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CHAPTER ONE
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I was thrilled beyond all sanity to be a zombie. Even better, I was not just a run-of-the-mill zombie, I was the lead, killer zombie, and my name, Tango Jones, would be on the credits when they rolled. I could barely believe I was gainfully employed to act like a zombie in a movie rumored to be next summer’s blockbuster. 

During tonight’s late-night film shoot, my rag-tag team of zombies attacked a bunch of mall shoppers. Agonized screams of terror filled the air until all the innocent victims had been beaten. Then the director shouted, “Cut. That’s a wrap. Good job, people!”

My throat was sore from moaning during the attack, and my usual voice sounded more like a husky whisper. Tired and barely able to speak, I waited in line at the wardrobe mistress’s trailer to return my costume. On the bright side, I still had enough energy to cross the parking lot, find my beat-up old car, and point it in the direction of Duffy’s, the friendly neighborhood pub where almost everyone knew my name.

When I found a parking spot in front of Duffy’s, I did a quickie rearview-mirror check and used a handful of tissues to remove some of the zombie gunk. Oops! Bad move. I’d gone from looking like a killer zombie to resembling a lab experiment gone terribly wrong.

I knew the last thing I should do was spend money on a drink I didn’t even want. But, getting to see the very hot and hunky former hockey player who owned Duffy’s Pub was worth every frivolous penny. 

Even though I wore my usual jeans and a pullover, I swept through Duffy’s entrance like a Hollywood diva and took a deep breath. Ah, the sound of music and laughter gave the stale beer an engagingly provocative aroma. The familiar faces and the colorful hockey memorabilia decking the barroom walls had become an instant cure for a bad case of zombie battle fatigue.  

Ernie Garza, a gruff, older patron who always sat on the same stool near the door, glanced at me when I made my grand entrance then did a double-take. “Tango Jones, is that you? What the hell happened?” 

I shrugged and took my usual seat at the end of the bar. My heart beat faster when Ryan Duffy, former defenseman for the New York Rangers, glanced at me from behind the bar and smiled. “Hey, Tango!” He shouted over the jukebox noise. “Looks like you’ve had a rough night. Want your usual?” 

I smiled and nodded, but what I really wanted was some meaningful togetherness with the former hockey player. In lieu of some serious hugs, I settled for my usual white wine spritzer and surreptitiously ogled Ryan’s world-class butt when he bent over to scoop ice into my drink. 

Since the first time I’d seen Ryan, I’d tried everything I could think of to get his attention, but so far, nothing had worked. My slightly insecure self-image may have been bruised, but I wasn’t even close to giving up on the man of my dreams.

When Ryan finished splashing club soda into the wine and set the drink on a coaster in front of me, a smile teased his lips. He leaned closer. “So, young lady, you want to talk about it?” 

While the sound of his deep baritone practically made my heart do a triple axel, I tried to think of a snappy comeback. “Talk about what?” was all I came up with in my newly acquired whispery voice.

He gave me a lopsided grin. “About the mugging or whatever the hell it was that happened to you. And what’s with the voice? It sounds kind of sexy.”

Ryan always found something to tease me about, and I loved every moment of it. I sat up straight and squared my shoulders. “Obviously, you don’t know a zombie when you see one. I pointed to my face. This is only part of the makeup for my latest movie role in Killer Mall Monsters that we’re filming at the abandoned shopping mall near the freeway.”

He thumped his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot all about you being an actress.” He grinned and picked up the money I’d placed on the bar. “Great look you got going there, sweetheart.” He winked, turned, and headed for the cash register.

Ernie Garza stared at me from his usual spot. “Hey, Tango, I didn’t know you’re an actress. If you’re looking for a job, I might have a line on something that’d be perfect for you.”

Like a Disney Siamese cat, my gaze slowly slid in his direction. I sipped my drink and waited for the punch line. Ernie just stared and nodded his head. “No joke, Tango. How’d you like to earn a few extra bucks?”

The words ‘extra bucks’ resonated in my brain like a Chinese gong. I didn’t know Ernie very well—only that he was a retired New York City cop who’d migrated to New Mexico and opened a detective agency. I leaned forward and slowly swiveled my stool to face him. “Exactly what do you have in mind, Ernie?” 

Ernie picked up his drink and eased onto the empty stool next to mine. He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I’m not kidding, Tango. If you could use some money, I could use a good-looking actress.”

He glanced up and down the bar. “We can’t talk here. Meet me tomorrow at that Chinese buffet on Central Avenue at five o’clock. I’ll buy you dinner. Call me.” He grabbed a clean cocktail napkin off the bar and wrote his phone number. “Think about it. If nothing else, it’s a free meal. Let me know.” 

He nodded, then placed his thumb and index finger to his lips and pretended to lock them with an invisible key. “See you around, kiddo.” He downed the last of his drink and headed for the door. 

I watched the door close behind him, wondering what kind of acting job he had in mind. Although being a movie star had always been my dream, I knew he was a private eye, not a talent scout. Maybe he had a line on an acting job in some hardcore porn flick, which was definitely not my area of expertise.

Not that I was a virgin, but I hadn’t had sex with anything without batteries in a long time. But, even if I were as horny as a trombone, I’d never do it on film. Due to Catholic guilt, doing it with the lights on was a stretch.

I drank about half the spritzer and glanced around the busy bar. No sense hanging around, hoping for some quality time with Ryan while looking like something out of a horror movie. Besides, the handsome hockey player had his hands full with a pack of hungry puck-bunnies at a bachelorette party in the backroom. 

Since I lived right down the block, I rumbled home and climbed upstairs to my second-floor walk-up apartment. When I saw a note taped on my door, I knew what it was without looking and stuffed the late rent notice into my purse.

The zombie movie gig had been a temporary financial fix that barely paid for food, but I still had my part-time job answering phones at a call center. The low-paying job from hell didn’t come close to covering the rent, my tuition at the University of New Mexico, or my private acting class. Unless Hollywood discovered me within the next few weeks, I’d be living in my car and dining on cat food.

Deep down, I knew if I called my parents, I could probably score a loan, but that would entail eating a lot of crow, which would probably be worse than the cat food. My parents thought I was crazy to move across the country to New Mexico for acting lessons. Still, Albuquerque was the new Hollywood, and UNM had a first-rate theater department with affordable tuition. Leaving Long Island was a small price to pay for the dream of a lifetime.

I wandered into the bedroom, kicked off my shoes, and looped my purse handles over the bedpost. I made a mental note to do a load of laundry or hand-wash my bra and a few pair of panties in the bathroom sink.

Almost too tired to think, I tidied up the bedroom until it looked slightly less like an abandoned gypsy camp, stripped off my clothes, and slipped a large New York Ranger T-shirt over my head. After creaming the rest of the zombie gunk off my face, I let my aching feet drag me to my laptop on the night table. I pulled up the classified section of the Albuquerque newspaper and looked at jobs. Nothing encouraging leaped off the page.

The sun was shining into the bedroom when I rolled over with one eye open and checked the clock. Oh, crap! I forgot to set the alarm. I jumped in the shower, threw on some clothes, and rushed out without eating breakfast or lunch.

Hoping my boss at the call center hadn’t noticed how late I was, I settled into my cubical, then reluctantly read the note taped to my computer screen: Please attend the employee meeting in the conference room at four-thirty. Thank you, J. Bolin, Personnel Manager.

Uh oh! I had a sinking feeling the message didn’t bode well for continued employment with this firm. In between answering my phone, I checked the time. Ten minutes before zero-hour, I went to the Ladies' Room to freshen up. If I was getting fired, I wanted to look good for my final exit, stage left. 

I stood tall with cold hands and a heavy heart, opened the conference room door, and joined the other doomed employees waiting for the official pink slip. Mr. J. Bolin, Personnel Manager and wannabe male fashion model, nodded a silent greeting. 

The good news about getting pinked—I’d have more time to pursue my dreams of Hollywood stardom. The bad news—I was officially unemployed, except for my very part-time job as a secret shopper and the temporary zombie gig.

As soon as the pink slips were distributed, the meeting showed signs of winding down. When escape was imminent, I inched toward the door, flung it open, and released the breath I’d been holding. A few more minutes inhaling Bolin’s after-shave lotion, and they’d have had to give me mouth-to-mouth or hit me with the paddles from the defibrillator hanging on the wall.

I gulped in a few breaths of reasonably fresh air, glanced at my watch, and headed for my former workstation to grab my purse. After a few goodbyes from some of the co-workers I’d gotten to know, I raced toward the parking lot while wiping away my tears. Even though I’d hated the job that barely paid a living wage, it had offered a slight sense of security. 

Suddenly, I was on my own, and it was time to sink or swim. While reviewing my bleak future filled with uncertainty, I climbed into my ancient Taurus, dug the cell phone out of my purse, and searched for the cocktail napkin Ernie Garza had given me. I punched in the number he’d scribbled. Ernie picked up on the third ring. 

“Hi, Ernie, it’s Tango Jones. Are we still on for dinner?”

Ernie said yes, and my spirit soared with the prospect of getting a new job and a free meal. I turned the ignition key and heard what sounded like the engine's last dying breath. After three more attempts, the old car groaned, shimmied, and coughed out a puff of black smoke. I jammed it into gear and loudly headed for the Chinese buffet.

I found a parking spot right in front of the Lotus Blossom at five o'clock on the button. When I opened the door, the fragrance of delicious Chinese food made me salivate like a hungry hound dog.

I was trying not to drool when I noticed Ernie waving to me from a corner table in the back near the food. He shook his head when I plopped onto the chair opposite him. “Wow, kiddo. You sure look a lot better than you did the last time I saw you. Last night you looked like you’d been shot out of a cannon and hadn’t bothered with the helmet.” 

I smiled. “Well, aren’t you the sweet-talker? I’ll have you know it isn’t easy looking like that. I’d just come from the movie set where I’d attacked innocent people for hours while moaning and shuffling.”

I raised my eyebrows and sat up straight. “The horror movie I’m in is a major film, and there are rumors it will be next summer’s blockbuster. I’ve already been in a couple of close-up shots, and my name will be on the credits when they roll. It could be a foot in Hollywood’s back door.”

Ernie shook his head. “Well, good luck with that. Come on, let’s check out the buffet. We can talk while we eat.” With loaded plates, Ernie led us back to our table. As soon as we were seated, he picked up an egg roll and crunched into it. “First of all,” he said with his mouth half full. “This meeting has got to be strictly on the QT. How good are you at keeping secrets?”

Hmm, good question. I lowered my fork and looked Ernie in the eye. “Well, I guess it depends on the kind of secret involved. If it’s important, and I’ve taken a sacred vow of silence, then I’m pretty good.”

Ernie raised one eyebrow. “Consider this to be like one of those sacred vow kind of secrets. Think you can handle it?”

“Maybe you should give me a little more to go on. Exactly what is it you want me to do.”

He leaned forward and pointed his fork at me. “This is serious shit, kiddo. Before I go any further, I gotta have your word that whether or not you decide to accept the mission, this conversation never happened.”

I stared at him more closely. He was making this secret mission stuff sound a little far out. I wondered if Ernie was slightly paranoid or if he’d read a few too many spy novels. I gave him a slight nod. “Okay, tell me what you want me to do. Whatever it is, my lips are sealed, even if they shove bamboo shoots under my fingernails.”

Ernie rolled his eyes, reached across the table, and we shook hands. He pulled his chair closer to the table and glanced over both shoulders. “I want you to be a spy for me.” 

I blinked. Ernie wanted me to be a spy? What was he, some kind of foreign agent? I kept a straight face while digesting the spy stuff and a fork full of Kung Pao Chicken. When I finished chewing, I leaned forward. “I’m confused. Do you want me to act like a spy or actually be a spy?”

Ernie smiled. “You don’t need to be like a female James Bond, but I guess you could say it might take a little bit of both acting and spying.”

The acting part sounded right up my alley, but other than being a secret shopper, thoughts of becoming a spy had never entered my mind. I sat up straight and squared my shoulders. “Okay, Ernie, let’s cut to the chase. Who do you want me to spy on? Why do you want me to spy on them? And how much will you pay me to do it?”

Ernie glanced around and lowered his voice. “One of my clients owns a bar. He thinks some of his employees are doing a number on the cash register, so he wants me to find out what’s going on at night when he’s not there. That means I have to get someone on the inside to check it out.”

He leaned forward. “All you got to do is apply for a job as a bartender, keep your eyes and ears open, and get tight with the employees, so they trust you. Play it right, and you’ll find out who has the sticky fingers.”

Ugh! He wanted me to be a snitch, which didn’t sound like a whole lot of fun, but unfortunately, I needed the money. I chewed a bite of egg roll while my mind chewed on a decision. After swallowing, I pointed at Ernie. “It doesn’t sound like a barrel of laughs, but it sounds easy enough. There’s only one slight hitch...I don’t know how to tend bar.”

Ernie nodded. “Yeah, I been thinking about that, but all you got to do is get your pal Ryan to teach you the basic bartending moves. Maybe he’d let you get behind the bar at Duffy’s and show you the ropes. Besides, how hard could it be to pour a beer? You’re an actress—just wing it.”

Without letting on that he already had me with the prospect of getting behind the bar with Ryan, I inquired about the financial considerations.

“I’ll give you a hundred a week,” Ernie said. “Plus, you get to keep the bartender's salary and whatever tips you make. The salary is twenty-five smackers a night, off the books. Even better, a great-looking babe like you could probably make the tip cup jingle like Santa’s reindeer.”

I closed my eyes and leaned back to think. Other than becoming a snitch, it sounded like a sweet deal. I’d be able to pay the rent and make payments on my car and credit cards. I might have to skip a few classes, but I could still be a zombie in the movie. 

“It sounds pretty good,” I finally said. “But, how do we know the owner will hire me?”

“That’s the easy part. I’ll just tell him you’re working undercover for me, and he’ll give you the job.” Ernie’s gaze wandered to my ample bosom. “Having someone like you behind the bar would be a big plus for him.”

The thought of being able to pay the rent was an incentive, and aside from the snitching part of the deal, I couldn’t think of any strong negatives. I nodded. “Okay, I’ll do it. When do I start?”

“I’ll set things up with the owner. All you gotta do is get Ryan to teach you about the bar-tending stuff. Shouldn’t take more than a couple of days to get it all worked out.”

I nodded. “Okay, then I suppose we’ve got a deal.” It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. “Oh, by the way, what’s the bar's name?”

“It’s called Chico’s Bar. It’s not in such a great part of town, but according to the owner, business is pretty good.”

I scooped some fried rice onto my fork. “Never heard of it. What kind of place is it?”

“Well, it’s probably a little different from Ryan’s place.”

Uh oh! A big red flag shot up and began to wave frantically. I squinted and zeroed in on Ernie’s eyes. “Different like how?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe the clientele isn’t as much into hockey and football as the guys at Duffy’s. It’s in the South Valley and probably more of a bikers, babes, and beer crowd. But, don’t worry about a thing, kiddo. You’re a natural.”

While pondering whether being a natural was a good or a bad thing, I reached for one of the fortune cookies the waitress had placed on the table with the check. I snapped the cookie in half and read the message on the tiny ribbon of paper: There is a bright star in your future—anything is possible.

After tossing away the strip of paper, I ate the cookie, thanked Ernie for dinner, and gave him my cell number. While contemplating Ernie’s generous offer, I meandered to my car and decided not to think of myself as being a snitch. Effective immediately, I would think of myself as a crime-buster instead. I instantly felt a whole lot better about my new job. 
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I slowly climbed the stairs to my apartment. I had plenty of time to take a shower and get dressed. The later I got to Duffy’s, the better it would be. The crowd would have thinned out, and I’d be able to talk to Ryan about a free bartending lesson. Just thinking about being close to Ryan made my stomach flutter. How pitiful was that? I was a twenty-one-year-old woman with a terminal case of the hots for a has-been hockey player. 

When I reached the door to my apartment, another rent notice was taped to it. I took in a deep breath. All I needed was another week. Hopefully, I could stall the landlord until I got paid on my new job, and then I’d have enough money to pay the rent and some of the bills that had piled up.

I shoved the rent notice into my underwear drawer with all the other overdue bills and ransacked my closet for something that might make Ryan look at me with new eyes. I pulled out a basic, black number with décolletage, then reached for a pair of spiky heels I’d bought on sale. Ryan had never seen me in a dress and heels, but now was probably a good time to drag out the big guns. 

After showering, I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror and brushed my shoulder-length hair until the blonde highlights almost shimmered. I went a little heavy with the mascara, and after dabbing a drop of perfume where the pulse beats, I was ready to roll. 

There were plenty of parking spaces at Duffy’s, and the dress and heels reminded me to stand tall and make a graceful entrance. Only a handful of customers were seated at the far end of the bar watching TV. A few couples sat at tables in a separate room off to the side. Ryan sat on a stool behind the bar near the door.

“Hey, Tango.” Ryan stood and leaned forward with both hands on the bar. “Wow! Get a load of you. You look like a million bucks. What have you been up to?”

I glanced down at my dress and nonchalantly waved my hand. “Oh, nothing special. I met a friend for dinner.” I smiled and slid onto the stool in my usual spot. 

Ryan leaned forward and sniffed me. “Not only do you look great, you smell good enough to eat.”

My heart rate surged at the image those words conjured up.

“What can I get you to drink?” He smiled and placed a napkin in front of me. “You want your usual?”

I shook my head. “How about a Margarita, and would you mind if I watch how you make it?”

“Hey, no problem, young lady, watch and learn.”

When Ryan agitated the shaker vigorously, my gaze strayed to his well-developed forearms. I tried to imagine how it would feel to be wrapped in those sinewy muscles.

He dipped the rim of a Margarita glass into a salt dish, poured the concoction, and placed it on the napkin in front of me. “There you go, sweetheart.”

I took a sip and slid my tongue slowly around my lips to lick the salt off. “That’s absolutely perfect.” I dug into my purse and placed money on the bar. 

Ryan smiled and slid the bills back to me. “The first one’s on the house, and the lesson is free.”

I took another sip and worked up my courage. “Speaking of lessons, I have a favor to ask.”

He leaned on the bar in front of me and looked deeply into my eyes. “What else can I do for you, young lady?”

The suggestive tone of his voice slithered over my body like a hundred yards of pure silk. That, plus the twinkle in his eyes, made me squirm in my seat. “Well, now that you mention it, I have to learn how to tend bar. I was hoping you would teach me.”

He glanced over his shoulder at the other customers. “Hold that thought. I’ll be right back.”

I watched him work the bar, and I'd finished my drink when he returned.

“So, Tango, run that by me again.” He sank onto the stool behind the bar. “What’s the deal, you giving up show biz for a new line of work?”

“As much as I hate to admit it, I’ve joined the ranks of the unemployed, and the zombie gig is only temporary. I just got a lead on a job tending bar, and I was hoping you would teach me a few tricks of the trade.”

He nodded. “Sure, why not. Hang in for a while. Once those guys at the end of the bar pack it in, I’ll teach you everything I know.” Ryan smiled devilishly and wagged his eyebrows. I almost fell off the stool. When I pushed my glass forward, he made me another drink and sat back down behind the bar.

“So, tell me more about the bartending job. Where’s it at?”

I took a sip of Margarita and licked more salt off my slightly numbing lips. “I heard there might be an opening in Chico’s, down in the valley.”

His eyes grew wide. “Chico’s! Jeez, Tango. Maybe I should lend you a hockey stick and give you a crash course on hand-to-hand combat.”

I was stunned. He made it sound as if I were being deployed to a war zone. “I take it you’ve heard of the place?”

“Yeah, just about every night on the local news.” He looked at me and shook his head. “Chico’s. Wow! That’s a pretty badass biker bar. You sure you want to work there?”

“Well, it’s a job, and it’s the only place I know of that has an opening. I could really use the money.” My lips suddenly started to feel more than slightly numb. Probably one Margarita would have been more than enough.

Ryan didn’t look happy, but he nodded. “Okay, I’ll teach you on one condition. You have to promise me that you’ll head straight for the exit if trouble starts. I’d hate to see that pretty face get all busted up.” 

Oh, wow, he thinks I’m pretty. Who knew?

“Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “I’m not putting down motorcycles because I own a Harley myself. It’s just that the bikers who hang out at Chico’s are kind of a different breed. They travel in a pack, like wolves.”

Wondering what I had gotten myself into, I took another sip of the drink. Maybe I shouldn’t have agreed to take the job so quickly, or maybe Ryan was just being overly protective, which was kind of sweet.

Once the customers left, Ryan jerked his head toward the empty bar. “Come on back here so we can start your lesson.” 

He quickly covered the dos and don’ts of tending bar, then checked his watch. “You know, I think I’ll wrap it up for the night.” He flipped a switch behind the bar, which darkened the outside lights, then turned the dimmer switch higher for the lights over the bar.

“You’ll probably have to know how to work the cash register. I don’t know what kind they use at Chico’s, but they’re probably all the same.”

While I watched Ryan ring out and count the register drawer, the Margaritas kicked in with a bang. I stepped forward to get a better look at what Ryan was doing, and one of my heels caught between the slats of wooden floorboards behind the bar. I lost my balance and stumbled into him. He caught me and held me in his arms. 

He looked down at me. “You okay?” 

I wasn’t sure if he could hear my heart beating like a bongo drum, but I could hear it loud and clear. It was playing a primitive jungle beat. My voice cracked. “I’m fine. It’s just my heel got stuck.” 

He laughed. “Maybe the Margaritas got to you a little bit, too. You got to watch out for them babies. They can sneak up on you.”

I had trouble focusing and looked into his eyes deeply, hoping to see what thoughts might be lurking back there. Did he want me as badly as I wanted him? Could it be that my prayers were about to be answered? 

With my lips poised for the long-awaited kiss I’d dreamed about, I leaned into Ryan and closed my eyes. Before our lips connected, the front door swung open. Ryan backed away as if my deodorant had suddenly let me down. One thing you could say for him, the guy was pretty fast on his feet.

An attractive woman who looked as if she’d just stepped off the cover of ‘Vogue’ and wearing an outfit that had probably cost more than I made in a year stood by the entrance, smiling.

“The outside lights are off,” she said. “I wasn’t sure if you were still here.” The intruder hesitated. She looked at Ryan like a hawk might watch a field mouse. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I’ll come back later.”

Ryan quickly stepped away from me. “No! That’s fine. Come on in. I was just showing this young lady the ropes.” The expression on his face was a cross between surprise and guilt. 

The woman smiled knowingly. “I’ll bet you were. Are you sure I’m not interrupting something important?”

“Not at all. Hang in a couple of minutes. I’m almost done.” Ryan looked at me and spread his hands. “So that’s all there is to it, Tango. Any questions?”

As usual, my timing was disastrous. I gripped the back bar and looked down at my feet. “These darn shoes. I guess I’m not used to wearing heels.” I forced a smile. ”But, no, I think you’ve answered any questions I might have had. Thank you for all your help. I appreciate it.”

An awkward silence hung in the air like the foul odor at the zoo on a hot summer day. I walked unsteadily from behind the bar, picked up my purse, and left my money on the bar. 

Ryan smiled and waved goodbye. “Hey, Tango, good luck with the new job.” 

I nodded at the beautiful woman on my way out and climbed into the Taurus, feeling like a pair of worn-out sneakers in a world full of Manolo Blahniks. From the look on Ryan’s face, that woman might have been someone important—maybe an old flame. If that kind of beauty and sophistication reflected Ryan’s taste in women, he was out of my league.

After my quick escape, I roared down the block and parked in the first space I could find. My apartment was in its usual state of disarray. I looped the handles of my purse over the bedpost. Even though getting all glammed up had been a waste of time, at least I knew a little something about tending bar. I also learned about Ryan’s taste in women.

Although it pained me, I tossed the NY Ranger T-shirt I usually wore to bed on the dirty laundry pile and pulled out the thumbtacks holding Ryan’s poster on the wall. I tearfully rolled it up and carefully stashed it in the back of the closet.  
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With a Margarita headache still nagging at the back of my skull, I stood around with the crew of zombies in the parking lot where we were shooting another killer zombie mob scene. While we waited for the director’s instructions, one of the other zombies approached me with a big smile.

“Hey, Tango, did you see your picture on the front page of today’s paper?” 

My fellow zombie unfolded the newspaper. “There you are, front and center. It’s a good shot of you with the rest of us in the background. Have you got a press agent or something?”

I stared at the picture and smiled. “I wish.” This kind of thing never happened to me, but for once, I’d been in the right place at the right time. Getting my picture in the newspaper couldn’t hurt as an actress, even though I looked like death warmed over. According to my drama teacher, there was no such thing as bad publicity. Maybe someone in the movie business would see what a great-looking monster I made and hire me for another horror film.

The rest of the zombie actors gathered around to look at the newspaper. The story under the photo was about some voodoo high-priestess from Haiti, who’d condemned the movie and blasted the producer for making a film that demonized zombies and denigrated their religious beliefs. The high priestess demanded the general public boycott Killer Mall Monsters and stated that she would sue everyone involved in making the film.

One of the other zombie extras in our group took a long look at the article and shook his head. “This voodoo chick must be some kind of a nut. Everyone knows there is no such a thing as a real zombie.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Well, we don’t know that for certain.” After a news reporter on the set made me scramble to answer his zombie questions, I’d researched ‘zombies’ on the Internet. “Apparently, there are different kinds of zombies. Some are victims of a mysterious fictional virus and the usual movie monsters like us.”

I looked around at the group and shrugged. “But according to the Internet, a real zombie might be under a voodoo curse and controlled by someone using magic, drugs, or the power of suggestion.” I paused. “I guess it all depends on whether or not you have an open mind and believe in the occult and supernatural stuff.”

After all my Google research, I wasn’t sure what to believe.

One of the zombies standing nearby stared at me and then moved closer. I hadn’t noticed him before. It was hard to tell what he looked like under all the gross makeup. Hell, scrape the gunk off his face, and he could look like Brad Pitt. For the past few months, I’d been so focused on Ryan. I hadn’t even noticed other men existed.

Well, those days were gone forever. I would find someone new to obsess about. I may not have a million-dollar wardrobe, but hell, according to this newspaper photo, I made a damn fine-looking zombie.

From the corner of my eye, I noticed the new zombie staring at me. When he inched closer, I turned to face him and smiled. “Hi, you must be new. I haven’t seen you around before. I’m Tango Jones. It’s nice to meet you.”

Before he could answer, the director shouted at our group to take their positions and get ready for action. It took forever to get the group organized, then a dark cloud settled over us and ruined the lighting. The extras stood around, grumbling about the delay.

Just as my cell phone vibrated, I noticed the new zombie staring at me again. Talk about bad timing. I smiled, held up my hand, and dug the phone out of my pocket. 

“Hey, kiddo.” Ernie sounded revved up. “I know it’s last-minute, but everything’s coming together. You’ve got an interview with Chico at the bar at two o’clock this afternoon.”

“Are you kidding? I’m in the middle of a shoot in costume and makeup.” I checked my watch to see what time it was. “There’s no way I can go home and change right now. You’ll have to make other arrangements.”

“Come on, Tango. We shook hands on this. It’s really important. Chico wants you to start working tonight, but he’d like
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