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I’d never heard of a good day starting with the police at the front door.

Of course, at first I didn’t know who kept pounding outside despite the ungodly hour. An angry ex-boyfriend wanting his stuff back or the nice old woman downstairs who needed help opening bottles struck me as more likely candidates.

The police never occurred to me.

“Coming!” I shouted as I climbed out of bed and pulled a bathrobe over my pajamas. Given the apartment building’s paper-thin walls, I didn’t need to raise my voice to be heard, but yelling made me feel better for being woken up.

I swung the door open, ready to berate my visitor, but my tongue froze when I spotted the two uniformed officers.

The closest one tilted his head. “Megan Kelley?”

I considered denying it, combing my brain in search of something illegal I might have done. But when the officers folded their hands in front of them, some of my fears eased. They certainly didn’t look braced to make an arrest.

“I’m Megan,” I said.

The officer bowed his head. “We regret to inform you that Caroline Fisher has passed.”

It took me a moment to realize he meant my roommate Carly. And, judging from his solemn stance, she hadn’t passed a law-enforcement certification course or anything else worthy of the police’s attention.

“You mean passed on?” I asked, sure that couldn’t be right either.

He nodded. “We would appreciate your verification of the woman in this picture as Ms. Fisher.”

I tensed as he pulled a photograph out of his shirt pocket, unsure what to expect. My stomach dropped when I took in the black-and-white closeup of Carly’s face. Although she appeared to be resting peacefully with her eyes closed and her face devoid of expression, knowing she’d been dead when the camera had captured the image sent a shiver down my spine.

“It’s her,” I said. Feeling unexpectedly weak with loss, I leaned against the doorframe.

The officer returned Carly’s picture to his pocket. “We place her time of death as the night of March seventeenth.”

I assimilated his insight, indignation replacing my grief. March 17 was two days ago. How could she have died two days ago without the police knowing until now?

Although, to be fair, I hadn’t noticed Carly’s absence either. Sunday night I had been working, and I spent most of yesterday running errands.

“She listed you as her emergency contact.”

I arched an eyebrow. “She did?” At age thirty-six, I was a full decade older than Carly, and I didn’t even have an emergency contact identified.

Or, maybe her pregnancy required her to note someone.

I stiffened, now questioning whether Carly’s child was the real reason for this visit. Maybe the paramedics had ripped it from Carly’s dead body, and the police had come to deposit the squalling preemie in my arms.

I peeked over the officers’ shoulders, hunting for a police cruiser in the parking lot to see if a baby sat penned up behind the metal grid like someone under arrest. The only vehicle I spotted belonged to one of the neighbors. Their monstrous SUV usurped two spaces and blocked my view of everything around it. The police could have brought me an elephant, and it would have been invisible behind the SUV.

“We hope you can help us notify Ms. Fisher’s next of kin,” the officer continued. “Sometimes this type of news is better received from somebody who knew the deceased.”

I blinked, not sure how to respond. Carly had never mentioned any family except to say she ran away at seventeen and hadn’t seen her parents since. I could only think of a few reasons why a girl fled her childhood home and cut off all parental contact, none of them good.

The officer cleared his throat. “I can see you’re in shock.”

Of course he’d think this, since I had yet to contribute anything intelligent to this conversation. “I’m fine,” I said, flashing him a smile to prove my point.

His expression didn’t change. “We’d be happy to come inside and sit with you while you make some calls.”

My heart lurched as my mind shifted to the baggie of marijuana my ex-boyfriend had left in one of the coffee-table drawers after we split up two months ago. I could just picture these two cops plopping onto the couch to put their feet up for a moment and jarring the drawer open.

I plastered another smile on my face, hoping it wasn’t trembling as much as my heart. “No, no, that won’t be necessary. I don’t plan on making any calls.”

The two officers glanced at each other before the one doing all the talking turned back to me. “Surely you want to notify Ms. Fisher’s family and friends.”

They evidently thought I was a nutcase. “Yes, surely.” I decided these cops needed a definitive affirmation, so I added with more confidence, “I’ll do that.”

Although I had no clue how to locate Carly’s family and I might have to wait for her friends to stop by in search of her before notifying each of them, delivering the news to coworkers would be simple. We both worked at the same gentlemen’s club, so I could make an announcement during my shift tonight.

From the furrow of his brow, I suspected the officer was debating over whether to ask me to document a notification action plan. But then he said, “Ms. Fisher died from a drug overdose.”

“She did?” I never would have suspected Carly of abusing drugs. She had never acted anything less than lucid, and when she’d found my ex’s baggie of marijuana she hadn’t hidden her displeasure. Plus, she’d loved her baby. The thought of her ingesting anything with the potential to harm her unborn child didn’t sit right with me.

The second officer squatted down and retrieved a paper bag from the landing. He handed it to me while the first officer said, “We located these effects on her person.”

“Oh.” I accepted the bag, wondering if it contained the unused drugs discovered near Carly’s body.

“Her cell phone is inside, which may help you contact her relatives,” the officer said.

The bag obviously held more than a cell phone, but I didn’t ask him to elaborate on the other items. I could dig through it later, in private.

One thing clearly absent from Carly’s effects was a premature newborn baby.

“What about Carly’s baby?” I asked.

The two officers exchanged another look. “Baby?”

“Carly was pregnant,” I said. “I take it the baby didn’t survive.”

The closest officer stared at me for a moment before coughing. “We were unaware of Ms. Fisher’s condition. Her body was only discovered this morning, so we have not had a chance to perform an autopsy.”

From the way his forehead wrinkled, I gathered he hadn’t planned on any autopsy. After all, if every drug addict who overdosed in Las Vegas were autopsied, the backlog of dead bodies would threaten to spill out into the streets.

But I didn’t challenge their lies. Instead, I said, “How was her body discovered?”

“Two joggers noticed it in a drainage ditch.”

I frowned, trying to picture Carly’s body crumpled in one of the concrete tunnels built underneath the city to route storm water away from the street surfaces. Although many of these tunnels could fit a human being, the image refused to gel. Carly might not have indulged in romantic dinners at the city’s top steakhouses, but neither was she the type to get high in drainage ditches.

In fact, of all the girls at the gentlemen’s club not enrolled in college, before today I would have voted Carly as the most likely to make it out of the stripping business and into something more mainstream. I could have easily pictured her settling into a simple domestic life, marrying a nice professional and raising babies.

Of course, in a way she had escaped the stripping lifestyle.

I surveyed the two officers, wary of their ability to recognize a suspicious death when they saw one. They seemed to be run-of-the-mill beat cops, the type who spent their days writing traffic tickets and rousing passed-out sidewalk drunks.

The first officer came across as relatively intelligent, which explained why he was doing the talking. Still, I doubted he’d handled many investigations more complicated than looking into the whereabouts of missing pets. I placed him around mid-forties, and wouldn’t be surprised if he operated under the assumption that all twentysomethings abused illegal substances.

About the size and shape of a household water heater, the other officer took up most of the outside landing. He was closer to Carly’s age, and I had to admire his build. He probably spent most of his time off in the gym, popping steroids like a kid consuming candy on Halloween. I’d guess his role in this partnership was limited to driving the squad car, subduing civilians, and physically relocating drunks. Holding a conversation did not appear to be one of his strengths.

With these two in charge of Carly’s case—if she even had a case—they could have overlooked something as obvious as a crowbar to her heart or blood spatter from a bullet wound.

“Are you sure Carly’s death was an accident?” I prompted.

I was fully awake now despite the early hour, my mind churning through the possibilities. Both Carly and I had never had much success in love, and some of our old boyfriends had left brewing in anger. One of these spurned lovers could have come back for revenge—and what better motive existed to off your ex-girlfriend than an unwanted baby and the looming threat of child support? Even though I knew Carly had never intended to pressure the father, the potential for her to change her mind might have justified preemptive murder in his eyes. Maybe he’d remembered her favorite hangout and stalked her until he could slip a lethal dose of drugs into an unmonitored beverage.

Then I had to consider the profession of stripping. During the course of our workdays we occasionally ran into some questionable characters. Maybe one of these men had taken a liking to Carly, then, miffed by her refusal to perform anything heavier than a lap dance, followed her somewhere, forced her to ingest unwanted drugs, took advantage of her altered faculties, and disposed of her like a used tissue.

The first officer eyed me as if he could see the crime-scene images flashing through my head. “We have no reason to suspect foul play.”

“Do you plan to confirm that?” I persisted. “Carly wasn’t the type to use drugs.”

“Often the people we least suspect have substance-abuse problems,” he replied. “But we can substantiate Ms. Fisher’s cause of death later this week, possibly tomorrow.”

I itched to press for details on how he’d accomplish that, but decided to let the issue go for now. No good could come from antagonizing the police.

“Here’s my card,” the officer said, inching toward the stairs as if he were in a hurry to leave now. He handed me a business card imprinted with the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department logo and the name Gerard Sparks. “If you have any further questions, you can reach me at the number there.”

“Will you keep me informed of any developments in Carly’s case?” I didn’t bother to ask if a case even existed.

Sparks hesitated. “I will keep you apprised of any information I’m able to disclose.”

I interpreted that as police speak for no, that at most he’d regurgitate what he’d told me today, perhaps with a few other mundane details added to get me off his back.

“Can you at least let me know what the autopsy reveals?” Maybe if I assumed an autopsy would be performed the police would oblige. My final manipulation tactic emerged as a reminder that Carly had been expecting. “Either autopsy? Carly’s or the baby’s?”

“I can share with you any unclassified information that arises from that procedure.”

“Let me give you my number.” I tore a corner off the paper bag and, using the pen Sparks offered, jotted down my cell number before handing the items over. “I don’t need the gory details,” I said, hoping this concession improved my chances of hearing back from him. Besides, I really didn’t want to hear the details. I didn’t even want to know what really went on during an autopsy.

Sparks took my number and slipped it and his pen into his breast pocket. “Is there anything else we can do for you at this time?” He darted a look toward the parking lot.

“No. Thank you.”

Sparks nodded and rushed down the stairs. His sidekick followed, although his thighs were so muscular he couldn’t walk like a normal person. He had to wobble from side to side like a penguin to make his way down the steps. I imagined he turned sideways to fit through doorways too.

Still, he looked good going down, and I watched him until he disappeared somewhere behind the SUV.
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After the police departed, I pondered over how best to attack the task of notifying others of Carly’s death. Dialing everyone programmed into her cell phone struck me as my only option.

I pulled Carly’s iPhone out of the paper bag the police had left, leaving her purse and other items untouched before dropping the bag on the floor. Her death still didn’t seem real to me, and going through her belongings felt like an invasion of privacy.

Carly had the phone password protected with a four-digit number. I tried her birth month and day, then her birth year, neither of which worked. Next I punched in our street address, which also failed. I tapped my foot on the floor and looked around, feeling like a bumbling detective missing some pivotal clue.

What did Carly value? I asked myself. Her baby came to mind. It—and her resulting discomfort—was all she could talk about during the past few months. She had told everyone of her expected due date in mid-May, and had convinced herself the baby would arrive exactly on Mother’s Day as her own special gift.

Since my own mother had died from breast cancer over nine years ago and my father was long out of the picture, I didn’t keep track of parental holidays. I had to check the 2013 calendar tacked onto the refrigerator to see when Mother’s Day fell this year. 

I held my breath as I input 0512 into Carly’s phone. It sprang to life, but my feeling of accomplishment abated after I located her contact list. I blinked a few times, making sure I’d read the count correctly. With 342 contacts, I would need until summer to notify everyone.

Shifting my weight to my other foot, I touched the first entry for someone named Adelaine and triggered the connection.

“Hi, Carly,” a girl answered after two rings. “What’s up?”

Her greeting almost caused me to lose my grip on the iPhone. I hadn’t considered that with caller ID people might mistake me for Carly.

“Carly?”

I firmed my hold on the phone, my stomach clenching over the message I needed to relay. “Actually, I’m Carly’s roommate. Carly has . . . passed.”

“Passed? Like the GED?”

“Um, not exactly. She’s passed on.” When Adelaine didn’t respond, I added, “Like, she’s dead.”

“Is this some kind of joke? Did Carly put you up to this?”

“No, no joke. The police just stopped by this morning and gave me her cell phone.” Perhaps I could have avoided some of this confusion by using my own phone. Still, dialing from Carly’s number gave more credibility to my story by eliminating the possibility of a crazy crank randomly dialing. “She died from a drug overdose. I’m so sorry to have to inform you.”

“Carly doesn’t do drugs,” Adelaine said.

“I didn’t think so either,” I told her. “But how well do we really know somebody?”

“I know her quite well, actually,” Adelaine insisted, as if I’d insulted her friendship, “and I know she doesn’t do drugs.”

“How do you know?” I pressed the phone closer to my ear, genuinely interested in her answer. Maybe Adelaine possessed information of use to the police, some concrete fact that would convince them that Carly hadn’t experimented with illegal substances.

“Because she’s pregnant.”

I frowned. That hadn’t been the solid evidence I’d been hoping to hear. “Well, she is dead,” I reiterated.

I jumped when Adelaine burst into tears. She sniffled into the receiver and blew her nose with such force I had to pull the iPhone away from my ear or risk going deaf. When she started gulping air, my heart rate spiked.

“Adelaine?” I shouted, hoping she could hear me. “I’m so sorry for your loss!”

She sniffled for a few more moments before stuttering, “She’s really dead?”

“Yes.” I glanced at the time elapsed since this call began and mentally performed the calculations. If every call took four minutes, I would need a solid twenty-three hours to make it through all of Carly’s contacts.

Adelaine’s quiet voice drew me back to the present. “When’s her funeral?”

I froze. I hadn’t thought about tackling any tasks beyond placing notification calls. Was I supposed to make Carly’s funeral arrangements too? Having dealt with my mother’s death, I knew funerals could be expensive, and I didn’t even know whether I’d make the rent this month.

The threat of another bill combined with the reminder of my existing financial woes caused my knees to weaken. I barely made it to the couch before collapsing.

Now Adelaine adopted the role of shouter. “Hello? Hello!”

“I’m still here,” I assured her, although my voice sounded feeble. “No arrangements have been made yet.”

“Can you let me know once it’s scheduled?”

“Sure.” If I had to call everyone twice, I had forty-six hours of phone calls ahead of me.

Adelaine and I said our goodbyes and hung up. I dropped Carly’s phone onto the sofa cushions and rubbed my forehead.

Funeral arrangements should be the parents’ responsibility, I thought, trying to quell my building panic. After all, they’d created Carly.

A wave of shame washed over me for thinking of my own hardships when Carly had obviously suffered much more, but I really couldn’t handle any unexpected expenses. Our landlord Ray had been on my case for the past four months about late and incomplete rent payments. I managed to come up with a new excuse every time we spoke, but I doubted he would take too kindly to hearing about how I needed to reallocate his money toward burial of my roommate, which he would astutely note now saddled me with exactly double the financial burden unless I could locate a new girl to move in fast.

If I had to call Ray once again with the news that I’d be short another month, he would probably take one look at his blank journal tracking my rent payments, traverse the short distance between his unit and my own, and announce that I had until the end of the month to vacate the premises.

I picked up the iPhone again, determined to reach Carly’s parents. With a trembling finger, I scrolled through the contacts in search of their number, but I had no idea what Carly might have filed them under. Mom and Dad? Maybe their first names, whatever those were. Bitch and Bastard? People Who Ruined My Life and From Whom I Ran Away at Seventeen?

I spotted a few Fishers, who I presumed shared some familial relation to Carly. If they weren’t her parents, they might know how to reach them.

I touched the entry for a Marcie Fisher and held my breath as the phone rang.

A man answered. “Hello?”

“Hi there. This is Carly’s roommate.”

“Who?”

“My name is Megan. I’m Carly Fisher’s roommate.”

“Who?”

I couldn’t tell if the Megan or the Carly part confused him more, so I tried a different tack. “Is Marcie there?”

“Yes,” he said.

I fingered the edge of the sofa while I waited for him to hand the phone to Marcie. When the silence stretched out, I had to question whether he’d gone to look for her in the next county or had wandered off to grab a bite at the local deli.

“You there?” he asked after what felt like an interminably long period of time.

I stilled. I didn’t figure this man fit the profile of a Marcie, but what did I care if he wanted to impersonate the real Marcie? I barreled forward with my announcement. “Carly died Sunday. Maybe you know her as Caroline Fisher. I’m calling to notify you.”

“Okay.” His flat tone mirrored what I would have expected if I’d told him an electric company employee planned to tromp through his yard tomorrow to perform his monthly meter reading.

I moved on to the real reason why I’d skipped to this particular contact. “Do you know how I can reach Carly’s parents?”

“Try Sixth Avenue.”

Thanks, I thought, rolling my eyes. But since I needed his help, I opted to remain civil. “Do you have a phone number for them?”

The man sighed into the mouthpiece. “Hold on.”

The sound of papers rustling came through the speaker so loudly I had to question whether he was just putting on a show. He’d probably return with the announcement that no, he could tell me what her parents’ rambler looked like and guide me there using trees and cows as landmarks, but he didn’t know how to reach them by phone.

“It’s 652-2498.”

He spat out the number so fast I almost dropped the iPhone while scrambling for a pen. I scribbled the digits on a coffee-table coaster, deciding not to push for an area code. I would prefer to assume it matched his and reach the wrong person than endure another tetchy reply.

“Great,” I said. “By the way, can you tell me their names?”

“Who?”

I stared at the number, hoping this slow-witted man wasn’t leading me on a wild-goose chase. “Carly’s parents.”

“The number belongs to her mother. Her parents divorced three years ago.” His tone suggested I should already know this.

The urge to hang up seized me. “Great, thanks,” I said, not even having the patience for a goodbye. I ended the call before he could reply.

I wrote “Mother” on the coaster, a prickle of unease shimmying down my spine. Now that I had a solid lead for reaching at least one of Carly’s parents, the second thoughts crept in. Given their rocky relationship, Carly might not have wanted her mother to know about her death. Still, could I really withhold this information? Regardless of my need for her to pay for the funeral, I felt I had a moral obligation to tell her.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I took a deep breath and punched in the number.

“Jan Fisher,” a female voice answered.

Her greeting eliminated some of my doubts over this being a viable number. If Jan were Carly’s mother, she thankfully hadn’t reverted back to her maiden name after her divorce. “Hi, I’m Megan, Carly’s roommate. Caroline Fisher’s roommate. Is this her mother?”

The pause on the line was deafening. “Ye—yes.”

I heard so much hope conveyed in that one word that my heart lodged in my throat over what I had to tell this woman. I had no idea what she might have done to contribute to Carly running away, but at the moment I felt a pang of sympathy for her. “I’m calling to let you know that Carly died. It happened two days ago, on March seventeenth.”

“Oh.”

“The police believe she overdosed on drugs.” I held my breath, praying she didn’t argue the issue as Adelaine had.

“She overdosed on drugs,” Jan repeated without inflection.

“Yes. In fact, I’m hoping you would be open to making the funeral arrangements,” I rushed on.

“Funeral arrangements.”

My insides twisted. The poor woman must be in shock, having not heard from her daughter in nine years and now learning about her demise.

“A few of Carly’s friends have asked about her funeral,” I said. “I don’t know what to tell them.”

In fact, if Carly had had any contact with her mother during the past decade, I would have insisted that Jan handle this god-awful chore of calling everyone programmed into her phone as well. I’d only gotten through two contacts so far—three counting this extra call—and I wanted to rip my hair out.

“Yes,” Jan answered, her voice a weak thread. Stronger, she added, “Yes. I can make arrangements. Where should her funeral be held?”

Relief flooded through me. “Wherever you’d like,” I told her.

“She grew up in New York.”

I hadn’t known that about Carly, but I was learning a lot about her today. “New York works.” I paused, questioning whether Jan had kept up with Carly’s city of residence. “She lived in Las Vegas, which is where I am too.”

“Will you be shipping her body back here?”

My breath caught. How did one go about shipping dead bodies? Could I drop off a corpse at the nearest FedEx store and ask them to handle the details?

“No,” Jan blurted out. “I should fly out there and deal with everything in person.”

“Oh, great,” I breathed, hoping I didn’t sound too eager to shift this responsibility to someone else. I had a hard enough time keeping up with the ever-changing stamp prices of a standard letter.

“Did Caroline have many friends out there?”

“Yes, she did.” Three hundred and forty-two, to be exact. “Everybody loved Carly.”

“She always had such a good, happy spirit.”

I doubted that, given her runaway status, but kept my mouth shut. What did I care if Jan clung to delusional fantasies?

She said, “I’d like to hold a daytime vigil in Las Vegas as well, so her local friends can honor her life.”

I pictured some of us from the gentlemen’s club linking elbows and swaying from side to side while we sang Kumbaya. “Oh, that would be . . . okay.”

“I don’t know anything about her life now. Would you be able to help with the guest list?”

“Sure.” I could at least round up some of the other girls at the club, maybe even mention the vigil to anyone in Carly’s phone with a Las Vegas area code.

“How about having it this Sunday, say two o’clock?” Jan continued. “I can fly in for the weekend.”

“That would be perfect.”

“May I call you later with the details?”

“Sure.” A huge weight lifted from my shoulders thanks to her willingness to handle everything without so much as a protest.

I recited my number, as well as Officer Sparks’ number for body-shipment purposes, and we exchanged goodbyes.

My heart lurched when I noted the clock display on the iPhone. Almost a half hour had gone by since I’d made the first call to Adelaine. Readjusting my estimate, at six calls an hour, it would take me over fifty hours to notify everyone of Carly’s death.

Deciding I needed a drink, I headed into the kitchen, yanked a cheap bottle of pinot grigio out of the refrigerator, uncorked it, and poured myself a glass. I would have preferred hard liquor right about now, but my options followed my budget: limited.

Downing the wine faster than I’d intended, I poured myself a second glass before continuing with the process of dialing Carly’s contacts. I made it through a decent number before the doorbell chimed.

My palms grew clammy as I envisioned the landlord stomping across the complex in order to threaten collections again. I half suspected he only lived in one of the twenty eight-unit apartment buildings spread across the landscaped property because torturing everyone required less effort if he didn’t have to commute. 

“Megan?”

The sound of Mike’s muffled voice banished my anxiety. A visit from the boy I was casually involved with wasn’t nearly as bad as one from the landlord.

I stood up and smoothed out my hair while I approached the door. After being jarred awake by the police, I hadn’t spent any time on my usual morning hygiene activities.

I swung the door open. “What are you doing here?” I asked. For Mike’s benefit, I refrained from exhaling anywhere near his face. I couldn’t trust that all the wine I’d consumed had completely obscured my morning breath.

Mike stepped inside. Before I even had time to lock the door, he had settled on the couch with his hands behind his head and his feet up on the coffee table. “I thought we could get better acquainted before your shift starts.” A grin engulfed his face.

Great, I thought, a booty call. My initial thrill at him not being Ray dissipated.

“I’ve got the graveyard shift tonight, so I have all afternoon free,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

Although I generally appreciated how we both worked nights and could get together during the day, right now I found it rather unfortunate that the Strip casinos didn’t need more daytime blackjack dealers.

I sat on the opposite sofa and folded my arms across my chest. “I’m actually pretty busy here.”

Mike glanced around the living room, as if searching for clues hinting at what I could be busy with. “It won’t take long. Besides, you missed celebrating Saint Patrick’s Day with me.”

His lower lip actually protruded in a pout, which I would have found comical if all the calls I’d made earlier hadn’t already exhausted me. I might have been more sympathetic if anyone over the age of eight actually viewed Saint Patrick’s Day as a major holiday, or if Mike were a leprechaun. Martin Luther King could boast stronger Irish roots than Mike.

“Don’t worry, I had a drink in your honor,” I quipped. I had, in fact, downed several beers after work the other night with some of the girls from Barely There, all of us unaware that Carly could be dead or dying at that very moment. But unlike Mike, I did have a few Irish genes, which might explain why I knew the holiday traditionally consisted of consuming alcohol rather than having sex.

“Maybe we can have one together now,” he suggested.

I squinted at him, questioning whether he might be more thickheaded than I’d thought when we first met five weeks ago. That night he’d seemed charming and intelligent, even sustaining a half-hour conversation regarding a psychological condition called island fever, which apparently drove thousands of people from islands like Hawaii and Australia to visit Las Vegas every year. He’d been explaining why he was single, attributing his status to a wayward girlfriend from Maui who had been vacationing in Vegas for two weeks but told Mike she’d relocated permanently.

At the time, I had pegged this girlfriend as either a whimsical floozy or admiringly free-spirited. Now, I considered the possibility that she had planned to live in Vegas but changed her mind after spending two weeks with Mike.

I coughed. “Like I said, I’m pretty busy. I don’t have time for a drink.”

Mike smirked, eyeing my half-empty glass and the open wine bottle on the coffee table. I blushed, wishing I hadn’t poured myself a refill so soon before his arrival.

“I needed something to relax,” I explained, knowing I sounded unconvincing.

“Well, why didn’t you say so?” He bent forward, propping his elbows on his knees and his chin on his hands. His eyebrows began gyrating up and down again. They reminded me of poisoned caterpillars desperate to escape their own bodies. “I can help you relax, baby.”

I tried not to gag, feeling as if I were now caught up in some horrible soap opera or, worse, a low-budget porn flick. “No, thank you. The wine is doing the trick.” To prove my point, I lifted the glass to my lips and took a noisy sip.

Mike’s sigh boosted my spirits. Maybe he would finally concede defeat and scurry back to his house. I still had hundreds of calls to make, and I wanted to get as many out of the way as I could before leaving for work.

“So, when can I see you next?” Mike asked, his voice noticeably colder.

I shrugged. “I’m going to be tied up here for a couple days. Carly died, and I have to notify everybody.”

He sat up so fast his knee slammed into the coffee table. “Carly died? You mean your roommate Carly?”

I nodded. “The police stopped by earlier today to tell me.”

Mike’s mouth gaped open. Although small sounds emanated from his lips, I didn’t know whether he wanted to say something or was whimpering with loss.

His reaction surprised me. I wasn’t aware he had even met Carly, although he could have come over when I wasn’t home and held a conversation with her. Mike tended to be annoyingly spontaneous, preferring to drop in whenever he got the urge rather than phoning ahead or, God forbid, making plans a full day or two in advance. Still, I made a mental note to check Carly’s phone contacts for his name after he left.

“Wasn’t she only, like, twenty-six?” he asked.

“Yes.” I studied him, trying to determine if he knew that or just happened to guess her exact age. Not able to deduce anything, I added, “The police say she died from a drug overdose.”

“What do you mean ‘the police say’? Was it an overdose or not?”

A flash of irritation shot through me. “How would I know that?”

“What kind of drugs?” Mike asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, not sure why that detail would help him come to terms with the police’s assessment. 

At least he had abandoned all interest in a drive-by sexual romp. Based on the crease dividing his forehead and the way he kept chewing his lips, I assumed he was trying to picture Carly’s death. Since he didn’t know the details, he’d start with the image of her surrounded by a couple dirty needles, then, in case that wasn’t correct, move on to a powdery baggie containing a few pills.

He slapped his hand against his thigh, startling me. “Man, Carly seemed so . . . healthy. Not at all like the addicts I know. What a tragedy.” His eyes darted toward me, as if he’d just remembered my presence. “And a bummer for you too. As roommates, you two must have been pretty tight.”

“Yes,” I said, even though we were more close acquaintances than friends. Still, I would miss her.

I straightened, my brain tingling. If Mike knew Carly, maybe he could help me notify her contacts. Depending on our work schedules, we could operate in shifts. With two of us tackling the chore, I wouldn’t feel so burdened by the number of people left to phone.

I had my tongue poised to mention my team approach to death calls when Mike paralyzed me by jumping up like a frog, grabbing the wine bottle, and taking a large swallow from it. He flopped back on the couch, clutching the bottle so hard his knuckles turned the color of marshmallows.

“I’m just so torn up,” he continued, taking another swig. “She was, like, the ideal woman, you know? I’ve never met anybody like her. Everybody else seems so shallow in comparison.”

“Gee, thanks.”

Mike didn’t appear to hear me. “She had this vibrant energy about her, you know? I just can’t believe somebody like that is gone. Somebody young, gorgeous, funny . . .” 

As he prattled on, I grew suspicious. Had he and Carly been fooling around behind my back? Mike and I hadn’t known each other long and had no exclusivity requirements, but I would have expected one of them to mention an affair out of common courtesy. As my roommate, Carly could have easily stopped me in passing and said, Oh, by the way Megan, I’m diddling your boy toy. Not seeing any long-term future between us, I would have stepped back and let her have him.

No, that would be ridiculous, I told myself. Carly had to have been too far along in her pregnancy to take on a brand-new lover in the past five weeks. She had often complained about being in pain just from walking, never mind trying to perform in the bedroom. Anything she’d started up with Mike had to be limited to a romantic connection rather than something sexual. 

“. . . and fertile,” Mike continued. “She was so excited about that baby. Did you know she liked the name Mike? She said she was partial to Michael for a boy and Mikaela for a girl. I got her hooked on the name.”

My mouth dropped open. Was he kidding me?

Mike lifted the wine bottle to his lips again, sending a trickle dribbling down his shirt. He wiped it away, but didn’t bother drying the stream running out the edge of his mouth. 

There was no way Carly would have ever named her baby after Mike. At best, she really had liked the name, and had maybe even thought about it for her child long before she’d met this Mike. At worst, she’d hated the name and was just being polite.

Most likely, she had considered the name then decided against it after meeting this Mike.

I tuned out as Mike went on with his one-man eulogy. His eyes even looked a bit moist, although he held back the tears. I couldn’t help but wonder if my own death would elicit the same reaction. He would probably just shrug and head to the closest bar to repeat his island-fever pickup story to the nearest desperate woman. He might even try to garner sympathy with a new story, this one centered around a dead girlfriend.

I grew increasingly restless the longer Mike talked and the closer the time crept to the start of my shift at the gentlemen’s club. I’d already nixed the idea of asking Mike to take over the notification calls. He was obviously not in any frame of mind to be talking to other people. He was now waxing poetically about the color of Carly’s eyes, comparing them to oceans and skies.

“Can I drive you home?” I interrupted. I added pointedly, “On my way to work?”

“Sure, I guess. What’s the difference?” Mike held the empty wine bottle upside down over his head and peered up into it. Several stray drops plopped into his eye.

My stomach twisted as I watched him. “Maybe you should have somebody meet you at home. You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

“We’re all alone in the end,” he wailed.

I gripped the edge of the couch, worried he might be contemplating suicide. “You’re clearly distraught. Can I call somebody for you?”

I might only view Mike as a little fun until I met a more suitable man, but I hated to see him suffering this way. And I certainly didn’t want to deal with another death so soon. At this rate, I could easily picture him hanging from my doorstep when I returned home from work, a collage of photos featuring Carly dangling from his lifeless arms.

Mike extended his hand toward me, his cell phone clasped in his fist. I took it from him, putting it to my ear when I realized he’d placed a call. Someone named Brian answered, and I convinced him to meet me at Mike’s house before hanging up and handing Mike his phone.

“Let me get ready, and I’ll drive you home,” I told him. Before he could respond, I ducked into my bedroom, ran a brush through my hair, and threw on some jeans and a tank top.

I rushed back into the living room, grabbing my purse on the way. Some of my tension eased when I saw Mike already leaning against the front door. I wanted to get him out of here and under someone else’s supervision as soon as possible. 

I plucked my keys off the kitchen counter and joined him. “Carly’s mother is flying into town this weekend. She’s holding a vigil for Carly on Sunday at two, if you’d like to attend.”

“A vigil?”

I didn’t know if he wanted confirmation of her intent or a dictionary definition. I went with the latter. “Like a remembrance of somebody who has passed.” I took in his lack of expression and added, “Died. I don’t know what she’s planning. She’ll call me later with the details.”

Mike nodded, his head building momentum until it threatened to strain his neck. “Yeah, yes. I want to attend her vigil.”

“I’ll call you when I know the location,” I assured him, pushing him out the door.

I led him to the parking lot, crammed him into my tiny Toyota, and began the arduous task of entertaining him for twenty minutes while I drove him home.
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Located in an industrial area just north of the Las Vegas Strip, the Barely There topless gentlemen’s club operated Tuesday through Sunday from five p.m. until two a.m. The hours were a bit more restrictive than the other clubs in town, mainly because the owner also single-handedly managed the place. Unfortunately or appropriately, his name was John.

John genuinely cared about his staff, as Carly had known firsthand. She had intended to quit in January when the baby began to become an issue, but John had offered to let her work as a dishwasher until she felt ready to resume dancing. Given that Barely There already had enough dishwashers, I suspected John had made the decision out of charity rather than to support a strategic business plan. He’d even gone so far as to tell her to call in sick whenever she wanted.

And now I had the unwanted honor of relaying the news of her death.

I took a deep breath and knocked on John’s open office door.

“Megan,” he boomed. A whisper from John would drown out the normal decibel level of most auctioneers. “Come in, come in.”

I stepped inside and wrung my hands together. “John, I have so—”

“I’d like to change your stage persona to something more bookish,” he barreled on. “Picture naughty librarian in pasties collecting overdue fines. What do you think?”

I blinked, making the mental shift from Carly’s death to me in word-of-the-day underwear dancing provocatively while juggling encyclopedias.

“You’d make a tantalizing chef too,” he continued. “Think whisk twirling and whipped-cream bras. Hey!” He yanked open a desk drawer and pulled something out before wheeling his arm around. “Heads up!”

I squeezed my eyes shut and threw my arms up in an X to protect my face, holding my breath while I waited for the item to bounce off my hands and land on the floor.

John howled with laughter. “You catch just like a girl. I bet you’re one of these girls who throws a basketball by hurling it underhand from between your knees. Am I right? Don’t worry, I didn’t let go.”

I peeked between my arms. Dropping my defensive stance, I stepped toward him and took whatever he’d pretended to toss.

It was a vegetable peeler.

I furrowed my brow. “What’s this for?”

“Your new routine,” he said, as if stating the obvious.

I suppressed a groan. “John, I’m not skinning carrots on stage while wearing whipped cream.”

“Just an idea,” he said. “Men respond well to your college-coquette act, but hey, it’s no secret you’re getting older, and your character should reflect that.” 

“Maybe I should wear Depends and douse myself with prune juice,” I suggested.

John laughed hard enough for the room to vibrate. “Now that would be a sight!” He slapped his thigh then sobered. “But in all seriousness, you do need to find a new act. You’re no longer believable as a college girl.”

I substituted the word young for college and tried not to feel offended. In reality, I’d never thought I had been believable as a college girl even when I’d first started this job four years ago at the age of thirty-two. But back then John had been so grateful to employ a dancer who showed up for work on time that he’d overlooked my glaring lack of qualifications.

“I’ll think about it,” I assured him, slipping the vegetable peeler in the pocket of my jeans. “I’m really here to tell you about Carly.”

“Now there’s a beautiful woman!” He picked up a pen and tapped it against the desk. “I’ll tell you, I was lucky to snag a looker like that one. She’s bound to—”

“She died Sunday night,” I interrupted, before this could turn into another speech like the one I’d just suffered through with Mike.

John fell silent, the pen now idle in his hand. “Died. No kidding.”

“Apparently she overdosed on drugs.”

He shook his head so hard I grew dizzy watching him. “Nah, I don’t believe it. I’ve been around my share of junkies, and that girl wasn’t one of them.”

“Nobody can believe it,” I told him, as if this somehow made it true. “I’m on my way to the dressing room. I’ll let the girls know.”

“Okay.” John began moving his pen again. Some part of his body was usually in motion, and I didn’t mean that lewdly. He reminded me of a windup toy with arms and legs that swung in perpetual circles.

I ducked down the hall. About ten exotic dancers worked on any given night, but usually only a few of us occupied the dressing room at the same time. We were constantly entering and exiting to change outfits and freshen up makeup as our acts rotated across stage and we took breaks from circulating through the floor or entertaining in one of the private rooms.

This evening, Norma Rae and Yasmine had both arrived before me.

“Hey, Megan,” Norma Rae shouted from where she sat at a vanity table. “You got any deodorant?”

“Yes.” I reached into my locker and tossed her the can I’d bought solely for the purpose of passing around on an as-needed basis. I maintained that certain hygiene products should never be shared, and kept my own deodorant stick tucked behind a stack of spare panties.

Norma Rae sprayed herself as if she expected to sweat up a stench. “Carly still at home when ya left? I ain’t seen her, and she’s s’posed to bring me somethin’ to eat before I be goin’ on stage.”

My chest tightened. “Actually, Carly died Sunday.”

“Died!”

The indignation in her voice made a huge dent in my already flagging patience. I pulled my outfit and cosmetics case out of my locker before slamming the door shut. “Does that conflict with your dinner plans?”

Norma Rae’s eyes narrowed in her mirror, although the change was barely perceptible given the hideous amount of eye shadow she’d spread around them. In fact, maybe her reaction had nothing to do with my comment and everything to do with the strain of keeping her eyes open under the weight of all that makeup.

“She died?” Yasmine squeaked, having either just gotten wind of this conversation or now hoping to defuse some of the tension building between me and Norma Rae. “How terrible!”

“She overdosed on drugs,” I said.

Yasmine shook her head. “That’s awful.”

“Yo, college girl,” Norma Rae interjected. “You got any food? I be starvin’ over here.”

I yearned to tell Yasmine to let Norma Rae suffer. She had been a moocher for as long as I’d known her, and, of the many things I disliked about her, this ranked near the top. I didn’t know how much money she saved by getting the other girls to let her use their toiletries or buy her food, but it must be substantial.

But Yasmine was too sweet not to oblige. I regarded her as she dug through her locker, unable to prevent a pinch of envy. Unlike me, Yasmine was entirely believable as a college girl, mainly because she really was one. 

She held up a fistful of wrapped bars. “Do you like granola? I have enough for everyone.”

The sight activated my salivary glands, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten yet today. “I love gran—”

My words were cut off when Norma Rae leapt out of her chair and lunged in front of me. I watched, dumbfounded, as she snatched all three bars out of Yasmine’s hand.

Miffed, I considered ripping one of them from her paws, but I didn’t want to go out on stage with the start of a black eye. Instead, I stared at her while she tore open one package and shoved half a bar into her mouth.

Unfazed, Yasmine reached back into her locker and extracted two more bars. “Megan, you want one?”

“Yes, please.” I accepted one, shooting her a grateful smile. “Thank you,” I said while looking pointedly at Norma Rae. She was so consumed with ingesting her own score that the words faded away unnoticed.

I’d just stuffed most of the granola into my mouth when Yasmine said, “So, Megan, tell us more about Carly. Is there a funeral planned?”

I swallowed hard, the granola shredding my esophagus as it worked its way down. “The funeral will be in New York, but her mother wants to hold a local vigil.”

Norma Rae snorted. “A vigil? Like she a saint or somethin’? I didn’t even know Carly had no mother.”

Yasmine gawked at her. “Of course she has a mother. Everyone has a mother.”

Norma Rae rolled her eyes. “No shit, college girl, but some ain’t worth mentionin’.”

“Well, maybe she had a falling-out with Carly and has always regretted it,” Yasmine said. “Maybe she’s trying to make amends.”

Norma Rae, still working on the granola bars, lit up a cigarette. She inhaled, then blew smoke toward Yasmine’s face. “You talkin’ ’bout Carly or yourself?”

Yasmine blushed, and I realized Norma Rae’s comment had hit close to home. Evidently, even college girls had family problems.

“The vigil is Sunday at two,” I informed them. “You’re all invited.”

“I’ll go,” Yasmine said.

“Will there be food?” Norma Rae asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know the details yet.”

“Well, tell her we like to eat,” she said. “I ain’t gonna be starvin’ all day at no vigil when I could be out eatin’ me a hearty meal.”

“Maybe I should take your order now,” I proposed. “I can relay it to Carly’s mother tomorrow.”

Norma Rae missed my intended sarcasm. She puffed pensively on her cigarette, her gaze trained toward the ceiling as if she were mentally reviewing an unrestricted menu.

“Actually, I’ll just tell her that light refreshments would be appreciated,” I said, not wanting to hear what she came up with.

“Light refreshments?” Norma Rae scoffed. “What we be, southern belles? Why not a meal?”

“A meal might be nice,” Yasmine said, twisting her hands together as she glanced at the floor. “Or we could make it a potluck. I can bring my potato salad. Everyone back home raves about it.”

Norma Rae huffed. “I ain’t slavin’ away near no stove in order to go to no vigil. And I ain’t eatin’ no potato salad. Us girls in our thirties be needin’ to watch what we eat. Right, Megan?”

I had to bite my tongue to not say anything. Not only did Norma Rae have to be in her forties, but her idea of watching what she ate involved counting dollars rather than calories. If someone else paid, she’d eat it. 

“I could make something healthier,” Yasmine said. “Do you like regular salad?”

“Or, Carly’s mother could just take us to a buffet,” I interjected, the last of my patience evaporating. “Then we can all pick out what we want.”

“I hear the M got themselves a great buffet,” Norma Rae said. Naturally, she would bring up one of the most expensive buffets in town.

I was preparing a caustic reply when Georgia distracted me by stepping into the room. She had the garments she’d just finished shedding on stage clutched to her generous bosom.

“Yo, lesbo,” Norma Rae shouted. “You hear ’bout Carly?”

Georgia dumped her clothes on a dressing chair. “How many times have I told you not to call me that?”

Norma Rae screwed up her face. “What? Ain’t you a lesbo?”

Georgia glowered at her. “I am a lesbian, yes. But I have a name too.”

“Georgia,” I interrupted, deciding Norma Rae wouldn’t be the most sensitive person to break the news of someone’s death. “I have some bad news. Carly died this weekend.”

Georgia spun toward me, her eyes wide. “She died?”

I nodded. “Her mother is holding a vigil Sunday at two, and we’re all invited.”
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