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      To Leslie, the person who has been there for my darkest nightmares, and awakened me to joy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        For since death came through the first woman, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a woman

        ELDÁ NANI KAMA
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      I think the undead woman broke my back. After all I’d done in my life, I probably deserved it. I tried to move but couldn’t. Breathing slowly and labored, I stared into the woman’s eyes that dripped a mindless glare of death down onto my helpless body.

      Maybe if I hadn’t fallen for this adorable guy (his eyes, the way he spoke to me would’ve been too much for any girl), the weight of the human race wouldn’t be sitting on my shoulders. I would’ve easily traded my love for him to save my best friend, Jess, from dying.

      Too late. 

      The full moon draped around the undead woman’s shadow that crawled toward my broken body like a cloak of death. She salivated for me, and a drizzle of her drool sprayed down upon me so light that I barely felt it kiss my face, my arms, and legs. I don’t know if the blood fell from her snarling lips or if it was from the others who also stared down on me. Or was it my own blood washing the ground with my foolish mistakes?

      The island soil, thirsty for moisture, welcomed my blood. Terror gripped me. For some odd reason, while staring up at my approaching death, I remembered something my mother used to always warn, “Never say nevermore.”

      For at that moment when all hope seemed lost, a girl who swore she’d never bleat like a frightened lamb, screamed as if every part of my insides had been alight with flame. It wasn’t only the putrid scent of old, rotten corpses that defiled my every being, but the terror from the horde of the dead hovering over me like weeks-starved coyotes. The undead woman crept forward on all fours like a hungry wolf toward its prey, ready to kill me…again.
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        Several hours earlier:

      

      

      Some girls talked too much, others stole boyfriends, but my vice was raising the dead—and I got receipts. Maybe, just maybe, as a little Black girl growing up in Brownsville, I spent one too many nights stealing my father’s password to his Netflix account to secretly binge-watch horror flicks. ‘Cause now that we live in Honolulu, not only am I a lifetime member of FML, INC., I’m a walking, talking freak show on the island.  

      The chicken scratch I signed on the back of my checks said COZIMEL COLEMAN, but most of the time I just went by Cozy. And just in case it crossed your mind, I’ve heard every porn joke in the book ragging on my name, so you can keep them to yourselves or catch a fat lip.  

      I made a pretty cool living working as a necromancer with the Scream Teens. Our parents wanted us to have a more business-like name, like the Honolulu Aerial Ash Scattering Company or Resurrection, Inc. Jess and Squiggy thought those were lame names. What’s the first thing you want to do when a corpse is reanimated? Scream, right? Point made, microphone dropped. Moving on, new deal.

      We raised zombies so mourners could say their final goodbyes. A lot of times, we did it for police investigations, or if a person died before making a will, and we’d have to dig them up to find out who got what. Afterwards, we cremated the deadheads and scattered the remains over Hawaii’s beautiful waters.

      As a matter of fact, some guy from the military base in Honolulu kept blowing up my phone, leaving messages on my voicemail that he wanted me to raise some dead soldier for a case they were investigating. But I had other plans. Look, I just turned eighteen, so if I wanted to ditch some lame colonel for something way more hella-fun, I would. What? Can’t a girl have priorities? 

      Twilight peeked over my shoulders as I looked for my friends while aboard the Sea Queen for DeathCon 2025—the best freaking horror cosplay cruise in America. Imagine being in one of those magnificent hotels in Las Vegas during spring break; the golden elevators, escalators, walkover bridges, restaurants, and stores, filled with tons of thrill-seeking college kids and horror-geeked adults. You could call the Sea Queen one of the world’s best luxury hotels, but on water. 

      A woman hired me to do a raising on the ship. Jess and her boyfriend, Squiggy (both Harlem-born and Kenyan-descended like me—small world!), were going to help. After I finally got dressed, I saw Jess’s wacky picture that she posted on InstaSnap and her bitchy complaint that she and Squiggy were waiting on me (I’m always fashionably late) in the bar on the Deadhead Deck. Unfortunately, I didn’t have a clue where to go. The captain was escorting me up, but an urgent call came in, and he dashed out of the elevator, speaking radio codes into his walkie-talkie. 

      One of my all-time fave videos, Savage, played on the inside of the elevator doors via a hi-tech projector system. I loved that I could watch a music video (one I’ve seen a kazillion times) inside the elevator. A volume control knob sat beneath the red emergency button. In the video, Megan brushed her teeth while telling those fine-ass men that were washing her car that they missed a spot—loved that part. 

      All right, that’s enough. 

      I turned the sound down so I could briefly gather my thoughts for the raising. Watching those bare-chested men got me too distracted. The elevator doors eased open. I stepped out, immediately folding my arms and shivering. I wore a black mid-riff T-shirt, tight leather pants, and some five-and-a-half-inch knee-high Gothic boots. I sighed, berating myself for not wearing a warmer top. The ship’s fake fog blanketed the air so I could barely see anything. Already late, I didn’t want to waste any more time, so I stopped to ask a person, dressed like a zombie nun, for directions. She sat on the bench in front of the ship’s THEATRE UNDER THE STARS, rocking back and forth. A broken dog leash dangled in her hand. The closer I got, the more I realized her hunched, feeble posture.

      “Lady, are you okay?” I asked. 

      She didn’t answer but kept rocking. Her abrupt movements made her wimple flap around her neck and chin. I glanced up at the wall-mounted speaker above us, creeped out by the spooky organ music drifting into the foggy air. 

      The lady made a gurgling sound. 

      “Miss, hey? Are you okay?”

      Her head lifted slowly. The yellow rays from the moon crept into the shadows under her headdress. I stepped forward slowly, swallowing unease. 

      A name spilled out of my mouth, slow, whispered. “Mrs. Groose?” 

      I remembered admiring the blind woman’s seeing-eye dog when we embarked on the ship. I couldn’t resist petting her wolf dog. Jess and Squiggy were so occupied looking for their tickets that they didn’t even see Mrs. Groose and her dog. 

      She made another gurgling sound. I took a step back, peering into her cloudy-white eyes. 

      “Um, okay, I get it,” I said. “You were hired by the ship to scare people. Right?”

      I swayed a little to the left as the ship went over choppy waters. The blind woman stared past me with a vacant stare, and then her head rolled over to her right shoulder.

      “Hey—hey—hey. You’re not okay,” I said, extending my arm, ready to catch her if she fell off the bench. 

      Was she having a seizure?

      Mrs. Groose muttered something. Saliva ran down her mouth and dripped down her chalky white face.

      “Are you having an allergic reaction?” I glanced to my right, then left. “Maybe I should get the ship’s doctor.”

      Her body started to convulse, and she dropped the dog’s leash on the deck’s floor. She moaned, curling up into a ball on the bench.

      “Okay—okay—okay, I’m going to get help,” I said, taking a quick step toward the stairs. “But, uh,  shoot, I don’t want to leave you alone.”

      A sign directly above her read DEADHEAD DECK MAZE; another, near the elevator lifts, pointed to the bathrooms. Someone had to be coming by any second. Another gurgling noise came from the blind woman. She coughed, and blood spurted out of her mouth. I shielded my eyes with the back of my hand, and something wet splattered on my forearm. 

      “Oh, my God, Mrs. Groose! You’re-you’re hemorrhaging.” 

      I wiped her blood off my arms, onto the side of my top, and pulled out my iPhone to call 911.  No reception. 

      “Somebody, help. Call 911!”

      I heard someone giggling and saw shadows approaching me through the fog. Two Asian girls, maybe in their late teens, dressed in shredded jeans and pink T-shirts, passed behind me.

      I gestured to them. “Can I use either one of your phones to call 911? This lady is totally sick!”

      “Nice try,” one of them said, revealing the braces on her teeth. “But you only try to scare us.”

      “No, please, really. Are you getting reception out here? I’m not getting reception.”

      They laughed and pointed at the bench. “Maybe she pull your leg,” the same girl said. 

      I turned around and glared at an empty bench.

      Where did she go?

      The girls giggled and walked toward the bathroom, shaking their heads.

      “What a moron,” the other one said. 

      “Mrs. Groose? Mrs. Groose, where are you?” I called out, a little irritated by those stupid girls who didn’t believe me. I looked toward the bridge, then back at the girls. “Where did she go?” They ignored me and went into the bathroom. Seriously?

      “Maybe I am a moron,” I said, under my breath. There were a few droplets of blood on the bench, but I couldn’t find a trail showing me which way she went. She could’ve only gone but so many places—the elevator lift, the stairs, across the bridge (which she didn’t because I would have seen her), overboard, or into the Deadhead Deck Maze. 

      If that old, blind lady thought I was going to play her game and follow her into the maze, she had another thing coming. Whatever. Time to do this raising and then try to have some fun for a change.

      I took one step, and the thought of Mrs. Groose sent a chill creeping down the nape of my neck. Where did she go? Aw, who cares? I shook it off, folded my arms again, and walked toward a bridge that led to the highest deck on the ship. 

      Someone screamed. I turned quickly and blew out a long breath as a wolf man in tattered clothes chased a screaming girl across the bridge and through a door. Music blared from out of the place, and I knew that Jess and Squiggy would be in there. That must be the bar, Lipstick Zombies.

      I walked over the bridge, glancing back every few seconds for Mrs. Groose. The instant I crossed halfway over, I heard the music thumping behind the bar’s door. When I saw the neon sign, I got a little excited. Maybe with a bit of partying, I thought, I’d feel better and forget about everything that sucked in my life—for a while.
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      It was the anniversary of Randy’s death, and the tears kept coming. It took me a while to get myself together. The tears wouldn’t stop until I bit my tongue. No, I’m not a sadist, but I needed to get my mind off such a depressing situation. Besides, a necromancer can’t raise the dead with tears in her eyes—that would be like the minister bawling while presiding at a funeral, totally unprofessional. Also, I didn’t want Jess all over my back, badgering me with a million questions. That would only lead me to say something I’d end up regretting, and then I’d get stuck giving her a mani-pedi every week for a month. I’ve been there, done that. Never again. 

      I walked into Lipstick Zombies. The deep bass of reggae music pulsated through my body and, whoa! For one surreal instant, I thought I had entered the Mos Eisley Cantina. Costumed zombie freaks were everywhere: werewolves, zombies, evil jesters, grim reapers, undead doctors, sexy devil girls, and a three-hundred-pound zombie clown. This is my kind of party!

      Still, I would’ve traded seeing all of that to see Randy coming in from one of his military land navigation exercises, dirty with grime plopping into my clean car, at least one more time. I clenched my teeth and cracked my knuckles, determined to forget about him. If I could stay focused and do a good raising, I would get through the night without dying of pain. I looked around the bar. Now, where do they want to have the ceremony?

      A few steps into the bar, two African totems of Mbaba Mwana Waresa, the goddess of fertility, winds, and rain, faced me. The creepily crafted wooden poles stood high like columns, and behind them were large circular cages on shiny gold poles, filled with calm, giant macaws—one bird on each side. Track lights cast a blue hue on their iridescent feathers, giving them a pretty shimmer. The loud music and crazy ghouls didn’t seem to bother the birds as they were minding their own business, cleaning themselves. It reminded me of my Little Ricky—the cutest, most adorable cockatiel ever. So many nights, I blasted the sound while playing the video game Resident Evil to get me deep into the scare zone, while Little Ricky cleaned himself, totally ignoring me, just like these birds.

      A beautiful blue aquarium sat inside the liquor bar counter. Stunning Hawaiian Yellow Tang fish darted around the tank while bartenders dressed like zombie orderlies made drinks, and zombie nurses tallied totals at the cash register. Towards the back, I spotted the dance floor. Above the twenty-by-twenty-foot-wide hardwood floor, a spotlight cast a concentric circle about nine feet in diameter. 

      Maybe the ship tried to make a Circle of Power, but just having lights on the floor did not create a ring of protective power. I decided I’d make a real circle for the raising, using dirt and specially-treated ashes. 

      Jess kept all the ceremonial stuff together. I needed to find her and prepare for the raising. I pulled out my iPhone from my pocket and glanced at the time. 7:01 p.m. Plenty of time, close to an hour. I texted her, telling her, ‘here’, and then shouldered my way through the horde of costumed monsters.

      Whoa! 

      I gasped upon seeing a waterfall spilling sparkling water down from the ceiling to the back of the glassed-in deejay booth. A small moat and garden filled with stalks of purple silverswords wrapped the foot of the booth, creating a pool of beauty. On each side of the booth were giant flat screen monitors displaying the movie Evil Dead simultaneously, the part where Scotty (seen it a kazillion times) left Ash and Linda.

      A young, light-skinned, black guy wearing headphones stood behind two digital turntables. He wore a black T-shirt that read UNDEAD LIVES MATTER. He mixed in the song Dun Dun by Everglow, and the whole bar got riled up, crowding the dance floor and singing along. I couldn’t get into it. 

      A red-haired waitress, dressed like a zombie nurse, passed by me, holding a pu pu platter full of delicious appetizers. A spicy, delicious aroma of hot wings wafted into my nostrils as I noticed a couple who came every year (whose names I couldn't recall) tapping their feet and ripping into the chicken like bloodthirsty savages. Each year, they dressed in black tuxedos and black capes with red lining as Count Dracula and his countess. I couldn’t ask them their names for the umpteenth embarrassing time, so I snuck past without them seeing me.

      I placed my hand on my stomach. Okay, confession: seeing those glazed blood-orange buffalo wings gave me stomach pangs. My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see Jess’s text. She wanted me to meet her and Squiggy at the bar counter.

      “What’s up? What is up, my ghoulish peeps?” the deejay shouted into the microphone. “Y’all know what time it is? This is the hottest party on the cruise. My name is DJ Sparks, and all I spin is monster jams, baby. So throw your hands up like you just don’t care. The Captain’s Ball for the Dead is right here. And, in a few minutes, for the first time on the zombie cruise, there will be a raising by the necro-sensation, Cozy Coleman!”

      Zombies, ghouls, and creatures of the night cheered as heads bobbed, hips wriggled, costumes malfunctioned, and beer spilled on the floor. 

      Necro-sensation? I shook my head. Couldn’t he think of a better introduction? It sounded perverted. Next time, I plan to write out my own intro.

      “She’ll be raising,” DJ Sparks continued, “the late husband of NY Times Bestseller and creator of the Wolfing Down Death television hit-series, Betty Belgrave!” 

      The crowd screamed even louder for her name. Really guys? It kind of made me a little jealous. I read a couple of her novels and saw a few episodes of her show. Nothing special. I could’ve come up with better plots than she did. Plus, her name wasn’t even Betty; it was Rosalyn. Rosalyn Rasulov. That’s how she signed all her required paperwork for us to perform the ceremony. What a poser; a fake. Okay, okay, I have a confession to make. I know that many authors use pen names, but I just didn’t like her. Why? Just didn’t. So why didn’t I walk away from the job? Easy. Money talks. 

      “In less than one hour, together on one stage—the stage of death—our ghoulish dance floor,” DJ Sparks shouted, “Betty Belgrave and Cozy Coleman.” 

      The crowd erupted loudly for both of us. That’s more like it. Someone in the crowd started chanting my name, and others joined in until it dissipated. How did I get to be so infamous? I got it the same way I got kicked out of the police academy—I was sometimes reckless, but my recklessness was always contagious.

      I passed by a group of mummies that smelled like frankincense, and it reminded me of the way Gammy burned Ishtar incense all the time. Gammy understood me as no one else could. She took me into her life with open arms and has helped me cope with the madness called my life. I’ve adopted her as my grandmother since my parents abandoned me, long ago.

      Pushing through the crowd, I finally spotted Jess, standing at the bar counter, waving her hand. I walked toward her, and a giant woman wearing thick eyeliner, a black wig with brains spewing out, and a dirty, ratty nurse’s outfit stood in my way. I tried to go left, then right, and the lady mirrored my steps, an impasse.

      Born with a mixture of Maasai warrior and Brownsville, Brooklyn swagger, sometimes that New York hood part of me came out when being confrontational. “Ayo? I don’t think you want any of this! Whoever it is behind all that makeup—you need to straight-up get out of my⁠—”

      “I know it was you,” the woman said, towering over me.

      “Look, I’m not going to repeat my⁠—”

      Jess yelled. “Cozy, come on already. I ordered you a White Claw!” 

      “All right, all right, Jess! I’m coming.” I pushed the lady with my hand, and she stepped back out of my way. “Excuse me.” 

      I took a step, and the woman’s heavy hand came down on my shoulder. I reached up, grabbed her thumb, and bent it backward. She dropped to the floor, and a crowd of people circled us. “I don’t like being touched by strangers. Now, either leave me alone or I'll break it.” 

      The woman grunted out some incoherent sounds, so I pressed harder, knowing that any second the bar’s security would be throwing me out, and that would be the creamy icing on top of a sucky night.

      Again, she said something I couldn’t understand, but it did sound like she thanked me. For what? Bringing her to her knees?

      “What did you say?” I asked. 

      “I said, thank you, Cozy,” she grunted. 

      I let up on some of the pressure I applied.

      The tightness on her face relaxed a little. “I know that it was you who paid off Ariana’s hospital bills.”

      I let go of her thumb. “Lola? Lola, is that you under all that wild make-up?”

      “Yes.”

      “Omigod, I’m so sorry.” I helped her up.

      A large black guy with biceps the size of planets gravitated over, parting the sea of onlookers like he was the Moses of security. He suspiciously eyed us while unwrapping a lollipop. He tossed it into his mouth. “Is everything all right, ladies?”

      His voice was deep and British. He wore a tight black T-shirt with SEA QUEEN embroidered above his left pecs. Hella-cute, yeah, but the lollypop totally killed any possibility of him being intimidating.

      Lola and I traded innocent glances. 

      “Yeah, sure,” she said.

      I chimed in. “We were just kidding around.”

      The guard backed away slowly and pointed his lollypop at us. “Okay, ladies. I don’t want any trouble in here. I got enough to worry about tonight.”

      “We’re cool,” I said. 

      He walked away, and both Lola and I admired the fantastic way he fit into those black jeans.

      “Nice buns,” she said.

      “Nice...everything.”

      I turned around and hugged her. “Oh, I’m so sorry again. Are you okay? I’m such a goof.”

      “I’m fine, just fine,” she said, and shook her thumb.

      “How did you...”

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you. I bribed the nurse at the hospital with my baked Guava Duff, and she described you to me. When she said the hazel-eyed girl with an attitude the size of O’ahu paid Ariana’s bill, I knew it was you!”

      Her eyes were glassy, and a stream of black tears rolled down her face. She hugged me and almost crushed the air out of me. I gasped.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking.

      “All right, all right.” I struggled out of her grip. “You’re a zombie nurse. You’re supposed to be hard as nails and cold as ice,” I said, chuckling. “Where is Ariana, anyway?”

      “She was with my mother. My mother insisted that we attend DeathCon, like we do every year—she said it would be good therapy, but I don’t know. After that crazy traffic fiasco on the highway getting here, I couldn’t stop thinking about my children, about my husband. I just...”

      “What fiasco on the highway?”

      She looked at me as if I had asked her the dumbest question in the world. “Oh, you didn’t get stuck in it on the way here? It happened an hour before the ship left port.”

      “No, we got here pretty early to go over client paperwork. What happened?”

      “Just that some military vehicle spilled—that’s all I know. They blocked off the highway, both ways.” 

      “Hmm, that’s strange. I’ll have to Google it later.”

      “Anyway, I’m glad I made it. I did need to do something to take my mind off of…”

      Her words trailed off.

      “Sure, I understand.” I put my hand on her shoulder. 

      Lola Noelani’s husband died a few weeks ago, along with two of their children, in a car accident. She hired me to raise them all so that she and Ariana could say goodbye to them. It broke my heart a thousand times seeing all the questions on little Ariana’s face after I raised her father, brother, and sister, and brought them to the viewing room.

      “Cozy, what the heck?” Jess said, yelling over the loud music. “Come on, already!” 

      I ignored Jess. “So...Ariana and your mother are here? On the ship?”

      Lola straightened up and swiveled her head around the bar. 

      “Oh, yes. Yes, that—that’s why I’m in here. My mother is glued to the slot machine, she said she left Ariana in the hands of the staff captain—the guy who’s in charge of children and teens’ activities.”

      “Oh, I get it. So it gives you some time to have a few drinks and enjoy the music?”

      “No,” Lola said, bobbing her neck up and down, trying to see through the thick crowd on the dance floor. “Actually, I’m not feeling too well—been sick to my stomach ever since we got stuck on the highway after that accident. I’m not in the mood to party. I just wanted to check on Mom in the casino and thought I saw Ariana running in here. The little devil probably gave the staff captain the slip. She’s been so rebellious after the tragedy.”

      That got me scanning throughout the bar, also. “I’m sorry to hear that you’re not feeling well. Hey, she wouldn’t be dressed as Dorothy, would she?”

      Lola wiped a tear from her eye, smudging her makeup. “Yes. Yes, she is.” Her eyes widened.

      I side-stepped to look around her. “There she is!”

      Ariana wore a blue dress and red shoes like Dorothy of Oz. She danced and laughed, her dimpled face full of joy. She jiggled with little people all dressed like Baby Yoda. They bounced and waved their arms as they danced. Fake guts hung from holes in their robes. 

      Lola shoved me aside. “Ariana!”

      Ariana stopped moving and looked around, as if she thought she had heard someone calling her, then started dancing again.

      Lola stumbled toward her, pushing people out of her way. “Ariana!”

      Ariana turned, and that excited little face wrinkled with an expression of fear.

      “Mom!”

      The Baby Yodas stopped dancing and took a step back with little green faces of uncertainty.

      Lola continued toward her daughter at an awkwardly fast pace. She started waving her index finger at the crowd. “You all should be ashamed of yourselves—encouraging an underage girl to be in a place like⁠—”

      Then she bent over and vomited on the floor. 

      I rushed after her. “Lola!” 

      A few people around her jumped back. Others glanced at her but kept on dancing and enjoying themselves.

      “Mom!” Ariana ran to her mother.

      I went beside Lola and placed my hand on her back. “We need to get you to the⁠—”

      Lola heaved, then threw up again. Ariana began to cry. An eruption of noise came from the bar, and I caught a quick glimpse of the three-hundred-pound zombie clown getting sick at the bar counter. A sea of thick, dark fluid came out of his mouth, making a few others around him cover their mouths and run toward the bathroom.

      “Whoa, Nelly,” DJ Sparks said over the microphone. “They must have been drinking as soon as the ship left the port. Some people just can’t handle their liquor. That’s two down, can I get one more?”

      I looked over at Lola, who seemed to be recovering. Ariana stood beside her, rubbing her back. 

      “Uh oh,” DJ Sparks said. “Looks like Count Dracula is making a run for the bathroom. Will he make it?”

      Half of the bar’s attention fell on the fat, bald vampire as he wobbled past the bar. His wife, the Countess, followed behind with her hands waving in the air. Dracula stumbled about frantically, seemingly looking for something to barf in, and grabbed an ice bucket from off the bar. He dropped to his knees, convulsing.

      “Ohhhhh,” DJ Sparks said. “Move for me, move for me, move for me, oh, oh, oh!” 

      He then put on the song called Dance Monkey. A hologram of the Australian singer named Tones and I appeared in front of his DJ booth, and the crowd cheered and started singing along. I scoffed at the deejay, thinking, what an insensitive jerk, and then glanced back at Lola and Ariana. A werewolf and a Sith Lord helped Lola to her feet. The Sith Lord turned to me.

      “We’ll take her to the infirmary,” he said. “Come on, little Dorothy. Your mother will be fine once we get her to the doctor.”

      Ariana glanced up at me with sad eyes. “It’s all my fault.” 

      I placed my hand on her shoulder. “Everything’s going to be all right.”

      She knocked my hand away. “No, it’s not.” 

      What could I say? Sometimes silence proved better than the most sincere, well-intentioned words. I watched them walk out of the bar. A soft, warm hand grabbed my shoulder. I turned, half-smiling when I realized the hand belonged to Jess.

      “Damn girl, you are snatched! You look incredible.”

      “No girl, I’m the one whose wig is about to fly clear off my head. Your outfit is amazing!”

      “Great minds think alike, I guess.”

      She and I were dressed similarly, except Jess wore a beige midriff T-shirt with a diamond-shaped opening (revealing a little cleavage), tight brown leather pants, and knee-high boots with buckled straps. There were sheathed fake knives on each hip and a shoulder holster for her phony gun and magazine case. She wore a thin, rubbery fake piece of skin around her neck called a flesh-wrap.

      “What’s up over there, Cozy?” she asked. “Either we’ve got a case of norovirus on the ship, or all these people in here are getting sick because they don’t know how to party.”

      “I know, right?” I sat on the empty stool beside her and started to tell her what Lola had just told me, but then a question struck me. “Where’s Squiggy?”

      “Somewhere on the other side of the bar. He said he saw some friends and went to talk to them.” 

      “Oh. So, you brought all my stuff for the raising from the suite?”

      “Yeah, I put everything in the deejay booth. I slipped DJ Sparks a twenty to let us keep the chicken in there, though.”

      “Ha, good thinking. I was just going to ask you if the captain provided the chicken. When I met him earlier, he hadn’t checked with the chef’s cook yet. The whole ceremony would’ve been toast without a live chicken.”

      “Nah, no worries, Tita,” she said, and took a sip of her drink. 

      In Hawaii, a Tita is a girl who can hold her own and doesn’t take crap from anyone. I smiled, loving it when she called me that.

      Jess flashed me a shaka sign with her pinky and thumb. “Everything’s cool—except that lame Circle of Power they tried to create with lights.”

      “I know. I saw it. It’s a good thing we brought the cremated ashes with us. We can spread that in a circle over the illuminated circle, and we’ll just have to use markers on the wood for the names of the tiki gods.”

      “That’ll work? When I saw the checklist you texted me, girl, I wasn’t so sure.”

      “It better work. If not, Jess, whatever, we’ll just have to find some chalk or something.”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “You worry too much. Relax.” I smiled.

      “So Cozy, how did her husband die, anyway?”

      “I’m not sure. I think I saw something on SpillingTea.com that Betty’s husband died while in his mistress’s arms.”

      “Ooh, drama—and she still wants to raise him?”

      “Why not? Some people need to say goodbye, no matter what the circumstances around their death are.”

      “I guess so, Tita.” 

      Squiggy’s head bobbed toward us through the crowded dance floor. He wore his short black hair slightly faded on the sides. His creamy brown skin stretched around a big, round head and large, walnut-shaped eyes that constantly begged for approval. He stood at six-foot-four, and his feet were the size of skateboards. He approached us, sipping on a bottle of O’Doul’s, and flipped a bird at me, smirking.

      It wasn’t that long ago when I asked Gammy why Squiggy always had to be an ass. 

      “Do you think that if you went into danger,” she asked, “that he would have your back, as the kids say?”

      “Uh, yeah, absolutely, Gammy,” I said.

      “Then an ass that carries you, Cozy, is better than a horse that throws you off.”

      “Here comes, Squiggy,” I said. 

      Jess turned and waved at him. “Here we are, honey!”

      I grabbed her drink and took a sip. “Mmm—so, um, let’s go over and start prepping everything.”

      Jess took her drink back from me. “In a minute, Cozy. Let me finish your drink.”

      Squiggy reached us and planted a soft kiss on Jess’s lips. “You better not be drinking.”

      “It’s a virgin, babe.” 

      His face softened. “Oh.” The corner of his mouth curled back up to a smirk. “Wassup, Cozy?”

      “Nothing.”

      Jess brought her hand up on Squiggy’s shoulder and let it slip slowly down until it rested on his elbow.

      “Girl,” I said, “we really should start getting ready. Besides, I thought you ordered me a Flow. It tastes awesome.”

      The corners of Jess’s lips rose. “As I said, this is your drink.” She took a smug sip from a straw.

      I gasped. “Damn, Jess, that really was my White Claw? You’re impossible.”

      “Sorry, you took too long, and it was just staring at me, spelling my name and calling me. Jess—Jess drink me, drink me.” 

      Squiggy smiled. “That’s ‘cause you’re greedy, greedy.”

      Jess shoved his shoulder. “Don’t even go there—and what happened to Zombie Zorro?”

      “Wasn’t scary enough,” he said. “And that costume made my little guys downstairs itch.”

      “Eew,” I said. “TMI.”

      Like Jess, Squiggy also flexed a flesh-wrap, but smudged red lip prints insinuated a female zombie bit his neck. He wore a red and gray Freddie Krueger sweater, shredded at the sleeve openings, and skinny jeans.

      “Krueger in skinny jeans? You look like Nyah Huston on steroids?” I asked. “You call that scary?”

      He rubbed his hand through my hair. “Hell yeah, Pimples! You have to reinvent things. Like how EDtv was reinvented from The Truman Show or how True Crimes, Streets of L.A., is a dope recreation of GTA.”

      “Boy, please,” Jess said. “True Crimes doesn’t even come close to being as good as Grand Theft Auto.”

      “Facts,” I said.

      “You’re missing the point,” Squiggy said. “Reinventing yourself is actually being authentic.”

      “No. That’s being stupid,” I said. “One of the scariest icons in horror, now looks like he’d rather be doing ollies than killing people in their nightmares—thanks to you.”

      “Does not,” Squiggy said.

      “Tell him, Jess. He’s taken a perfect nightmare and mixed up all the elements to make it fit in his own warped sense of reality.”

      “And that’s different from you…how? Cozy Coleman is nothing more than a whack cloning of Anita Blake.”

      I placed my hands on his face, my fingers forming a ‘W.’ “Whatever.”

      He brushed my hand away. “You’re just jealous I look more badass than you. Is that supposed to be scary? What? Who are you? Selene from Underworld or something.”

      “Shut up,” I said, punching him in the arm. It fits perfectly for me to have to perform a raising ceremony tonight!”

      “And leave it up to Jess to always find a way to be a Goth goddess,” Squiggy said.

      “Ha—ha—ha,” Jess said. “She’s Anita Blake, and I’m Blade Bitch.”

      “At least you got your name right.”

      Jess smacked him in the head.

      “Ow!” he said and laughed.

      A woman dressed as Elvira walked by, staring and smiling at Squiggy—totally ignoring Jess and me. Squiggy stared back and smiled at her.

      Jess plucked him in the ear with her finger. “Hey! Hello? I’m standing right here. By the way, you sure you were just talking to some buds of yours? Or were you flirting, as usual?” 

      Squiggy darted his eyes at me, then back at Jess. “Don’t even start, Jess. I was talking to a couple of my ROTC buds from high school, Timbo and Petey. Anyway, they’re working security on the ship and couldn’t talk long.”

      I wish security guards were around when I saw Mrs. Groose sick on that bench. It occurred to me that I hadn’t told them about what happened. “Omigod!” 

      “What?” they both asked.

      “You should’ve seen this blind lady that was dressed like a nun, I ran into. She was really sick.” 

      “Blind lady?” Squiggy asked. 

      “A sick nun? Cozy, what happened?”

      “A little while ago,” I said, “while looking for you guys, I saw her by the theater. She spat out blood, was gagging, and everything.” 

      “I can see a few drops on your arm. I thought it was fake, Tita.”

      “Nope.”

      “Wait, Pimples, so did you take her to the infirmary—call security?”

      “Guys, that’s just it,” I said. “One minute she was there, foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog, the next she was gone.”

      Jess shrugged. “Gone where?” 

      “I don’t know. There was nowhere to go.”

      “Dude,” Squiggy said, “maybe she works for the ship and was trying to give you a good scare. That sounds too trippy. You sure no one slipped a roofie in your drinks?”

      “I’m with Squiggy,” Jess said, and laughed. “You just got punk’d or something.”

      “Yeah, Cozy. No way it was real.”

      Squiggy’s eyes strayed to a distant place.

      “What?” Jess asked him. 

      “I just remembered that I have to make sure the deejay knows which track to play. I emailed him the digital tracks, but forgot to tell him what to play.”

      “I thought you were going to put them in order for me,” I said.

      “Forgot, Pimples,” he said, and then scrunched up his face. “Don’t throw shade, I said I forgot.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I said.

      “Whatever…Pimps—” Squiggy said, and dodged my punch at his shoulder.

      “Might as well have them roll in the casket too, big guy,” I added.

      “Yeah—yeah, I got this,” Squiggy said, leaving. He towered over most of the crowd toward the deejay booth.

      The bartender came over to me, tall, slim, and curly-haired. “Can I get you something, Miss?” he asked. His caramel skin matched his chestnut hair, and he wore white scrubs.

      “Yep. Can I get a Lava? No, you know what? Let me try—let me try a Lipstick Zombie. It must be good, huh, if the bar is named after the drink?”

      “Yes, it’s very popular,” he said. “ID, please.”

      I glanced at Jess. She drifted into another world, doing something on her cell phone. Digging into my front pocket, I shot an apologetic look at the bartender. “One sec.”

      Whenever I wore tight jeans, I could only fit my iPhone, lip gloss, AMEX card, and my ID in my pocket. I fished out my cards and glanced at Jess, furtively. Showing fake identification cards stressed me out. Jess and I both had three more (an eternity) years before we turned twenty-one. We never used them to drink illegally, but just to get into cool clubs around the island. 

      I stopped and shook my head, “Oh, what am I doing? I want a Virgin Lipstick Zombie.” 

      “No worries,” the bartender said. “Coming right up.” He mixed a Lipstick Zombie, flipping a drinking glass behind his back, mixing in the passion fruit syrup, lime, pineapple juice, and brown sugar. He literally put on a show for us. I could not take my eyes off his biceps. 

      DJ Sparks mixed in a rave version of Cake by Rihanna, one of Randy’s fave songs. 

      My face must have changed dramatically because Jess said something to me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m cool.”

      “No, you’re not,” she said. “Come on, come clean.” 

      I sighed. “It’s just that, on top of all the crap I have to deal with, today is the anniversary of Randy being lost at sea...” My voice trailed off, and my eyes fell into my lap.

      “Aw, Cozy, I’m sorry. I hadn’t even realized. I’m such a dork—I forgot.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just looked up into her eyes, which were starting to get glassy, and that made my own tear up.

      “Look,” she said, “I know it’s been tough on you...I, well, I just want you to know that I’ll always be there for you. You are more to me than a BFF, you are my Tita—my ride or die.”

      I totally loved her for saying that. “—I know, Jess. Thanks.”

      She reached out and touched my hand. “Damn it, Jess. I promised myself to make it through the second anniversary of one of the worst weeks of my life without having a meltdown. Now, look what you’ve done...I really thought he was the one, you know?”

      Jess’s lips bent slightly. “He was certainly quite a charmer.”

      “Yeah...” I took a deep breath through my nostrils and sighed through my mouth. “You know, after Randy died, Mom found four giant Slurpee cups in the back of the fridge, full of cherry slush. She yelled at me, and I cursed at him for cluttering up our refrigerator before I…before I realized that he’d never finish those drinks. Never. He,” I paused upon seeing sympathy flowing from Jess’s eyes, “wasn’t there. I was cursing at a ghost. Pretty lame, huh?” 

      Jess didn’t say anything. She kept a firm grip on my hand. I knew she wanted to squeeze my feeling of abandonment out of my body and replace it with warmth that only compassion could bring. We both found ourselves staring out toward the dance floor. Randy’s death left a void inside my heart. I needed him so much. I kept telling myself that I’d never find another like him again. Ever. 

      The deejay mixed in a dance version of a trippy song (forgot the title) by Sublime, which kind of lifted my spirit a little.

      “Funny,” I said, finally, and pointed at her drink. “Randy always left anything he drank in my refrigerator half-finished for days and got mad at me if I threw it out—he said...”

      Jess finished my sentence, half-laughing, “Cozy, I can’t help it if the drinks give me brain freeze before I finish them.” 

      “That’s him, all right.” I smiled at Jess. We had spent so much time together that she knew Randy, probably, as well as I did. “That day, I couldn’t muster up the strength to toss the bottles out, you know.” I snickered, a burst of air blowing out of my nose. “Just sat there with the fridge door open and cried myself to sleep right there on the kitchen floor.”

      A tear ran down my cheek and I wiped it. “All right, okay.” I sniffed. “Um, I really don’t want to talk about it, anymore.”

      “Look, you’re my best friend and the best damn necromancer of the wild, wild west. There is no way I’m going to let you be sad on a ship full of ghouls and deadheads—everything you live for. Now it’s time for us to raise the roof and raise the dead in this mother-effer. Are you with me, bitch?”

      I couldn’t help but giggle. “Yeah. Come on,” I said, and grabbed Jess by her elbow, giving it a soft tug. “Death awaits us.”
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