on the tracks in the road as the policewoman served me a cup of tea. She was a slender woman. I estimated that she was in her late thirties, about 5’8” with black hair that curled on her shoulders, not the typical short hair of many professional women. She had long fingers like a violinist, with unpainted nails. Other than a brush of rouge on her high cheekbones and a touch of pink lipstick, she wore no other makeup. No jewelry either, except for a gold wedding band on her left hand. I guessed that her wardrobe lacked the obligatory businesswoman’s pantsuit. She dressed in plaid wool slacks, a maroon turtleneck sweater and, an Asian custom, left her walking shoes at the door...which is where I’d taken off my boots.

“Harry said you lost your husband not long ago.”

She nodded, set down her tea cup on a table by the window. “Thomas Lee was shot down last July,” she said matter-of-factly. “He was off-duty, shopping near Ghiraradelli Square for an anniversary gift–our 12th–and interrupted a robbery. The thief didn’t hesitate. I think he recognized my husband as a police sergeant. Thomas returned fire, wounding the suspect but the bullet he took was fatal.”

“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “What happened to the gunman?”

She sighed. “We’ve had trouble with the District Attorney’s office. Very lenient with offenders, even violent ones. The shooter claimed that Thomas didn’t announce that he was a police officer. One witness claimed he did, two said he didn’t.” She went to a cabinet, took out a snub-nosed .38 caliber revolver and a belt holster. “The suspect walks the streets of San Francisco a free man, pending trial.”

“It isn’t so different in Seattle.”

“Let’s take a drive,” she said, and slipped on her low heel shoes. “A priest, Father Terry Rafferty, was at the Golden Gate Bridge this morning when three young women jumped. He called me a couple of hours ago, said he wanted to talk.”

I tied up my light hiking boots and followed her onto the front step. She closed and locked the door and descended the steps to the small one-car garage set under the first floor. Her ride was a red Subaru WRX which she backed out around my Toyota van, which I’d parked at the curb. She drove skillfully over the crowded streets of the Inner Sunset district up to Lincoln Way and the southern border of the vast Golden Gate Park. Confident in my own driving ability with a preference for a manual shift gearbox, I had to admire her slick shifts in spite of the rally-car inspired vehicle’s abrupt clutch engagement point. Truth be told, I would’ve opted for an automatic transmission for tackling the city’s many hilly streets.

It was when she’d turned left onto Masonic Avenue which cut through the narrow extension of the park, known as the Panhandle, that I spotted something unusual on my side of the car. At first I was going to dismiss it as just another strange spectacle in this city, but the events in Seattle last November and December had cautioned me to pay even closer attention to anything or anyone that seemed out-of-place than I had as a soldier or cop.

“Stop the car,” I said.

Most drivers would have carried on, asking why. To her credit, she downshifted while applying the brakes. “What is it, Officer Savage?”

“It’s Josh and I’m a civilian now.”

“You saw something in the park?” She lowered the passenger-side windows. “Yes, I see it now, too. It’s glowing, whatever it is.”

I unlocked the door and climbed out, my left hand feeling the cylindrical shape of the CS gas can in my jacket’s pocket. “Bring a flashlight, Lieutenant,” I said, and walked slowly toward the object, puzzled by its phosphorescent glow.

When she flicked on the four-battery Mag-Lite, I recognized the unmoving form of a body on the ground beside the lit-up object and, as we drew near, the object appeared formless, wrapped loosely in a white sheet. It started rolling away from us. I motioned to her to hold up until we had a clearer idea of what we were dealing with. Was it merely a sheet filled with papers or trash, blown by the wind? Then how to account for the internal light? I asked myself. It didn’t appear to be burning. Then I recalled the Hantu Penanggalan in Seattle, the way that vampire ghost had exhibited a similar phosphorescence.

“Hantu Bungkus,” I said finally. “Huei Fun explained it to me, a Malaysian ghost covered in a burial shroud, known as the Wrapped-Up Ghost.”

The shrouded object had moved so far away now that it was almost out of the Panhandle and onto the road at Baker. Szu-Ling redirected her flashlight to the body and I heard a sharp intake of breath. The light wavered in her hand.

When I knelt by the body I nearly turned aside and retched. “This person, if that’s what it is, looks old and shriveled like a very, very old man.” 

When I pressed two fingers to the neck and felt for a pulse, the skin felt dry and leathery, as if all his fluids had been drained. I stood up and tried to block her view, but she was a homicide veteran, determined to see for herself. The flashlight’s beam rested on the victim’s face. The eyes bulged from their sockets and the mouth was open in a silent scream. Fear was planted on the face.

“All the blood has been sucked out,” I said. “The presence of that ghost means the Thai bomoh  is here. We took out a Malaysian one in Seattle, suspecting that there was a second, but couldn’t find him. He is in your city.”

“Bomoh?”

“Like a warlock or wizard. In Malaysia, Indonesia and southern Thailand–strongholds of Islam–they serve as medicine men, advisors in matters of love and business, spell-casters with a variety of charms, including a Siamese Death Charm. My former partner on the force, Detective Sergeant Doc Marshall and I encountered vampires in Seattle, creatures of the night that arrived at the same time as the bomohs.”

“This ghost you speak of is a vampire?”

“From what I understand, the Hantu Bungkus isn’t associated with blood-suckers. According to Malay beliefs, the ghost’s appearance at night frightens, not kills.”

“Then how do you explain this...this mummy?” She was shivering now, and not just from the chilly night air. “Stay here while I call it in,” she said, and handed me the flashlight.

I brought out my cell phone and called my wife. “Darling, I’m afraid it’s going to be a long night. I’ll explain when I get back, probably not before midnight.”

“I told you so,” she said sweetly, and hung up.
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An hour later we left the crime scene, the police SUVs and medical examiner van to a cluster disbelieving, thought-they’d-seen-everything, professionals and drove three blocks north to the campus of the University of San Francisco. Lt. Lee had telephoned the Padre to let him know we’d been delayed. It was almost nine o’clock by the time we walked up the steps of St. Ignatius, a twin-towered church that, with its Italian Renaissance style, bore a resemblance St. James Cathedral in Seattle. Another similarity was the general time it was built; that is, the early twentieth century. The church, known as the college’s chapel, had been founded by Jesuit priests, members of an order founded by Ignatius Loyola.

“Did you attend USF?”

“No. After a stint in the Coast Guard, my husband completed a degree in American History here, then joined the department. Early on, he spoke of enrolling in their law school. Alas, he never did because of the financial sacrifice it would’ve entailed.”

“Any children?”

She shook her head. “You?”

“We’ve tried. None so far...and now the injury.”

Inside, the nave was dimly lit. Votive candles flickered, casting shadows on the walls. A short, stocky man dressed in clerical black with a white collar showing met us by the font of Holy Water. He had a serious demeanor, his close-cropped hair dark with a sprinkling of silver strands.

“Thank you for coming,” he intoned in an Irish-accented baritone. “Please, we can talk while sitting.”

We settled onto chairs facing the altar under the dome at the back of the chapel. As always, I was affected by the aromas inside a church; that is, the smell of floor wax, burning candles, the lingering fragrance of incense typical in Catholic services, along with the odors of hundreds of worshippers who had filled the nave during Mass.

“Father, shall we get right to the point?” Ling asked. “What exactly did you see?”
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