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Chapter
1

 


Her day could not have started
off on a more troubling note. As Aubrey Brice walked the long
stretch of pavement leading up to the warehouse where she worked,
her thoughts were consumed by what had caused her to be over two
hours late. Anxiety had taken a costly toll on her already
threadbare state of mind. Be that as it may, Aubrey felt compelled
to make a showing at the office. The Talking Book Program, a
division of the Texas State Library, was perhaps the most
purposeful job that she had ever held. Still, morale had plummeted
to an all-time low. For the past four months, an unusually short
staff coupled with a total readjustment of operational procedures
had caused everyone’s workload to balloon to unreachable
proportions.

Aubrey regretted arriving so late
to work. Especially since “Little Hitler” was now one of her fellow
senior clerks. Senior clerks were assigned leadership roles, and
all were of equal footing, although Arnold did not quite see it
that way—and he is the first person she sees when she entered the
building.

Arnold (little because, at five
foot five, he was a solid two inches shorter than Aubrey, and he
outweighed her by less than fifty pounds) approached her and eyed
his watch. He frowned and began rubbing a bald spot that was firmly
entrenched at the back of his otherwise reddish-brown head. As
usual, he carried his white coffee mug, which sported the logos of
the Texas State Library and the state of Texas. Below them was
printed: texas state library service award.

Aubrey frowned at him. She too
had been honored with a service award for five years of faithful
service at the State Library, and yet not once did she try to
flaunt the honor, as did Arnold.

Everyday, all day
long, he carries that cup around like it’s an appendage.

Arnold Hitner glared at her with
beady brown eyes. His negligible mustache wrinkled as he said,
“You’re late! Already 100 patrons have suffered
because—”

Aubrey gave him a cool glance and
said, “I’ve already called and informed Joel that I would be
running late today, so shove off!”

Arnold’s face flushed, and he
raised a brow and took a posture that demanded further explanation.
It was unlike Aubrey to lash back at him so readily, and he was all
too curious as to her changed demeanor.

“What’s wrong with
you?” he said.

“What’s
wrong?”

What’s wrong is that
I received a call at three a.m. this morning that Papa had to rush
Ma-Mae to the hospital. What’s wrong is the fact that I’ve spent
all night at the hospital, scared witless because Ma-Mae fell and
hurt herself again.

True, Audrey was thankful that
her Ma-Mae was doing well, but Aubrey now realized that the family
could no longer afford the heavy cost of procrastination. Somehow,
she and Mabrey and their Uncle Mitchell would have to raise the
money needed to pay for the operation. Somehow, they would find a
way.

Now thoroughly miffed, Aubrey
raised a stern chin and walked by Arnold without as much as an
acknowledging glance. He was not her supervisor, and she was not in
the mood to be fiddled with. She maneuvered through the huge mail
cages, which contained a seemingly endless amount of assorted
containers. Again, the feeling of dread consumed her. Will they
ever catch up with the demand, now that everything has slowed to a
crawl due to the new automation project? She tiptoed over to the
tight group of cabinets that stood in a dark corner of the huge
space and deposited her lunch in a locker. An unexpected wave of
queasiness caused her to sway, and she put out a hand and leaned
against the wide expanse of cold metal.

Exhaustion had joined forces with
worry and was invading the fragile disposition of her mind, causing
her inner peace to suffer more than a few casualties.

After a deep sigh, she made her
way to the small break room and gasped as a lanky figure bolted out
of the doorway.

“Oomph!” she
exclaimed as the figure collided with her, sending her stumbling to
the hard concrete floor.

As she looked up, her wide eyes
shone brilliantly with surprise. The now-stooping figure responded
by giving the appearance of a deer caught in automobile
headlights.

Joel Jacobs used a hand to sweep
back long-bedraggled strands of sandy-brown hair while he extended
the other to Aubrey. As she took his hand, Aubrey studied his face
and noticed that Joel, already in his mid-forties, unexpectedly
looked ten years older, and his clothes were in disarray. In fact,
what mostly disturbed her were the two fresh scars that raked the
left side of his gaunt wrinkled face.

Once Aubrey was on her feet, Joel
reached down and picked up his hankie as he stammered, “Aubrey,
s-s-so sorry t-t—” Abruptly, he turned and swiftly walked
away.

Bewildered, Aubrey slowly made
her way into the break room, where she noticed Minerva Lyons,
slumping at a table in a lonely corner of the room. Minerva’s long
thin face was pale and gaunt, and her reddened eyes made her
demeanor all too evident, for she wore despair like a second skin.
Her small fluorescent-green Walkman was on the table with the
attached earplugs laying loosely about. Most of the time, Aubrey
was the sort who had always lent a kind ear to those who needed to
vent; but she was in no mood to play Sigmund Freud that
day.

“Hi, Minerva,” she
muttered.

Minerva muttered something in
reply, but Aubrey feigned to be deaf and quickly placed her drink
in the refrigerator. Tears began to deluge Minerva’s face, and
Aubrey paused. Had Joel anything to do with this?

“Are . . . you
okay?”

Minerva nodded and touched her
forehead to the table.

Aubrey had seen this reaction
many times before. As usual, now was her cue to walk over and pry
the truth out of the silly child. She took a few steps, then
paused. No, she wouldn’t do it! Not this time! She abruptly turned
and walked out of the break room. Quickly, she headed down the hall
leading to the women’s room.

Shame, shame,
shame! prodded her conscience. You know
that you can’t just walk out on someone in need. Look at the
girl—she looks suicidal.

This was true, and Aubrey paused
in mid-stride. But before she could turn back, the women’s room
door swung open, and out paraded Tansy Wells, who promptly scowled
and said, “Uh! Girl, you better go fix yourself up before you scare
us all off.” She began to laugh in her usual twitting
fashion.

Aubrey firmed her chin and,
pretending she had been spoken to properly, said, “Oh, I’m doing
just fine, Tansy. And how are you? Thanks for showing such
concern!” Then she abruptly stepped past, leaving Tansy
glaring.

Aubrey began to fume while she
considered her childhood adversary. Tansy was arrayed with a wild
tumble of long black curls with tapered bangs. Her hairstyle framed
a lovely face, and the skillful use of cosmetics cleverly masked
her few faults. Aubrey pursed her lips as she thought about Tansy’s
black wrap dress, which certainly seemed too tight and too short
for the workplace, revealing far too much of her oiled sable
skin.

Aubrey muttered, “Does she always
have to wear so much make-up? And what’s with those lacy hose? Ohhh
. . . she makes me want to . . . to slap some sense into that ditzy
head!”

Of course, Aubrey was aware that
Tansy always dressed that way on Fridays, since she typically went
directly to the clubs on Sixth Street after work.

Still fuming, she added, “If only
Tansy was as good-looking on the inside as she is on the outside, I
wouldn’t get so nauseated whenever we meet!”

Aubrey entered the women’s room
in a huff, but her indignation was quickly deflated by her
appearance in the mirror.

Tansy was
right!

Aubrey gasped as she noticed how
prosaic her hair looked, and her bare coffee-and-cream complexion
appeared dismal and plain in comparison to Tansy’s glamorous good
looks.

Oh well, one cannot
buck stubborn genes. Anyhow, I am doing well to be here at all
today.

The sudden opening of the door
startled her, and Aubrey swung around to face Brenna Amsted. Aubrey
felt compelled to smile as she noticed the cheerful face that was
focused upon her. Brenna had the most beautiful icy-blue eyes. Her
lustrous hair was long and naturally blond, and her small nose and
pouty lips added a seductive flair to her oval face.

“You didn’t call and
tell me what had happened. You just raced right out of the
apartment without even—”

“Oh, I’m sorry,
Brenna, I was so overwrought. When Mabrey called and said that
Ma-Mae had fallen again, I just lost it.”

“Oh no! So how is
she?”

Aubrey leaned against the
spacious counter. “Well, she didn’t break anything this time. But
she’s got to have that hip replacement surgery soon or who knows
what will happen next.”

“How are y’all coming
with raising the money?”

“Okay, I guess. Next
month, um, if I can cheat on my half of the bills, I—”

“Of course! I want to
help out too, you know?”

“You’re a good
friend, Brenna.”

“Aubrey, I’ve really
been worried about you lately. It was hard enough for you to work
here part-time and still take those courses at Austin Community
College; but now you’re working full-time here, and you’ve grabbed
that job at the orthopedics office too. I don’t see
how—”

“I know, I know. But
the orthopedics office is only three nights a week.” She sighed,
adding, “I know I’ve been acting like a splint-pawed bear
lately.”

Brenna said thoughtfully, “Hmm .
. . you know, I think you’re burning yourself out. I mean, you come
in and work circles around everyone else; then you have the gall to
take work home with you. Girl, you’ve got to ease up off that pedal
some.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s
so hard, though. I guess you know that I can be a bit of an
extremist sometimes.” Aubrey paused reflectively, then added, “And
sometimes I feel so, um, unfulfilled. Mabrey’s mortgage problems
completely drained my savings, and now this operation has come up,
it just . . . it just gets too much sometimes.”

Brenna’s eyes twinkled with
mischief, and she said, “I know exactly what’s wrong. You need a
man!”

Aubrey waved her words away.
“Brenna, you’re so silly. Your solution to everything is a
good-looking guy. Men aren’t the key to every door.”

“Of course not! But
there’s only one door to your heart. I think a little romance would
really spice up your life.”

Aubrey leaned against the
counter, and her eyes searched the pale stucco ceiling as she said,
“You know, so far I haven’t faired very well during my skirmishes
with love.”

“It’s not a war, you
know. Make yourself more available.”

“Yeah, like Tansy, I
suppose?”

“Don’t be so
pessimistic. At least Tansy does seem to always have her way with
men. I mean, just look how she ignores the dress codes. And Joel
wouldn’t dare say a word to her about it.”

“Oh, I’m sure that he
likes gawking at her. Can you believe how tight and short that
skimpy dress is? If that’s what it takes to get a man, count me
out!”

“Nonsense! You don’t
have to dress like a whore!”

A chuckle, which came from the
furthest stall, compelled Aubrey to beckon to Brenna and walk
outside. She whispered, “Shush . . . Sometimes these walls have
ears.”

“I don’t care. ‘The
truth shall set you free.’ Anyway, where were we? Oh yes, why don’t
you add some spice to your life? You’re a very pretty—”

“Pretty? Oh, Brenna,
please give me a break. Your parents handed you some very generous
genes, but I’ve got way too many flaws to even consider
myself—”

“Poppycock! You don’t
really believe that, do you?”

“Poppycock? Girl, get
with it. Nobody says poppycock anymore. I think y’all spent way too
much time overseas.” Pointing to her nose, Aubrey added, “Anyhow,
I’m no fool. Just look at this. Ever seen a model with my
nose?”

“What’s wrong with
your nose?”

“Please! It’s too
big. It dominates my face.”

“Tsk. It’s not that
big.”

“That big? See what I
mean? Why’d you say ‘that big’?”

“Now you’re being
silly. I am not going to dot the i with you, Aubrey. You are
juggling way too much stress right now, and sooner or later you’re
going to drop the ball. Why don’t you go out and buy yourself a
cute new outfit? And maybe . . . why not try a fancy new hairstyle?
I didn’t realize that black women’s hair grew so long until I met
you and Tansy.”

“Black women’s hair
can grow as well as anybody’s, Brenna.”

“I know, I know. So
why not highlight it?” Brenna ran a hand through her dangling
golden hair. “Men love hair. Tansy sure does let hers—”

“Well, showing off is
something that comes natural to her, but hello, I’m not
Tansy!”

“Tsk, I know that.”
Realizing that she had ruffled Aubrey’s emotional feathers, Brenna
said, “Oh, Aubrey, don’t be upset with me, okay?” Slapped by
silence, she added testily, “okay, I see you have an attitude now.
At least—”

Aubrey merely rolled her eyes and
walked away. She immediately felt guilty inside. Brenna was always
Brenna, and as usual, she was only trying to be helpful. Aubrey
deeply regretted her foul mood, but what could be done about
it?

She walked to the office area
located near the stairs at the center of the expansive front lobby.
She heard the sound of running steps and looked up as Minerva came
down the stairs, nearly colliding with her.

Minerva giggled and said, “Excuse
me!”

The radiant delight and
excitement on Minerva’s face puzzled Aubrey to no end. She stared
at the back of Minerva’s cropped red, orange, and blue hair and
said through gritted teeth, “Just twenty minutes ago, that crazy
child was looking suicidal. Now she’s giddy as a loon! Nuts, just
plain gone nuts!”

The senior clerk work area was
nothing more than a mid-sized office with three workstations. Each
contained a file drawer along with a terminal and scanner. Since
she was now the only full-time senior clerk, Aubrey was the only
one who did not share a desk. She had no sooner attempted to log on
to her computer than Joel Jacobs, the warehouse supervisor, entered
the room.

“Don’t bother. The
computers are down until sometime after lunch.”

“Not
again!”

“We can’t even scan
books into the system right now.” Joel stepped into the room, and
once more his appearance shocked Aubrey, for his demeanor resembled
a man in his late thirties, and his apparel was again neat and in
order. His gray eyes glinted with empathy as he studied Aubrey and
said, “Hey, how are you?”

“Okay, I guess,” she
paused, still curious about the faint scars on his cheek, and
decided to tackle her suspicions head on. “Joel, about this
morning, I—”

“You know, Aubrey,
you really didn’t need to come in today. You have plenty of leave
time built up.”

“I just can’t rest
until we catch up around here.”

Joel sighed, “Yes, it’s hard to
watch those mail hampers backing up like that.”

“Why don’t we just
shut this place down for a month? That would allow us to maybe bar
code and link most of these books. Once we can scan everything into
the computer files, we won’t continue to have the same pile-up of
work.”

“We thought about it.
But there are patrons who live for the cassette books that we send
them each week or so.”

“But this is so
frustrating.”

“Well, look at it
this way: If we tough it out, in about a year, we’ll be meeting our
objective of circulating 850,000 books a year. That will make us
one of the most successful state libraries in the
country.”

“I guess so.” Well,
you’re not out of the woods yet. “Joel, about what happened earlier
this morning?”

“Oh,” he said,
grinning, “my new medication really makes me dizzy
sometimes.”

“I didn’t know you
took medication.”

“Alas, my secret’s
out now. Keep it to yourself . . . you will, won’t you?”

“Sure,
but—”

“Just keep on hanging
in there. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

Joel walked away, leaving a
deluge of unanswered questions in Aubrey’s worry-drenched mind. She
got up and walked to the area near the stairs where the task
assignments and the telephones were located. She saw Minerva hang
up a phone and dash out of the task desk area and back up the
stairs, all the while giggling childishly.

Aubrey’s eyes followed her, and
she said, “Batty, just plain batty.”

“I agree.”

Startled, Aubrey swung around to
face Arnold. “What? You startled me!”

“Then stop
daydreaming!” He handed her a task card and said, “Anyway, you’re
supposed to be working upstairs in the LB section with Minerva
today.”

“Minerva? Oh
no!”

The smirk of satisfaction on
Arnold’s face made her nauseous. As Aubrey turned to walk up the
stairs, Arnold grabbed her about the arm and said, “Hey, not so
fast!”

She jerked away from him, nearly
causing him to drop his precious mug. Sharply, she said, “Arnold,
what do you think you’re doing?”

“Rochelle wants you
to help out on the mail first.”

Aubrey closed her eyes and turned
her face from him as she walked to where the huge cages of mail
were located.

She noticed that Rochelle Rollins
was reaching into a mail cage and pulling out a handful of green
containers about the size of a small box of envelopes. Rochelle
looked up and grinned at Aubrey. Her rotund build and energetic
manner made her appear much younger than her forty-three years. Her
plump ebony cheeks quivered as she said, “Hey, girl, how you
doing?”

“Fine. Where do you
want me to start?”

“Huh? Oh, I
appreciate the help. Try the hamper at the end and work your way
back.”

~

In all, five employees worked the
mail that morning. Aubrey toiled near Dora Adams and Katina Luna,
while Rochelle and Lashatricka unpacked cages from the opposite
end. As usual, the task was grueling. There were four to five
different types of mail containers that came in each day, and they
had to be sorted into their own particular mail hampers. After half
an hour, Aubrey noticed that two members of the crew had trickled
away, leaving only Dora and Katina to finish the remaining
hampers.

Katina said, “Where them other
two at?”

Dora answered, “They snuck off,
like always.”

Aubrey frowned and bit her
tongue. She was in such a vile mood that she knew that if she
opened her mouth, nothing at all pleasant would issue forth. She
hated when people shirked their responsibility. Lashatricka Harris
was certainly the sort who would do as little as possible. But
Rochelle was not at all like Lashatricka, and Aubrey wondered why
she too had all of a sudden vanished. Twenty moments later, they
were done, and Aubrey quickly made her way to the women’s room and
began washing the grime off her hands. She dried her hands and
looked with pity at her chipped nails.

Why did I come in
today?

The sound of running steps
distracted her, and she watched Minerva enter the room with a face
of melancholy as she gingerly held her left hand.

“Minerva, are you
okay?”

With trembling lips, Minerva
turned to her and said, “I hate him! I hate him!”

Quickly, she ran into a stall at
the far end of the room. Aubrey hesitated and stood in a quandary.
Something urged her to remain, to talk Minerva through whatever
ailed her, but obstinacy got the best of her, and Aubrey quickly
stepped out into the hallway.

“Oh, there you are!
Break time! You feeling any better?”

Aubrey smiled. Brenna’s bubbly
demeanor was the only thing that had kept her cognitive ship
afloat.

“Yes, a bit.” Aubrey
said frowning, then added, “Brenna, have you noticed that Minerva
is acting crazier than usual?”

“Funny you should
mention that. She acts possessed.”

“Probably boyfriend
troubles again.”

“You
think?”

“Yeah. You know she
flips out over a different guy almost every week. Sometimes I get
tired of trying to help her.”

“I don’t know why you
waste your time.”

There were six tables situated
about the long rectangular lounge. On the long counter that was
connected to the sink were three microwave ovens neatly positioned
side by side on the countertop. After placing their bags of
microwave popcorn into the ovens, the two friends found one open
table stationed beside four of the most colorful employees at the
warehouse.

Tansy’s long legs were crossed
and very visible to a group of men who sat nearby. Katina Luna
joined her, along with Dora Adams and Lashatricka
Harris.

Aubrey leaned toward Brenna and
whispered, “I hope that Lashatricka keeps her vulgar lips in check
today.”

Unfortunately, her hopes were
quickly dashed.

Dora whispered, “Girl, Goldilocks
done took your bear.”

Fury permeated Lashatricka’s
face, and she said, “Naw, girl, that Sambo ain’t all that!” Her
words were plainly heard throughout the room. Leaning on the table,
she cupped her long chin with both hands, and part of her thinly
braided hair rested on her bare swarthy shoulder. “Uh-huh, black
men ain’t good for but one thing,” she said, glaring at Dora, “and
some can’t get that right neither!” She punctuated her statement
with a waggling of her head and shoulders.

Dora’s plump cheeks quivered as
she was overcome with laughter, but she paused enough to say,
“Uh-huh, there it is, sister-girl!”

Lashatricka continued, “Last
night, I threw all his stuff out on the curb. Then he come in there
on me like a soup hound on dry bones . . .”

Aubrey winced. Why do I feel so embarrassed when those two start acting ugly
in public?

She spied a glance at the mixed
group in the room and became unsettled by the consternated eyes
that covertly rolled this way and that. She saw that Tansy’s
attention was exclusively focused upon Arnold, who sat in a chair
positioned in a lonely corner of the room.

Arnold’s eyes were fixed upon
Tansy’s exhibited thighs, and Aubrey scowled at them
both.

She ought to be
ashamed of exposing so much of herself! Look at his face . . . it’s
as red as the sunset that Papa and I saw this past weekend! Look at
him! He may as well walk over there and—

The ring of the microwave ovens
mercifully interrupted Aubrey’s troubled musings. The two women
grabbed their snacks and attempted to drown out the fiasco by
eating at a relentless pace. But their ears could not be muted to
the animated discussion that rapidly deteriorated before them.
Everyone in the office knew about the volcanic relationship between
Lashatricka and her boyfriend that frequently erupted into volatile
confrontations.

But why does she feel
the need to keep everybody in the office posted on all the squalid
details?

Aubrey noticed the tomato-like
hue that was manifest on Brenna’s face, and she was apace to depart
from the scene.

“Are you through,
Brenna? Let’s go get some fresh air.”

Aubrey caught Lashatricka’s
odious eyes as she walked by and overheard her say in an undertone,
“That Tom thinks she’s white, don’t she?”

Audrey turned to confront
Lashatricka, but she quickly regained her composure.

There’s no need for
any more clowns in this circus!

Aubrey raised her chin, squared
her shoulders, and proudly walked out. As they stepped outside,
Rochelle joined them.

Rochelle’s ebony skin glistened
with moisture, and while she dabbed a handkerchief on her forehead,
she said, “Girl, I’ve yet to understand some of these pit gals.
Those two got way too hot for my ears.”

Brimming with indignation, Aubrey
said, “We’ve got to put an end to that kind of garbage! This is a
state agency, not some risqué nightclub!”

Rochelle shook her head, saying,
“I know, I know. That’s why it’s been so hard for us black folks to
get anywhere around here.”

Brenna’s eyes widened, and she
said quickly, “But why should they affect how people view the two
of you? They’re the ones acting so vulgar!”

“Girl, not everybody
thinks like you do. We’re all sort of lumped together sometimes,
especially when something like this happens.” She paused, then
added, “I think that’s why it’s taken so long for me to get
promoted, and you too Aubrey.”

“Ohhh, if only I
could slap some sense into them!” Aubrey spoke as she gestured
accordingly.

“Well, I still don’t
see why their actions should affect you two,” Brenna
said.

Aubrey smiled, “See, Rochelle,
I’ll make a sister out of Brenna yet!”

Rochelle chuckled. “Well, one
thing’s for certain. I’m sure happy to see decent girls like you
two working here.” Placing a hand on Aubrey’s shoulder, she added,
“Now, girl, don’t you let them get to you, you here? Y’all are
setting the standard that they need to follow.”

Aubrey smiled and said, “Thanks,
Rochelle.”

Moments later, Aubrey hesitantly
made her way up the stairs leading to the third-floor Large-print
book area. When she reached the second floor, she paused to catch
her breath. She was tired, and her nerves were
threadbare.

Why isn’t there a
passenger elevator in this dungeon? Why did Rochelle assign me to
work with Minerva, of all people?

After soaking up a heavy dose of
musty air, she started up the final flight of stairs. But Aubrey
was forced to pause at the sound of Minerva’s angry
voice.

Great! She’s still in
a wretched mood. I don’t have to go through this, not today. I’ll
just turn right around and go tell Joel that I’ve decided to leave.
I can’t deal with this muddle today.

As Aubrey turned to walk back
down the stairs, she was startled by an odd sound, followed by the
banging of containers onto the gridiron floor.

She’s throwing
another tantrum.

Aubrey continued downward but
froze when she heard a loud gasp. She just managed to catch a
glimpse of Minerva as her gaunt body tumbled over the handrail.
Aubrey’s scream chased Minerva until the deafening impact of flesh
upon the concrete floor brought about a deathly silence.

 



Chapter
2

 


She had never experienced a more
frightening night. Were it not for the irritating whine of the
nearby alarm clock, Aubrey would likely still be trapped in a
quagmire. After silencing the boisterous little mechanism, she sat
up in bed and performed a long slow stretch. She massaged her
temples and sighed while she looked begrudgingly at the
clock.

Six a.m. so
soon?

Aubrey wanted desperately to
remain in bed, but there was far too much work to be done. She
leaned over and turned on the clock radio with the hope of hearing
a morale-boosting tune.

“It’s a chilly
fifty-four degrees here in Austin, Texas. Hey, Arnie, did you
remember to bring your life preserver to work today?”

“Yep! It’s looking
really Noah out there, Jane.”

Jane laughed and retorted, “Seven
days and thirty-three to go, eh?”

“Yeah, baby! This
reminds me of the flood of eighty—”

Click!

More music and less
chatter would be nice.

Aubrey tramped across the hall
into the spacious upstairs bathroom. After a thirty-minute
hibernation, she returned to her bedroom with a good part of her
body wrapped in a towel. At least the shower had washed away some
of the effects of that horrifying nightmare.

Much like an Olympic heptathlon,
her morning was comprised of some rather taxing events. Aubrey
usually began by wrestling with her long coarse hair. Next, she
faced the woeful wardrobe-elimination rounds. Ultimately, she would
conclude the morning events with a spirited twenty-yard dash to her
car.

Why oh why is it that
no matter how early that I get started, I always seem to be running
late?

Realizing the need to touch up
her bangs, in the usual attempt to conceal her forehead (which by
the way, she thought made her look like Jay Leno’s “Mr. Brain”),
she walked downstairs to the kitchen. There she turned on a burner
and pulled out the hot comb from a nearby drawer. She dipped her
fingers into a small can of hair grease and, after kneading the
grease through a portion of hair just above her forehead, began to
pull the comb slowly through her hair, making it straight and
shiny.

She paused as the steady buzz of
Brenna’s alarm provoked a loud “thunk thunk thunk, bang!” that
effectively killed the alarm. Thereupon, Brenna’s usual moaning and
groaning began to congest the air as she struggled to get out of
bed.

“Get up, sleepy
head!”

Aubrey giggled as she turned to
examine her image in the huge mirror that dominated the living
room. She was not at all comforted by what she saw. An arresting
sadness clung to her disposition like a woven cloak. She had been
plagued by one vexing question since witnessing that horrible
accident.

Was it really
an accident? How many times before had Minerva said that she’d
wanted to leap down from that third-floor rail? But she was only joking, right?

Moreover, what about
the many cryptic poems that Minerva had composed and proudly
displayed at the warehouse?

She always seemed so
obsessed with death.

It had not been three years since
Minerva’s prior suicide attempt.

Aubrey bit her lower lip and
muttered, “Why didn’t I take the time to talk to her?”

She sat on the couch and began to
rock back and forth in a desperate wrestling match with her
conscience.

I knew that she was
unusually weird that day. Why didn’t I try to draw her out? I could
always draw her out. Instead, I turned my back on her. Had I not
walked back down those stairs . . . had I only went up and
confronted Minerva . . . .

Many times before, after a long
conversation with Aubrey, Minerva would seem to calm down. Could
the tragic events of that morning have been thwarted by a kind ear?
Perhaps she should have offered a bit of scolding advice? Even a
warm word of encouragement may have sufficed.

No, it’s not fair.
I’m not a psychiatrist. I was the one in distress that day,
remember? Why should I blame myself? Who’s to say that it was
suicide? That rail isn’t very thick at all. Accident . . . it was
just an unfortunate accident!

The sound of Brenna’s slothful
feet dragging to the bathroom mercifully interrupted Aubrey’s
turmoil. She could picture Brenna: hair every which way, eyes
nearly shut, and mouth twisted in an angry pout.

Aubrey began to chuckle as she
looked upstairs and shouted, “Goodbye, late bird!”

She heard a replying grunt and
dashed out of the apartment: late again. Aubrey’s brown stirrup
jumper fit snugly and highlighted a small waist (thanks to a
clenching belt), and her long legs made quick work to her nearby
white Toyota Tercel.

~

Aubrey’s ride to work was
pleasant and uneventful. Arnie and Jane even managed to make her
chuckle as they debated who really was “The King of Soul.” The air
seemed so crisp and clean; was it possible that the rain had
finally ended? Not according to the weather reports, but around
these parts, those reports were at times as solvent as bad checks.
She wheeled off 45th Street and pulled into the large parking lot
adjacent to the warehouse complex. She found a familiar spot near
an old oak tree and parked. While she reached for the automobile
sun shield, her eyes were drawn to a most peculiar sight. A woman
sat on the front steps. Her unhappy disposition was quite evident
by the droop of her shoulders and the bow of her head.

Aubrey studied her for a moment.
The woman had a short curly hairdo with big loopy bangs that
screened a wide forehead. Even at that distance, Aubrey noticed her
enormous round eyes and the incredible long black eyelashes that
adorned them. But it was her style of dress that truly perplexed
Aubrey. She was wearing the most scant red dress that Aubrey had
ever imagined, and the stranger’s spike heels were more like
hills.

The location of the warehouse was
somewhat isolated from busy city streets, and it was stationed just
above Shoal Creek, which was brimming with agitated waters due to
the recent rains. The strange woman’s ancient profession was easily
discernible by her clothes and manner, which made her presence all
the more perturbing.

Who is she, and why
is she here, of all places?

Aubrey’s attempt to exit her
vehicle was delayed due to a damaged safety-belt latch. She was
aware that her niece and nephew had somehow managed to break the
device some two weeks past. Since that time, it had given her more
than a tad of trouble. After a few disconcerting moments, she was
able to finally wriggle it just right and break free of its
clasp.

I’ve got to do
something about this thing!

Aubrey exited her vehicle, and
after making sure that her doors were locked, she approached her
building. The woman stood and began pacing back and forth, and
again Aubrey began to wonder what could drive a woman to sell
herself in such a way. She felt a surge of pity fill her heart as
she approached the woman—that is, until their eyes met.

Aubrey began to feel as though
she could sense the earth rotating on its axis, as if at any moment
her whole world would be turned upside-down. The unusually long
eyelashes and the bright mauve shadow above them caused the
stranger’s enormous eyes to appear extremely
intimidating.

Aubrey paused just as the woman
approached her. A dull aching throbbed in her temples the whole
time she stood facing the stranger.

What’s happening to
me?

An odd glint brightened the
woman’s sullied eyes, and she smiled and said, “Hello, Aubrey; it’s
been a long time.”

She knows my
name?

“I’m Martee . . .
Martee Espy.” Aubrey’s dismay was all too evident, and the woman
smiled and said, “Don’t remember me, do you?”

“No, I—”

“Say, can you do me a
. . . .” The woman’s demeanor changed like a flash of lightning.
Her eyes seemed to see right through Aubrey, and she abruptly
walked past her and around the side of the building.

Noting the woman’s abrupt
departure, Aubrey squeaked out a feeble “Wait!” that fell on deaf
ears.

Aubrey tried to shake away the
confusion that had begun to strangle her, but it was to no avail.
She stumbled up the steps and fumbled with the door, finally
staggering inside.

While she walked down the long
corridor that led to the lounge, her mind was terribly
unsettled.

Why should a chance
encounter with a stranger be so disturbing?

“You all right,
Aubrey?”

She noticed that Rochelle was
smiling at her, so she mirrored the mood and said, “Oh, I’m fine .
. . fine.”

With a glance, she examined the
grease-drenched wrapper that covered a portion of Rochelle’s
breakfast taco. Pointing to it, she grinned and asked, “Are you all
right?”

Aubrey laughed and entered the
lounge. She felt better already. While she placed her TV dinner and
lemon tea in the refrigerator, her mind returned to her haunting
reaction to the stranger in red.

Why did I behave that
way? I’ve never been one to cower in the face of
adversity.

This was true. Aubrey’s
experience in sports, namely track and field, had fortified her
with the ability to face all sorts of slings and arrows boldly. She
certainly had no reason to fear that strange woman, so what was
wrong?

Anyway, how did she
know me by name? Martee Espy, I’ve never known anyone by that name.
But didn’t she seem to recognize me?

Aubrey took a deep sigh, and
massaged her neck while she leaned against the large refrigerator
door. Pursing her lips, she felt a surge of confidence steel her
nerves, and she briskly walked out of the lounge. She had to
discover why that woman had stricken her with such fear.

At once, her thoughts became
sullen again as she walked down the long corridor that led to the
entrance. Aubrey suddenly found herself in the role of a child who
was walking in the dark after watching a scary horror
flick.

No! It’s broad
daylight, and I’m certainly not a child!

She walked ever closer to the
huge steel door, yet all the while, her foreboding persisted and
snowballed with each step. An initial surge of relief welled up
within her. The woman had not returned to the threshold. She
stepped outside and noticed that Martee was standing over by a
bench near the big oak tree, and she was arguing with a huge man.
His skin was coal black, and his face glimmered with sweat. He wore
a black leather vest along with leather pants.

Aubrey gasped at the sight of
him, for never had she seen a man so large. He abruptly grabbed
Martee and shook her violently. She screamed and struggled
desperately to free herself while he pulled her over to a large
blue Buick.

Aubrey retreated and found Joel
and Rochelle conversing in his office. She cried, “Joel, there’s a
woman being assaulted outside!” Noticing his hesitation, she added,
“Come on!”

Aubrey grabbed his arm and
tugged. Joel followed her, slowly at first; then her excitement
spilled over, and he quickened his pace. They stepped outside, but
Aubrey was dismayed to see no sign of the woman or her attacker. A
dubious expression shaped Joel’s face as he examined the parking
lot, then studied Aubrey.

“She was out here. I
saw her just a minute ago.”

“Well, nobody’s out
here now.”

“Joel, you believe
me, don’t you?”

“Uh, sure . . . sure
I do. Why don’t you tell me everything that you saw?”

She did.

Rochelle stepped forward and put
forth an effort to chuckle as she said, “Sounds like a trick gone
bad.”

Aubrey hotly retorted, “This
isn’t amusing, Rochelle. What do y’all aim to do about
this?”

Joel said, “All right, don’t boil
me in oil. We’ll make a police report like always.”

~

Thirty minutes later, Aubrey was
back at her desk. A dull throbbing ached at her temples, which she
unsuccessfully tried to rub away. She worked for an hour at linking
cassette book containers by typing in each specific book code and
then attaching a bar code to the outer green shell and scanning it
into the computer. Finally, she placed the scanner aside and closed
her eyes. Aubrey’s mind simply could not cut through the thick fog
of dismay, which had clouded her disposition.

“Aubrey, what’s
wrong?”

“Is it that
obvious?”

“Uh-huh. You can
learn a lot about a roomie in two years, you know. So tell me
what’s happened?”

Aubrey laughed and said, “Well,
this has been a most peculiar day. I don’t know where to
begin.”

Brenna pulled up a chair. “From
the beginning, silly.”

Aubrey responded by mentioning
her odd encounter with the stranger. But she omitted the fact that
the woman had called her by name.

“You did your best to
help her, Aubrey. After all, she’s probably just fine. A girl in
her line of work has to get used to a few lumps now and
then.”

“And how, pray tell,
do you know so much about ‘a girl in her line of work’?”

“Uh, I tape Oprah,
silly!”

Aubrey laughed. “Girl, you and
your talk shows. Anyway, thanks for cheering me up.”

“Hey, that’s what
friends are for.”

Aubrey forced her attention back
to the stack of work situated on her tiny desk. Would she ever be
caught up? Her workload had greatly increased due to the promotion
of Rochelle Roper. Aubrey was grateful for what Rochelle had done
for her. Initially, she had begun working for the State Library as
a temporary worker, and it was Rochelle who had helped her to be
hired on eventually. Rochelle was a fixture there for over eleven
years, and everyone but Arnold was happy for her. Still, no
replacement was forthcoming, and Rochelle’s workload had been
spread to the remaining senior clerks posthaste. This, coupled with
the fact that she had since been promoted to the lone full-time
senior clerk position, caused Aubrey to feel as though she were
helplessly sinking further behind while trapped in a bog of
ever-growing work.

It was Rochelle who interrupted
Aubrey’s musings when she poked her head into the office and said,
“Hello, girl. Are you still hanging in there?”

“Yes, I’m doing all
right.”

“You don’t look so
good. Maybe you should call it a day?”

“Oh, thanks, Rochelle
. . . but I’m fine.”

Rochelle thought for a minute and
said, “Forget about this morning. You ought to pay Veda a visit.
I’ll bet a new hairdo will do wonders for your soul.”

“Now you’re sounding
like Brenna.” Aubrey began to examine her hair through a compact
mirror and said, “Well . . . I could probably use some touching
up.”

“Uh-huh, looks like
it.”

“Girl, is it that
bad?” Rochelle shrugged a response, and Aubrey answered, “Thanks
for referring me to Veda. She’s been a miracle worker.” Aubrey bit
her lower lip and continued, “Well . . . I don’t know if I could
even get in today.”

“Well, suit yourself.
Anyway, you tell me if you need anything. We sisters have to look
out for each other.” On that note, she turned and walked
away.

It greatly disturbed Aubrey that
Rochelle had also so easily noticed her troubled demeanor. From
that point onward, she was resolved to do a better job of masking
her jumbled emotions. The day plodded along, and Aubrey realized
that she had accomplished a good deal less work than she was
accustomed to.

~

“Lunch time! Let’s
go, Aubrey! I’m starved.” Brenna followed her voice into the
room.

“Yeah, so am
I.”

“Feeling better
now?”

“Somewhat.”

As the two stepped out of the
poorly lit space, Aubrey abruptly paused, causing Brenna to collide
with her.

“Aubrey,
what’s—?”

Aubrey watched with growing
interest as the entrance door gradually swung wide, illuminating a
stellar figure. She froze as their two pair of irises met. The
stranger was tall, at least six feet, and the expanse of his
shoulders proved quite impressive. Aubrey took special note of his
firm cleft chin. He sported a thick well-tailored mustache (her
weakness), and his bronze skin highlighted beaming brown
eyes.

Brenna nudged Aubrey and
whispered, “What a good-looking man!”

Brenna’s voice seemed to break
the spell, and Aubrey blinked and turned away from his mesmerizing
gaze. She took a deep breath and said, “A man who looks that good
couldn’t possibly be any good at all.”

“Aubrey, what a rude
thing to say!”

“Trust me, I’ve been
down that dirt road before.”

“Now you’re sounding
like Lashatricka!”

“Nonsense.”

“Let’s go meet
him.”

“Oh please! I will
not let you go embarrassing me. Come on; let’s go grab a table. I’m
only taking twenty minutes today.”

~

Gregory looked up at the
thickening clouds and shook his head while he stepped out of his
Land Cruiser and activated the alarm. Then he turned his attention
to the distant warehouse complex and consulted his
notes.

“Warehouse for the
blind is located in the building at the rear of the
complex.”

He looked up again and saw that a
paved driveway wound to the back of the building, so he put his
notes away and approached the drive. Along the way, he sighed to
repletion. To date, nothing had taken his troubled thoughts from
the recent news. If only he had not seen that news broadcast. It
was her. There was no way he should be so sure of this, but he knew
that it was Shantee.

But what should I do
about it?

Try as he may, Gregory could not
ignore what he had seen. If it had indeed been her, well, he had to
pursue it. He had no choice.

He muttered, “I’ve got to stop
obsessing about it!” By this time Saturday it would be all settled,
thanks to a six o’clock flight. Perhaps then, for the first time in
his life, he could finally attain some sort of closure.

Anyway, it was time to focus on
the case at hand. As soon as he entered the building, he paused.
There, to his left, over by the freight elevator, stood two visions
of beauty.

He grinned as he thought,
Chocolate swirl.

Aubrey and Brenna stood in muted
conversation. Gregory’s eyes seemed drawn to Aubrey’s magnetic
gaze. Abruptly, Aubrey turned away and walked around the corner
through a large open doorway. He stood momentarily befuddled as to
his purpose until a raspy voice brought him back to
reality.

“Who are you? We
don’t allow folks to just—”

He turned to face a pudgy man who
was clenching a white coffee mug and pointing it at him.

“Sterling, Gregory
Sterling,” he paused to study Arnold’s mug and said, “Texas A&M
Aggies? You’re out of your element, aren’t you?”

Gregory’s question attained its
intended purpose, for Arnold’s smug demeanor was transformed to
sarcasm, and he said, “You must be another Texas
Longhorn.”

Gregory closed his thumb over his
two middle fingers and raised his hand high, saying, “Hook ‘em,
horns!”

“Bah! We’ll win the
championship next year.” Arnold angrily stormed past him and
stepped outside.

Gregory shook his head as he
watched Arnold leave.

Noticing a tall man standing in a
doorway smiling at him, he approached him and offered a
hand.

“Gregory Sterling.
Uh, can I assume that you are Joel Jacobs?”

Joel was surprised. “Uh, yep.
How’d you guess?”

Gregory grinned, “Well, I could
chalk it up to my amazing deductive abilities, but truth be told,
the nameplate on your door is a dead giveaway.”

“Oh!” Joel chuckled
and said, “That’s a good one. Come on in.” After Gregory took a
seat, he added, “I hope Arnold didn’t bother you.”

“Um, that little man?
Not at all.”

Lie.

Joel grinned as though he had
read Gregory’s mind. “Well, you have to excuse him sometimes. He
can be a bit overly ambitious, if you know what I mean.”

“Hmmm, no, not
really.”

“Well, since his
promotion to senior clerk, he assumes that he’s in a managerial
position.”

“Wannabe?”

“Yes, but you won’t
have to bother with him anymore today.”

“Oh?”

“He’s headed to our
downtown office to pick up supplies.”

“Was he a witness to
the accident?”

“No, he didn’t see
anything. I figured you’d only want to interview everyone who saw.”
There was something in Joel’s eyes that he was struggling to
conceal, and after a long pause, he slid open a drawer and reached
inside, pulling out a sheet of paper.

“How’s morale since
the accident?”

Joel cleared his throat and said,
“Not good. Everyone loved Minerva; she always came in and worked so
hard . . . .”

Gregory examined the sheet of
prospective witnesses and said, “Tansy Wells, Brenna Amsted,
Lashatricka Harris, and Aubrey Brice . . . only four
names?”

“Yes, sir. The others
didn’t see the accident.”

“Tell me about these
four.”

“Huh? Well, sure . .
.” He began to describe in detail the history of the
four.

Gregory paused when he noticed
that Aubrey appeared on the opposite side of the huge window to his
right. He nodded at her and asked Joel, “Is she on this
list?”

“Ah, yes. That’s
Aubrey Brice.”

“The charitable one,
huh?”

“Yes indeedy. That
young lady would give you her back teeth if she thought you didn’t
have anything to chew with.”

“Joel, I would like
to touch base with some of the others who were here that
day.”

“Well . . . that
would only be the folks on the morning shift.”

“Morning
shift?”

“Yes. Most of our
employees are part-timers . . . basically, everyone who’s here
right now.”

“So, did you see the
accident?”

“Uh . . . no.”
Clearing his throat, Joel continued, “Um, excuse me; I’ve had a
cold for a few days now.” He coughed a couple of times, then
continued, “I just saw the body afterwards. I’ve never seen
anything so . . . horrific.”

“Can I get a list of
everyone else who was here?”

“Well . . . there
weren’t many people here that day.”

“Oh
really?”

“Five people called
in sick, and none of our volunteers showed up till later that
afternoon.”

“Okay,” Gregory rose
and shook Joel’s hand, saying, “Thanks for the list.” Gregory’s
eyes were drawn into Joel’s open drawer, where he noticed the
rather ribald picture of a woman adorned with long auburn hair,
sitting on a bed with a baby in one arm. She wore a scant
nightgown, and across the top of the picture was written the words
“I will always love you.” Noticing Joel’s reaction, Gregory smiled
and said, “Your wife?”

Joel’s face reddened, and he
stammered, “No! Just . . . just a friend.”

Attempting to act nonchalant,
Gregory looked at his list and asked, “Where can I find Tansy
Wells?”

“Oh, w-well, as soon
as you walk outside, just turn to your right. Her desk is back in
that far corner. If she’s not there, she’s probably back in the
stacks.”

“Stacks?”

“Oh, right. I forget
that you wouldn’t know the lingo around here. She’s probably in the
shelving area were we keep the books.”

“Oh, by the way, do
you have this sort of accident very frequently?”

“Frequently? No,
never.”

~

Aubrey walked over to the task
desk and peeked through the large glass window that dominated the
east wall of Joel’s office. Again she met those beaming brown eyes,
and she bit her lower lip as she picked up a stack of select cards.
She shook her head as she swiftly walked away.

Why did he have to
catch me looking at him?

She walked over to a rolling cart
and placed two green plastic crates atop it. Each of the thick
cardboard select cards consisted of one book label along with the
mailing address of the patron who requested it. These cards were to
be fixed onto the outside of the small green CB (cassette book)
container. Once a patron listened to the book, she had only to flip
over the card, which contained the return address of the warehouse,
and slide it into the holding area on the container. The post
office would then return the container postage-free to the
warehouse.

The books matching her batch of
100 select cards were located in shelving section AF. After
locating the AF section, Aubrey began the arduous task of matching
each card with the appropriate green cassette container. After
forty books and twenty minutes, Aubrey paused and began to dab at
her moist brow.

Halfway down the aisle, Audrey
paused to tip on her toes to reach a cassette book near the top of
a six-foot shelf. She misjudged it, and the whole row of containers
came tumbling down upon her. Frustrated, she slammed the remaining
postcard-sized cards down onto the cart and began rubbing the spot
on her forehead where her clumsiness had been rudely
rewarded.

“Why do they have to
make these shelves so high up?”

“Beats
me.”

Aubrey gasped and swung around to
meet the baritone voice only to again greet the eyes that she could
not seem to avoid.

“Need some
help?”

“No thank
you!”

Gregory continued to grin at her.
Ignoring her words, he knelt down on one knee, collecting the
scattered containers. He stood with nearly a dozen cradled in his
arms.

“I said I don’t need
any help!”

Gregory’s grin was transformed
into a frown as he replied, “Very well.” Then he dropped what he
had collected on the floor and walked away.

Aubrey gaped at Gregory’s
back.

Oh! I knew that
Casanova was no good!

She was trembling as she
collected the remaining containers. Thanks to a series of bar codes
on the shelves and on each container, the computer listed a current
inventory of the location of every linked CB on the warehouse
shelves. By causing the row of CBs to fall, Aubrey knew that she
had inadvertently thrown off any accurate selection from that
shelf. Now she had to go to Brenna—or Arnold—and have them relink
all seventy or so books. She began scolding herself for making such
a mess of things.

Suddenly, she paused and asked,
“Why did I bite that guy’s head off like that?”

~

As Gregory made his way to the
reception area, he could not help but chuckle at his encounter with
Aubrey. He smiled and muttered, “You little spitfire!”

He approached a secluded corner
of the building and was startled by the glimmer of endless black
silky legs.

Whoa, talk about an
eye-opener!

While seated on a chair, Tansy
Wells had stretched a leg over a stool and was attacking a short
run with a dab of black nail polish. Gregory cleared his throat and
forced his eyes to veer toward Tansy’s lovely face.

I love this
job.

“Um, excuse
me.”

“Oh!” Tansy smiled
and added, “You caught me.”

Again Gregory silently cleared
his throat and said, “How-do. I’m Gregory Sterling. I’m here to
investigate the leg . . . the legitimate claim of the Hall
family.”

Tansy slowly removed her leg from
the stepstool and put away her nail polish. Without glancing at
him, she asked, “How does it look?”

“Huh?”

“The run.” She
stretched out her leg. “Did I cover it up?”

Gregory did not exhale but
grunted, “Yes, it’s fine.”

Tansy’s eyes slowly raked the
handsome man who stood before her, and she stood, offering him a
hand, saying, “I’m Tansy Wells. Joel said that you’d be coming by
today.”

His hand swallowed hers as he
said, “The pleasure is all mine. Joel said that you were a witness
to the accident?”

Tansy’s voluptuous mind-set
became tame, and she said, “That was too bad. It happened right
near here too.”

Gregory could just make out the
faint chalk line. He shook his head and said, “She almost fell on
top of you.”

“Thank goodness I was
away from my desk at the time.”

“Oh really? I was
under the impression that you were an eyewitness.”

“Well, I was walking
up to my desk. I saw something fall, but I had no idea that it was
Minerva.”

“No warning at all,
huh?”

“No, I didn’t even
hear a scream . . . until Aubrey, that is.”

Gregory said, “Oh, are you sure
about that?”

“Absolutely.”

“Must have been quite
a shock, seeing something like that.”

“I still have
nightmares about it.”

Gregory stepped back and took an
even longer look up. The second and third floors of the warehouse
covered about three-quarters of the building, leaving a long
rectangular lobby at the front of the building with an unusually
high ceiling.

“You sure you didn’t
hear her scream? That’s a long fall.”

“I’m sure. Once I
realized what had happened, that point struck me as odd, at the
time.”

He asked, “Anything like this
ever happen before?”

“Well . . . I don’t
remember anyone actually falling, but sometimes someone knocks down
a Braille or LB.”

“LB?”

“Large-print
book.”

“With that skimpy
rail, that wouldn’t be very hard to do. I’ve never seen a building
put together like this one. I wonder how she—”

“I think it was
suicide.”

“Suicide?
Why?”

Tansy looked about her and
whispered, “Minerva was quite capable of killing herself. A few
years ago, she tried to do it with sleeping pills.”

“Oh
really?”

“Yes, and I’ve found
something that almost proves that she wanted to die.”

“May I?”

“Um, I’ll have to try
and find them. Can you wait a few minutes?”

“Sure. Hey, did any
of those people working at those long tables happen to see
anything?”

“The CSRs? Um, no,
they weren’t here that day.”

“What’s a
CSR?”

Tansy paused thoughtfully, then
said, “Um, community service, um, restitution or something or
other. Sometimes when people go to court, the judge will allow them
to work here instead of doing jail time.”

“Really?”

“Oh, Joel wouldn’t
allow anyone dangerous to come here.”

“Hmmm, mind showing
me the spot from where Minerva fell?”

“N-no. I can’t say
exactly where it happened, though; you’ll have to talk to that
Brice girl for that. But anyhow, my proof is also up
there.”

“Proof?”

With her index finger, Tansy
lightly tapped Gregory’s chin and said, “Of Minerva’s suicide,
silly.”

~

As soon as Aubrey managed to
straighten up her mess, she completed her select and wheeled the
two containers of CBs back to the front lobby, near the rewinding
area. Brenna saw her and waved. Aubrey smiled and waved back. As
she turned away, she noticed that over at Tansy’s desk, that
irritating stranger was sitting in a chair, leaning on the desk,
while Tansy was actually sitting on top of the desk peering down at
him.

Look at her. Dress up
to her hips, sitting like that. I can’t stand it!

She made her way to the task desk
and randomly grabbed a stack of select. It was not until she was
well on her way to the rear stacks that she realized she had pulled
a select from the dreaded AAA area. This section of books was
located at the very rear of the warehouse. All of the
slowest-moving titles had been designated for this area, and a
typical select would take two or three times longer than
usual.

Why did I have to
pull this one? And to make matters worse, here comes
Lashatricka.

“Aubrey girl, did you
see that black stud yet?”

“Stud?”

“Yeah, girl, a whole
hunka-chunka man, and girl . . . I want some o’ that.”

“Oh . . . I’ve seen
him. He’s okay, I guess.”

“You guess? Girl, you
better put some glasses on them big eyes. Anyway, it’s too bad that
Tansy’s already staked her claim on him.”

“Staked her claim?
Well, she can have him.”

Aubrey was even more upset by the
time she reached the AAA shelves.

“Tansy makes me sick.
Does she always have to go after every good-looking man that she
sees? I doubt if she could even spell ‘steady
relationship.’”

She was reaching for a CB that
was on another top shelf when she was startled by a familiar
baritone voice.

“Aubrey
Brice?”

Aubrey turned too quickly and
dismantled another shelf full of CBs.

Gregory knew immediately that she
did not appreciate the humor of the situation. She was evidently
the best witness that he had, and he could not afford to further
alienate her.

I’ve got a hunch that
this girl will be more grief than a cheap funeral if I don’t handle
this just right. Perhaps a smile will put her at ease.

“We have to stop
meeting like this.”

Aubrey pursed her lips.
Look at that smug smile on his face. So, he
thinks this is funny, does he?

“I’d say we have to
stop meeting—period! Just look at the trouble you’ve
caused.”

“Me?” Gregory paused,
gathered himself, then said, “okay, I apologize. Did Joel mention
that I would be interviewing you today? My name’s Gregory Sterling.
I’m the insurance claim adjuster.”

“Oh, Joel did mention
something about it earlier.”

“Yes . . . have a
moment?”

She folded her arms in front of
her and said, “I can spare a moment, I suppose. Let’s get this over
with.”

“What do you remember
about that morning?”

“Well . . . it was
one of the most horrible mornings I’ve ever had. I’d been at the
hospital since about three thirty that morning, and I got to work a
little later than usual.”

“Sorry to hear that .
. . uh, about the hospital, I mean.”

Aubrey studied him skeptically
and said, “Uh . . . thanks. Anyhow, I was tending to a family
member . . . my grandmother, actually.” Must I tell him my life
story? After clearing her throat, she continued, “I was on my way
to the LBs—”

“LBs?”

“Large-print
books.”

“Oh, oh yeah, I just
took a quick tour up there. That was a steep fall.”

“Yes.”

“Sorry to put you
through this. So, you were walking up the stairs . . .
.”

Aubrey sighed and shook her head,
saying, “I had just walked up to the second floor when I heard her
fussing.”

“Fussing? With
whom?”

“Nobody. Don’t look
at me like that. It may sound odd, but Minerva talked to herself a
lot. Besides, she seemed unusually depressed that day.”

“Oh? About
what?”

“I don’t
know.”

“Okay, what else
happened?”

“Then she screamed,
and—”

“She screamed? Are
you sure?”

I knew it! I knew
that he would irritate me to no end!

Aubrey pursed her lips and said,
“Why must you question every word that I say?”

“Why are you so
defensive?”

“I’m not!”

“So, think again: Did
you really hear her scream?”

“Of course I
did!”

“You know, another
witness said that Minerva didn’t scream at all. You can certainly
understand why I’m trying to clarify this point, can’t
you?”

Who would have said
that?

Reluctantly, Aubrey reflected for
a moment, then said, “Well . . . I could be wrong.”

“Well, did she or
didn’t she?”

Wagging her head, she said, “I .
. . I really don’t remember.”

“Come on now.” He
paused, then said, “Look, you’ve got to concentrate, let your mind
travel back in time.”

I should have talked
to her that day. I should have tried to console her, I could always
still her. Still, all that morning I’d went out of my way to avoid
her. Could I have prevented her death? Is her blood on my hands?
No! I will not accept it. It wasn’t suicide; it was an accident,
just an unfortunate accident.

“Miss
Brice?”

“Oh, well . . . no,
no I don’t want to go there right now.”

Gregory held out placating palms
and said, “Look, you’ve got to be more cooperative with
me.”

“I just . . . can’t
talk about this right now.”

“Okay, let’s cut the
fat and come lean.”

“Keep your little
clever remarks to yourself. As far as I’m concerned, your minute is
overspent, and I have work to do.”

“Look, sister, you’ve
been pit-girling ever since I met you, and—”

“‘Pit-girl’? You’re
calling me a pit-girl? Well, you can take your smug attitude and
flush it twice! Excuse me!”

As Aubrey turned to step away,
Gregory quickly added, “I want to know why Minerva committed
suicide.”

The shock was of billboard
proportions as it stretched across Aubrey’s face. She stammered,
“What did you say?”

“Surely the thought
had crossed your mind.”

“You’re just trying
to get out of paying the Halls’ claim!”

“What?”

“I’ll bet there’s
some kind of suicide clause in it. Am I right?”

“I’m an independent
claims adjuster. I don’t pay out anything one way or the
other.”

“Maybe not, but you
automatically favor the insurance company, don’t you?”

Well, well, well, so I’ve finally
lit a fire under Mr. Cool.

“Look, lady, we’re
not talking about me. The question is, did Minerva Hall kill
herself?”

“‘Lady’? Oh, so now
I’ve graduated from pit-girl to lady?”

“Don’t change the
subject. I know about Minerva’s poems. She seemed obsessed with
death.”

“Poems?” Aubrey gaped
at him. Her mind returned to the many times that Minerva had
proudly displayed her bleak gothic poems around the warehouse.
Suddenly her disposition overflowed with ire as she said, “Tansy
gave them to you, didn’t she?”

“Any reason why she
shouldn’t have?”

“Those poems don’t
prove a thing.”

“We’ll
see.”

Waving a finger in his face, much
like a fencer uses a foil, Aubrey said, “No, you’ll see. I’ve got
nothing more to do with it. Excuse me, but I have some place to
go.”
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