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      My name is Holly Donnelly, and I write obituaries. I work from home, which is an apartment above a hair salon named Goldilocks. As my fingers click away on the keyboard, creating lovely, if I do say so myself, obituaries, I have the privilege to overlook Beach Street in Daytona Beach, Florida. If I’m being perfectly honest, and I do try to be honest as much as possible, it is my preference to work from home. Why go out to work elsewhere—hustling to catch a train or trying to beat the sludge of vehicles during rush hour when I can stay home in comfort? Frequently, I work in my pj’s or my worst pair of jeans. Or sweatpants. I don’t have to pay for expensive ‘office appropriate’ clothing, and I can take a break any time I want. I’m not an idiot, I work from home because I can.

      Funeral homes and crematories contact me to write obituaries for them. I have done this for the past five years, and I love it. I fill a need because, let’s be honest, the majority of relatives don’t know how to write an obituary, and given their current state of chaos planning the funeral, not to forget their grief, it is a horrendous task. So, I write the obituary and relieve them of that burden, which pleases me.

      I was born and raised in Daytona Beach, Florida. I love it here, unless, of course, we get hit by a hurricane. That’s not much fun, but you have to take the good with the bad. Most days are sunny and warm, although it’s hot and humid from July through September. Humidity is a bitch. It makes us uncomfortable and frizzes the hair into ugly contortions that can be downright embarrassing. Winter is nothing compared to up North. Snow? Never saw it, ever. Not even when I visited a friend in Boston in mid-November; no snow. I think snow is overrated. I’ll take salt water any day.

      It’s the first of the month, which means I have to take my rent check down to the salon. All the apartment renters give their payment to Abby, who runs the salon, and then she turns over all the rents to the owner when he comes by. There are four apartments on the second floor where I live, and four on the third. Hardly ever do I see anyone from the third floor. I understand a fireman lives upstairs, but I’ve never met him. The three other apartment dwellers on my floor are distant acquaintances. I haven’t struck up any friendships in the time I’ve lived here. It’s not like I’m antisocial; I work, they work, our paths don’t connect often.

      I looked in the mirror I hung by the door so I can check my hair every time I leave. I have this bright, red fluff ball of hair, which can get unruly because of the curls. I can’t walk out the door without a hair check. It’s just not done. I decided I looked presentable enough to pay my rent, so I grabbed the rent check from the table beneath the mirror, undid the deadbolt, and closed the door behind me.

      When I entered Goldilocks, I saw that it wasn’t too busy. Sonia waved at me, then returned to cutting someone’s hair. Ivy was straightening her station, and Abby was nowhere to be seen.

      “You want Abby?” asked Ivy.

      “Yes. I have rent.”

      “Okay. Abby!” she yelled for her boss.

      Abby appeared from the back of the salon where the pedicure machines are located.

      “Hi, Holly. How are you?”

      “I’m good. You?”

      “Couldn’t be better,” Abby smiled. She was such a pleasant woman.

      “I have my rent.” I placed the check on the counter.

      “I’ll give you a receipt,” Abby said, reaching for the receipt book and writing in it.

      “How’s your hair doing?”

      “Much better since I started using the moisturizing products you suggested. Don’t you think?” I fluffed my shoulder-length hair with one hand. The curls bounced back in place.

      “Yes, it is much better than before. Keep using that product so it continues to nourish your hair,” Abby said, handing me the receipt.

      “Thanks. Gotta go. I have a deadline.”

      “See you soon,” Abby said, and turned to walk back to what she was doing.

      Once back upstairs, I poured myself a glass of iced tea and settled into my chair. It was time to get back to work. My subject may be dead, but I really couldn’t waste more time with this obituary. I had only one hour before I had to send in my submissions. Plural. Lots of people died in Daytona Beach and the surrounding area. Florida is home to millions of seniors, you know. Everyone wants to live in Florida. I can’t blame them. I never left.

      There was a commotion in the corner of the living room. I looked over to see my black and tan little girl playing with a stuffed animal. She growled, then flung the animal into the air, pouncing on it when it landed.

      “You’re such a terror. That poor bear is almost in shreds,” I said in a baby voice. I always talk to my Chihuahua in a baby voice, unless she’s naughty. Then she gets the stern voice, and a finger pointed at her. When the finger is pointed, she turns her head away, recognizing she’s been bad. Smart little girl.

      “Bina, why aren’t you napping? Usually, you nap when I work.”

      The tiny dog looked at me with attitude.

      “Okay, you play and I’ll work.” I returned to the keyboard. Mr. Jacob James Forbes was waiting for me to finish his obituary.

      This wasn’t a long obit. Mr. Forbes was in his seventies when he passed, and had had a very normal life as a baker. He worked for the same company until he retired. Life after retirement was pretty boring, in my opinion. He didn’t have hobbies or a wife, so he spent much of his time watching television. Every day. All day. Into the evening. And then he went to bed promptly at nine, according to his only son. I call that a boring existence.

      I always try to give dignity to everyone I write about. I expand, when necessary, as much as I can so the obit isn’t too short or lacking interest. Sometimes that is a difficult task. One time, the only information I was given from a son was so lacking, I was insulted for his mother. Her life boiled down to, in her son’s eyes, being a housewife and mother, period. I know that woman was more than that. Don’t get me wrong, being a mother is a big deal. But housewife? I don’t know any housewives. None. Not one single woman I know thinks they have bragging rights by being a housewife. Besides, every married couple I know needs two paychecks to pay the bills and save for college tuition.

      My mom worked all her adult life, except right after I was born. As soon as I was good to go, she went back to work. She never wanted to stay home and keep house. She thought that was boring. I agree. Even though I work from home, I get paid for my work. Where is the paycheck for the housewife?

      With a glance over at Bina, who was now sleeping peacefully on the green couch, I tapped Save, then opened my email account. After writing a brief sentence, I attached the submissions. Tap, I sent it off to the funeral home. Gone were the days of typewriters and hand-carrying submissions to the office. I couldn’t imagine doing such. Some people wish for the good old days. Frankly, I like things as they are now. Electronics have made my world so much easier.

      Since it was nearing dinner time, for me and Bina, I walked my bare feet into the kitchen. I stared into the fridge, seeing if there was anything to eat. Since I didn’t see any leftovers, I decided to make a big salad and throw some tuna on top. That would satisfy me. Obviously, I’m not married, never have been, and I don’t have any children. I’m in my early thirties, finally getting my act together. My twenties were, well, let’s just say that I grew out of my twenties and into maturity. Bina pranced into the kitchen.

      “You heard me rummaging around, didn’t you? Are you hungry? I know, stupid question. Chihuahuas are always interested in eating.”

      I picked up her bowl and began to fill it with rotisserie chicken. Hmm, the dog had leftovers, but I didn’t. Then I added some brown rice and itty-bitty pieces of carrot. When I set the bowl on the floor, she just looked at it and then up at me, as if to say, “Really, Mom?”

      “Oh, come on, Miss Picky Wicky! You love chicken. It’s real food, not out of a can.”

      Bina just kept staring at the bowl as she circled around it, like it might magically change form. After several passes, she relented and settled in to eat. I finished making my salad and began to eat, too. When I finished, we would go for our evening walk. It was a ritual. Then we would cozy up on the couch and watch television. Ah, the life of an obituary writer.

      My apartment is quite cozy. In the living room, which is one side of the apartment, plus a bathroom at the end, is my green couch, a matching chair, and a tan chair that was looking a bit sad due to old age. Behind the wall that my TV is hung on is my bedroom, which is spacious. Beside the bedroom is the kitchen, which is a nice size for a small apartment. It has an arched entrance with a counter and space for a small table and two chairs. Just perfect for me.

      All the rooms are painted the same color, taupe, which is fine with me. Off-white blinds hang over all the windows, which are located across the living room and bedroom. I felt perfectly safe on the second floor. When I walk Bina, I always do so when it is light. This isn’t a bad neighborhood, but why tempt fate? After dark, all the party goers come out to play, and who knows what else? Of course, there’s the deadbolt. Yes, I feel safe in my home.
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      Roberta Violette Davis was the first person of my day. Judging from the picture included with the notes, she was a rotund woman of eighty-five. She had lived in Daytona when racism was rampant, yet rose to be the owner of a restaurant that offered the best soul food in town. I imagined she was comfortable in her later years as the owner of the business.

      All the while I typed, I kept hearing gospel music. I knew the sound wasn’t coming from the street below or the salon. All the other apartments were vacant at this time of day because everyone was at work. All right, here we go again.

      I felt Roberta come up behind me. It was a knowing sense, like feeling her presence, similar to when we feel someone standing behind us. She smelled like gardenias. I didn’t actually see her, as I do sometimes when a spirit comes to visit, I just felt her presence. She moved away and sat on my green couch. I know that because I saw the cushion collapse under her weight. As she watched my hands moving, I continued to work on her obituary. This wasn’t the first time a spirit had visited while I wrote their obituary. Quite the contrary. This had become the normal course after I held the job for about six months. Sometimes the ghosts were too shy to come forward; other times they were all around me and noisy. Different personalities for different spirits.

      The first time I had an encounter with a spirit, Bina was the one who alerted me to the presence. She sat upright, staring at nothing. Occasionally, she would growl softly but continue staring intently. I kept looking to see what she saw. There was nothing there that I could see. Then the spirit started moving around, so Bina followed, sniffing. I was beginning to get a little freaked. Then Bina stopped following and lay down in her bed. I guessed that whatever it was, it had left. But the next day, when I started a new obituary for a man, I put two and two together and determined the visitations were from the person I was writing about. Especially when I smelled sandalwood aftershave. I certainly didn’t wear aftershave, and Roberta wore a gardenia fragrance! It all kind of made sense, in a morbid sort of way.

      Thereafter, when I started a new obituary, I would be curious to see if a spirit would show up. Ninety-eight percent of the time, someone in spirit form would make their presence known. I felt like I had a subset of friends! Perhaps unseen, but sometimes visible, they would be with me usually for two days. On rare occasions, one would return after a long period. I wasn’t clear why that happened, but it did. And you thought working alone as an obituary writer would be boring! Not hardly.

      Miss Roberta was sending me scents, right and left. First, I smelled bacon frying, then hot coffee perking. Breakfast! Later on, baked apples hit my nostrils.

      “I know, I didn’t take time for breakfast this morning,” I said aloud.

      Bina heard me speak, so she entered the living room from the bedroom and walked right over to the couch. She sat at Roberta’s feet, looking up at her.

      “Our new friend. Bina, meet Roberta; Roberta, this is Bina.”

      I grinned as I typed. You have to have some humor when you write obituaries.

      I finished the obituary and tapped the save key. Immediately, Roberta made her exit. I felt her move past me, that’s how I knew.

      “Goodbye, Roberta.”

      Next was Benjamin J. Prior. I didn’t have any information about what the J stood for, so I ignored that and started putting together a decent obit from the notes I was given by Sven Akerson. Sven is the executive director of Akerson Funeral Homes. There are several locations, but I always respond to the one in Daytona Beach, even if the funeral home in New Smyrna Beach was handling the service.

      Sven and his family have been in the area for decades. If you were to conjure up the ideal image for a mortician or funeral director, Sven would be your prototype. Tall and lanky, dark hair, clean-shaven skinny face, and a serious expression, even when jokes are told. He is the epitome of what one would anticipate a man in his position to look like. His skin is also a pasty white, just like a corpse. Frankly, the man reminds me of Dracula. I can’t imagine being married to him. And he is married, with three children. Go figure!

      I was a little disappointed because Mr. Prior didn’t make an appearance. No unusual smells, no sounds, and no feeling of a presence. Dang! Maybe later… It was time for lunch, anyway. Bina would want her meal.

      I walked toward the kitchen as I spoke. “Okay, you little prima donna. Are you hungry?”

      Tapping toenails ran behind me across the wood floor. Bina gave a soft woof to show her interest.

      “There you are!” I closed the fridge door and placed my leftover tuna sandwich half on the counter.

      I grabbed her bowl, a pretty pink one, and filled it with some kibble. After I placed it on the floor, she just looked at me. “This is lunch, remember? Your dinner is later with all the goodies you love. So, eat this din-din. Mmm um, good!”

      Bina didn’t believe a word.

      “Let me fill your water dish.”

      I picked it up, a matching pink bowl, and turned on the faucet. Water forcefully shot out everywhere, like an explosion of shrapnel, except it was water. I tried to cover the faucet with my hands, but, of course, that didn’t even make a dent in the surge. All that did was send a tsunami of water into my face and hair. Shaking my dripping head, I scurried around the kitchen, grabbing towels from drawers to mop up the mess. Then, as suddenly as the disaster began, it just stopped. No water was gushing from the faucet. None!

      “That’s crazy,” I said to myself, taking one of the towels to dry my hair and face. “How do I explain this to the maintenance guy?”

      Bina had vanished when the tsunami erupted. That little girl wasn’t about to get wet. “You can come out now, Bina.” But she didn’t. I decided to skip lunch when I saw my tuna sandwich swimming on top of the counter, and returned to work.

      “Okay, Mr. Prior, what else?” I rustled through the notes and discovered his occupation. He was a plumber! “Now I get it, you little dickens! Very funny. Not funny!”

      I finished Benjamin J’s obit and happily sent it off to Sven, relieved to be done with it and all the shenanigans he had brought.

      It wasn’t long after that my phone rang. It was Sven.

      “Yes, I have a Mrs. Bridgestone here who wants to meet the person writing her husband’s obituary. I know this is unusual, but she’s spending quite a bit of money and wants personal attention, it seems. Could you come over and talk with her?”

      Of course, I said yes, grieving widow and all. It was the least I could do. I immediately fluffed my damp hair at the door and left. Living on Beach Street had its perks; I was close to so many things. The funeral home was only one mile away, over on Ridgewood Avenue. I didn’t have to drive across the bridge over the river to get there. You see, everyone referred to Daytona as the beachside or mainland. I was on the mainland side, driving to the west.

      I pulled my bright green Kia Soul into a parking space, then took a breath, preparing myself for a weepy woman. As I walked to the door, I pinched my cheeks to bring some color to my face. Since I’m a redhead, I never seek the sun. I avoid it at all costs, which is odd for someone living in a beach community. But then, how many people live in New York City and have never visited the Empire State Building? Lots!

      When I entered the building, Emma greeted me from behind her desk. She was a cheery lady in her mid-forties, I guessed, with hair dyed too dark.

      “Hi, Holly! You look so nice today.”

      “Me? I’m in my work clothes; jeans and a tee.”

      Emma giggled. “I’ll buzz Sven.”

      The string bean of a man appeared shortly in the doorway behind Emma’s desk.

      “Come this way,” he said.

      We walked down a nondescript hallway leading to an office. Before entering, Sven paused. “She’s upset, so be extra nice.”

      “Of course.”

      We entered, Sven made the introductions and promptly left. This office was equally plain. No frills, just a couch and a couple of chairs, all gray in color.

      Mrs. Bridgestone wore a pale, tear-stained face of somberness. Her clothing selection was all black: pants, shirt, and shoes. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours and she had donned widow’s clothing. But who was I to judge? I sat down in a chair across from where she sat on the couch. She had a sack beside her, probably clothing for her husband.

      “How can I help you?”

      That was all I had to say to stimulate the waterworks. Tears filled her eyes and ran down her pale cheeks like two hotrods trying to outrace each other. Now what do I do? But she gathered herself and spoke.

      “I want you to know my husband so you can write a beautiful obituary for him.”

      I nodded my head in understanding.

      “He was the kindest, most gentle man I ever met. I didn’t deserve such a wonderful man for my husband.” She dabbed at her eyes briefly and continued. “I’m sure he must have had some faults; don’t we all? But I never saw them. Not a one. He was my perfect husband.” Now she stopped and sobbed.

      I waited in my chair for her to reengage. Before she spoke again, she handed me a sheet of paper.

      “That’s his date of birth, when and where. Also, our children’s names.”

      “Thank you. Mrs. Bridgestone, what did your husband do for a living?”

      A soft, sweet smile crossed her face. “Oh, he was a ventriloquist, and quite an excellent one, too. He played often in Vegas at Caesar’s Palace.”

      I was not expecting her to say ventriloquist! I hoped my expression didn’t show my surprise.

      “He and his buddy, that’s how he referred to the puppet, as his buddy, but his name is Jimmy. He thought it was disrespectful to call Jimmy a dummy. Here, let me introduce you to Jimmy.”

      Mrs. Bridgestone started unwrapping ‘Jimmy’ from the sack, then placed him on her lap. “Say hello to the nice lady, Jimmy.” She waved his arm at me.

      I tried my best not to giggle or laugh when I returned the greeting. Jimmy looked a bit like Howdy Doody, except with a mane of dark hair like Mozart. I just smiled and nodded. I was proud of myself.

      “Jimmy doesn’t know this, but he’s going to be buried with my husband.” She shook the puppet to suggest he was surprised, then laughed.

      “Do you want that information included in the obituary?” You know I had to ask.

      “Oh, of course! Anyone who knows my husband would expect Jimmy to go with him. They were on the road together for decades.”

      “I see, okay.” I added that to my notes.

      “My husband brought in another puppet to add more to the act, and named him Jason. But Jimmy and Jason didn’t get along well. Each tried to upstage the other. Well, one night Jason went so far as to steal the song Jimmy was supposed to sing. Jimmy got so mad later in the dressing room, my husband thought he was going to beat up Jason.”

      Again, I had to ask, “Did your husband get rid of Jason to appease Jimmy?”

      “He didn’t have to. Jason disappeared and was never seen again.” Mrs. Bridgestone paused in the story to dab at her eyes. “We always suspected Jimmy was behind the disappearance.”

      “Uh huh.” Mrs. Bridgestone probably could have rattled off more crazy stories, but I had work to do. “I think that’s all I need. Thank you for being so patient.”

      “Oh, anything to assist you in writing his obituary.” She gave me a big smile as I exited.

      This was going to be one interesting obit to write!
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      Ron Copeland was such a nerd. I didn’t think we had anything in common, so I really didn’t want to waste my time by going on a date with him. I ended up in this situation because sometimes I can’t say no, even though I want to. Ivy, from the salon below, set it up. Ron is her husband’s friend. They work together at the boat-building business George runs. What do I have in common with a boat builder? Nada.

      Ivy asked Ron to come in for a haircut, then asked me to come downstairs. We were introduced, said our pleasantries, and I returned to my apartment. An hour later, Ron called me, asking for a date. Apparently, I made a better impression on him than he did on me. But I felt obligated to accept. So, here I am, ready for my date.

      When I saw him parking below, I gathered my purse, fluffed my hair as I passed the mirror, and locked the door behind me. As he was getting out of his car, he seemed surprised to see me coming out of the two double doors of the entrance. Ron shot a hand into the air as a greeting, then hustled around the car to assist with my seating. Okay, he’s a gentleman. Score one point.

      I pulled my short black skirt toward my knees as he ran around to the driver’s side. I wasn’t super dressed up, just a simple white pullover with silver accessories. He was dressed in khakis and a white Izod shirt. His dark hair was brushed back and lacquered in place. Ron was okay looking, but nothing to get excited about. The most outstanding thing about Ron was his aftershave. I will never forget how it permeated the car.

      “You said you like the Crab Shack, so here we come,” Ron said with a toothy grin.

      I had said okay to going there, not specifically stating I liked the place. They served crab, so how bad could it be?

      As Ron drove to the restaurant, I became saturated by his obnoxious aftershave. The odor was resting all over me. Pretty soon, my hair would reek of his aftershave. I tried to hold my breath to keep from inhaling. It was so awful, I almost jumped out of the car as we drove through the entrance to the parking lot. Thank goodness this was a short drive. Fortunately, he ran around to my side of the car and flung open the door. Another minute and I would have gagged. But I managed to put on a sweet smile as I exited the vehicle, happily breathing in the salt air.

      We were seated quickly, and I surmised the staff probably wanted us out of the waiting area so other customers wouldn’t think dead fish had been rotting there. Sure enough, we were seated at a corner table against the wall, far from everyone else.

      I selected crabcakes from the menu, with a Caesar salad and baked potato. Ron chose clam chowder instead of a salad but ordered crabcakes and a baked potato, too. He also asked for Worcestershire sauce, ketchup, and mustard to be brought to the table.

      “So, what is it that you do for a living?” he asked.

      My first thought was, he’ll think I’m weird and lose interest in me. That might be a good thing. “I am an obituary writer.”

      Ron burst into laughter. I have never had anyone find humor in my profession. His reaction was off-putting.

      “You think that’s funny?” I stared at him, almost daring him to respond with a yes.

      “Well, no, but yes,” he answered, trying not to laugh. “It’s kinda like, ‘I talk to dead people,’ you know, from that movie.”

      “I don’t talk to dead people. I write about them.”

      “Isn’t that similar?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, then I guess you don’t talk to them. It would be kinda weird if you did.”

      “If you say so.”

      My salad and his soup arrived, just in time to end this conversation. This date was not starting off well. What I didn’t know was, it would only get worse.

      The salad was delicious, and Ron’s soup, well, talk about weirdness. He proceeded to shake a big dollop of ketchup into the New England-style clam chowder, stir it around, and spoon his way to heaven.

      “This is amazing soup,” he said, all smiles. “Man, so great.” He noisily slurped every spoonful into his mouth, practically smacking his lips, until he emptied the cup. I just stared at him. Ketchup?

      “I can’t wait for the crabcakes,” I said, trying to make conversation. When the words were out of my mouth, the tray arrived with our entrée.

      Ron was enthusiastic about his plate. He immediately sprinkled Worcestershire sauce all over his potato and crabcakes, wearing a big smile. Next, he spread a pinch of mustard on each cake, then added ketchup to the cakes and the potato. Looking satisfied with his preparation, he dove into his oddly dressed food. I couldn’t help but speculate about what he would do with dessert. Ice cream with ketchup? Apple pie with Worcestershire sauce? I had to focus only on my plate in order to keep my food down because, when everything on his plate ran together, the colors and oozing ketchup were more than I could handle. Simply gross.

      I was so glad when he finished eating. When he asked if I wanted dessert, I responded that I was on a no-sweets diet. He didn’t further upset my stomach by ordering himself dessert, thank goodness.

      Ron suggested walking on the boardwalk, but I was honest with him, saying I had an upset stomach. I couldn’t handle more aftershave exposure or memories of ghoulish-looking food. I suggested he take me home. When we arrived at my apartment, to be polite, I asked if he wanted to come up? To my surprise, he accepted! He wasn’t quite as stinky by then, so I thought he couldn’t do too much damage to my apartment. I could always fling open windows after he left, and maybe while he was there.

      Bina was not happy to see a visitor. She barked, sounding like a much bigger dog because she thinks she is. Between barks, Miss Bina growled her non-welcome. Ron’s reaction was to dismiss her ferocity, probably because she is so small.

      “All dogs like me,” he said with a wave of his hand. He crouched down with a smile on his face and extended his hand to my snarling dog. I couldn’t help but think he was an idiot. He definitely did not know anything about Chihuahuas.

      I started to give him a warning, but Bina lunged at the hand dangling in her face and chomped down good and hard with her impressively sharp teeth. Ron let out a holler, pulling his hand away from her snapping jaws. He examined the damage. I could see blood.

      “I’m so sorry. Let me get something to catch the blood.” I ran into the kitchen to get several paper towels, running back to wrap his hand inside them. This didn’t appear to be a nasty bite, but she did cause plenty of damage to the fingers and knuckles.

      “That- that little monster bit me! I can’t believe it! Don’t you feed that dog?” Ron’s eyes were wide, and he kept shaking his head.

      “She’s a Chihuahua acting like a Chihuahua. You are a stranger to her, so she is defensive,” I said, educating him on the breed. “You shouldn’t have put your hand in front of her face.”

      “Me? This is her fault, not mine. She’s a nasty little dog.”

      “Not if she knows you. How would you like a complete stranger to wave their hand in your face?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t bite it,” he said, a pouty expression now on his face.

      “I’m sorry this happened. But at least now you know not to put your hand in a dog’s face, even a small dog.”

      Ron gave me the spoiled child look, followed by an expression I can only describe as being snarly.

      “I have some peroxide I can get to clean⁠—”

      “Don’t bother. I’ll handle it.” Ron’s eyes flashed at me just before he turned to leave. I went ahead to open the door for him. “Goodbye,” he said as he walked out the door, avoiding eye contact.

      I did not have to be concerned about Ron asking for another date. When Ivy asked how the date went, I would say, “We didn’t hit it off.”
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