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      Tana was on deadline the day the ghost crept out of the grave. Lifeless skies hung over the city. Shadows filled the streets. The living, it seemed, were nowhere to be found.  A good day to write about the dead, Tana Grant thought, as she turned away from the window and resumed working on an obituary for a woman she never heard of. Most of the people whose lives she memorialized for The Bay Area Bugle were famous in one way or another. But Helen Mayfield wasn’t famous. She was just dead.

      A shadow fell across Tana’s cubicle. She looked up and saw Jack Donahue, aka JD, taking up space. He was a stocky white man in his fifties, with a barrel chest, graying red hair and glasses. He was wearing his managing editor uniform of white shirt and tie, khaki Dockers, and suspenders.

      “How’s it going with the Mayfield obit, Montana?” JD said.

      Tana sighed.

      Montana.

      What kind of name was that for a girl? She blamed it on her parents. They thought it was cute to name her after the state where she was born, and mom and dad had a ranch. They had hoped that Tana, a rangy brunette who looked good in the saddle, would stay on, and grow up to be a cowgirl. Instead, she fled to San Francisco and became a reporter.

      “Fine, no problem,” Tana said. “I mean it’s just really sad she never saw her kid again.”

      Donahue shrugged, as if to say that they were all sad stories. “Maybe they’ll find each other in the afterlife.”

      Tana looked at the photos that had been selected to run with Mayfield’s obituary. One was a news photo of a woman in her thirties trying to fend off the media crowding in around her as she walked out of a courthouse. The other was a snapshot taken at a playground of a little girl coming down the slide with her arms in the air and a smile on her face.

      “Her name was Emma,” Tana said.

      “So what’s the lede?” JD said, his voice edgy with impatience.

      Tana flashed a nervous smile. “You know what, Jack? I’m still working on it.”

      “I didn’t ask you whether you were still working on it.”

      Tana felt the heat rush into her face. “Right, sorry,” she said.

      “Read me what you got.”

      Tana turned to her computer and read the copy on the screen. “Helen Mayfield, a juror whose lone vote to convict an alleged killer resulted in a hung jury and may have led to her daughter’s disappearance, died Tuesday in San Mateo. She was 46.”

      JD nodded, impressed. “Not bad, Montana.”

      “Thanks, Jack, but it’s Tana, okay?”

      JD grinned. “Yeah, I know. Send me the rest when you’re done.”

      “Sure, no problem,” Tana said as JD turned and walked away.

      Tana had just resumed working on the Mayfield obit when a black woman in her late thirties with a tight afro, nose ring, and lacquered nails swung by her cubicle. Her name was Sheila, and when she wasn’t swiping right or left on Tinder she worked on the online edition of The Bugle.

      “What’d JD want?” Sheila said, nodding at Donahue, who was making his way across the newsroom toward his office.

      “The usual. What was the lede.”

      “Then he asked you to read it to him, right?”

      Tana nodded.

      “Did he like it?”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      “So you’re done.”

      Tana rolled her eyes. “Sheila, I am so not done.”

      Sheila dismissed it with a wave of her hand. Her hot pink nails caught the light.

      “You got the hook, baby.” She glanced at the Apple Watch on her wrist. “I’d say that calls for a drink. And you know what? Happy hour’s on the horizon.” She looked up at Tana. “What do you say?”

      “I gotta finish this.”

      “Do it later, girl. You got time, right?”

      Tana gave herself a moment to be tempted, then looked up at Sheila and said, “You’re on.”

      Sheila flashed a smile. “First round’s on me.”

      An hour later, just before it started raining, Tana and Sheila grabbed a table by the window at a downtown dive bar. They ordered lemon drop martinis and snacked on beer nuts while they waited for their drinks.

      “This is the part I hate,” Sheila said, glancing at the bartender.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The waiting.”

      “What, for our drinks?”

      Sheila nodded.

      Tana smiled to herself. That was Sheila. Always in a hurry to get the party started.

      Sheila threw another glance at the bartender, then turned to Tana. “So how do you like the obits desk? You’ve been there, what, a couple years now?”

      Tana gave a disappointed shrug. “I don’t know. Not exactly what I had in mind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Duh, they’re dead, okay?”

      “Yeah, but they weren’t always dead.”

      “Well, they sure are now,” Tana said. “You know what JD told me when he hired me? Do a good job on the dead and we’ll give you a shot at the living. That was two years ago.”

      “Give it time, girl, he’ll come around.”

      Tana shrugged. “He keeps calling me ‘Montana.’ It’s so annoying.”

      Sheila grinned. “I think it means he likes you.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      The barmaid returned with their drinks. “Here you go, ladies,” she said, and set their drinks on the table. “This’ll take the edge off.”

      She moved away from the table. Tana and Sheila raised their glasses in a toast, then sipped their drinks.

      “Ooh, that’s good,” Sheila said, smacking her lips.

      “You happy now?” Tana said with a teasing smile.

      “And getting happier by the minute.” Sheila took another sip, then set her glass down and looked at Tana. “So whose obit you working on?”

      “Some woman named Helen Mayfield.”

      Sheila’s eyes widened. “The Helen Mayfield?”

      “Yeah. You know who she was?”

      “Honey, back in the day everybody knew who Helen Mayfield was. It was all over the news. You read about how she never saw her daughter again, right?”

      Tana nodded. “I wonder if she’s still alive?”

      “The kid?”

      Sheila made a face. “Can we change the subject?”

      “You brought it up.”

      “Yeah, and now it’s bringing me down.”

      “JD said maybe they’ll be reunited in the afterlife.”

      Sheila shuddered. “The man’s been spending way too much time around dead people.”

      “Yeah, I know. But what if it’s true?”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      Tana sipped her drink. “Sounds crazy, huh? Maybe I’m the one who’s spending too much time around dead people.”

      It was raining hard, coming down in sheets that blurred the streetlights when Tana and Sheila came out of the bar.

      “Hang on a sec,” Tana said, opening her umbrella.

      Lightning streaked across a starless sky. Tana tried to shield herself from a sudden, blinding flash that seemed to envelop her. She could feel herself losing her balance as the light swirled around her. Then a clap of thunder detonated in her ears. The umbrella fell out of her hands and she collapsed by the door.

      Sheila froze. “Oh my God! Tana!” She crouched down beside her. “Are you okay? She looked around as the pouring rain drenched both of them. “Help! Somebody help!”

      “It’s okay, Sheila, I’m okay,” Tana said, starting to come around.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” Tana said, feeling woozy. “I guess it was the lightning or something. It was like all of a sudden I went blind. There was just this flash of light and then everything went dark.” She looked at Sheila. “But it was weird…I saw something.”

      “What do you mean, you saw something?” Sheila said as she helped Tana to her feet.

      “I don’t know…I can’t explain it.”

      Sheila’s face tensed with worry. “Are you sure you’re okay? Maybe you should go to the ER.”

      Tana shook her head. “I’m okay, seriously.”

      A Toyota Camry with an Uber sticker in the lower right corner of the windshield pulled up in front of the bar. The driver, a Latino in his forties with an Oakland Athletics baseball cap and a salt-and-pepper beard, looked out at Tana and waved as the wipers swept the rain across the windshield.

      “Here’s my ride,” Tana said.

      “You want me to come with you, make sure you get home okay?”

      Tana smiled and shook her head. “I’m okay. See you tomorrow.” They embraced in the rain, then Tana climbed into the Camry and the car pulled away.

      Fifteen minutes later, the driver double-parked in front of Tana’s building on Nob Hill. She still felt woozy, but she wasn’t sure if it was the lemon drop martinis or the lightning. What Tana did know was that she was soaked to the bone and couldn’t wait to get out of her clothes.

      “Thanks,” she said, and pulled on the handle. But the door failed to open. She glanced at the driver, whose face was hidden in the shadows. “Could you open the door? It’s locked.”

      A flash of lightning lit up the car. The driver turned and looked at Tana. But what she saw was no longer an Uber driver wearing an Oakland A’s ball cap.

      What she saw was the late Helen Mayfield.
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      Tana stared at the apparition as fear sucked the air out of her lungs and nearly suffocated her. Helen was wrapped in a translucent shroud that was flecked with soil, as if she’d just emerged from a fresh grave. Tana could see through her to the rainswept streets, but it was as if she was peering through a veil that separated the living from the dead. A heart-shaped pendant with a photo of a child was slung around her neck.

      Emma.

      Tana wanted to run, scream, anything. But all she could do was wait and see what the dead wanted. It was freezing in the car and when she gasped for air her breath came out in clouds.

      Could this be real? Am I hallucinating?

      Then the ghost removed the pendant from around her neck and held it out to Tana. She drew back from the dead hand coming toward her. But there was nowhere to go and the door was locked. The pendant dropped into the palm of her hand. Was it the look in the ghost’s eyes that compelled Tana to take the pendant? But how could the dead see?

      Tana looked down at Emma’s photo. As she did so, the pendant began to glow, and suddenly Tana found herself standing outside a daycare center somewhere in the suburbs. A colorful sign was mounted above the entrance:

      
        
        PICTURE DAY TODAY! SAY CHEESE!

      

      

      It was the middle of the day. The sun was shining and kids were playing outside. Emma was one of them. She had curly blonde hair and blue eyes, just like in her photo, and she wore a pink top and gray pants with pink stripes. Tana felt strangely calm, as if in a dream. As if being transported from the back seat of a Toyota Camry on a rainy night in the city to a daycare center on a sunny afternoon was perfectly normal.

      A teacher’s aide emerged from the building and called the kids back inside. Most of them ran toward her, but Emma wanted to stay outside and play. Then someone inside apparently summoned the aide. She glanced at Emma, then turned and went back into the building.

      A black SUV braked to a stop in front of the playground. A man jumped out and ran toward Emma. She looked up, saw him coming.

      Run! Go back inside! Tana shouted.

      But Emma couldn’t hear her. The man grabbed her and dragged her screaming to the car. He shoved her into the back seat, then climbed in after her and pulled the door shut. Tana glanced at the license plate as the SUV drove off, tires screeching. She ran toward the building and was about to go inside when the door flew open, and the aide rushed outside. She scanned the yard, a frantic look in her eyes.

      They took her! I saw them! Call the police!

      Suddenly Tana was back in the Camry. The pendant was in her hand and her eyes were filled with tears. Then she heard the door unlock.

      “Sorry about that,” the driver said.

      Tana stared at him. “Where is she? Where did she go?”

      The driver glanced at her in the rearview. “Where’d who go?” he said, confused.

      Tana looked down at the pendant and shook her head.

      “I don’t know…I don’t know.”

      “You okay, lady?”

      Tana looked up at him. She was anything but okay.

      “I saw her…”

      “Saw who?”

      “She was in the car…”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She was behind the wheel…she was you.”

      The driver scoffed. “She was me, huh? No offense, but maybe you need to sleep it off.”

      “You don’t understand,” Tana said. “She gave it to me,” She held up the pendant so the driver could see the photo.

      He smiled warmly at the sight of the child. “Bonita niña, eh!”

      “They took her…I saw them take her…”

      Tana could see the driver watching her with a puzzled expression. She flung open the door and ran through the rain to her building, then shivered as she rode the elevator up to her floor. Water dripping from her clothes puddled at her feet. She imagined the elevator filling with water and drowning her before she even reached her floor.

      But she was already drowning in the terrors that swam through her as she struggled to make sense of something that would never make sense. Why had the late Helen Mayfield appeared to her? Why was she able to see her? How could she have been transported to the daycare center so that she could witness Emma’s abduction? Or was the whole thing just a hallucination, a waking dream that vanished in an instant? And yet, how could she explain the pendant she was clutching tightly in her fist, as if to protect it from the evil that had abducted Emma?

      In the space of a moment, everything had changed. Nothing would ever be the same again. She would never be the same again. Who could I tell, she thought. No one. She could tell no one what happened. She was alone with it, this thing that happened to her, and it made her feel alone. How in the world could she ever explain it to anyone? What would she say? Ghost of the deceased visits obituary writer?

      The elevator clanked to a stop on her floor, jolting Tana out of her thoughts. She stepped out and headed to her apartment. The muffled sounds of conversations, TV shows and music accompanied her as she walked down the corridor. The smell of dinner on the table seeped through the walls. People still alive, Tana thought, as she unlocked the door to her apartment and went inside.

      She paused for a moment before turning on the lights, as if expecting to find another apparition waiting for her. But all Tana found was a chilly apartment that seemed colder than usual. She dropped her keys and the pendant on the coffee table, then turned up the thermostat and went into the bedroom and took off her clothes. She left them in a heap on the floor and pulled on a pair of gray sweats and a red Montana State University hoodie.

      Then her iPhone rang. Tana looked at the screen and frowned. “Great. Just what I need,” she muttered to herself.

      “I’ve been calling you, babe, you get my messages?” a man said.

      “We broke up, Justin, remember?”

      “Yeah, I know, but I’m downstairs. Can I come up?”

      “What’s the problem? Aren’t your other girlfriends available tonight?”

      “What other girlfriends?”

      “The ones you forgot tell me about.”

      “You got it all wrong, babe—”

      “I gotta go, Justin.”

      “You sound different. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, never better,” Tana said, and ended the call.

      She knew that if she let him in, he would do his best to persuade her that the fact that he was seeing two other women besides her was just her imagination. And she might even believe him, if only for one night, because he was cute, and she still liked him. But not tonight. Not after what happened. She dropped the phone on the nightstand and went into the bathroom to towel-dry her hair.

      That was when she saw it. The message scrawled on the mirror in bright red crayon, as if by a child.

      Find me.
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      Emma.

      Tana’s hand flew to her mouth. She wanted to scream, but it was as if fear had frozen her voice. The dread in the pit of her stomach climbed into her throat. A chill rushed through her. She sank to the tile floor, which felt clammy and cold as a grave.

      This isn’t happening, she told herself, shaking her head. It can’t be. No way. And yet when she looked up at the mirror the message was still there.

      Find me.

      Tana wrapped her arms around herself and rocked back and forth like a child. As if hugging herself would be enough to protect her from the forces that had crossed over from another world and now seemed to be closing in on her. She closed her eyes and hoped that when she opened them the nightmare would be over, and her life would be back to normal. But even in the dark behind her eyes she still saw it all—Helen, Emma, the pendant, the abduction at the daycare center—unspooling like an endless loop. She ran her hand through her hair and realized that it was still wet, then stood and walked out of the bathroom and closed the door behind her.

      She glanced at the pendant on the coffee table for a moment, afraid of what might happen if she touched it, then reached for her iPhone and punched in a number.

      “Can you come over?” she said when a woman answered.

      “Now?”

      “Yeah, like right now.”

      “Are you okay?”

      Just come over, okay, Mimi?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you when you get here.”

      Twenty minutes later Tana’s intercom buzzed.

      “Are you here?”

      “I’m here.”

      Tana buzzed her in, then took a deep breath. What would Mimi think when she told her what happened? What would anyone think? Tana had no idea. She had thought she could face it alone, keep it inside like some dark secret that could never be revealed to anyone. But she was wrong. She had to tell somebody what happened, or her head would explode. She decided that her best friend was a good place to start, as long as it didn’t scare her off. At least Mimi wouldn’t try and have her committed for psychiatric observation. Then again, Tana thought, Mimi hadn’t yet heard her story.

      The doorbell rang. Tana opened the door and saw a short, chubby woman around her age with a round face, curly brown hair, tortoise shell glasses and a nose ring. She had a Tupperware container in one hand and a wine carrier in the other.

      “Hi Mimi, thanks for coming over.”

      “Hey, what are friends for?” Mimi said as she walked into the apartment. She held out the Tupperware and the wine carrier. “I brought you some paella. It was the house special tonight. Everybody loved it.”

      Mimi was a line cook at Falseta, an upscale Spanish restaurant in the city, and liked to bring entrees with her when she hung out with her friends. Tana figured it was her way of taking her friends out to dinner at a restaurant they could barely afford on their own.

      “Thanks, but I’m not hungry,” Tana said as she closed the door.

      “You sure? It’s seriously good.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “That serious, huh?”

      Tana nodded.

      “Okay, well, why don’t I open the wine and you can tell me what I’m doing here.”

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      Tana sat on the sofa, her eyes glued to the pendant. She could hear Mimi in the kitchen taking glasses down from the cupboard and opening the wine. They were familiar sounds, and for a moment Tana almost felt normal.

      “Here you go, this’ll fix anything,” Mimi said, emerging from the kitchen with two glasses of Rioja. She handed Tana a glass, then sat down beside her.

      Tana managed a weak smile. “Thanks.”

      Mimi nodded at Tana’s wet hair. “You get caught in the rain?”

      “Yeah, forgot my umbrella.”

      Mimi sipped her wine, then looked at Tana. “So what’s the big deal?”

      Tana paused, then said, “Could you do me a favor?”

      “Sure, what?”

      “Could you just go to the bathroom?”

      Mimi looked at her with a puzzled expression. “Excuse me? I went at the restaurant.”

      “Just go to the bathroom and look at the mirror and tell me what you see, okay?”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      “What’s going on, Tana?”

      “Please?” Tana said, a pleading look in her eyes.

      “Okay, no problem.” Mimi leaned forward to set her wine glass on the coffee table and saw the pendant. “Oh, that’s pretty,” she said, reaching for it.

      “Don’t touch it!”

      Mimi jumped back and looked at Tana, her eyes wide with alarm. “Now you’re scaring me, okay?”

      “That makes two of us. I’m already scared.”

      “You gonna tell me why?”

      “Just go in the bathroom and look at the mirror.”

      Mimi shrugged. “Okay, okay. I’ll go look at the mirror.”

      Tana buried her face in her hands. A siren wailed somewhere in the dark, then faded like a sigh. Mortality was everywhere, she thought. Maybe immortality, too. A moment later, Mimi emerged from the bathroom. Tana looked up at her.

      “Did you see it?”

      See what? The mirror? Yeah, I saw it. No offense, but it could use a little Windex.”

      “You can’t see it, can you?”

      “See what? What was I supposed to see?”

      “Find me.”

      “Find me?”

      Tana nodded.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Emma wants me to find her.”

      “Who’s Emma?”

      Tana sighed. “I don’t know where to start or how to explain it.”

      “Try starting at the beginning.”

      “I could start at the beginning or the middle or the end and you still wouldn't believe me.”

      “Try me.”

      Tana paused to sip her wine. “Do you believe in ghosts, Mimi? The afterlife, stuff like that?”

      Mimi shuddered. “That shit’s too scary for me.”

      “Yeah, too scary for me too…until now.”

      “What do you mean, until now? Where you going with this, Tana?”

      Tana didn’t want to scare her, but there no other way to explain it. “You have to promise me something.”

      “Okay…”

      “Promise me you’ll just listen to what I tell you.”

      “Okay, I promise, but what are you going to tell me?”

      With her eyes on the pendant, Tana said, “A ghost story.”
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      But the setting was all wrong for a ghost story, Tana thought. She and Mimi should’ve been sitting around a campfire deep in the woods in the dead of night. Wasn’t that how you were supposed to tell stories that made everybody shiver with the pleasures of being scared? Tana had no idea. She’d never told anyone a ghost story before, and yet here she was, living through her own ghost story.

      But from the look in Mimi’s eyes as she sipped her wine, Tana knew that she didn’t believe a word of what she was telling her. How could she? Tana wasn’t sure she believed it herself. And if it hadn’t happened to her, she probably wouldn’t have believed it. But that was the thing—it did happen to her. Every word of it.

      “Seriously? You saw a ghost?” Mimi said.

      “Yeah, I saw a ghost. I mean, what else could she have been? It’s not Halloween or anything.”

      “And she wants you to find her kid.”

      Tana nodded. “I know it sounds crazy…”

      “No shit, girlfriend.”

      “She wants me to find out what happened to Emma.”

      “What difference does it make, Tana? I mean, listen to yourself. She’s dead, okay? Maybe the kid’s dead too. Did you ever think that maybe the whole thing is just one big hallucination, that’s maybe you’re just imagining it?”

      Tana grabbed the pendant and dangled it in front of Mimi. “Am I imagining this?”

      Mimi shrugged, unimpressed, and drained her glass. She stood and walked into the kitchen, then returned with the bottle of Rioja. “Maybe somebody left it behind in the Uber,” she said as she refilled their glasses. “Stuff like that happens all the time.”

      Tana scoffed. “Right. Why can’t you believe me?”

      Mimi took a sip of wine, then looked at her friend. “Maybe you should talk to somebody, Tana.”

      “I’m talking to you, aren’t I?”

      “I mean like somebody professional.”

      “Yeah, right. Maybe I can have myself committed for observation.”

      “I’m just trying to help, okay?”

      Tana nodded. “I know, I’m sorry.”

      “What if you call the police? Maybe they could help.”

      Tana was dismayed. “What am I gonna tell ‘em, Mimi? That my Uber driver turned into a ghost who showed me how her daughter was kidnapped ten years ago? And now I’m supposed to find her?”

      Mimi lowered her eyes, a chastened look on her face. “I’m not helping you much, am I?”

      Tana took Mimi’s hand and gave a grateful smile. “You’re here, Mimi, and that helps.”

      “Yeah, but what are you gonna do?”

      Tana shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe you’re right, maybe I am going crazy.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t stay here tonight,” Mimi said. “Maybe you should get a room or something.” She paused. “I’d have you stay with me, but I don’t know I’d explain it to Heather.” She gave an embarrassed look. “You know how she is.”

      It’s okay, Mimi. I understand.”

      Mimi glanced at her Apple Watch. “Speaking of which, I better go. Heather’s gonna wonder what’s going on.”

      Tana nodded, then looked at Mimi. “Don’t tell her about this, okay?”

      “Sure, no problem. I don't tell her everything, you know.”

      Tana’s eyes fell on the pendant. “It happened, Mimi, it really happened, and now I don’t know what to do.”

      The room fell silent. Tana knew that Mimi didn’t know what to say. Tana didn’t either. But she knew that her ghost story had made Mimi uncomfortable, and she wanted to leave. Tana decided to make it easy for her.

      “Thanks for coming over, girlfriend.”

      Mimi finished her wine, then threw arms around Tana. “Call me tomorrow. I want to know you’re okay.”

      “I promise,” Tana said.

      “And eat the paella. It’s really good.”

      Tana walked her to the door. They embraced again, then Mimi was gone. Tana closed the door behind her. Is it still there, she wondered. She went into the bathroom and saw that the message was still on the mirror.

      “I can’t live like this,” she said to no one in particular.

      She walked out of the bathroom, then returned moments later with her iPhone, a roll of paper towels and a bottle of Windex. She took a pic of the message on the mirror, then checked Photos to see if it was there. But it wasn’t. All she saw was her reflection of herself in the mirror taking a selfie. Tana caught her breath, then backed away from the mirror, as if it were possessed.

      She shoved the phone in her pocket, then grabbed the Windex and sprayed the mirror until the message disappeared in the mist. But when she tried to wipe it clean with a paper towel, Tana saw that the message was still there.

      Find me.

      She shook her head, as if to deny what she was seeing.

      “This isn’t happening,” she said out loud. “Tell me this isn’t happening.”

      But there was no answer. Just the message on the mirror.

      “Go away!” she shouted. “Just get the fuck away from me!”

      Then Tana remembered that she was on deadline. In all the otherworldly excitement that had engulfed her life, she had forgotten that she had to finish Helen’s obituary and send it to Donahue. But how could she focus on it now, after all that had happened? She had to find a way. She had to make it appear as if her life was normal, even though it wasn’t. The last thing JD or anyone else at The Bugle needed to know was that the ghost of the woman whose obituary she was writing had made an appearance.

      Tana went back into the living room. She threw a glance across the room at her MacBook, which sat on a desk by the windows. The screen was dark, and the laptop was off. She was about to go into the kitchen and make a pot of coffee when the MacBook’s screen suddenly lit up, startling her. How did that happen, she wondered

      Tana walked over to her desk, pulled out a chair and sat down. She turned on the desk lamp she had bought at Design Within Reach and saw that Helen’s obituary was on the screen. But as she scrolled through the Word doc Tana realized that there was nothing left for her to do. The unfinished obituary she had emailed to herself before she left the office had been completed. Who finished it?

      And then she knew.
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      Tana jumped up from her desk. Stared wide-eyed at her laptop as if it were alive. Her legs felt rubbery and for a moment she thought she would collapse.

      “You’re here, aren’t you?” she shouted as she looked around the room. “I can’t see you, but I know you’re here. Why can’t you find her yourself? What do you need me for?”

      But the only answer she got was a damp breeze that washed across her face as she sat on the sofa and ran her hands through her hair. Her heart was pounding as she gasped for breath. Tana glanced at her MacBook then stood and pulled on the coat she had slung over a chair and stepped to the door.

      Where are you going? I don’t know. What if it’s still raining? I don’t care, I have to get out of here.

      Tana walked out of the apartment, closing the door behind her, then took the stairs and went outside. It felt good to be out among the living, and it reminded Tana that she too was still alive. The storm had passed, but the air still smelled like rain and Tana could feel the mist on her face. The streets were slick black mirrors, reflecting the lights of passing cars.

      She walked for blocks, her thoughts swimming between two worlds, then noticed that St. Mary’s, the old Catholic church on the edge of Chinatown, was open for evening services. She’d walked past the church before, but usually the doors were closed and homeless were slumped on the steps next to their shopping carts. She’d never been inside—never been inside any church, really. Her parents weren’t religious and as a result neither was Tana. In fact, her father had taught her that religion was a con that lured people into believing that there was some reward waiting for them on the other side, a bonus for having been alive, when in reality there was nothing.

      But now Tana wasn’t so sure. Not after what happened. Perhaps that was why she decided to walk up the steps and go inside. She stood in the vestibule and looked around. A handful of parishioners, mostly older women, were kneeling in pews, heads bowed and hands clasped in prayer, or lighting candles to the Virgin Mary and their favorite saints. A tall, thin priest with a ruddy complexion, beak nose and white hair emerged from one of the confessionals. He noticed Tana and walked over to her.

      “Welcome to Saint Mary’s,” he said with a kindly smile. “I’m Father Collins.”

      Tana smiled politely. “Hi.” Up close she could see the dandruff on his black cassock.

      “Your first time?”

      Tana looked at him. “That obvious, huh?”

      “You get to know faces after a while. Most of my parishioners attend services regularly.”

      “Can I ask you a question, Father?”

      “Of course. What would you like to know?”

      “Do you believe in ghosts?”

      Father Collins gave an avuncular smile. “I believe in the Holy Ghost, my child.”

      “What makes a ghost holy?”

      The priest looked at Tana, as if taken by surprise. “The love of Our Lord, the giver of life.”

      Tana said nothing. She looked toward the sanctuary. A crucifix hung over the altar. Why do people like looking at a half-naked man nailed to a cross, she wondered. Was it because he was supposedly the son of God? Was that enough reason? And what kind of God would let his son be nailed to a cross? Maybe her father was right, Tana thought. She turned to Father Collins.

      “Can other ghosts be holy too, or just the Holy Ghost?”

      Father Collins chuckled. “What an amusing question. There are no other ghosts. There is only the Holy Ghost, and he dwells in the hearts of the faithful.”

      Tana noticed that more and more parishioners were walking into the church, stepping past Tana and Father Collins and filling the pews.

      “I’m about to say evening Mass,” Father Collins said. “Would you like to join us?”

      Tana thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. “Not tonight, Father, but thanks.”

      “Well, perhaps another time. God is always available, my child.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Tana turned and walked out of the vestibule and went down the steps, making her way through the faithful, who were heading in the opposite direction, toward salvation.

      When she reached the sidewalk Tana stopped and looked up at the church. Father Collins wanted her to believe, she thought. But would he believe her if she told him about what happened? It occurred to Tana that maybe she knew more about the other side than he did. She’d been there. He hadn’t. She turned and headed back to her apartment, and to what she knew was waiting for her.

      The MacBook screen was glowing in the darkened room when Tana opened the door. It beckoned to her, drawing her toward it as if it were a magic lantern that would show her what she had not seen.

      Send the obit to JD, she told herself. You can’t make sense of what’s happening, so stop trying and just send it. Pretend that everything’s fine, business as usual, just another day at the office.

      She took off her coat and slung it over a chair, then walked over to her desk and sat down. She would read the obituary again, edit the copy to conform to the Bugle’s guidelines, then send it off.

      But as she scrolled through the copy, Tana noticed something she had missed the first time around. The discovery that the obituary had been completed without her had blown her away and left her so disoriented that she failed to notice that a child’s drawing had been attached to the document. It was a portrait of a mother and daughter, as seen through a child’s eyes, and it was drawn in bright red crayon, just like the message that appeared on Tana’s bathroom mirror. But their faces were streaked with blood-red tears.
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      Helen Mayfield’s obituary ran the next morning under Tana’s byline in the print edition of The Bugle. The online version had gone live at midnight. But the drawing didn’t appear in either version. Tana had deleted it before she sent the doc to JD. She understood that the drawing, like the message on the mirror, was meant for her eyes only. She also understood that she didn't want to have to explain JD how the drawing happened to come into her possession.

      But a chill came over her as she sat at her desk and read the obit. It was as if the living and dead had worked together, and it marked the first time she had collaborated with the deceased on their own obituary. How was that even possible, Tana thought. And yet, somehow, it was. I hope this doesn’t catch on, Tana thought. Because if the dead start writing their own obits I’m out of a job. She tried to laugh, but the joke died in her throat.

      “Hey, Montana!”

      The voice jolted Tana out of her thoughts. She looked up and saw JD and rolled her eyes. Would he never stop calling her “Montana?” The morning edition of The Bugle was tucked under his arm and he was carrying a manila folder. He came up to Tana and swatted her playfully with the newspaper.

      “Nice job on the Mayfield piece,” he said.

      “Thanks, JD, but do you think you could like call me Tana?”

      Donahue feigned innocent surprise. “Why? Montana’s your name, isn’t it?”

      Tana sighed. “Yeah, but I like Tana better, okay?”

      Donahue shrugged, then changed the subject. “How’d you find out so much about Mayfield and her daughter? I don’t remember seeing a lot of that material in the research or the interview transcripts.”

      Tana shrugged. How could she ever possible explain it? “I just kept digging,” she said.

      Donahue nodded. “Seems like you took a personal interest in this one.”

      “I guess maybe I did.”

      Donahue paused. “I guess I’m wondering why.”

      Tana felt her face get hot. Was it that obvious?

      “Guess I’m a sucker for sad stories,” she said.

      “They’re all sad stories, Montana. You want to know why? Because they’re dead.”

      That’s not all they are, JD, Tana thought. But all she did was smile, nod in agreement, and hope that would be enough.

      “Here’s the next one,” he said, and dropped the manila folder on her desk.

      “Thanks,” Tana said.

      Donahue nodded and walked away. Tana opened the manila folder and quickly skimmed the cover sheet. A faded seventies metal star named Gary Dunham, who, with his band Gary and the Gladiators, liked to perform in Roman gladiator outfits, had dropped dead onstage at some casino in Florida during an oldies tour. Tana had never heard of him. Then again, she had never heard of Helen Mayfield either. And now she would never forget her. She closed the manila folder and turned back to Helen’s obit.

      And as she stared at her screen the obit pixelated, then disappeared and was replaced by a message scrawled in bright red crayon that Tana had seen before:

      Find me.

      “I know,” Tana said, softly, as if she was speaking to Emma. “I know.”

      Or was she talking to herself? Had she accepted what she could not have imagined and yet had somehow become real? Or was she simply losing her mind and descending into madness at a young and tender age? Would this have happened if she’d never become an obituary writer? Was there something about the job that connected the living and the dead? Or was it just her? Too late now. A mother’s love had reached out to her beyond the grave, and there was nothing Tana could do except answer the call.

      How old was she when she lost her child? Twenty-two. A guy she met on Craigslist. A quickie at his place in the Mission on her lunch hour. Tana sucked in her breath when it suddenly occurred to her that had she lived, her nameless child would be the same age that Emma was when she disappeared. Was that why Helen Mayfield had reached out to her? The symmetry of their children’s lives? Tana’s eyes filled with tears. She had let her child go even before she was born, and here was Helen, still seeking her child, even from the grave. Tana reached for a tissue and wiped her eyes before anyone could notice the tears rolling down her cheeks.

      Then the phone rang. Tana quickly composed herself, then answered it.

      “Obituaries, Tana Grant.”

      “Hey, ghost girl, what up?”

      Tana sighed. “Not funny, Mimi.”

      “Sorry. How you doing? Are you okay?”

      Not really, Tana thought. But all she said was, “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “I was worried about you after last night…I mean it wasn’t like I didn’t believe you; it was just weird, you know—”

      “It’s okay, Mimi. You don't need to worry about me.”

      “You want to meet up for lunch? There’s this great new sushi place I heard about. I’m dying to try it.”

      “I can’t, I’m on deadline,” Tana said.

      She had other plans for lunch, and they didn’t include being grilled by Mimi about what she had seen or not seen. If she was to find out what happened to Emma, Tana needed to know more about her disappearance. Spending some time in the morgue reviewing the Vargas case and the police investigation into Emma’s abduction would be a good place to start.

      All she knew was that ten years ago, Helen was a juror in the murder trial of some lowlife named Hector Vargas. The DA’s star eyewitness was a supermarket checker named Carmen Flowers, who claimed she saw Vargas gun down two clerks when she went into the Lucky Star MiniStop to buy cigarettes.

      But on the stand, Flowers developed a sudden case of amnesia and recanted her testimony. The word around the courthouse was that she took a bribe. Helen’s fellow jurors decided that the prosecution failed to meet the burden of proof and voted to acquit. But Helen refused to join them. She was convinced that Vargas was guilty and voted to convict. Her vote hung the jury and freed the defendant. A week after Vargas walked, Emma disappeared.

      But the Vargas case and its connection to Emma’s abduction wasn’t the only reason Tana begged off lunch. More than anything, she wanted Mimi to believe her. And yet she didn’t want to have to try and persuade Mimi to believe her. She didn’t need Mimi telling her that she was seeing things. She was seeing things—that was the problem.

      “Deadline with the dead, huh?” Mimi said, chuckling.

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      “Okay, then I’ll let you go. Love you.”

      “Love you too,” Tana said, and hung up.

      The phone rang again a moment later.

      “Saw Helen Mayfield’s obit in the paper this morning,” a man said. He sounded middle-aged or older, and his voice was rough with cigarettes and whiskey.

      “Yes?”

      “You wrote it, right?”

      “Yes, that’s right.”

      The call surprised Tana. Readers didn’t often contact her directly about the obituaries that appeared under her byline. If they did have comments, they usually posted them online or wrote letters to the editor. She wondered if the caller might be a friend or family member, but decided that was unlikely, as she had interviewed Helen’s survivors. Who was he, then?

      “Montana Grant, right?”

      “Tana Grant. What can I do for you?”

      “You left something out,” the man said.

      “What’s that?” Tana said, reaching for a pen and a notepad.

      “Me.”

    





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-haunting-of-tana-grant-main-file.jpg
THE
HAUNTING

OF TANA GRANT
RUGHHIARVIENGT NN






