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Mona was already waiting for me at Fertile Grounds, even though I’d kept telling her not to go 
in until I did. We’d already been permanently blacklisted from Starbucks because of her mood 
swings (that’s the most diplomatic way I could think of to describe them), and I didn’t want the 
same thing to happen here. Giving up that perfectly brewed drip coffee—organic and fair trade, no 
less—would be one indignity too many. 

“How’s it going, sweetie?” Mona said, fluttering to her feet and leaning over the table to give 
me air kisses on both cheeks. I sighed. I saw she’d already indulged in her favorite nervous habit, 
scratching little scribbles into the tabletop varnish. I had a sinking feeling that this, like so many of 
her recent transgressions, would somehow get pinned on me. “I’ll have my usual today.” 

I knew this was coming. “Mona, you can’t drink coffee anymore. And I don’t see you offering 
to pay me back for all those drinks.” The shop was busy as usual—a good thing; crowd noise and 
movement conveniently camouflaged most of her weirdness—but I kept my voice low so as not to 
attract attention. 

“I’ll make it up to you somehow, sweetie, you know that! Besides, I don’t have to drink coffee 
to enjoy it. Just having it in front of me makes me happy. Reminds me of old times.” 

“Okay, fine.” I’d learned a long time ago it was pointless to argue with Mona. “Watch my 
stuff,” I said as I threw a napkin over her tabletop scratches. “And for the love of God, stop 
messing with the table. Please.” 

“Elena! Qué tal?” That voice—my favorite barista. Mona said she didn’t trust guys with nose 
rings, and she’d somehow got it into her head that his tattoos were demonic, but Chuy was a stand-
up guy who knew his craft.  

“Hey, Chuy, everything’s good,” I said, turning toward the counter. 

“So, any breaking stories today?” 
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“Starting to work on one, that missing housekeeper in Windsor Square.” 

Chuy whistled a long note of something: despair? “Good luck with that one. The cops think she 
just ran away, went back to Mexico. Questioned the homeowners for like fifteen minutes. Don’t 
know what good it did, since they don’t speak English real good.” 

“They also Mexican?” This would be interesting; not too many people who looked like me and 
Chuy lived in swanky Windsor Square, except as domestic staff. 

“Nah, Korean—big ginseng exporter. Guy named Park. Did you know they grow a boatload of 
that stuff here in the States? In Wisconsin? It’s big money.” 

“No—wow.” I’d have to store that tidbit away for future reference. Could be a good story in 
there, given that LA’s Korean community is so big. 

“And stay away from that stuff. Koreans say it will make you live forever, but it tastes nasty. So 
what do you want today? We got in some new beans from El Salvador—small crop, light roast, 
really unusual taste profile. So smooth, it don’t need no sugar. Not that you ever use it anyhow. 
Wanna try it?” 

“Yeah, sure.” 

“And the usual for your friend?” He smirked, and I rolled my eyes. 

“Yeah. One large iced mocha-hazelnut frappe with a shot of caramel syrup—”  

“And extra whipped cream, to go. Gotcha,” Chuy said. “Seriously, girl, you need to teach your 
friend about real coffee sometime. Bring her down here for one of our cuppings, maybe.” 

“I’ll try,” I said, rummaging through my bag for my wallet. A little white lie. I wasn’t going to 
even try to explain Mona’s complicated situation to Chuy, smart and open minded as he was. 

“Hey, listen, I was at my favorite taco truck last night down in Boyle Heights? You know, the 
one with those amazing carnitas burritos? And some of the guys, they were talking about you.” 

This was no surprise. I got most of my best information from working guys on the street, men 
and women who, because of their lack of English skills or connections, usually had no voice. 
“Yeah?” 

“One of them said, and you’re going to think this is nuts, that you see ghosts and stuff. Like, for 
real.” 

Whoa. I wasn’t ready to have this conversation with Chuy quite yet—and from the tone of his 
voice, I wasn’t sure how receptive he’d be to the truth. 

“And what if I do?” I gave him the coyest smile I could manage. 
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“Come on girl, you don’t believe in that shit, do you?” 

I smiled again, picking up the two drinks and strolling back to my table. “Maybe I do, maybe I 
don’t.” 

“You’ll be happy to know nobody stole your laptop while you were up there flirting with 
Chuy,” Mona said as I placed her drink in front of her. “Mmm, this looks divine. I promise to pay 
you back for all of this somehow, sweetie.” 

“I know,” I said, picking up my thick earthenware mug and inhaling its steam. It smelled of 
butterscotch and nuts and something undefinable and earthy. The sound system was playing some 
Spanish-language female folk singer I hadn’t heard before—a wistful elegy to the Salvadoran 
countryside over a slow acoustic guitar, no doubt Chuy’s homage to today’s special coffee origins. 
Weekday mornings didn’t get any better than this. Maybe Mona was right: You didn’t need to drink 
coffee to enjoy it. 

Mona eyed her hazelnut-caramel-mocha-whipped-cream abomination, licking her lips. She was 
twisting a piece of her long reddish-blonde hair, a sign of trouble.  

“Elena, I went to see Lucas again last night.” 

I set down my cup. “Mona, NO. We’ve been through this before. Lucas doesn’t give a shit 
about you. All he did was mess with your head and beat the crap out of you.” 

“He loves me, Elena. That’s what he always said. I can tell when people are lying—he wasn’t 
lying.” 

Good God, this was getting old. Back when I volunteered at Oak Haven Shelter, they’d warned 
me not to get personally involved with the women there. Be empathetic, but don’t get in too deep, 
or you’ll be doing yourself and the client more harm than good, they’d said. Did I listen? Noooo, I 
just thought I could break through to Mona, that I could really make a difference in her life. Now I 
was wondering why they even let her out of there. 

“Seriously, did he tell you last night that he loved you?” I said, taking a gulp of my coffee. 

Mona burst into tears. “He had another woman at his place last night, Elena. And when I got 
there, he ignored me. Just looked through me like I wasn’t there.” 

I tried to be a supportive friend, I really did, but I couldn’t help rolling my eyes at this. “Well, 
what did you expect?” I said, a bit louder than I’d planned. 

A guy at the next table lowered his newspaper and gave me a dirty look. I casually brushed my 
hair behind my ear, revealing my Bluetooth earpiece. “Sorry,” I muttered. He looked away and raised 
his paper to his face again. 

“You’ve never been in love, Elena. Not really, truly, in love,” Mona continued, sobbing. Half 
our conversations seemed to end this way.  
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“No, but I’ve known people who do truly love each other.” My mind flashed back to Papi and 
Mami’s rented bungalow in San Fernando, and their fierce dedication to each other—and to me and 
Manny. “People who love each other don’t hit each other. Ever.” 

Something—no, someone, caught my eye on the sidewalk past the glass storefront. One of the 
departed, an older Latina woman in a maid’s uniform—Mami? I squinted into the morning sunlight 
and looked again. No, thank goodness. This woman was much older, and somewhat taller. Mami, 
thank goodness, was no doubt still among the living, probably at home putting away the breakfast 
dishes and getting Manny ready for school before preparing for a morning housecleaning gig, 
probably in Sherman Oaks or Encino, more easily accessible by bus than the big homes around 
here. 

“See something?” Mona asked. 

“Nothing important. Just someone who looked like Mami.” 

“Well, when you see your mom, tell her I said hi, and tell her I miss those amazing scrambled 
eggs with tomatoes and stuff she used to make.” 

“Will do.” For a while, saving Mona had been a joint project for me and Mami, but after several 
months, Mami figured out, wisely, that Mona’s mind was sadly impermeable to sensible advice. 

 I looked at my watch: almost nine o’clock. “Look, Mona, I have to go. I need to try to get 
some interviews.” 

Mona wiped tears off her face with the back of her hand. “Sorry I’ve been such a Debbie 
Downer, Elena. I know you’re right. At least my brain knows you’re right. But the rest of me hurts 
so. And you’re the only one who even tries to understand.” 

“You do understand why I need to feed you the inconvenient truth sometimes?” 

She gave a faint smile. “Sometimes? Like how about, all the time? So tell me about your 
interviews. I think I need the distraction.” 

“Did you hear about that maid who went missing from Windsor Square a couple days ago? 
Poor girl is seventeen, undocumented, lived with some rich Korean household. I suspect the master 
of the house had a thing for her or something. He was picked up for solicitation last month, but the 
charges didn’t stick.” 

“Hmmm, sounds like a sketchy guy.” 

“The police think it’s an open-and-shut runaway case, but the gossip among the other Mexicans 
who work around here is that she was murdered.” 

“Wow. The cops are checking up on this, right?”  

“No. Well, they went by just after it happened, but aren’t doing much anymore.” 
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“Why aren’t they, then?” 

Oh Mona, you’re so naïve, I thought. “Because the girl is undocumented. And Mexican. Cops 
here, newspapers here, most people here don’t think she’s worth investigating. Why bother? They can 
always get another poor Mexican to scrub their toilets.” 

“Come on, Elena, it’s not THAT bad.” 

And Mona thought I didn’t get it. Given all the crap she’d been through, I decided to spare her 
a much-needed white-privilege lecture. Again. 

“So who are you going to talk to?” 

“Maids, gardeners in the neighborhood—anyone who might know anything.” 

Mona gave me a quizzical look. “No ghosts involved?” 

“No ghosts this time,” I said. “Just garden-variety social injustice, with a living girl in trouble. At 
least I hope she’s still living.”  

My editor at the Los Angeles Alternative would never admit it publicly, but despite being an 
avowed atheist and skeptic of all things supernatural, she found my second sight invaluable. All she 
knew, or wanted to know, was that my gift gave me, and thus the Alternative, access to information 
that even the big-pockets Los Angeles Times couldn’t get. “Okay, now I’d really better get going,” I 
said, standing up and sticking my laptop under my arm. “You coming back tomorrow?” 

“Not like I have anything else to do. Hasta la vista, and power to the people and all that. And 
don’t forget to take my drink—thanks again.” 

I picked up Mona’s drink, which was now marbled with rivulets of melting ice, and carried it 
out of Fertile Grounds and down Larchmont Boulevard toward my car. The fluffy cloud of whipped 
cream that Chuy had artfully applied was starting to break down and sink, leaving white streaks 
against the domed clear plastic lid. Once I was sure I was out of Chuy’s line of sight, I tossed it into 
the trash. Mona was getting to be an expensive friend. 
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The crowd of day workers in front of Home Depot was bigger than usual. They no doubt knew 
from the grapevine what all the downtown business types would read in today’s Times: that a big new 
shopping plaza was breaking ground this week not far from here. This was a good thing for the 
workers, and meant plenty of potentially knowledgeable sources for me. 

 I pulled into the parking lot and walked out to the sidewalk, which was grimy, littered with fast-
food wrappers, and sticky from spilled soda. Looking down the street, I saw the whole blasted block 
was a mess, not just the length of it occupied by the waiting day laborers. Yet another reason the 
men here always looked so grim. 

 As I drew close to the crowd, I recognized a lot of them: Geraldo, with his sweat-stained John 
Deere cap; Miguel, whose tattoos were covered today by a frayed flannel shirt; and Eduardo, who’d 
been robbed and killed in the Arizona desert trying to make his way back after being deported last 
year. He winked at me and I winked back—he understood I couldn’t talk to him with the others 
around. They had no clue he was there, ostensibly competing for jobs with them. I often wondered 
why he chose to stay here rather than go back to his family in Sonora.  

But back to work—time to talk to the living. 

“Hola, Elena,” Geraldo called, reaching out a calloused right hand. I shook it. “What can we do 
for you?”  

Like all the other guys, Geraldo didn’t have more than a few words of English, so was happy to 
talk to someone who looked and spoke like him.  

I told them what I’d just explained to Mona, and they all nodded. 

“Oh yes, everybody’s heard about her. Pobrecita—poor thing,” an unfamiliar older man said. He 
introduced himself, and I jotted down his name. “Please, don’t write,” he said, touching my arm. 
“La migra.” 

I nodded and pointedly scratched his name out. “So what happened?” I asked. “Did any of you 
work in the area around the time it happened?” 

A couple of men raised their hands and stepped forward. The others pulled closer to hear what 
they had to say. 
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“I was across the street,” one of them said. He appeared to be in his thirties, with greased-back 
hair and a small mustache. “I’m a gardener. I was working for one of the big companies that makes 
landscapes and gardens. I was helping about three other guys replant a whole bunch of flowerbeds 
at this big house. The house where the girl worked, it was right across the street. In the afternoon, 
after lunch, I see the girl run out the front door crying and this chineta’s chasing after her screaming 
in Chinese—” 

“Korean—the owners are Korean, not Chinese,” I said. 

He looked puzzled by the distinction. “Yeah, so after a bit, they go back inside. Then I find out 
the next day she’s disappeared.” 

Behind me, a dusty white pickup truck slowed and pulled to the sidewalk. My informant paused 
as his audience moved to its open passenger-side window to hear what the driver had to offer. After 
a couple of minutes of discussion, two of the guys climbed into the cab of the truck and took off for 
their day’s work. 

This new information was useful, and something neither the police nor any other media outlet 
knew. It could certainly point to the girl being in an abusive situation that had turned violent. But it 
could just as easily explain why she’d choose to leave on her own. 

“So nobody has seen or talked to her since she disappeared from the house? Or heard from 
anyone who did?” 

The men shook their heads. One raised his hand. 

“She was murdered, everybody knows it,” he said. The others nodded. 

“How do you know?” 

“’Cause I know her brother. If she’d run away, she’d go to him first. He hasn’t heard a thing.” 

“And my sister’s a nanny in that neighborhood, knows the girl’s best friend,” another, younger 
man added. “Yeah, the girl was miserable there, but she didn’t say anything about leaving. She really 
needed the money. And this friend, she hasn’t heard from her either.” 

I nodded and took more notes as a couple more guys told similar stories. Nothing I heard 
surprised me: the people on the street always knew more than our so-called leaders. But their word 
alone was not enough to put a story together, especially since none of them had actually seen 
anything, and none were willing to speak for the record. The migra, you know. I’d need more proof. 

“Do any of you know anyone who works there?” I asked. I wasn’t expecting much, but it was 
worth a shot. Besides, I doubted they’d be any more willing to speak for the record than these guys 
were. 

“Yeah.” An older man with short gray hair and a blue denim shirt stepped forward. “I worked 
on a remodeling job there last week. Got to know their groundskeeper—name’s Jose.” 

“Did he ever mention anything strange going on in the house? Workers being mistreated or 
anything?”  
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He shook his head.  

Then I thought of something else. “Since you were there, can you tell me about the house? 
How’s it laid out? Is it easy to get into from any outside windows or anything?” 

He nodded. “No walls, fences anywhere on the property. Just hedges in the back. And they 
usually leave the sliding door in the back unlocked.” He turned to a younger man to his left. “Right, 
Raul?” 

Raul nodded. “Yes, but there’s almost always somebody there, one of the gardeners or the 
nanny or maid. That’s kind of their break area. The kitchen’s right inside.” He turned to me. “I was 
working there with Jorge here too.” 

Jorge, the older man, nodded. “Right. And another thing for you: the boss family, the Korean 
guy and his wife, they’re not home that much during the day. Good luck.” 

Interesting. If I went back there, I’d have a good chance of being able to talk to them without 
the family seeing me. I thanked the guys and headed toward the parking lot for my drive back 
toward downtown to Windsor Square.  

As I was leaving, I noticed Eduardo standing at some distance from the rest of the guys, gazing 
wistfully southward. I wondered if he was thinking about home. 
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The Parks’ house—mansion, actually—was only a stone’s throw from Fertile Grounds. Like the 
other homes on the street, it was huge, with a generous front lawn cushioning it from the sidewalk. 
Windsor Square was an old neighborhood, at least by Los Angeles standards, and its houses, in a 
combination of tasteful faux Tudor and faux Mediterranean styles, dated back to the twenties and 
thirties. Their durable workmanship and generous architectural details spoke to a time when working 
tradesmen belonged to unions and guilds and were actually treated with dignity. Unlike the crap Papi 
and the Home Depot guys had to put up with now. 

But this wasn’t the time to think about all that. Eyes on the prize—get into that backyard. I 
parked my ancient Corolla a few doors away from the Parks’ house, and started walking.  

As I approached the house, a leashed Yorkshire terrier rounded the corner ahead of me, towing 
behind it a plump white-haired woman in purple sweats with a black fanny pack. The Yorkie was 
wearing what looked like a mini white tennis sweater with purple-and-black edging.  

 So much for sneaking unseen into the backyard. 

The woman waved at me and smiled, which meant at least that she didn’t find my presence 
suspicious. Thank goodness. 

“Hello! Are you the code inspector for the city? I’ve been meaning to call you about this 
dreadful remodel on Lucerne and—” 

Code inspector? That’s a new one. Good thing I dressed up today—respectable beige dress 
slacks, lightweight sweater, comfortable ballet flats. 

“Good morning, Ma’am,” I said. 

“Are you the inspector? The Johnsons said someone was going to come around this week.” 

Okay, I might as well go with this. “Uh, yeah. Sorry, I left my badge in the car. I was just 
checking up on the new repair job here,” I waved at the Parks’ house. 

“Oh honey, you want to stay away from this place. It’s dangerous.” 

“Really? Why?” I tried hard not to sound too curious. 

“It’s a long story … just don’t go in there … it’s not a place for a young woman like you.” 
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This was making me crazy. “So what’s the long story? I, uh, like to know about the 
neighborhoods I work in. Do you have a moment?” I asked. 

The woman looked at the sidewalk, then back up at me. Her Yorkie panted at her side. “Well, if 
you have to hear this, it’s best to hear it from me. I grew up here—my father moved us into our 
house only a few years after it was built, and I know everyone who’s come and gone from here since 
the forties. I’m in my eighties now, as you can probably tell.” 

Wow. I would have guessed late sixties. Lucky woman. “So you know the Parks, then?” I asked. 

“Not well. The Koreans, at least the new ones who just got here, tend to keep to themselves. 
Oh, we wave at each other in the street, but that’s about all the socializing we do.” She grabbed my 
hand. “Did you hear about the trouble in the house last week? Their maid disappeared! Oh, the 
police came and did their usual thing, but they left in a hurry. They think she just ran away, but 
honey, where’s an illiterate little Mexican girl without a car going to run to? 

She lowered her voice. “I think something else happened to her. Something bad.” 

“Why?” I asked. The Yorkie pulled at its leash, whimpering. 

“Fred, hush,” the woman said. “Don’t worry about him, dear. But back to the house and that 

poor maid—I know something bad happened to her.” 

“What?” Fred seemed to be channeling my anxiety; he was skittering about in tight little circles 
by my feet. “Did you see anything?” 

“I didn’t see anything; nobody did. But I know this neighborhood and that house. This 
wouldn’t be the first time something terrible happened to a young woman working there.” 

“Please, go on,” I said. Fred had suddenly stopped his frantic skittering, and I felt something 
wet and warm flowing down my right ankle. “What’s with the house?” I asked, trying hard not to 
look down. 

She leaned in, her blue eyes growing large. “It’s haunted …” Her nostrils flared with suspicion, 
then her gaze shot downward. “Oh, Fred, you didn’t! Dear, I’m so very sorry; he’s usually not like 
this.” She pulled a wad of tissue, a small bottle of antibacterial gel, and a plastic baggie from her 
fanny pack. “Here, dear, use whatever you need. And let me write down my name and phone 
number for you, so I can take care of your laundry bill for this.” 

Laundry bill? Now I knew I was dealing with a well-heeled informant. My laundry expenses 
typically involved a handful of quarters or the gas money to get back to Mami and Papi’s house. 

“I’m Betty, by the way. Betty Markman.” 

“Pleased to meet you. I’m Elena Guzman.” 

“Elena, I’m so sorry we had to meet under these circumstances. “ 

“Just part of my job.” Then I remembered that Betty’s idea of my job was totally different from 
mine. The less we talked about code enforcement, the better. “Say, are you any relation to Markman 
department stores?” 
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Betty smiled proudly. “That was Daddy—he founded it. I’ve been quite fortunate in life; Daddy 
never let me forget it. And dear, you will check up on that horrible remodel over on Lucerne, won’t 
you?” 
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“Haunted? Seriously?” Mona said at Fertile Grounds the next morning. Once again she’d gotten 
there before me and scratched faint little circles into the tabletop. And as always, she insisted on her 
caramel-hazelnut money pit with whipped cream. “Why am I not surprised?” 

“Well, I’m surprised. I knew something fishy was going on, but I really wasn’t expecting it to be 
… that.” 

“Well, why not?” 

I hesitated. I’d had an odd feeling about this ever since I talked to Betty Markman. Something 
didn’t feel right, but I didn’t know what. And now it suddenly hit me. “It’s weird, Mona. Usually, 
when they’re ghosts involved, I know it, even before I see them or hear them. But this time? 
Nothing. I was standing right in front of the house with that neighbor, and it felt just like any other 
house.” 

“Maybe it’s not haunted, then.” 

“But Betty Markman, the neighbor, seemed so sure—” 

“Markman? Like the department store?”  

“Yup. Betty’s dad started it.” 

“Awesome! You have to get back there and schmooze with her, girl. Think of the sweet 
discounts you can get. I was looking at this month’s Vogue, and Markman’s got this exclusive line of 
the cutest new dresses by—” 

“Mona, that poor girl might be dead. Or at least in serious danger.” 

“Oh, okay, sorry. You know me and clothes—like life and death for me, huh?” 

I flinched. Mona’s heart was in the right place, but she had major issues keeping things in 
perspective. After all those times Lucas had sent her to the emergency room, she of all people ought 
to know better. 
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“Elena, seriously, if you think it’s not haunted, it probably isn’t,” Mona said. “You’re a better 
judge of those things than most people.” 

“But here’s what’s weird. Normal people don’t go around saying places are haunted if they’re 
not. Betty sounded almost embarrassed telling me about it. It’s like she wanted me to know, but 
didn’t want everyone on the street to hear her talking about it. She seems like a stable type. When 
people like that tell me something’s up, they’re almost always right.” 

Something else bothered me too, something I couldn’t tell even Mona. Almost all the women 
on Mami’s side of the family had the gift, but sometimes, it would fade away and die—and when it 
did, so did the woman who lost it. Like great-grandma Alvarez, who stopped seeing her long-
departed husband, then died in her sleep the following night. Or my little sister Irma, who woke up 
one morning complaining that she couldn’t see our grandfather anymore. She collapsed that 
afternoon in algebra class and never woke up. An aneurysm, they said. She was only fourteen. 

Mona pursed her lips and stared at the sinking swirls of caramel syrup in her drink. I sipped my 
excellent-as-usual house blend. For some reason, I didn’t think to ask Chuy what today’s special 
blend was. Probably Jamaican, if Chuy’s music pick for the morning was any indication: a reggae 
singer with an oddly raspy voice, singing a song of old memories and loss. For a moment I wished 
my female relatives had songwriting talent. The stories they could tell… 

“You want me to come with you to check it out?” Mona asked. “I promise to behave.” 

I smiled. This is exactly what I hoped she’d say. As long as she thought it was her idea and not 
an imposition on her, we were good. Mona understood my gift, and its limitations, better than 
anyone outside my family, largely because she shared it, after a fashion. And unlike most people 
outside my family who knew of my gift, she wasn’t freaked out by it. She understood the gift for 
what it was: just another personal and professional asset, like negotiating skills or knowing a 
computer language. Even if promoting it on my LinkedIn profile wasn’t exactly a workable option. 

“That would be terrific.” 

“Then let’s go!” 

“Not right away. I need to go by the Alternative first. And I need to do some homework on code 
enforcement in case I run into Betty again.” Betty seemed really kind for a member of the one 
percent; I was beginning to feel bad about lying to her. “The house is just a few blocks from here. 
Meet me back here—OUTSIDE, not in here—at one. That’s when all the help down in that 
neighborhood has lunch; maybe the gardener will be in the back then. We’ll walk over, I don’t want 
people to start recognizing my car.” 

“Okay, I’ll be waiting. My chance to play Scooby-Doo again.” 

Now I wondered if this was such a hot idea after all. True, Mona was usually pretty unobtrusive; 
thanks to Lucas, she’d been conditioned to be unassertive and meek in public, and now people rarely 
even noticed if she was with me. But Mona being Mona, stuff had a tendency to happen at precisely 
the wrong time. For some perverse reason, all those “recovery” stints at that mental-health facility 
had just made her tics and phobias and everything else even worse. 
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“Please, promise to stay quiet,” I said. “Let me do the talking. And please, please don’t touch 
anything, or anyone. The faster we get in and out of there, the better for both of us. Try to take this 
seriously.” 

Mona gave me an impish grin. “Sweetie, since when have I not been serious?” 
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Many a pissed-off politician and corrupt businessperson had threatened to burn the Alternative 
to the ground, and whenever I walked up the rusty front stairs leading to the office, I was surprised 
no one had succeeded. Let’s just say that forward-thinking and progressive as my colleagues were, 
the idea of a paperless office had never occurred to them. (And even if it had, good luck getting the 
funding the pull it off.) The idea of any sort of organized filing system was equally foreign.  

None of us had assigned desks at the Alternative—there weren’t enough to go around, nor 
enough computers. Today, the desk everyone knew I like was covered with stuff—a packing box 
containing the dead printer we couldn’t decide how to dispose of, several three-year-old phone 
books, and a fresh-looking paper-clipped bundle of photocopies affixed with a Post-It note. 
Someone had scrawled “Elena” on it in round, girly handwriting. To add to the girliness, it was 
written in pink sparkly ink, and when I picked up the papers, they smelled faintly of fake 
strawberries, like a car deodorizer. Ah. This had to be the work of our ever-dependable intern, 
Charity Kim. 

The top page of the bundle was a blurry photocopy of the short article from the Times on the 
missing maid. The second was a printout from the police blotter. Next was the slightly longer article 
about the maid from La Opinion, the main Spanish-language paper in LA. Cool, I’d been planning to 
put all this stuff together myself.  

 I flipped to the last page: a blurry, crooked photocopy of something in Korean. It could’ve 
been relevant, but for all I knew, it also could’ve been a restaurant menu from Koreatown. 

“Hi Elena! Did you see the stuff I put together for you?” Charity’s cheery voice, just as I had 
expected. She was majoring in journalism at my alma mater, Cal State Northridge, and a lot sharper 
and tougher than her squeaky voice and predilection for pink Hello Kitty schwag would lead one to 
think. 

“Yeah, I just got here. Thanks so much for this, it saves me a bunch of work. Can you tell me 
about the Korean stuff on the last page?” 

“Oh. That’s the article from the Korean paper about the girl.” 

“I thought you didn’t read Korean.” 
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“I don’t. But Mom does, and I had her look for it and translate it for me. And she did, after first 
giving me her big lecture about how I’ll never marry anyone respectable unless my Korean gets 
better.” 

“Thanks for taking one for the team.” 

“Oh, it was totally worth it! Weird, but it’s longer than the articles in the other papers. Wait, let 
me go get the translation for you. I had to rewrite Mom’s English to make it grammatical. And I put 
it in AP style too, just for you.” 

She ran a dainty zigzag around the warren of messy desks and dove into her pink backpack. 
One of these days, I’d have to have a woman-to-woman chat with her about her professional image. 

“Here’s what’s weird,” Charity said, running her polished pink index finger along the text in her 
carefully typed translation, which thankfully did not smell of artificial strawberry essence. “They 
interviewed the grandmother—Mr. Park’s mom—which none of the other papers did. I bet it’s 
because she doesn’t speak any English. Or Spanish.” 

“That would explain it.” 

“But it’s what she said that’s weird. She said, and they quoted her, that the girl didn’t run away. 
She said she saw someone take her away the night she disappeared.” 

“Take her away? Are you sure?” 

“That’s what Mom said. I read my English translation back to her, and she says it’s right.” 

Wow. This was a major twist in the story that most of the city was missing because of a simple 
language gap. “Charity, thanks so much for this. I’m shocked that none of the other news outlets or 
the police have followed up on this.” 

“Well, the police did talk to her, through an interpreter. And the family says she’s just old—you 
know, has her good days and bad days. And the night the maid disappeared was one of her bad 
ones, you know?” 

“Charity, it should’ve occurred to the police that the family might be covering something up. 
Maybe the grandmother is telling the truth.” 

“I don’t think so, Elena.” 

“Seriously, Charity? You’re willing to take everything some rich guy and his wife say at face 
value?” 

“You know I’m not like that.” Charity sighed. “First, sorry if I sounded defensive. It’s just 
that—well, we Koreans always get a bad rap. Mom and Dad still talk about the riots—” 

“Uprising.” 

“Riots, uprising, whatever. I was just a baby, but for them it was like a war or something. You 
know, like Rosewood was for African-Americans. It’s the reason why we all tend to circle our 
wagons whenever someone picks on one of us.” 
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I nodded. I should have thought of this. I really ought to educate myself more about the Asian-
American communities around here. 

“Also, there’s something else that I didn’t get around to telling you yet. About who the 
grandmother said took Graciela Hernandez.” 

Graciela. My grandmother’s name. The girl had a name, a family, hopes and dreams. And now, 
in her hour of need, everyone was ignoring her. 

“It’s probably why the police aren’t following up on this,” Charity continued. 

“So according to the grandmother, who took Graciela?” 

Charity’s finger zoomed down the page to the bottom of her translation. “She said it was a 
ghost. A pale, white ghostly man came through a solid wall in the dining room and pulled her 
through. Then both of them were gone.” 

Oh, great. This was the last thing I wanted to hear today.  
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“Well, just because two sort-of-normal people say a place is haunted doesn’t mean it is,” Mona 
said as we walked down Larchmont at a steady clip. As we walked, I could hear my sandals slapping 
loudly against the sidewalk. Mona walked silently a couple of steps behind me. I glanced behind me 
every few minutes to make sure she was still there and not dawdling; my goal was to get her away 
from Fertile Grounds quickly, before she got any ideas about an afternoon pick-me-up. The scent of 
freshly ground coffee drifting over the sidewalk was awfully tempting, even for me. 

“For what it’s worth, I’m not getting any vibes from this, either,” I heard Mona say a couple of 
feet behind me, “And we’re getting pretty close. Maybe Granny was just having a senior moment.” 

“Don’t make any judgments until we get there.” 

“And don’t you make any judgments, either. Are you okay? You’re even more riled up about this 
than that last story.” 

“This is the house—shhh.” 

“Holy crap, it’s enormous! Wonder what a pile like this costs?” 

“Please be quiet.” 

“I’m not disturbing anyone.” 

“Well, you’re disturbing me. Sorry to be rude, but I can only focus on one thing at a time here. 
Let’s go around the back—quickly.” 

Silence. 

“Did you hear me?” I hoped she hadn’t decided to wander off in a huff again. 

“Well, you told me to be quiet!” 

“Shhh!” 

“Have fun, Ms. City Code Inspector.” 

Sometimes I didn’t know what was more amazing, that I still put up with Mona, or that she still 
put up with me. 
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As we approached the side of the house, a leaf blower revved up somewhere in the back. Good. 
This meant the gardener was in. 

One thing I’d learned in investigative reporting was that the best way to sneak around was to 
hide in plain sight. The sneakier you looked, the easier it was to get caught. Thankfully, Mona was 
behaving herself, so she’d just blend into the background. I’d only have to provide a cover for 
myself, thank goodness. 

 I straightened my posture and strode around the corner and into the yard, my fully functional 
props at the ready—a beat-up clipboard salvaged from one of the Alternative’s many junk piles, a 
lined yellow notepad, and a new ballpoint pen. The gardener, a short, stout man in his forties, 
looked up nervously when I entered his field of view. 

“Hola, amigo,” I yelled over the leaf blower with a friendly wave. “I’m from the city—I’m here to 
inspect the house.” 

He turned off the leaf blower and suddenly looked more relaxed. Being natively bilingual 
definitely helped me gain the trust of working guys like him. It was clear from my Spanish that I was 
one of them. 

“I didn’t know anyone was coming. Why do you need to inspect the house?” 

“Because of the new work that was done here recently. They forgot to file a permit, so I have to 
make sure it’s up to code.” This, at least, was true; I’d looked into the remodel and found that the 
Parks had, indeed, neglected to get a permit. Probably an honest mistake, but a useful one for me. 

“So what part of the house do you need to inspect? 

“Oh, um, the dining room.” As I said this, I realized that the dining room hadn’t been touched 
in the remodel, which only affected the exterior and the back porch. Oops. 

The gardener clicked his tongue and shook his head.  

Great. I blew it. Time to make up a creative story to get myself out of this.  

“Oh, nobody goes in the dining room unless they have to. It’s a bad place.” 

Wow, this wasn’t what I expected him to say. 

“It’s bad. Everyone in the neighborhood says so,” he continued. “Talk to any of us—the maids, 
the nannies, the groundskeepers—everyone knows. Even the gringos around here know.” 

“Know what?” 

“About the people who died in there. They’re ghosts now. You don’t want to go in there.” 

Great. Him too.  

“But I’m still legally required to inspect the dining room,” I said in my best official-sounding 
voice. The gardener was still shaking his head. “Please show me where it is,” I said, now in a gentler 
tone and my most colloquial Spanish, “I’ll lose my job if I don’t get a report. I can’t afford that—
you know how it is.” 
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He sighed. “I’m not going in there. I’ll just open the door for you.” He set down the nozzle of 
his leaf blower, walked up to the newly installed sliding glass door that opened onto the patio, and 
opened it for me. “Wipe your feet, the lady is very picky about her floors,” he said “They don’t even 
wear shoes in the house. Very strange.” 

I nodded. Charity had told me that leaving one’s shoes at the door was customary in Korean 
homes. “Where’s the dining room?” I asked. 

“Through the kitchen, down the hall, on the left. It’s very easy to find. Promise you’ll be fast. 
I’ll wait for you here.” 

I slid off my sandals—best to try to be respectful—and crossed the tiled kitchen floor into the 
polished wood corridor. Mona followed discreetly behind. She’d been quiet enough not to attract 
the gardener’s attention. Thank goodness. 

I didn’t know how old this place was or who built it, but the workmanship was amazing. 
Scrolled woodwork and elaborate moldings hugged the walls and covered the high ceilings with no 
gaps or even visible seams, except for those intended for decorative effect. Papi would have wanted 
to buy a round of beers for whatever carpenters put this together. When I was little, I used to follow 
him around on his work sites and he’d show me, and particularly Manny, examples of good and bad 
craftsmanship. Always do your best, he said, even if the gringos don’t care. Because God does. 

“Whoa,” Mona murmured. I spun around and put a finger to my lips. 

A few humanizing touches emerged: an educational DVD (Power Math for 4th Grade) on the 
couch in front of a home-theater unit, a few children’s drawings and an open box of felt-tip markers 
on a coffee table, a Korean-English dictionary open on a walnut desk that looked too small to 
actually be practical. The family had furnished the place with a haphazard mix of formal Tudor-style 
furniture, traditional Korean pieces, and a scattering of stuff from Ikea, a look that signaled nouveau 
riche. They’d clearly settled in recently and in a hurry, and found themselves with a lot more house 
than furniture. And they were clearly loaded, but somehow, I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of 
affection for a household with the same cheapo shelving units as my place. 

The dining room opened to my left. The gardener was right: it was impossible to miss. It was 
huge, and dominated by a long heavy polished wood table surrounded by ornately carved high-back 
chairs. It must have seated at least sixteen people. 

The room itself was lined with floor-to-ceiling wood paneling. It had only one entryway: the 
one I was standing in, which had no doors. The Korean newspaper reported that the grandmother 
had been sitting in the den across the hall when she saw Graciela being pulled through the wall. I 
wondered which wall she’d been looking at. 

I stepped into the room. The table and wall panels smelled faintly of lemon furniture polish and 
sent pearly reflections off their dark glossy surfaces. Even though it was only in the mid-seventies 
outside—typical LA springtime weather—a cool current from the central air conditioner whooshed 
softy overhead. A plush Asian rug, its surface showing the fresh tracks of a vacuum cleaner, felt 
velvety beneath my bare feet. I pictured Graciela working here late into her final night, frantically 
wiping children’s greasy fingerprints from the walls and vacuuming stray crumbs from the rug, 
hoping against hope that the evening meal left no stains for her to worry about. And some time 
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during her labors, she disappeared. I studied the thick wooden wall panels, hesitant to touch them 
and ruin Graciela’s last piece of work. 

“WHAT YOU DOING HERE?” The loud, strongly accented female voice made me jump, 
and I heard Mona gasp. I quickly shushed her, took a deep breath, and slowly turned around. Easy 
now. Stay calm, and everyone else would, too.  

The woman glaring at me was Asian, in her forties, with tightly permed black hair, a pale-blue 
suit with gold buttons, and nylons but no shoes. 

“Good afternoon, Ma’am, I’m with the city code enforcement office,” I said, extending my 
right hand in greeting. I spoke slowly, realizing the woman’s English was probably not all that 
strong. “I am here to inspect —” 

“AIEE! GET OUT! GO AWAY! GO AWAY NOW!” She screamed something in Korean 
over her shoulder, and instantly a stampede of footsteps thundered from down a side corridor. Two 
Asian men in dark-blue suits emerged and started walking toward me. 

“GO AWAY! GO AWAY! I CALL THE POLICE! AIEEE!” 

“It’s okay, Ma’am, I’m leaving,” I said, stepping out of the dining room and backing up into the 
corridor. I … am … leaving … now. I. Go. Now. Okay?” 

“GO! GO! GO!” 

One of the men pointedly opened his jacket, and I could see a pistol tucked into his waistband. 
Shit. 

“I … GO …  NOW …” I said in my best introductory ESL English, raising my hands in front 
in me in a sign of peace. I crab-walked quickly down the hall, back through the kitchen, and out the 
door, grabbing my shoes and sprinting off before the poor gardener had a chance to say goodbye. 

“Holy shit,” Mona said as we rounded the back corner of the house. “Forget ghosts—now that 
was one scary character.” 

“You don’t know her well enough to judge her. She probably didn’t understand anything I said 
and got scared. If that was Mrs. Park, she’s only been here for about six months. LA’s probably still 
intimidating for her.” 

“Well, how do you know that? Maybe she’s just a psycho.” 

I glared at Mona. “Both the Times and the Korean paper said so, that’s how I know. Honest to 
God, Mona, you manage to keep up with every breath Brad Pitt and George Clooney take. You can 
certainly find time to keep up with REAL news from time to time.” 

Mona rolled her eyes. “Elena, sweetie, can’t you just chill once in a while? You know sometimes 
a girl like me has just got to escape from reality, you know?” 

I bit my lip. Escaping reality was one thing Mona was just a bit too good at. But now was not the 
time to talk about that. “Whatever. When we get to the front, be quiet, okay? And thanks for going 
in there with me.” 
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“Hey, no problem—what’s a life-threatening gunfight between friends? Oh, wait, someone’s 
coming down the street.” 

I looked out across the front lawn to the sidewalk and slowed my pace. It was Betty Markman 
and Fred again. Today, despite the balmy weather, Fred was wearing a pale-blue Argyle-patterned 
sweater vest, or whatever one would call such a garment on a Yorkshire terrier. I took a deep breath, 
walked toward him and Betty Markman, and waved, trying my best to look calm and professional. I 
must have done a rotten job, as her eyes widened with concern at the sight of me. 

“Oh honey, you didn’t listen to me, did you? You went in there! Just look at you!” 

“I’m afraid I had to—scheduling issues, no one else could do it,” I said. 

“Are you okay? Do you need anything?” 

I shook my head. 

She paused and leaned in. “You saw the ghost, didn’t you?” 

The ghost. I wished people would stop talking about that. “No, no ghost. Just Mrs. Park. Her 
English isn’t very good, and she panicked when she saw me,” I said as calmly as I could manage. 

Betty Markman seemed to relax upon hearing this. “Well, thank goodness. You look like you’ve 
had quite a fright, but you got very lucky there. Really, what’s the worst thing that poor little woman 
can do to you?” 

“Shit, Elena, the police!” Mona hissed in my ear. “What if she calls?” 

God, Mona was right.  

“I know, Ms. Markman—” 

“Betty, please.” 

“Betty—thank you so much for your concern. You’ve been really kind. But I’ve got to go—
another appointment.” Mona started trotting toward my car and I trailed behind her. “And don’t 
worry about the property on Lucerne, someone’s looking into it.”  

This much, at least, was true: I had checked the city records online that morning. Being 
prepared almost always paid off. 

 “Thank you so much, dear. Really, that portico they put up was just dreadful. Why, I heard 
that—” 

A shrill female scream pierced the air, followed by a loud bang: a gunshot. I recognized that 
scream—Mrs. Park. 

“Did you hear that?” Betty Markman gasped, pulling her cell phone from her ever-present 
fanny pack. “I’m calling 911. And we’d all better get away from here—goodness knows what’s going 
on inside!” 
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I could barely hear Betty’s words over the pounding of my heart. Mrs. Park had been shot. Or 
something. She could be in trouble too, and the police weren’t much better at rescuing Koreans in 
trouble than Mexicans. 

I headed back across the lawn. 

“Are you nuts?” Mona whispered, chasing after me. I felt her tugging at my wrist, but she 
wasn’t the most physically imposing person in the world. Thank goodness. 

“Mrs. Park is in trouble—I have to see what happened to her,” I said. 

“Honey, where are you going? You aren’t thinking of going in there again, are you?” Betty and 
Fred caught up with me a lot faster than I thought they could, and Betty grabbed me by the arm. 
“I’ve called the police. They’re professionals; let them take care of it. Goodness knows who’s in 
there—don’t try to be a hero.” 

“She’s got a point, Elena,” Mona said. “Seriously. Listen to her.” 

Now Mona was holding my left arm in her typically weak grip while Betty had a death squeeze 
on the right. As if on cue, Fred seated himself directly in front of me. I notice that in addition to his 
sweater, he wore two little blue barrettes behind his ears. A bit surprising to see on someone named 
Fred, dog or not. 

And now I couldn’t move anywhere without knocking at least one of these three over. I realized 
Mona was right: I’d have a hell of a lot of explaining to do if I were in that house when the police 
got here. I could just tell them the truth, but they weren’t terribly fond of reporters from the 
Alternative, and I’d just as soon not spend yet another night in jail.  

“Okay, I guess I’ll be off to my next appointment then,” I said to Betty. “Thanks for calling the 
police. I hope Mrs. Park is okay.” 

She released her grip. Her French-manicured nails were just long enough to have left four deep 
red indentations in my arm. She patted my hand gently. “You’re a brave young lady. Now you be 
careful. Don’t worry, the police are on their way.” 

I’d sprinted almost all the way back to Fertile Grounds before I realized that Mona was 
nowhere to be seen. I looked behind me, then across the street and in front of me, panicked. Then 
my rational side remembered the zillion times Mona had bailed on tasks she deemed stressful or 
intimidating. Like trying to get a restraining order against Lucas. Or finally finishing those last ten 
units needed for her degree. God knows this expedition would  fall into that category. It was a pretty 
safe assumption that she couldn’t wait to get the hell out of here—neither could I. Besides, I 
reminded myself, what was the worst that LA’s finest thugs could do to her compared to what she’d 
already experienced from Lucas? Not much. 

So Betty Markman said the house was haunted. Grandma Park claimed she’d actually seen a 
ghost going through the dining room wall, but the walls looked pretty solid to me. And the gardener 
said more than one person died there, so there could be more than one ghost. 

Now I was scared.  
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But I wasn’t scared because a ghost or ghosts were in the house, possibly abducting or injuring 
people. The thing was: I couldn’t see them. 
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I’d planned to drive back to the Alternative to do more research, but instead, I headed toward 
the freeway and drove north, up I-5 to San Fernando. I really needed to talk to Mami, and Papi and 
Manny had been bugging me to visit. It’d already been more than two weeks since I’d been home. 

By the time I hit the road it was a little after two o’clock, and rush-hour traffic thankfully hadn’t 
started yet. The drive relaxed me, and in under an hour I was in front of the little white house I grew 
up in, with its tiny front lawn and chain-link fence. Papi’s beat-up Chevy pickup was in the driveway, 
which meant he didn’t have a job this afternoon.  

I still had their house key on my key chain, but the front door was already ajar to let the 
afternoon breeze cool down the living room. I knocked as loudly as I could on the aluminum frame 
of the front screen door before opening it. I could hear the tinny sound of bandera music from Papi’s 
radio somewhere in the back. When he wasn’t working for other people, he used his skills to keep 
the house looking as good as he could with what little money he could spend.  

I pushed open the screen door and stepped inside. Just as I’d hoped, Grandma Guzman was 
seated in her usual easy chair by the window—the green one, whose frayed upholstery was nicely 
disguised by the hand-crocheted afghan she’d made about five years ago. As she caught my eye, her 
soft wrinkled face lit up and she reached out her arms. Seeing her and being with her always made 
me feel better—today more than ever. 

“Hola, abuelita,” I said, reaching down to give her a kiss on her cheek. “I’ve missed you.” In 
Spanish, this came out as “you are missing to me.” 

“It’s been a long time, corazón,” she replied.  

“Yes—too long,” I said, gazing into her brown eyes and thinking about everything they’d seen 
over the years. 

“Elena, is that you?” My kid brother Manny wandered in from the kitchen, holding his 
omnipresent skateboard and a screwdriver. I could see that he’d finally given in to Papi’s demands 
that he get rid of his Mohawk—now it had morphed into an odd crew cut that was short on the 
sides and long and spiky on top. He was already eighteen, but it was hard for me not to think of him 
as a gawky grade-schooler. 

I turned around. “Hey, Manny, why aren’t you in school?” 
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“Abuela visiting again?” he asked. 

“Manny, she’s almost always here.” Whenever Mona and some of my other female friends went 
on about how men never notice anything and just don’t get it, I have to laugh. They had no idea 
what the women in my family had to put up with from our men. 

“Seriously, I wish you’d stop doing that,” he said. 

“Doing what?” 

“You know. Talking to every shade you see. Yeah, I know they’re around, I get it. But I’d rather 
not be reminded of it every time you open your mouth. And what if someone else hears? Someone 
who doesn’t know us?” 

“Then it’s my problem, not yours. Don’t worry, I won’t embarrass you in front of your cool 
friends.” 

“Forget me, what if a cop or someone hears you and decides you’re crazy and shoots you?” 

The word “cop” dropped in the pit of my stomach like a boulder. My mind flew back to the 
Parks’ house and the dining room. I looked back toward the easy chair. It was empty. 

“Manny has a point, mija,” Papi walked in from the back of the house. I could see sawdust 
clinging to his faded jeans. “You have to try to be careful. I don’t want you to lose your job, honey.” 

“Papi, don’t worry, my editor knows. Everyone there’s really tolerant.” 

He shook his head. “But not everyone will be. Your mother and aunts can talk to abuela and all 
the others without the rest of us hearing—see if they can teach you how to do that.” 

I sighed. This was a familiar discussion in my family. When I was little, I assumed that because 
most people couldn’t hear ghosts talk, they couldn’t hear me talking to them either. Once I was old 
enough to go to school, Mami explained to me that there was one way to talk to ghosts, and another 
to talk to the living, and that it was not polite to talk to them so that other people could hear. All I 
had to do was talk to ghosts the same way they talked to me. This frustrated me to no end, because 
it’s exactly what I thought I was doing. 

I used to hear Mami discussing this with older female relatives, and they all told her I’d outgrow 
the habit once I got older.  

Twenty years later, we were all still waiting. 

“So what brings you home?” Papi asked. “Got laundry in the car?” 

I smiled and gave him a hug as Manny mussed my hair. “No, I just missed you all. Is Mami 
home?” 

Papi shook his head. “She’s out getting groceries. She should be back soon. Are you staying for 
dinner?” 

I hadn’t planned on staying that long, but I needed to talk to Mami anyways, and I’d been too 
busy to cook anything but instant ramen and scrambled eggs, so why not? “Sure.” 
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“It’s gonna be good,” Manny said, leaning his skateboard against the wall. “Mami’s getting stuff 
to celebrate.” 

“Celebrate what?” 

“Wait, you don’t know? Hold on a sec!”  Manny grinned as both he and Papi ran off. I could 
hear faint shuffling noises from both Manny’s bedroom and the kitchen table, then they returned.  

“So check it out,” Manny said, holding a fat envelope in his hand. “Funny, I thought Mami 
called you today. So—oh wait—Papi, you want to go first? Yeah, you go first.” 

Papi beamed and held up a thick official-looking piece of paper. “My contractor’s license—I 
finally passed that exam!” 

“That’s wonderful!” My heart leaped. Papi had only a high-school education and was more 
comfortable working with his hands than taking tests. He’d tried the exam twice before and failed, 
the second time by only a few points. But he knew buildings, craftsmanship, and the trades better 
than almost anyone in town—even his gringo clients told him so.  

“So now, I get to be the boss!” 

I hugged him again, tears staining his shirt. “I’m so proud of you, Papi, I knew you could do it!” 

He looked at me, smiling, and clapped my shoulders. “Me too, honey. I never give up. Never.” 

“I know.” 

He smiled again. “Okay, mijo, it’s your turn to share your good news.” 

Manny pulled out a printed letter from his envelope. “Full scholarship to Art Center for next 
year!” 

“Wow, that’s great news!” I turned around and gave Manny a hug too. This really was great, and 
a near-miracle too. Manny had always loved to draw, a lot more than he liked to study or pay 
attention in class. Mami and especially Papi had been worried about his grades and about his endless 
confidence in building a career for himself as a comic-book artist. Earlier this year, they’d made a 
deal with him after meeting with his school counselor: he could study art in college if he kept up at 
least a B average in his academic classes. Amazingly, he must have kept up his end of the bargain. 

“So yeah, I’m thinking of going into car design—they’re supposed to have a really great 
program.” 

“You shouldn’t rule out architecture, mijo. Architects are artists, too,” Papi said. 

Manny scrunched his face. “Too much math. Yuck.” 

“You’re almost a man, you need to think about your future, not just your present.” 

Manny beamed. “Don’t worry, I’ll be able to take care of myself. Promise, Papi.” 

I heard the screen door squeak open, and a voice behind me. “Elena?”  
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I turned around to see Mami at the door with two bags of groceries and a big pink box from 
her favorite bakery. 

“Mija, I saw your car outside—I’m so happy you’re home! Did they tell you their news?” Mami 
asked, stepping through the door. “We were going to call you.” 

“They just told me now. This is awesome!” 

“I got your father’s favorite cake for tonight. And some big pieces of beef for Manny’s favorite 
soup. Come and help me, and tell me what you’ve been doing!” 

This was exactly what I was hoping to hear. I took the bakery box from her hands and followed 
her into the kitchen. 

“You chose the perfect day to come home,” Mami said, pulling fat ears of corn, bunches of 
carrots and cilantro, and a plastic bag of fresh green beans from one of the grocery bags. I started on 
the other, which contained a large, paper-wrapped bundle of beef and another of still-warm corn 
tortillas. “Why didn’t you tell us you were coming?” 

“It was kind of a last-minute decision,” I said. Mami looked so happy; I felt horrible about 
putting a damper on everything by telling her about my problems. But there was nobody else I could 
really talk to. Of course, any of my aunts would understand and be happy to talk to me, but then 
they’d all turn right around and tell Mami. If she was going to find out anyway, no use getting 
middlemen (or women) involved. 

Mami brushed a few stray strands of hair off my face. “Mija, something’s bothering you.” 

I nodded. “Yeah—that’s why I came home. I needed to ask you something.” 

“You’re not in trouble are you? Do you need money?” 

“No, nothing like that. It’s just—remember when Irma passed?” 

Mami nodded. “Every day of my life.” 

“But right before that, remember how she woke up and said she’d lost the gift?” 

“Yes, mija. That happens to us, when our time comes.” 

“When that happens to us, does it always happen all at once?” 

Mami looked concerned. “What do you mean? Have you—” 

“Not completely. I talked to abuela for a little bit when I got here. But do the women in our 
family always lose the gift all at once before they pass, or does it go a bit at a time?” 

“Why are you asking this? Are you not feeling well?” 

“No,” I sort-of lied. Physically, I felt fine. But psychically, I felt like a wreck. “It’s just that—
well, I’m working on a story about the maid who went missing in Windsor Square.” 

“Yes, the girl from Michoacan. Pobrecita.”  
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For a second, a fog crossed Mami’s eyes. I could only guess what she was thinking: it could 
have been her. When she first came across the border as a shy sixteen-year-old, she too had worked 
as a live-in maid. The only good thing about that job, she always said, was that it was through that 
job that she met Papi. 

“Go on—you were saying?” Mami asked. 

“Anyhow, I’ve been asking around, and everyone says the house she worked in is haunted. The 
Korean newspaper—the owner of the house is Korean, which is why they probably covered it—said 
a witness saw a ghost come out of a wall and take her.” 

Mami shook her head. “Those kinds of ghosts, you stay away from them. If they take you, it’s 
not like the police can just go and find you.” 

“But I went into the house twice and I didn’t see anything. Or feel anything.” 

Mami furrowed her brow. She knew better than to ask how I got into the house or why I was 
there. After our last big argument over the safety and legality of a similar investigation, she’d 
declared that she was tired of risking a coronary every time I talked to her about work. “Well, you 
were lucky. The ghost wasn’t there right then. You know very well they don’t always stay in the same 
place.” 

“Or maybe the house isn’t haunted. Mona offered to come with me, and she said she didn’t 
think it was.” 

Mami shook her head. “Why are you still spending time with that gringa loca? And what does she 
know?” She gave me a hug. “Mija, I think one of two things happened to you at that house. Either 
the ghost wasn’t there at that moment, or that loca got you so worried about fixing her idiot 
problems that you were distracted. That can happen. Those houses there, they’re so old, most of 
them will have spirits coming and going.” 

“But what if it’s not one of those? Mona was actually having a good day. What if something 
really was there and I missed it?” 

Mami held me tighter. “I don’t think so, corazón. And if you start losing the gift—and I don’t 
think you are—well, it’s in God’s hands, not ours. You have been going to Mass at least once in a 
while, no?”   
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Mami’s traditional Mexican beef soup, caldo de res, was not only Manny’s favorite, but one of 
mine. We even got Mona hooked on it a few years ago. The first time she came over and tasted the 
soup, a rich beef broth filled with big hunks of fresh vegetables and beef, she kept saying “Wow, this 
doesn’t taste anything like Mexican food!” Manny repeated her clueless remark at every meal for the 
next month until Papi finally made him stop. 

Poor Mona had no idea why we all laughed so hard. 

The only downside to caldo de res is that it takes hours to cook, and by time we finished cooking 
it, eating it, and topping off the evening with a big tres leches cake, it was already close to ten. I was so 
happy and full, I was tempted to just stay the night. Everything here felt so familiar and comfortable 
and, well, right—even the cracked green-and-white linoleum on the floor and the decades-old plastic 
tablecloth with the ugly floral pattern I’d always hated. I could justifiably plead fatigue, crash in the 
creaky twin bed I’d slept in from kindergarten through college, and wake up tomorrow with Mami 
and Papi and Manny chatting just feet away, a big mug of fresh dark coffee with milk ready for me at 
the kitchen table.  

But I had that story to work on and needed to get to the office early to get started on it. And as 
Papi had always reminded me and Manny, work comes first when you’re on your own—and I’d 
promised myself to live by his example. It was almost eleven by the time I got back to my studio in 
Silverlake.  

My landlord had finally installed motion-activated lights by the entryway (all the units in my 
complex opened into the street) but the lock on my front door still worked only intermittently. 
Today was one of those days when it didn’t; for whatever reason, it didn’t catch when I tried to lock 
up this morning, leaving the front door unlocked. Good thing I didn’t own anything worth stealing. 

I pushed the door open and hit the light. Mona was sprawled across my still-folded futon with 
her head in her hands. Uh-oh. 

“Elena! Where were you?” She looked up, and I saw her face streaked with tears. She had 
managed to get an unopened bottle of mescal—a gift from one of my cousins—off the top of the 
refrigerator and onto the coffee table that also doubled as my dining table and desk. The seal, 
thankfully, was still intact. 
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I sighed. “Mona, what are you doing here so late? I was visiting my folks in San Fernando.” 

“I’ve been waiting and waiting …” 

I slipped off my shoes and sat beside her on the futon. “Okay, what is it?” 

She dissolved into another full-blown crying jag, which I let run its course. I knew her well 
enough to know there was nothing constructive I could do for her when she got like this, except just 
be there.  

“She moved in with him,” she whimpered, sobbing, once the worst of her crying subsided. 

“Who moved in with who?” I pulled closer to her on the couch.  

“That skank. She moved in with Lucas!” 

“You didn’t go back there again, did you? Mona!” 

“But I had to. I was so lonely. I miss how he kissed me, Elena. I miss his voice. He always said 
such wonderful, loving things to me.” 

“And then he’d call you an uppity slut and push you down the stairs. That’s not love, Mona, 
that’s manipulation.” Aargh, we’d gone through just about every possible permutation of this talk a 
million times, and we just kept repeating ourselves, like a couple of dysfunctional parrots. 

“And she was there, in this skanky red bra from Victoria’s Secret, and he had his hands all over 
her. And he was nibbling on her ear, just like he used to do to me. And her … her stuff was 
everywhere. And he totally ignored me while he …” She burst into tears again. 

“You know what?” I said, trying to sound calm and sympathetic. “Too bad for her. In a few 
days, weeks, he’ll start insulting her and beating the crap out of her, too, if that makes you feel any 
better. And guess what, he’s not picking on you anymore—you ought to be grateful for that.” 

She sobbed again. “You don’t understand. You can just go around dumping guy after guy and 
it’s no big deal—you’ll always find someone new. And you don’t even want to get married right 
away. That’s all I ever dreamed of. And Lucas said nobody else would want me and he’s the only 
one who could love me. And now nobody will ever love me ever again.” 

I groaned. “Well, I love you, you idiot.” Seriously, why else would I let her keep barging into my 
apartment in the middle of the night? 

Mona gave me a dirty look. “Not like that.” I felt her arm around my shoulder, looked up and 
saw a faint smile on her face. “Still, I’m glad you’re here.” 

Just another typical evening at my place.  

After she left, I was way too tired to deal with that blinking light on my answering machine. It 
was probably just Mona calling earlier in pre-visit freak-out mode, and all her calls were either hang-
ups or filled with unintelligible fuzz anyhow. I didn’t know why she even bothered calling, since she 
inevitably showed up in person to bug me. Instead, I lay on my futon and let the machine blink 
away, casting faint red pulses of light against the wall as I drifted to sleep. 
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The next morning, I stirred some granola into a cup of cherry yogurt and stared at the blinking 
light. Wouldn’t kill me to make sure I wasn’t missing anything important. I pushed the button. 

“Hi Elena, it’s Ruth.” My editor’s familiar New York accent crackled over the crappy phone 
line at the office. “I just wanted to make sure you remember our staff meeting tomorrow morning. 
Also, remember it’s your turn to bring breakfast. Yes, I know you already know this, but you know 
me, I like to keep all our t’s crossed. Well, see you bright and early tomorrow. Hope you’re having a 
pleasant evening.” 

Oh, crap. I ran over to the lamp stand by my futon and picked up my watch. Seven-thirty. Our 
staff meetings started at eight, and it took about twenty minutes to drive to the Alternative’s office. 
And I had to stop and pick up doughnuts (the only breakfast we could afford that was amenable to 
all the vegetarians on staff). Even worse, the place I always went to (and that they all loved) always 
had an epic line of hungry customers during morning rush hour. I slipped my watch over my wrist, 
grabbed my purse, laptop, and keys, and headed out, attempting unsuccessfully to lock the door 
behind me (I really needed to bug my landlord about that again). Today, I’d have to settle for crappy 
doughnut-shop coffee, and Mona would just have to grow a spine and live without me for the day. 
Or at least, for the morning. 

Despite more-horrific-than-usual traffic and a huge line of sadistically indecisive customers at 
the shop, I managed to stumble up the rusty outside stairs to our second-floor firetrap of an office 
at exactly ten minutes after eight, balancing my laptop, my purse, and a flimsy box containing two 
dozen doughnuts in assorted flavors. They’d better be grateful. 

“Well, speak of the devil!” Edward, our art director and layout guy said, waving his arms with 
his usual dramatic flourish. “And the devil’s got doughnuts, too! Dibs on the chocolate!” 

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, setting the box down on the middle of the meeting table, actually 
several desks temporarily cleared off and pushed together. Immediately, Edward’s tattooed arm flew 
over the box and plucked out a chocolate doughnut. 

“Actually, we were just talking about you, and not just about the lack of breakfast,” Paul, one of 
our other staff writers said, wiping off his gold-rimmed John Lennon glasses. “Do you know 
anything about a group called The Underground?” 

“Yeah, of course.” Pretty much all of us at the table—I hoped—knew about this secretive 
group of local heroes. Their mission was getting abused undocumented workers out of dangerous 
situations—and if this involved breaking into factories and private homes or providing people with 
fake IDs, so be it.  

“Do you know anyone in the group?” Paul asked. 

“Nobody knows any of them, at least not by their real names. Why?” 

“I was just saying before you got here that I’ve been in touch with a few people by e-mail who 
say they’re involved. They won’t talk to me personally, but one of them mailed me this yesterday.” 
Paul flourished a black flash drive. “It’s got an MP3 on it, a recording of one of their raids. Some big 
house in Beverly Hills. My contact said it would tell me a lot about their work and how they operate, 
and that if I had any follow-up questions after I listened to it, to get back to him.” 
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“And?” 

“Well, it’s all in Spanish. And my Spanish is terrible—everyone is talking really fast on this and a 
lot of stuff is kind of muffled. I think they want to see how serious I am about following up on this. 
Elena, I was thinking—” 

“Don’t worry, I’m on it,” I said, reaching out for the flash drive. “But a house in Beverly Hills?”  

“My contact said the owner—a real piece of work—was hiring out his maids to his friends and 
neighbors, and not for cooking and cleaning. Those poor girls were all under twenty. So they scoped 
the place out, talked to some of the other local help, and found out the owners would be out of 
town this week. That’s all Ermine would tell me.” 

“Who’s Herman?” 

“Not Herman. Ermine. That’s the name he uses. Says he’s the boss of the group.” 

“Not ‘hermano’? That’s Spanish for ‘brother’—it would make a lot more sense.” 

“Nope. Ermine, like the animal. Says he’s all about justice for those with different skins.” 

“Wait, wait, wait,” Ruth held up her hand, which held half a jelly doughnut. “Ermines are 
completely white. And he says he’s into justice for people of color? That doesn’t make any sense. 
Paul, are you sure this guy is legit?” 

Paul shrugged. “It’s taken me six months to get this far with him. If he were some fake trying to 
play me, I don’t think he would’ve taken all this time. And I’ve talked to people who said they’ve 
worked with him, that he’s helped people they know. They say he’s the real deal.” 

“Well …” Ruth sounded hesitant. “Okay, but be careful with your sources. God knows we 
can’t afford another libel case. Elena, see what you can get off that recording and stay in touch with 
Paul on this.” 

I nodded. 

“Now Terry, how’s the Rick Raskin story?” 

“Going well,” Terry said. Today, he’d tied back his shoulder-length black dreadlocks into a 
ponytail. “He’s every bit as big a crook as we suspected. So far, I’ve tracked down ten cases of him 
selling stigmatized properties without disclosing their problems—and these are just the people 
who’ve wised up and gotten around to suing him. I bet there are a lot more out there.” 

“That, on top of all those firetraps he owns downtown,” Paul said.  

We all knew about that part of Raskin’s illustrious career. Last year, one of the many decaying 
tenements he owned, overcrowded with poor immigrant families, burned almost to the ground and 
killed several people. The cause of the fire was faulty wiring; the cause of his tenants’ deaths was 
smoke inhalation and burns. Several witnesses said the victims could’ve escaped had the emergency 
exits not been nailed shut. 

Of course he wasn’t fined, not after all the big donations he’d made to the half the city council’s 
reelection efforts. Raskin made me angrier than almost anyone else in town. 
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“And just like downtown, the people he likes to take advantage of are immigrants who don’t 
know much English,” Terry continued, brushing doughnut crumbs off the desk in front of him. 
“Only this time, he’s going for immigrants with money: the Iranians, the Taiwanese, Koreans. An 
equal-opportunity scumbag.” 

“So he targets people who don’t know their legal rights,” Ruth said. 

“Right,” Terry answered. “That, and a lot of them buy houses sight unseen from overseas. Then 
they move in here and find out three months later the house is on top of a Superfund site or 
something. Or even better, check this out: I heard some chatter on the police scanner yesterday 
afternoon about one of the properties Raskin sold recently. I knew he sold it to a rich Korean guy in 
the import business, but not much else.” 

My ears pricked up, even though he was probably talking about a different rich Korean 
importer. Los Angeles was certainly big enough for several of them. 

“Well, guess what?” Terry continued. “Yesterday, the police were called to the house, one of 
the neighbors heard someone screaming in there. And when the police got there, the lady who lives 
there—who turned out to be the owner’s wife—was in total freak-out mode, and so were her 
bodyguards.” 

“Bodyguards?” Ruth asked. “Why would she need bodyguards?” 

Terry shrugged. “Not sure. The cops figured out they worked for her husband, so maybe they 
technically weren’t hers. But anyhow, she was screaming about—get this—a ghost coming through 
the wall of the dining room. The family packed up a bunch of stuff and moved out—Elena, are you 
okay? You look like crap.” 

“That must be the Parks’ house in Windsor Square,” I said. I probably sounded like crap too. 
“The same house the maid disappeared from last week.” 

“Hey, we should send you down there to check the place out,” Terry said, sounding 
depressingly excited about this connection. “Kill two birds with one stone. Because seriously, the 
neighbor—she’s the president of the homeowner’s association—told the police the place was 
haunted. And I saw in the Times she said a bunch of realtors before Raskin handled the property and 
couldn’t get rid of it. Nobody wanted it, even during the boom a few years back—” 

“Then Raskin gets it, sells it to some new immigrants who’re not likely to go chatting up the 
neighbors, and conveniently forgets to tell them about its reputation,” Ruth added. “Quite 
consistent with the rest of his character.” 

“So the family freaked and moved out last night,” Terry continued. “Don’t know where; most 
likely some hotel around here. The police told them to stick around.” 

“Seriously, though, do sellers have to disclose if a house is haunted?” Paul asked. “Ghosts aren’t 
exactly legally recognized entities.” 

“Believe it or not, it is a legal requirement, at least here in California,” Ruth said. “Murders, 
deaths in the house, reputed hauntings. Really, it’s all about property values. Tennis courts bring 
them up. Ghosts bring them down. Even if they don’t ex—” Ruth glanced at me apologetically, 
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“Even if not everyone agrees on their exact status. It’s all about money, as are most things in our 
legal system.” 

I really wanted this conversation to be over.  

“And that’s not the first time one of the Parks has seen something in the house.” Charity 
normally only spoke when spoken to at staff meetings, but Murphy’s Law determined that she just 
had to bring this up. “Old Mrs. Park—the grandmother—said she saw a ghost the night their maid 
disappeared. She said it took the maid, and that’s why she’s missing. The police talked to the 
grandmother and the family, and they said she was just old and imagining things. It was covered in 
the Korean paper, I gave Elena a translation.” 

“So two ghost sightings in the same house, related to two of our stories. Interesting,” Ruth said. 
“Elena, you and Terry should work together on this. I definitely see some synergy here.” “Synergy” 
was by far Ruth’s favorite word. 

She looked at me. “Have you tried to talk to the family yet?” 

“Yes, but they weren’t very forthcoming.” I didn’t feel like rehashing the details; I didn’t want 
to think about that dining room anymore. 

“Have you visited the house yet?” 

“I didn’t have a chance to look around much.” I knew what her next question would be, and 
the knot in my stomach tightened. 

“And?” 

“I wasn’t there long—I only got inside once, and only for a few minutes. I … I’m still not sure 
what I think.” Mami’s words echoed in my mind: if you start losing the gift, it’s in God’s hands. 

I wondered if it was too late to start going to Mass again.   
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I needed to get out of that office, and away from thinking about ghosts in the Parks’ house. But 
it took me about half an hour to escape after the meeting. Terry immediately cornered me with a 
barrage of questions about the Park family and their house, all of which would’ve been perfectly 
reasonable on a normal day. But today didn’t feel normal.  

If you start losing the gift … Mami’s words confirmed my worst fears: Seeing my grandmother at 
the house yesterday meant nothing. I could still be missing other ghosts, even one with a presence 
so strong that the non-gifted were seeing it regularly.  

Thank goodness Terry’s information gave me a good excuse to get out of the office. He 
suggested we pool our research to save us from duplicating each other’s work, which was fine by 
me. He’d already scheduled an interview with Betty Markman—so thankfully, I wouldn’t need to go 
back down there again today. Instead, I was more than happy to handle the less-glamorous task of 
chasing paper at City Hall and the Central Library, checking up on the house’s history. This could be 
helpful to Terry: Both Betty and the gardener said violent events had taken place there, and the 
gorier the known history of the house, the worse things looked for Raskin. Though it wasn’t directly 
relevant to my story—at least I hoped it wasn’t—taking down wrongdoers and oppressors of the 
downtrodden always outweighed defending one’s personal turf at the Alternative. Just as it should be. 

I grabbed a doughnut (glazed buttermilk, the only kind left), gathered up the rest of my stuff, 
and stepped back into the morning sunlight. Mona was waiting at the foot of the rusty stairs. I’d 
long grown accustomed to her showing up at odd times of day. And I’d long stopped wondering if 
she didn’t have anything better to do now that she wasn’t at Lucas’ beck and call twenty-four seven. 

“I knew you’d be here!” she said. She looked a bit tired. 

“No time for coffee this morning—you know how things go.” 

“That’s cool. Look, I’m sorry about last night.” 

“Don’t worry about it. How’re you holding up?” 

She shrugged. “Okay, I guess. Same old, same old. Up one day, down the next. I’m tired of 
thinking about Lucas.” 
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Here’s where any normal person would want to scream, “Then stop thinking about him 
already!” I should know; I’ve said it a million times, and it always leads to tears. 

“It’s good you recognize that,” I said instead. “There’s plenty of other stuff to worry about in 
the world, so I guarantee you won’t be bored.” 

“Do you have another mission I can help you with? I need a project to think about,” Mona 
asked with a coy smile.  

“Get in the car. Yes, actually I’m headed downtown—to check out the building permits and 
other info on the Park house, among other things.” 

“Building permits? You’re really getting into that code enforcer persona, aren’t you?” 

“Actually, I’m looking for the original building permit, from when the place was built—and I 
want to see who owned the place when so I can figure some stuff out.” 

“What does this have to do with that girl disappearing?” 

“Nothing, really. It’s for another story we’re working on, that by some weird coincidence 
involves the same house and family. It turns out the Parks bought their house from Rick Raskin.” 

Mona scrunched her face. “Rick Raskin? Sounds familiar. Wasn’t he on Home Improvement or one 
of those other old sitcoms?” 

I tried not to roll my eyes. Mona and social consciousness were only passing acquaintances. I 
had to keep reminding myself that she needed to figure out how to save herself before she could 
even think of fixing the rest of the world. “No, he’s this big slumlord downtown—has the city 
government paid off so he can rent out roach-infested tenements to poor working immigrant 
families. His new thing is rich immigrant families—he sells them fancy-looking properties without 
disclosing their problems as he’s legally required to. The Parks’ house was one of these.” 

“So what’s wrong with the house?” Mona asked. 

“That’s what we’re going to find out,” I said, putting the key in the ignition. I didn’t feel like 
talking about the second ghost sighting. The only way I’d get through this day in one piece was to 
focus on the here and how. 

Rush-hour traffic never really ends near downtown LA; it just varies in hellishness. Right now it 
was a little after ten, and traffic was merely thick and slow. Today, this actually felt like a good thing: 
we weren’t in that big a hurry, and I needed a bit of quiet time to think. 

I focused on the sea of brake lights in front of me and reviewed my plan of action: hit City Hall 
and track down the records for the Park property, then move on to the Central Library to see what I 
could find out about the house’s past owners and their doings. Depending on what we found (Mona 
could be surprisingly good at finding connections between random details), there could be other 
stops. I was glad to avail myself of whatever free assistance Mona could offer—she’d never been 
able to hold down a full-time job because of Lucas and a slew of other issues, and she genuinely 
needed the rare sensation of actually being useful. That, and she really owed me for all those wasted 
caramel-hazelnut frappes. 
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I didn’t feel like talking as I drove. Evidently, Mona didn’t either. But I could tell she was in 
much better spirits than she’d been in last night. She was humming some five-year-old pop song 
quietly to herself, and when I occasionally stole a glance at her in the passenger seat, I could see a 
hint of a smile on her face. I hoped this was a good sign for the rest of the day. 

“So here’s the plan,” I explained to her as we walked from an overpriced parking lot near City 
Hall. “I’m going to check the building permits on that property—find out when it was built, and 
especially who’s owned it between that time and now. Then we’re going to the Central Library to see 
what we can find out about the people who owned the place before the Parks bought it.” 

“Okay, but I still don’t see what this has to do with that girl or the real-estate guy,” Mona said. 

She had a point. Without any context, this did indeed look like a pointless waste of time. I 
couldn’t avoid The Topic any longer. I sighed. 

“The deal with the Park house is this. That girl disappeared, and a witness said a ghost took her. 
Then young Mrs. Park—the woman who sicced her bodyguards on us—told the police yesterday 
that she had seen a ghost going through the dining room wall. That’s why she screamed when we 
were outside with Betty. And presumably, why those goons were shooting in there.” 

Mona nodded slowly. She understood immediately why I hadn’t told her this earlier. “Honest to 
God, Elena, you and I were both in that house, and I didn’t see or feel anything. Really.” 

“So this relates back to both stories,” I continued. I’d been hoping against hope that this wasn’t 
true—that no ghosts were involved in Graciela’s disappearance—but I was starting to realize that 
maybe Ruth and Terry were right. “If the house is haunted or has a fishy history, it would be bad 
news for Raskin—he’s legally required to tell prospective buyers about stuff like that. And our 
intern—she’s Korean-American—says no old-school Korean family would knowingly move into a 
haunted house …” 

“And if the house was haunted, then maybe the grandmother’s story about the maid is true,” 
Mona said. “But it can’t be,” she added quickly. “Because we were already there and we didn’t see—
” 

“Maybe that doesn’t mean anything,” I said, feeling numb. “All the women in my family, at 
some point, lose the gift.” 

“But you can’t—I mean, you’re still so young! Your mother still has it, and your grandmother 
did all her life—” 

“Almost all her life. That’s the thing, Mona,” I felt a tear slip from my eye and I fought to keep 
myself together. No point having a total breakdown in the middle of a busy downtown sidewalk. 
“My grandmother didn’t have the gift all her life. A couple of days before she passed—and she 
seemed fine—she lost it. Her grandfather, her parents, all the old folk—she suddenly stopped seeing 
them. The same thing happened to Irma before she had that aneurysm. So it’s got nothing to do 
with age. If it goes, we go too.” 

“Oh sweetie,” I felt Mona’s arms around me, “Honey, that can’t be what’s happening to you. I 
didn’t see anything yesterday either, remember?” 
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“But you’re not … not exactly like us,” I said, trying to control the volume of my voice. What a 
place for this conversation. “My family’s gift is unusually strong—it doesn’t just come and go, like 
for some other sensitives. Mami doesn’t realize—doesn’t want to realize—how serious this is. I 
don’t want to worry my other relatives. There’s no one I can really talk to about this but you.” 

Cue the waterworks. Passersby were starting to glance curiously at me, and I sped up my pace, 
not wanting to explain myself to any of them. I could still feel Mona’s thin arm around me as I 
walked. Times like this made me realize I needed her as much as she needed me. 

“Sweetie, slow down. Let’s stop here.” Mona paused by a fountain in front of an office building 
and motioned me to sit beside her. “Look at me, sweetie. I’m still here, aren’t I?” 

“I know—and I’ll always be grateful for you. You know that, right?” 

“Of course I do. But let’s focus on your issues—hey, isn’t that what you always say to me? So I 
get to play Elena now. Back to your issues. So you’re seeing some ghosts but not others. I’ve heard 
of that happening for some people.” 

“But that’s not how it works in my family. For us, when you start missing ghosts, that’s 
serious.” 

“Maybe you’re an outlier. Or maybe there’s some other explanation for what you’re not seeing. 
Like that house isn’t really haunted.” 

“Seriously, Mona? Do you honestly believe that, after what everyone else has seen over the last 
few days? After all of Betty’s stories?” 

“I’m still playing Elena here—and I quote: ‘I’m not telling you what you want to hear, I’m 
telling you the truth.’ And that’s the truth.” 

I forced a smile. She really was trying. 

“And another thing. Okay, suppose this really is it. It sounds like the women in your family go 
quickly.” 

“Yeah—fine one day, dead the next.” 

“Well, that beats the hell out of years of chemotherapy. Or getting beaten or tortured or 
something. Trust, me I should know.” 

“Yeah, sometimes I wonder if you remember that,” I said. But I realized she was right. 

“So worse comes to worse, you drop dead—bang! That’s it. Or you go to sleep and don’t wake 
up. Or wake up different. How bad can it be?” 

“How bad can it be? Mona, there’s my family to think about—all the goodbyes I haven’t 
made—” 

“Why do you need to say goodbye? Half your family will still be able to talk to you!” 



 

46 

“Only on my mother’s side. And what about all the work I have to do here? What if nobody 
finds Graciela and the scumbag who took her? And what if Raskin keeps getting away with 
everything he’s doing?” 

“Then keep doing it. You said yourself that the strongest ghosts are those with unfinished 
business. And didn’t you say you knew another reporter around here who was a sensitive?” 

“Yeah, Amy Paxton from Channel Four.” 

“Well, if the worst happens, you can get in touch with her and feed her story ideas.” 

“Amy’s a weather reporter. And she’s a Republican—that’ll never work.” Indeed, bottle-blonde 
Amy and I had nearly nothing in common but tangentially related careers and the gift—but hers, I 
could tell, was much less reliable than mine. The only reason I knew of it was that we were both in 
the ladies’ room of a swank downtown hotel during a press-club meeting, and both of us had 
nodded to the elderly, uniformed African-American woman patiently folding hand towels in the 
corner. By chance, we looked at each other and realized simultaneously that the hotel hadn’t 
employed restroom attendants in decades.  

Since then, Amy and I had gotten together for coffee or drinks a couple times a year. But pass 
her confidential information about fighters and victims in our unnamed revolution? Not likely. Amy 
was much more interested in Nielsen ratings than in the messy and non-lucrative fight for social 
justice. And she definitely didn’t want her gift known to LA’s media bigwigs. 

“Look at it this way, then.” Mona unwrapped her arm from around my shoulders and patted 
my hand. “You’re always going on about how you want to die with your boots on, fighting the good 
fight. So if this is really, truly it—and honest to God, girl, it’s not—then do that. Your work is your 
fight. You’re working now. So let’s go to City Hall and fight, already!” 

I stood up. Mona really was a wonder—at least when I didn’t feel like slapping her. We walked 
toward City Hall as I pulled out a tissue and blew my nose. If this was my time to die with my 
proverbial boots on, so be it.  

I had to admit, I’d long fantasized about dying in pursuit of justice. But I’d always pictured 
something a bit more glamorous than dropping dead in front of a microfiche reader.    
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It was hard to believe LA’s City Hall was once the tallest building in the city; the squat white 
tower now looked puny beside the mirrored glass giants surrounding it.  I’d seen some black-and-
white cop show where someone said City Hall’s corridors smelled of power—but in reality, the out-
of-the-way corners of LA’s City Hall smell of toner fluid and old coffee. 

The gatekeepers in the building records section were used to reporters and real-estate guys 
coming in with requests for old or obscure information, and we got what we needed—data on when 
the Park house was built and its owners and sellers over the years—without any roadblocks. 

Next, it was time to check out one of my favorite places. 

LA’s big flagship library downtown had experienced a devastating fire sometime in the mid-
eighties. The silver lining was that the city rallied to rebuild it. The current building, a tall, cream-
colored refuge at the end of a gray cul-de-sac, was an inspiring place to work. When I was in high 
school, Papi would make a point of driving me down at least two Saturdays a month to get books, 
both for fun and for school projects. He’d guessed correctly that this place would have more and 
better stuff than either my school’s library or the tiny, grungy community library in our 
neighborhood. As we lined up at the checkout desk every week with my big stack of treasures, he’d 
tell anyone within earshot that I was going to go to college. He said this so often I started to believe 
it, and as always, he proved to be right. 

Papi had to struggle to master reading in English, but thanks to him, I knew exactly where to 
find everything I needed. 

Combing through all these materials for the right details, however, would be another matter. 
And Mona’s “help” wasn’t exactly helping. 

“Elena?” she whispered from one of the microfiche readers, “This is making my eyes hurt.” 

“How could your eyes hurt? Seriously, we’ve been here only fifteen minutes.” 

“Is that all? This is so hard to read … God, it’s blurry. And what’s with all this crap on the 
page?” 
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I looked over at the screen. The image clearly came from a photocopy of a 1930s magazine, one 
too damaged to keep in circulation. The black-and-white image showed all the evidence of its age—
water stains, torn edges, pencil marks highlighting something meaningful to a long-dead reader—all 
overlaid with dusty smudges from a photocopier on its last legs. “Buck up, Mona, it’s old, what do 
you expect?” 

“I can’t look at it. Seriously, it’s making me dizzy … I think I’m going to throw up.” 

Oh, Mona. I should’ve remembered how much she hated doing stuff like this. How could I 
have forgotten, after all those term papers I tried to walk her through when she was still working on 
her degree? “Mona, you know most of the stuff we’re going to look at will look like that.” 

“Why?” 

“Because it’s the cheapest way to archive old papers and things—seriously, do you expect 
people to retype whole volumes of magazines just for you?” 

“Elena, I’m seriously going to throw up if I have to look at this anymore.” 

I sighed. I don’t know why Mona still used the threat of throwing up as a get-out-of-jail-free 
card. She hasn’t actually thrown up in years. “Okay, why don’t you look at the online stuff instead,” 
I said, pulling my laptop out of my bag and opening it on a neighboring desk. I logged into the 
library’s wireless system and plunked down the list of URLs I’d obtained. “This stuff’s newer—it 
should be easier for you to read.” 

“Elena?” 

“Yup?” 

“I can’t get your keyboard to work.” 

Grrr. Usually she was fine with computers. It would be a waste of time to ask why she wasn’t 
today. “Okay, here’s the first one,” I said, opening my browser and typing in the first item on my 
list. “Just scroll through it—you can handle that, can’t you?” 

She nodded. 

“Okay, look through this for any reference at all to the Parks’ address—I’ve written it here. Just 
ignore everything else. If you see the house mentioned anywhere, in any context, just holler.” 

“Okay.” 

~*~*~*~ 

By the time we slogged through several decades of police blotter reports and online newspaper 
and magazine archives, it was mid-afternoon. (Mona eventually figured out how to type in URLs on 
her own, thank God.) As the afternoon wore on, she took to alternately groaning and whining, 
which was starting to give me a headache. 

“What time is it?” Mona moaned as we finished up. 

“Three-fifteen.” 
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“God, I’m bored. I can’t believe you can look at this stuff for so long without going nuts.” 

“Mona, you did good—we got plenty of good information. Terry’s going to love this.” 

“He’d better. I’m beat.” 

“He’ll be very grateful for it, I’m sure. And you got to admit, some of it was pretty juicy.” 

She attempted a smile. “Yeah, fifteen minutes of fun out of what—five hours?” 

“Come on, you were the one who volunteered to help.” 

Mona didn’t talk much as we left the library, and by the time I got back to my car, I realized 
she’d disappeared. Again. This habit of hers used to freak me out until I mentioned it to Mami, who 
reminded me gently that Mona was an adult and needed the dignity of being able to come and go as 
she pleased. Besides, Mami said, Mona was certainly capable of getting around town by herself.  

She was right. I stopped worrying about Mona’s unannounced disappearances. Instead, I just 
thought of them as annoyingly rude. 

By time I got back to the Alternative, I was in a much better mood than I’d been in that 
morning. 

“Hey, I thought I heard your car!” Terry was waiting for me at the top of the stairs. “You need 
to fix that fan belt before you get stuck somewhere.” 

“What I need is to win the lottery first.” 

“I hear you. But hey, I just got back from a very informative interview—I was about to call you. 
So did you find anything downtown?” 

“Yes, some good stuff—let’s go in and talk,” I said. Terry opened the door and beckoned me in 
with a dramatic swoop of his arm. I pushed aside a pile of dusty phone books on my preferred desk 
and rolled up two of our chairs. Terry set his grungy green messenger bag beside one of them and 
sat down. 

“So I talked to the president of the Windsor Square homeowner’s association, and she told me 
an earful about that house,” he said. “First off, she told me she was born in the neighborhood—and 
she’s pretty old, so she’s been there a while. But she said when she was little, she was warned to stay 
away from that house and the guy who owned it; he was a bit of a troublemaker.” 

“That would be Edward St. Johns.” 

“Better known as Big Ed—sounds like you’ve managed to confirm at least part of her story. 
We’re doing good. Anyhow, it turns out the guy had been a big bootlegger, had ties to the mob, 
kidnapped girls and sold them into prostitution, all kinds of shady stuff.” 

I nodded. This was precisely what I’d found during that morning’s research. These salacious 
details kept Mona happy and engaged for at least part of the time, despite requiring her to power 
through blurry reproductions of Depression-era newspapers and police reports to get to them. 
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“And apparently the guy this lady’s dad bought their house from was also in cahoots with Big 
Ed—apparently, a lot of his underlings lived in that neighborhood,” Terry continued. “Big Ed’s 
house was apparently his business headquarters, and the lady said she vaguely remembered a string 
of fancy cars coming and going from there, day and night, and being warned by her parents to stay 
away from them. So who knows what kind of goings-on took place in there.” 

“Apparently, St. Johns shot and killed a couple of people in there,” I added. If ghosts were 
involved, this was significant, but the papers and police reports of the time said frustratingly little 
about the affair. 

“Oh yes, Betty can talk your ear off about that,” Terry said. “I swear, if that lady wasn’t a 
freaking heiress, she’d be able to make a fortune writing true-life murder stories.”  

“Betty? Was this Betty Markman?” I asked. I hadn’t mentioned her by name to anyone at the 
Alternative yet since I wasn’t sure how to let on exactly how I’d met her. Terry and most of the others 
were fine with my unconventional reporting techniques, but Ruth preferred we err on the side of 
caution. And she was the boss. 

“That would be her. She told me to send you her greetings, by the way. And not to be shy 
about sending her your cleaning bill from the other day.” 

Forget ghosts. Real-life surprises were far, far weirder. “Wait—I … I didn’t exactly identify 
myself as reporting for the Alternative—how did she know?” 

Terry grinned and shook his head. “You did give her your real name, Miss Municipal Code 
Inspector. Betty says she never forgets a name or a face. And she makes it her business to know 
about everyone who spends time in her ‘hood.’ There’s a nice little tool out there called the 
Internet—you may have heard of it.” 

Shit. Ruth was going to kill me, if Betty didn’t first. 

“What are you looking so upset about?” Terry asked. 

“Like you have to ask. Betty must be pissed off as all hell at me for deceiving her. And Ruth 
won’t be amused by this, either.”  

“Nah, Betty gets it. Said she wanted to be a girl detective like Nancy Drew when she was little. 
And she’s still a nosy old thing—wants to find out what happened in that house as much as we do. 
How much we know. What we saw. She was a little too curious, actually. And seriously, don’t worry 
about Ruth—I’ve got your back. She’ll come around.” 

I nodded, relieved. “So what else did Betty tell you?” 

“She told me a bunch of stuff about the murders. Apparently, Big Ed’s personal life was every 
bit as virtuous as his professional life. He was known to be quite a womanizer, although Betty said 
she didn’t find out about that until she was older. The murders happened when she was three or 
four—she remembered there being a big to-do about it with lots of police and other people on the 
streets, but all the adults got quiet whenever she or any little kids were around.” 

“What else did she say?” I asked. 
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“Betty said she her parents later told her Big Ed had a thing going on with one of his maids—
and the maid’s husband, who was a gardener there, found out and shot them both. Big Ed hung on 
long enough to pull out his own gun—he always had one on him—and shoot the gardener in the 
head before expiring himself. Must have been a delightful scene in there.” 

“So there’s no doubt the house is a stigmatized property. Three people died in there. Ghosts or 
no ghosts, that’s something a would-be buyer ought to know.” 

“And they did know it, too, according to Betty. No one would touch the place the first few 
years after Big Ed’s estate was cleared out. Then some independently wealthy scientist from Caltech 
decided to buy it, and because nobody else wanted it, he got it cheap. It was a minor news item, 
Betty said. The guy went on and on about how there was no rational basis for avoiding the place, 
especially since it was known the house itself did not cause the deaths. He moved out after two 
weeks. Refused to say why.” 

I’d noticed this too in my research. The place had been through more than a dozen owners, few 
of whom stayed more than a year or so. Sometimes it stayed unoccupied for years. “What about the 
other owners since then?” I asked. “Why didn’t they stick around?” 

“Well, this is where it gets interesting for you,” Terry said. “Officially, most moved on for 
quote-personal-unquote reasons. Then there was the one family whose business failed, so they left 
because of that. But Betty said the real ‘personal’ reason was that people who lived there heard stuff. 
Things thumping around in the walls. Whispering. A lot of the ‘help,’ as Betty calls them, talked 
about ghosts in that house.” 

“Wow,” I said. This was not what I wanted to hear. That gnawing, heavy feeling in my gut 
returned. 

“Aaaand ….” Terry said, pausing. 

“And what?” The way he dragged this out made me crazy. 

“And Betty told me something even weirder. Over the years, several servants disappeared while 
working in that house.” 

“What do you mean, ‘disappeared’?” I was hating these revelations more and more by the 
minute. Why did every freaking thing he said have to point to active ghosts in that house? 

“Elena, what’s with the hostility? Did I say something to piss you off?” 

God, now I felt like crap. “Terry, I’m so sorry—just kind of a bad day. It’s not your fault.” I 
said this partly to remind myself: reality was what it was, and shooting the messenger wouldn’t 
change it. 

“What do you say we go grab a beer tonight? You look like you need a break.” 

I patted him on the hand. “Sounds like a plan. I’m really glad you found all this stuff.” 

“But I haven’t finished yet.” 

“Okay, go on.” 
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“All right, here’s why Betty said they disappeared. All of them basically went AWOL. They were 
in the house, and then they suddenly stopped showing up—anywhere. The police didn’t pay much 
attention, since they found that just about all these people had been unhappy working there: not 
getting paid on time, really bad hours, mean bosses, stuff like that. So they figured they all just ran 
away.” 

“Well, maybe they did.” 

“But that’s not what the other domestic workers in the neighborhood said, according to Betty. 
After someone left, one of them would go to the person’s place on a day off—a lot of the missing 
people didn’t actually live in the Park house—and find no sign of them. Their families didn’t know 
where they were.” 

This wasn’t good. Not for Graciela, and certainly not for me. “Did anyone ever find any of 
them after they left? Alive? Dead?” 

“No, nothing. So they definitely weren’t murdered or anything. Or if they were, it got covered 
up really well. But this has been going on since the thirties, Elena—it can’t be just one murderous 
thug who treats his workers like shit. Betty’s convinced there’s something evil in that house, Elena. I 
think you know what I’m getting at.” 

I nodded. I’d had a sinking feeling where this would go all along. “So what about Raskin?” I 
asked weakly. 

“What about him? I’ve got enough to nail the bastard. As long as Betty’s story is consistent with 
the stuff you’ve found.” 

“It’s completely consistent,” I said, happy for a distraction. I pulled out a sheath of photocopies 
from my bag. “It’s all here: names of owners, dates and prices of sales, stuff on Edward St. John—
weird, not as much news coverage of that murder as I would have thought.” 

“That’s because the bastard bought off a lot of newspapers, not to mention cops, according to 
Betty,” Terry said. “Even after he was dead, people were afraid to cross him. Too bad the Alternative 
wasn’t around then.” 

“And I didn’t find anything about disappearing workers in that house—and I looked pretty 
darn thoroughly.” 

Terry shrugged. “You know why that is, right? They were nobodies—just regular, working-class 
people. Mainstream newspapers aren’t going to waste column inches on folks like them, not unless 
they’re being accused of a crime or are involved in some juicy sex scandal. Come on, girl, you know 
that. But back to Betty.” 

“Okay, back to Betty,” I said. Just when I thought I’d managed to change the subject.  

“She was telling me over and over that you nearly got yourself killed in there, and that the house 
is evil. She said going in there was a bad idea, and we should stay away.” 

Right now, this was beginning to sound dangerously appealing. 
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“Unfortunately for Betty, we’re going to have to disregard her sage advice,” Terry continued. 
“The only way to find out what’s going on is to get back in that house. The family’s moved out, at 
least for now, so the coast is clear. How about tomorrow morning?” 

I should’ve known this was inevitable. Graciela was still missing, and it was my job to find 
her—no matter what I’d find along the way.    
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Paul seemed anxious to have my translation of his recording, but transcribing was a pain; 
several people were talking, or rather, yelling, at once, and because it was something of a commando 
raid, they weren’t exactly enunciating clearly or speaking one at a time. Indeed, many voices seemed 
to come from a distance at the same time, and it was sometimes hard to make out the exact words—
or who was speaking—at all. 

I did manage to figure out that the raid involved two official members of The Underground, 
one of whom was clearly a fluent, but non-native speaker of Spanish—his stretched-out e’s and o’s 
screamed “gringo.” The women being rescued—I think there were three of them—sounded startled 
and a bit frightened by him. From what I could figure out, the Underground agents had been in 
previous contact with at least a few of the household staff, who’d let them into the house. It was 
nothing terribly earthshaking and the work was tedious, but it beat the hell out of obsessing about 
the Park house and its alleged haunting. 

I didn’t manage to finish it until midmorning the next day, when Terry came by jingling his car 
keys. It was time to go back to the house. 

“Let me drive this time—I really don’t like the way that car of yours sounds,” he said. Terry 
really was an old-school gentleman—in the best possible way—but his car, a dented original VW 
bug in dirty safety-cone orange, was hardly any safer than mine. And God knows his driving, and the 
distracting number of tacky objets d’art dangling from the rear-view mirror, weren’t either. “So, ready 
to get your Ghostbuster groove on?” 

I did my best to smile. I really didn’t feel like explaining my whole situation to him. He was a 
great colleague and fun to hang with, but I didn’t know him well enough to tell him about that. And 
even if I did, I knew talking about it would only depress me more. 

“You’re going to have to navigate. I don’t know that hood all that well,” he continued, gunning 
his accelerator through a yellow light. “People in places like that generally call the cops when guys 
like me show up. Windsor Square ain’t exactly South Central, you know what I’m saying?”  

“Wait, weren’t you just there yesterday, when you met with Betty?” I asked. “Crap, Terry, look 
out for that—” 
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Terry jerked the steering wheel and the Bug swerved left with a squeal, throwing me against the 
passenger-side door. Dios mío. I knew I should have insisted on driving. 

“Nah, met her at Markman’s corporate office downtown. She had some business down there 
yesterday anyhow.” He pulled a hard right, and I gripped the door to keep from impaling myself on 
the stick shift. “Fancy place, that. All marble and brass, real Art Deco vibe—you would have loved 
it.” 

We parked across the street from the house—alive and intact, thank God—and Terry gave a 
low whistle. “Swank houses—like something from an old movie.” 

“I think they did film a bunch of movies around here. So, we’re going to go around the back; 
there are no fences or anything, and the maids and groundskeepers keep that back door open most 
of the time.” 

“Sounds good.” 

“Just act normal,” I said, feeling anything but normal myself. 

We turned toward the house and started crossing the edge of the lawn toward the backyard. I’d 
just turned my back to the street when I heard the yapping of a small dog and the rhythmic tinkling 
of a collar tag in motion. Terry paused, and I turned around. It was Fred, in a little black-and-red 
tartan vest. With Betty dutifully tethered to him, as usual.  

If Terry hadn’t told me otherwise, I’d be starting to believe Betty did nothing with her days but 
walk that dog. A good way to scope out the latest happenings in the neighborhood, I suppose. 

Now she was picking up her pace, and poor little Fred’s tiny feet skittered as he struggled to 
keep up. “Terry! Elena! What are you doing?” 

“Oh, good morning, Ms. Markman—how are you today?” Terry said. 

“If you needed more information from me, you should’ve just called—I gave you my personal 
number.” 

“No, no, we don’t want to bother you again,” Terry said. “Thank you for all your time 
yesterday, by the way—it was really helpful.” 

“So if you two have everything you need from me, what are you doing here?” Betty looked 
almost panicked. “And you, Elena—you should know to stay away from this place, after what 
happened a few days back.” 

“Please don’t worry about me—I’m fine,” I said. I’d learned from a brief gig substitute teaching 
that speaking calmly is often a good way to get other people to calm down.  

“But neither of you have answered my question yet: are you here to interview someone else? I 
can introduce you to—” 

“No, Ms. Markman. We just want to check out the back of the house,” Terry said.  

“NO.” The sharpness of her voice and the flare of panic in her eyes startled me. “I’ve told both 
of you: that house is dangerous. Stay away from it. Please. It’s for your own good.” 
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“We’re willing to take full responsibility for ourselves and for whatever happens,” Terry said. 

“NO.” 

“But we need to …” I started to explain. 

“NO. Absolutely not. You know, you have no permission to go back there—the house is 
private property, and I don’t believe you’ve discussed this with the Park family.” She took a deep 
breath. “Look, you’re both very nice young people, and I know you mean well, but if you try to go 
back there, I’ll have no choice but to call the police. You know, some of the other neighbors might 
not like the looks of you two wandering into their backyards.” 

Ouch. This stung—and made me angry. Part of me wanted to argue with her, to bring her back 
to our side—if she’d ever been on our side. But another part was relieved to have an excuse not to 
go in there. I glanced at Terry to see what he was thinking of doing. 

“Very well, Ma’am, we’re outta here,” he said. “But I do reserve the right to call you with some 
follow-up questions.” 

Betty relaxed. “You’re more than welcome to, both of you. But not until Monday; I’ll be busy 
with family business all weekend. Now both of you, stay safe.” 

“What was that all about?” Terry asked as we climbed back into his car. “Did you see that look 
on her face?” 

“That was weird. She’s wanted me to stay away from that house from the get-go, but this was 
different,” I said. “Before, it was all about my safety. But now …” 

Terry shook his head. “I’m afraid dear Ms. Markman is hiding something. Why else would she 
get so defensive?” 

“I hope that’s not it.” 

Terry looked at me. “Elena. Get real. Did you see how panicked she looked when she saw us 
here?” 

I hated to admit it, but he had a point. A lot of my friends and relatives had accused me of 
having an overly dim view of human nature, seeing racism and injustice in every tiny thing. My 
standard retort was that I had a more positive view of human nature than they did—that we didn’t 
have to accept prejudice and insensitivity in others because the perpetrators are perfectly capable of 
behaving better. Betty may have been filthy rich, but I didn’t want to believe she was evil. 

Now I wasn’t so sure.   
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Ruth was waiting for us when we returned to the office, and she wasn’t pleased. “You two. We 
need to have a word. Now,” she said as soon as we stepped through the door. 

The Alternative office was basically one large room—originally a large studio apartment.  But 
instead of heading toward the empty desks in the back, Ruth strode over to the restroom and 
knocked. When nobody responded, she opened the door and beckoned us in. 

Terry and I looked at each other. Talks in the restroom—the only private space we had—all too 
often ended with the distribution of pink slips. We walked in ahead of Ruth and seated ourselves on 
the edge of the bathtub, which was filled with file boxes. Ruth lowered the cover on the commode 
and sat down, reaching out to push the door shut. 

“Well, I just got off the phone with an acquaintance of yours: Betty Markman, of Markman 
Department Stores,” she said. “Ms. Markman tells me she caught you two trying to break into the 
Park house.” 

Wow. I wasn’t expecting this. I could tell from Terry’s look that he wasn’t either. 

“I assured her there must’ve been a misunderstanding—of course, it’s not my inclination to 
trust the word of someone like her over either of you. But then she told me that this wasn’t the first 
time she’d seen you down there, Elena. That you’d been lurking around pretending to be a city 
inspector, entering the Park house on false pretenses. Is that true?” 

“Ruth, I know how you feel about that sort of thing, but we really need to find out what’s going 
on in there. Betty Markman saw me and thought I was the code inspector she’d called about 
something else, and well, I didn’t exactly deny it.” 

Ruth gave me a strange look. It was hard to tell if she looked sympathetic, seriously pissed off, 
or a mixture of both. “You can’t go doing that sort of thing. People like Betty Markman can make 
things very difficult for us—you realize that with her connections, she could singlehandedly shut us 
down if she wanted to? And then who will speak up for the people?” 

“That’s why we were there: if we played by the rules all the time, we’d never get anything 
done—that’s how things are,” Terry protested. “We were there because we want make the people’s 
voices heard. People like Graciela. We could just wrap up now, say the police were right about her, 
and call it a day, and we’ll be safe, but then what? Graciela may still be in trouble somewhere. And 
that scumbag Raskin is going to keep on selling bum houses to unsuspecting people.” 

“And there’s no way we can figure out what happened to Graciela without going in there,” I 
added. I realized as the words came out that I was saying this partly to convince myself. 
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Ruth sighed and gave us that strange look. She shook her head slowly, and I noticed new coils 
of gray hair among her copious mop of brown curls. “Wait here,” she said, lifting herself off the 
commode and stepping back into the office. In seconds, she was back, holding a plastic ziplock bag 
with a thick square of pink paper in it. 

“I want to show you something,” she said, seating herself and setting the bag on the edge of the 
sink. “But first some background. About a year before you two started working here, the Alternative 
nearly went under.” 

“Ruth, we’re always nearly going under,” Terry said. 

She glared at him. “We were a lot closer to the edge than we’ve ever been since you started. It 
happened because one of our writers at the time—who I won’t name—pulled a stunt similar to the 
one you two just did. Problem was, the police caught him—not some friendly neighbor. They 
thought he was a prowler. To make a long story short, they arrested him, and the owners of the 
property sued us for both property damage and defamation.” 

“Wait, was that the sweatshop case downtown?” I asked. I remembered being in college and 
hearing stories about that horrid place and its enslaved workers, and how this gutsy little shoestring 
paper was fighting to bring the misdeeds there to light.  

“Yes, that was it. I tried to cobble together a pro-bono legal team, but there’s no way we could 
have matched what they had, and they knew it. So they offered us a deal—they’d drop the charges 
against us and our writer if we printed a full retraction of the whole series of stories we’d been 
printing on them, both in our paper and in the Times, and fired the writer.” 

“You didn’t do that, did you?” Terry asked. 

“Of course not. Even though standing by our convictions would leave us all unemployed, we 
did what we had to do. We turned down the offer.” 

“And then what?” I asked. 

“We prepared to liquidate. I spent my evenings composing a delightful little screed that I’d print 
in the first pages of our final edition, along with a full timeline of all the dirt that ever happened in 
that factory. If we were going to go down, we’d go down with a bang.” Ruth smiled. “I must say, 
those days did feel good in a twisted way. But I’d rather not repeat them.” 

“So Ruth, that never happened, did it?” Terry asked. “I mean, we’re still here.” 

Ruth leaned over and picked up the baggie, which she waved in front of us. “This is what I 
want to show you: my souvenir of a miracle. A few days after the trial ended—the bastards got a 
half-million-dollar settlement, like they needed the money—I found this stuck in our mail slot.” She 
opened the bag and pulled out the pink square, which turned out to be an envelope: a rather fancy-
looking one, like something that would hold a wedding invitation. A faint scent of roses came from 
the envelope. 

“Inside I found this note,” Ruth pulled out a square of pink paper that matched the envelope, 
which was lined with satiny paper with pale pink-and-white stripes. “Typed, no signature. ‘Your 
settlement has been paid. Their legal team will inform you shortly.’ And sure enough, that afternoon, 
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they did: they informed me that an anonymous benefactor had taken care of the settlement, but that 
they hoped we learned our lesson and would watch our step from then on.” 

“Wow,” Terry said. “That’s crazy stuff. Any idea who she was?” 

Ruth shook her head. “I have no idea. I did poke around a bit, but whoever it was covered their 
tracks pretty well. Even the bastards who got the money don’t know.” She carefully tucked the 
notecard back into the envelope, and slipped the envelope back into its bag and sealed it. “It may 
not even be a woman—all that pink and perfume could’ve been just to throw us off. And you know 
what? Part of me doesn’t want to know—yes, it would be great to enlist someone with those 
resources to fight on our side openly, but this person so clearly wanted to stay anonymous …” 

“An actor? Or someone else in the film industry?” I asked. “They’re sometimes sympathetic to 
our causes. And they’ve got money.” 

“Yes, but since when did Hollywood types make big gestures anonymously? If it were one of 
them, he or she would’ve held a press conference before handing over the check,” Ruth said. 

Hmm. She had a point. 

“So back to why I brought you in here,” Ruth continued. “I told you that to give you some 
perspective on where I’m coming from. We can’t count on lightning striking twice. If we get in that 
kind of trouble again, it could be curtains for us. Trust me, I’ve been through that, and I don’t want 
to have to go through it again. Do you understand?” 

We nodded. 

“So promise me you won’t do anything stupid. I know you both want to get your stories—I 
want that too—but that’s not going to happen if you get shot dead by police or wind up in jail. Or if 
we go out of business. Understood?” 

“Yes, Ma’am,” Terry said. It took me a while to figure out that his “yes, ma’ams” were a reflex 
of his Southern upbringing and not some irritating form of groveling. Terry, I now know, doesn’t 
grovel. 

“Okay, then. Well, let’s get back to work,” Ruth said, standing up and opening the door. We got 
up and stepped out, but Ruth lingered behind. “I’ll be here for a few more minutes, if you don’t 
mind,” she said. “I really need to pee.” 

“Well, that was interesting,” Terry said.. 

“So what should we do now?” I asked.  

“You know what we have to do,” Terry said. 

“No—what?” 

“Come on—the Parks aren’t going back there anytime soon, and Betty’s going to be busy 
working tomorrow—” 

“But Ruth will kill us!” 
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“She just said not to do anything stupid. Ain’t nothing stupid about going back there when 
everyone who’s got a problem with us is gone. It’s actually the smartest thing we can do.” 

Damn. As usual, Terry was right.  
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“Wow,” Mona said when I recounted the day’s events that evening. Even though the front-
door lock at my place had actually managed to work this morning, Mona somehow snuck in 
anyhow. I’d long stopped being surprised by this. And tonight, it was nice having her company. She 
looked happier and better-rested than I’d seen her in days. “So do you really think that sweet old 
lady is hiding something?” she asked. 

“What else can I think, Mona? If you’d seen how angry and panicked she looked when she saw 
us going toward that house—”  

“Well, don’t get mad at me for saying this, but Terry, you know how he looks. Someone like 
Betty, in that neighborhood, looking at a young black guy with dreadlocks—” 

“No, that’s not it. Terry had interviewed Betty the day before—she knows him. And he didn’t 
say anything about her being weird to him; he would’ve told me if she had.” 

“So it was just the idea of you guys going in there that freaked her out. Well, maybe she was just 
worried you’d get hurt. Maybe she’s afraid you’ll sue her for not warning you. You know how rich 
people are about liability.” 

Every so often, Mona said something that was not only sane, but pretty smart.  

“Yeah, you’ve got a point,” I said. Mona’s idea had some truth in it: Betty Markman was 
definitely the type to avoid bad publicity at all costs. A boring answer to a vexing question, but this 
was par for the course with most stories I’d worked on. Juicy puzzles often have mundane solutions. 

“Do you want me to come with you tomorrow?” Mona asked. 

“No, Terry will be coming with me,” I said. “I’ll be okay as long as I’m not by myself. I think.” 

Mona patted my hand. “You’ll be fine.” 

“Sure,” I said. But the very thought of going back there put a leaden lump in the pit of my 
stomach. “Well, you look cheerful tonight,” I said, changing the subject. 

She nodded happily. 

“Well?” 
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“I think he misses me! Lucas has been thinking about me again, Elena—I just know it!” 

Oh great. No news was ever good news with Mona. Why did I ever expect things to be 
different? 

“He got in a big fight with that skank last night.” 

“You didn’t go back there again, did you? Mona!” 

“I didn’t go inside this time—I could hear and see everything through the window! He said—he 
said she was selfish and dishonest and—get this—‘nothing like my last girl.’ He misses me, Elena! 
He’s thinking of me!” 

Great. This wasn’t exactly the change of subject I’d hoped for. Every time I thought she’d made 
a breakthrough, she went back to her old habits. One step forward, two steps back: the trajectory of 
Mona’s existence. 

“I know you don’t like him, but can’t you at least pretend to be happy for me? Pretty please?” 
Mona said, giving me her sweetest smile. 

Stay calm. I reminded myself. Remember all the stuff they taught you at Oak Haven: Don’t be judgmental. 
Don’t make promises you can’t keep. Don’t put her on the defensive. Listen, listen, listen. 

 Important stuff they didn’t teach us: Get used to your advice being thrown out the window. Repeatedly. Be 
persistent, but make peace with the idea that some people just won’t change, no matter how much you try to help. This 
last bit of wisdom had come courtesy of Mami, after I’d known Mona about two years. “Broken 
people can heal, mija, but not if they don’t want to,” she’d said after my umpteenth futile lecture to 
Mona on the objectification of women. “That gringa loca, she doesn’t want to be truly happy. She just 
says she does. Look how sorry everybody feels for her! How much everyone worries about her! 
That’s what makes her happy and gets her all that attention. She’s scared to give that up, can’t you 
see?” 

This notion had outraged me. It sounded so unlike generous, compassionate Mami. But finally, 
three years after that conversation and a full year and a half after the last time Lucas sent Mona to 
the emergency room, it was starting to make perfect sense. All my listening, non-judgmental 
affirmations of her feelings—and much-needed reality checks—just went in one ear and out the 
other. Mona was still in thrall to Lucas. And there was nothing I or anyone else could do about it. 

“Sweetie, are you even listening to me anymore?” Mona asked. 

“I’m listening.” 

“Well?” 

“You’re my friend and I want you to be happy. And if you’re happy, I guess I am too.”  

“Whoa, whoa, whoa—no lecture? No dire warnings about all the horrible things that will 
happen if I ever talk to Lucas again? Girl, are you catching something? You don’t sound right in the 
head.” 
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Maybe I’m not, I thought. “Mona, I’ve decided I’m done with all that. If you’re not going to 
listen, I’m not going to waste my time preaching.” 

“Are you mad at me?” she asked, surprised. 

“I won’t lie. I’m not happy about this. But it’s your choice. And I’ll always be your friend, and 
I’ll always be here to listen—you know that.” 

“This isn’t some weird reverse-psychology thing you picked up at Oak Haven, is it?” 

“Nope.” 

Mona looked disappointed. Mami was right—she’d definitely expected and looked forward to 
our little game. But I didn’t feel like playing tonight. It wouldn’t have done any good, anyhow. 

“I’m glad, sweetie—you get yourself too worked up trying to change me.” She got up to leave, 
standing straighter than I seen her stand in months. “You should get to bed early—you have a long 
day of ghost hunting in front of you.” 

“Don’t remind me.” 

“And if you change your mind and decide you want help, just let me know.”    
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My alarm went off way too soon the next morning. Or at least it felt like it did. When I reached 
out to turn it off, the clock read 6:15, just as I’d planned.  

I was still in bed, and I already wanted this day to be over. 

Numbly, I dragged myself to my feet and went through all my usual morning motions, 
wondering if this would be the last time I did. I’d been to that house how many times now without 
seeing anything? Way too many. Mami had suggested that maybe the resident ghosts were out during 
my visits—after all, ghosts can and do move—but what were the chances of these particular ones 
being away every single time I’d been in or near the place? Pretty darn slim. And what if I missed them 
again today? 

This possibility scared me far more than the risk of Betty Markman having me arrested, which 
already scared me plenty. 

Well, if I had to do this thing, I might as well get it over with. I made a point of getting to the 
Alternative early. Terry and I would need to plan our trip: how we’d sweet-talk our way in, what we’d 
look for, and most importantly, how to get in and out of there quickly without any of the neighbors 
seeing us. His street smarts and considerable charm were the exact tools I needed today. And I knew 
I could count on him for useful help with planning this thing.  

I’d been thinking that it might be best to go after nine. By then, locals commuting to work or 
school would already be gone, and only stay-at-home moms and retirees—people like Betty 
Markman—would still be walking around. Thank goodness, Betty herself wouldn’t be around today, 
at least, not if she’d been telling us the truth yesterday. Terry would surely know what to do. I was so 
grateful he’d be coming with me; I really needed a calm character like him to keep me from going 
crazy or doing something stupid. 

Terry’s orange bug was nowhere in sight when I pulled into our tiny parking lot at seven-thirty. 
I hoped he wouldn’t be long. 

I peered down the street, trying to will the ugly bug into materializing. No luck.  

Maybe he was just running late.  

Ruth’s motorcycle was already in its usual place under the Mexican coral tree by the staircase, 
and Paul’s dented red Ford Fiesta was nearby, so clearly everyone else had decided to get an early 
start today, too. I’d been hoping we could just meet before everyone got here, slip out, and get this 



 

65 

thing over with before anyone could ask any questions. God knows Ruth would be all over us with 
questions if she saw us leaving the office together.  

I’d have to wait out here. Terry, dude, where the hell are you? 

After about fifteen agonizing minutes, I decided to give him a call. Okay, I was the one always 
giving Terry a hard time about yammering away on the phone while he’s driving, but this was an 
emergency.  

I pulled out my phone: dead. I’d meant to recharge it last night, but after getting sucked into 
Mona’s latest drama, I’d forgotten about it. Damn. 

Well, this wasn’t the end of the world. Since Paul was here, I could see about borrowing his 
phone. 

The door creaked open on the upstairs landing. 

“No, I don’t see—oh, wait, there she is.” Speak of the devil—it was Paul, with his phone to his 
ear. “Hey, Elena, it’s Terry,” he called down to me. “Hold on a sec, I’ll get her for you.” He 
bounded down the steps, holding the phone out to me, and I met him halfway up. 

“Elena?” I heard Terry’s voice with a lot of noise in the background. “I’ve been trying to call 
you—where have you been?” 

“I should be asking you the same question—where are you?” 

He sighed. “Long story. Basically, I got in a fender bender on La Brea—seriously, I called you 
before I even called Triple A, but you weren’t answering.” 

Fender-bender. Of course this was inevitable for Terry—but Dios mío, why today? 

“I know—my stupid phone’s dead. I’m sorry. How long will you be?” 

“Look, I’m really, really sorry, but I don’t think I’ll be able to make it. My car’s totaled.” 

“Totaled? You said it was just a fender-bender.” 

“It was for the other guy, and nobody got hurt but—” 

“Then I’ll drive. Tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you.” 

“Well, it’s not that simple. I’ve got to deal with the police.” 

“Police? Seriously, Terry, how long does it take to file a simple accident report?” 

“Well, it’s … complicated. Look, let me know how it goes, okay? I gotta go—they want to talk 
to me again.” 

Click. 

I handed Paul back his phone and got back into my car with some vague excuse about helping 
Terry look up some information—which wasn’t exactly a lie. Great. This was exactly what I was 
hoping wouldn’t happen. But it was already pretty darn clear what Terry wanted me to do, and 
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postponing the trip wouldn’t be an option. I needed to do this for him as much as for me; I had no 
right to play the personal angst card with everything Terry was probably going through right now. 
Even if he probably brought it on himself by playing Dale Earnhardt during rush hour. 

I could always see if Mona wanted to join me—but worrying about her would be yet another 
distraction I didn’t need. I’d have to go back into that house alone.    

  



 

67 

 
 
 
 
 

15 

 
 

I circled the block a couple of times before parking a few doors down from my usual spot. I 
hoped Betty had already left for the day. 

I crept quietly into the Parks’ backyard. As usual, the only presences I could perceive were those 
of the living:  the wacky sound effects from a Spanish-language drive-time show, playing loudly from 
a static-filled radio in the kitchen, and the muted roar of a vacuum cleaner from an open upstairs 
window. Someone on the household staff must still be on duty. I hoped the Parks, wherever their 
hideout was, would pay staff in a timely manner for their work. 

The sliding door was open. I knocked a few times on the frame of the screen door. Inside, a 
short woman in a green housedress turned from the open refrigerator and walked up to the door. 
“Sí? Quién es?”  

“I’m from the City Code department,” I said in Spanish. Somehow, this story didn’t feel any 
more natural now than the first time I used it, and I’d always found lying in Spanish harder than 
lying in English. “I need to check the dining room for structural defects.” 

The woman, who looked to be in her fifties, shook her head. “Senora, bad things happen in the 
dining room. Nobody goes in there anymore. Those problems can wait.” 

“I’m sorry, but I need to write up a a report on it today—for the Parks,” I said, wondering if 
this bore even the slightest resemblance to what an actual code inspector would say. Hey, whatever 
works. 

Now she shook her head even more emphatically. “Not today. It’s very dirty in here—we’re not 
prepared for visitors.” 

“It doesn’t matter—I’m not here to inspect the cleanliness of the house, just the wall in the 
dining room,” I said. 

Now the woman looked vaguely panicked. Why? “Can you come back later—maybe this 
afternoon?” 

Could I? Would Betty be back by then? I didn’t want to take that chance. Besides the idea of 
having to psych myself up for yet another trip here sounded just too horrible. “No, I’m sorry—I 
have another appointment this afternoon.” 
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“Ana!” called another female voice from somewhere in the house. 

“Ya vengo,” the woman called back. To me, she said, “Please, you must go. This is not a good 
place for you.” 

Then she turned and strode back into the house, calling out something about laundry to the 
other woman. I heard her footsteps going down the hall, then the loud thumps of footsteps running 
up the stairs. The kitchen was now empty. 

Now was my chance. Ana and her colleagues kept the house in perfect working order, as the 
screen door didn’t make even the tiniest sound as I slid it open. I slipped off my shoes, leaving them 
just outside the door, and crept through the depressingly familiar ground floor toward the dining 
room. 

Upstairs, I could hear Ana and the woman who’d called her chatting about something while 
moving something large around—furniture? I couldn’t quite hear what they were saying, but I 
assumed they were engaged in some heavy housecleaning task. Or packing. Were they expecting the 
Parks to come back? Or leave permanently? 

Now the dining room was at my left. I stepped in and tried to focus: just like last time—
nothing. I didn’t want to think about this; besides, I had to get this done and get out before Ana and 
the others came back downstairs. Not that there was a hell of a lot they could do, but the less 
trouble I got into, the better. 

Like before, I ran my hands over the walls, looking for joints or signs of breakage. Hmm, a 
seam in the woodwork—did this mean anything? If there was some physical way to get through the 
wall, that would mean a hidden door or room—and I’d have to find it. That would explain 
everything without any ghosts involved. I tapped lightly on a panel by the seam, keeping my ear 
close to the wall to listen for hollow spots. Nothing unusual. I tapped another spot along the seam. 
The wall panel seemed to wiggle. Weird— 

A whoosh of musty air enveloped me, and a cold hand clamped itself over my mouth and 
pulled me backward. I realized the wall had swung open, then closed with me behind it; I’d been 
right about a hidden door. For a moment I felt a perverse sense of relief: it was real people, not 
ghosts, coming into the house through this wall. I wasn’t losing my gift. 

The cold hand—attached to an equally cold and eerily pale body—continued to drag me 
backward through the darkness. His damp breath—I was pretty sure it was a “he”—smelled of 
clove cigarettes and stale coffee. Nope. Definitely not a ghost.  

Then I realized that this didn’t exactly improve my situation. My gift might well be intact, but 
there was still a darned good chance I could die.   
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“Don’t worry,” my pale captor said in bad, American-accented Spanish. Something about that 
bad accent and nasal voice sounded vaguely familiar. “I’m here to help—you will soon be free.” 

Dios mío. What was that supposed to mean? Maybe I really was dead. Maybe I’d lost my gift 
after all, and this strange creature was here to take me to the next world. No, an emissary from 
Heaven or Hell would at least be able to conjugate Spanish verbs properly. And no other possibility 
was any more comforting. Stay calm. Whoever this was, I was sure he’d lead me to Graciela and who 
knows how many other missing people.  

Whether I lived to tell the tale was another matter. 

“It won’t be long now. We’ll stop soon so you can rest.” The voice sounded calm and helpful, 
but one hand was still clamped firmly over my mouth and the other pinned my arms and body 
against his. “Stay quiet—we’re almost there.” Now we were edging down a flight of stairs—the 
Parks’ basement?—then down a narrow, unlit corridor. The floor felt uneven and lumpy under my 
bare feet: dirt. Definitely not part of the house, at least not officially. 

“Careful, the floor is uneven,” he continued. “This way.”  

That voice … so familiar. But from where? 

He veered sharply to the right and I realized we’d turned into a side corridor. How many of 
these were down here, and why?  

He stopped. I realized we’d reached a dead end. “Stay calm—we’re here,” he said, releasing one 
hand. Now was my chance. Do something.  

 Too late. The strange, pale hand released his hand from my mouth and pushed the wall in front 
of me. I realized there was another door there, and the flash of light from behind the door nearly 
blinded me. Still holding me with his other hand, he guided me inside while I blinked, trying to 
adjust my eyes to the light. Pale pink walls. Off-white tiled floor. A slipcovered sofa and a round 
table with a white tablecloth and glass vase of pink-and-white silk flowers. A very new-looking white 
washer-dryer set against one of the walls, both humming softly. The room was warm and smelled 
like fabric softener.  

“Please sit. Relax. I will get you some food and something to drink.” Now the mangled Spanish 
came from beside me rather than behind me, and then he stepped in front of me. 
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Dios mío. He wasn’t just pale—he was white as a drowned body. His skin and lips were a sickly 
translucent white, as was his hair, which was pulled back in a long ponytail. The only color on him 
came from a few thin scabbed-over scratches on his arm—the kind you get by brushing against a 
rosebush—and his eyes, which were red with bloodshot irises. Stay calm, I reminded myself. Don’t 
judge. The man clearly had some sort of biological condition and didn’t look this way by choice. But 
he reminded me of a giant laboratory rat, and not in a good way. 

“Don’t be afraid, Angela,” the pale figure said in his bad Spanish, “My name is Ermine, and I’m 
here to help you.” 

Before I even had a chance to process the weirdness of it all, a door opened in the back of the 
basement and a strangely familiar young Latina woman stepped out, glancing shyly at me and 
Ermine.  

“Hola, Graciela,” I said. 

Synergy. If I’d only brought my audio recorder and laptop with me, I could’ve researched and 
written all three of the Alternative’s feature stories for next month, right then and there. Ruth would 
have freaking loved this.    
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“Please relax, Angela; you’re safe now,” Ermine said, gesturing toward the couch. 

“But—I’m not Angela—who is Angela?” I stammered in English. 

Ermine stared at me. “No es Angela?” he asked, directing his gaze at Graciela. She shook her 
head. “Then who are you?” he asked me, now in slightly nasal midwestern English. 

“I’m Elena Guzman. I’m a reporter for the Alternative.” 

Ermine pursed his lips as he tried to process this information. It was kind of reassuring that he 
was just as confused by this situation as I was. “So you work with Paul.” 

“Yes.” 

“But how did you know about the house? And the secret passage? I hadn’t even told Paul about 
that.” Now he looked scared. 

“We’re on the same side, Ermine—Paul and I won’t do anything that might compromise you. 
And who’s Angela?” 

Ermine’s face tensed. I knew that look: it usually surfaced just before the words “I need to talk 
to our lawyers.” But I also knew The Underground wasn’t the kind of outfit to have a high-powered 
legal team at hand—or any legal team at all, for that matter. 

“Angela is Graciela’s sister—they both work, um, worked in that house. And if you and Paul 
blow this open, both of them may be in danger.” 

“Like I said, we’re trying to help you.” 

“You’re trying to get a story—that’s not the same thing. The last time I talked to some quote-
helpful-unquote columnist from the Times— 

“We’re not the Times, Ermine,” I said. “Seriously. We’re not going to sell out a good cause just 
to attract more eyeballs.” 

Ermine sighed. “Okay, I’ll explain to you what’s happening here under two conditions.” 

“What are they?” 
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“First, you tell me how you knew about the secret entrance to the Parks’ house. Second, 
everything I tell you is off the record. As in no recording, no writing stuff down, nothing. As in, you 
tell anyone, even Paul, what I’m about to tell you, and I’ll deny having ever met you. So are you in?” 

Whoa. Ermine drives a hard bargain. No respectable journalist would ever agree to this. My 
journalism profs at Northridge would’ve throttled any student who’d even consider it. 

But as Ruth said when she hired me, the Alternative was different—our mission was far more 
than journalism. Always strive to shine a bright light on the truth, she said, but remember, the pursuit of justice 
must always come first. 

Of course, this made perfect sense to me when she said it. But now …? 

I thought of the time when Papi pulled me aside after my last arrest, after a sit-in at one of 
Raskin’s slum properties following the fire last year. Ruth had paid my bail, and after seeing the 
typically overwrought article in the Times the next day, Mami read me the riot act. How could you 
disgrace us like this? We worked so hard to put you through college! And now everyone’s going to think you’re a 
common criminal and you’ll never have a respectable job! 

“You know, corazón, that your mother and I respect your convictions,” Papi said, after Mami 
had stormed off to run some errand or another. “But she has a point—it’s not easy for people like 
us to get good jobs, no matter how smart we are. I know you love working with Ruth, but that little 
paper of hers may not be around forever. And you’re not going to be young forever—you have to 
start thinking about your reputation, your survival. It’s serious.” 

Yeah, Papi had a point. Oh man. 

The pursuit of justice must always come first. And now that I thought of it, no matter what I did, I 
wouldn’t have much of a story. If I agreed to Ermine’s conditions, no story—not unless I sweet-
talked him into telling me stuff for the record later, which was unlikely. If I didn’t agree, still 
nothing—he’d have yet another reason to distrust me. 

Besides, my curiosity was killing me. 

I sighed. “Okay, Ermine, we’re on.” 

.  
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I settled next to Graciela on the couch as Ermine walked over to a refrigerator in a far corner of 
the basement and pulled out three bottles of soda: Mexican Coke, still made the original—and 
right—way with cane sugar rather than the cheaper corn syrup now used in US production. “This is 
Elena,” Ermine told Graciela in Spanish as he opened and distributed the drinks. “She’s a reporter 
from the Alternative, the paper I told you about. There’s been some confusion, but she said she 
would help us.” 

To me, he said in English, “So how did you find the passage?” 

“Let’s speak Spanish, so Graciela can follow,” I said. “I was actually working on two stories: 
one about Rick Raskin—” 

“Bastard,” Ermine muttered in English. 

“His latest scheme is selling stigmatized properties to overseas buyers who either buy them 
sight unseen or don’t know to check their records. One of them was the Parks’ house. The main 
story I was working on, though, was the story of Graciela’s disappearance.” 

“Don’t say anything,” Ermine said to Graciela. 

“Graciela, I told Ermine I agreed not to report on anything that happens here—our only 
concern is keeping you safe,” I said. “So you probably heard from Ermine that the police thought 
you ran away back to Mexico.” 

“Well, that’s sort of true—the plan was for me to go back home,” Graciela said. 

“But everyone I talked to who’d actually know or care what happened to you—the others who 
worked in the house and in the neighborhood, even one of the white neighbors—thought there had 
to have been foul play. The Korean-language newspaper interviewed Mr. Park’s mother, and she 
said a ghost came through the wall and took you away.” 

“That would be me,” Ermine said, rolling his watery red eyes. “That ghost thing—I get that a 
lot.” 

“So I got into the house and checked out the wall you went through. I got in by telling the 
gardener I was a code inspector for the city. I didn’t find the opening at first; Mrs. Park—the young 
Mrs. Park—saw me and screamed, so I left.” 
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“So that was you,” Ermine said. “We were planning to rescue Angela that day, but I heard all 
that screaming behind the wall and decided to hang back. When it got quiet again, I figured Mrs. 
Park had left, so I cracked open the wall to see if Angela was around. She wasn’t, but Mrs. Park and 
her goons still were—they tried to shoot me. Thank God they’re freaking incompetent.” 

I took a breath as I absorbed this information and tried to compose myself. “I didn’t manage to 
get back here until today—and you know the rest. So now it’s your turn—how did you know about 
that passageway? And where are we now?” 

Ermine smiled. “That passageway is just one of many. It’s part of our underground railroad. A 
few years ago, I was talking to some old-timer—someone who’d been working as a maid forever 
around here—and she told me that the Parks’ house had once been owned by some big bootlegger 
who somehow managed to get stuff in and out of there for years without getting caught. Even back 
then, people suspected he must’ve been working with others in the neighborhood.” 

“That must have been Big Ed—I heard about him.” 

“So since most of the big houses around here have basements, I put two and two together and 
one day, just got lucky. I was in one of the houses—this one, actually—and I found a hidden door in 
the wall leading to that tunnel—” 

“So wait—what were you doing in here?” 

Ermine stiffened—every investigative reporter knows that look. “Let’s just say I know people. 
People I trust,” he said. “Don’t worry, we’re safe here. So I’ve spent a lot of time in this basement, 
mapping the tunnels between here and the other houses. I found a lot of trash in the tunnels—both 
really old stuff, from the bootlegger era, and newer stuff. I asked around among the working people 
in the neighborhood, and a few of the old-timers said workers in the Park house—back when it 
belonged to the original owner—knew about the tunnels. They used them to escape from their 
working conditions, sometimes just for a few hours, sometimes permanently. And some of the 
workers stayed on after the original owner died, and over the years, new people in that house and 
other houses learned about the tunnels.” 

“So that’s why people keep quote-unquote disappearing,” I said. “And why people keep hearing 
whispering in the walls.” 

Ermine nodded. “Up ’til now, we’ve just been using them to hide people after we rescued them. 
It was a lucky coincidence that Graciela worked in one of the connected houses; we were this close 
to a nearly flawless rescue.” 

I had to give Ermine credit—I don’t think I would’ve ever thought of using the tunnels as he 
did. Who would’ve guessed that The Underground dealt literally in underground rescues? 

“But wait—whose house is this?” Somehow the idea of Ermine finding a safe harbor in this 
pink, baby-powder-scented room just seemed too weird, even for me. 

Ermine turned away. “Like I said, someone I trust. Someone you can trust. I’d rather not say 
more.” 

I hated it when sources got like this. “Seriously, this is off the record—just as we agreed. You’ve 
trusted me so far.” 
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“And the whole reason I want this off the record is to protect people like Graciela, and to 
protect The Underground so we can keep doing our work. And this means protecting our 
benefactors, not all of whom care to be publicly identified with us. I think you can get that. Oh, 
crap,” he muttered, switching back to English as he rose to his feet. 

His watery red eyes turned toward the staircase leading up to the first floor, and I realized that 
what he’d just heard was a door closing and keys rattling upstairs. 

“Edward, are you there? I’ve brought lunch for you and your friend,” called a familiar female 
voice. It sounded like … no, it couldn’t be … 

“Don’t worry, I’ll come up and get it,” Ermine called, running up the stairs. To me he muttered, 
“Don’t move. Stay quiet.” 

I heard the door at the top of the stairs open. “Is something bothering you, Edward? You look 
piqued.” 

“Please don’t worry about me—I’ve just been busy. If you don’t mind, we’ll just take our lunch 
down here—thank you so much.” 

“It’s no trouble, dear, I need to go down and fetch my laundry in any case—Consuela’s got the 
day off. And I hate to see you looking so stressed.” 

“What are you doing home so early? I thought you had a meeting downtown.” Ermine was 
clearly trying to keep his benefactor from coming downstairs. 

“It ended early, thank goodness—and I had time to pass by that nice deli to get you some 
sandwiches and that salad you like.” 

“Thank you so much for that, Aunt Betty—” 

Aunt Betty. Dios mío, it was her. Could this day possibly get any weirder? 

“I’ll bring your laundry up for you later—when I’m finished with this project.” 

“Don’t be silly.” Now I heard a pair of woman’s heels clacking their way deliberately down the 
stairs, with Ermine’s sneakered footsteps in pursuit. This was going to be interesting. 

“Hola, Graciela, almuerzo,” she announced in a cheerful voice, walking straight over to the table 
and setting down a large deli bag and a handful of paper napkins. Unlike the previous times I’d seen 
her, she was now dressed in a pale mauve suit and tan jeweled pumps and not towing Fred on his 
leash.  

I wondered where he was and what he was wearing today. 

It took her a moment to turn around, and a couple more moments to realize there was an 
unexpected guest in her basement. 

“Elena? But what …” 

“It’s my fault, Aunt Betty,” Ermine said. “I was going to get Angela and when I opened the 
wall—” 
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“And what are we going to do about this now? Edward, do you know who this is? All of Los 
Angeles will know.” 

“No, they won’t, Aunt Betty—we’ve discussed the situation and we have an agreement.” 

“Well, people talk. Reporters talk. Frankly, I’m hard-pressed to think of a way to keep her from 
talking if she leaves this room.”  

I didn’t like that sound of that. If she leaves the room? And I was almost sure I was out of the 
woods, too. 

Now Betty turned to me. “So you went into the Parks’ house again. After I warned you not to.” 

“Well, how could I not?” I said. If she was going to kill me, which was beginning to seem more 
and more likely, I might as well go down knowing the truth. “You were the one who piqued my 
curiosity—all that stuff about how the house was haunted and people disappearing and how 
Graciela must’ve come to a bad end—why did you tell me all that if you wanted me to stay away?” 

“Well, dear, I thought it would make you want to stay away. You misrepresented yourself the 
first time we met, remember? Why would a junior bureaucrat from the city code enforcement office 
want to get mixed up in all that? At the time, I thought I was quite clever—though I must confess, I 
embellished things a wee bit. All right, quite a bit.” 

“And what’s the story with you and Ermine?” Yeah, this wasn’t the most diplomatic way to 
phrase the question, but if I didn’t find out soon, my head would explode. 

“Edward is my nephew—as you may know, I never married or had children of my own. So I’ve 
always made a point of looking out for his interests. Because of his condition, life hasn’t always been 
easy for him.” 

Ermine squirmed, looking embarrassed. 

“Edward has always been one of the most compassionate people I know—always so passionate 
about helping the less fortunate, being able to see the world through their eyes. He reminds me a bit 
of Father—they would’ve gotten on famously, had Father lived long enough to have known him.” 

“So you know about his work? And The Underground?” 

Betty nodded. “Father was always a strong believer in paying fair wages and treating workers 
well. It angers me when people complain about the prices at Markman’s, saying that we’re snobs and 
all. Snobs wouldn’t pay our wages and provide benefits for all their shopgirls like we do. So when 
Edward told me about the work he was doing, the battles he’s been up against, I had to help. How 
could I not?” 

Wow, small world. I never in a million years would’ve guessed that those two would be not only 
ideological comrades, but blood relatives. Well, they were two of the whitest white people I could 
think of. 

“So you see why we’re in a difficult position here, Elena,” she continued. “If you go and write a 
story about this—and I can see why you would; it’s all quite juicy—Edward and The Underground 
are doomed. I’ve kept my participation deliberately quiet—what I have that Edward and his friends 
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don’t are financial resources. And I don’t want to jeopardize those with bad publicity. You, of all 
people, should know how unpopular views like ours are in certain circles.” 

“She promised me this would be off the record, Aunt Betty,” Ermine said. 

“Well, I hope you keep that promise, then,” Betty said. “From what I’ve learned about you, 
you’re very much like Edward: driven by your principles. Sometimes the best thing you can do to 
help is to stay silent.   
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“Wow,” Mona said at Fertile Grounds the next morning. As always, she’d talked me into 
getting her yet another overpriced, super-sized blended drink that she’d never actually touch. “That’s 
totally freaky.” 

“Tell me about it. I still can’t get my mind around it myself, and I’ve had to explain it three 
times already: first to Ruth, then to Terry, and now to you. Ruth and Terry, by the way, both swore 
they wouldn’t tell a soul—I don’t have to tell you what to do.” 

“So what are you going to do about the story?” 

“The Graciela story? We decided the best thing to do is to drop it—it’s not like anyone else is 
following up on it.” 

“And that other guy? The one Terry was writing about?” 

“It’s enough for us to say the house has a history of violence and local rumor has it that the 
place is haunted—all that’s a matter of public record. Remember all the stuff you helped me find at 
the library? That’s all going into the story.” 

“So the house isn’t haunted after all.” 

Papi always said that keeping busy was a great way to keep one’s mind off one’s personal 
problems, and he was right—that issue hadn’t crossed my mind in a couple of days. “No, apparently 
not.” 

“And you’re still standing. Congratulations, it’s good seeing you back to your normal happy 
ghostbusting self again.” 

“Thanks, and you’re looking unusually cheery today yourself.” This was true, and I was happy 
for her—but as soon as the words fell from my mouth, I regretted saying them. 

“You could tell! Well, I have great news—she moved out! The skank is gone for good!” 

Oh, Mona. Here we go again. I tried to stick to my new resolution: to stop trying to change her, 
to stop feeling personally responsible for her idiocy. Really, there was nothing more I could do. 

“So what are you going to do?” I said, trying to sound non-judgmental. 
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“I need you to do me a huge favor. I know you won’t want to, but please listen. You have to 
talk to him. Tell him I still love him—he knows about you, I told him everything. Please? I know 
he’ll want me now, Elena—I saw him pull out a picture of me last night, that’s why she left. Okay, 
not the whole reason, but the final straw.” 

“You want me to do what?” Oops, that hadn’t come out as non-judgmentally as I’d hoped. 

“Elena, I know you never liked Lucas much—” 

“That’s an understatement.” 

“—but can’t you see how special this is? It’s real this time—I can tell that this time, things are 
going to be different.” 

Before, I would’ve said, “Yeah, different, just like the last time you went back to him and he 
broke your arm!” And she would’ve started crying. 

But now, I just stared into my coffee—light-roast Kona today—and stayed silent. 

“This time really is different, Elena—this time, it’s forever.” 

“It’s already been forever, Mona.” The words just spilled out, stupidly. “He’s never going to 
change … how can you be such a patsy? And no way am I going to be a party to prolonging this 
relationship.” 

“I just want to be with him, Elena! Don’t you get it?” 

“No, I don’t get it!” Okay, I couldn’t keep my pledge any longer—this was just too much. “How 
could any sane person possibly be attracted to that monster? Besides, what the hell makes you think 
he wants to take you back? Or can? Mona, he killed you.” 

Mona’s jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you said that.” 

I couldn’t, either. Ever since that happened, we’d had an unspoken agreement that we’d never 
mention it.  

“And I can’t believe you’d even think about going back to the man who beat you to death,” I 
said, trying really hard not to cry. I could still remember every moment of that awful day when the 
police showed up at my door—saying they couldn’t find any relatives and asking me to go to the 
morgue with them to identify her body.  

I remembered every detail of that awful ride, with the uncharacteristically gentle police, and a 
female officer explaining that they’d found my contact information in Mona’s apartment and seen 
she’d made several calls to me in the last few days. You know her from your volunteer work with Oak 
Haven, correct? Did you have any suspicion that something like this might happen? 

 I also remembered that same officer gently placing a hand on my shoulder as the coroner 
opened a steel drawer in the cold, fluorescent-lit morgue. Seeing that familiar face bruised and 
bloodied practically beyond recognition from God-knows-how-many blows with God knows what. 
Hearing the male officer explain that a neighbor had called the police after hearing her scream, and 
other neighbors had said this wasn’t the first time they’d heard this. 
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I remembered, too, how angry I felt at her and at myself for letting this happen. How she 
showed up again a few days later, looking healthy and happy and hungry to hear the latest gossip. 
How overjoyed I was to see her, thinking, stupidly, that at last she would be free. In this new plane 
of existence, she would finally dump that jerk Lucas once and for all. 

But no. A few days later, she was back to mooning after him again. 

“You’ll never get it, will you?” Mona said, now crying too. “You’re just jealous—you’ve never 
experienced real love. Not the kind I know.” She stood up for yet another of her dramatic exits. “Be 
that way.” 

“Mona!” I called after her. Then I realized that Chuy and a couple of other people were giving 
me funny looks. The same looks that’d gotten us thrown out of Starbucks that one time. “Sorry, just 
thinking about this community theater thing I’m doing,” I muttered, gathering my stuff. 

As always, I carried Mona’s drink out of the shop and dumped it in the trash before driving 
back to work. No point worrying about Mona now. She’d come back. She always did.   
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Sneak Preview of Dead to Me: 

The second tale in the Days of the Dead series 

 
 
 

1 

 

Mona had always been a high-maintenance friend. And since she died, she’d gotten even worse. 

It’s been nearly a month since she stomped out on me when I gently reminded her that the jerk 
she’d been mooning after had, in fact, beaten her to death. “It’s a good thing, mija,” Mami said when 
I told her. “You can’t fix her, you know that. Maybe now it’s time you moved on, too.” 

Mami was probably right. But it was still weird not having Mona underfoot at odd moments of 
the day. My morning routine at Fertile Grounds was still a pleasure—their fresh-brewed, organic, 
fair-trade coffee couldn’t help being a joy—but starting the day there wasn’t the same without 
Mona’s company. Okay, it was a lot cheaper, not having to buy all those stupid whipped-cream-and-
caramel-topped, hazelnut-laced iced messes that she had always insisted on, despite being unable 
(duh) to drink them. She liked to say she enjoyed the look and smell of them. Mami said she really 
enjoyed knowing I’d still do stuff for her. 

So today, it was just me, my usual perfect cup of just-ground coffee, and a still-fresh copy of the 
Los Angeles Times that someone had left behind. All of us at the Alternative combed through it 
obsessively, partly to see how much of the real news they managed to miss, and mostly because it’s 
good to see what the competition is up to. 

I skimmed through the national and international news up front, and focused on Section B, the 
local news. A familiar face jumped up at me from the middle of the front page. The same one, in a 
different, equally smug pose, that had been there the day before and the day before that. The Times 
really loves the guy. Rumor had it he was contemplating a run for mayor, and had already lined up a 
bunch of well-heeled backers.  

Today, he was grinning like a Cheshire cat as he shook hands with a silver-haired woman who 
also looked familiar, something looked like—good God, no, it was—Lillian Baxter, the executive 
director of Oak Haven shelter for abused women, a.k.a. Mona’s second-to-last permanent address. 
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And handing her a big fat check for $1.5 million dollars was the bastard who beat her to death. 
Lucas Harding III, heir to the Harding Industries fortune, philanthropist of the moment, love of 
Mona’s sorry, short life, and pathological liar. 

“What the fuck?!” Honest to God, I usually prided myself on not freaking out about things, but 
this was, as my kid brother Manny would say, one of my Incredible Hulk moments. “Shit!”  Before I 
could stop myself, I threw the paper to the floor. 

“Whoa, whoa, girl, what’s with you?”  Chuy’s voice booming from behind the counter startled 
me back to sanity.  

“Can you believe this?” I grabbed the now-crumpled remains of Section B and carried it to the 
counter, where my favorite barista was giving me an odd look.  “You know who this is, right?” 

Chuy’s eyes narrowed. “Some rich bigshot. Should I know him?” 

“Remember Mona, my friend who died? Blonde, about five foot five, real skinny?” 

“Yeah, the one with the crazy boyfriend? That guy you kept going on about?” 

I jabbed my finger at Lucas’ grinning mug. “That’s the boyfriend.” 

Chuy gave a long, low whistle. “Whoa, I had no idea he was loaded.” 

“He killed her, Chuy. Beat the crap out of her and left her bleeding to death. Then got off by 
claiming it was self-defense. And he’s buddy-buddies with the DA, so of course he got the whole 
case file expunged. Not that they actually gave a shit about it. And now he thinks he can make nice 
by buying off Oak Haven?” 

I must have been on the verge of another freakout because Chuy reached across the counter 
and grabbed my wrist. “Easy, girl. Ain’t nothing you can do about it now. How about another cup 
of that Kona? That’ll fix your mood. Get me your mug.” 

I walked back to my table for the now-empty mug, picking up the rest of the paper first and 
setting it back on the table. “But there is something I can do, Chuy.” 

“Besides go punch him in the face? What?” Chuy took my mug, rinsed it with hot water, and 
set a lined filter on top of it before turning to the grinder. I waited for him to finish grinding before 
I answered. 

“I’ll make sure everyone knows. Write a story about him for the Alternative. Ruth will totally 
approve it, it’s just her type of story and issue.” 

Chuy gazed pensively at the stopwatch on his left wrist as he carefully moistened the grounds 
with hot water. He explained to me once that this brought out their flavor better. The buzzer on the 
stopwatch went off, and he poured in the rest of the water. “That’d be great, wouldn’t it? But he’ll 
probably hit the roof and sue you once it hits the streets.” 

“I don’t care. As long as word gets out and people know. Besides, he won’t be able to sue me – 
it’s not libel if it’s true.” 
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“Okay, so you got yourself a project. You’re always happy when you got something big you’re 
working on.” Chuy always knew the right thing to say, even if he didn’t totally get what I did for a 
living and why it meant so much to me. “And here’s your Kona—heritage beans, worker-owned 
farm right here in the US of A. We don’t get ‘em very often.” 

“Hey, thanks.” 

But as I returned to my table, I realized there was just one problem with my brilliant plan: The 
one and only person who could provide definitive evidence of Lucas’ true character was dead. And 
even worse, she wasn’t talking to me anymore. 
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“Are you nuts?”  

Okay, I could deal with this. “Ruth, I’m serious—this isn’t as weird as it sounds.” 

“I’ve already heard you, Elena. Lucas Harding has donated over a million to Oak Haven, but he 
has a record, according to you, of domestic abuse. And the only person who can confirm this is your 
ghost friend who isn’t talking to you anymore.”  I saw a shadow of a wince on her face as she 
uttered the last phrase. 

“Look, Elena, if you say you can talk to the dead, I believe you,” Ruth continued, not sounding 
entirely convinced. “But no one else will. If we print something saying the probable next mayor of 
Los Angeles is a rapist and a murderer, and the only evidence is your conversations with a ghost, 
what do you think our reputation will look like? And yours?” 

“That won’t be my only evidence, Ruth. That’s what I was going to tell you.  There’s plenty of 
other stuff, stuff everyone else can look up and see for themselves.” 

 “What kind of ‘stuff,’ exactly, do you intend to find?” Ruth asked. Her face was blank, but I 
could tell she was relenting. 

“Mona mentioned places, events where Lucas yelled at her or insulted her in front of other 
people.” Think, girl, think. “She’s been in and out of the hospital close to a dozen times since she 
started going with him. They must have something written down on her, they always document 
evidence of abuse. The hospital records should have it all. As should Oak Haven—once she finally 
got there, she gave them names, places, approximate dates. Everything.” 

Ruth’s face softened, just a bit. “This story can’t be about you and Mona, you know that. Lucas 
Harding is the person of interest here.” 

I nodded. 

“You’ll have to justify everything: why you looked at particular documents, your other contacts 
at Oak Haven. Essentially, write it as if you didn’t—”  

I knew what she was going to say. 
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“As if you had only the, uh, resources every other reporter has. That’s what I’ll be judging your 
story on.” 

I nodded again. 

Ruth stood up and paced the room (actually, the only room we had at the Alternative, apart from 
the bathroom). No one else was around but Edward, our ornately tattooed art director, who was 
hunched over his desk with his omnipresent iPod earbuds firmly attached to his head. 

“Oy, this is going to be the dumbest decision I’ve ever made,” Ruth muttered, her back turned 
to me. “Three days. That’s it. By the end of business Friday, I want to see some serious real-world 
corroboration for your story. That should be plenty of time if there’s anything to back you up. No 
extensions, no excuses. Deal?” 

I nodded again. “Sounds fair.” 

“Good. Now get going.” She faced me with the hint of a smile on her face. “This would be a 
worthy story if you can back everything up. Good luck.” 

“Thanks.” 

I gathered up my laptop and purse and headed down the rickety outdoors staircase from our 
second-floor office to the tiny parking lot. Three days wasn’t much time, and I needed hit the 
ground running. 

A cloud of perfume hit my nose as I spotted a familiar well-dressed blonde at the foot of the 
stairs: Amy Paxton, Channel 4 weather reporter, object of local male desire, and fellow sensitive, 
albeit an utterly and completely closeted one. We’re not really close, but she reached out to me one 
day when she realized we shared the gift and I was the only person in the world she could talk to 
about it. Her shame and fear were just plain sad. All the women in my family had the gift and 
considered it both a special responsibility and a point of pride. But Amy? God forbid the folks at 
People or US ever get wind of it! 

Since then, we’ve met a few times a year, whenever she didn’t know what to say to the dead or 
got tired of pretending to be like everyone else. Then she’d treat me to coffee or cocktails while I’d 
tell her pretty much what Mami and my aunts and older female cousins told me: Talk to the dead 
pretty much the same way you’d talk to anyone else, and don’t make any promises to them you can’t 
keep. After all, they’re still people. Or were. 

“Elena! Thank goodness, I’ve been looking for you everywhere!” Amy looked and sounded 
more agitated than usual. We only talked a couple weeks ago; this visit was unexpected. 

 “Don’t worry, I’m here. Hey, and congrats on the Emmy nomination.” Maybe all she wanted 
was to gloat. She did enjoy having her ego stroked from time to time. 

“I’m not here about that, Elena, I know you don’t care about that stuff.” 

“Do you want to go someplace to talk?” I knew Amy wouldn’t be comfortable in the low-class 
digs of the Alternative office, and that whatever it was she was worried about, we’d need privacy. 
“You look kind of stressed. Is something wrong?” 
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“What’s wrong? Everything! Can’t you tell?” 

I looked at her: same lacquered blonde hair and artificially thick makeup as usual (she never 
quite internalized what just about every woman in L.A. knows, that the way you put on makeup for 
the camera and for real life are totally different). Same heavy perfume, as if that would waft through 
to her on-air audience as well. But something was different, obviously so. That familiar aura around 
her—it’s hard to describe unless you’ve actually seen it, because it doesn’t look like anything else. 
And I would have spotted it right away if I hadn’t gotten so caught up in my argument with Ruth. 

“Oh, crap, Amy no.” 

“You see it now?”  

 Shoot me for a fool. “Yes, I see it now, Amy. Jeez, I should have noticed—you’re dead.” 
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