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PROLOGUE - THE UNEXPECTED




I work in a funeral home. I’m used to seeing all manner of dead bodies. I’m used to bodies ranging from young to old, fat to thin, dark to pale. I’m used to the peacefully deceased and the horrifically killed. I’m used to them lying there still, silent, and slowly decomposing. 

What I am not used to is them getting up and walking away. 

Which is why when Mr. Boswick — he of the untimely coronary embolism — started drumming his fingers against the cold surface of the metal work table as I added the final touches to his makeup job, well I’d like to tell you I kept my cool, that I maintained my composure, but that’d be a lie. 

Nope, I screamed like a baby boomer who’s just lost every dime in her 401K, then promptly upended my tray of cosmetics as I jumped several feet backward. Five weeks and two walking bodies later, and I’m still scraping beige powder out of the oddest places.

As the cloud of talcum-soft haze filled the chilly workroom, Mr. Boswick sat up with a grunt, put his hands to his ears, and gave me the dirtiest would-you-shut-the-hell-up look I’ve ever seen on a guy — dead or alive.

Still giving me The Look and moving with uncertain slowness, Mr. Boswick eased himself off the table. His legs trembled a little as his feet and legs took their owner’s weight for the first time in several days. I could have taken him then. I could have just pushed him over and hogtied him, but let me tell you, no matter how many zombie movies you’ve seen or novels you’ve read, no matter how well you can suspend belief, you still go around living your life assuming the Zombie Apocalypse is something that happens to other people.

And so, rather than attack, double tap, or run, I stood there getting coated in Dewy Chiffon dust while Mr. Boswick took two clumsy steps with his hands held out like an unsteady toddler. 

He looked back and forth between the two doorways in his line of sight. First one, then the other, then back to the first, then he headed toward Door Number Two. Unfortunately, this first effort at post-mortem decision making landed him in our storage closet, but we here at Wood’s Funeral Home don’t deduct points for guessing. Standing amongst a year’s supply of paper towels and bottles of extra-strength cleaning solution, Mr. Boswick turned to me with a question on his heavily made-up face.

I suppose I should have rushed over, slammed the closet door, locked him in, and burned the place down to save humanity, but at this point my neurons were more than a little numb with shock and were refusing to chat with one another. Instead of being the hero, I pointed to Door Number One above which shone the green glow of an exit sign. Mr. Boswick gave a little nod of thanks before shuffling to and out the door.

With my brain operating about as quickly as a dial-up modem from 1992, I glanced down at the metal work table. To all appearances it was empty, but I reached out and patted it just to make sure all the chemicals I work around weren’t giving me hallucinations. With a grimace, my hand landed on a cold, smooth surface that was definitely lacking the corporeal remains of Mr. Boswick. Then my eyes caught the photo of him I’d been working from. The photo his family had loaned us.

His family! If he tried to get to his family—

And there we have it, folks. Miracle of all miracles, Cassie Black’s brain is functioning once again.










1 - MR BOSWICK'S LETTER




Yes, it really took me that long to register that I had just released a dead guy to wander the streets of Southeast Portland, but you’ve no room to judge until you see how well your brain operates when you encounter your first walking corpse. 

It was up to me to bring in Mr. ZomBoswick. And thanks to my love of zombie movies, I knew that required weaponry. We didn't have anything useful like a machete or crossbow or rifle in the funeral home — again, much like the Spanish Inquisition, nobody expects the Zombie Apocalypse. What we did have was a baseball bat. The neighborhood Mr. Wood’s place is in isn’t the worst in Portland, but some strange people had been lingering around lately and it was comforting to know I had a blunt object at hand. 

I grabbed my zombie-whacking, maplewood slugger and raced out the door expecting to see hundreds of former humans shuffling along with herd mentality, drooling over brains, and doing their best to spread the zombie virus as the non-infected dashed about in sheer pandemonium. But when I kicked open the door, leapt over the threshold, and held my bat at the ready, it turned out to be a completely normal spring day outside. Birds were singing, dogs were pooping, and people were ignoring each other to stare at their phones. 

I scanned the area. The few people who did glance up with glassy eyes from their Twitter feeds gave me odd stares, but I couldn’t blame them. I was standing outside a funeral parlor covered in Dewy Chiffon powder, dressed in my mad scientist lab coat and purple nitrile gloves, and brandishing a bat.

"Where’s the zombie?" some oh-so-clever kid in a black hoodie asked.

"You tell me," I muttered as my gaze darted over the area, trying to spot my quarry and hoping he wasn’t satisfying any brain-based munchies. 

I was expecting to see a guy lumbering awkwardly forward, maybe dragging a half-shod foot as he went along. Again, in the space of less than three minutes, zombie movies and apocalyptic novels had done me wrong, and it took me several agonizing moments to locate Mr. Boswick. In his navy blue suit and his anchorman makeup, he stood about halfway down the block at the nearest Trimet stop, craning his head as people do to see if their bus is on its way. 

I pulled off my gloves and approached him with extreme caution. And I mean Extreme with a capital E. I've seen Shaun of the Dead. I know what happens if you get bit by the undead: You end up locked away in your best mate’s garden shed. Oh, sorry, spoiler alert. 

"Mr. Boswick?" He glanced up and, possibly recognizing me as the screeching lunatic from his resurrection, he rolled his eyes then looked past me to check for his bus. "Are you going somewhere?"

He shrugged his shoulders and raised his eyebrows with exaggerated resignation.

"I know. Today’s schedule for this line sucks, but that's what you get for returning from the dead on a Sunday." After a pause I tentatively asked, "Are you trying to get home?" 

He nodded and his heavily made-up chin started quavering.

By this point, passersby were starting to give us some strange looks and I could tell at any second they’d be doing that I’m-just-holding-my-phone-at-an-unnaturally-odd-angle-for-the-fun-of-it thing people do when trying to sneak a photo of someone or something they shouldn’t be taking a picture of.

"Maybe we should talk about this elsewhere." I indicated the park behind us with a tilt of my head. Mr. Boswick looked again for his bus. "It’s not coming," I said as I slipped off my lab coat. Mr. B’s shoulders slumped, but he shuffled toward the park where we found a bench that was surprisingly free of any homeless person’s clutter.

"You can't go home," I told him. After shaking another layer of the spilled powder from my lab coat, I took a seat next to my client. "You do know you're dead, right?"

Was I really having this conversation? 

Mr. Boswick nodded. 

"Can you speak, or do you enjoy making me ask a bunch of yes or no questions?"

Mr. Boswick put his hands to his belly. "Speak hard," he said, literally pushing the words out. It took that push for me to realize he couldn't speak because to speak you need to breathe in air then use your diaphragm to move that air over your vocal cords in just the right way to make the sounds we modern humans call words. Granted, normally you also need to breathe in order to jump off work tables and wait for buses, but I guess speaking was a higher-order thing. 

Anyway, setting the evolutionary anatomy lesson aside, to utter those two words Mr. B had to press his gut to push the air out. How did he know to do that? I mean, who’d have thought the dead would have instincts? Still, it looked uncomfortable, so I dug my phone out of my back pocket, turned it on, and opened the Notes app. I handed the device to Mr. Boswick and hoped he wouldn't run off with it because how do you explain to your carrier that the really nice dead guy made off with your phone?

"Why do you want to go home?" I asked. His pale thumbs danced over the tiny keypad, then he stopped and showed me the screen.

Fight with wife.

"You want to go home to fight with your wife?"

He rolled his eyes again. Seriously, he was giving off a lot of attitude for someone whose current claim to fame was a death certificate. He tapped away, then showed me the phone.

Had fight with wife then died. Said bad things.

"And you want to make amends?"

He gave me a well-duh face. It was like having a surly emoji brought to life. Mr. Boswick thumb-drummed a few more characters.

Want to tell her I'm sorry.

Okay, I know I let him go wandering out into the streets without fully considering the potential havoc he might wreak, but now that I had my senses back I had to show a little responsibility.

"Nope. No way." Mr. Boswick scowled and stuck out his lower lip, his thick makeup creasing as he pouted. "I know that's not what you want to hear, but most living people aren't as cool as I am about dead people strolling up to them." The pout turned into a sidelong look and I just knew he was recalling my earlier banshee impersonation. "That was a rare moment of uncool on my part, but look at me now. If you showed up on your wife’s doorstep, you'd scare her. I think that would be harder on her than a fight she's probably long forgotten."

Jenny good at holding grudges.

Ah, one of those. I paused for a moment during which an off-leash St. Bernard charged over, slobbery tongue lolling with doggy glee. He sniffed Mr. Boswick, whined, then, with hackles raised and tail tucked, scurried back to his owner’s side. 

I knew no wife would believe me if I went up to her door and announced that her husband was sorry. She’d probably call the police thinking I was some tarot-card-reading con artist. I shifted my lab coat on my lap and felt the spiral coils of the notebook I always carried with me. I squeezed the pocket. Yep, the pen was in there too. Surely, Mrs. B would recognize her husband’s handwriting.

I slipped the pad and pen out of the pocket and, trading them for my phone, handed them over to my new zombie buddy. 

"Write out what you want to say to her."

Mr. Boswick flipped the cover open and started adding his words to the top sheet. The sheet that already had the beginnings of my grocery list. Zombies, they have instincts, but no common sense. 

"No, start a new one." I grabbed for the pad, but Mr. B held tight to it. After a couple pulls back and forth, Team Cassie won the tug-of-war competition. I ignored Mr. Boswick’s grumpy huff over his loss, turned to a blank page, and handed the pad back to him. When he began to write, I added, "And use proper grammar, not Zombie Speak."

So, Mr. B wrote out his apology. It must have been a doozy of a fight because he was pouring his heart and soul onto sheet after sheet of my notepad. When he stopped, I took the pad, tore out his note, folded it in half, then handed it back to him. "Put her name on it."

It wasn't "Jenny" he wrote, but a word that must have been her pet name. It was so ridiculous that to this day I refuse to repeat it.

What now, I wondered. If I left him in the park, he would wander off. If I left him in my workroom, he'd wander off. The only solution was to take him with me, but first we had to return to the funeral home. Mr. Wood, my boss, had caught the casino shuttle that morning and wouldn’t be back until evening. I didn’t own a car, but he always said I could use his Prius whenever I needed it. Well, today I needed it. 

I slipped the keys off the ring by the door that led up to Mr. Wood’s living quarters, told Mr. Boswick to hop in and buckle up, then drove to the Westmoreland address I recalled from his paperwork. When I pulled up to the tidy, pale grey colonial with impossibly white trim, Mr. Boswick stared wistfully at the façade then gave me a pleading puppy dog look. 

"No way. You're staying here. This is going to be hard enough without a dead husband trailing after me. Now, scooch down so she doesn’t see you."

Heading up the ruler-straight walkway lined with color-coordinated yellow and white primroses and pansies, I questioned my suitability for this line of work. I got into the trade of funereal cosmetics because I didn’t want to interact with people, but here I was about to do some serious interacting. Maybe I should consider a job stocking shelves in a grocery store. I mean, if the canned peas started walking down the aisles it might be weird, but who would complain? Well, besides the two people in the world who willingly eat canned peas. Still, I wouldn’t have to approach grieving widows with messages from their not-quite-dead husbands.

 I lifted the heavy brass knocker and self-consciously tapped it on the door. In little time, a woman, slim with a pixie haircut as tidy as her garden, answered. Her eyes were swollen and ringed with red. Although not in full black, her skirt and sweater were a somber shade of dark grey. From inside the house wafted the rich scent of sandalwood.

"Mrs. Boswick?"

"I don't need Jesus and I don't need new windows."

Good line. I reminded myself to jot it down when I got back to the car.

"No," I stammered before she could slam the door in my face, "I’m Cassie Black. I work at Wood’s Funeral Home."

"I’m so sorry." Flustered, she shook her head as if chastising herself. "But why are you here? Does the suit not fit?"

Thinking how dapper Mr. Boswick looked despite the whole "being dead" thing, I shook my head.

"No, the suit’s fine, but I found this note. It seemed personal." I held out the folded sheets. Mrs. B looked at them skeptically until she saw her pet name on the front. She bit her lip, then her hand flew up to stifle a cry. Once she’d taken a shaky breath, she snatched the note from me. After several fumbling attempts to get the pages open, she began to read. Big fat teardrops plopped from her eyes when she looked up. 

"How did—? That suit was—"

Before I had time to come up with an explanation for the inexplicable, Mrs. B lunged forward, pulled me into an unwanted hug, and blubbered out her gratitude. My entire body tensed. I like the dead. Not in a perverted, illegal-in-most-states way, but in an easy-to-be-around, no-pressure kind of way. I’m not good with the living. Never have been. And hugging strangers was way out of my comfort zone.

"Come in. Have tea."

"I really need to get back to work."

"Of course. I— It’s just— This is so—" Yes, folks, you too can master Zombie Speak in only ten minutes of practice a day. "It's just what I needed."

I don't like it when things get emotional. I know I work at a funeral home, but it's pretty much just one emotion there: sadness. Mrs. Boswick’s reaction to the letter was unexpected relief mixed into a heap of loving joy with a rippling undercurrent of grief. I didn't know how to handle such a melange and, telling my legs it would be rude to run, I slowly backed away from the widow while offering my condolences. 

When I returned to the car, Mr. Boswick had slumped down in the passenger’s seat. 

Dead. 

Again. 

But this time he had a smile on his face.










2 - THE CHARMING MR. MORELLI




I won't go into details of how I got Mr. Boswick out of the car and back onto his table. Let’s just suffice it to say that you get pretty strong working in my profession and really good at handling awkward packages. Cleaning up the cast away cosmetics was no easy feat, but there’s worse things to clean up in a funeral home. By the time Mr. Wood got back from his casino outing, he was sixty-four dollars richer and none the wiser of how I’d spent my day.




* * *




After bidding Mr. Wood goodnight, I delayed my departure by passing through my work area to check on Mr. Boswick who, thankfully, was still not dancing the cha cha, nor writing apology letters to any other family members. With no further excuses to linger, I hoisted my satchel over my shoulder, and stepped outside. 

The instant the heavy door latched behind me, a prickling sensation latched onto the back of my neck. I told it to go away, but no one listens to me, not even my own body, so the feeling stuck with me as I headed home and hoped my landlord was too busy watching reruns of Gilligan’s Island, breeding cockroaches, shaving his back hair, or whatever it was he did in his apartment all day to notice my return.

I lived only five blocks from Mr. Wood’s and had never felt unsafe walking home alone whether it was dawn, evening, or the dark of night. But for the past several weeks, whenever I made my commute, the hairs of my neck tingled and my nose involuntarily wrinkled at something in the air. 

I say "something" because I honestly couldn’t pick out any particular scent. Sure there was dog poop, human pee, fried food from the nearby food carts, and sometimes a stench wafting up from the Willamette River, but I was used to those as normal smells of the city. I had no idea what the "something" was, maybe just toxins in the exhaust I inhaled as Portland traffic crawled along beside me. Nevertheless, it put me on high alert whenever I caught wind of it.

As for the tingling sensation, I didn’t want to appear skittish by constantly glancing over my shoulder. Instead, I watched the reflections in the shop windows I passed to make sure no one was following me. Only five blocks, I told myself as my ears tried to pick out any approaching footsteps over the overheating engines and bass-thumping car speakers.

Once to my apartment building, my eyes darted as usual to the chubby-cheeked garden gnome that resided in the sad strip of weedy grass stretching along the front walkway. I suppose it drew my attention because no matter how little maintenance was done on the two-story quadplex, that damn gnome always looked like it had been freshly scrubbed. Wish I could say the same about the windows. 

Working from muscle memory alone, my fingers drummed across the building’s security keypad. As soon as the code unlatched the lock, I whipped the door open and scurried over the threshold. Only then did I take the chance to look back and scan my surroundings. 

No one lurked in the parking lot, but a white man wearing a maroon hoodie was passing by on the sidewalk. With his shoulders hunched and his hands crammed into the pockets of his skinny jeans, he peered out from his hood. He smirked when he saw me watching, then continued on his way without breaking his stride. Chilly fingers raked along my spine.

"Oy!" The shout sent me jumping half out of my skin and I jerked so hard I hit myself in the forehead with the door. "Close the door, Black!"

Everyone, meet my landlord, Morelli. I’m sure he must have a first name, but he’s never told it to me and I’m not the kind of person to ask. 

Right then, he was looming in the open doorway of his ground-floor apartment, handily located so he could keep an eye on my comings and goings. Morelli’s got all the charm of a sewer rat (I’m convinced he eats them for breakfast) and the fashion sense of a troll. This evening, he had dressed in the finest cargo shorts you can get for under ten dollars at Costco; and to avoid staining his shirt, he’d opted not to wear one at all. Unless, of course, you want to count his thick patches of chest and back hair as upper body apparel.

"Your rent’s due this Wednesday. You know that, right?"

This was our little game. The goal was for me to do my best to avoid him. If I succeeded, I had a peaceful evening. If I failed, he’d punish me by treating me to an announcement of when rent was due. First it would be weeks, then it would be days, and by Tuesday it would be an hourly countdown, as in, "Black, rent’s due in eight hours. You know that, right?"

If Morelli wasn’t such a slovenly jerk, I might almost be understanding of his reminders. See, until I landed my job with Mr. Wood, I hadn’t exactly been timely in my rent payments. In fact, I’d missed several months in a row. 

But Morelli was a slovenly jerk who obsessively observed my every entry and departure as if I was going to sneak off with the drywall one day, so my sympathy toward him was in short supply.

I kept telling myself I’d find another place one day, but so far that day hadn’t dawned. After all, the apartment was conveniently close to work. More importantly, it was insanely cheap. Despite being in Portland where rent hikes were a raging pastime, and despite my being his only tenant for as long as I’d lived there, Morelli’s rent had remained the same for years.

"Thanks for the reminder," I said with a casual salute. "I don’t know what I’d do without you."

"You’d be on the street. Who’d rent to you? You should just be glad I let you stay."

I squeezed my way past him to the stairs that led up to my second-floor apartment. "You truly are a prince among men, Morelli. I have no doubt that humanitarian awards will one day be named in your honor." 

Because I took being an introvert to a whole new level, Mr. Wood was always encouraging me to interact with other humans — living humans, that is. He’d probably be impressed at my current attempt at conversation, I thought, as I raced up the stairs before Morelli could lunge his hairy bulk at me.

"I’m watching you, Black. Don’t think I ain’t."

I mumbled various insults relating to him, his mother, and a herd of dimwitted sheep as I fumbled my keys into the lock. 

"What did you say?" he grunted, but I’d already darted into my humble abode, tucking myself into a cocoon of space where there were no other humans to deal with.










3 - SHOW TIME




The next couple days went by without incident, but I couldn’t shake off my own questions about Mr. Boswick. Had that really happened? Was I losing it? Should I start eating fewer donuts?

But what really had me losing sleep — besides hearing the theme music for The Brady Bunch every half hour as Morelli binged his way through an all-night Brady marathon — was the worry of what might happen at Mr. Boswick’s funeral.

When the day arrived I was as on edge as a cat in a room full of rattlesnakes. Would Mr. Boswick stay dead? Would he wake? Would he start pushing out queries, apologies, or requests? Would Mr. Wood let me remain in the back room, away from the messy intricacies of human interaction?

I had my answer to that fourth question soon after I arrived to work. As for the other three, well, I’d just have to wait with my gut twisting in nervous knots to see about those. 

"Sorry, Cassie," Mr. Wood said, hurrying down the stairs from his living quarters and still adjusting his tie. "I’m running late, so I’ll need you out there." 

Mr. Wood had owned and operated Wood’s Funeral Home for over thirty years. He was a warm, jovial, avuncular kind of guy who normally wanted to be the meeter and greeter at each funeral. It’s like if things had turned out differently for him, he would have been an events planner and would have been at the head of Portland’s most memorable shindigs. But having learned the trade from his father, who learned it from his father before him, Mr. Wood had literally been grandfathered into being the host of only the most somber parties.

Because I wasn’t licensed to work with the dead, as far as the county officials were concerned, I was supposed to be nothing more than Mr. Wood’s office manager. Although fully trained and educated, I didn’t quite make it to the stage of being certified to practice desairology. Don’t worry, I can’t pronounce it either, but it basically means "your final beautician." My lack of certification meant I occasionally had to make the pretense of having nothing to do with handling anyone’s final remains, only their loved ones’ paperwork. This also meant I was expected to face the public now and then.

And I’ll be honest, I’d prefer dealing with a corpse rising from the dead over interacting with living people, grieving or not. 

"Look at you," I said brightly, "you’re almost ready. They don’t need me strolling through."

"But I think you’ll like the younger people. They’re just like you." What? Perpetual cynics? Lovers of IPA? Wakers of the dead? "Mr. and Mrs. Boswick spent many years being foster parents." I flinched involuntarily. Mr. Wood couldn’t help but notice the reaction. "They weren’t like that. Look out there. Those are the kids he helped raise. They loved him." 

I tried, and completely failed, not to allow bitter thoughts such as, "Lucky for them," to snipe through my brain. 

I peered out the viewing window from the kitchenette of the funeral home where I would have been happy to remain tending to my preferred funeral day duty of making coffee and arranging Swedish butter cookies on a tray. (And yes, more than a few of the treats may have ended up in my mouth, but it’s important to make sure they’re fresh, right?) 

Besides the fear of him deciding an eternal nap wasn’t in his plans, Mr. Boswick’s funeral was odd because most of the attendees were people about my own age — mid- to late twenties. Normally, unless there’s grandkids being dragged along, funerals are attended mostly by older people or at least by those who’ve already had their Over the Hill birthday party, whether that’s the hill of forty, fifty, or even sixty if you’re really optimistic about the definition of mid-life.

Mr. Boswick’s "kids" were greeting each other, hugging the slim and prim Mrs. Boswick, and acting very much like an oversized happy family.

"No, I don’t think they’re like me," I muttered. I then busied myself with rearranging the cookies and checking very closely for any broken ones that I might need to remove from service.

"Cassie, you are the only other employee here. Some days you will have to interact with the clients. The living clients," he added when I opened my mouth to protest.

"You know I’m not good at it."

"Practice, my dear. After all, you interact with me splendidly."

My throat tightened. Sure, we get along great now, but we both know I didn’t interact with him at all when I first started working at the funeral home. Back then, I kept my head down, mumbled my responses, and avoided Mr. Wood as much as I could. I even resorted to never taking a break because I didn’t want to risk a conversation with him at the kitchenette’s little table. 

"Consider it payback for borrowing my car the other day."

I grumbled out the word, "Fine," sucked in a big lungful of air through my nostrils and blew it out through my mouth while thinking Zen-filled thoughts. I then picked up the tray of cookies and carried it out to the receiving lobby where most of the members of this unusual family were gathered, looking at photos that showed Mr. and Mrs. Boswick with a rainbow of children. 

Keeping my head down, I moved as quickly as possible to the refreshment stand then kept my back turned as I fussed with some napkins and made sure the coffee pots were still full. All the while I ticked down the seconds until the funeral ended.

There being only so much fussing one can do over two pots and a tray, I scooped up a pile of the programs for the funeral and went to stand by the door to hand them out with what I hoped was a sympathetic look on my face, but probably resembled something more like the face of a woman with an uncomfortable bout of gas. 

Just take one and move along, take one and move along, I mentally chanted as I handed a sheet to each person who passed from the receiving room into the chapel.

But, proof positive that this was not my lucky day, one of the attendees stopped and said hello. I muttered a condolence and looked dismissively past him, begging someone else to come along and be in desperate need of one of the papers my palms were beginning to sweat all over. 

He was still there. Why couldn’t the building do me a favor and catch on fire?

"I’m supposed to be a pallbearer," he said. "Could you show me what I need to do or where I should wait after the funeral?"

"You’ll just wait at that door there," I said as quickly as my tongue, which was already tying into knots, would allow, then pointed to the double doors where the hearse would pull up. "Mr. Wood will instruct you when the time comes."

Do the cookies need refilling? I glanced over his shoulder. Nope. Damn it.

"So you work here?" he asked.

No, I crash funerals as a clever way to hand out advertising flyers. Here’s your program for today’s service. Oh, and don’t forget your coupon for ten percent off your next car wash at Tidy Clean.

"Um, yeah," I said, demonstrating my fine oratory skills.

Thankfully, just then the pastor came in the main door.

"I have to go," I mumbled and hurried over to the pastor. He’d done plenty of services here before and likely knew exactly where to go, but since I couldn’t telepathically induce an arson attack and none of the attendees had suddenly developed a craving for cookies, escorting the pastor into the chapel seemed like an excellent escape plan.

The moment I left the pastor at the podium to organize his notes, I realized my mistake. I was right next to Mr. Boswick. Granted, in his open casket he gave every appearance of still doing an excellent job of playing his role as Lead Corpse, but who knew when he’d decide he kind of liked roaming around and might want to do it again.

I backed away from the body as if, well, as if it might come to life, but also as if my being near it might wake him up. Unfortunately, in my retreat I backed straight into someone. Okay, I admit, I may have screamed, but only because I had an image of Mr. Boswick having jumped out of his coffin and stealthily sneaking up behind me. 

My clammy grip on the programs faltered, and the sheets went flying as I tried to keep from tumbling over what turned out to be, not a zombified Mr. Boswick, but the very much still alive Mrs. Boswick. My face burned as I muttered my apologies to her and stooped down to gather up the mess of papers. I swear if my cheeks had gotten any hotter from my distressed embarrassment, you might have smelled roasting flesh.

Mrs. Boswick helped me gather the flyers. Figuring these people didn’t need me handing them pieces of paper, I placed the collected sheets on the chapel’s side table. I’d just been about to make a break for the kitchenette when Mrs. Boswick started thanking me profusely for helping her. Mr. Wood stood at the kitchenette door, ready to make an appearance, but came to an abrupt stop at the sight of this woman telling me how much she appreciated what I had done for her. 

Given my past anti-social behavior, this was probably like seeing a giraffe pirouetting across the Hawthorne Bridge. Just not one of those things you see every day. Or ever. Unless the circus is in town and the animals got loose. Which does happen. 

After an uncomfortable amount of hand-clutching and me saying it was no big deal, she wiped her eyes and returned to greeting her loved ones. I knew a chance when I saw one and made my escape by dashing into the kitchenette. 

Where Mr. Wood was waiting with a very curious expression on his face.

"What was that about?" he asked.

"I found a note in Mr. B’s suit and took it to her."

"You? You made an effort to speak to someone you don’t know?" He paused. "But that suit was brand new. She added the expense to the funeral. How could anything have gotten in the pocket?"

I shrugged my shoulders and twisted my face into my best gosh-I-sure-don’t-know contortion. I don’t think Mr. Wood bought it. When the organ started playing, he gave me a knowing look then left to tend to the grieving widow. 




* * *




With his easy-going nature, Mr. Wood let the matter slide. In fact, he might have written it off completely if it hadn’t been for the Strange Case of Mrs. Escobar a couple weeks later.










4 - MRS. ESCOBAR'S CAT




The moment I began working on Mrs. Escobar, a wary feeling churned in my gut that had nothing to do with the two apple fritters and double espresso chaser I’d had for breakfast. 

My two previous clients over the past couple weeks had been well-behaved without even the tiniest hint of reanimation tendencies. To be fair, they had both been in their nineties. Maybe they’d had enough of life and saw no need to jump back into it. But, at fifty-three years old, Mrs. Escobar was about Mr. Boswick’s age and that sent alarm bells clanging across my nerves as I lined her eyes and livened up her cheeks. Would she wake? If she did, would she exert true zombie behavior and try to nosh on my brain? I then wondered if Mr. Wood would question the expense of a machete. Or perhaps a crossbow?

"No headphones today?" 

I jumped back from the body, knocked my makeup tray to the floor, and screeched. Literally screeched. A 1950s horror movie’s damsel-in-distress would have seethed in envy over my innate screeching skills. I whipped around, brandishing a very deadly foundation brush.

Mr. Wood raised his pudgy hands in mock defense. "Did I frighten you?"

I lowered my weapon and, while clutching my chest to keep my heart from exploding out of it, stooped down to pick up the tray. Thankfully, all my jars and cases had been closed, but I did find the ragged edge of another chunk of the Dewy Chiffon I’d spilled during Mr. Boswick’s waking.

"No, just too much coffee this morning."

"You're not getting the jitters, are you? People do sometimes start this work then later discover they’re too — what's the word? — weirded out by it. I know it’s a special arrangement we have, but if you ever change your mind about these duties…"

"I'm fine. I'm really fine. You just startled me. And I’m keeping my ears open."

"Unfortunately, that’s probably for the best. Perhaps we should consider an update to the security system. Such a world now. I remember—"

Something groaned.

I barely held back a curse. In truth, I’d been hoping Mr. Boswick’s waking had been a fluke. One of those mysteries of the unexplained that would one day find its way onto the pages of Ripley’s Believe It or Not. My gaze instantly flicked to Mrs. Escobar. Then, remembering I was trying to hide this whole living-dead issue from Mr. Wood, I jerked my focus back to him and put my hand to my stomach.

"Bad tacos," I said, but Mr. Wood, normally so open-faced and trusting, trained an impressively skeptical squint on me.

"My old ears are still in top form, Cassie. That didn't come from you. Is Mrs. Escobar still gassing?" he asked, referring to the rude noises the dead make as everything relaxes and settles. He stepped closer to the body. "She should've cleared out by—"

Mrs. Escobar chose that moment to sit up, her curled hair ringing her head like a black halo. I looked to Mr. Wood, looked to Mrs. Escobar, then back to Mr. Wood. So much for flukes of nature and keeping things under wraps. 

"I can explain—"

"What in the—?" 

I could see what was about to happen even before my head fully registered it. Reacting the instant Mr. Wood’s knees went watery, I dashed over and caught his round frame as he slumped, then supported him so he wouldn't hit his head on anything. I eased him to the floor just as Mrs. Escobar scooted off the table and shuffled toward the door. Unlike Mr. Boswick, she had no problem selecting the correct doorway on the first try.

I felt bad about leaving Mr. Wood there on the tiles without even a pillow, but I figured I had more pressing matters to tend to. Plus, it was already pretty warm out for an April morning, and I’d be damned if I’d let Mrs. Escobar sweat off all the makeup I’d just applied. Really, you can’t believe the things that go through your mind when you’re chasing down zombies. 

My target wasn’t difficult to spot. Wearing a bright pink dress, Mrs. Escobar stood out like a walking piece of Mexican pastry. As with Mr. Boswick, it didn’t take much to catch up to a very disoriented Mrs. Escobar. I fell in alongside her and, as with Mr. Boswick, I found it curiously easy to chat with the not-so-dead.

"Hey, Mrs. Escobar, where are you headed?"

"Casa," she said, making the word with the gut push that seemed to be instinctive in roaming corpses.

When her family had dropped by to make arrangements, I was certain they had all spoken in completely unaccented English, but perhaps Mrs. Escobar's dead-awake mind was reverting back to her ancestral tongue.

"What for?" I was already pulling out my notepad from my pocket, but Mrs. Escobar turned to face me and came lightning quick with a huffing answer.

"Gato." Her heavy chin trembled with worry. "Mi gato."

"Your son said your sister would take your cat."

Mrs. Escobar's eyes went wide and I have to say I’d done an excellent job on her eyeliner.

"No!" She gave her gut a good punch to make this as emphatic as possible for a dead person. Then she yanked the pad from my hand and scrawled out a message. Thankfully, when she turned it around for me to read, the note was mostly in English since my Spanish is a bit rusty.

Hermina hates cats. Send to die.

"She wouldn't," I assured her, but Mrs. Escobar was having none of it. She stabbed the pad, made a series of vicious lines under the word hates, then drew her index finger across her throat. I thought of Mr. Wood on the floor; he might be uncomfortable, but he wasn't going anywhere. 

Mrs. Escobar, however, was. 

Moving down the street in her bare feet, she began heading, I assumed, to her cat-hating sister’s home. I recalled Mrs. Escobar's paperwork and knew she and her sister lived not far away, a couple blocks at the most. Despite the unseasonably warm morning, it was as good a day as any for a walk. I caught up with Mrs. Escobar again. She earned some strange looks, but that was mostly because she kept pushing on her belly and repeatedly grunting, "Perra," which I knew wasn't in reference to the cat.

When we neared her address, I grabbed Mrs. Escobar’s arm — desperately hoping it wouldn’t come detached — and pulled her behind the neighbor’s overgrown laurel hedge. 

"Look, Mrs. Escobar, you stay put and I promise I'll get your cat. Your gato, okay?"

She nodded. Her gut was probably too sore at this point to push out Gracias, Bueno, or even Sí.

Looking sort of official in my lab coat — if you ignored the faint streaks of Creamy Fawn powder I’d used to highlight Mrs. E’s cheeks — I marched up to a small bungalow painted white with trim the same color as Mrs. Escobar's dress. Out front, sitting directly in the sun was a small pet carrier. I stooped down so I was face to face with a latched door made of metal grating.

My jaw gave a little twitch of angry tension. I may not like people much, but I adore animals and do not like seeing them in distress. Inside, there was no water dish, but there was an orange tabby resting on its side and panting steadily. I stood up. I was about to grab the carrier and rescue the cat when the front door whipped open.

"You're the pest control?" a long-nosed, short-statured woman snapped as she scanned me up and down with a sneer on her face. She had the look of an evil parakeet that would bite your finger off if given half a chance. 

Besides just walking off with the carrier, I hadn’t formed any real plan of how to save Mrs. Escobar’s cat. However, if Parakeet Woman was going to be kind enough to provide me with a ruse, I was more than willing to play along.

"Yes," I said confidently. I held up the carrier and, with a vile taste in my mouth, told her, "Glad to get this thing out of your way." 

"No van?" She lit a cigarette and blew most of the smoke up and away from her face, which meant it went straight into mine.

"Around the corner at another call."

"Whatever, just get rid of it. What do I owe you for the disposal?"

Since I’d recently had to send Louise, my old lady cat, to the Great Scratching Post in the sky, I was painfully aware of the hefty fee for euthanasia — it was one of the reasons I’d been late on my rent a few months ago. What I was about to do might technically be construed as misrepresentation, but this woman was not only blowing smoke in my face, she was also torturing and willingly asking for the execution of a perfectly good pet. So, I quoted what I’d paid for my cat’s farewell shot, then complained that my company hadn’t gotten around to being able to handle mobile payments and I could only take cash.

The woman balked, but as she grabbed her purse from one of the coat hooks lining the entry hall, she said, "It's worth knowing I'm rid of it."

I shoved the wad of twenties in my pocket and turned away with the carrier in hand. Just as I thought I’d pulled it off, Parakeet Woman said, "Wait, don't I know you from somewhere?"

My gut did a nice little somersault. "Doubt it. New to the area," I mumbled then hurried away as fast as my legs could take me with my awkward cargo. When I found Mrs. Escobar peering from the cover of the laurel hedge, she glanced at the carrier and clapped her hands together with delight. Her eyes glistened with joy until she saw the state of her cat. She then scowled at the house and made a couple rude and very emphatic hand gestures.

"Perra, indeed," I said. Mrs. Escobar gave me a conspirator’s grin. 

Yep, she was still grinning, still standing, and still my problem. Mr. Boswick had been polite enough to go back to being fully dead after I’d satisfied his final wish by delivering his note. I’d gotten Mrs. Escobar’s cat. Job done, right? 

But there she was, still perfectly capable of walking alongside me back to the funeral home. On the one hand, I was thankful for this. It would have been nearly impossible to lug her and the carrier back to Mr. Wood’s. On the other hand, I had no idea how I was going to ensure she was ready to take center stage in her final show the next day.

I was still pondering what it was going to take to kill off Mrs. Escobar when we slipped back through the rear door of the funeral home. Mr. Wood wasn’t where I’d left him, but I'd already learned you can’t expect prone bodies to stay put. 

I set down the carrier and got the poor creature inside a dish of water. Mrs. Escobar, still in possession of my notepad wrote, You take. Se llama Pablo.

"No, I can't have a cat," I said, watching the tabby and hoping he would respond to the water.

At this, Mrs. Escobar’s eyes welled up with tears. 

"No, don’t cry." I wasn’t being kind, I just didn’t want her to ruin the work I’d done on her eyes. "I’ll take him to the adoption center. He'll find a good home." 

Pablo’s nose twitched at the smell of the water. I couldn’t help but smile as he pulled himself onto unsteady legs and began lapping up his drink like a drunkard on two-dollar beer day. Mrs. Escobar smiled at him, smiled at me, and spread her hands in a way that said, "See, look how well you two get along."

 I’d had a hard enough time hiding Louise from Morelli who had a strict no-pets policy, but I had a feeling there was only one way to make sure Mrs. Escobar was good and dead for her funeral.

"If I give Pablo a home, will you be happy?"

Mrs. Escobar nodded.

"I guess I have a cat, then." I reached in to pet him, but our introduction would have to wait because Mrs. Escobar chose that moment to pass into the great beyond a second time. Luckily, when she slumped forward, she landed mostly across my work table, saving me from having to hoist her back onto it. I had to appreciate such an unexpected level of courtesy.










5 - BOTTOMS UP




Once Pablo had his fill of water, he curled up in the carrier and fell asleep. I had been hoping he might need more attention, because now that he was okay, I had to face the music and check on Mr. Wood. 

I peered into the carrier once more to see if the cat was still content. Unfortunately, he was. I wouldn’t say I was wishing for a relapse, but his resilience was a little inconvenient. After all, tending to a feline emergency would obviously preclude having a chitchat with my boss.

Since I’d gotten accustomed to things like feeding myself and paying Morelli his rent, as I passed through the kitchenette and to the front of the funeral home to Mr. Wood’s office, I crossed my fingers that he wouldn't fire me.

But what would his reaction be? Would he be fuming? Would he have called the police? Would he be cowering behind his desk in fear of the Zombie Apocalypse I’d warned him about time and time again?

About a month ago I’d lectured Mr. Wood on the many benefits of being eco-friendly. As a result, he’d traded his oversized sedan for a Prius and he’d installed LED lights that only came on when a room was occupied. His office door was closed, but light shone through the gap at the bottom of the door, signaling that Mr. Wood was inside. Granted, with my recent experiences, what waited inside could have been another dead person roaming around, but Mrs. Escobar was the only client we had at the time, and since the local news had yet to sensationalize any local zombie activity, I was beginning to suspect these wakings were unique to Wood’s Funeral Home. Lucky us.

I took a deep breath, inhaling the spicy scent of the reception area’s bouquet of lilies, then drummed my fingertips on the office door before cautiously stepping in. 

Mr. Wood is a round man. He’s got a round belly, round face, and wears round wire-frame glasses over round hazel eyes. His hair has gone grey and what remains forms a nice round ring around his head. He normally looks like a white Buddha in a three-piece suit, complete with an honest, welcoming smile that speaks of someone who opens the windows to let flies out rather than whacking them with a newspaper. 

When I entered the office, however, all trace of his usual beatific calm had vanished. Mr. Wood sat hunched at his desk, his face scrunched into a resolute scowl, and his hands had a white-knuckled grip on my baseball bat. The moment the door opened, he leapt up from the chair so fast it rolled back, smacked into the rear wall with a thud, then rebounded right into Mr. Wood’s legs. He ignored the chair, choosing instead to swing the bat up, fully ready to hit a zombie-skull home run.

"What was that, Cassie? Why didn't you run from it? What’s going on?"

I note those questions as if they were three coherent and separate sentences, but Mr. Wood sputtered them with such haste they all jumbled on top of one another. 

"I– Well," I stammered, as I deciphered his tangle of words. "First, could you lower the bat?" He paused a moment, looked at me, looked at the bat, and lowered it to his side, but I noticed he kept a firm hold of the wooden weapon. "You see, the past few weeks—"

"Weeks!?"

I nodded. "The dead — just a couple of the dead, not all of them — have been sort of waking up."

The bat fell from Mr. Wood’s hands as his legs gave out and he dropped into his plush, leather chair. His round head shook off the swoon. He then plunked his elbows on the desk, pulled off his glasses, and pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes. He stayed like that for several moments, like someone fighting through the worst of a headache. Finally, he looked up.

"Is this a joke, Cassie? Are you trying to be funny? I know you have a dark sense of humor, but—"

"No, I swear it. It really does happen. You saw it."

"How many?"

"Mrs. Escobar was the second," I paused, thinking that if he knew how few that actually was, it might ease his mind. "But that is over nearly a three-week period."

"Three weeks? This has been going on three weeks? Why?"

"They both seemed to have had unfinished business to do. Like they had one final chore to clear up."

Mr. Wood, clearly biding his time to gather his scrambled thoughts, used his shirt to wipe his lenses, then readjusted his glasses onto his face. 

"Did you help them?" he asked. I nodded. "So that’s what Mrs. Boswick meant. You didn’t find that note in her husband’s pocket."

"As far as she knows, I did."

"You went to her because of him? But you avoid people like you think we all have leprosy."

I shrugged one shoulder, my cheeks uncomfortably hot. "Sometimes it’s easier with the dead."

"That sounds so wrong, so very wrong. If the OMCB found out—" That’s the Oregon Mortuary and Cemetery Board, for those not up on their Pacific Northwest funeral home lingo. Mr. Wood slumped back in his chair. The bat rolled out from under the desk. "But you’ve been handling this?"

"So far it’s been straightforward."

"How is it happening? Is it you? Did this happen in school?"

"No, but then again, I never finished the program," I said with a deprecatory laugh. Mr. Wood was not amused. "Look, I don't know how it happens or what made it start now. I thought maybe it was something with this location."

"Wood’s Funeral Home has been here for three generations. We have a very good track record of keeping our dead people dead. There has to be something we can do to stop this."

"I could rent The Exorcist. Maybe it’d have some tips." Mr. Wood closed his eyes and began rubbing his temples. Okay, so now wasn’t the time for jokes. Got it. 

I watched Mr. Wood’s fingers make circular motions for a minute before finally asking, "Am I fired?" My throat tightened as the question came out.

His fingers stopped and his eyes slowly opened. "No," he sighed, then added, "I’m not firing you," but he was clearly holding back the word yet. "You're handling these, these…" He waved his hand as if summoning a word from the air. "Cases?"

"Yes." 

"You really do have to take care of this, Cassie. And I don’t mean just continuing on as you have been doing. I’m already running a great risk by letting you work on the clients without the proper licensing."

"I know."

"You need to find a solution. I can’t put my livelihood, my family business—"

"I’ll figure it out," I interrupted, even though I had no idea how I was going to figure this out. I knew how to get the dead back to being dead, but I didn’t know what was causing them to wake in the first place. If I didn’t know that or why the problem had started, how was I to stop it? And if I was causing it, which Mr. Wood was implying, why was it happening now?

"I’m putting a great deal of trust in you, Cassie. I have since the day you came here." I stared at the floor, blinking as hard as possible to force any tears to go the hell away. The leather of Mr. Wood’s chair squeaked as he shifted, and I heard the hollow, rolling sound of his desk drawer being opened. "I need a whiskey." He pulled out a bottle, spun off the cap, and tipped a large portion into his black mug with the Wood’s Funeral Home name written in gold lettering. Just as he lifted the mug to his lips, he paused. "Is Mrs. Escobar…?"

"Back where she should be." 

Mr. Wood threw back his drink in one gulp and immediately poured another double measure into the mug. He then extracted from the drawer a small, floral-patterned paper cup, slid it toward me, and filled it nearly to the rim.

"No doubt you need one too, then," he said.



