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  IT WAS ALISTON HAYES'S considered opinion that there were very few occasions that the right hat could not improve. Hats added a sense of festiveness to any occasion, even if the occasion was solemn. Once in high school someone had explained to her the appeal of cocaine by saying to her: “It intensifies the stuff that's already going on.”


  Hats were like that.


  For birthday parties, hats made people silly. At weddings, they made people serious. In action movies, they made people dashing.


  If you had asked Ms. Hayes to try her best to imagine an occasion or activity that might not be improved by the judicious application of well-chosen head wear, she would not have been able to name one.


  This was unfortunate for her, as she did not anticipate that Jac Jarger's funeral would be one such occasion—an error in judgment that led, in later years, to her friends and family referring to the funeral as “The Incident.”


  

  THE INCIDENT, OR AT least the lead-up to it, began innocently enough, with the inadvertent murder of Jac Jarger. It's difficult to have a funeral without a murder—or at least a death—and, much as she would have preferred it, it wouldn't have been fair to call Jac's death an “accident,” even though he wasn't the intended victim.


  Aliston had a friend named Buddy Rich, who she'd gone so far as to marry on at least two occasions, so far as anyone else knew—she decided nobody needed to learn about the most recent time when they'd had a hand-fasting on a camping trip somewhere in the middle of a large bottle of cognac, since it wasn't legally binding—but with whom her relationship had always been...complicated.


  She didn't particularly like Buddy, and certainly couldn't stand close contact with him for extended periods, but she did think he was too cute for words, and whenever he wasn't around she missed him in the same way one might miss a mangy neighborhood alley cat who was always having kittens. She felt flattered at having a pet stalker, and didn't mind being caught occasionally, so long as she could wriggle away when she got bored.


  It was a game, and Buddy understood the rules as well as she did. She'd had no reason to believe differently, not when they'd played it for so long.


  That was before Jac's heart met the pointy end of an icepick which had found its way up through Aliston's mattress during one of Buddy's hapless burglaries (the kind where he stole copies of her photos, pilfered a handful of her lingerie, and ransacked the whole house just to make the point that he could). If she'd been on bottom, or if she'd been alone, she'd have been the one taking an icepick between the ribs—it was only sheer luck that, on that day, she had picked that particular moment to roll Jac over and do a little dance on his hips while they played.


  She'd been called a heartbreaker before, but she'd never thought that the phrase could be so accidentally grisly. Nonetheless, she found herself in the midst of a slew of interviews, flashing lights, and laundry bills that she hadn't budgeted for, all while being down one lover who wasn't a half-bad dancer and was one of the better professors she'd had since she decided to get back into college.


  “Accidental death,” the coroner said. She hadn't told them about Buddy, having no desire to lose two playmates in one day. Unfortunately, Buddy robbed a liquor store later that same night and wound up on the pointy end of a half-dozen bullets. Karma, she realized, works in mysterious ways.


  After that kind of week, Aliston figured that people would forgive her desire for a somewhat festive funeral—if she was stuck helping to plan the thing, which she was, since Jac's children all considered her part of the family, then she would find a way to make the day end on something of a happy note. Jac had been a happy guy. He'd have wanted people to leave his funeral smiling.


  The trouble with Jac Jarger's funeral started when Jac's sister Trina tried to dis-invite Aliston to the ceremony on the grounds that she was a perfidious bitch who went around banging other people's brothers into icepicks—which seemed a bit harsh, particularly considering that Aliston knew for a fact that, not five years ago when she was seventeen, Trina had drugged Jac and banged him senseless in the back of a car. At least, that was the way Jac told it, and Aliston had no reason to disbelieve him. Trina was into that kind of thing, and her friends were all into casting spells and controlling people and stuff, and apparently you upped your sorcery capacity by breaking taboos like they were speed limits. Or something.


  Black magic had never really been Aliston's thing, so she'd never really paid attention.


  Nevertheless, she was Jac's fiancée, and as such it was in her remit to schedule the funeral festivities. It was just a shame the death came so close to when they were to have been married already—so close, in fact, that Aliston had just sent out an amended invitation indicating that the groom would be taking his vows from beyond the grave, and for everyone to dress accordingly. Before then, she still had that pesky hand-fasting to deal with; even though it wasn't legally binding and didn't exactly count, she didn't want to discover that she'd somehow gotten herself damned to hell for being a spiritual bigamist in the eyes of God or something.


  That was the first thing that got her down to the pawnshop a couple weeks ago, which had to be the fifth-creepiest thing she'd ever seen, but it was the only place in town she could be sure was going to have the right kind of occult books to do the trick. Trina's friends talked about it all the time, and they would know if anyone did. If you needed a spiritual knot untangled, and couldn't find any good religions, check the pawnshop. What was it Trina said? They've got religions down there nobody's even heard of yet.


  Or something like that.


  Well, they had the books all right. And they didn't want all that much for them. Well...”they” was a run-down looking scrawny guy who had a cat out of a horror movie sitting on his shoulders, but there was a definite “they”-ness about them, like they'd crawled out of someone's conspiracy theory and set up a little pawn shop, like you do when you're fresh out of fiction-land and trying to get a job in the real world with no social security card or anything.


  They'd sold her this old-dusty canvas-bound thing with oil and coffee stains all over it, and a little bit of wax and some brown stuff—she didn't know what it was—smeared around the corners of the pages for good measure.


  The trouble with breaking the hand-fasting is she needed the blood of her soon-to-be-ex. That was the key. She needed a thimbleful of it, and then she needed the cord they were bound with—which was easy, since she'd used a bit of rope that usually decorated her summer-weight flower dress—and then she needed to take the blood and mix it with alcohol, soak it into the cord, and then burn it up beneath the full moon.


  That took care of half the problem. The other part that vexed her, well, that was trickier. How could you be sure that the man you're marrying is actually marrying you when he's three days dead? He had to actually say the words, right? That was a taller order, and she wasn't sure if using the zombie spell she found in the book would actually count. But she had to find a way, because, really, if she was going to be stuck with someone in the afterlife, she wanted it to be Jac. He was a good man, the kind of man who always wanted to leave a girl smiling. The kind of man a woman might want to walk down the streets of heaven with. The kind that people respected—at least, in public. And then, when no one was looking, he was like the beast crawled out from the pit of hell. It was like having her own personal pet demon. A secret she could always depend on.


  First things first, though, she had to be sure that she wouldn't have to be tied to boring-old Buddy in the sweet, sweet hereafter.


  So, yeah, it was a bit of a rush job. She had to use a translation site to help her understand the directions she found in the book, but once she got a pretty good idea about what she needed to do she got herself a pocket knife and a sports bottle and headed out to the funeral home where they were keeping Buddy.


  While it was true that she'd kept interesting company during high school and the eight years since she graduated, it wasn't the kind of interesting that could have been useful in the current circumstances. Sure, some of their hobbies would even strike cops as interesting, if the cops were well-funded enough to be interested in anything, which they weren't on account of the recession. But none of them were into burglary, or even urban spelunking, which she always thought was kind of a weird oversight, what with all the broken-down casinos to explore.


  But, one way or another, Aliston didn't know a thing about how to break into anything, except what she'd learned from the movies, and even with all the movies, she couldn't so much as pick a padlock. So, she figured she had to go in during business hours.


  So, the day before The Incident, that's just what she did.


  There was a kindly-looking man at the front desk of the funeral home where Buddy was kept. An old man, maybe as old as Jac was, except that Jac was the kind of forty that looked twenty and this man was the kind of forty that looked eighty. She figured he caught a bad case of the wrinkles from all the corpses he hung around. Kind of like how people got warts from kissing toads.


  She didn't even have to lie to get in—well, not much, anyway. The man was, for example, quite surprised to learn that Buddy had a wife, and wondered why the police hadn't told him. As it was, the dead man's sister and mother had been in already to identify him, and they'd signed for the bill and made arrangements for the funeral, and neither of them had mentioned anything about a wife. Nor had the brother and his wife and their young son mentioned anything about a wife—though he seemed to recall the little boy saying something about “that goddamn bitch” before getting his mouth thumped.


  Aliston wasn't phased by any of this. She had as much right to be here as anyone—all those years with Buddy, and the history they had together, and the fact that he'd shoved a big icepick through Jac's heart when he meant to get her, all of it meant two things. First, if she was really honest with herself, he was kind of dim and that was part of his appeal, right up until he demonstrated that he couldn't aim, either. And second, it meant that if anyone had a right to see his dead body, it was her. Really, she'd already seen a dead body he made, so she should be allowed to see a dead body that he owned. It was only fair.


  Not that she could say that to the guy at the desk. People in suits were not known for their
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