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      Relaxing on the tattered floral sofa for the first time in weeks, I looked across the tiny living room of my apartment and felt grateful for one thing—Celery. Not the vegetable that I occasionally filled with peanut butter for a snack, but my best friend. I smiled, thinking back to the first time I met her. We were both in detention at Mrs. Schwartz’s house-turned-prison in Junior Heaven. It’s not every day you have death as a bond with your best friend. But Celery and I had literally been through death together. The familiar slam of the door signaled Celery’s arrival.

      She glanced over at me and frowned. “Why do you have such a huge smile on your face? The shift at the café today was horrifying.”

      Celery was usually not one for drama, but today she was exaggerating a tiny bit. We were both waitresses at a popular café in Sarasota Florida and we had been slammed all day, but not any more than usual. “I’m smiling at you for a special reason. Do you realize we’ve officially been friends for two years?”

      She tossed her curvy body into a well-worn thrift store club chair. Her light green shoulder-length hair that matched her namesake formed a half curtain over the right side of her face. “Wow, has it really been that long? How much of it were we dead?”

      I chuckled realizing, if someone overheard us, they would think we had hit the margaritas—hard. I think it’s been about fifty-percent dead and the other alive.”

      She sighed and tossed off her work clogs. “Well, after a day like today, I wonder if being dead wasn’t better.”

      Celery was more tired than I thought. “Really? You preferred being in detention and having Mrs. Schwartz breathing down our necks about winning the Cloud Nine Contest? You enjoyed eating that horrible brain food of hers?”

      “I thought the green goo was quite delicious.” She chuckled. “Seriously though, nothing could top running into old celebrities like Marilyn Monroe and Paul Newman in Angel City. And what about the Pavilion? The rides there were far better than an amusement park here on Earth. How can you downplay the thrill of taking out that traitor Brad who tried to keep us from winning the contest? Most of all, we helped foil evil Palmer’s plan to shut down Heaven and move his operations to Earth. Hard to compare the life we led there kicking major ass and saving Heaven to now.”

      “You were a force to be reckoned with, that’s for sure.” I paused and looked around our thrift store-furnished, beat up apartment and smiled. “Heaven was spectacular in many ways, but I’d happily trade it all again for the joy of being alive. Even if it means living in Bayou Oaks.”

      Celery glanced over at the picture of Ryan, my boyfriend, crouched next to Lucy, my collie, sitting proudly on the console table. Then her eyes shifted down to Lucy softly snoring in her doggie bed. “That’s an easy tradeoff for you. Having the two things you love back in your life. It’s totally worth it.” Celery rubbed her tired feet. “I have no love in my life, just a few bed buddies.”

      I sighed, having heard the complaint so many times before. Celery put up a huge wall around her heart that most people couldn’t crack, especially men. She still had a grudge against her parents for making her a latchkey kid. Especially her father, who made it crystal clear he never wanted her. I still couldn’t believe she let me inside her well-guarded world. “I set you up with some great guys. You never gave them a chance. Shawn was really into you. I never could understand how you could turn down a guy that looks like an underwear model.”

      She leaned back in her chair and played with a strand of her green hair. “He’s hot, I’ll give him that. But I had zero chemistry with him.”

      Celery always had to test drive any guy she dated. “So, he was bad in bed?”

      She shook her head. “He knows his way around a woman’s body for sure. But there were no sparks flying or anything. Believe it or not, I’m not looking for someone casual. I want a real relationship, you know, like the one you have with Ryan.”

      Interesting. I never knew Celery paid that much attention to us when we were together. But I was sure our love for each other must have been pretty obvious. That’s what made Ryan being away at college all that much harder. My body literally ached for him. “You’ll find someone. You’re too terrific not to.”

      She flounced out of the chair and headed toward the fridge. Celery was never one to take a compliment, especially from me. “So, what do you want to have for dinner? We have a few slices of leftover pep and cheese pizza from two days ago.”

      I got up and walked over to Lucy. “Let me take her for a quick walk and then let’s go out tonight. It’s our friend anniversary after all.”

      Celery sprinted toward her room. “Let’s go to Celestine’s. It reminds me so much of that great Italian restaurant in Junior Heaven.”

      “Perfect,” I said, smiling, remembering the few dinners I had with Ryan at the Italian restaurant in Heaven’s food pavilion. We always commiserated about our Afterlife coaches. Mine was Mrs. Schwartz my former fifth grade teacher. She sported an enormous beehive hairdo I loved to call the Helmet and wore 80s power suites with linebacker shoulder pads. Ryan, on the other hand, had Mr. Klein, our amazing former shop teacher.  Snapping my fingers, Lucy sprang awake and sat patiently under her leash that hung by the door. Her tail wagged furiously, beating out a staccato rhythm. I patted her on the head. “Sorry, girl, it’s going to have to be a quickie tonight.”

      Celery chuckled loud enough for me to hear her. Then she yelled out, “I’m the queen of quickies, remember that.”

      I didn’t laugh knowing she was only stating facts. Celery managed to be the only person I knew who had the balls to have one-night stands in Heaven.

      Lucky tugged at her leash with urgency. There was something about Lucy that always made me feel like she could understand everything I said. We had a tight bond. She was the only thing that helped me survive my teenage years with my mother, aka Cruella Deville. Thankfully that version of my mother is gone because of my father’s love. I smiled down at her as she sniffed a boxwood hedge like it was a doggie drug. “Must be something really attractive about that hedge.”

      Lucy looked up at me then sneezed. I laughed. “Too much of a good thing.”

      She trotted off unfazed as we walked around the all too familiar block. I tended not to take her too far as I was always afraid of running into an alligator or two after our one unfortunate encounter. Florida sure took some getting used to.

      I wait for Lucy to do her business and watch as Celery bounds out of the apartment door, down the stairs and heads straight for her beat-up white Honda Civic.

      She saw us and waved. “We need to get going. Don’t want to miss Eduardo’s shift.”
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      Eduardo gave Celery a broad smile as he leaned down a bit too far to place her dish on the table. Celery and her cleavage struck again. “You really shouldn’t tease him so much. He’s already made it clear he’s into you.”

      She cut one of the huge meatballs on her plate in half. “It’s just a dance we do. He has a pretty Italian girlfriend his parents want him to marry.” She looked over, admiring his firm butt as he bent over to serve the couple at the next table. “We both enjoy flirting.”

      As much as I teased Celery about always being on the hunt for men, she would never cross the line and take someone else’s boyfriend.

      I polished off two big forkfuls of my mushroom risotto. “I want to thank you again for letting me move in with you. It was too weird being at that tiny apartment with my mom and dad.”

      Celery smiled. “They have been pretty hot and heavy. I get it.”

      “Don’t get me wrong you know I’m thrilled that my parents are finally together and don’t have a whole galaxy between them. But they sure are making up for lost time.”

      “I’m just grateful they got together nineteen years ago. Not many people can say they have a half-alien bestie.”

      I laughed. “Or that they found out while
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