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This book is dedicated to my grandmother, Martha. I can truly say without your having passed into the Great Beyond, this story would never have come to life.




And a million thanks go out to my review team for giving me the confidence to publish this thing!










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.










6 - MR. WOOD TO THE RESCUE




After my painfully strong drink, I checked in on Mrs. Escobar. I watched her for around ten minutes, but not a single finger drummed, no toes started tapping, and her eyelids showed no signs of fluttering. Convinced she was finally resting peacefully, I gathered up Pablo’s carrier and started home. Over the course of the walk, although the prickling feeling still itched at the back of my neck, my guilty thoughts pushed aside most of my usual worry over Stranger Danger.

Mr. Wood was right. He had taken a huge chance on me. He’d also kept me from being kicked out of my apartment when my previous employer suddenly closed up shop and vanished without bothering to issue my final paycheck. I’d been barely scraping by on those paychecks and, after coughing up the astronomical fee to have Louise chemically murdered, I’d come up short on rent. Again. 

To say Mr. Wood saved my life might be an exaggeration, but it was sort of true.

This was right about the time I started noticing a few shady characters loitering near my building and was perpetually walking around with that creepy crawly feeling of being watched. Most people would have assumed being kicked out would be better than dealing with weirdos invading the area and putting up with a landlord who gave a whole new meaning to sourpuss. But like I said, the price of Morelli’s one-room apartment was a steal. For me, having a cheap roof over my head was far more important than experiencing warm fuzzies over my neighborhood.

But back to Mr. Wood. 

After discovering I wouldn’t be needed for any shift at my previous job ever again, and having just been given the twenty-eight-hour rent countdown by Morelli, I came home, tossed my messenger bag into a corner, flipped open my antique laptop, and logged onto Morelli’s very unsecured, but also very free Wi-Fi to troll Craigslist for anyone who was hiring immediately.

And that's how I found Mr. Wood.

The ad didn’t state what the business was, only that he needed a cleaner to start as soon as possible for "a spring tidying" even though it was November. It called for someone who was self-motivated, which is job ad speak for, "You'll be working on your own and we don't want any screwing off." 

The only other job requirement: Must not be squeamish. 

I emailed, told him I was a college grad (well, almost) looking for a job, and used to working on my own. I barely had time to sift through two pages of lost pet postings before a reply came through. 

Could you start tomorrow morning? 

It couldn't be that easy, could it? I had a sneaking suspicion this was either going to be a "massage" parlor, a "modeling" agency, or a serial killer who hated the grunt work of cleaning up his messes, but my curiosity and my need to eat won out over my concerns. I replied that if he sent the address I'd be there at nine the next morning — which, as Morelli would gladly inform me, would be exactly eight hours before my rent was due.

The following morning, I woke with a bundle of nerves over the idea of an interview that would most certainly involve making small talk with a complete stranger. In case you hadn’t guessed, that’s not my thing. I dropped my brush three times while trying to tame my black hair that’s meant to come to my shoulders, but since haircuts weren’t in my budget, had grown several inches past. Then came the dilemma of what to wear to apply for a job that could very well be a front for a prostitution ring? Not a skirt, that's for sure. Since it was supposedly a cleaning job, I opted for black leggings and a tunic-style sweater over a t-shirt. It only took me two tries to get the t-shirt on right-side out.

In an effort to make my rent, I’d been scraping together every cent I could scrounge from between my couch cushions and had no extra money for food. This meant my breakfast was a bowl of imaginary cereal. Low in sugar, guaranteed gluten-free, one hundred percent non-GMO, but not very filling. Thankfully, the address I’d been sent was only a few blocks away, which meant I wouldn’t have to waste money on a bus ticket or use my hunger-starved muscles to pedal my bike up and down the many hills that make up the Portland landscape.

When I showed up to the address and saw the sign for Wood’s Funeral Home, I had to laugh. Although those giggles may have been giddiness caused by low blood sugar.

This had to be some sort of cosmic joke, right? Forcing my face into a sane and somber expression, I entered through the front door and into the reception area. Mr. Wood, smiling like a jovial human beach ball, greeted me as warmly as if I’d known him all my life. For my part, I experienced a rare feeling of comfort around him. 

That’s not to say I was ready for heartfelt hugs and cozy conversations, but I didn’t feel as tongue-tied as I normally did around other humans. Some people are like that and I’d always wished I could find more of those people.

"I know there are services for this," Mr. Wood began, "but you have to schedule them so far ahead of time. And since I live upstairs, I don’t like those nighttime janitorial folks banging around below me. Plus, those services hire the oddest people. I’d prefer to have someone I can trust in here." So said the man who’d just hired someone off Craigslist. He strode over to a side table below an ornate mirror and swiped his finger over the surface. "The place gets so dusty. Where does it all come from, I wonder?"

"Skin cells mostly," I said.

"Oh, well, that's disturbing."

I shrugged, and while I didn’t mind interacting with Mr. Wood, I needed to earn some money ASAP. 

"So, where should I start?"

"The chapel, I suppose," he said hesitantly, then showed me the kitchenette where there were a few cleaning supplies. He also told me I was free to help myself to any of the tea and cookies I'd like. Probably not the best thing to tell someone who'd barely eaten for three days.

I dusted. I polished. I vacuumed. My belly growled throughout it all, but I thought it only fair I put in a few hours before taking a break. When I did take that break, the half box of cookies was gone in five minutes.

 By noon, the chapel looked far tidier than my apartment ever had. Mr. Wood came in, gushed over how impressed he was by the sparkling shine to the glass surfaces, then said he had to go out for a bit.

"If the phone rings, just ignore it. I won’t be long."

I had just started on the kitchenette when Mr. Wood returned with a bag of sandwiches.

"I wasn't sure what you'd like, so I bought one of each."

Not being used to kind gestures from my fellow humans, I stumbled over what to say or do.

"I should really just work," I mumbled and grabbed my bucket.

"Nonsense, take a break. You must be hungry," he said, his eyes darting to the empty cookie box. He took the bucket from me and pointed to a chair at the kitchenette’s table. I tucked my head down and slipped into the seat as Mr. Wood presented an array of seven sandwiches. Not wanting to make a fuss, I reached for the one nearest to me and glanced at the label on the plastic wrapper. Caprese. My stomach gave a loud growl of approval as Mr. Wood went for the B.L.T.

I tried to eat as quickly as possible. Not out of some stellar work ethic, but because I’d failed Chitchat 101 long ago. Unfortunately, it was even more awkward to sit in silence with my jaw getting a workout on the chewy bread, creamy mozzarella, spicy basil, and sweet tomato. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t, right?

Having finished his B.L.T., Mr. Wood looked skeptically at a tuna salad, then opted for the turkey club. Mr. Wood, I would later learn, likes his bacon. "It doesn't bother you?" he asked as he peeled back the crinkly plastic wrapper. 

Thinking he meant his sandwich choice, I said, "No, help yourself."

He laughed. "No, no, I mean working here. With the dead just one room over."

I shook my head. "I went to school for it."

"Funeral services?" I nodded, then grabbed a turkey and Swiss, figuring Mr. Wood might want to keep his piggy-themed lunch going with the ham and butter baguette. "Which area were you focusing on?"

I swallowed a lump of sandwich. "Cosmetics. Embalming. Behind the scenes stuff."

This brought a sparkle to his round eyes. Although that might have been because he’d just spotted the ham and butter was still available. "Why aren’t you working in your field?"

"I—" My cheeks burned. I mean, it would have been embarrassing enough to tell him this was the biggest meal I’d had all week, but to add in the truth of why I was lacking a degree— Oh well, I figured after the day’s job was done I’d never see him again, so who cared what he thought. "I couldn’t afford to finish the program."

"Your parents didn’t help you out?"

"No parents." My shoulders voluntarily made a half-dismissive-half-apologetic shrug. "I was fostered."

"And none of them—"

Unable to stop myself, I shot him a look that stopped his sentence. I hated the sympathy on his face. This is why I avoid opening up. I don’t want other people’s emotions splashing all over me. 

"Let’s just say only one set of fosters might have ever been described as generous, and they died long before I started college." I was done with conversing. I stood and started gathering up the wrappers and the sack. I’d get the crumbs when I came back to finish cleaning up the kitchenette.

"I could use a behind-the-scenes person."

"I didn’t finish school," I repeated, in case he’d missed that point. "I’m not licensed."

"We could just say you’re a receptionist. No, an office manager. That would explain why you’re being paid so well."

My ears pricked up at the word paid, but reason prevailed.

"It’s illegal."

"Only if we’re caught, and who would know? I prefer doing the out front stuff, and I’ve never been good with the cosmetics. I’ve tried, but the clients end up looking like peacefully resting clowns. That’s not how people want to see their loved ones for the last time. Were you any good at the work?"

"Yes. What I did got top marks."

"Then why not? I’ve been doing interviews left and right trying to find the right person. Hired one of them who turned out to be a complete flake, insisted on a break every hour on the hour. But you seem like a hard worker. I have a good feeling about you, license or not."

He was kidding, right? There had to be cameras in the kitchenette recording this. A trick to trap me into accepting and then, if I did ever get my schooling done, pulling out the footage and saying, "Oh, sorry, you’ve broken like a billion laws pertaining to the dead already, so no degree for you."

I was tempted. Besides being handed a decent job without having to suffer though an interview, if he regularly kept sandwiches and cookies on hand…

Still, I wanted to avoid making any commitments.

"Could I finish the cleaning? I sort of need money today. For rent." I felt like an idiot. "I mean, assuming you were paying today. I didn't mean to sound greedy." Ugh, I was an idiot.

"No, not at all. Look, tidy up the kitchen and finish the reception area, then call it a day. I'll pay you for today’s cleaning, then you can start your real work tomorrow. We’ll call it an apprenticeship if anyone asks. Oh, I am glad I put that ad in. My friend at bingo said I'd only attract trouble with it. You're not bringing any trouble, are you?" he said as if I was a sleepy kitten he was trying to cajole into playing.

"No, sir. Not that I'm aware of."

If I only knew how wrong that statement would turn out to be.

Incredibly full from my unexpected midday meal, I finished the cleaning, walked home, proudly slapped my rent into Morelli’s meaty palm with fifteen minutes to spare, and even had enough left over to buy myself a bottle of IPA to celebrate. 




* * *




Mr. Wood had put a pile of trust in me that day. He’d been a wonderful boss in the months since and was putting his business at risk every day he allowed me to swipe blush and eye shadow on corpses. How had I repaid him? By hiding a pretty serious secret. 

After all, if I ever misplaced a body (or rather, if the body misplaced itself), Mr. Wood would be in deep, deep, like Marianas Trench deep trouble. 

I owed it to him to keep the problem from happening again.

Unfortunately, it did.










7 - MR. BUSBY TENPENNY




But first, back to me and my contraband cat. I swear Pablo had gained ten pounds in the few hours since I’d picked him up from the front step of Mrs. Escobar’s to when I left Mr. Wood’s for the day. By the time I made it back to my place, my shoulders and hands ached from the weight of the cargo I’d been lugging around. 

Despite wanting nothing more than to set down the clunky carrier, I approached the building cautiously. The gnome was in his usual place with a bright spot of dandelions surrounding his feet. Morelli’s window, which faced onto the front parking lot, was open a few inches. From the unmistakeable twangy sound of the theme song, I knew he was being distracted by the antics of Bo and Luke in a rerun of The Dukes of Hazard. I tapped the entry code, did a series of ninja-like moves to get the door open and the carrier inside without making a sound, then hurried up the stairs, silently apologizing to Pablo for the jostling. 

Pablo didn’t seem fazed one bit. He settled in straight away by claiming for his bed one of my old sweatshirts I’d left on a tattered ottoman and even discovered a fuzzy mouse toy Louise had treated with pure feline disdain. 




* * *




The following day, Mr. Wood, although nervous about the event, was in fighting form for Mrs. Escobar’s funeral. Since he still suspected my presence might have something to do with waking the dead, I was excused from any meet-and-greet duties. I didn’t like that I was causing him to worry, but if the waking dead were going to keep me out of having to play the welcoming hostess, I wasn’t going to complain. 

Still, I kept an eye on proceedings through the slats of the kitchenette’s pass-through window, and I’m glad to say the funeral went off without incident. Although, if I’m being honest, I wouldn’t have minded if Mrs. E had leapt up and given her cat-hating sister a good scare. 




* * *




With the excuse that an essential part of the closure process was reflecting on everything their loved one had achieved, once we made it through the Escobar funeral Mr. Wood added a new line to our clients’ incoming questionnaire: Do you believe the deceased felt complete at the end? 

Of course, everyone claimed their dearly departed had lived a full life with only the slightest regrets, but I still approached every new body with a hefty dose of caution.

Despite my certainty that everyone was lying or deceiving themselves about that question, each of my clients over the next couple weeks stayed put as I smoothed my layers of heavy makeup over their faces.

Until the day Mr. Busby Tenpenny was laid out on my workroom table for his makeover. 

The moment I stepped into the room and saw his still form on the table, the hairs on my neck started dancing the tango and an icy feeling that had nothing to do with my chilly work environment settled in the tips of my fingers.

With an impossibly British name like Busby Tenpenny, it was no surprise to scan his dossier and learn he was originally from London. Cause of death: heart attack. 

Although his paperwork claimed he was seventy-three, even in death, Mr. Tenpenny looked hardly a day over fifty. Statistically speaking, seventy-three was a bit young, but it’s nothing to shake a stick at. He’d had plenty of time to live his life, or so I tried to convince myself. 

Still, the more pessimistic side of my mind warned me that with a heart attack, there was no telling what life goals might have been left undone. Half-finished manuscripts. Unfolded laundry. Cat boxes that needed scooped. Anything. 

Even without my hackles not only raised but jumping around with a life of their own, I’d have guessed there was a fifty-fifty chance of Mr. Tenpenny coming back. Adding in that curious feeling thumping through me, rocketed the odds of him waking to nine to one.

Despite these worrisome thoughts, nagging for my attention was a faint scent of Earl Grey tea and something spicy that reminded me of breakfast. I put the question of what new soaps or solutions Mr. Wood might have ordered out of my head and leaned over to take a look at who I’d be working with. 

Mr. Wood, who preferred a touch of modesty, had already gotten Mr. Tenpenny into dark grey trousers and a crisp dress shirt. After all that tugging and shifting, I should have been reassured that our latest client hadn’t woken, but I wasn’t. 

Regardless of my trepidation, I had a job to do. I clipped a bib over Mr. T’s chest and started with his first layer of foundation. With every gentle sweep of the brush, I half expected him to start giggling, but he remained still as I built up his color and accented his angular features. 

By the time I swept the final touches of highlighter over his brow line, my hand had stopped trembling and I chided myself for my skittishness. Maybe Mr. Wood had been right and I was getting jumpy after working alone with the dead for so many months. I packed away my compacts and creams, my brushes and sponges, and prepared to put Mr. T away for the day.

And that’s when the sheet twitched. 

Sometimes I hate being right. But points to me for not screaming or even flinching. Okay, maybe a little flinching, sort of like you do when you mistake a garden hose for a garter snake. But there was no banshee impersonation. I was getting good at this. Unfortunately, it was probably not a skill that was going to rank high on my performance evaluation. 

Groggily shifting up to a seated position with his legs hanging over the edge of the table, Mr. Tenpenny shook his head as if to clear it, touched his chest, then looked at me with bright grey eyes beautifully set off by a hint of lightly-tinted mascara.

"What’s the trouble?" I asked as I pulled out my notebook and handed it to him.

Murdered, he wrote. For a guy who was mostly dead, he had gorgeous handwriting. An elegant copperplate that just isn’t taught in schools anymore. Must be that British boarding school education. I’m not stereotyping. Even dead, this guy oozed posh.

"No, you had a heart attack." 

I admit it was a hard diagnosis to believe because Mr. T appeared trim and fit, with good muscle definition for an old guy. But sometimes the cardiac muscles don’t like to play fair. Plus, you never know, even if he did work out, he may have been following up his morning run with a hearty English breakfast. The ticker can only handle so many bangers and fried tomatoes before it rebels. 

Mr. Tenpenny shook his head, slapped his chest with both hands, then made an exploding sound as his hands spread out and away in slow motion.

"Yeah, a heart attack," I said, getting a little impatient. So far, the dead had raised no fuss about whether or how they’d died. They’d merely been eager to clear up something. Mr. Tenpenny held up a finger, indicating for me to wait a sec while he wrote.

I need to go home. I must see my grandson.

This I understood and not just for its impressive lack of Zombie Speak. He had one last message for his grandson. And, thanks to Mr. Boswick, I knew just how to handle it.

"Write out what you want to tell him and I'll deliver it."

He shook his head, then went back to the pad.

I need to see him alive. I need to make sure he’s safe.

The instant I read that, not only did my neck hairs switch over from the tango to a frantic jitterbug, but I again caught the spicy scent. This time I recognized it: cinnamon, real cinnamon, not the overpowering stuff they put in candies and gum. Except for the mineral smell of makeup and the nostril-clearing fumes of cleaning solutions, my work area has no other odors. 

As I told myself the scent must be some old cologne that had been on Busby’s suit, clanging mental alarms warned me that I didn’t want to get involved in this. But Mr. Wood’s business was on the line and I couldn’t let him down. Sometimes when the Zombie Apocalypse meets the mortuary trade, you gotta do what you gotta do.

"Where do you live?"

Mr. Tenpenny wrote down the name of a street and that eerie, something’s-tickling-the-back-of-my-neck feeling hit me again. The street wasn’t far away, less than three miles, but I didn’t think that was what was so strangely familiar about it. I shook off the creepy crawlies of deja-vu. I needed the guy dead and now wasn’t the time to start sifting through my address book. It was time to bring peace and tranquility to one of the undead. 

"I’ll help you," I told him. "Just stay put for a minute." 

Although not far away, the street wasn’t exactly walking distance, especially if your walking companion might not be walking on the return trip. Wheels were needed.

I pulled off my lab coat and called Mr. Wood on the phone in my workroom. I don’t know why it was there. I always let any outside calls go to voice mail, and the funeral home wasn’t so big that Mr. Wood and I couldn’t communicate by simply walking over to where the other was. But for once I was glad the phone was there because when you’ve got a dead person who might wander off, it’s best not to leave them alone to go hunt down your boss. 

Mr. Wood answered on the first ring. He sounded amused that I was phoning him. Thinking about it now, that may have been the first time I’d ever done so. His amusement didn’t last long.

"I need to borrow your car. I don’t need to go far."

"Why?" he asked, suspicion taking over his bright tone.

"There’s sort of someone who has something to clear up."

"Oh, good gravy." Yes, he really did say good gravy. He might keep a stash of booze in his desk drawer, but Mr. Wood was one of those strange people who never curse. "Cassie, this really must stop."

"I know. I know." Guilt flooded over me. I’d spent too much time since Mrs. Escobar’s funeral playing with Pablo and Fuzzy Mouse. I’d done nothing to figure out why the dead were waking up. Not that I had a clue where I might start, but that was no excuse.

"You know where the keys are," he replied with a heavy sigh.

I mumbled an apologetic thanks and, propping the door open so I could keep an eye on Mr. T, I hurried out and grabbed the key ring off its hook. When I returned, Mr. Tenpenny had a disturbingly pleased look on his Creamy Ivory face.

"You don’t get to go in," I told him as I unclipped his bib. "I’ll help you, but you have to remain in the car. If your grandson is home, you’ll scare the socks off him if he sees you. Got it?"

He nodded, brushed down his shirt, and shifted off the table, ready to go. When we slipped into the car, I almost laughed at him putting on his seat belt. Safety first, even for the dead.

A spine-creeping sensation spread into my arms as we drove the short distance to Mr. Tenpenny’s Laurelhurst neighborhood. See, he was gesturing and grunting where to turn, but I was already preparing to make those turns milliseconds before he indicated them. I told myself it couldn’t be. That it was some other house on the same street. But even before Mr. T raised his hand with the palm out to signal me to stop the car, my foot was already easing onto the brake pedal as we approached a royal blue, two-story Portland foursquare with deep yellow trim. 

Normally, I’d be raving over immediately finding parking in such a popular neighborhood, but too many bumblebees were waggling in my gut for celebration. This couldn’t be for real. I rolled forward and slipped into the parking space in front of a neighboring house. Mr. Tenpenny waited patiently as I took several deep breaths, my fingers drumming on the steering wheel. 

I looked at the house, then at him.

"You’re sure this is the place?"

He nodded. I groaned.

This had to be a coincidence, right? No one’s life goes from relatively normal to ultra-freaking bizarre with such breakneck speed. 

I knew this house. I’d come here the day before my cleaning gig at Mr. Wood’s.










8 - JERKFACE GODS




A little more background before we continue.

When I was forced to drop out of school because my rent needed paid, my belly needed filled, and the community college refused to educate me for free, I was willing to take whatever odd job I could find. As long as it was legal and didn’t involve me taking off my clothes in front of strangers, of course. Since delivering smiling customer service is about as appealing to me as having my toenails ripped out, retail and waitressing were options that rarely lasted more than a four-hour shift before I was asked not to come back. 

Thankfully, I fell into a job as a bike messenger for a tiny delivery service not far from my apartment.

And I do mean "fell" into. I’d been riding home from another failed job interview when I hit the Grand Canyon of potholes. Like an angry rodeo bull, my bike threw me off and left me sprawled on the ground. When I dusted myself off and checked my bike, the front tire had gone completely flat. 

With curses mumbling up from my throat, I’d been walking my bike past a line of small shops when a plump, white woman in her early forties with bright red hair scrambled out of one of the doors and, I kid you not, took a sniff before saying, "You're perfect."

No one in my life has called me perfect for anything — well, except for one foster mom who said I was perfectly good DNA gone to waste — so the compliment had me more taken aback than the sniffing. I looked at the hand-lettered paper sign hanging in the shop’s window. The edges had yellowed from being in the sun and one corner drooped where the tape had lost its sticky. 

The sign read: 

Corrigan’s Courier 

Signature Service 

for All Your Precious Parcels

"Sorry, perfect?"

"I assume you can ride that thing," she said, pointing at my bike. "And that you can find an address on a map."

"Yes," I said, pessimistic caution unfurling like a new leaf.

"Exactly. You’re perfect and you're hired. Wait a tick." She ducked back into the shop and came out holding a small, dusty, paper-wrapped package and a fire engine red messenger bag. "If you're not busy, this absolutely must go to the director of the Historical Society. Our last courier, well, never mind that, but I’ve got too much to do to make up for his absence." She stared at me, likely expecting me to jump for joy at the job offer. I could do nothing but stare back at her. She gave a resolute sigh, then said, "You do drive a hard bargain. Okay, there's a fifty-dollar bonus if you start today."

"I’ve got a flat. I can’t possibly—"

"What flat?" Before I could ask if she was blind, I caught a whiff of citrus, not lemons or limes, but the sweet scent of a perfectly ripe orange.

My stomach growled. I’d been living on markdown yogurt and rock hard, day-old bakery items for the past week to keep enough set aside for my rent (which as of that morning was due in three days and seven hours). I cursed Portland’s stupid potholes for basically robbing me of fifty dollars that could buy a lot of food. 

"The front wheel." I reached down to squeeze the tire to show her how squishy and empty of air it was, but when I pinched my fingers, the tire was as solid as if it had just been pumped up. 

Now, I’m no bike mechanic, but even an idiot can tell the difference between a flat tire and a filled tire just by looking. When I had gotten up from my spill, that tire had most definitely been flat. Even though I was pretty sure I hadn’t hit my head, I started mentally running through a list of concussion symptoms.

"Looks fine to me. So, how about it? I could really use the help."

"Okay," I said, feeling very confused, but that may have just been the hunger.

She — Corrine Corrigan, I later learned — shoved the bag into my hands followed by the surprisingly hefty package, then babbled out the address for the Oregon Historical Society in between exclamations of thanks and how lucky she’d been to find me. I knew exactly how to get to the location, so I slipped the parcel into the bag, flung the strap over my shoulder, and hopped onto my bike with its newly inflated front tire. 

Just as I was about to press my foot down on the pedal, the fiery-haired woman said, "You must give it to the person. No leaving it on the stoop. We don’t have a lot of rules here, but that is one that cannot be broken. If you can’t make a delivery, bring it back here and we’ll try another time. Our deliveries are very special and we can’t let them get into the wrong hands." 

And cue the alarm bells. 

That explained everything. I was carrying drugs. I was sure of it. Or stolen goods. Or illegal animal parts. Still, I was on the point of malnutrition and fifty dollars was waiting for me. If ever questioned, I would just have to say I was coerced. I pedaled away, made a right turn onto Clinton to head toward the Hawthorne Bridge. 

It was as I was artfully dodging tourists walking in the bridge’s bike lane that I realized the other option for what might be in the package on my back: a letter bomb. The rest of the ride, I took extra care to skirt every speed bump and gave a wide berth to any potholes.

Nothing exploded, no authorities patrolled the Historical Society’s doors or waited in ambush to arrest me, and the package was delivered. When I returned, Corrine said my shift was done for the day and handed me a twenty-dollar bill for the hour of work I’d just completed, then a fifty for my sign-on bonus. After ordering an extra chewy pizza margherita to go and picking up a six-pack of IPA on my way home, I dined like a queen that night. 

For the next couple months, life was good. I was the proud holder of an easy and steady job, an on-time payer of rent, and an eater of a balanced diet. Even Louise was acting less grumpy.

But, as I’ve come to expect, good things never last. Louise left to go chase the big catnip mouse in the sky only days before everything else went to crap. 




* * *




I headed out from the office of Corrigan's Courier that final afternoon with a small, rectangular box about the size of a thick paperback tucked into my messenger bag. The service had a lot of repeat customers they delivered to, but this address was one I hadn’t seen before. When Corrine handed me the box, she told me it would be the last delivery of the day and I could take the rest of the afternoon off. With pay. Doesn’t get much better than that, does it? I pedaled over, taking my time and enjoying the tree-lined, low-traffic streets of the neighborhood.

Once I reached the house, I rang the bell. No answer. I rang a couple more times, then rapped my knuckles on the door.

Still no answer. I waited a few moments because you never know, someone might just be trying to put on their trousers, but after several minutes no one had come to the door. I shrugged and slipped the box into my messenger bag and rode back to Corrigan’s to leave the package with Corrine until the next day. 

Despite the unseasonable warmth of the November day, when I neared the office, goosebumps popped up over my forearms like zits on the chin of a stressed out teenager. I tried to tell myself it was just my sweat cooling, but I’d been enjoying the day and hadn't made enough of an effort to generate a drop of real sweat except in the pit behind my knees. 

At the office, the shades over the plate-glass windows had been drawn. They were old-time roller shades with ring hooks. The type that threaten to go whirring back up if you pull them just a tad too far. These shades were never lowered, even when Corrine closed up at night. I tugged on the door handle to let myself in. The bolt clacked against the lock, but the door refused to budge.

"What the hell?" 

I couldn't believe Corrine would just lock up for the day knowing I was out. On the window to the left of the door, a sign had been taped into one corner. I expected it to say something like, "Closed. Be back in fifteen minutes." 

When I stepped over to read it, I caught a pungent smell that reminded me of cigars wrapped in musty clothing. But what really had me wrinkling my nose was the more powerful scent of cologne. I assumed the stench must be coming from the sewer grate and the cologne had come spewing out of the car of teenage boys that was now thumping its way down the street. I hate the smell of cologne. Too many of my more aggressive foster fathers had doused themselves in the stuff. I pinched my nose, then read the sign.

I groaned.

The sign did indeed say Corrigan’s Courier was closed. Not for fifteen minutes, but for good. Below the out-of-business notice, written in Corrine’s loopy handwriting but with a messy slant to it, was the message: 

Thank you for the years of service.

Shit.

Not only did I still have a (possibly illegal) package in my bag, but it was a Friday and Corrine still owed me my pay for the week. And since she’d been paying under the table, it wasn’t like I could go to the Bureau of Labor and Industries and demand my final check even if I was the demanding sort.

This wonderful bit of timing by the jerkface gods of life came just after I had to fork over several hundred dollars to say goodbye to Louise. Because of this unplanned expense, I desperately needed that day’s wages for rent. Irritated, catless, jobless, cursing the world, and wondering what I was going to do for rent money, I rode home.

At the apartment, Morelli was waiting. It’s like he had a sense for when I was having a crappy day. He not only informed me exactly how many hours I had to get my rent to him, but he also made it clear that he knew I’d violated the no-pet policy and if I didn’t pay exactly on time, he’d kick me out. I introduced him to several newly-invented curse words then stomped up the stairs, hurled the messenger bag into my closet, and began desperately searching for work on Craigslist…where those jerkface gods of life cut me a break by allowing me to find Mr. Wood’s want ad.

Which brings us back to where I left off — six months later with me having just nabbed a great parking spot and sitting in a borrowed Prius with a dead Brit.










9 - BRINGING HOME STRAYS




"Are you sure that one is yours?" I asked, pointing to the deep blue house just ahead of us.

Mr. Tenpenny nodded his head.

"How long have you lived here?"

He held up five fingers, then pressed out, "Years." 

Silly me for hoping he’d say months. Because life just can’t be normal, can it?

You’ve probably guessed already, but let me confirm for you that, yes, the house I had pulled up to, the house that was the home of the dead guy in the passenger seat of my boss’s car, the house whose door I was walking up to, the house whose doorbell I was ringing, was the same house of my final delivery, or rather, non-delivery for Corrigan’s Courier. 

Unlike my first trip here, this time when I rang the bell, someone answered. The guy who opened the door was about my age, slightly taller than me with Mr. Tenpenny’s cutting cheekbones and hair as dark as mine. 

"Yes?" he said curtly. He then eyed me curiously almost like he knew who I was, but couldn't place where he'd seen me. 

Despite being completely flustered and the Queen of Social Misfits, I’ve always been able to keep my head. So, although I would have really liked to run from this situation, I asked, "Are you Mr. Tenpenny’s grandson?"

The stern scowl quickly morphed into a look of worried surprise and he shifted back, moving to throw the door closed. Before he could slam it shut, I shouted, "I work at Wood's Funeral Home."

The door creaked back open. Tenpenny the Younger still looked wary, but he shook out his shoulders as if trying to play off his panic attack. "You work there?"

Did I not just say that? Why do the good-looking ones always have to be so dim?

"Yeah. Look, I just noticed your grandfather didn't have a tie with his suit. Would you have an extra?"

"I could've sworn there was one in there. Come in for a sec. I'll grab you one."

I stepped inside. I tried to play it cool, but my toes were tapping like jumping beans in my shoes. Who had the package been for? This grandson or Mr. Tenpenny? Did either of them ever wonder where the package had gone? Was it holding some sort of treasured object? A half kilo of cocaine perhaps? Corrigan’s obviously handled some "special" packages you wouldn't trust to FedEx, but had either of the Tenpennys filed a claim for the missing treasure? And if so, with whom? 

I’m not exactly a slob, but I am housekeeping challenged especially when it comes to things like tidying up closets. Which meant the messenger bag was still somewhere in mine. What if I dug out the package and dropped it off here sometime? Would that be the right thing to do? Wait, what if the grandson didn't even live here? Maybe he was just packing things up. Was it better to hold onto the package rather than risk it being delivered to the wrong person? 

"Do you live here?" my mouth unexpectedly called up to him. What in the world was that? I don’t ask questions of strangers. I don't shout up stairs. 

"Yeah, moved in about six months ago," he called from somewhere above my head. Six months ago. Oh, you mean around the exact time a certain package didn’t get delivered? I was seriously exceeding my daily recommended allowance of coincidences. 

"You like your work?" he asked awkwardly as he strode down the stairs on long legs.

"It's certainly interesting."

"Will one of these do?" he asked as he spread a trio of ties out on a small table in the foyer. One was striped with pale grey and sky blue, one was plain black, and the other was deep purple with a paisley pattern. "I’m not great with color coordination."

The purple paisley was the least boring, so I picked that one. After all, as I was learning, just because you're dead doesn't mean you have to be dull.

"This one should work." 

"My name’s Tobey," he said, holding out his hand.

I tried not to laugh. Tobey Tenpenny? 

Biting the inside of my cheek, I managed to say, "Cassie Black." I gave him the Guinness Book of World Records’ quickest hand shake then turned to go before my mouth went rogue again and blurted, "I've got your Gramps in the car!"

But then I thought of Mr. Wood. He needed Mr. Tenpenny dead and I couldn’t let my desire to speak to humans as little as possible get in the way of that. Mr. Tenpenny had wanted to know his grandson was okay. It was time for some awkward pleasantries. 

"I’m sorry about your grandfather." Tobey Tenpenny replied with a quick thanks. "And you're doing okay? Staying safe?" 

Staying safe? What was I? A mom who just sent her kid off to camp?

Apparently Tobey Tenpenny thought the question a bit out of place, okay maybe about five miles out of place, because he stepped back, staring at me as if I’d just pulled a machete from my back pocket. He pulled the door open, thrust a pointed finger toward the tidy front walkway, and said, "I think you should go now."

"Right, sorry, none of my business," I muttered, begging my mouth to stop making noises, but it just kept going as my feet shuffled me out to the doorstep. "He just seemed too healthy for a heart attack, so I thought something might have—"

Boom! The door slammed shut. And that, ladies and gentlemen, was Cassie Black doing her rendition of the Socially Awkward Symphony.

I wanted to hide my face and flee the scene, but also wanted to maintain a scrap of dignity. So instead of racing back to the Prius, I walked with deliberately paced steps. I hoped I would never see Tobey Tenpenny again and I also hoped Mr. Tenpenny would now be properly dead. His grandson was clearly well and good, with strong muscles fully capable of slamming doors, and showing no signs of all-consuming grief. What more could a grandad want? But when I got in the car, there was Busby, bright-eyed and eager for news.

I tossed the tie at him.

"Your grandson is healthy, safe, and very crabby." I stared at Mr. Tenpenny, then waved my hand in a well-go-ahead gesture. "That’s your cue to go back to being dead." He shook his head, opened the notebook, and pointed to the first word he had written. "Murdered? I don't understand."

He wrote. I was dying to see what he had to say, but I couldn’t risk Tobey peering out a side window and catching me lurking around. Lurking, that is, with his dead grandfather riding shotgun. I pushed the button to start the ignition and headed back the way we came.

As I drove, I considered my options. What was I supposed to do with Busby? I couldn't leave him alone in the funeral home. And I couldn’t expect Mr. Wood to take a client in as a roommate. In fact, I was hoping I could get the car and keys back without encountering Mr. Wood at all. Luckily, it was bingo night at the community center just up the street, and if I had any luck in this world, my boss might have already headed off for a wild night of number hunting. 

There wasn't anything for it but to take Mr. Tenpenny home with me. I parked the car in the funeral home’s lot. Mr. T eyed me with a curious arch to his eyebrows. "Just wait by the car for a sec. And do not go anywhere. Got it?" He gave a sharp nod of his head to show he had. 

I let myself into my workroom and returned the keys to their hook. The place was silent. Thank heavens for bingo, I thought as I made a quick scan that all the storage fridges were locked and all the cosmetics were shelved. Mr. Wood would come home with his prizes and, if he bothered to check, would think the whole matter had been cleared up. 

Mr. Tenpenny and I walked to my apartment. First Pablo, now him. I couldn’t make a habit of this. If my zombie problem kept cropping up, I would end up with more strays than a soft-hearted animal shelter volunteer. Thankfully, Morelli was too busy shouting out the answers to Wheel of Fortune to bother harassing me or to notice my guest. I mean, given his strict no-pets policy, what would his no-corpses policy be like? I signaled to Mr. T to go softly up the stairs. 

When we got inside my apartment, Mr. Tenpenny scanned the place rather judgmentally I must say for someone whose next address was going to be a hole in the ground. Still, I can't blame him. The place is tiny; my furniture is all second- (and in some cases, third-) hand; and I have a habit of leaving books scattered over any horizontal surface. After coming from a huge home with magazine quality perfection, my place must have looked like a forlorn broom closet.

This gave me a moment of thought. A big house in one of the better neighborhoods of Portland?

"Who will inherit your house?"

"Grandson," he exhaled.

It's not like I could ever afford one, but I like to give myself a painful reality check by reading real estate signs whenever I'm out and about. Which means I know just how insane housing prices are in the City of Roses. Tobey Tenpenny, who probably hadn't worked a full day in his life, just nabbed himself a home worth close to a million bucks. 

The question was: Would he have killed for it?

"How was your relationship with Tobey? He ever hint he might have aggressive tendencies?"

Mr. Tenpenny, still judging where it might be safest to sit, turned to look at me. His skin might have been waxy, and his heart might no longer be pumping blood, but he could still fix a lot of heat into his stare. He shook his head in a way that said, "Enough with this line of questioning."

Okay, so Busby didn't suspect his grandson, but that didn't stop my cynical thoughts. Who knew? Maybe the package contained an heirloom that, if stolen and sold, would have left him set for life. Then, when the object failed to show up, Tobey Tenpenny began his dastardly plan to become a real estate tycoon by any means possible.

Or maybe I was reading too many Hercule Poirot books.

Mr. Tenpenny pulled the notepad out of his jacket pocket and held it out to me. He then pushed it a little bit closer as if I might ignore the pad if he didn’t. I took my notebook back, noting that he had not returned my pen, then plunked down on the couch, and invited him to do the same.

As Pablo sauntered into the room, Mr. Tenpenny finally opted for a well-worn wingback chair and again jutted his finger impatiently toward the notepad. I flipped it open. He had a lot to say and, as I read them over, each sentence drove a chill deeper into me.










10 - WHEN IT RAINS, IT POURS




It is my belief that someone came looking for something they thought I had. They killed me for it, but I never had it in the first place. When this someone knocked on my door, I thought it might be a delivery. I’d missed an important one not terribly long ago, so I hurried to answer. 

I wish I had checked first. Tobey was always telling me to inquire who was at the door before answering. I never saw his face, but he was one of my sort. He had to be tall because I remember him looking down at me, but before I got a look at his face, he made a Blinding Spark. I couldn't see a thing. I didn’t even have time to panic before he stopped my heart with an Exploding Heart Charm.

As I read what Mr. Tenpenny had written, a herd of elephants wearing pink tutus danced in circles inside my head while trumpeting a chorus of disbelieving alarm. 

I wasn’t sure what he meant by "my sort" other than British or perhaps just old, posh guys in general. I also had no clue what he meant by a Blinding Spark or why it and Exploding Heart Charm were capitalized. Could it be some sort of Cockney rhyming slang? 

What I did hone in on, however, was that someone had come looking for something Mr. T was supposed to have. Something that was supposed to have been delivered.

What if my delivery, or rather my lack of delivery got this guy killed? But that was months ago. Surely if a murderous thief would do anything to get his hands on that parcel he would have done so sooner. Why would so long have passed between the expected delivery date and the supposed murder? 

Despite trying to brush off Mr. T’s claim, logic in this very illogical situation kicked in. Maybe it had taken the killer that long to figure out who was supposed to receive the item. Damn Corrine for shutting down! How many other people knew her delivery schedule?

Pablo, after a good deal of stretching, sidled up and greeted Mr. Tenpenny’s leg with a few chin rubs before heading to his favorite spot on an old sweatshirt inside my closet. The very closet where my red Corrigan’s Courier bag still slumped in a dark, forgotten corner. 

No, I was jumping way too fast to stupid and improbable conclusions. This had to just be a coincidence. How many times have I said Portland is a small town? I still see people from high school when I’m out and about — and yes, I do execute a variety of evasive moves to avoid them. So why should it be odd that the same address cropped up twice in my lifetime? Besides, if someone had accessed Corrine’s delivery schedule and were willing to track down Mr. T to get the package, they’d also have to know I worked at Corrigan’s and wouldn’t they have come looking for me? 

I thought of the creepy feeling I’d been experiencing lately. What if that hadn’t been my imagination? What if they were hunting me down? My heart kicked up its already accelerated pace another couple notches and my gaze instantly darted to the front door to make sure I had flipped the deadbolt. 

I tried to calm my overthinking brain by hoping that maybe Mr. Tenpenny was nuts. I mean, Exploding Heart Charm? Clearly he was living in LaLa Land, and I was even battier for believing him. Still, he was dead and they do say dead men tell no tales.

Mr. Tenpenny sat there, watching me with a look in his eyes that indicated he was waiting for a response. 

"Tea?" I asked awkwardly, then wondered if the dead needed or wanted to eat and drink.

Mr. Tenpenny shook his head to decline. This was too weird. I mean, I know I said I liked hanging out with the dead, but I kind of meant hanging out with them while they stayed still on a table, not when they came around to my place for a chat to figure the meaning of their zombie life.

My head whirled with problems, possibilities, and a string of what ifs all of which seemed equally unlikely. I handed the notepad back to Mr. Tenpenny. 

"Okay," I said slowly as I tried to corral my stampeding thoughts. "So you think someone killed you for something you were supposed to have?"

He nodded. There was something that had to be asked, but you know how they say not to ask a question if you aren’t prepared for all possible answers? I had a gut-plunging feeling I knew the answer to this question and I was not prepared to hear it. I bit my cheek, literally biting back the words. 

Suck it up, Cassie. You need to find out. If this guy isn’t dead by funeral time, Mr. Wood is going to be in trouble deeper than a diamond mine.

"When—" My voice cracked and I swallowed hard to wet my throat. "When exactly was this delivery supposed to have been made?"

The pen scratched over the notepad. 

Six months ago. 

Sorry, did you hear that? That was the sound of my gut dropping straight through the floor and into Morelli’s living room.

"Why would this person have wanted it? I mean, is it valuable?" Holding my neck rigid to keep from glancing over at the closet, I then asked, "Is it dangerous?"

Voicing that worry put an immediate halt to my cool and calm ruse. What if I’d had a bomb in my coat closet for six months? I jumped up and shooed a disgruntled Pablo out from amongst my gloves and scarves. I nearly slammed the closet door before remembering the potential explosive lurking inside. Gripping the handle and moving slowly, I gently shut the door. The very flimsy door that was not going to shield us from anything if a bomb went off behind it.

After a very lengthy and very shaky exhale to collect myself, I backed away from the closet until I banged into the couch. I then eased my butt onto the edge of the cushion and, trying to play off the notion that anything odd had just happened, forced an innocent smile onto my face. Mr. Tenpenny narrowed his eyes and watched me like I was crazy. Can't blame him for that, really. He tapped the pen on the notepad to indicate what he’d written. 

It's powerful. Very powerful. And yes, dangerous in the wrong hands.

Of course my brain immediately screamed, "You have a nuclear weapon in your closet!" The only thing that kept me from whipping out my phone and calling the bomb squad was not knowing their number. Well, that and the dead guy staring at me from the comfort of a free piece of furniture I’d found on Craigslist. 

"And who might have these wrong hands?" 

Before he could begin writing his reply, my phone rang. The sudden noise killed any shred of my ability to keep my cool. I didn’t exactly scream at the sound of the jangling ring tone, but I did let out a sharp yip of terror that startled Pablo. I swear my heart nearly stopped in my chest. I then thought if it did, at least one of us in the room would be dead. I fumbled for the phone and glanced at the caller ID: Mr. Wood.

My day was just getting better and better, wasn’t it?

"I have to take this," I said. Mr. Tenpenny opened one hand with his palm up, signaling me to go right ahead.

"Hello?" I said in my best everything’s-just-peachy voice.

"Cassie, we have a situation here."

"I know, Mr. Wood. I'm on top of it, but it's taking a little longer than the others."

"Well, you need to do something. I don't know what to tell him."

"Just tell him our policy doesn't allow family behind the scenes," I said, thinking Tobey had shown up after my odd behavior. My biggest dread when I sprawled out in my bed at night, fully awake with my mind running in circles over all the complications that could arise from the dead waking, was a family member dropping by and wanting to check on the work we were doing. It wasn't allowed, but for whatever morbid reason, people do try.

"It's not family. It's someone from the Board."

My gut that had dropped into Morelli’s living room now bounced off his shag carpet and flew straight up into my throat.

"The Board?" I asked, as if I didn’t know exactly what he meant.

"The Mortuary and Cemetery Board. I don’t know, maybe someone tipped them off, because one of their representatives is here now. Asking questions."

Oh goodie. Not only did we have a missing body, but if they found out I was doing anything other than filing paperwork and answering phones, Mr. Wood would have his license revoked. He’d lose his livelihood and his home. I glanced at the clock. Five-thirty. Odd. Any properly trained government worker should have scurried out of the office at least thirty-five minutes ago. 

"I'll be there as quick as I can."

Before Mr. Wood could say anything, I hung up, grabbed my helmet off the couch, and gave my bike’s tires a quick pinch to make sure they had enough air. Mr. Tenpenny watched me all the while, looking eager and somewhat impatient.

"You need to stay here. Promise?"

Mr. Tenpenny was examining me in an unsettling way. It wasn’t exactly the expression of recognizing someone, more of trying to figure out why someone looks familiar. But it was what he did next that made my skin prickle. He sniffed, tilting his nose in my general direction. Just as Corrine Corrigan had done when we’d first met. Maybe it was time to switch deodorant brands.

"Mr. Tenpenny, please promise me you'll stay here. I should be back within an hour."

He pulled out the notepad. I did not have time for this. It was a yes or no question.

He jotted a quick sentence, then showed me what he’d written.

I think we need to talk.

"Sure thing," I said, my voice straining to sound chipper, even though my knees were feeling rather rubbery. 

What if he had seen me riding away from his house that day? What if he’d come running down the stairs and called after me and I’d already gotten out of earshot? That look of almost recognition. Had he realized he might be alive — actually alive, not zombie alive — if I’d just gotten that package into his manicured hands? But now was not the time. "Gotta go. There’s plenty to read." I waved my hand to indicate the mess of used books scattered around. "And don’t let the cat out."

I picked up my bike and carried it down the stairs, trying to be as quiet as possible, but apparently not quiet enough. Morelli’s door swung open the moment my foot hit the bottom landing.

"You know I don’t allow two people in that apartment."

I had no brain power left to come up with a lie.

"He’s only visiting." 

At least I hoped he was.

"Rent’s due in—"

"Four days. Yes, I know. My whole month revolves around the day I get to cram my hard-earned money into your sweaty palms. I need to go." I reached for the door, but Morelli blocked it. "What?"

He watched me for a very long, very creepy second, then pushed the door open for me. "Be careful."

 Morelli? Showing a hint of humanity? I was so shocked by this sentiment, I replied, without any hint of sarcasm, "I didn’t know you cared." 

Snapping out of his moment of weirdness, Morelli returned his face to the half-scowl, half-sneer it usually had when he spoke to me. "I meant be careful when you bring that thing up and down the stairs." He gestured to the bike with a hand that had only three fingers. I’d noticed this when I made my first rent payment and at first assumed he’d had some sort of wood shop accident, but both hands were the same: three fingers, one thumb. He’d either been born like that, or he was abnormally clumsy around cutting tools. "I’ll add it onto your rent if I have to fix any scrapes on the walls."

I gave him a sour look and left the building, relieved that nothing had changed in our relationship. Morelli being nice to me would be more unsettling than the dead coming back to life.

With every pedal stroke, Mr. T’s words, We need to talk, pumped through my head. He was right. We did. This actually brightened my mood. If I came out with the truth when I got back, that would solve everything. I would open the closet, get out the bag, and say, "Here's your package/possible bomb, and I'm likely the reason you're dead." Done and done. Back to dead. Right?

I just needed to stop this board rep from nosing around the funeral home and by morning all would be settled.

I should have known life’s not that simple. Neither is death, apparently.










11 - FACING THE BOARD




The funeral home’s outdoor sign had already been turned off for the night, but the lobby lights remained on inside. Mr. Wood’s red Prius was in its usual spot, but was flanked by a white sedan that was too generic and forgettable not to be a government car.

I hopped off my bike and wheeled it into the lobby. Looming inside was a tall man with cropped blonde hair and a face that reminded me of one of those square watermelons they grow in Japan. He was doused in what had to be a gallon of cologne, wore a poorly fitted suit as generic as his car, and was interrogating Mr. Wood with sniping skepticism as my boss tripped over his answers.

"I’m Mr. Wood’s office manager. Is there a problem?" I asked boldly. When push comes to shove, I can improv my way into being an extrovert. I keep hoping one day it might stick.

"I should say there is."

"And you are?"

"Carl," he said, suspiciously not giving his last name. "I was told the body of Busby Tenpenny should be here for processing, but there's no sign of him. And," he paused to check his clipboard, "Mr. Wood doesn't seem to know where he is."

"No, why should he?"

The man stabbed a stubby finger on the brass plate below Mr. Wood’s photo on the side wall of the entryway.

"He is the director and owner. I would assume that means he knows what's going on."

"Mr. Wood interacts with the families and performs the hands-on mortuary duties. It’s my job to organize and maintain incoming work. So, if he doesn't know exactly who's here and who's not, that's why."

"And Mr. Tenpenny?"

I shrugged my shoulders. "Your guess is as good as mine. He was delivered and was nearly done with his preparations when—"

Mr. Wood, possibly thinking I had turned into a complete moron, cleared his throat in a painfully obvious way. I shot him a look to hush him up. Thankfully, since he was too busy scowling at my boss, the look was missed by our friendly local government worker.

"Yes, Mr. Wood," I said, taking on the stern voice of a woman not to be interrupted, "I know you said to let it slide, but I am going to complain." Carl’s attention turned to me. He wore an I-can’t-wait-to-hear-this expression on his blocky face. "I had just sent Mr. Tenpenny’s funeral notice to the paper when someone from the morgue called and said the body was supposed to go somewhere else. They claimed they needed to run another analysis on him because someone said the death was suspicious. Now, couldn’t that have been sorted beforehand? Think of the strain on the family."

"Who said this?"

"Do I know?" I asked irritably, fully falling into my role of easily perturbed office worker. "One minute we’ve got a man preparing for his final show. The next, he's being carted off and I'm being told they'll have him back as quickly as possible."

Okay, as an excuse, it was awful, but I was thinking on my feet after an already over-the-legal-limit weird day.

"And you have paperwork to show this?"

"Nope."

Mr. Wood groaned. 

"What do you mean ‘nope’?" Carl asked sharply.

"The guy who showed up from the morgue said the paperwork was at their end and he’d fax it over in a few days. A few days! You do realize we’ll have to reschedule the funeral, which is just a nightmare in itself. Still, I would hope the body will be back sooner rather than later. Probably with the paperwork clipped to it, knowing how those people work. If you want to file complaints against someone, it should be the morgue, not us."

The guy scowled at me. "And if I go to the morgue, who should I talk to?" 

"Chubby Evans," I said, grabbing onto a name from the book I was reading. I just had to hope Cologne Carl wasn’t an Agatha Christie fan. 

The name was memorable, but it still struck me as odd that Carl wasn’t writing it down. That either meant he had a superb memory and couldn’t be bothered with pea-brain things like note taking, or that he had no intention of checking up on dear old Chubby. Strange behavior, but also in my favor since Chubby only existed on the pages of a murder mystery.

"You say the body is supposed to be back in two days?"

"Two or three. With Chubby, I’d err on the side of three." I crossed my fingers that I could persuade Mr. Tenpenny to get back to the business of being dead within that time.

"I’ll be back in one. If you can’t produce the paperwork or the body, I will close down this business."

"Understood."

He eyed me, moving in closer, but his cologne was so overpowering, I stepped back. He shifted his shoulders. "You don’t seem that concerned about a missing body, Miss—"

"Black. And no, not really. We get everything from wrong deliveries to mismatched paperwork. Few things come as a shock in this line of work." 

Hell, I was barely blinking an eye over dead people returning to life at this point.

Mr. Wood mumbled, "Speak for yourself."

"I’ll see you tomorrow at noon, Miss Black. And for your sake," he said in a tone that was both casual and menacing, "I sincerely hope Mr. Tenpenny is back under this roof."

"Who sent you, by the way?" I asked. This guy hadn’t shown us any ID, hadn’t told us his full name, and was working well beyond government employee hours. I didn’t trust his cologne-drenched presence one bit.

"An anonymous tip from a concerned citizen who had worked with Mr. Tenpenny on," he paused, "unique projects, shall we say. The individual had questions about the funeral arrangements."

And so he called the Mortuary Board? It was good to see I wasn’t the only one telling lies this fine evening.

"Well, you can assure this person all will be taken care of professionally once we have Mr. Tenpenny in his proper place." Which was completely true.

I showed Carl the door and locked it as soon as he was outside.

"Cassie, what are we going to do?" Mr. Wood asked in a worryingly uncertain tone. "Do you even know where Mr. Tenpenny is?"

"At my apartment," I said sheepishly. After putting on so much confident bravado to face down Cologne Carl, I felt worn out.

"Your apartment!"

"It’s okay. He’s a tough case, but I think I’ve figured out what will help him. And you."

"We really need to find out what’s causing this. If one does get away…" Sweat beaded on Mr. Wood’s forehead. He dropped into one of the plush, navy blue reception chairs. "The thought alone makes me feel ill." 

My heart sank under the weight of my guilt. Not only was I facing the possibility that I might have caused Mr. Tenpenny’s death, but a suspicion was growing in the back of my mind that Mr. Wood had been right in his earlier concern. Somehow I might be making the dead wake up. If so, I was putting Mr. Wood’s business at serious risk. 

Because no matter how you spin it, raising the dead and taking them on field trips was a whole lot worse than letting an unlicensed employee swipe cosmetics over the skin of the deceased. We’d done well at not attracting any notice so far, but if our blonde thug really was a legit state or county worker, the Board would keep the place under heavy scrutiny from here on out even if Mr. Tenpenny was laid to rest on schedule. Mr. Wood’s business would be ruined and I’d be back to being unemployed. I may not be living the lifestyle of the rich and famous, but I had gotten used to certain luxuries in life like fresh fruit and toilet paper.

"It’ll be okay, I promise. Now, go do what you need to do for the evening. I’ll lock up when I go."

Mr. Wood nodded and shuffled up the stairs that led to his living quarters above the funeral home. After making a quick check of all the locks and security lights, I walked my bike home to give myself time to think. 

I didn’t want to do it, but the only way to help Mr. Wood was to cough up the truth to Mr. Tenpenny.










12 - CONFESSION SESSION




With all the weird things tumbling into my life lately, and with the odd behavior of our supposed health inspector, I half expected Cologne Carl to be lurking outside my building when I got home. But when I reached the parking lot, it was empty except for a few kids from the neighborhood playing soccer, using both my building’s and the adjoining long-since-shuttered business’s lot for a pitch. With a whoop of boyish excitement, the ball went flying straight toward the garden gnome. 

Knowing Morelli would blame me if that bit of yard art got broken, my legs kicked into gear. I couldn’t run fast enough with the bike and I grit my teeth, waiting for the crash of broken ceramic. But the ball, the ball I swear had been heading straight for the pointy red hat, veered at the last moment and ended up hitting nothing more than the wall to the left of the gnome. I didn’t want to overthink this impossibility of the laws of physics. After all, I didn’t know much about sport. Maybe soccer had a kick that did something like throwing the curve ball in baseball. 

The kids scrambled after the ball and I let myself in, muttering a prayer to the patron saint of renters that I wouldn’t have to face Morelli. Apparently, the prayer worked. There wasn’t a peep from my lovely landlord even as the door’s mechanical lock snapped into place. After hauling my bike up the stairs — without ever touching the walls, thank you very much — I opened my door to see Mr. Tenpenny playing with Pablo. 

He greeted me with a satiny meow. Pablo, that is, not Mr. T. Standing there with a feather-tipped wand toy in hand, Busby greeted me with a curt nod of hello and an expression of wary inquiry. Despite the disturbing welcome, he was a handsome old man with thick grey hair brushed back from his face. And, oddly enough since he should be emitting the foul smell of preservation fluid, he carried a comforting scent of bergamot and old books. 

According to his paperwork, Mr. T was five foot ten, the same height as me, but he had an erect carriage that made him seem taller — sort of the opposite effect of the hunch I used to adopt in high school to make myself look shorter. He had a long face with a Roman nose set below penetrating, silvery grey eyes that were currently watching me with curious impatience.

To Pablo’s disappointment, Mr. T swapped the wand for my notepad and thumped his index finger on his last message.

"I know." 

I gave a heavy sigh and went to the fridge to grab a beer. After dealing with an overly-scented government goon followed up by a ride home in warm weather, the cold, hoppy liquid tasted especially refreshing. I took another long swig, then walked back over, ready to spill the truth.

"Should I go first?" Mr. T turned his palm up in a be-my-guest gesture while Pablo sat at his feet, purring and clearly eager for their game to resume. I took a deep breath, then said, "I think I might have killed you."

Now, I have to admit, while I am a professional cynic, I completely expected Ol’ Busby to say (or gesture or grunt), "No, no, not at all. You’re being ridiculous." 

But there were no such reassurances coming from my zombie acquaintance. Instead, he staggered back and narrowly avoided tripping over Pablo, who deftly snatched Fuzzy Mouse in his jaws and leapt onto the top of the wingback chair. Busby stared at me wide-eyed as he continued to back away. Once he was at what must have seemed a safe distance, Mr. T turned his head slightly to the side and observed me from the corner of his eye. 

After I endured this odd scrutiny for about fifteen seconds, the tension in his dead body eased and he shook his head. He went to the table, picked up the pad and pen, and flipped to a new page. Once he finished writing, he passed the pad back to me.

It wasn’t you. It was a man slightly taller than you.

I could have left it at that. I could have pretended I was off the hook and called it good, but playing make believe wasn’t going to get him back to being dead, nor would it save Mr. Wood’s livelihood.

"Comforting, but that’s not exactly what I meant. I know I didn’t pull the trigger—" Again, he did the chest thump and the exploding hand motion. He then made a gun with his thumb and forefinger while shaking his head. "No, I know, not a literal trigger, but I still might be responsible for your death."

The wary look returned. I handed back the notepad, and he wrote: Who do you work for?

Okay, definitely not the question I would have asked in the same situation, but I suppose Mr. Tenpenny hadn’t exactly been alert when he arrived at Mr. Wood’s.

"I work for Mr. Wood," I said clearly to make sure Busby understood. "He runs the funeral home you woke up in."

Mr. Tenpenny shook his head and pressed on his gut. 

"Other?" he exhaled.

"No other, but there was a previous. I think your death, and my part in it, has to do with my other boss, or rather my other job. The one before Mr. Wood."

I was getting tongue tied. After all, with Busby, Tobey, and Cologne Carl, I was well beyond my spoken-word quota for the day, and even though I found it easy to talk to the dead, this wasn’t a conversation I ever expected to have. Also, I really didn’t like the way Mr. Tenpenny kept scrutinizing me with that look of half-recognition, half-suspicion.

To clarify my point, I set my beer down on a battered end table and went to the closet. When I opened the door, Pablo immediately hopped off the chair and came running. I reached for the messenger bag, but jerked my hand back just before grasping the strap. 

Could there be a bomb inside? Suddenly, the bright red color of the bag didn’t scream, "Watch out cars, here I come," but rather, "Danger!" like the markings of a poisonous tree frog.

I told myself this was ridiculous. The bag had been in there for months. Pablo had been kneading it and purring himself to sleep next to it since I’d brought him home. Even if that cat did have nine lives, he would have used them all up long ago. 

No, I told myself firmly, this thing wouldn’t have remained perfectly innocuous for months and then suddenly choose today to detonate. If it was a bomb, it had to be a dud. 

As all this raced around my head, Pablo kept trying to sneak past me to get to his sleeping spot while I kept nudging him away with my foot. I wanted to believe that whatever occupied my closet was nothing to fear, but let me tell you, I picked up that bag in the slowest of slow motions possible. Stop motion animation figurines would have made fun of how slowly I moved. 

I’d nearly extracted the bag, holding tight to the strap with both hands when something orange flashed in my vision. 

Bam! 

I screamed and jumped back. My heart pounded from my chest like a male cartoon character who has just seen a hot female character. But hey, at least it was pounding. 

I dared to open my eyes, first the right, then the left. My hands still gripped the strap, and that strap was still attached to a bag that wasn’t smoking from a recent explosion. At the foot of the closet was one of my old textbooks. With a scolding look on my face, I looked up to meet Pablo’s green eyes peering down at me from the upper shelf.

Damn cat. 

When I turned around, the upturned lips and crinkles at the corners of his eyes told me Mr. T might have been laughing at my expense. When he came up to me, I held the bag out to him, but he didn’t take it. Instead, he stooped down and, using both hands, pinched the top corners of the satchel to analyze the side of it. The bag had no writing on it, no logo, but the stitching was distinctive. It certainly hadn’t been cranked out in a factory and might even have been hand-stitched with embroidered loops and starbursts as accents. Deadly contents or not, lovely needlework or not, I suddenly wanted the bag out of my hands and out of my apartment.

Mr. Tenpenny stood up straight, but still didn’t take the damn bag. Apparently, he needed both hands free to press on his belly. Our Busby might write in perfect English, but verbally, he was still stuck with Zombie Speak. "Where get?" he exhaled.

Did he know about Corrigan’s Courier? When I was unexpectedly left without a job six months ago, I tried to look them up online. I figured they were dealing with clients across the globe, or at least the country, so there should be some reference to them somewhere. But there wasn’t a single page with the courier company’s information on it. I’m no Deep Web master, but I’ve used it once or twice, and even there Corrine Corrigan didn’t exist. 

"Have you used Corrigan’s service?" I asked.

He nodded, then exhaled, "You?"

"I delivered for them. Or, I did. I went out for a delivery one day, came back to the office, and no one was there."

As if he already knew this and was just confirming the information, Mr. Tenpenny nodded his head, but his expression begged for more. 

"You were my last delivery," I said through clenched teeth. Mr. Tenpenny gave me an even sterner look than I’d just given Pablo. "I didn’t steal it. I wasn’t supposed to leave deliveries if no one was home. Then the shop was closed and I was angry, so I brought the package home and forgot about it until just recently." I held up the bag that Busby was now eyeing with worried apprehension. "Do you think that’s why you died? Because of what’s in here?"

Mr. T gave a careful and deliberate nod.

"Is this your unfinished business? If I give this to you, will you go back to being dead?"

He shrugged his shoulders, but made no effort to take the bag from me. In fact, keeping his gaze fixed on me, he raised his hands with palms out, wordlessly telling me to stay away as he stepped back.

Oh great, I’ve scared a zombie. This really was a new low point in my social skills. 

Showing he had no intention of collecting his damn delivery that was so important he came back from the dead for it, Busby positioned himself behind the wingback chair.

Could Mr. Tenpenny be rethinking his options? If he didn’t die again and if he escaped my apartment, how long could he roam around for? Was he considering a new lease on life, or on death as the case may be? Someone had to put an end to this stubbornness.

"Look, my boss is in trouble because of you. I could lose my job. He could lose his business. I know you died an untimely death—" or think you did "—but it’s really important I get you back to the funeral home. You know, as you’re supposed to be."

Mr. Tenpenny paused for a moment, then with a look of defeated resolve, held out his hands. I reached into the messenger bag and carefully pulled out the package. Maybe it wasn’t a bomb. Maybe it was a cell phone that would trigger a bomb that was hidden in some government building halfway around the globe. I hesitated handing it over, but reminded myself, if it was a cell phone, the battery would be dead by now. 

Then again, Busby Tenpenny was supposed to be dead by now.

I placed the package in Mr. T’s outstretched hands.

I don’t know what I expected. I suppose for him to unwrap it and see what was inside, but he merely held it, closed his eyes and seemed to be waiting for something. Death? He scrunched his face as people do when they can’t figure out how to make something work. Maybe he’d been sent the wrong item. Being killed for a clerical error. Wouldn’t that just be a rotten twist of fate?

"Well?" I prodded. "Are you going to open it?" 

He untied the string. The outer paper crinkled as he peeled it back to uncover an ordinary looking, brown cardboard box. Lifting off the lid, he revealed another box inside. This one was made of wood with a patterned design carved into the top. It took me a moment to recognize the design of a skeleton standing within an hourglass that was contained within a ring of what looked like Celtic knots. The bony guy had his arms and legs splayed like DaVinci’s Vetruvian Man drawing. My skin tingled. I took a long drink of beer without taking my eyes off the box.

Mr. Tenpenny gripped the lid with his thumb and middle finger. For no reason other than silly, horror-movie fear, I slapped my hand over his. He jolted, looked at my hand, then looked at me. For a brief moment, barely half a second, his eyes gave a flash of full recognition. I slipped my hand away. He lowered his eyes, took a seat in the wingback chair, placed the box on his lap, and reached for the notepad.

I expected something like, "Stupid girl, first you want it opened, then you don't? Make up your mind."

But he didn’t write much. Only three words in all capital letters: WHO ARE YOU? 

I thought I’d told him, but again, what with all the dead guy waking, threats from government thugs, and possible bomb scare, maybe I’d forgotten to introduce myself.

"I’m Cassie Black." I held out my hand, but he was already writing another question. 

And who are your parents?

I bristled. I hated being asked about my parents. Right then, I wanted to yank open that box and get Mr. Tenpenny good and dead. I plunked down onto the arm of my tattered couch.

"I don't know. I was raised in foster homes. Really crappy foster homes for the most part."

"Orphan?" he exhaled.

"Yeah, probably. Or at least I hope so. If my parents are alive, and let me go through what I’ve put up with, they deserve to be dead." Mr. T flinched and his face scrunched up with distaste as if I’d just kicked Pablo for a good laugh. "Don’t judge me. Most likely, they were junkies who got their kid taken away. It happens. They made no effort to find me, and I did the same. Now, can we get back to this?" I pointed at the box.

He started to write something else, but hesitated after a single word. He scribbled it out then tucked my notepad back in his jacket pocket. I reminded myself to retrieve it before he got packed away permanently.

Mr. Tenpenny again gripped the box’s lid. The wood was warm brown with yellow undertones like oak or maple, but had the rich sheen of myrtlewood. He lifted the lid and I leaned forward to peer at what was inside.










13 - WHAT'S IN THE BOX?




In the box, nestled into a satiny, cream-colored lining, was a pocket watch. My first thought was of Alice in Wonderland and the White Rabbit shouting he was late. But with this timepiece, the rabbit would have no clue whether he was about to miss his very important date or not because the watch was no longer keeping time. The only mechanical movement was one of the hands jittering back and forth between two numbers. And, unlike most old-timey watches I'd seen, there was no fob to wind to get it going again. I wondered if this was some overpriced, battery-powered watch, newly-made but designed to look antique.

Dead. The word thumped into my head like a bass line coming from the overpriced stereo systems people in my neighborhood stuck into their Honda Civics. I had assumed this watch would make Mr. Tenpenny dead. I glanced back up at him. You know, just in case I’d missed him slumping in the chair or collapsing to the floor. No such luck. He sat there with his perfect posture, completely undead, and glaring with disappointed consternation at the watch.

"Is it what you expected?"

He nodded.

"Looks like it died."

He shook his head and placed a hand on his belly. 

"Never stops," he exhaled.

Perpetual motion? I took a closer peek at the item and noticed it wasn’t just the lack of a fob that made this object odd. The hand that looked like it had had too much caffeine was flickering between two numbers, but not the numbers you’d expect to find on a watch. Not even the Roman version of those numbers. 

Instead of one through twelve, or I through XII, the numbers ran up by fives: five, ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-five, and on up to fifty-five. Where the twelve would be was the infinity loop. Interesting and probably unique enough that I bet the designer added an extra couple hundred dollars to the price tag for it, but that clever design still didn't make the thing work. And it still didn't get Mr. Tenpenny dead. 

I caught a hint of movement and looked up. Mr. Tenpenny was pointing at me, his eyebrows arched like the punctuation marks of an unspoken question.

"Yes, I was supposed to deliver it for Corrigan’s. Do you know Corrine? Do you know what the hell happened to her?" Do you know where my last paycheck is? I barely refrained from asking.

He nodded distractedly as he lifted the watch from the box and turned it over. Brilliant! Why didn’t I think of that?

"If you can open it, I might have a battery that fits, or I could run to the quickie mart and get one. If it starts ticking then maybe—" I stopped because, despite my lack of social skills, even I knew it was rude to say things like, "And then maybe you could hurry up and get dead."

Mr. Tenpenny held the watch up so I could see the face, then pointed to himself. He put the timepiece back in the box then pointed from me to the watch. "You," he grunted without even pushing on his gut, which impressed me for some odd reason.

I didn't know why he wanted me to pick up the watch, but he was dead and I thought it best to humor him, so I did. The watch itself was a gorgeous piece of machinery. On the face was a small cutaway so you could see the cluster of internal gears. They were fascinatingly tiny with their itty-bitty teeth biting into one another. I glanced up at Mr. Tenpenny. He was grinning expectantly, but I had no idea what he expected.

"It's lovely," I said appreciatively, figuring that’s what he wanted. See, I’m not so socially stupid when I make an effort.

And then the watch ticked.

Let’s pause here. I have never had money. In fact, as I mentioned, I was on the brink of homelessness not all that long ago. When that bizarre timepiece snapped to life, every fast- and slow-twitch muscle in my body wanted me, screamed at me, to hurl it as fast and as far away as possible. The only thing that kept me from flinging the watch/bomb through the window was some internal knowledge that it had to be valuable, and when you've lived as cash-strapped as I have you do not purposely destroy anything you could sell for next month’s rent.

That still didn’t mean I wanted to have my fingers on the thing any longer than necessary. With shaking hands, I gently placed the strange timepiece back into its case. It ticked a few more times, the gears rotating in steampunk synchrony, then stopped.

And Mr. Tenpenny was still not dead.

"What the hell was that?"

Mr. Tenpenny pulled out the notepad. I took the opportunity to grab another much-needed adult beverage. On my way back, Busby held out the pad and I grabbed it, reading and guzzling at the same time.

I think you may have brought me back. Have there been others? 

I told him, yes, there had been, then read on. 

You are, or I think you are, an absorber. You can take in magic. I thought I sensed it when I woke, but wasn't certain.

"Magic?" I said, making light of the word. "I think your brain may be melting, Mr. Tenpenny." He stabbed at his note in response and I continued reading. 

There are tests we can do to verify, but it’s the only explanation I can think of. Amongst other things, the watch can take years from someone's life if it’s reversed, or add years if turned forward. The watch was partially drained at one time, but as you’ve proven, it still has some residual power in it. You may have absorbed this and that’s why you’re bringing back the dead.

"Me? I’m bringing back the dead," I said flatly. I mean, I kind of suspected this, but to have someone put it into words, even crazy ass words, sent my head spinning.

He jotted down, What did you think was causing it?

"I don't know. Ancient laylines, Indian burial ground, GMOs. You know, the usual stuff."

He shook his head and pressed out a sigh of exasperation.

Suddenly, the implications slapped me harder than my last foster father, and it wasn’t just my head that was sent reeling. My knees became far more flexible than they should be. Luckily, the couch’s avocado green, velvety cushions were there to catch me. Once seated, I barely refrained from putting my head between my knees. 

I hadn’t actually put the idea into a concrete thought, but the normal laws of physics and biology don’t allow for dead folks to get up and walk around. I wasn’t about to question whether magic might be real or not, but if this were true, if it was my fault the dead were coming back, I might be the one who put Mr. Wood out of business. I couldn’t chalk this up to some random oddity. This was Cassie Black screwing up to a royal degree. The realization hit me like a deer falling into a pit of spikes. 

"I don’t want this," I muttered a few times. "How do I get rid of it? Can I just chuck the watch into the Willamette?"

Mr. Tenpenny's eyes went wide and he shook his head emphatically. He held up the pen to show me he was going to write.

Only Magics can be absorbers. The watch doesn’t work by making you magic. You make the watch work by being magic.

Okay, I bring home a lot of fantasy novels from the library, and I even manage to read at least a third of them. So part of me wanted to believe magic might exist in the world. You know, like somewhere no longer accessible to today’s humans. But to believe there were actual wizards roaming around? Sorry, I had to throw my cynical hat back on.

"Magic? Like I'm supposed to be a witch? Does that make you Dumbledore?"

He gave me a withering look and managed to maintain it as he scratched a sentence into my notepad. He stabbed out the final period for emphasis.

There are so many misconceptions in those books. I refuse to discuss them any further. 

I bit my lip to keep from laughing. I know J.K. Rowling has her critics, but I would never have guessed Mr. Tenpenny might be one of them.

"Sorry," I said, trying very hard to sound sincere. "You were saying something about magic people."

People with magic is a more accurate way to describe them. We call ourselves Magics, although the terms wizards, witches, and wyrds are still in use.

"Weirds? As in Keep Portland Weird?"

Mr. Tenpenny’s lips tightened and his writing wasn’t as tidy as before as he hurriedly jotted:

The non-magics, or Norms, stole that from us. Portland was originally a popular center for divination and the fates, also known as The Wyrd — a word that later morphed into weird and got applied to odd things in general. In the early 1900s, The Wyrd ran a campaign to maintain their role in the city using that slogan, which later got twisted into your city’s motto.

After I read this and made disapproving noises at my hometown’s plagiarism, Mr. T continued writing at a calmer and more legible pace.

You have a type of power that allows you to take in magic from others and from magical objects.

"If I’m magic why hasn't anything magical ever happened to me? I can't even do card tricks." And believe me, a deft hand at Three Card Monte would have been useful in my leaner months.

Because you haven't learned. There is training, a whole community of others like you.

Here’s what I read: Training, meant tuition, while Community meant involvement with other people. Neither of these were things I was comfortable with.

"Thanks, but not interested. If you’re saying I took in magic and this magic is making people come back from the dead, then all I need to do is get rid of the magic, right? Can’t someone just vacuum it out so I can keep Mr. Wood out of trouble?"

You don't want magic? 

Even on paper I could feel the bewilderment behind the words.

"Can I use it to make hundred-dollar bills?"

"No," he exhaled.

"Then I’m sticking with not being interested. I mean, if I’ve been magic all this time, it sure hasn't done me any good. Now, it’s proving to be a liability. It’s nothing I knew I had and it’s nothing I want. So, how do I get rid of it?"

It's not so simple as that. 

"Of course it isn’t." 

You have to learn how to use it so you can channel it away properly. If that's what you want.

This was the best academic sales pitch ever. Want to be magic? You have to go to our special school. Don’t want to be magic? You have to go to our special school. I can’t wait until the for-profit colleges give that ad campaign a whirl.

"If I can channel the magic back into the watch, will you die for good?"

He nodded, but with an uncertain tilt to his head.

"And no more dead will come back?"

You won't make them come back.

Yeah, best to let that bit of hair splitting slide for now.

"Then I guess I better catch the Hogwarts Express in the morning."

Mr. T scowled at me. Maybe he was more Snape than Dumbledore…is what I did not say.

Soon after this bizarre exchange, I prepared for bed, during which I may have been guilty of doing a few swish-and-flicks with my toothbrush. And in case you’re wondering, the only results were some toothpaste splatters on my mirror. Being dead (still), Mr. Tenpenny didn't need to sleep, but he did stretch out on the couch. Pablo, with Fuzzy Mouse gripped in his teeth, leapt up and settled himself on Mr. T’s chest. I declared Pablo a traitor and went to bed, but my head was too busy processing the impossibility of what was going on to sleep. 

Magic. It seemed so ridiculous. But did I not kind of believe it? That was no ordinary watch, and if I was being honest with myself, I had toyed with the notion that something about my presence was bringing the dead back to life. My supposed magic, the watch, and the waking dead were related. Mr. Tenpenny seemed to know something about all this and he was the only one offering to help me understand whatever in the world was happening. If he could help me fix this, no matter how much I did not want to take such a big step out of my comfort zone, I had to accept his offer. 

I assumed, since I hadn’t had to do much to get into this problem, getting out of it shouldn’t be difficult either. I assumed that everything would be cleared up the next morning and the only hard part would be refraining from Harry Potter jokes.

Well, you know what they say about assumptions.










14 - THROUGH THE DOOR




In the morning, Mr. Tenpenny was already up and brushing Pablo’s fur off his shirt front while I staggered around in my usual morning stupor. Once I’d gotten the crud off my teeth and some caffeine in my system, I asked, "Where do we start?"

"Home," he said. There was no pushing on his belly. He merely forced a contraction of his abs to get the word out.

"Your home?" He nodded, looking at me as if I’d just asked the most idiotic question of the year. "Your grandson won’t be happy about that." I might be the one bringing back the dead, but I wasn’t the one who made Mr. T dead to begin with. And Tobey still remained my Suspect Number One in Mr. T’s murder.

Mr. Tenpenny merely shrugged at my comment.

"And then what?"

He pulled the notepad out of his pocket, jotted something down, and turned it toward me.

We’ll take you to meet the community. They’ll know what to do with you.

That didn’t sound good, but I had to put this into perspective. I mean, you probably had to undergo some sort of medical exam before having liposuction. Why wouldn’t preparing for what was basically magical lipo be any different? Half a millisecond later, my budget-conscious brain shouted that this would be an elective procedure. Even if I had medical insurance, I doubted my plan would cover it or know how to bill for it.

"How much is this going to cost?"

The stern set to Mr. T’s jaw told me my question was inappropriate. Right, more important things to worry about, but I reminded myself to read over any paperwork before signing it.

I called Mr. Wood to assure him I was handling things, but had to do some outside work to wrap up the problem. He had a few choice words to express his annoyance over the issue not resolving itself overnight, but choice for Mr. Wood includes words like "fiddlesticks" and "fudge bunny". 

Then, since I figured our professional relationship was already being pushed to its limit, I gave it another little nudge and asked to borrow his car. In his hesitation I could hear the beginnings of a refusal, but I reminded him the faster I could get around town, the faster I could have this over and done with.

 Once he grudgingly said I could use the car, I swore to him the problem would be taken care of as quickly as possible. 

"It will, won’t it?" I asked Mr. T when I ended the call. He shrugged. Maybe I hadn’t had enough tea yet, but the gesture frustrated me. I mean, how hard could it be to be de-magicked when you never knew you had magic to begin with?

Even though he looked quite dapper and lively for a zombie, I couldn’t have Mr. Tenpenny roaming around on the streets of Portland. What if someone recognized him? What if Cologne Carl drove by in a hazy fume of manly scent? I told Busby to stay put and hurried over to Mr. Wood’s to pick up the Prius. Thankfully, he was in with a client, and I was able to get in and out without being noticed. 

Maybe Mr. Tenpenny was a good luck charm, or maybe the stars decided to align themselves for one day out of my life, because when I came back to fetch Busby, not a single hair of Morelli’s greasy head poked out to harass me over rent, over guests, or over the cat he suspected I had. Then again, perhaps his back hair had grown into his mattress overnight, trapping him in bed like little follicle shackles he might never escape. 

One can dream, right?

Once in the car, Mr. T buckled up and I drove the few miles to his house. The place was still huge and the lawn was still immaculate and this time I was able to leave the car in the sprawling driveway. 

"We’re really doing this?" I asked.

Mr. Tenpenny nodded. So, with the sigh of a world-weary teenager, I got out and we strode up to the front door. 

I stretched my finger toward the doorbell, but Mr. Tenpenny pushed my hand back down to my side. Then, looking both eager and apprehensive, he snapped his fingers near the lock. A moment later, something metallic clacked, the knob turned of its own accord, and the door opened slightly. So, I guess magic might be handy if you were forgetful about your keys. Mr. Tenpenny stood up even straighter (which I didn’t think possible) and smiled with pride, although I detected a hint of relief in his eyes.

He stepped aside, indicating for me to go inside. I pushed the door and crossed over the threshold.

"Who’s there?" called a familiar voice. 

Since Mr. Tenpenny could barely speak more than one syllable at a time, he wouldn’t be the one who had to explain things. I was still trying to figure out what to say when Tobey peered around from the kitchen at the end of the long hallway. His face pinched into the angry scowl of someone about to start yelling. At first I thought this was just how a murderer would react upon seeing his victim was still alive, but then I realized I had entered first and my tall frame was blocking his line of sight. 

Tobey marched forward. "You can’t just wander in here. I’ll call—" Just then I stepped aside. "Grandad?" A procession of confusion, anger, I’m-about-to-freak-out crossed Tobey’s face. "Why are you here? How are you here?"

Mr. T pulled out the notebook. If he didn’t get dead soon, we were going to have to make a run to the Dollar Store to pick him up his own supply of writing material. After a couple quick sentences, he turned the pad toward Tobey.

"No," he said firmly. "She is not going to the community." Mr. Tenpenny wrote more and shoved it under Tobey’s nose. Tobey pushed it down to a better level for reading. "Yes, I sensed something, but that doesn’t mean she’s— I mean, how could she be?" Mr. T pointed emphatically to his chest, then at me. He didn’t do the exploding hand motion, so I figured I wasn’t being blamed for his death, just his new life. 

Since his pantomiming was getting him nowhere, Mr. T wrote again. At the sight of the words, Tobey’s upper lip curled like the words smelled of sewage. "She what? No one wants rid of it." 

Mr. T shrugged in a way that said, "To each their own," but Tobey glared at me with pure disgust. The look of a killer who might be exposed, perhaps? Busby wrote something else. Tobey glanced at me, his revulsion shifting to surprise, then to Mr. T who merely nodded. 

"Look," I said, not really appreciating being talked/written about, "I don’t know what you’re saying, but can this gossip session happen a little faster?"

"Fine," Tobey grunted. "Come on, then." I followed after him, being careful not to slip in the puddle of annoyance leaking out of him. Mr. Tenpenny closed the front door and fell into step behind us. 

I followed Tobey down a hallway through which I caught a glimpse of a living room bigger than my apartment. From what I could see, it was decorated in tasteful furniture that was more Sotheby’s than Craigslist. The hallway ended in a kitchen with gleaming white cupboards, deep green walls, and an oak table as big as my bed. 

Toward the rear of the kitchen, Tobey reached for the brass knob of a small side door. I expected we’d be crossing through a breezeway to the garage. I mused on what Tobey might drive and settled on either a junker to pretend he didn't care about wealth, or a Jaguar to prove he'd been dropped into the lap of Lady Luxury and had no intention of denying it.

Before opening the door, Tobey reached out for Mr. T’s hand, which I found oddly touching, but maybe he knew he had to play nice now that Grandpa was back and could write him out of the will. Busby signaled for me to go first. 

"Hold your breath," Tobey advised curtly. "It's a little weird the first time."

What? Was the garage gold-plated? 

I stepped through, holding my breath and, for some reason, closing my eyes. That weird prickling danced over my skin again. I was just wondering if I might need to pick up some antihistamines when something squeezed me, not so tight that I couldn’t breathe, but similar to the one time I was allowed to go to Oaks Amusement Park and the overly aggressive ride conductor of the Scrambler cinched me into my seat. 

Then, as now, I felt trapped, yet secure. I dared to open my eyes. Everything had gone hazy. Was I ill? Was I having a stroke? Did I have sudden-onset glaucoma? Just as I started to self diagnose, something popped in my ears, my vision cleared, and I was in—
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