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For Rudy

CHAPTER

ONE

––––––––
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MY WEEKEND WAS D.O.A. ... dead on arrival.

Two o’clock on a bright Sunday afternoon, and I was already counting the hours until I could go back to work. Now that’s sad.

Stopped at the corner of Newport Boulevard and Seventeenth Street in Costa Mesa, I waited to complete a right turn. It was a busy intersection, even on a Sunday. I tapped my fingers impatiently on the steering wheel and looked around.

SIZE DOES MATTER! 

The giant advertisement caught my eye like a hook in a trout’s lip.

Behind me, someone honked. I dragged my attention away from the billboard and saw that the traffic light was green. I hit the gas and turned the wheel of the car sharply, causing the vehicle to swerve as it rounded the corner.

“Careful, Odelia,” I cautioned in a low tone, “no need to season your foul mood with a crunched fender.”

There it was again. This time on a billboard overlooking the grocery store that was my destination.

SIZE DOES MATTER! 

It was all the sign said. Just three words emblazoned across a gargantuan advertisement for a new model sports utility vehicle; as if the damn gas guzzlers couldn’t get any bigger. 

Without much trouble, I found a parking spot near the front door of the market. Turning off the engine, I smoothed the fabric of my sun dress across my ample lap, and sat quietly in the car to think. Not about the groceries waiting to be bought, but about the three words now burned forever into my brain.

SIZE DOES MATTER!

You bet your sweet ass size matters. It matters a lot. Though how and to what it is applied is ambiguous. Size seemed to matter in random chaos. No hard and fast rules, just whatever fits your needs at the moment. Jumbo burgers, super-sized fries, and biggie drinks were a good thing. Small paychecks were bad. Big houses were good. Small diamonds bad.

From the first time Adam noticed shrinkage and explained it to Eve, men have been trying to tell women that size didn't matter when it came to their manhood. Small penis. Big penis. Made no difference. Both were good. The same men have been telling women that size does matter when it comes to breasts, butts and hips. To add to the confusion, big and small could also be good and bad at the same time. Big smile good. Big ass bad. Small waist good. Small tits bad. 

It was a puzzle. A girl needed a scorecard or, at the very least, a seminar with a syllabus to make any sense of it.

I was feeling sorry for myself. On top of licking wounds from a particularly confusing date the night before, I had just come from visiting my father. Poor sweet Dad, I thought, shaking my head. That recent memory alone was enough to entice me into restarting my engine, and driving my old but dependable car right through the plate glass window of the grocery store. 

Giving a deep sigh, I took a minute to think about it. I wasn’t the type to look at life through rose-colored glasses, but neither was I a doom and gloom sort. Yet, I’d been on edge all weekend. And it wasn’t PMS. I’d ridden that roller coaster last week. No, it was something else. Disenchantment maybe, possibly disgruntlement. Rut was written all over my life. R-U-T in big bold letters, outlined in neon tube lighting. It competed for attention with the now important Size Does Matter. For better or for worse, I definitely needed a change. Standing still wasn’t an option any longer. 

Stuffed in my wallet were two one-dollar-off coupons for my favorite comfort food, Stouffer's Macaroni and Cheese. Later, I was going to throw myself a pity party ... a big one ... catered by Sara Lee and all her friends from the frozen food section. 

“Odeliaaaaa,” I scolded audibly, drawing out the last syllable in a menacing tone. “Eating this stuff is not going to help matters.” 

No it wouldn’t, but change could start tomorrow. It seemed natural, new beginnings on a Monday. Diets always began on Monday, why couldn’t other improvements. You never hear of anyone starting anything of importance on a Tuesday or a Wednesday.

By the way, Odelia is not my imaginary friend. I am Odelia, Odelia Patience Grey, and I tend to talk to myself when alone, though why is beyond me since I never listen. I am hardly a scintillating conversationalist in the best of times, and can be a real nag when my mood is less than sunny. Like now.

Turning the usual deaf ear to my own lecture, I hoisted myself out of the car and wandered into the store. The brightly-lit aisles of the market beckoned me with specials, and new and improved items. I strolled down each one, gripping a red plastic basket in one hand. It was my misguided opinion, and denial of choice, that if I used a smaller hand carried basket rather than a full-size cart, I would be less apt to load up on junk food. Sometimes the theory worked. Most of the time I just experienced shoulder pain from lugging a too full and too heavy basket.

Meandering the well-stocked aisles, I plucked items from my list off the shelves. Tea bags, two containers of shower soap, and several cans of cat food for starters. I also picked up an assortment of things not on the list ― E.L. Fudge Cookies, the vanilla ones with the chocolate centers, and the much sought after large-size macaroni and cheese in the red rectangle box. Out of guilt, and with a bow to nutrition, along the way I tossed in a bag of prewashed salad mix, a few tomatoes, and a small bunch of bananas. The next stop was the frozen dessert section, where I debated between a carton of Cherry Garcia ice cream and cheesecake, with the latter already in my hand. Using one leg to support the now heavy basket, I deliberated my choice.

“Put down the Sara Lee, and nobody gets hurt.”

I gave a little jump at the unexpected but familiar voice. Turning around, I held the chilly box in front of me like a hostage in a shoot-out.

“You’ll never take me alive!” I declared.

A few feet away, wheeling her own full cart, was Zenobia Washington, my dearest friend. She approached me, slowly shaking her head side-to-side.

“Girl,” she said firmly, “you were supposed to call me this morning and let me know how it went last night.” 

Zenobia, called Zee by everyone but her father, a man fiercely fond of the unusual name he had chosen for his only daughter, fixed her large liquid brown eyes on me and placed a hand on a generous hip. It was an intimidating stance. A posture that worked on most people, but only made me roll my eyes in childish defiance. 

“Is it a safe assumption,” Zee continued without waiting for an answer, “from what’s in your basket, that the date was a bust?” 

I nodded. I have known Zee for almost fifteen years, dating back to the time we both worked for the same law firm. We were more than good friends. At times we were each other’s conscience, a mirrored reflection of life’s measurement, both good and bad. But I can say truthfully, and without envy, that Zenobia Washington’s image portrayed a more noble character than my own. 

Zee knew that had my date been a success, my basket would have held lots of fresh fruit, vegetables, and fish. As a rule, my grocery shopping habits rode the roller coaster of my emotions. Like arthritic knees predicting rain, my purchases could foretell a sagging spirit with unfailing accuracy. Zee knew this, and suffered a similar affliction. 

“I was going to call you later,” I said, not lying. “I had lunch with my family today.” 

“Lunch with your family!” She laughed heartily, her large body jiggling with an almost Santa-like bowl of jelly quality. “Then I’m surprised you only have one package of cheesecake in your hand.”

We were almost identical in size. Both of us are about five foot one or so. Both tip the scales in the two-fifteen, two-thirty range, and wear size twenty. We are even about the same age, with Zee at forty-two, and me the elder at forty-five. The only difference is our color. Zee is the color of a creamy semi-sweet chocolate bar, while my skin tone resembles the cookies in my basket, minus the fudge filling. Zee’s husband, Seth, often refers to us as his favorite salt and pepper shakers.

“So what’s this one’s story?” Zee asked, referring to my date the night before.

“The usual,” was all I blandly responded, knowing that I did not have to go into the gory details with Zee right this minute. It was the same old shit, different cast.

It had been a fix-up, a blind date set up by a well-meaning skinny co-worker who had no clue that most men in Southern California placed overweight women in the same category as serial killers and believed them worthy of the same punishment ― the death penalty. Finally, I had given in to her assurances that this man and I had a lot in common. Which, sadly, we did. But I saw the look of disappointment on his face when he entered the restaurant and realized that I was his date. I had seen that look before. It was unmistakable disgust encased in civility. Like a dead fish wrapped in clean white butcher paper, the covering kept your hands from being soiled, but could not stop the stink. 

As soon as the check was paid, he had walked me to my car. When he asked for a good night kiss, I thought that maybe I was paranoid about his chilly behavior. When his kiss became passionate, I was sure that I had read his signals incorrectly. But after washing and waxing my tonsils with his tongue in the darkness of the parking lot, he shrank from any suggestion that we should get together again. After four decades, I knew the score. If I had offered him my body, he would have bedded me, as long as he did not have to be seen with me.

Zee sighed deeply and reached out a hand to warmly touch my arm. “I’m sorry, sweetie.” She took the cheesecake from my hand and put it back into the freezer, receiving no protests. “Seth can’t be the only decent man out there.”

Screwing up my freckled face in a most unbecoming way, I demonstrated my lack of faith in her statement. I wanted to be a good sport about it, not a childish whiner. But no matter how you slice the cheesecake, size does matter. How could one argue with a billboard?

“Why don’t you join us for supper tonight?” Zee asked. “Just roast chicken, but it’s a lot safer than going home and devouring that crap in the dark. Not to mention, you haven’t spent an evening with us in a while.”

Just as I was about to accept, Hannah, Zee’s daughter, trotted up. Her gorgeous seventeen-year-old face looked serious. In her hand was a cell phone.

“It’s Daddy,” she said in a rush. She looked at me, surprise registering at my presence. Zee reached for the phone, but Hannah stopped her. “He says he’s looking for Aunt Odie.”

Zee and I shrugged together as if on cue. I took the phone from the girl.

“Seth, it’s me, Odelia. I was shopping when ... .” I stopped talking and listened. As his words entered my ear and saturated my brain, I felt my face cloud over and my lower lip tremble. 

“I’ll be right there,” I finally said stiffly into the phone, then handed it back to Hannah.

Without looking at Zee, I leaned in close to her and uttered the news Seth had just relayed. My voice was low and raspy. My hands shook.

“The police just called your house looking for me,” I told her. “Sophie London committed suicide.”

Zee being Zee, she kicked into action like a general whose troops were under attack. She turned her cart over to Hannah.

“Here, take the car keys and my ATM card, you know the code. Finish getting the stuff on this list, then go right home and stay there. I’m going with Odelia.” 

Hannah hesitated, her young face going from mine to her mother’s with unasked questions. “But ...,” she started to say.

Her mother cut her off, but not unkindly. “Just do as I say, child. And while you’re at it, pay for Odelia’s things, too.” 

She took the red plastic basket from my grasp and hoisted it on top of her own cart. When Hannah started off, Zee stopped her. Opening the freezer door, she took out the cheesecake she had just put back and tossed it into the basket before sending the girl away.

“We’re going to need that,” she told me before taking my arm and leading me out of the store. 

Sophie London did not have much, if any, family. I often envied her solitude and filial independence. Sophie’s life seemed easier, less complicated and frustrating than my own. But then I have never thought about, much less attempted, blowing my brains out.

When Sophie had asked if she could use me as her emergency contact, I happily agreed. Zee was the secondary emergency contact, which is why the police had called Zee’s house when they could not locate me. The detective told me that he got our names and numbers from the front of Sophie’s address book, the page where you list emergency information. 

Zee and I met Sophie nearly three years ago at a fashion show sponsored by Abundance, a store in Newport Beach specializing in plus size women’s fashions. 

Sophie London is ... was ... gorgeous, funny, and vibrant. But what attracted us most, especially me, was her confidence. She was big. She was beautiful. She was proud. Her battle cry was I’m too big to miss. She had even painstakingly cross stitched the saying on linen, framed it, and hung the completed project in a prominent place in her living room. We were also about the same age, and since both of us were single, we often went out together socially. 

The news of her suicide rocked my tiny rut-filled world.

About a year and a half ago, Sophie started a support group for large people called Reality Check. A small core group of mostly women meet in Sophie’s home every other Wednesday night to talk about the social and emotional problems of being overweight. Reality Check is not a diet club. If people want to lose weight, the group supports them in their efforts. If someone needs dating tips, fashion help, interview guidance, or resume suggestions, it’s provided. We’re friends going through the same issues and helping each other with the solutions. Sophie’s charisma and positive outlook guided us all. She was our ideal BBW ― big, beautiful woman ― our mentor and banner carrier in a world idolizing size four and under. Now Sophie London was dead, and by her own hand. It did not make sense.

After Seth’s call, Zee and I drove to the Orange County Coroner’s office. They wanted us to identify the body. They also wanted to ask us questions. Seth, who’s an attorney, met us there and guided us through the process. 

I had expected it to be like on TV. A sheet-covered body rolled out on a gurney. The sheet slowly and dramatically pulled back to reveal the lifeless body of the loved one. The swooning and falling into each other’s arms. I was equally relieved and disappointed. 

Instead, Seth, Zee, and I were shown Sophie’s waxen face via a television monitor. We were told that she had put a gun into her mouth and pulled the trigger, and I expected to see destruction. But her face was untouched, her features perfect. She looked like she was asleep.

After being questioned by a detective, we went back to the Washington’s for the promised roast chicken dinner, followed by cheesecake for dessert. We ate quietly, going through the motions. Zee and Seth campaigned hard for me to stay overnight, but I finally convinced them that I’d be fine at home alone. Seth particularly didn’t want to see me leave. Somewhere during our years of friendship, he had adopted me as a younger sister with all the rights of advice-giving and protectiveness afforded a real older brother. He could be downright annoying at times, but tonight his concern felt as warm and soothing as a mug of hot cocoa.

Once at home, I wearily fitted my key into the front door lock of my townhouse and turned it. I repeated the action with the dead bolt located higher up. From the other side of the door, I could hear a half meow, half growl. 

I’d like to say that I own a cat, but those of you who are familiar with cats would know that I’d be lying. So I’ll simply tell you that I live with a cat, a one-eyed, raggedy-eared, greenish feline named Seamus.

I have never been a cat person. Actually, I’m not much of an animal person. It’s not that I don’t like animals, just that I have never been around them much. But even my lack of expertise in the animal kingdom wouldn’t allow me to turn a deaf ear to a beast in trouble. 

This past St. Patrick’s Day I had come home from work, arms full of grocery bags, to discover some of the children who lived in my complex tormenting Seamus. He wasn’t Seamus then, of course, just a nameless stray who lived by his wits among the brush and vegetation surrounding the nearby bay.

Somehow the kids had managed to capture him, bind him, and dye his shaggy coat green with what I later learned was nothing more than food coloring. By the time I intervened, the animal was out of his mind with terror and anger, and none of the little hoodlums dared to release him.

As soon as I yelled at them to stop, they scattered like roaches. I shook my head and approached the green ball of spit and fury cautiously. Hoping he was more hungry than angry, I pulled a can of tuna from my grocery bag. It was one of the small cans with a pull tab lid. It did the trick. Once the animal was busy eating, I gnawed through the cords with a pair of cuticle scissors I keep in my ever-present tote bag, freeing him as he finished. Picking up my groceries, I went home, my good deed done.

Before I knew it, the cat had taken up lodging on my patio, and I began leaving out little snacks for him. I named him Seamus because he was green and I had met him on St. Patrick’s day. Then one night, during a bad spring rain storm, I saw him hovering and shaking under the plastic patio table and invited him in. He has never left, and seems content with his new life.

Two months later, Seamus is still as green as the Emerald Isle. 

As soon as I entered my home, I dropped my tote bag and groceries to the floor and scooped him up. Plopping down on the sofa, I clutched the animal close, burying my tearful face in his soft colorful fur. 

CHAPTER

TWO

––––––––
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UP AND DOWN, UP AND down. This was how I spent the first night after Sophie’s death. I paced the taupe carpet in my townhouse half alive, seeing and feeling little to nothing. The clock moved slowly, each digital minute changing slower than ketchup pouring from a new bottle. Seamus, disgusted with the disturbance, left his usual spot at the end of my bed and went in search of quieter sleeping quarters. 

The Home Shopping Network beamed brightly from the small television in my bedroom. A woman, much too chipper for the middle of the night, was peddling pink tourmaline earrings. 

It just didn’t make sense.

Sophie’s death that is. It didn’t make sense to sell earrings at two in the morning either, but the jewelry lady was on her own.

It was difficult to drag myself to work the next day. But drag I did, pushing aside the idea of calling in and taking a personal day. I negotiated with my tired and confused body, telling it that the diversion of work might do me good. The compromise was that I would go to work, but would skip my usual morning walk.

Each morning several of us meet at 6 a.m. for a loosely scheduled walk around a section of Newport Bay, a protected estuary just a few minutes from my home. There is no set group of participants, just an understanding that at six each morning a walk around the back section of the bay begins, and all are welcome. We have had as many as ten people at a time, sometimes maybe no one. No one waits for anyone to show up. At six each morning walking commences, no matter who is or isn’t there. This casual exercise group has been going on, rain or shine, dark or light, for about a year. It was started by Sophie.

It wasn’t just fatigue that kept me from my exercise this morning. Most of the walkers were part of the Reality Check bunch, and the idea of seeing the faces and fielding the questions of our friends made me queasy. 

Sophie’s death had been on the news last night and in the paper this morning. It was turning into a titillating gossip piece, something worthy of a supermarket tabloid. 

ONLINE SEX STAR KILLS SELF AS DOZENS WATCH! was how one television station had hawked the lead story for their news the night before.

An online sex star? 

I was still in shock over Sophie’s death. Now I was reeling from the knowledge that she had owned and operated an adult web site. I was only glad that the police had broken the news to us instead of the media vultures. 

According to Detective Devin Frye, the homicide detective who interviewed us at the Coroner’s office, Sophie’s site was called Sassy Sophie. It was an Internet site set up with a camera that allowed viewers into her home via computer. Classified as a pornography site, for nineteen dollars and ninety-five cents a month, members could watch Sophie dress, shower, sleep, and even have sex.

Surfing the Internet, I had seen those sites before. Naked or scantily clad men and women played to their audience in front of a camera. Usually they tapped out messages via the keyboard and took requests. Many used a headset and spoke directly to their viewers. In some instances, the image was delayed, taking a few seconds for it to reach watchers around the world. But now, with streaming video and high speed Internet connections, almost all sites and activities on them were instantaneous. At the end of his day, a man in Cairo could watch a woman in Los Angeles take her morning shower.   

Detective Frye told us that as many as forty-five or fifty people, maybe even more, had seen Sophie put a gun into her mouth and pull the trigger. My blood iced over every time I thought about it, so I tried not to.

Seth said he would call and keep me informed about what was next concerning Sophie. One of his law partners, a man versed in estate matters, had drafted Sophie’s will a while back. He promised to contact the attorney this morning and see if there were any instructions on her personal matters. Zee and I knew almost nothing about Sophie’s family, just that both of her parents were dead. We were her emergency contacts, but knew of no one else who should be advised of what had happened.

I work in a law firm as well, but we do not handle wills or trust work, mostly corporate and business litigation. The work on my desk faded in and out of focus as I struggled to keep a grip on my emotions.

For seventeen years I have been employed by the firm of Wallace, Boer, Brown and Yates, or Woobie as we inmates refer to it. I serve as the legal assistant to Wendall Wallace, one of the firm’s founding partners, and as a corporate paralegal. This is the same firm where I met Zee. She worked here for a few years before becoming a full-time mother and part-time sales representative for Golden Rose Cosmetics. 

I have worked for Mr. Wallace, who just turned seventy-two a few weeks ago, for almost fifteen years. He recently announced that he will retire at the end of this summer. It makes me wonder what will become of me when that happens, although I have been assured by our office manager that I will be given full-time paralegal work. 

My position also puts me in contact with Michael Steele, which is a good name for him considering his lack of natural warmth. Steele is a senior associate who handles most of Mr. Wallace’s clients. Saying I’m not overly fond of Mike Steele is an understatement. He has his own secretary, or rather succession of secretaries, but I do his paralegal work and also get saddled with some of the more sensitive clerical work his practice demands. I would leave my job rather than be assigned to him solely.

I was pondering my future at the firm sans Wendell Wallace, anything not to think about Sophie, when a thick file landed with a heavy thud smack in the middle of my desk. It jarred my thoughts back to the present.

“Grey, I need this copied,” Steele ordered as he began walking back to his office. “Now.”

“I’ll have the copy center take care of it,” I informed him politely but coolly. 

I’ll say it again. I do not like this man, having never found anything redeeming about him except his single-minded devotion to law. Steele is cocky and arrogant. A pretty boy in his mid to late thirties who likes to play hard when not working hard. His clothes are impeccable and his taste in women favors models and centerfolds. He’s known to wine, dine and dump women at a record-breaking pace, although office gossips claim that the real truth is that the women dump him for lack of substance. 

“No,” Steele said, coming back to stand in front of my desk. He looked me in the eye. It was the same look a school teacher might give a student who just said something fresh. “I want you to do it personally.”

I looked at the file. It would take an hour or more of standing in front of a copier to painstakingly copy the documents. I looked at my already piled-high desk. We had a whole department devoted to tasks like copying, binding, and filing. That the file might be of a highly sensitive nature crossed my mind. Although all Woobie employees were required to sign a confidentiality agreement upon coming to work at the firm, some things were even too sensitive for most employees to see. I was often called upon to do work of this nature.

“Unless you’d rather take over your friend’s porn site,” Steele said with a lewd sneer.

The remark took me back. I didn’t realize Steele knew who my friends were. He paid so little attention to me, except to dump work on me, that sometimes I wondered if he even knew my name. I said nothing, but gave him a look that I hoped would convey “shut up” loud and clear. But either he couldn’t read my look, or chose not to, because he didn’t let up.

“Hey, maybe she’ll leave it to you in her will. After all, those paying customers of hers are going to miss all those love handles. Could be a whole new career for you, Grey.”

My hands itched with the urge to belt him into next week. But lucky for both of us, I was now holding the documents he had given me. For a brief moment, I considered assault and battery with an expanding file. This one was over three inches thick and would probably leave a good sized dent in a man’s skull. Instead, I clutched the file to my chest and walked away from Steele, leaving him to chuckle at his own stupid and inappropriate comment.

Once in the copy room I told myself, sensitive or not, this was a simple, uncomplicated task. It was busy work that could keep me occupied while I waited for Seth to call. Mr. Wallace was out of the office this morning, and his work occupied less and less of my time these days, while the corporate paralegal work occupied more of it. I was too antsy to focus on anything detailed.

The awaited call from Seth came while I was at lunch. In his deep oboe sounding voice, he left a message to stop by his office after work. 

At five-forty-five, I sat in a conference room across from Seth and one of his law partners, Douglas Hemming. Zee was there too, seated next to me, twisting a tissue in her hands. It was her only outward sign of grief. 

I had met Doug Hemming several times, if only briefly, at a few of Seth and Zee’s annual Christmas parties. I guessed him to be younger than Seth, with pale splotchy skin that looked like it would burn easily with minimal sun exposure. He was lean and lanky with an inconsequential chin, which he tried to round out with a goatee of reddish hair. The sparse hair on his head was a little lighter than the color of his beard. He held a document, which he peered at through wire-rimmed glasses. Then he peered at me, then at Zee. Suddenly, and for no reason at all, I remembered that his wife’s name was Nina and that she was a pediatrician.

“This,” Doug began, indicating the few pages in his hand, “contains Sophia London’s burial requests and arrangements. I thought it best to start here.”

Sophie, or rather her body, was at the morgue. I hadn’t thought of how or where she would be buried. What surprised me was that she had made arrangements ahead of time. We were pretty much the same age. Did that mean I should be thinking about the disposal of my remains? Should I have a will? I swept the morbid thoughts out of my head like so many dust bunnies.

“Sophia London wished to be cremated,” Doug informed us. “She already made arrangements to take care of that, and paid for the services in advance. She requested that you,” he said, indicating me, “should take care of her personal matters.”

I couldn’t believe that Sophie had committed suicide, but here it was right in front of my nose, tons of evidence pointing to the obvious. A self-inflicted gun shot to the head and pre-planned, pre-paid funeral arrangements. As if reading my mind, Zee spoke up, asking the question that hovered on the tip of my numb tongue.

“When were these arrangements made, Doug?” 

Doug looked at the papers again. “This directive was signed last October, the services paid for in full about the same time according to the receipt attached.” He rummaged through a small stack of papers until he found another document. “Her will was drawn up and signed in October also.” 

Eight months ago.

Last September, just one short month before that, Sophie and I had taken a long weekend trip together. We drove up the California central coast, visiting Cambria, Hearst Castle, and Morro Bay. I racked my brain but couldn’t recall her being depressed or preoccupied with death and dying, only a brief comment about needing a will. The trip had been lighthearted and relaxing, with lots of laughter.

“We took a short trip together last fall,” I mentioned. “I remember Sophie asking me if Seth knew someone who could draw up a will. I gave her his office number.”

Seth nodded. 

“Yes,” Doug said, “that’s when Seth referred her to me.” He put down the documents and took off his glasses, wiping them clean with a small tan cloth he retrieved from his inside jacket pocket. His face seemed sad and drawn, his small eyes droopy. “She was such a lovely woman. So tragic.” He returned his glasses to his face, transforming himself back into Mr. Professional Lawyer. Picking up the other documents, he went back to Sophie’s business.

“Has her family been notified yet?” he asked.

Zee and I looked at each other with surprise. 

“We didn’t know she had family,” Zee said for us both. 

“The police asked, but we had nothing to tell them,” I added.

Doug sighed. “Sophie London is survived by an ex-husband and one child, a son. She never told you?”

We shook our heads in unison. It was another secret she had not shared.

“She gave me her ex-husband’s phone number and address when she signed the will,” Doug said, pulling a piece of yellow legal paper from the stack. 

Stunned, I sat in the leather conference room chair like a piece of petrified wood. A husband. A son. An adult web site. I had always assumed that Sophie, like me, had never been married. Not mentioning the porn site I understood. It could have been embarrassment, shame, or even the assumption that I might not understand. Which I didn’t. But I certainly would have expected her to mention an ex-spouse. We had talked about and trashed various men in our pasts with regularity. Even when I shared with her the horrible engagement I had broken off just a few years earlier, she never gave the slightest indication that she had once been married.

“What about her work, her employer?” Doug asked. “Do they know yet what has happened?”

I shook my head. “Sophie was self-employed. Some kind of consulting work, computers I think.” 

“She also modeled from time to time,” Zee added. “Sometimes she did fashion shows for large sizes.”

“That’s right. That’s how Zee and I met her. She was in a show for that store in Fashion Island ― Abundance.”

The adult web site was not mentioned audibly, but its existence loomed in the room like an embarrassing relative. 

I didn’t realize that I had been crying until Zee handed me a small purse pack of tissues. Taking them, I smiled my thanks. Her face was wet, too.

“If you like,” Doug said, putting down the papers and shuffling them into a neat stack, “I’ll call her ex-husband.” He looked at his watch. “It’s almost six-thirty. I’ll try right now.”

“I think that’s a good idea, Doug,” Seth said. “As her attorney, it might be best coming from you.”

Doug picked up a file from the table and left the room. Seth came to stand behind Zee and placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it a slight squeeze. Then he put his other hand on my shoulder and did the same. 

“You girls stay put,” Seth told us. “I’m going to join Doug.”

Minutes after Seth left the room, Ranita, his secretary, came in with a tray. On it were a couple of stylish mugs, a carafe, and a small basket containing an assortment of teas, sugar and sweetener.

“I thought you ladies might like some tea,” she said in a sweet somber voice with a slight but unfamiliar accent.

“Thank you, Ranita,” Zee told her. “But it’s time you went home.” Zee reached out a hand and softly patted Ranita’s arm. “Please don’t stay for us. We’ll manage.”

Ranita bent down and she and Zee exchanged an affectionate hug.

“I’m sorry about your friend,” the young woman said, looking at both of us as she unconsciously rubbed her pregnant belly. She wasn’t more than twenty-five years old, with an open dark face, just slightly lighter than Zee’s. Here and there it was marked with small acne scars. Her eyes were big and soulful. It was easy to see that the comment came from her heart.

“Thank you, Ranita,” I said. 

After Ranita left, Zee opened up a mint tea bag for me and an Earl Grey bag for herself and placed them in mugs. I added hot water from the carafe. We were sipping tea in silence when Doug and Seth returned. Doug took his place on the other side of the table. Seth sat next to Zee.

We waited expectantly for Doug to speak.

“Well, we spoke to the ex-husband,” he began. “His name is Peter Olsen.” He looked at Seth before continuing.

“There are some unusual circumstances,” Seth added.

“Unusual,” I heard myself say. It wasn’t in the form of a question, but more of a parroting remark. This whole matter had been unusual from the start. And there was more to come?

“Yes,” Doug continued. “Except for a few personal items she bequeathed to you, Zee, and a few others, Ms. London left her entire estate to Mr. Olsen, as trustee for their son.”

“But that’s not unusual in the case of children,” I commented.

“No, Odelia, you’re right. It’s not. Ms. London’s son is twenty years old now. His name is Robert. She gave me that information when she made the will.”

“What’s unusual,” Seth added, hesitating a single heart beat, “is that her son thinks she’s been dead for years.”

“Yes,” Doug continued, “and Mr. Olsen wants to keep it that way.”

My head was spinning. I took a sip of tea, holding the cup in hands that shook slightly. I felt drained, and last night’s lack of sleep was finally catching up to me. Right now, pink tourmaline earrings seemed like a swell idea.

“You okay?” Zee asked me.

“Yeah, I’m fine. A bit thrown off track maybe, but I’m fine.” I looked at her and Seth. “Did you two know any of this?”

Both shook their heads. 

“Only Doug knew about the son and the ex,” Seth explained. “As her attorney, of course, it was confidential.”

With our collective and varied legal backgrounds, everyone in the room knew all about attorney-client confidentiality.

“But she didn’t even tell me about the ... well, the other part,” Doug said. “Apparently, that was a personal agreement between her and Olsen. He claims that she knew that her son believed her dead.”

I played with my hair, twisting it around a finger. “Now what?” I asked, feeling totally stumped.

“You, Odelia,” Doug explained, “are named as the personal representative of Ms. London’s estate. But just because she indicated you, it doesn’t mean that you have to accept.”

It would mean a lot of work. Personal representatives were in charge of winding up all the affairs of the deceased. The law firm would help with the legalities, of course, but the arrangements to dispose of her personal items and business affairs would fall on me. Until yesterday, I had never seen a body or known anyone close to me who had died. Sophie’s funeral, if there was one, would be my first.

I seriously questioned if I was up to the task, but knew in my heart that I couldn’t refuse. Sophie had done a lot to bolster my self-esteem in the time I’d known her. To refuse her this last favor would be unthinkable on my part. I nodded my consent. 

“I’ll do it. It’s what she wanted.”

Zee reached over and put a tender hand on my arm. “Seth and I will help you.” 

CHAPTER

THREE

––––––––
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IT’S AMAZING, THIS profession of serving the dead. Everyone seemed positioned to help, solicitous and sensitive, causing as little emotional friction as possible. The business of death operated like a well-oiled machine, and was as organized as a Fortune 500 company. It seemed more orderly than life, making me wonder why the business of living couldn’t run as smoothly as that of death. Maybe if it did, there would be fewer self-inflicted gun shot wounds.

On Tuesday, with a few short phone calls from the office, I was able to set up the memorial service. It would be Friday afternoon at 4:00. Following the service, everyone would be invited back to the Washingtons’ for a light buffet. I also placed an obituary in the Orange County Register.

Zee was tasked with calling everyone we knew who would want or would need to know about Sophie’s death. I would send emails to others tonight after I got home. 

Seamus was his arrogant self when I came through the door after work. But he did rub my legs and purr to let me know he’d missed me a little. After receiving some well-placed scratching behind the ears, he followed me into the kitchen where I made myself a quick sandwich. Carrying my plate and a diet soda, I headed upstairs to my spare bedroom where I kept my computer and desk. 

First I checked for phone messages. There were two, one from my stepmother. In her usual disapproving voice, she reminded me to pick up a cake at the supermarket for Mother’s Day, less than a week away. It annoyed me to think that she felt it necessary to remind me. It annoyed me even more to know that I had forgotten just as she’d expected. I wrote myself a note and stuck it to the front of the computer, then wondered why, knowing full-well that she’d call again with another reminder.

The second message was from Glo, Gloria Kendall. She was one of the mainstays of the Reality Check group. Glo is a delightful character with a big heart and cornpone Southern accent. Her voice sounded sweet and kind as she asked if she could help with the upcoming memorial. I made another note, this one reminding me to call tomorrow and accept her offer.

After listening to the messages, I started up the computer. I hadn’t been online in over a week and needed to check my email. With a few strokes to the keyboard, I found myself properly connected to my online provider.

My email box held a whole slew of new correspondence. Most were from Reality Check members, dated within the last two days. Our regulars would have received a call today from Zee, so I wasn’t too concerned about responding right away.

Some of the other emails were from concerned online friends who hadn’t heard from me in a while. These were friends from around the nation who only knew me from the Internet. I wasn’t much for the chat room scene, finding it boring. But I loved to play backgammon online, as well as hearts and cribbage, finding the games a nice diversion from television. Over the years I had made many acquaintances this way. My online handle, or screen name, is OdieWanKanobie. Go ahead, laugh, most do. 

Reality Check also had a web page which promoted equality for all shapes and sizes. It had been set up and operated by Sophie, and my name and email was one of the contacts for more information. This web page was something else that would need attention. I didn’t know much about computers and web design, but Sophie was very organized, so I felt sure that Zee and I would find information about the site among her office papers. If not, we knew people who could help sort it out. 

Suddenly I found myself wondering about the future of Reality Check. Would the group continue? Sophie London was more than its founder and leader, she was the group’s heart. 

Instead of answering each and every email inquiry about Sophie individually, I drafted a short note about her upcoming memorial and sent it out to my entire Reality Check address list, as well as a few others who had contacted me through the web site. I thought about posting something nice on the web page, but didn’t know how. Later, I told myself, it didn’t all have to be done tonight.

A hot shower and bed beckoned me. I was still exhausted from lack of sleep. Monday night had been better than Sunday, but only marginally. Another restless night and I would be comatose. 

Just as I was about to sign off and answer the pleasant call of hot streaming water, a tone sounded. It was the signal informing me that a new email had just arrived. The sender was someone named Rocknrlr. No one I knew, but I remembered the screen name from one of the earlier email inquiries about Sophie. I had just sent this person memorial information. The subject line for the new email read Suicide????. 

I opened the email with a tentative click.

“Hello Odelia,” it started. “My name is Greg Stevens, a friend of Sophie’s. I was one of the people who saw her die.”

My right hand trembled. The news stories, both in the papers and on television, had been full of the horror. Some programs had even rustled up people anxious to talk about it. Last night on the news, I had watched a skuzzy middle-aged man relay how he had tuned in to Sophie’s web site expecting to see some skin, only to watch her blow her brains out. He had been zealous and graphic in his description, like a bystander describing a drive-by shooting or a beating.

Now, here in front of me was another viewer willing to talk. What was the purpose? Titillation? Attention? I didn’t know and I didn’t care. I felt violated. My memory of Sophie was being ransacked and pillaged, replaced by carnage up close and personal. I didn’t want to know about the mechanics of her death. It was gut wrenching enough to know that she wouldn’t be coming back. There’d be no more dinners, or discussions about movies, or leaping tall buildings in a single bound for the right of fat girls to wear spandex. It was over, and I had no patience for people interested in the sideshow that was her death.

Still.

I wrapped my fingers tighter on the computer mouse as I read on. 

“Sophie spoke a lot about you,” the email continued, “so I almost feel like I know you. I don’t believe she committed suicide. Do you? If you knew her as well as I think you did, there is no way you could. I’d like to talk to you about it. Please call me at (714)555-1821. Call anytime.”

At this point, most people would have made themselves a drink. Wine perhaps, maybe scotch on the rocks with a twist of lemon. Not me. Instead, I padded downstairs and rummaged through my refrigerator. In answer to my emotional needs and agitation, I located a box of Girl Scout cookies in my freezer. Thin Mints. My favorites. And they’re even better frozen.

CHAPTER

FOUR

––––––––
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SUICIDES ARE TREATED by the police as homicides, until concluded a suicide. This I discovered from Detective Frye. Hmmm, guess it’s true, you do learn something new every day. It only took a few days for the police to determine and declare that Sophia London had died by her own hand. That was about the same length of time it took me to decide to not call Rocknrlr. Instead, I deleted his email and his phone number.

One of the most difficult tasks ahead would be the dismantling and disposal of Sophie’s personal things. As soon as the police allowed us into her home, I called her housekeeper, Cruz Valenz, and asked her to meet me and Zee there. 

I had requested Friday off as a personal day. At the firm, we each get an allotment of five a year. So far I had taken none. Since I was off work and Zee self-employed, we set the time for Friday at eight in the morning to begin the task. It was the same day as the memorial service.

Cruz was also my housekeeper. A small stocky woman in her mid-to-late fifties, every other week she shows up at my two-bedroom, two-bath townhouse and works her magic.

To me, having someone clean my home is an outrageous luxury. I certainly am able bodied enough
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