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Chapter 1
Standing beside his black luxury sedan, Steve Reynolds reaches into his shirt pocket and removes a notepad. Flipping open to the page marked by a red tab, he tips it towards the lamplight. His handwritten note reveals the name: Judge Bernstein.
Marching through the pattering rain, he tightens the knot on his blue silk tie. Reaching into the pocket of his suit jacket, he removes latex gloves and snaps them on.
Hopping onto the sidewalk, he spots a surveillance camera. Instead of the entrance, the camera peers at the row of windows. Inside, customers seated at booths enjoy their breakfast. Local teens enamored with graffiti and other destructive nocturnal habits necessitate the need for the ever watchful electronic eyes populating every establishment. Criss-crossing tape marks a recently replaced window.
Reaching for the door handle, Steve spots a woman on the other side of the glass. He pulls the door wide and smiles. The woman ushers a child ahead of her. Head stooped low, hair hiding her face, she holds her arms out corralling the child.
"Good morning," says Steve. Glancing down at the flip-flops slapping heels, his smile fades.
The warm air greets him with a river of coffee blends assaulting his nose. The citizens of Roseland thirst for more than simple black coffee, they insist on a variety of flavors creating a strong mix. Like walking into a perfume shop, no one single scent delivers its beauty. Instead, aromas intermingle becoming something else. He wrinkles his nose recalling a day the shop only served black coffee.
Elderly men occupy several stools before the bar enjoying coffee and rolls while conversing about the old days. Three young women in business attire chat in line at the register. Machines whir behind the counter as baristas prepare cappuccinos, lattes, and mochas. At the nearest booth, a waitress tips a glass pot pouring coffee into a mug while inquiring about muffins. The front windows reflect the booths beneath the hanging lamps, the patrons appearing like ghosts consuming beverages in the dark parking lot. The citizens of Roseland require abusive quantities of caffeine in order to combat their day.
Steve focuses his thoughts searching for the quiet place.
Coffee aroma dissipates. The machines and chatter grow distant. A waitress breezes by. Carrying a tall paper cup, a woman in a business suit struts on high heels. Her gaze passes over Steve and on to the door.
Peering down the line of booths, he spots a newspaper raised above a table and its ghost in the dark window. Bernstein makes a habit of reading the paper while enjoying his morning coffee and muffin. Keeping an eye on the newspaper, he glides down the aisle between booths and counter.
A girl spins around colliding with him, tall paper cup bounces off his chest, dark droplets spraying from the tiny opening in the plastic lid onto his tie and shirt.
"Shit, I'm so sorry." Napkin in hand, the adolescent dabs the coffee drops. "I didn't hear you come up behind me."
"I beg your pardon." He feels his lips break into a smile. Glancing down at the sweatpants and flip-flops, his grin fades. He looks around the shop.
Two baristas work the machines behind the counter while another employee taps on the cash register. One of the women standing before the register covers her face holding back a laugh. Behind, the old men on the stools chat among themselves. Patrons in the booths talk and consume muffins. Dull sounds invade the quiet place.
"Looking sharp, mister." She says something about running late.
"Always time for coffee," says Steve, running on automatic.
She tucks a dark lock of hair behind her ear.
Feeling awkward, his face grows long. Others rarely notice him, a memory passing like a breeze. Looking into her eyes, he sees there is something odd about them. Drugs, perhaps. Fingers pressing against the side of the warm cup, he pushes it a safe distance away.
The teenager apologizes again. Gaze dropping to the latex gloves, her grin twists into a curious frown. Her eyes flicker from the latex to his face and back to his hand. Pulling the warm cup away, she tucks her head low and pushes past, flip-flops clapping in her wake.
Attention back on his task, Steve spots the bald head peeking over the top of the newspaper. Silence. Long strides carry him behind two women at the register. A flip of a page reveals eyeglasses perched on the end of a round nose.
Steve stands at the end of the table, hands at his sides, and gazes down at the man reading the newspaper. Bernstein takes a bite from the roll and sets it down on the plate. Usually a muffin, today the pastry of choice is a sticky roll.
Bernstein folds the paper over. He licks his lips. Eyes tracing the bottom half of the page, he reads a column. His gaze jumps crossing to another column.
Glancing back, Steve sees the two women marching away from the register towards the front door. No one looks in his direction. Turning to the balding man reading the paper, he exits the quiet place.
Machines whir and dishes clang. Laughter, talk, all ring clear. The blended coffee aroma attacks his nose.
Reaching into the pocket of his suit jacket, he finds the folded paper. He clears his throat. "Judge Bernstein?"
The man lowers the newspaper and looks up peering over his glasses. "Yes?"
Removing his hand from the pocket, he reveals bright red paper and tosses it onto the table. Skittering across the surface, it slides up against the plate.
Bernstein folds the newspaper onto his lap and looks down at the origami bird with wings in mid-flap. His eyes grow wide in recognition. Looking up, his gaze falls on the revolver pointed at his head.
"I release you," says Steve. He pulls the trigger. Flash flickers, a bang pierces the air fading into a steady ring.
A small trickle of blood appears above the glazed eyes. He imagines the contrast between the serene face and the small caliber bullet ricocheting around the skull turning the brain into mush. Real violence is beauty wrapped in horror, something movies fail to capture. The worst brutality hides beneath serenity.
Life flees the eyes turning cold.
He fires twice more insuring the brain is a useless mass of blood and tissue mixing with the fluid it rests in, erasing thoughts, expelling memories. No amount of surgery, voodoo, or raising the dead will bring those specific experiences back. But the memories are out there, part of the information.
Memory burns into the cosmos. Gazing at the stars is looking at memory. The light traveling across the galaxy spanning years transfers information reaching the observer forming new memories. From a painting of an artist, bits of information travel to the eyes speaking to the viewer. Everything passes through the fabric of the cosmos. Like fingerprints in the information, memories leave their mark.
The lifeless eyes stare down at the origami bird. Head nodding forward, the body slumps over skull banging onto the table. The coffee mug shoots across the surface and crashes onto the floor shattering into jagged shards.
Bernstein is a memory.
Reaching under the barrel, he pulls the ejector rod and pushes the cylinder out. Laying the gun flat on the table, he turns the barrel towards the body. He sets the cylinder beside the revolver. Safety comes first. Running through the notes in his head, he confirms the public location and origami bird left behind meeting the instructions. The revolver is his message.
Looking up the aisle, he glances at the frozen occupants.
All eyes are on the booth or at the floor.
A few feet away, at the end of the counter, a waitress holding out a pot of coffee stares at the slumped body. Black plastic handle slipping from fingers, the pot falls. Tipping over, the plastic lid opens, dark liquid flows up the bowl brimming over the spout. Striking the cream colored tiles, glass shatters, coffee splatters, droplets flying as if in slow motion, and spraying the white stocking leg.
Silence.
Shoes meeting the floor in soundless steps, Steve Reynolds glides down the aisle passing the waitress. He passes seated patrons, ghosts. Ignoring him, the frozen occupants stare at each other, at the body, or at the floor.
Glass door bouncing closed, Steve peels the latex gloves inside-out avoiding flesh touching the gunpowder residue. Returning the gloves to his pocket, he opens the car door. He climbs inside and starts the engine. Driving onto the boulevard, he observes the speed limit sign.
The windshield wipers slide across the glass clearing droplets. Headlights gleam on the glistening pavement. Colored mounds flicker by on each side, cars parked along the narrow residential street stand among heaps of orange and yellow leaves. Beneath the engine rumble, the tires sing spraying water into the wells.
"Didn't you get a coffee?"
Steve glances over at the passenger seat finding his girl, Cassandra. Passing streetlamps splash over her long face. "No," he says. Slipping the notepad from his pocket, he looks out the windshield. "A brief meeting. Didn't have a chance to grab a cup."
Tipping the notepad towards the window, he finds the details. School is near, but first period begins at eight. He pushes the accelerator, and the engine growls.
In the hectic world of scheduling beyond reason, rudeness comes with arriving late. Events measured to the second, life in the modern digital world is a long way from marking the day by the positions of the sun and stars. With the help of electronic time keeping, workers schedule every available second of their day.
Rolling his wrist, he checks the hands on his watch. Three minutes before eight. He finds the wristwatch adequate even without a second hand. The problem with scheduling every available moment of the day is the increasing failure in punctuality. Searching for phantom seconds imprisons him inside his own world, dulling reality. Scheduling to the minute leaves sixty seconds to spare. Even better, a schedule for the hour leaves room for patience.
"Slow down, Daddy." Pulling her backpack, Cassandra hugs it against her middle. "Some of my friends aren't too keen on looking for traffic."
"Yes, Pumpkin." He eases up on the accelerator pedal. The engine lowers half an octave.
The wipers squeak clearing drops.
Passing beneath a streetlamp, he notes the somber face, reflection flashing in the side window. Cassandra has something on her mind.
Wipers squeak against the glass, smothering drops.
Twisting the knob on the end of a lever, he sends the wipers to the bottom of the glass clicking into place.
"Why don't you have a phone?" Brow furrowing, her eyes send a piercing glare that could turn the nerves on any man. "How am I supposed to call you if I need something?"
Watching the road, he feels those eyes burning into the side of his face. It's a commanding presence learned by watching him deal with pushy salesmen and other unsavory types. Eye expression reveals many things about a person including fear, deceit, leadership, love, and intimidation. Choosing the most appropriate eye expression helps a person through many situations in life. Far from being a master, he too often relies on intimidation. It is no surprise that this is also true of his girl.
Resting a hand on the backpack, Cassandra flicks the pocket zipper.
"Plan ahead," says Steve. Touching the brake, he slows the car taking the corner. "Leave a message with my receptionist." He pushes the clutch, drops the shifter into second, presses the accelerator matching the anticipated engine revolutions, and releases the clutch. The engine growls. A quick glance at the sour face confirms that Cassandra dislikes the reply.
"What if there's an emergency?"
He spots several adolescents marching on the sidewalk wearing clothing far too dark for morning visibility. The streetlamps offer a glimpse of sloppy attire and loose backpacks slung over shoulders. "If there's a real emergency, nine-one-one proves wiser."
Her palm rises over her face, fingers push combing hair back. She faces the side window. "I mean an emergency only you can deal with."
He turns the wheel pointing the car into the drive before J Scott High School and stops in line. A blue electric car inches forward. Working the clutch and switching from brake pedal to accelerator and back, he eases the sedan following the blue car. He watches the cars ahead. Pulling up to the walk, each one deposits a teenager emerging from the swinging passenger door.
The glare flashes then fades, eyes falling to the finger flicking the zipper.
Steve drives the sedan forward closing in on the blue car. "What's bothering you, Pumpkin? Is there something going on at school?"
She shrugs and looks up, long dark hair tossing over her shoulder. Finger flicks the zipper. "Everyone in the world has a mobile phone. I have a mobile phone."
"Not long ago there were no cell phones."
"I just don't understand why you don't have a phone. What if something awful happens?"
Steve peers into the pleading green eyes seeing youth broken free of innocence. Full of concern, fear, and anger rolled together, the eyes reveal all he needs to know.
Something awful has already happened.
Many memories cling, like the beaming smile of a child opening her birthday present finding all her wishes. This memory follows him without effort on his part. Cassandra has a way of lighting up everyone with her contagious smile, one of the charms in life worth remembering.
Sometimes the unexpected lingers in all its details. Sadness drips over the round cheeks. The green eyes haunt his thoughts. This is the face burning in his memory.
Reaching over he pats her thigh, palm clapping blue jeans. "Would you like to join me at the office after school?"
"No, I'm going over to Susan's to study." She unlatches her seatbelt sliding across snapping into place against the door. Pulling the lever, she clicks the door open. Damp air carries the scent of rain inside.
"All right, Pumpkin." He flashes a cheerful smile. "I'll be in the office all afternoon if you need me."
"Love you, Daddy." She steps outside, slams the door closed, and slings the backpack over her shoulder.
Watching Cassandra marching up the steps, he wonders what an adolescent girl deems awful. Anything about friends, allowance, or girl stuff goes to her mother. Things covering schoolwork or bullies reside in his department. He feels confident she will come to him in her own time.
Pausing on the steps, Cassandra glances over her shoulder. The sadness drips into a long, haunting look.
"You too, Pumpkin."
Gunning the engine into a scream, he zips the car forward and joins the parade of parents exiting the school parking lot. Watching the blue electric car wait its turn at the street, left amber flashing across the droplets on his hood, he reaches into his shirt pocket. Pulling out his notepad, he flips open to a page marked by a slender red tag sticking out the side. He tips the pad towards the left window into the glow of the streetlamp. Gaze shifting between flashing yellow blinker and the page, he reads his scribbled notes a few words at time.
Flower shop on Tenth. He recalls the plan surprising his wife with pink carnations at dinner. There is no special occasion. It feels like the right time. Besides, it is never a surprise on a holiday or anniversary.
Spotting the blue car veer out of the parking lot, he eases the sedan to the corner. Pushing the notepad into his pocket with his right hand, his left steers the car to the right. Finding the road clear of traffic, he presses the accelerator, the engine roars taking the all-wheel-drive sedan around the corner. Shifting into second, the car speeds beside the chain-link fence running the length of the schoolyard.
Anything worth keeping straight goes in the notepad. Sometimes a name alters or a book disappears. A name of a location might become a name of a person, or a coffee shop might transform into a pub. Hazel eyes become blue. In his line of work, keeping track of each name and place is important. The notepad is the key.
~~~~
After purchasing carnations, Steve Reynolds drives onto the freeway passing a crowd of cars on their morning commute into Roseland. As the lane ends, he swerves into an opening tapping the brake, hood drooping. A quick glance confirms another opening in the middle lane. Switching from brake to accelerator, throwing the wheel, he maneuvers the sedan into the center lane speeding past the lazy mass of cars.
"I know, Pumpkin." He checks the mirrors searching for openings. "The freeway is not a racetrack."
Pushing the car to the edge reminds him that he is alive, reality surrounding him. Mundane tasks numb the mind, blurring the world behind a thick glass of repetition. Taking a risk is a reminder awakening the mind and acknowledging reality.
Cassandra is another connection to life. Watching the excitement of discovery, he enjoys viewing the world through her eyes. Ever since meeting the young expression of reality, the world feels more alive.
Spotting an opening in the left lane, he swerves stomping on the accelerator. A long blaring honk recedes behind him. A dark station wagon shrinks in the review mirror. He pictures a frowning girl in his mind. "Sorry, Pumpkin."
Crossing the river, he enters the crowded city center, streets heaped with slow moving traffic. The sky brightens revealing heavy clouds trapping the city in a gray gloom. Headlights shine into the garage as the car dives underground, tires squealing on the smooth surface. The gate lowers behind closing off the city from his private parking beneath the office.
Carnations in arm, he leaps up the staircase taking two steps at a time. Pushing the door open reveals the lobby and the white desk holding his receptionist inside. Her back to him, she speaks into a headset curled over an ear. She is a middle-aged mother and an avid jogger he recalls the woman telling him once.
Spinning around in her office chair, Margo raises her finger indicating she has something important to share. Head lowering, she speaks to the headset.
Steve leans an elbow on the narrow shelf as high as his stomach. Ahead of him, block letters perched on the wall spell out his name. The foyer resides around the corner opposite the door to the stairs. From this angle, the view out the front glass door is narrow revealing the sidewalk and the back end of a familiar silver car parked at the curb.
Turning back to the desk, he watches the woman seated low behind the barrier. He is uncertain about the number of years covering Margo Johnson's employment, but it seems like she is a permanent part of the white structure.
"Yes, I will inform him and resolve this situation." Margo lowers her finger and looks up meeting his gaze. Her eyes twitch. "That was the school. It appears your daughter failed to attend her first period class."
"Excuse me?" He shakes his head. Cassandra enjoys school and never misses class. Piercing his gaze, he watches the orbs waver. Eyes may lie, but sometimes the truth remains hidden behind them. "There must be some mistake."
"I'm sorry, Mister Reynolds. I inquired and they assured me that she is not in class."
The worried look on Pumpkin's face returns in his mind. Something awful has happened.
The experienced eyes behind the desk find their strength and meet his gaze. "And Detective Silver is waiting in your office."
Hitting him, he recalls the owner of the car parked outside. He glances away from the desk to the far corner of the lobby at his open office door. "Try her mobile number."
"Try what number, Mister Reynolds?"
He peers into the dazed gray eyes hovering behind the desk. "Cassandra's number."
"Oh, right." Margo flashes a smile. "Excellent idea, Mister Reynolds. I'll get right on that."
"Thank you, Margo." He returns the smile. Spinning around, he crosses the lobby, shoes tapping on the tiled floor.
There must be much on Margo's mind for her losing track of the world even for a brief moment. On a normal day, she is five steps ahead bordering on metaphysical prediction sending self-proclaimed psychics into fits of envious rage. Big plans for the day, likely more meetings than he cares for attending.
Bitten by the entrepreneurial bug, he runs three businesses relying on Margo's help keeping everything straight. Without her and the notepad in his shirt pocket, he might even forget going home at night.
Gliding into his office, he spots the detective rising from a chair. Setting the vase clinking on the desk, he turns and shakes the hand. "Ah, Detective Silver. It is good to see you again."
"Always a pleasure," says Silver.
"What can I do for you?" He sits down in his chair.
Detective Silver takes the seat on the opposite side of the desk and glances around the room. He looks over the books lined on shelves behind Steve then over at a blank whiteboard on the wall beside the desk. He rubs his head smashing down flecks of gray into the dark wavy hair. "Every time I visit, it always gets me how there are no windows."
"Views are distractions." He leans back in his chair waiting for the detective to get to the point of the visit.
"Yes, I imagine a view is a hazard to a productive mind." Silver coughs into his fist, a polite announcement. "It's about your wife, Roberta Reynolds."
His smile fades. Folding arms, he waits for the news.
The detective releases a long sigh. "I'm sorry to trouble you with all this."
"What about my wife?" He leans forward pushing the chair back against the bookshelf sending a book tumbling to the floor flopped face down.
"I'm trying to tell you." Silver rubs his face, squishing his nose in the palm of his hand. Running his fingers down over his chin, he looks up releasing another sigh.
Dropping his elbows on the desk, Steve leans closer. "Please, tell me what has happened."
"Your wife was found in her office. Three shots to her chest, one to her head." The detective throws himself back in the chair, the springs underneath the seat popping. "There it is. I'm sorry."
Steve breathes deep through his nose. It seems like moments ago, he wished her farewell before jumping in the car with Cassandra. An image coalesces in his mind of his wife slumped back in her office chair, long black hair falling over the headrest. Between cold dark eyes, a trickle of blood runs down the bridge of her nose. He shivers and pushes the image from his mind.
"I assure you we are taking this case very seriously." Silver leans closer, the springs popping back, and sets his arms on the desk. "Your wife was a very successful prosecutor with a long list of enemies. We are scrutinizing every one of her past cases. Going over everything with a fine comb."
Placing his palms over his eyes, Steve shakes his head. Each day he reminds himself of the risks. Fate likes playing cruel jokes, waiting for the worst moments. Everyday life settles into the mind before that cruel mistress springs her trap. But Fate is an analogy for the flow of the information, an excuse. Someone is behind this.
His thoughts turn to Margo's message, the news of Cassandra missing class. A link between the two events seems grim.
"Mister Reynolds," says Silver. "What I really need to know is if your wife ever talked about anyone. Maybe over dinner. About someone in the legal profession outside her office. Do you remember anything at all?"
"What's that?" He feels lost as the words process. "Oh, no. We are so involved in our businesses that we never talk about work at home. We spend our time together talking only about us. We leave everything behind."
"That's very commendable dedicating your time to each other like that." The detective sits back folding his hands in his lap. "If there were any concerns about anyone she came in contact with at work, would she have brought it up with you?"
He shakes his head. "She is very independent."
"Yes, that is the part that troubles me." Detective Silver stands, and Steve stands from habit. Reaching out, the detective offers his hand. "Everyone should share more often."
He shakes the hand. "Thank you, Detective Silver."
"I will keep you informed as always." Releasing his grip, he offers a warm smile. He slips out of the office.
Falling into the chair, Steve collapses feeling exhausted. Having a family is a risk, especially for anyone in his line of work. Revenge is part of the package. Sooner or later everyone makes a mistake.
Replaying the conversation, he realizes Silver never inquired about his enemies. It only seems logical asking about the spouse's enemies. The exchange seems all too brief. Where are all the questions? His eyes narrow contemplating the meeting. Often the spouse is among the top suspects in a murder investigation. The most logical conclusion: the detective has already looked into it.
He picks up a pair of portraits in a clasped metal frame. On the left is a picture of his wife, Roberta, her silky dark hair in a bun. On the right, Cassandra smiles back at him, but he sees the long face in his mind burning into him.
Memories are interpretations. From the moment a memory blossoms in the mind, the brain works connecting the patterns. Information not immediately connected to any known pattern dives into the abyss. Other details fade as more information flows linking related patterns together. Connections build a network of memories, blurring some details while reinforcing others. Memories change. Blue becomes gray, tall becomes average. And sometimes something out of the ordinary blazes like the sun floating above the other memories, an interpretation hiding other details.
Is it all interpretation? Or does the tapestry of reality mutate altering memory? Sometimes it seems the information changes, and he loses track of a memory within the network.
Setting the portraits down on the desk, Steve slides the top side drawer open sending stacks of tiny colored notebooks sloshing to the back. Grasping a purple pad, he sets it on the desk. He thumbs down the bottom edge speeding through pages. Stopping on a familiar entry, he smashes the pad flat.
Some memories linger, carrion waiting for a raven. And when the predator arrives, picking at the bits, the memories refuse escape into another world. They never leave.
Anything worth remembering goes in the notepads. On the page before him, he reads a note in his handwriting.
Roberta, his wife, is dead.
Chapter 2
"Excuse me," says a voice from the lobby. "Hello?"
"Pumpkin?" Steve glances up from the portraits in his hand and looks around noticing the room is dark. Setting the framed photographs on the desk, he reaches for the switch at the base of the desk lamp. Even in darkness, his finger goes straight to the switch. Everything has its place. Light explodes bathing the desktop.
"Anyone here?" The voice is closer.
He removes the small notepad from his shirt pocket and flips it open. His scribbled handwriting indicates a meeting at two in the afternoon. Interview a new assistant. He releases a heavy breath recalling the day he dismissed Margo.
Soft footfalls approach, black shoes and blue jeans appear in the doorway. "Mister Reynolds?"
Steve stands brushing down his silk tie with his left hand while extending his right. "Yes, please come in."
The young woman enters the office. She grasps his hand and squeezes."I'm Juliet Walsh."
Releasing her hand, he motions to the chair beside the desk.
"My friends call me Julie." She sits in the chair placing her hands on her lap. She appears young, late teens or early twenties. A warm smile erupts, her hazel eyes gleaming. "I don't have any evidence, but I'm fairly certain my parents named me after their favorite fictional character."
Steve sits and returns the smile. Looking at her eyes, he sees the light appears wrong. Spotting the glimmer arcing over the top, he realizes the woman wears contact lenses.
"It could have been worse." He smiles. "They might have named you, Calpurnia."
Julie laughs, a girlish giggle much like Cassandra after opening a birthday present.
Memories are associative. A scent might take the mind back on a journey through a previous experience. Similar sensations spark patterns associating common elements, linking memories. The sharp giggle rolling into a fading laugh ignites images in his mind, Cassandra laughing after tearing the wrapper revealing an album from her favorite music group. He forgets the music group and which birthday, details lost within the moment, patterns of other associations.
Leaning back in the chair, Julie crosses her left leg over right. "Well, I suppose I have that to be thankful for."
He finds the words rolling from her lips delivered in comfort. In contrast, her eyes reveal concentration. Glancing down, he spots her foot in the snug shoe kicking the air. Her words are a disguise for her discomfort.
"My interest is in history." Her gaze drifts above his head, glancing over the rows of books.
"You are a student." He looks down spotting the manila folder. Opening the folder, he finds the résumé. "At Roseland University."
"'Ignorance is the sickness, and education is my cure.'"
"The Gold Party."
Julie smiles. "My favorite novel."
The corner of his mouth curls into a smile, the Travor Thomas quotation echoing behind his thoughts. In the novel, the main character dies as a result of expelling ignorance lighting the fires of philosophical debate. Sometimes death is a cure for life. Uninterested in Julie's views on the Travor Thomas bestseller, he finds the fact that she reads books at all refreshing.
Encouraged by the response, Steve studies the applicant's demeanor. Glancing down at her crossed leg kicking the air, he glares at the twitch. Young persons have a hard time sitting still from lack of exercise, drug abuse, or nerves.
Fingers laced together, her hands lay still. Her posture is perfect sitting tall in the chair, back and shoulders straight. Head held high, her gaze meets his. The strength in her eyes rises beyond her years.
Gazing at her pleasant expression, he notes the importance of an attractive face greeting clients. Besides lusting beauty, there is presentation. The quality of a delivery reflects on the dedication of the presenter.
Gaze returning to the page, he reads the educational entry. "How is school?"
"I take classes in the morning majoring in anthropology."
"I sometimes deal in old artifacts. Museum pieces. There's a lab in town I work with. Authenticating. Your studies may prove valuable with opportunities for some field experience."
Her foot stops kicking. "That would be incredible."
Leaning back, he watches the applicant noting the quality of delivery. Her face brightens as she talks about her interest in how people lived long ago. Her eyes remain locked on his, but her foot wiggles into a kick. She points out that much of anthropology is an art.
He scans the page finding one of the posted requirements missing. "How are your grades?"
"I'm doing good now, near top of my class." Scrunching her nose, she lowers her head and bites her lip. "Not so good in high school."
"Have you ever been charged with a crime?" The local law frowns upon demanding such information, but it never hurts to ask. Besides, he has the information obtained through his usual channel.
Chewing on her lip, Julie shifts in the chair while she gazes around the room. "Possession at fifteen and another at sixteen." Blowing her dark bangs to the side, she shifts in the seat. Her foot resumes kicking. "Seventeen. Public disorder, public indecency, a resisting arrest charge, and another public indecency."
His eyes widen imagining the grief her parents endured. He searches for deceit within the darting eyes. Noting the body shifting in the chair and foot kicking faster, he sees a nervous young woman. There is no lie.
"Eighteen. Another possession." Her foot stops kicking, and her gaze rises. She appears defeated.
Steve glances down at the page reading the list of mischief. Is she embracing the world or running from her own reality? Reaching the bottom of the list, he notes the revelation of every recorded incident in chronological order.
Leaning forward, Julie looks down at the paper on the desk. "Is that my rap sheet?"
"Yes." He lifts the envelope holding the papers closer. "Your résumé indicates prior experience waiting tables and dancing."
She leans back. The chair creaks. Her foot increases speed rocking her in the chair.
"Do you dance with a local theater group?" He lowers the page. Dancing explains the good posture. "Have I seen any of your performances?"
She laces fingers over her knee stopping the kick. Lower lip twisting inward, she bites down on flesh. Her gaze plummets settling on the surface of the desk.
Flipping papers back, he glances at the page finding no comment on formal training.
"Not that kind of dancing."
Lowering the envelope, Steve looks the woman over. The loose clothing fails at hiding her slender waist and full breasts, an attractive woman with the glow of youth. Unlike many exotic dancers with bronzed flesh, her complexion is natural, almost pale. Combined with the spirited youth and a thirst for knowledge, her hazel eyes offer more than he expects finding in a girl with a history of exotic dancing and law breaking. He sees wisdom.
Gaze falling on the portraits, her face brightens. "Is that your family?"
Steve looks down at the pictures in the coupled frames. Looking at the images, memories frozen on a glossy sheet, he feels his face sag. Pulling his thoughts together, he forces a smile. "My wife, Roberta. And our girl, Cassandra."
"Nice."
"I have a statement by one of your high school instructors." Steve lifts the folder to his face and flips the page over pretending to read, but instead crafts his final test. "She was a terror in class, nothing but trouble. The only future awaiting her is prison or early death."
"What?" Julie stands, foot stomping the floor. She leans over the desk. "Are you shitting me?"
He drops the folder.
She scoops up the pages, her eyes streaming over the type. "You little shit."
Hearing the harsh words he expects from a young person, Steve leans back studying the reaction. He watches the applicant's true form breaking free of the guise relinquishing the performance. Now he observes the young creature in her natural state.
"This is a letter from my current professor raving about my academic future." She throws the folder on the table and flops onto the chair, her eyes glaring beneath the thin eyebrows perched low over the orbs. "What the shit was that for?"
"I want to see the real Juliet Walsh."
She points her finger in the air, and her face grows hot. "Nobody wants to hire a girl with a record like mine. But I'll never lie about. I admit it. I screwed up."
He leans back in his chair.
"What about the real me?" Standing, Julie taps thumb against her chest. "I was behaving my best. Who wouldn't?"
The applicant's nervous twitching a fading memory, he takes in the growing strength standing before him. He watches determined eyes flicker between his two orbs. Maintaining a neutral state, expressionless, he reveals nothing.
"This is the real me." She folds her arms and shifts her weight onto her left foot. "I messed up before, but I'm good now. I want to finish school, and I need this job. People should behave their best at an interview." She puffs air through lips blowing loose strands of hair. "And they probably shouldn't make a scene."
He watches her face grow long, the fire fading from her eyes.
"Which is what I'm doing now." Curling her lips, she shakes her head. Laying a hand on her head, she pushes fingers through her hair breaking strands from the pony tail. "I'm sorry. But I want this job."
"Any experience with bookkeeping or dictation?"
"None."
"Do you have a problem with drugs?"
"I'm not an addict, but I enjoy an occasional smoke."
"Can you take appointments? Can you greet clients professionally minus the colorful language?"
Julie takes a deep breath and sits. "Yes, sir. I am quite capable of greeting clients in a professional manner." A grin spreads across her face, and her left eyebrow rises. "But I make no promises about my language after work."
Everything he desires in an assistant sits before him. Her history and language reveals a lack of respect, but adds the color he needs for building relationships with new clients.
Steve opens the desk drawer and pushes aside a pile of small notepads with colored covers. He selects a black ballpoint pen. Closing the drawer, he opens another.
"You don't have a computer?"
"You will be in charge of using the computer at the front desk." He removes a pad of legal hiring documents and sets it on the desk.
"So, I have the job?"
"You said you want this job. It's yours."
"This is the weirdest fucking interview I've ever been to."
Looking up, he glares holding back his face of intimidation.
"Hey, I made no promises in the absence of clients." Julie wiggles her finger. "But I'm sorry."
"That reminds me." He reaches into the drawer searching for another pad. "There will be no sex in the office including break room and toilets. But if you feel the need to run around indecent then limit your trysts to after hours."
She smiles on the verge of a giggle. "I'll do my best to contain myself."
"No drugs in the office. If you're arrested for anything, don't expect a rescue." He rips a page from the pad and sets it down on the other.
Glancing around the room, she scrunches her face. "So what exactly do you do?"
"Before filling out the boring documents, how about I show you around?" He stands pushing back his chair.
Stepping out into the dim lobby, Steve glances around searching for the light switch. The logical location is near the front door, but he recalls another set closer to the back. Feeling out of sorts without Margo, he realizes just how much an assistant is worth even for such trivial things as light switches he rarely uses. Lobby lights are the assistant's responsibility.
"Looking for these?" Julie strolls over to the wall between the office and the meeting room. Reaching out, she flips a row of switches.
Light explodes in a series of flickers across the ceiling, five banks of cylinder pairs illuminate.
"Over there." He waves a hand at the open door beyond the light switch. "The conference room including coffee maker."
Lacing her fingers together behind her back, Julie falls in beside. Her soft steps pad in time with his polished leather shoes clicking over the white dusty floor.
"A vacant office." Nodding at the closed door, he recalls Cassandra using the space for her study room. Stopping beside the front desk, he waves his hand over the high shelf running around three sides of the white structure. "Your desk."
Julie marches behind the desk and stands beneath the silver company title on the wall. Glancing around within the structure, her eyes narrow analyzing the contents.
The high shelf blocks the view of the desktop, but he imagines it filthy after Margo's long absence. In all the years, he has never ventured behind the front desk. It is Margo's sanctuary. Watching her look everything over, he feels right about his choice. It is Julie's place now.
Resting her fingers on the narrow shelf just below her breasts, she glances over the barrier. "The computer is an antique."
"Whatever you need." He nods. "Place an order and bill it to the office." A good assistant must feel at home, and he intends to make certain that Julie is comfortable.
She steps back, eyes scrutinizing the desk. Glancing up, she smiles and folds her arm. "You were telling me about what we do here."
"Yes," says Steve, recalling his thoughts before the front desk robbed his attention. Marching past the structure he pushes against the back door. He nods down the hall to his right. "The break room and toilets are down there."
Julie gazes down the hall.
"I'm lining up new investors and clients." Taking the steps two at a time, he glides down the staircase. "But for now, we have our automotive department." His voice echoes over the clomping shoes. Hopping around the corner, he scurries to the bottom. Holding the door open, he watches Julie entering the garage, her eyes taking in the scene.
"Welcome to our automotive shop."
She glaces around at the three cars parked in a row, nodding as she strolls across the floor, each step meeting its reflection on the polished white surface. Her face ignites looking around the garage, gaze falling on a purple car in the center beside three large red metal tool chests on wheels. Bright lights perched atop two tripods bathe the sleek sports car and a man leaning into the open hood.
"How do you keep the floor so clean?" Her mouth hangs open as she gazes at the glossy white floor. "I mean don't you get tire marks and shit?"
The man rises up and wipes his hands on his blue coveralls adding to the grease marks. "'Cleanliness is next to godliness' is what Mama always said."
Steve waves a hand towards the mechanic. "Miguel is our automotive master."
"Hi." She extends her hand. "I'm Juliet Walsh."
Miguel shakes the hand. "Nice meeting you."
Steve nods. "Miss Walsh is our new assistant."
A big grin breaks out on Miguel's face flashing surprise. "Maybe we'll get some work done now."
Julie leans over and peers at the engine. "So what are you doing with this Scorpion?"
Miguel glances back, rubs the short prickly hairs on his head, and nods his approval. Turning to the car, he steps beside the young woman and points. "Removing all the cozy comforts and setting her up for the track."
Watching Julie and Miguel looking into the cockpit together, chatting about the car, Steve studies their interaction. Uninterested in the conversation, he watches the body language and facial expressions. Julie gazes around taking in everything Miguel describes with genuine interest. By her mannerism, he sees it is something besides sharing interest in cars with the mechanic. Unlike the nervous young woman entering his office, this Julie peering around the car is comfortable. With her skill at connecting with others, he grows more certain that she is a good assistant.
The Scorpion erupts into a thunderous howl. Miguel sits in the driver's seat, revving the engine. Eight pounding cylinders vibrate the floor, massaging feet. With each rev, a throaty scream escapes the exhaust pipes annihilating the background city noises.
Julie looks over her shoulder, her eyebrows high on her smiling face. She speaks, words lost within the noise. Something about the volume.
Suppressing fear of complaining neighbors, the mechanic cuts the engine.
Chapter 3
Gazing into the full-length mirror, Julie buttons the top of the white blouse joining the collar. Pulling the garment closed, she sees hints of her lacy bra through the swirling semi-transparent patterns in the glistening fabric. Never in her life has her fingers touched such delicate material. She works her way down, closing each sparkling spherical button with care.
"So," says Trish, from the other side of the curtain. "What's he like?"
"Who?" She fumbles with a button pressing it through the slender loop afraid she might rip it all apart. Cringing, she concentrates on the next.
"Your new boss. What's he like?"
Looking herself over in the mirror, Julie lifts her breasts taking in their appearance within the blouse. She pictures Steve. "Tall. Dresses sharp. Short hair like an army guy. Forty-something."
Turning sideways, she pushes down the blouse tucking it into the gray skirt. "He has pictures of his wife and kid on his desk." She turns looking at her backside in the mirror. Running her hands down the skirt, she checks her appearance. A loose fit but fails at hiding her curves. "You know, a business man. Boring."
Recalling the interview, she shakes her head. Steve seems all business, cold and professional. Some businessmen, even the busy ones, carry on about their families at every opportunity. Or at least they do at Cindy's.
"The sales lady," says Trish, her voice hushed. Hangers screech across a rack. "She's been eyeballing us like we're going to rip something off."
Lifting the jacket matching the skirt from the hanger, Julie raises it behind her. She pushes her arm through the sleeve feeling the smooth liner glide over her hand. "Not as if I could normally afford this place."
"Sorry. You were saying about the interview?"
"It was different."
"What do you mean?" Trish spits out a chuckle. "Besides that he hired you."
She rolls her eyes. "Funny."
"Did you have to do something disgusting?"
Looking at the mirror, she shakes her head. Her reflection seems unfamiliar. "He asked me about my record, and thinking it was all over, I told him everything. But the messed up part is what he did after that."
"Like what?"
A smile erupts on her face recalling the jovial look in the man's eyes, a hint of life. There must be more hiding behind the professional face and stuffy suit. No one is that boring. "He pretended to read a nasty statement from a teacher about what a loser I am."
"Weird."
"Of course, my dirty mouth took over. I thought he only had my résumé I sent in, but his folder was full of notes on me including my rap sheet." She turns left and looks at her image standing sideways. "Very thorough."
"And he hired you anyway."
Looping her hands behind her neck, Julie lifts her hair out from beneath the jacket.
"What sort of work does he do?"
"Business stuff." Running her hands over the skirt, she brushes down the fabric hugging her hips. Despite the loose skirt, the outfit closes in on her. Maybe it is the rigid appearance. "Organizes art galleries. Antique restoration."
"Boring shit, then."
She recalls the garage where Miguel turns regular cars into thrill machines. "He also builds race cars."
"That's cool."
Looking at the woman in the sharp outfit before her, she shakes her head in disbelief. Her gaze runs down the length of the other woman mimicking every move. Reaching feet wrapped in sparkling dark stockings, she steps into the shiny black slender shoes. Toes scrunch at the ends completing the confining outfit.
"Well, how do you look?"
Julie spins around and rips the curtain aside finding her friend dressed in comfortable jeans and sweatshirt gazing back. Watching the mouth before her unhinge as the eyes scan up and down, she shakes her head and sours her face. "I look like a freak, don't I?"
"Oh my God!" Tugging jeans up over her big belly, Trish bounces around behind. "No, you look hot."
Julie scrunches her face and looks down the length of her body. "I feel like I'm wearing a damn costume."
Trish drops to her knees and pulls at the skirt. "It works for you."
"Shut up." She turns around, pausing in a pose. Looking at the mirror inside the dressing room, she spots the reflection of Trish kneeling beside the woman appearing like a legal professional.
"You're just missing some color." Trish stands. Her hand wraps behind Julie's neck pulling a long blue necktie.
"Isn't that too schoolgirl-ish?" She watches her friend loop the tie into a knot.
"It will also go great on days you wear slacks." Trish pushes the knot up tight entombing her within the delicate costume. "So even after telling him your criminal record and cursing at him, he not only hired you, but gave you money to buy clothes?"
"It's an advance. Comes out of my first paycheck."
"Whatever." Trish steps back looking Julie up and down. "Sex sells everything. He's putting a pretty thing like you out front to increase business."
Throwing her fists on her hips, she glares at Trish. "It's good to know that my only friend sees nothing more of me than a pair of perky tits."
"Like what office skills do you have?" Trish cocks her head to the side and raises eyebrows, her all knowing look of challenge.
Julie turns to the mirror. The image appears less like a stranger taking on an older more sophisticated version of someone she never dreamed of becoming. "I'm broke and it's a job. If I have to be a pair of tits and a hot ass then that's what I'll be."
"How much is the advance?"
"Five hundred."
Trish pulls at the tag on the sleeve of the jacket. "Have you seen these prices?"
"Shit, I know, but Steve recommended this store." She rolls her eyes and looks away from the mirror afraid the image might become too comfortable, a sight she cannot afford. "I'm broke, starving, and don't get paid until the end of the month."
"Don't worry, girl." Trish pats her on the shoulder. "You can mix it up to stretch out the week."
"This money is barely enough." She smacks her palm on her forehead and growls through her clenched teeth. "And I'm late on rent."
Clasping both sides of her head, Julie pulls at her hair. She recalls the landlord's recent threat of throwing her out. The new job is too late. Holding things together long enough to collect her paycheck seems an impossibility. And catching up on her debts will leave her with nothing for next month.
She blows air through puffed cheeks.
"Ask for another advance," says Trish, waving her hands to the sides. "Or suck his cock like all the other secretaries."
She scowls at Trish and mutters her favorite nasty word, the one that makes Steve glare.
Spotting a woman two clothing racks over staring back in disgust, she raises her hand over Trish's shoulder and shows the woman her middle finger.
The woman's mouth falls open, face melting into shock.
Julie turns to the dressing room. Kneeling, she gathers her jeans and sweatshirt. Glancing at the mirror, she studies the young woman kneeling before her. The old jeans tucked under arm squeezes against the new suit. Alarmed that something disgusting might crawl onto the expensive clothing, she holds out her jeans and shirt.
Standing, she faces her friend and looks into the wide eyes. "I need to pay my rent."
"What are you thinking?"
"Distract the sales girl away from the counter while I remove the security devices. Then we're gonna walk right out of here."
"Juliet!" Trish closes in, nose to nose. "You promised."
"I'm screwed if I don't."
"You're doing good in school, and I'm not gonna let you mess that up." Trish's breath is hot matching the scolding eyes. "Screw that shithole you call home. Stay with me."
She shakes her head. There is no room in the tiny dorm, and overnight guests are against the rules. "Your roommate will get us both kicked out of school."
"You could go back to Cindy's."
She spins away crashing into a rack of clothes, hangers screech over the metal rod. Gripping the rolled up jeans tight, her fingers bite into the fabric. Visions rise out of a haze, clouded memories begging for attention. A dim room with strobing lights flickers through the smoke over a small stage. Music pounds inside her head.
The scene blurs away replaced by another. A girl leans forward, hair tumbling around a glass tube. Thick smoke drifts into flaring nostrils.
"I'm not going back there." Pushing the vision aside, Julie forces the memories inside the chest in her head and closes the lid. The dusty old chest appears like something someone might keep in a closet, a neglected container holding forgotten mementos. She slides the bolt home and clamps the padlock securing the chest of bad memories.
"With your tight body, you could earn enough for rent after just a weekend."
"No."
Trish leans over the clothing rack, pushing her face into view. "Then talk to your boss. He'll understand."
She nods considering the advice.
~~~~
Every wobbling step is an ankle on the verge of twisting. Cracks in the sidewalk strike at heels, threatening to pull shoes out from under. Tall trees with green and red leaves growing from open rings break the cement into buckling slabs sending the fancy shoes skittering. Each loose stone has a deal with the sidewalk cracks working in concert at upturning slender heels.
Pinched toes cry out in pain as the two swinging shopping bags tug Julie in the direction of the cracks. Fighting the urge to pull her cozy Mary Janes from the bag, she marches determined to learn the secret of her new shoes.
Spotting a security camera on the side of the building, she looks around trying to see what it is protecting. It roosts above a door, but points down the sidewalk towards the street crossing. Seeming like an odd place for a traffic cam, she wonders if the residents prefer watching passersby over securing the premises.
"It's all so Father Stal." She recalls her favorite novel, The Gold Party. Some argue whether Father Stal is a real character or just a representation of the controlling party. Father Stal watches over everyone using city cameras.
Spotting a woman crossing the street in heels, Julie follows behind watching the slender points striking the asphalt with confidence. Without a single wobble, the woman struts across the street leaping onto the sidewalk.
Imitating the move, she jumps onto the sidewalk. Her foot connects with the ground squeezing her toes. The ground shifts, the narrow heel slides inward, her foot rolls out. She holds her breath. Pain shoots up her leg as her ankle twists, her body collapsing. The shoe slips free and she stands on the sore foot, knees bent, teeth gritting.
She cries out the nastiest of all bad words, her favorite exclamation.
Heads turn from the pedestrians waiting at the crossing light. Several eyes drop down and others grow wide. Voices whisper in surprise and disgust.
She examines her foot finding it intact, but throbbing. Glaring around, her stern gaze sends heads turning away. Slipping her foot into the shoe, she grits teeth absorbing the pain. Flashing another glare, she hobbles on.
"Hasn't anyone ever heard a woman curse before?" She shakes her head taking each step slow, her right heel raised keeping it from touching the ground.
"Damn that cunt and her magical high heels." She increases speed, the pain subsiding. Plodding on, she makes a mental note about getting ice on it before the ankle swells into something hideous. Twenty steps down the sidewalk and her ankle wobbles in a fit of rage.
Stopping, she lifts her foot from the ground. Rotating her heel, she tests the motion. Relieved she feels pain rather than nothing at all, she lowers her foot. As heel connects with the sidewalk, a jolt shoots through like current sparking on contact closing a circuit.
Reaching the office, she finds the front door locked. She sets her bags down and rummages through her purse. Pulling out the key, she slides it into the lock and turns it hearing the bolt slide, clicking open. She picks up her bags and steps inside.
The glass door hisses closed as she turns to the back corner of the foyer and sets the bags down. Pulling a piece of paper dangling by a wire at the end of the key, she glances at the code. She types in the sequence on the alarm pad.
A solid green light replaces the blinking red.
Turning the corner, she hobbles around the front desk and into the narrow opening at the back. Dropping the bags on the floor, she falls onto the seat. The soft leather hugs her as the weight lifting off her feet brings welcome relief. Kicking off her shoes, she frees her toes. Leaning back, she looks the desk over.
The computer sits on the floor while the monitor stands on the desk tucked beneath the tall shelf. The operating system logo jumps around the dark screen. Modern monitors never suffer from burn in, but many computers still have traditional screen savers.
Sitting up straight, she notices she can barely see over the tall shelf running around the desk. "Nobody's going to enjoy my perky tits unless they lean over. I can nearly hide back here."
Encouraged that Trish might be wrong about the reasons Steve Reynolds hired her, she glances around eager to begin.
Everything appears neat.
A wireless mouse sits beside the keyboard. A headset, the kind that hangs from an ear, rests beside the mouse. A pad of yellow stickies stand beside the monitor. Under the shelf, cubbies hold small items including a stapler and notepads. Her gaze falls upon more notepads, stacks of them, all small enough to fit in a shirt pocket.
"What do we need with all the mini-pads?" She shrugs. Larger pads work better for taking notes. Computer tablets are the rage, but considering the antique computer equipment she supposes Steve has limited knowledge of modern devices. Spotting a stack of regular pads on the desk beside a wired cup holding pens, she smiles. Paper suits her just fine. "Good. I don't have to take dictation one word to a page."
A jolt of pain sends a sharp reminder along with a wince.
Hobbling across the floor, she feels the dirt sticking to the bottom of her stockings. Looking down, she grimaces at the dust. "First order of business is to call the cleaners." A jolt zips through her right ankle. She grits her teeth holding back the pain. "After the ice."
Leaning on the walls for support, she makes her way into the back hall to the break room. Hand on the counter, she hobbles across the room. Swinging open the top door on the white refrigerator, she spots two trays of ice. Reaching out, she wiggles fingers. "Come to momma."
Setting the tray on the counter, she turns her attention on locating a plastic bag. Throwing open one drawer after another, she makes her way down the length of the counter passing up napkins, silverware, and other kitchen supplies. Spying a box of plastic bags, she rips one out of the dispenser. She opens the bag and dumps the ice inside. Backside to the counter, she pulls herself up, and throws her injured foot onto the smooth surface. Reaching out, she lays the cold bag onto her ankle lulling the throbbing into sleep.
Footsteps march into the room. "Hey, office lady. Boss in yet?"
"Hey, Miguel." She looks up at the smiling face and returns a grin. "Just me."
Smile fading, he looks at the ice pack. "What happened? Did one of those nasty sidewalk cracks break your heel?"
She chuckles. "I got stupid thinking I could run in heels."
"You be careful, pretty lady. Have better things to do than push you around in a wheelchair." Miguel strolls over to the fridge and tosses a paper bag inside, sending it bouncing on the wire shelf. "Besides, the wife would give me an earful if she found out I was caring for a pretty young gal."
Glancing down, she notices that with one leg on the counter, the other dangling over the edge, her skirt rides high revealing the top of her stockings and garter. She brings her knees together and holds her skirt against her thigh.
"The old receptionist, Margo. She has some fancy bookkeeping software." Miguel folds his arms and leans against the fridge. "I have been putting all my bills on spreadsheets in the automotive folder. You'll probably want to get that squared away before the taxman comes."
"Oh, right." Julie nods happy with a first project. Glancing around the break room, she takes in the comforts. "I understand the fridge. The table and chairs."
Miguel glances over at the black round table near the counter, nodding.
She points beyond the mechanic at the slender screen hanging on the wall. "The television and couch. But what's the story with the jacuzzi?"
His eyes drift to the back corner at the round tub set in a wood platform. "Former residents put that in I think. Back in the day when it was a fad or something. Sometimes executives think they are football stars with sore muscles from working too hard."
"Makes sense, I guess." She cocks her head to the side reexamining the explanation. Picturing three chubby old businessmen sitting in a hot tub together sends her stomach churning.
"It hasn't been used in years. Needs servicing." Miguel strolls across the room.
"Yeah, I need to schedule someone to clean the office. Might as well have a guy look over everything." She swings her leg and hops down on her good foot.
Miguel stands at the doorway and thumbs over his shoulder. "There's a locker room if you want to change in and out of your monkey suit."
She smiles. "Thanks."
"I mean you look very nice." He holds up his hands. "Not trying to imply anything. Just thought you should know."
"Oh, I know." She smiles amused by the man's stumbling. He strikes her as more of the smooth type, but maybe only when the subject is cars. Glancing down, she wonders if it is the suit. Business attire and offices make her nervous, maybe auto mechanics as well.
"And there's a shower if you're into jogging or whatever."
Julie thanks Miguel and hobbles back to her desk. Nestled in the cozy office chair, she wiggles the mouse dismissing the screen saver. Opening the automotive folder, her eyes grow wide looking at all the spreadsheet icons filling the window. The number on the left side indicates over two hundred icons.
"Shit, this is going to take some time."
Mousing through the menu, she passes over the appointment calendar and word processor. Clicking on the accounting selection, she watches the application fill the screen. Her mouth unhinges. Amid the many menus and tabs, unfamiliar words snub their noses at her. Clicking the mouse on an icon reveals strange charts.
She drops her head smacking onto the desk rattling the pens inside the wired holder. Staring down at her stocking feet on the dusty floor, she hears a faint beeping. Lifting her head, she glances around the desk surface, listening to the repeated beeps. Following the sound, her eyes fall upon the headset.
A phone call. She mutters her favorite nasty word.
Hooking the headset over her ear, she extends the microphone arm beside her face. She glances around searching for the controls. Spotting a black box at the back of the desk under the shelf, she sees a red light blinking in time with the beeping in her ear.
The device is void of buttons. Picking up the black box, she turns it over examining each side. Finding a wire at the back, she follows it down through a hole in the desktop. Crawling beneath the desk, the beeping crying out in her ear, she follows the wire to the back of the computer.
"Stupid Julie." She leaps up. Her head crashes into the underside of the desk. Items scatter over the desktop, a pen falls on her back, tumbling to the floor.
The nasty word falls from her lips. Rubbing her head, she climbs onto the chair.
The beeping stops.
She blows a stream of air through her lips and crosses her arms, staring at the computer screen in disgust. "I'm no receptionist. Why am I here?"
She rolls her eyes. "Because it beats waiting tables."
Shaking her head, she recalls a job interview the previous week, the manager recognizing her from Cindy's. Apparently it is acceptable for a fancy restaurant manager to frequent strip clubs, but a former stripper serving guests in a restaurant: incomprehensible.
Estimating the computer under the desk at the elderly age of nine years, she doubts it includes voice software. It may include crude video conferencing software at best. Running the mouse over the antiquated menu system, she scans the list of programs. The operating system responds slow, at least by modern standards.
Mousing over a promising selection, she clicks the button. The program opens into a window displaying a contact list with addresses, both street and email. The software is ancient, but humans rely on familiar interfaces. This one feels like home.
Spotting Miguel's name, she clicks on the phone icon in the column beside it. The icon flashes black to green.
The headset beeps.
A voice speaks into her ear, "Yo, office lady."
"Hey, Miguel."
"Boss in yet?"
"Not yet, just testing the phone."
"Cool."
"Later." Clicking the icon disconnects the call.
Searching the directory list, she finds Steve's entry. The column beside his name is empty. The address columns are empty as well. Thinking a software glitch, she clicks on the empty phone column.
Nothing.
She shrugs.
Finding the name of a cleaning service, she calls and schedules an appointment. Turning to the web, she locates a computer dealer and orders a new system complete with updated accounting software.
Except for the whirring fans on the old computer under the desk, the room is chilling silent. Listening to the quiet, she makes out the traffic outside. The evening rush is a low rumble of passing cars rolling on the pavement.
"Everything going well?"
Julie lurches to the edge of her seat.
"Apologies," says Steve Reynolds. Arm leaning on the shelf, he gazes down. "Didn't intend to startle you."
"I didn't hear you come in." Rising to her feet, she straightens her jacket. Glancing towards the foyer, she finds the corner of the wall blocking the view of the front door. Certainly she should hear the door open letting in traffic sounds, unless he arrived from the back door and walked all the way to the front of the desk. Nobody is that quiet.
Gazing up at the serene face, she smiles. "The cleaners are coming in tomorrow, and I ordered a new computer."
"I'm glad you're settling in." Steve strolls around the desk. "I have a task for you."
She slips into her shoes and grabs a normal pad. Trying her best at avoiding a hobble, she follows behind Steve listening to his polished shoes clicking on the tile.
Recalling the empty phone entry, she waves her pen. "Hey, what is your mobile number?"
"Don't have one," says Steve, glancing over his shoulder. "The phone is your department."
Julie drags her foot into the office and sits in the chair at the end of the desk. Holding her skirt down, she crosses her legs hanging the injured ankle in the air. "Right, but how do I get a hold of you when you're out of the office?"
"You don't." Sitting, Steve slips a notepad out of his shirt pocket and flips it open. "I'll take my messages here."
Everyone has a phone. Glancing around the room void of computers and phones, she shakes her head. "Are you afraid of Father Stal?"
"Not so much the Travor Thomas figure," says Steve. He looks up. "More like a big sister."
Pushing hair through her fingers, she considers the reference. No sisters exist in the Travor Thomas novel, none noteworthy anyway.
Setting the pad on her leg, she observes the man scanning a page in a pocket notepad. It is exactly like the others piled in cubbies behind the desk. The purpose becomes clear as she watches him scribble a note. An assistant keeps her employer organized, and a notepad is Steve's method staying organized. Although, phones store notes. It seems easier if she could zap new notes to him.
He glances up. "Are there any?"
"Any what?"
"Messages."
"Oh." She shakes her head. "No messages."
Steve nods and leans back in his chair. Staring up at the ceiling, he rubs his chin. "As I mentioned, I have a task for you."
She straightens the pad on her thigh and places her pen over the page. Waiting for her boss to continue, she glances around the office. More electronics fill the break room. Her eyes glide over the rows of books on the back wall. No computer, no clocks, no cabinets. Besides the desk, there is nothing indicating this is an office. Except maybe the whiteboard which is blank.
Working professionals use phones and computers to connect with others across town or around the globe. Video conferencing is popular, and instant messaging is mandatory at many companies. In a digital world, meeting in person on a regular basis seems an antiquated notion. Even then, etiquette requires calling ahead before a face-to-face meeting.
"I was thinking," says Steve, rubbing his chin. "We should invite some promising clients and local community leaders." His gaze rolls across the ceiling. "An announcement of our renewed campaign. Reconnect with the city."
"A party?"
"Yes," says Steve, leaning back. The chair groans. He laces his fingers behind his head and smiles. "We should have hors d'oeuvres and music."
She touches pen to the pad. Years of spelling fails her. She writes appetizers. "Live music?"
"I believe a musician would enhance the atmosphere."
She flips the pen and taps the page. "Piano? Violin?" There must be a directory for boring music somewhere.
"Yes, something elegant."
Steve leans forward, the chair creaking. He opens a desk drawer. "This is on short notice, so whatever you can find."
She scribbles the word, boring, and underlines it twice. "How short?"
Steve slides a sheet of flat white paper on his desk and writes. "I'd like it if you can find a small banquet hall available next week sometime."
"Shit. That soon?"
Pen stops. His gaze rises from the page.
"What I mean." Biting finger, she tries on her apologetic face. Reaching up, she pushes fingers through her hair. "It's too short a notice for sending invitations, isn't it?"
"Yes." He jots on the page. "That is why I'd like you to deliver the invitations in person as a professional courtesy."
She sits up straight. Calling on the phone seems courteous enough. Sitting in an office, a controlled environment, playing the part of a receptionist for the first time feels awkward. The thought of visiting offices, inviting boring men in rigid suits, all while concentrating on clean language makes her skin crawl.
Uncrossing her legs, she stomps her foot on the ground and sets the pad on her lap. She looks up at the watchful eyes. Thinking Steve might be testing her reactions like during the interview, she smiles expecting the punch line.
"I believe you will do fine, Miss Walsh. Remember, I hired you for your person skills sans the vulgarity."
Smile dissolving from her face, Julie melts into the chair. The thought of calling guests on the phone slips into darkness. This is her job, following orders. Besides, getting out of the office might be fun.
Steve slides the page across the desk.
Picking up the paper, she glances down the list. A couple names stand out including the mayor, but her eyes settle on one. "Detective Silver?"
She sets the page on her notepad and looks up following the gaze to the photos on the desk. Looking back at her boss, she sees a distant look in his eyes. Turning to the photographs, she finds a woman with dark hair in a bun. The girl in the other photograph also has dark hair, but hanging over her shoulders.
"My wife was murdered."
Julie looks at Steve expecting sadness, but finds content.
"It might have been easier, but on the very same day I learned of my wife's death, my daughter went missing." Happiness fills his face as if recalling a fond memory. "Step-daughter actually, but I was the only father she knew."
Uncertain how to respond, she pushes fingers back through her hair.
"Worse than death is not knowing what happened or why. Despite Detective Silver's best efforts, there is no clue over her disappearance. Cassandra vanished."
She shakes her head. Her parents are dead, murdered in their own basement days after her sixteenth birthday. Surviving without parents tests the spirit, but she imagines Steve experiences a different pain at losing a child. She opens her mouth to offer sympathetic words. Finding none, she presses her lips together.
"Detective Silver stops in with updates on his progress. Sometimes, he just drops by for a chat."
She nods understanding the detective is more of a friend.
"I'll be out of town for the next two days. Schedule appointments starting on Friday."
"Yes, sir." Considering asking for another advance, she clears her throat. Running the numbers in her head, she realizes it is too much to ask. Depending on one advance after another is a poor start at a new job. There is always dancing. She stands. Moving to the door, pain bursts, and she hobbles.
"What happened to your ankle?"
Turning, she takes in the concerned gaze. "Just a sprain."
"Switch between hot and cold to keep the swelling down."
Recalling the request by the automotive master, she reminds Steve to speak with Miguel. Returning to her desk, she gets comfortable intent on learning everything there is about her new job starting with speaking without bad words.
Chapter 4
Beneath the soft foot hugging Mary Janes, the staircase groans releasing snaps of splintering wood. Crackling sounds race across the wall. Holding the shopping bags aside, Julie searches the fractured steps recalling the strongest points nearest the wall. Breathing in the musty odor, she takes in the familiar acrid scent of her apartment building. A shithole, but almost affordable.
A blue light emits a constant buzz nearly drowning out the creaking steps. She climbs the top step reaching the third floor. Around the corner, a light flickers sending the hall blinking in and out of darkness. Fighting a headache, she squints peering at the stairs on the left heading up to the fourth floor. Two steps are missing, one near the middle and one at the top, both leaving exposed nail heads standing up on the frame. Turning, she strides down the hall towards the blinking corner. Dust and tufts of a faded blue carpet float around her feet.
Her shadow blinks and dances down the hall swallowed by the next overhead light. From behind door number thirty-three, a man shouts insults. A women sobs and shouts back. She only knows the voices, the fights. Three nights a week, they yell and carry on for an hour or more. From her apartment, she cannot make out the words, but the slamming doors broadcast throughout the structure.
Flesh smacks. A body crumples on the floor rattling the door against the frame.
Julie leaps back, her eyes growing wide. Listening to the deep sobbing, she shakes her head picturing the woman slumped against the door cradling her head.
Another smack shakes the door followed by a gurgling scream.
She marches down the hall knowing no one will call for help. Everyone ignores the routine sounds. Most of the tenants are criminals, drug addicts, or worse. The others are the sort of individuals that keep their doors closed and never call the police. This is Old Town, the shadow of Roseland. Mix a few cops in, and the night turns ugly.
Movement catches her attention. Within the crack of an open door, an eye peers out beneath the chain stretched tight between door and frame. The person steps back into the shadows and the door shuts, the bolt clicking home.
Turning the corner into a dim hall, she spots a lanky figure leaning against her apartment door. An orange glow on the end of a cigarette brightens a face scarred by acne warfare and poor hygiene. The back of his head rolls against the door, long ratty hair tumbling aside.
He rubs his belly, scrunching the stained white shirt. He pulls the cigarette down. Smoke jets out nostrils. "Well, look at you."
"Hey, Gunn." She squeezes beside keeping her gaze locked on the keyhole.
Gunn leans a hand against the door. "Where's my money?"
"I'm sorry." Julie looks at the floor spotting a fray in the carpet. "I'll have it in a few days."
"A few days?" Gunn waves the cigarette at the shopping bags. "You playing me?"
Stepping back, she gives way to the waving cigarette. She shakes her head. It is almost the truth. Money is only a few dances away, or begging Steve for another advance.
"I let you slide a couple weeks, and you go shopping."
"For my new job."
"Then where's my money?" He shakes the cigarette flinging ashes on her clothes. His eyes pop out and shrink back inside his head. "Fancy shit new job and spiffy clothes. Gotta have money."
She smiles trying her best at appearing adorable and helpless. Resisting the urge to bat her eyelashes, she looks down at the doorknob peeking out from behind the white shirt marked with dirt streaks. "Just a few more days."
Gunn takes a long drag on the cigarette. He looks her up and down, eyes falling in and out of focus. Lowering the cigarette, he blows smoke into her face. "Not good enough."
Her eyes burn. "I don't have the money."
"Then give me your clothes."
"No." Gripping handles tight, she holds the shopping bags close.
"I could sell those clothes." Twirling his hand, he waves the cigarette. "Come. Strip."
Julie curses under her breath.
His lips curl into a cruel smile. "That's what you do, isn't it?"
The innocent approach never works on men with disgusting motivations on their mind, and she sees the filth brimming on his face as his eyes feast on her body. Heat builds on her brow, and a prick pierces her thoughts.
"You're a stripper, so strip." Gunn laughs, sounding like a popping machine gun.
"I need these clothes for my job." She elbows the lanky man in the gut knocking him aside, and inserts her key into the lock. The key grinds to a stop. She pulls the key out and pushes back in. She jiggles the knob, but it refuses her.
Gunn chuckles.
"You changed the lock?" She spins around, glaring up at the smirking face. "What about my things?"
He sneers. "You pay this month's rent, and you get your shit back. Include next month, I let you stay."
She shakes her head in disbelief. Expecting the lanky man to grow a pair and finally see his threats through, she never considered he might rob her. She wonders if Gunn might be messing with her believing he can scare the money out of her. Looking down at her new clothes, she realizes there is no use arguing. Her things are gone.
Gunn jabs his finger into her shoulder, the cigarette waving beneath her chin. "I tell you what. You can work it off."
She recalls Gunn declining her offer at cleaning the building on several occasions, pointing out how useless the service is for an old building standing on last legs.
"Three nights a week, riding the big Gunn, should cover your rent." He flashes a wicked grin. His hand clamps over her breast.
The memory chest in her head rumbles.
On automatic, her knee flies up striking groin. Gunn lurches over, and the cigarette flies free. Knees crashing onto the floor, the skinny man holds his crotch.
"Give me my shit back!"
Eyes rolling back, he grimaces. Spittle flies from his lips, his breathing turns into heaving noisy fit sounding like a beast awakening from slumber.
Throwing his head back, he flashes a dirty grin. "I sold your stuff."
"What?" Shaking her head, she feels the air crushing down on her. It might be a lie. Likely not. The landlord needs money like everyone else.
Gunn chuckles.
"I want my things." She holds her fist out. The man smiles at her fist welcoming a strike. Now that Gunn is on guard, he may likely tackle her to the ground. Running seems like a better idea.
Gunn licks his lips. "Suck me."
Shuddering within her head, the memory chest bounces and shakes, padlock rattling. Something ugly wants out. Bashing the chest to the back of her thoughts, she focuses her anger.
Blood boiling, she kicks smashing toe into leg. No good. Protected the soft parts, Gunn twists forming a ball with his arms and legs. She kicks again, and her ankle cries out.
Flopping onto the floor, Gunn laughs like a maniac, the sound popping.
Bags swinging in hands, Julie storms down the hall, heels thudding the floor. Her ankle cries out in pain, but she marches on without a stutter. Energy pulses through her veins.
A cackle echoes down the hall. "Bianca looks better in your panties."
"That diseased whore can keep them." She storms around the corner, down the stairs, bags tossing and slapping against her legs.
Bursting into the cool night air, Julie marches across the street. Giving into her throbbing ankle, she slows her pace, stepping on the balls of her feet. She is thankful for her flats. Bad ankle or good, wearing fancy shoes is a poor choice for long walks or fighting landlords.
She shouts her favorite nasty word again and again. If her mother could hear her now, the soap would be coming at her mouth. She glances back.
The slender brick building stands between two larger buildings. Lights glow in several windows behind security bars, but darkness consumes most of them.
She yells the nasty word again for her mother. There is no goddamn soap now. Hanging her head, she glances down at her shopping bags.
"A single pair of underthings just isn't going to do."
She counts off the contents of the bags in her head taking stock. Jeans, a sweatshirt, a couple pairs of hose, and two sets of suits is everything in the clothes department. The purse contains keys, pepper spray, empty wallet, phone, disposable lighter, lipstick, eyeglasses, contact lens solution, hand wipes, and a music player. Not exactly survival gear, but covers basic defense and sanitized fingers.
Litter tumbles on the sidewalk.
Wriggling the shopping bag strap over her wrist, she reaches into her purse. Her finger slips through key ring and pulls. Jingling free, the keys twirl into her palm. Wrapping fingers around the tiny can of pepper spray, she positions her index finger over the trigger.
She considers pulling out her phone and calling Trish, but shoves the thought aside. Trish has a roommate in a small dorm room. Thinking of the couch at the office, she realizes it is her only option for tonight.
Long strides pounding, she marches on the sidewalk. A throb every few steps sends her into a hobble. The cool air chills her skin. Her breath puffs out in bursts, cloud dissipating in her wake.
"Julie."
Heart skipping a beat, she swallows her own breath and stumbles to a halt. Turning in the direction of the voice, she spots a figure stepping out from around the corner of a building.
Striding into the light, a man in a long black coat closes in. The light climbs up the form revealing a familiar bald head and trademark red goatee. His grin widens, crooked yellow teeth surround a glistening silver tooth.
Julie stops and shakes her head. "Shit, Red, you startled me."
"Ain't you a sight," says Red. He circles around, green eyes studying her. The silver chains on his black boots jingle. "Blagged Marcel's did ya now?"
"I didn't steal anything." She forces a smile. Red always likes seeing a smile on a girl, especially his girls. Red owns Cindy's and believes he owns the girls as well. Generally, he likes keeping close to his club. Wondering what brings him away from counting his money, she glances around.
They stand alone.
"I have a new job."
"Bollocks," says Red, completing his circle. Folding his arms, he shakes his head. "You ain't high time."
"Piss off." She takes a step down the sidewalk.
Red glides in front placing hand on her shoulder. "See that mouth of yours doesn't sit well with suits now does it?"
Letting out a deep breath, she glances up at the grinning face. "Listen, I'm tired. I just want to get to bed."
"Your place back there, innit? Gunn's building?" Red leans down, his eyes flicker up over her shoulder and back. "You think me a sorry sod?"
Looking into the green orbs, she starts putting it together in her head. Red views all his current and former employees as property, forever in his debt. If her criminal history is a hurdle, Red is a wall. The only jobs, legal or otherwise, for his girls are the ones he finds them.
"Strange. A pretty thing like you ain't working any clubs. And you ain't the fancy job type." Tipping head back, he gazes down the end of his nose. "In serious shit, is that it?"
"I'm not dealing."
"I know."
"I'm in school now."
"And what's the name of the wanker got you into school?"
Julie drops her head, gaze falling to the sidewalk. Red is the wanker. Some details of the dark deals remain somewhere within a haze of drugs, but she recalls the lap dances, pressing against fat men. Her end of the bargain fulfilled, she wishes it all behind. Some deals never go away.
"I see it in your eyes you're in a bad place." He reaches out and places his finger under her chin, lifting her head. "Now, how can Red make it all better?"
There is no use in arguing. She wants rid of the man and inside the office. "I'll be fine."
"C'mon."
"I suppose I could use some cigarettes."
"Cigarettes?" Red folds his arms, his eyebrows scrunch together. "Is that it? At Cindy's, you could have the world."
She forces a smile. "I'll let you know."
"That's me girl." Red winks.
Headlights flash the corner. Revolving red and blue bathe the street, flickering with the passing beam. The car rolls, engine purring above idle, headlights growing over the side of the street and across the walk.
Raising her hand, she shades her eyes. The shopping bag swings from her wrist. A shiver sprints down her spine, body jolts as her fight or flight instincts argue. Glancing away from the blinding lights, she notices she stands alone. Red is gone.
The beams pass, engine prowls, lights spin throwing wiggling red and blue shadows against the buildings. Squinting tighter at each flash, she keeps her gaze on the ground and holds her breath hoping the cops move on.
"Excuse me, miss."
Julie forces her gaze up from the sidewalk. Within her peripheral vision, she sees the officer leaning an elbow out the window. The door claims the Roseland Police protect and serve the public.
"Do you need any assistance?"
She has walked these streets hundreds of times, and never has a police officer asked her if she needs assistance. Old Town is where the department sends the rookies leaving Roseland's finest, most experienced officers patrolling the nice neighborhoods. Recalling several occasions an officer harassed her for walking down the street, one even frisking her for no good reason, it seems protecting and serving means an officer feeling up girls while searching for weapons. A bra is a dumb place for hiding a knife, but they check there anyway often more than once.
"Miss?" The officer shifts in his seat, moving his head to each side. "Are you all right?"
She opens her mouth, but nothing comes out. Her throat feels dry, the top of her mouth sticky. Swallowing, she feels a painful gulp fight its way down. Rolling her tongue over her lips for moisture, she finds dry tongue scraping over chapped lips.
"I'm fine." Her voice sounds quiet almost as if coming from someone else. Another lump tells her the words are her own.
"Little late for a stroll."
She gathers herself together and takes a deep breath. Her gaze rising, she looks at the officer's black jacket sleeve hanging over the door. "I was working late. I'm tired and I want to get home."
Telling lies comes natural when talking to the cops. Besides that, revealing the truth is sometimes worse. Mentioning Red could get her killed. It is almost the truth, anyway. Thinking about cops and their endless questions, she grows weary.
"What's in the bags?"
She squeezes the pepper spray can in her palm. "My clothes."
"Need a lift?"
Scrunching her face, she studies the officer uncertain if she hears correctly.
The officer waves his hand. "To the streetcar."
Realizing the cops see a girl in nice clothes caught in the shady part of town, she smiles and shakes her head. "No, I'll be fine. It's just a few blocks.
The officer wishes her goodnight. The cruiser drives away, strobes cutting out leaving the sidewalk in darkness. The taillights flash and the car turns a corner disappearing behind a building.
Perhaps nice clothing makes a difference. She walks feeling the cold biting through her stockings. Somehow her ankle feels better.
Chapter 5
Steve enters the cathedral, and the door thuds closed behind him. Hands in pockets, he holds the long black raincoat closed and marches to the end of the narthex to a stand holding four rows of burning candles. Taking a candle from a stack on the side, he dips the wick to a flame of another igniting the new one. Placing the burning candle alongside the others in the front row, he nods at the flame.
"For you, Pumpkin, wherever you are."
Turning, he takes in the cathedral. Tall stone pillars hold up the arched ceiling decorated with intricate etchings and gold carvings. Beyond the rows of benches, a wood organ sits at the back, gold pipes extending up to the ceiling. Several persons sit in pews, scattered around the room, a few in pairs but most alone.
Striding on the red carpet between the long benches, he gazes around at the art curious about the reason humble servants of God require such lavish surroundings. He feels as if he has asked the question before, likely every time he enters a church. Spotting the approaching priest, he nods.
"Come for confession?" The old priest clasps his hands together and nods.
"Nothing to confess." The priest knows about his occupation, but business is slow. Besides, he does not observe or practice any religion. The priest knows this as well.
"Do the ghosts still haunt you?" The priest turns, motioning with his hands.
He walks beside the priest glancing over at the gray hair, thinned since last visit. Searching his memory for the man's name, he considers Johann or Carson. The answer resides in the notepad resting in his pocket.
"Have you found your way?" The old man laces fingers together. "Do you know who you are?"
"As I told you before, I have no memory of my childhood." He folds his arms. The priest always seems concerned about this subject. "Nothing."
"A man is more than his memory."
"You adhere to the view that behavior and learned skills define identity."
"And the spirit," says the priest, wagging a finger in the air. "Amnesia robs memory, but rarely behavior or skills. And never the spirit."
Crossing around the front pew, he follows the priest to the corner of the nave while considering another view. Some claim a person defines self-identity based on reflection of experiences, the narrative within memory. Details within memory might change, but supports the overall story. The person might even choose an interpretation of memory fitting their chosen identity. But what if the memory is all fiction? The priest has an easy answer for this as well. The spirit remains the same.
Stopping before the closed door, the priest spins around. "Everyone has a purpose in life. Some wander aimlessly their entire lives never knowing themselves. Without amnesia."
Steve nods.
The priest holds up his hands, palms up. "Do you know who you are?"
Peering into the old gray eyes, Steve rubs his chin contemplating the question. He studies the patterns in the irises, following the maze of dark threads branching out through the gray. Locked on the tiny pupils, he watches the surrounding face become ethereal. The wrinkles smooth away. Gray hair thickens turning dark, standing up into a black forest cut flat.
Steve takes in the image of a young man in black robes as the name tumbles onto his tongue. "Father Johann."
"Yes?" says the old man, extinguishing the vision. Wrinkles carve into the face, and thinned gray hair replaces the dark forest.
"I was a husband and a father for a brief period. But I'm always an executioner." He shakes his head unable to make any connection to this vision or any other. They feel like memories.
"I'm curious." Father Johann raises a finger. "About how you guessed the location of this treasure."
Rubbing his chin, Steve recalls the strand of memory, the fingerprint in the information, the purpose of his visit here in Verde Garden. "Something in my head."
Johann nods and opens the door.
The chamber feels cramped. A rosewood desk takes up most of the center. Beside it, a narrow cabinet sits in the corner. On the opposite side a painting of Jesus hangs on the wall above a pair of wood chairs.
A sixteenth-century Spanish broadsword rests on the desktop. The wood handle appears worn by erosion, and dark flecks of rust speckle the brass crossguard. Loose threads and scuff marks run the length of the black leather sheath.
Scratching chin, Steve studies the weapon. It is a basic design for battle. "The excavation team found this with the corpse?"
"The owner of that sword wore a talisman." Father Johann wiggles his index finger in the air. "This is very interesting. I'm very glad you brought all this to my attention."
He watches the priest open a drawer in the desk. The old man's face glows with excitement, his hand trembling into the drawer. Nowhere in his memories is there a Father Johann this excited, even beyond singing the praise of God.
"You see, my associates did some research and found an ancient scroll about this fraternity. They were servants of God, you see. Paladins."
"Knights?"
"Bah, not mere knights." Father Johann removes an item from the desk drawer sliding along the wood. "Paladins charged with the duty to seek out and banish the demons from the world."
"Sounds like a fairy tale."
"Sounds to me like something close to your line of work." Father Johann holds out a long silver chain dangling from his closed fist. "Here, take a look at this and tell me what you see."
Steve grasps the chain and lifts a weighted object up dangling above the open palm. At the end of the chain, a curved edge like the top of a two-headed axe blade hangs from a rivet. A broken edge ruptures diagonally from the top of one blade cutting through an engraving and the midpoint of the other blade.
"Well," says Father Johann, clasping his hands together. "What do you see?"
"A broken necklace." Finger pushing, Steve spins the amulet.
"You don't see anything?"
Lowering the necklace, he looks up. "Should I?"
"You're the one with the strange eyes." Father Johann pinches his chin, pulling at the loose flesh. "Bah! This find may not be one of the paladins after all."
Steve sets the necklace on the desk beside the sword. "My friend has a forensics anthropologist in her employment. I'd like him to take a look."
Father Johann claps his hands together. "If nothing else the sword should prove valuable to some collector. And maybe you'll find an interesting story to sell with it."
"Yes, heirlooms and relics all have stories to tell." Nodding, he glances at the broken necklace. It may have an interesting story, and a secret society of demon hunters sounds like a good one. Finding the lost broken piece would help.
Father Johann rests a hand on Steve's shoulder. "I pray for you, child. I pray one of these days you will gaze into a mirror and you will see yourself. You will know who you are."
"Thank you, Father Johann." He nods. "But I already know. I'm Steve Reynolds."
Chapter 6
Scurrying down the hall, Julie bends her knees and flattens her stocking covered feet. She slides across the polished white floor. Breaking out of the hall, her ears meet the pounding dance music playing over the speakers behind the desk. Slipping beyond the corner, she holds her arms out for balance, shifting her hips and turning her body. Passing her desk, she yelps, throws her arms, and slides to a stop.
A wide grin breaks over her face. She recalls the many times she terrorized her mother by sliding across the kitchen floor. Even after the years, she finds it a joyful release.
Listening to the music, she raises hands above head. Swaying her hips to the beat, she spins in circles sending skirt twirling. She dances over to the desk gazing at her blurred reflection in the floor, admiring the work of the cleaners.
Laughing, she flops onto the office chair. Fingers latching onto the desktop, she pulls the chair over to the left of the computer keyboard. She pushes the button on the music player sending the office into silence.
Spotting the cloth sack Trish dropped off, Julie grabs the handles pulling them open. Peering into the bag, she checks the contents finding a toothbrush, pajamas, and an anthropology textbook. After a night in her underwear with a towel for a blanket, pajamas seem like bliss. Removing the pajamas and toothbrush, she sets the sack beneath the desk. Scurrying, she slips around the corner and into the break room. Sliding up to the couch, she leans over her shopping bags. Pulling open a bag, she lowers the pajamas and freezes in place.
A pack of cigarettes rests on her jeans.
Tossing the pajamas and toothbrush on the couch, she flops down beside the bag. Removing the pack of cigarettes, she turns it over examining each side checking to make sure it is real.
"Red, you sneaky bastard."
Upon the red and cream colored pack, Chinese characters mark each side. She has never seen or heard of the brand. There is no memory of Red smoking them at Cindy's, but much of the days at Cindy's sleep within the murk.
"Must have dropped them in my bag when Officer Spooky rolled up." She shrugs and smacks the end of the pack in her hand. Turning it over, she tears the gold strip opening the pack.
Red thinks he owns everything, but she realizes he comes through for her now and then. For a price. The cost of school equals months of lap dances, grinding on wretched old men.
Fighting off the vision of pressing her breasts against faces, she looks at the open pack, uncertainty growing inside. "Shit, I don't owe him anything for a stupid pack of cigarettes."
She slides a cigarette into her mouth, picks up the silver lighter flipping it open with one hand. "His loss for misplacing them."
Holding the lighter up before the cigarette, she stares at the flame dancing in a circle. There is no formal rule about smoking at the office. No sex in the office, no bad language around clients, and no prancing around naked during work hours.
She wiggles her lips, spinning the cigarette in a circle before the flame. The law prohibits smoking at indoor work places. Some corporations also prohibit smoking anywhere on property, even outdoors. Nobody wants the health risk of secondhand smoke. If it is a law then it is Steve's rule.
She rolls her eyes. "It's all so Father Stal. People controlling people, telling them how to live."
Following the law is part of holding a real job.
Flipping the lighter closed in one hand, she pulls out the cigarette with the other. "I'll goddamn smoke outside and freeze my ass off."
Cigarette clutched between two fingers, Julie slips down the hall skittering around the corner. Stopping at the desk, she pokes her toes into her fancy shoes. Clicking around the desk, she enters the foyer and pushes the door open. Her skirt snaps in the wind, and the cold reaches into her blouse.
She tucks her elbows against her sides. There is no added warmth, but at least she expresses her carelessness of leaving a coat behind so a passerby may comment on her dull mind. Her jacket is gone with all her clothes. The door swings closed trapping the heat inside where it belongs.
Passing on the sidewalk, a man wearing a jacket and baseball cap keeps his eyes on the ground.
Lighting the cigarette, she breathes in. Poisons fill her lungs destroying cells and blackening tissue. Exhaling, she spews a stream of smoke. Lifting the burning end to her nose, she sniffs the smoldering tobacco.
"Damn this shit smells good." She takes in a long drag tasting the toxins, inhaling in the aroma pitching her senses into bliss. She removes the cigarette and examines the paper. It appears ordinary. Shrugging, she slips the cigarette between her lips and breathes the poison goodness.
Smoke jets shoot out her nostrils curving with the breeze.
Footsteps on the sidewalk, a young couple holding hands pass by without a look in her direction. This is Roseland. Most strangers avoid eye contact, keeping to themselves or their personal electronics. In moments like these she feels alone in a crowded city. On stage, she is the center of attention. Life grows distant on the streets.
Sometimes she feels like a ghost. Pulling in a drag, she watches the orange glow at the end of the cigarette. Like now, not really a part of this world it feels as if she let go then it would all disappear. Or the world is not really here, just a dream.
Holding out her hand, she watches the cigarette between her fingers. A smoke wisp streams in the breeze curling into the darkness. Her flesh feels nothing as if the cool air passes through her.
Maybe many persons feel this way now and then. It could be the reason some individuals dress in obnoxious clothes, act foolish, or find trouble. Same reasons she likes skinny dipping. Dancing on stage is another reminder of life anchoring her to the world.
Holding out her other hand, she touches the burning end of the cigarette to her palm. A burst of heat, and she jerks the cigarette away. Cool air breezes across her flesh leaving a trail of goosebumps. Holding palm to face, she licks the burn, tastes the reminder. Shivering, she pulls in her elbows. She takes a long drag on the cigarette and blows the smoke into the breeze.
Sometimes she wishes the world is an illusion. Then there would be no need for a chest in her head storing all the bad memories, reminders that the world is real and full of terrible things.
Covered in gooseflesh, she drops the cigarette on the sidewalk. Stepping on the paper, she twists her shoe extinguishing the flame. Littering is against the law, but no Officer Spooky in sight to write a citation or frisk her breasts. She twirls through the doorway.
Wiggling her hips, Julie dances over to the desk. Kicking off her shoes she drops plopping on the chair. She raises her feet. With both hands she grips the desk and pushes sending the chair spinning. The room speeds by in a blur, and her head lightens. Smacking the edge of the desk, she spins the chair faster. Throwing up her hands, giggles rising, her head floats.
The chair slows to a stop, but the room continues spinning in a slow sloshing motion, objects on the desk stretching into long blurs.
The world spins around her, an illusion of dizziness. The passing of time feels like an illusion. Sometimes she wishes she could stop the flow of time, or go back against the stream, return to when her parents died and stop the murders somehow. Would that change her? She wonders what sort of person she might be if not for the years of drug abuse and broken laws. If only time is an illusion then she might hide between seconds and remain a ghost.
Reaching out, she grabs the edge of the desk and focuses her eyes on an object. Concentrating on the blurred white and blue mass, she wills the world normal.
The scene focuses, the white and blue becomes the textbook opened to a page with a blue diagram on the right page and text on the left. Head swaying, she reaches up squeezing her ears, recalling spinning a much more enjoyable activity at the age of twelve.
Glancing between the open book and the empty bag beside it, her eyes narrow as she replays the recent events. She recalls removing the pajamas and toothbrush package from the bag and carrying them back to the break room. Glancing between the bag and open book, she concentrates, digging into her memory.
Nothing.
Realizing with the lack of sleep and excitement of new pajamas, she may have forgotten a few details. Memories are poor records. Flipping the page over, she makes a mental note to thank the owner when she returns the text.
A photograph consumes the entire page. She scans the image of a corpse, leathery sunken flesh weathered by time clings tight to the frame. The caption describes it as the oldest known naturally mummified intact corpse found in the mountains of Mongolia.
"I'd love to go on a dig. Or at least examine ancient artifacts in person."
Skirt itching the back of her thigh, she wiggles her rear. The chair creaks.
Listening to the silence of the late evening, the dull roar of commute traffic a dying memory, she leans over the image scrutinizing the details. She imagines standing over the corpse in person admiring the quality of preservation, breathing in the stale dry scent of brittle flesh. Her eyes fall upon the bony fingers, the flesh holding the hands in the very last grasp before death.
Itches race across her thigh, the image of bugs crawling across her skin sends a spasm up her spine.
"Damn this skirt." She sits up, pulling the end of the skirt up over her waist. Sitting back down, she feels the smooth leather press against her skin. Rolling the front of the skirt, she exposes her thighs and the straps connecting the top of black hosiery to the garter belt.
Satisfied the skirt no longer offends her skin, she returns to the page imagining herself in the examining room with the corpse. Looking over the slender fingers, her eyes fall upon thick yellowed fingernails, crusted and covered in dirt. The long fingernails form points appearing very much like claws. Studying the fingernails, she imagines a group of students standing around the examining table listening to her lecture.
Looking down at the corpse in her mind, she lectures about simple stone knives. She points out the importance of hands. Holding out a rod, she taps the thick fingernail while the students look closer.
Digging into the earth, tearing at plants, fingernails grow strong. Man is just another animal, fingernails like claws for tearing open the flesh of his prey.
"Excuse me."
The students, the room, the corpse on the table, everything explodes shattering into pieces leaving a photograph on a page.
Julie looks up, gaze falling on a pair of breasts nestled in black lace squished on the shelf. Above, she finds cold blue eyes gazing down. She flips her skirt down over her thighs, the scratchy fabric attacking her flesh.
"Do you ever answer the phone?" The woman raises her hand in the air and flings her long blonde hair.
She glances down at the forgotten headset on the desk. With the low quantity of phone calls, she hates wearing the device all day. "I'm new."
"I can very well see you're a new incompetent bitch."
Julie stands knocking the chair wheeling back and folds her arms, glaring at the woman. "I'm sorry. I didn't hear you come in."
"No, you were busy fantasizing." Leaning over the shelf, the woman glances down at the book, her thin eyebrows rising. "About a corpse."
Slamming the book closed, she forces a polite smile. Wanting to earn Steve's approval, she summons every ounce of professionalism. "How may I help you?"
The woman smiles stepping back, glancing around the lobby. Her gaze returns looking sideways through her cascading hair. "Did you miss it?"
Brow scrunched low, she gazes into the cruel face. "Excuse me?"
The woman marches around the corner of the desk, heels clicking on the floor out to the center of the lobby. She glances around, spinning in a circle, hands clasped behind her. Standing sideways, she tosses hair over her shoulder. With one foot in front of the other, she appears like a model showing off her expensive navy suit. The blazer buttoned tight beneath her breasts accents her cleavage held snug by a lacy black bra. Hanging from her bare neck, a slender black necktie disappears between the breasts bringing attention to her form.
The woman licks her lips. "I believe the question directed at the incompetent bitch."
She grits her teeth holding back the boiling rage burning perspiration onto her forehead.
"Does she ever answer," says the woman, eyes narrowing, "the damn phone?"
Clenching fists, she marches around the desk and across the floor in her stockings. Heart pounding, lungs heaving, she presses up against the fancy suit, breasts squishing against breasts.
Julie leans close feeling her hot breath rebounding off the woman's sneering face. She shouts her favorite nasty word telling the woman where to go and how best do it.
Sorry, Steve. Rule number one.
Stepping back, Julie crosses her arms. Much of the details of business that transpires at her new job is still a mystery, but revealing ignorance is a weakness. This is the moment for strength.
"I'm getting shit cleaned up around here," she says. "Mister Reynolds and I are busy getting business going."
The glossy red lips twitch.
Taking a deep breath, Julie waits for a response.
Like a statue, the woman stands breathless.
Julie licks her lips, drawing in spittle. Taking a step back, she allows the woman space. "Now, may I put you down for an appointment with Mister Reynolds? How is Friday at nine?"
Lips curling up at the ends, a grin breaks out on the woman's face. Cocking head sideways, her gaze moves up and down. She blinks. "I like you."
Eyes popping wide, she slants her head studying the woman.
"And I like your boobs."
Glancing down, she looks at her cleavage. At least her boobs are doing their job.
"Doesn't she look nice, Hugo?"
She follows the gaze. At the edge of the foyer, a hulking man stands, feet shoulder length apart. Dressed all in black, including necktie and sunglasses, the man appears like a big bodyguard from one of the mobster movies.
"Yes, Mistress." His voice is deep and monotone. "Nice tits."
She shakes her head in disbelief wondering how everyone sneaks in.
The woman circles around, heels clicking. "Strong. Willing to stand up for yourself. And your employer."
Spinning in place, she keeps her eye on the visitor.
The woman stops and places a finger on her chin. "I'm betting the clothes are Steve's choosing."
Gazing up at the ceiling, as if the answer is there, she recalls the words. "Steve says that a person's appearance reflects on the quality of her work."
"And in turn how others treat you." The woman brushes her hair back over ear. "Dress like shit and others treat you like shit. Dress like a princess." The woman throws her hands out to the side and bows. "And they treat you like royalty."
Recalling the police officers in Old Town, how they treated her so nice, she realizes just how much appearance matters. Her costume hides her history.
"Run around nude and you get mixed results." The woman wipes her hands down her sides. "Some treat you like a whore while others worship you like a goddess."
Dancing at Cindy's, standing on a pedestal, the stripper is the star. The image melts into an ancient Greek setting, stone buildings stand behind statues. Gods and goddesses stand nude in sculpture. The perfect human form reflects in artwork throughout history.
"But you hate it," says the woman. "The clothes, I mean. Not nudity."
She shrugs uncertain how to respond.
"You are dressed well." The woman waves her hand. "I shall treat you as such. I apologize for my ruse."
Feeling lost, she smiles a crooked grin.
"There was no phone call." The woman extends her right hand. "It is a pleasure meeting you, Miss Juliet Walsh."
Holding out her hand, she squeezes the cool palm. Cocking her head, she scrunches her face. "You know my name?"
"I make it my business to know things." Still holding hands, the woman leans over keeping her gaze locked on her.
Soft lips caress the back of her hand, tingles shoot up her arm. Frozen in place, she watches the woman kiss her hand like a gentleman from the nineteenth century.
The woman rises leaving a moist glaze of lipstick behind.
"Your scent is enchanting," says the woman. A wicked smile spreads across her face.
Snapping hand back, she wipes at the lipstick smudge.
Spinning around, her guest gazes at the floor and walls. "The place looks nice. Although a few paintings would add warmth."
Glancing around at the bare walls, she nods. "Yes, I was thinking about that earlier. And music helps break the silence."
"Yes, music." She spins around facing her. "Do you enjoy dancing?"
She shrugs growing uncomfortable with the meandering conversation. "Well, yes. I go to clubs now and then."
"I own Necropolis. Have you heard of it?"
Nodding, she positions the place on a map in her mind located a dozen blocks from the office. It is a semi-exclusive club with a dark Gothic atmosphere, hailed as a Halloween party every weekend of the year. Some of her classmates claim piles of bones create one wall earning its name.
"Hugo!" The woman snaps her fingers and points at the big man. "Leave a card on the desk for Miss Walsh."
"Thanks a bunch." She throws her arms out to the side wanting to get back to the business at hand. "But Mister Reynolds is out of town. May I put you down for a Friday appointment?"
"I know that Mister Reynolds is away." The woman folds her arms. "He is one of my favorite investments."
She rolls her eyes. Having already cursed at her, the only thing left is to get her name down on the calendar.
"From time to time, I check up on my investments."
Realization strikes her. The client is investigating Steve's new assistant. She feels as if she stands under a microscope.
Striding up to the glass door, the woman peers into the dark conference room. From outside, streetlights shine through the room illuminating the woman creating a pale reflection on the glass.
"Endless amounts of data," the guest says. She scans the room. "Records, charts, measurements, recordings. Piles of the shit collecting with every action anyone makes. Police records, phone records, marriage licenses, driver's licenses, pet licenses, shopping transactions, web conversations, and all the other cold bits of data.
"Strategists analyze the data predicting decisions, determining social behavioral patterns, finding the best market strategy. A good analysis can help elevate a politician or end his career." The woman glides her fingers over the glass, over the reflection of her face. "But all the records and video recordings in the world cannot replace one good intimate face-to-face meeting."
She nods thinking about Steve's request to meet his guests in person. Communication covers all the senses shaping impressions.
The woman flashes a wicked grin. Spinning around, heels clicking, she strides across the lobby. "I can see why Steve Reynolds likes you so much." Beside the front desk, the woman spins around. "You remind him of her."
She slides up beside the woman. "His step-daughter?"
The woman laughs and tosses her hair over her shoulder. "Sweetie, Steven doesn't have a daughter. Step, adopted, or otherwise."
Julie scratches her head glancing over at the door to the windowless office where the photograph resides on the desk.
"You remind him of a certain woman he knew long ago. A warrior." The woman looks up eyes focused on some distant memory. "She had eyes of cold steel."
Wondering about the person described, she pictures a woman, similar shape and size as herself, but with an icy glare. Something about the image feels wrong. The woman should be taller, closer to Steve's height, but she does not know why.
Cool fingers wrap under chin, lifting her head. Face closing in, eyelids fall. Cool moist lips press against hers. Tingles race from her mouth, over her cheeks to her neck, and down her spine freezing her body in place. Knees squeeze together. The face touching hers is soft and cool. The scent of a luxurious perfume teases her nose. Beneath the sweet fragrance, a dry musk rises recalling her thoughts to the photo in the textbook, to the corpse on her imaginary examining table.
The kiss releases with a smack.
Erasing the image of the corpse, she breathes in fresh air.
The woman turns away and glances over her shoulder. "I accept your invitation to Steve's party."
Right. The party.
Head spinning, trying to make sense of it all, she watches the woman walking away. Her gaze takes in each long confident stride, one foot clicking in front of the other, a supermodel strutting down the runway. Hips rock. Hair sways.
She has kissed a woman before, but never so bold and electric. Not even with a man has a kiss ever captured her thoughts and frozen her in place. It is the scent, the perfume reminding her of jasmine blossoms.
"I need a place to stay." Julie glances around the room uncertain if it is her own voice.
Standing beside the bodyguard, the woman leans on one foot, hips rocking out to the side. Turning her head, she tosses hair over her shoulder.
"I lost my apartment." Julie moves towards her desk, feet sliding on the floor. This is not the woman's business, but the words keep coming. "I don't mean to be a bother, and I know you're busy and all." Shaking her head, she smiles, feeling like she runs on automatic. "But I was wondering if you might know someone that could take me in until I find a place."
Pivoting on foot, the woman spins around. Eyes narrowing, cheeks rising, a smile breaks across her face. Despite the pleasant expression, the face is cold. "One of the girls in my office is desperate for a roommate."
Jasmine blossoms lifting, another scent surfaces. Thoughts returning to the corpse, her face grows long. Thinking of another way out, she realizes the break room is a better solution in the short term over digging a hole, burying herself in debt.
Glossy black shoes appear and stand before her stocking feet. A slender phone appears resting in the woman's palm, thumb dancing over the touch screen. Colorful icons tumble across the screen and a list of names appear, scrolling from top to bottom.
Finding her feet scurrying, she speeds around the end of the desk. Picking up her phone, she thumbs the pad selecting reception mode. On the display, a new entry appears in her contacts list including a photo of a woman with dark hair.
Her guest says something about working extra hours on the weekend to help pay rent. It sounds good, and she finds herself nodding. A warm room is preferable to the office. Extra work keeps her from accumulating more debt.
"And call me when Miguel has an opening," says the woman. "I only allow his skilled hands on my sexy car." Fingers tap lips, a kiss thrown. "Sweet dreams."
The scents, flowers and death, follow the woman out the front door.
Staring into the empty foyer, Julie bites her lip realizing she missed the name. She knows another name, the one Steve mentioned. Pulling out a pocket notepad, she flips it open to the first page. Setting a black pen to the paper, she titles the page for party guests. Beneath, she scribbles the only name she knows.
Big Sister.
~~~~
The apartment building is only a few blocks away and in the nice part of town. Gazing at the phone display, Julie reads the contact card verifying the number. Glancing down the hall, she looks at the rows of closed white doors within rose petal walls. The red carpet appears recently vacuumed. The glowing spheres hanging from the ceiling down the hall are bright. Everything is clean. Turning back to the door before her, she looks up at the black lettering above the gold-rimmed peephole.
"C-seventeen."
She slips the phone into her skirt pocket and glances down the hall in the other direction. An elevator with gleaming silver doors stands silent guard. Recalling the ride, her gut lifting, she wonders how far underground the floor is. The building outside stands tall and she cannot imagine the need for more apartments below street level.
Turning back to the door, she releases her breath in a long puff. She runs her hands down smoothing her blouse. Bending over she scoops up her two shopping bags in her left hand and stands. Reaching out with her right, she knocks twice on the door, the hollow rap resonating down the hall.
Watching the slender bronze handle, she listens for movement within the apartment. She hears her breathing and the hum of the inner workings of the building. The place is void of loud televisions, yelling, regular sounds of life she expects permeating apartment buildings. Dead. Of course, this is not her old building occupied by thugs, whores, and drug addicts. This building is home for upstanding citizens. And it is after midnight when reasonable persons sleep.
Shifting weight between feet nestled in her flexible flats, she considers returning during daylight. After the long day her legs grow weary. Another night in the office means poor sleep, but she has nowhere else to go.
Feeling underwear tucked within her buttocks, she wiggles, shifting on her feet. Tired of the wretched undergarment, she reaches behind digging fingers through the skirt and plucks the slender fabric out. Gritting teeth, she shakes her head at the thought of spending another night in the office and another day in the same underwear.
She imagines the woman sleeping like the dead at this hour. Raising her hand she holds her fist before the door. Thinking of the rudeness at awakening someone, a stranger begging for a warm bed without any money, she lowers her hand.
The office is good enough for another night.
A ding booms in the hall, a clatter chasing after. Head spinning, she looks for the disturbance. The elevator doors slide apart revealing the bright interior of red carpeted walls on each side and a mirror on the back. Long black skirt waving, a woman steps out, leather boots marching into the hall stepping on her own shadow.
She recognizes the smiling face within the long strands of black hair, the young woman from the portrait on the contact card, resident of C-seventeen. The doors slide shut, returning the hall to its neutral state beneath the glowing orbs.
"You must be Juliet," the woman says. Throwing her black handbag in her left hand, she extends her right.
Taking the hand, she gives it a firm shake. "Astra?"
"I hear you need a place to crash."
Releasing the hand, she smiles her professional smile. "I'm sorry. It's so late."
"Never too late," says Astra, brushing hair back over her ear. "I'm just returning from work." Opening the handbag, she reaches in, slender fingers digging through the contents. "My last roommate disappeared suddenly, and I'm excited to find someone so soon."
The woman appears a few years older. Even in heeled boots, she stands a couple inches shorter, well below average. Her complexion appears pale, more so with the black hair and clothing. The near violet lips matching the eyeshadow completes the Gothic appearance.
Removing a white plastic card, Astra closes the handbag. Glancing down at the shopping bags, she smiles sending cheeks rising into her eyes. "If you need help with the rest of your things, give me a minute to change clothes and I'll help you get settled."
Shrugging, Julie glances down at the two paper bags. "This is it, I'm afraid. Some work clothes, jeans, a book, pajamas, my music player, phone, and a tooth brush."
Discomfort settles on her as she realizes she can list all her possessions in a single breath.
Astra slides the card through a slender slot beside the door handle. A bolt clicks within the door. "You get robbed or something?"
"My landlord threw me out, sold my school books, and gave my clothes to a hooker." She rolls her eyes almost disbelieving it happened. Gunn's sneering face floats into her mind. "Yeah, robbed."
"That sucks." Astra opens the door and steps aside. Holding out her hand to the open door she says, "Welcome home."
Soft light ignites, a slender silver lamp with an upside-down shade in the far corner casts a direct beam up the wall illuminating the room. In the other corner, a red love seat sits at an angle beside a silver end table. Crossing the soft white carpet, she glances around the room spotting a matching sofa between two openings leading into a back hall.
Spinning around the center of the room, she searches for decorations. Across from the sofa a flat-panel screen covers most of the wall, but it barely counts as décor unless one displays an artistic landscape. Beneath the screen, a short table holds a pair of electronic devices on it. One appears to be an old movie player. Beside the table a mini fridge rumbles.
"We're underground so don't expect the sun to wake you." Astra kicks off her boots clomping in the corner beside the door.
Turning, she glances at the bare wall between the love seat and lamp, a good spot for a window. "Do you miss sunlight?"
"This is a place to crash." Crossing the room, Astra thumbs over her shoulder at the monitor. "You can pick one of the building's camera views if you want to see the weather."
She shrugs uncertain why anyone would rent an underground apartment, or why any owner might expect renting one. Views must come at a price in this neighborhood leaving the poor living like moles.
Astra indicates the back hall, the bedrooms at opposite ends, bathroom in the middle. She disappears through the opening on the right side of the sofa where a light illuminates sending a beam into the living room.
Padding around the sofa, Julie enters the hall and glances around the corner. A light shines from the room at the far end revealing the foot of a bed covered by a dark red blanket. She sees Astra pulling off her vest as she marches around the bed, disappearing behind the corner.
A doorway sits in the center of the hall leading into darkness, the bathroom. Turning left, she opens the remaining door. A light illuminates the small room glowing from a tall silver lamp in the far corner. A bed consumes the center leaving narrow walkways. Looking around, she spots a sliding closet door within the wall.
Inside the closet, she finds folded bed sheets on the top shelf. She sets the shopping bags on the floor and takes the sheets, hugging them. Spinning around she gazes around the room. Clean and quiet, the room is far removed from her former lodging, part of another world.
"Home, sweet home." She drops the sheets on the bed and sits its down on the corner bouncing and swaying on the mattress.
Astra appears in the doorway wearing a long black shirt and holding a tall glass tube extending down to a round base beside her hip. "I never smoke alone. And I don't mean to sound offensive, but you look like you could use one."
Glancing between the tall bong and a clear plastic bag of weed dangling from Astra's fingers, she feels her face brighten. She breathes in the scent lifting her spirit. Most addicts claim it is all recreational and under control, but she knows better. Recalling high school and her employment at Cindy's, she realizes there are times when it might be more than just occasional. It has been months since her last dose of the medicine, since leaving Cindy's and the endless supply of poisons. Drugs help escape reality, forget nightmares. And when the chest in her mind refuses to hold the bad memories. A cloud of drugs always soothes the chest into sleep.
Astra wiggles the bag.
"I could, actually." She chuckles into a snort.
Astra hops onto the bed sending the mattress swaying and tucks her legs in underneath her. Setting the bong on the bed, she leans the tall tube into her elbow.
"Thanks for letting me stay." Julie folds her legs under and unbuttons her blouse.
"I need a roommate, and you need a room." Astra opens the plastic bag releasing the pleasant medicine into the air. Opening the flask, she deposits shreds of weed inside. "As long as you can work out your half of the rent with Her Majesty, then it's cool."
Shrugging out of the blouse, she drops it on the bed behind her. "You call her that?"
"That's what everyone at the office, the Glass Tower, calls her. Not to her face." She shrugs. "Otherwise known as the CEO of Stratton Enterprises."
"My boss calls her, Big Sister."
Pushing the base out on the bed, Astra leans the tube towards her mouth and screws up her face. "What for?" Flicking the lighter at the opening in the base, she puts her mouth to the top of the tube.
She shrugs.
Astra sucks in a deep breath. Swirling smoke races up the tube disappearing into the mouth and nostrils. Closing her eyes, cheeks puffed, she holds her breath. Smoke tendrils ooze from her nostrils reaching up her face.
Grasping the long cylinder, Julie tips the bong closer. She puts her mouth to the tube and inhales. Breathing in the smoke, pulling the poison into her lungs, into her blood stream crashing into her brain, she feels her body relax. The familiar scent lifts memories from high school, under the bleachers and behind the coffee shop, avoiding her parents. She releases the real world from her thoughts.
"Good shit, huh?" Astra grabs the bong leaning it her way.
Releasing the smoke in a long exhale, she watches the room shrink, the walls leaning closer. Amazing stuff, actually.
Astra inhales and holds her breath. Spewing a stream of smoke, her face sags into a sick smile. She giggles.
From a shithole swarming with whores and gangsters to a nice apartment with a cool roommate, things are looking up. Add some clean underwear and everything might be just about perfect.
"So," says Astra, grasping the tube in both hands. She puffs her face over the opening and gurgling sounds wriggle up the tube. Lifting head, she closes her eyes and releases the smoke.
"So." Julie takes the bong and holds the opening to her face.
"Yeah, so." Astra giggles. Leaning back, she places her hands on the bed and tosses her head back. "Did this guy really give your undies to a whore?"
Breathing in, she listens to the gurgling. She looks at Astra and smiles. Smoke puffs out. "Yeah."
Sitting up, Astra releases a series of sharp giggles, face turning red.
Bong gurgles. Bed wiggles.
They chat together, pausing between thoughts, sometimes just listening to the gurgles. None of it sticks. Even as she hears the words, they disappear. She responds, maybe to the words, maybe to her own thoughts. Jasmine blossoms float through her head tumbling over the corpse from the textbook. She feels like a ghost going through the motions of the living. Astra wishes her goodnight, or maybe nasty dreams delivered through a devilish sneer. They are two ghosts disconnected from the world.
Chapter 7
Many guests reside within walking distance, but a few live on the outskirts of Roseland. Steering the luxury sedan up a steep winding hill, Julie becomes ever more certain that Miguel's hands found their way all over Steve's vehicle. The responsive car hugs the turns and growls up the hill, eager for a race. Active concentration keeps the sedan under the speed limit.
Exiting the forest of tall firs, she spots her destination without checking her notes. A large mansion behind a gated drive overlooks the city and mountains beyond, the only property at the end of the street. Steering the car into the drive, she stops before the gate and presses a button beside the door handle. Whirring, the window drops letting in cool air.
A speaker standing on a post crackles.
Pushing glasses up her nose, she leans out the window and shouts her name at the box. A voice welcomes her, and the gate rolls on a pair of wheels.
Stepping on the accelerator, she maneuvers the sedan growling along the drive between rows of flowers. The drive splits around a garden circle. Turning right, she follows the round-a-bout and stops behind a sleek white sports car. Cutting the engine, she removes the key and opens the door.
Climbing out into the sunlight, she breathes in the crisp autumn air and glances around. The house is a three story white Victorian mansion. Strolling by a line of shrubs trimmed in perfect spheres, she looks over the front window decorated by black shutters. Glancing through her own reflection, she sees heavy maroon drapes tied open by large bows. The remainder of the interior hides behind the bright outdoor reflection.
Glancing up, she sees a balcony standing on slender columns. Roosting on the corners of the railing, two carved ravens stretch out their wings. Stepping onto the porch between the tall columns, she hears a latch click.
The door swings in revealing a man in a dark suit, gray hair combed straight back. Holding the door open, he stands back and waves his left arm out across the entryway.
Heels clicking across the white marble floor, Julie passes through the small foyer into an expansive room bathed in light streaming through glass doors. She glances at the gray sofas circling a round table, and her gaze returns to the doors.
Outside, green grass surrounds an empty stone patio. Beyond, the valley stretches out with Roseland nestled at the bottom, a glistening river snaking through the center. Mountains line the horizon. Three snow-capped volcanoes, one in the east and two in the north, reach into the sky.
"This way, Miss Walsh."
She spins away from the view and follows the butler down a dark stairwell. Eyes adjusting slowly, her hand glides along the railing for guidance. She plants her feet firm on each step, listening to the resounding clicks of her shoes. The butler's shoes produce only a soft shuffle. Trying her best at softening her steps, she concentrates on putting her weight on the balls of her feet. The tap of each step is an improvement, but far from the quiet steps of the man.
Spinning into the room, she takes it all in. Against each wall, tall bookshelves stand separated by small tables sitting beneath paintings. Two other round tables occupy the center, each with a pair of chairs. Brass lamps with curved necks illuminate the glossy wood tabletops. Without knowledge of old furnishings she is uncertain to the antiquity, but judging the quality craftsmanship and heavy appearance she believes they must be old, back when craftsmen worked with real wood.
"Miss Helen will join you shortly." The butler nods and exits through a door on the opposite side of the room.
Feeling suffocated in the still air, she loosens her necktie. She approaches a painting between the two nearest bookshelves.
A gooseneck lamp illuminates the brass framed oil painting of a full length nude woman standing on a beach facing the sea. A night scene, whirling dark blues and purples create the sky. A near full moon reflects on the waters edge, twisted and bent over a wave washing up the white glowing sand.
Leaning closer, her mouth unhinges taking in the realistic rendition. Short brush strokes and stippling of a master capture the shoreline giving her the sensation she could reach out and feel the sand. The nude figure appears alive with soft shading around legs and under breasts, so warm and real the woman might stroll right into the room. Photographs never appear this alive.
The red eyes capture her attention the most. Looking at the long gaze reaching over the sea, she feels the woman's sorrow. Overcoming emotion, the curious scientific side of her mind takes control as she gazes at the rendered red jewels. Vivid and bright, the orbs appear to reflect red light. Nothing else in the painting, not even in the water, is red. With the attention to realism, she expects to find red reflecting in the water in the direction of the gaze.
Moving around a bookcase, she approaches another painting eager for more. She gazes up at a portrait of an individual wearing a dark cowboy hat pulled down low over blue-gray eyes. The face is narrow with a slender nose and chiseled cheekbones throwing a stern expression. The intense cold gaze sends her back a step.
Her left arm brushes up against cool softness.
Yelping, she spins around. A woman stands beside her in a long white dress, arms folded over middle. Gold-rimmed glasses with round smoky lenses rest on a pale nose. She recognizes the pallid cheeks, the woman from the first painting.
"I apologize for startling you." Her voice is soft.
She pats her beating heart and smiles. Extending her hand, she says, "I'm Juliet Walsh."
"Nice meeting you. I'm Helen." Her hand is soft and cool. Waving at the portrait, she glides closer. "The gunslinger history forgot."
Furrowing her brow, she gazes up at the painting meeting the intense glare. "What do you mean? Forgot?"
"Posing as a man with several aliases, this woman was known primarily by reputation. History is full of people like her. Either forgotten or misplaced, accomplishments bestowed upon others if remembered at all." Helen taps her index finger on her lips.
Julie looks away from the painting, gazing at the woman out of the corner of her eye. Helen appears about the same age as Steve, maybe a few years older. Short streaks of gray shoot through dark hair above her ears. Eyes rove behind the shaded lenses. Head turning, lamplight catches the lenses throwing an amber glare.
"She is but one of many treasures I discovered within the lies of history." Helen smiles, thin lips curling at the corners. "Although, she may have been forgotten for good reason. Her deeds are not the sort any responsible mother would want her children admiring in history class."
Looking back at the painting, Julie nods. The woman could pass for a man. The face is intense, angry.
"The raven is a sign of approaching doom." Licking the corner of her mouth, Helen tips her head back. Shapes behind the smoky lenses shift. "I believe that is how she thought of herself. A sign of approaching doom."
"Some believe ravens carry souls to the land of the dead."
Helen inclines her head.
"The painting is remarkable." She looks at the intense cold eyes. It feels familiar like a scolding from a parent, the kind that forces a child's gaze to the floor. Or like steel slicing into the heart.
"Thank you," Helen says. "A hobby I picked up years ago."
Glancing across the room, she spots a familiar face within a portrait. "There's Steve. I think he was wearing that same blue necktie the other day."
Helen glides over to a table in the center of the room and waves at a chair, her long slender fingers grazing the top of the backrest. She appears like a doll, especially in the classic dress. She stands straight with hair and clothing appearing perfect, a collectable doll on display.
"So, you're a historian?" She pulls out the indicated chair. Besides just small talk, she grows interested in the painter. Sitting, she crosses her legs.
Helen sits and swipes her hair off shoulders. "I like to think of myself as more of a cartographer, charting events in history." She sets her hands on her lap. "As for the analysis and the search for meaning, I leave to others."
The two sit at angles on the same half of the table. Gazing across the room, she looks at the painting of the woman in the cowboy hat. Even half-way across the room, she feels as though those orbs watch her. Looking to the far corner, she spots another painting. Flowers in a myriad of colors decorate a trestle arching over a woman in full Victorian dress including wide sun hat. She stands peering over her shoulder holding a parasol to her side partially covering her face, a sparkling golden eye peering around the edge. Breathtaking. Feeling another gaze upon her, a real one, she looks at the woman sitting beside her.
Helen smiles, cheeks pushing the smoky glasses higher. She appears less like a doll, but still perfect as if her every movement practiced.
"I've taken a few history classes." Her glasses weighing down, she wriggles her nose. Biting her lip, she considers her course through the conversation. "My major is anthropology."
"How exciting." Helen's smile grows exposing her teeth, imperfect but nearly all straight.
"I'm not all that interested in wars and rulers. I'm interested in how regular people went about their daily lives in different times and different places. I couldn't give a..."
She bites her lip, already on the verge of stumbling before reaching the point of the meeting. "I could care less about rulers altering history for their own vanity. Destroying monuments or changing texts."
The butler strolls into the room. Julie sits back watching the man set a silver tray on the table. The small white porcelain cups rattle. Watching the butler glide away she examines his soft steps. Picturing pads attached to the bottoms of the glossy leather shoes, she grins.
Grasping the handle of the porcelain pot, Helen pinches the knob on the lid between two fingers appearing delicate. Steaming liquid exits the spout, pouring into a small cup, filling the room with a sweet aroma.
"If history did remember that person." Julie glances over at the portrait of the woman with the cowboy hat. "They might have made her out as hero or villain based on events that may or may not have happened. Maybe she was good with a gun and just needed a job to put food on the table. It's the little things like that I'm interested in. Not the big events."
"You pay attention to the things most overlook." Helen sets the pot down and lifts her cup, holding it in both hands as if presenting it. Light glimmers off her glasses.
She nods and takes the remaining cup, bringing it to her nose. The sweet aroma carries the familiar scent of alcohol and something else. "This isn't tea."
"Saké." Helen tips the cup to her lips and drinks. "While staying in the Far East, I grew quite fond of it. This selection in particular."
She drinks. The rice wine slips inside, a combination of sweet silk and a sharp intoxicating kick. Her first taste is nothing like the horrid reports from others. Breathing the aroma out through her nose is a treat in itself filling her with the calming ease of a good perfume.
"This is good shit." Her free hand smacks her lips, her eyes growing big.
Helen laughs, a delicate murmur. "Yes, it is."
"I'm really sorry." She pinches fingers over her lips.
"Please. In my home you may feel free to be at home."
"Thank you." She takes another sip and sets her cup down. Peering into the smoky lenses, she searches for the orbs finding only hazy shapes. "How do you know Steve? Are you an art expert?"
"Painting started out primarily as a personal pleasure, although I do sell a few on occasion. But to blazes if I know anything about the art world." Picking up the pot, she pours the sweet contents into both cups. "After years of dedication, my painting hobby turned into an investment. With dedication any investment may turn profitable. Today, I assist scholars and fund archaeological research. At times, I aid treasure hunters."
Accepting the large house on the hill as evidence of success, she nods imagining the woman funding archaeologists trotting around the globe.
Helen lifts the cup to her lips and lowers it beneath her chin. "My relationship with Steve is primarily friendship."
She uncrosses her legs and leans forward in the chair. "Did you know his wife and kid?"
"I met his late wife on a few occasions. Nice girl. She was very devoted to her job at a prestigious legal firm." She lifts the pot and pours, filling both cups. "He mentions a young lady now and then."
"He mentioned Cassandra." She takes her cup. "That's her name. His girl. He said that she disappeared a few years ago on the same day he found out his wife died."
"Did he?" Helen lifts the cup to her lips, hand and cup reflecting in the glasses.
The room is too dim for shaded glasses. The round lenses perched on the slender nose appear like reading glasses with a tint. Unless it is one of those light adjusting lenses with a high degree of sensitivity, it seems odd wearing tinted glasses in a windowless room. It also seems unusual sitting in the basement while sunlight bathes a million-dollar view on the floor above.
She searches the lenses trying to make eye contact, but finds a reflection of the cup. "It seems too much like coincidence. Losing both of them on the same day."
"My apologies." Helen frowns. "The glasses. It's a habit."
Julie diverts her gaze down at her cup resting on the saucer.
Helen slides the glasses down to the end of her nose.
Looking up, she finds bright red orbs like the ones in the painting. The eyes contain marbled veins in varying shades of red from near orange to deep crimson. Like sparks of electricity, the veins crackle from the dark pupils to the outer edge ringed in vivid blood red. The orbs are living stones nestled in cream.
Realizing she stares, Julie looks down at the cup.
"A young boy once asked me if I injured my eyes. He thought poking eyes might change the color. I don't know if that is true or not, but I assured him that they are natural."
Gaze climbing, she takes in the ruby eyes. They appear timeless holding wisdom of the elderly. Reading the crimson orbs in the painting seems simpler.
"When I was young, they were light brown. As I blossomed into womanhood, they transformed matching my father's eyes." Slipping the glasses from the end of her nose, she folds the arms and sets them on the table beside her cup.
"It runs in the family then."
"Others often treat me different." Her gaze falls to the table. "Some ignore me. Often they just stare, distracted. Sometimes I see fear in their eyes. Like it's a disease."
"I think they're pretty."
Her thin lips curl. "Thank you."
"I imagine others might react the same as seeing a person with different skin color for the first time."
"Some fear different."
She puts on her professional smile. "You were saying about Steve. His girl."
"Yes." Picking up her cup, Helen takes a sip. "That's just how he remembers things. Connecting the disconnected."
She recalls Steve saying that he learned of Cassandra's disappearance and his wife's murder on the same day. The events may transpire on different days in history, but his words indicate he learned of both events on the same day. She lifts the cup to her lips, the rice wine growing more delicious with each sip.
Tipping the cup, Helen sips and sets it down. She places her hands in her lap.
"Steve has dementia or something, doesn't he? He uses those tiny notepads to help remember things."
A smile washes over Helen softening the vibrant orbs. Her face appears warmer, but still cold as if she struggles at expressing emotion. The real woman contrasts the painting full of emotion.
"He likes to say his brain is full," Helen says.
She returns the smile, and lifts her cup. She takes another sip of wine. Glancing around the dim windowless room, sunlight feels like a distant memory. The furniture is elegant, the beautiful living paintings add some warmth, but it feels cold without the touch of natural light.
"You will find that his memory is better than most."
She looks up at the portrait of Steve. The painting so alive, it feels almost as if he is in the room. His expression conveys both his reluctance at posing and his loyalty to his friend. He poses because he cares for the painter.
"But I don't believe Steve Reynolds ever had a daughter."
She looks at the woman finding the orbs watching her. It feels as though the unusual eyes study her, piercing into her soul.
Dropping gaze, Julie looks at her hands on the table beside the cup. "Are you saying he's crazy?"
"No. He remembers things differently."
Feeling lost, she shakes her head. Two women in Steve's life claim Cassandra does not exist.
"It is good that he hired you." Helen reaches across the table. The cool fingers touch her hand. "A good sign. I'm positive you will do him well."
"Thank you." She smiles. Putting her thoughts back on her task, she clears her throat. "Well, you're invited to our party on Wednesday evening at the Benson-Douglas Ballroom."
Helen returns her hand to her lap. "Will there be music?"
The music! She smacks the side of her head. "I haven't hired a musician yet."
"I'm an accomplished violinist, and I'd love to play."
She studies the woman wondering how many talents a person can handle. "If your music is half as good as your painting then perfect."
"Excellent." Helen claps her hands together.
Flesh eager for tasting sunlight, she rises. "Well, I should be on my way. Thanks for the drink."
Helen stands and does something appearing much like a curtsy, pulling at her dress and touching her chin to her chest. "I will give Steve my approval of you."
"Sure. Okay." She shrugs and turns towards the doorway leading to the stairs.
"Take good care of him, will you?"
She spins around, eyebrow perking up, her gaze meets the ruby jewels. Unable to read them, she wishes to gaze upon the face in the painting. Helen expresses herself better through her art. Or the woman is good at hiding her feelings.
Uncertain of any meaning beyond that of an assistant, Julie wishes the kind woman farewell and marches up the stairs. Bursting out the front door, she tumbles into the sunlight and throws out her arms welcoming the warm rays. She breathes a long sigh. Seven guests confirmed, and the worst she saves for last.
~~~~
Standing in the warmth of the sun hovering above the buildings, Julie gazes at the closed glass doors. Spotting a woman dressed in business attire and smart glasses, she smiles. Seeing the woman smile back, she realizes the woman is her own reflection. Stamped through her reflection, words in blue identify the Roseland Police Station. She looks for the motto, but finds the hours of public operation instead. She knows the motto well: to protect, serve, and frisk breasts.
She climbs the final step and marches into the shadow of the building, her reflection disappearing. Reaching out for the silver handle, a shudder cascades down. She drops her arm. Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, she glances back down the steps spotting two persons in business suits marching along the sidewalk. Hooking a finger into her mouth, she bites down on the flesh and glances back at the doors. She reaches up and pats her hair bun finding it all in place.
Spotting a figure approaching on the other side of the glass, her eyes dart over to a bronze plaque on the stone surface beside the doors. There is an inscription, but she ignores it. Out of the corner of her eye, she watches the door open.
Shoes patter down the steps.
Turning back to the doors, she takes a deep breath. Hand at the back of her head, she touches the pencil holding the bun in place.
She spins around and adjusts her glasses. Maybe the detective is busy. She might just leave a note at the front desk, like at the mayor's office.
Pulling on the silver handle, she opens the door and dives into the lair. A shadow falls over her as the stagnant air of the police station fills her lungs. Heels clicking across the dull floor covered in black marks, she approaches the front desk. It is not so much as a desk, but a long counter with three individuals standing behind. Selecting the woman in the middle, she marches up and leans her arm on the tall counter.
"What can I do for you?" says the officer. Flipping pages, she streams through a book.
Using her middle finger, Julie pushes the eyeglasses up her nose. Perhaps with the glasses and suit, nobody will recognize her. It works for superheroes. "I'm here to see Detective Silver."
The woman flips the page, gaze flashing left to right. "What's the nature of your business?"
Holding her head high, she flashes her professional smile. Looking at the tag pinned on the woman's shirt, she reads the name. "A personal matter, Officer Monster."
The officer stops turning pages. The gaze could burn a hole through stone.
She studies the name badge. "Mosetter." She rubs her chin. "Officer Mosetter. If he's busy, I can just leave a message."
Growing cold, she keeps her smile blazing. She wants this done before one of the officers arrests her for offensive name calling. Glare melting, the woman informs her that she can wait in the detective's office.
Julie follows the short woman through a maze of desks looking much the same as on her last visit. Unlike the previous occasion, she walks on her own two feet instead of dragged kicking and screaming in shackles. The kicking and screaming part is in her own mental image, memory of the actual event hides within a haze. Keeping her eyes glued to the back of Mosetter, she navigates the large room with minimal eye contact.
Fingers bang keyboards, machines beep, mouths chatter. A radio squawks from beyond a pile of papers stacked high on a desk. Passing a poster, she scans the many faces searching for her mug. Finding only strangers, she breathes a mental sigh of relief.
Detective Silver's office is a solitary room, his name in white on a glass door. Inside, manila envelopes stuffed with papers pile high on a desk. A window looks out over the array of desks with busy officers and clerks.
She looks over the stack of folders. Either the computer age defies law enforcement, or they demand a hard copy of everything in triplicate.
Taking a seat, she crosses her left leg over right and presses down her dark blue slacks. She adjusts the necktie Trish picked out at the store growing fond of the accessory. Looking at her shiny shoes, she keeps her head low avoiding eye contact with any familiar officer that might gaze in her direction.
Considering scribbling her invitation and letting herself out, she looks around for a notepad. Nothing. A note on a folder might go unnoticed. It is just as well. She wants to do good, follow orders, meet the important persons in Steve's life. This is her job, even if she is just a pretty face and perky boobs as Trish suggests.
Black shoes march into the office. "Afternoon."
Standing, she smiles and extends her hand. "Hi, I'm Miss Juliet Walsh." She is uncertain why she added the title this time. It might be the suit talking.
Silver shakes her hand squeezing firm. He comments on her outfit. Thanking him, she sits throwing left leg over right. Her foot kicks at the air.
Silver slides behind the desk and sits. He peeks over the stack of papers and asks her to excuse the mess.
"I am here on behalf of my employer, Steve Reynolds."
"Ah," says Silver. Smiling, he goes into a speech about the old days. She is uncertain if it is about Steve, but she only half listens waiting for a pause. Her foot kicks faster.
Papers tumble off the end of the desk. Cursing, the detective peeks over the edge of his desk. She smiles a smile feeling about as fake as the breasts on a waitress with aspirations of acting. She continues stretching her lips out unable to pull her face together.
Silver leans back in his chair. "I remember you now."
Her mind whirls trying to place the detective, her foot kicking faster, rear wobbling, chair squeaking. The man appears familiar, but not one of her arresting officers. He may just be some face remembered from any one of her many visits wearing the silver bracelets, with or without the kicking and screaming.
Face twisting into concern, the detective queries about her health. His gaze flashes to her kicking leg. She uncrosses her leg, stomping her foot beside the other, and flashes her professional smile hoping it appears genuine. She feels warm, but she reassures him everything is well. Lies come easy when talking to cops.
"Five years ago," says Silver. Recognition fills his eyes. "You gave me a statement."
Thoughts racing, she looks down at the piles of folders while sorting her memories. She recalls providing fingerprints, denying charges, or keeping her mouth shut while awaiting the judge. She may have witnessed a few crimes, but never has she informed the police.
"It was a bizarre case," he says. "With all the individuals present, you were the only one that told us anything about the suspect. And you didn't even witness the murder."
"I'm sorry, I don't recall." She shakes her head. "Besides, if I didn't witness it then how useful was the statement I gave?"
"Indeed," says Silver, nodding. He laces fingers over his stomach. "It didn't help that you were high as a kite, either."
Feeling spent, she hangs her head. No amount of fancy clothing can cover up her history. Hope for completing her business without incident washes away, spiraling down the drain along with the blood rushing from her face.
"Miss Walsh?" Silver leans over the desk. "Are you positive you are well?"
She wipes her face in her hands, feeling a tear slide onto her finger. She rubs her nose and takes in a deep breath. "I don't remember giving any statement."
"I'm sorry, Miss Walsh. I didn't mean to bring up bad memories." Silver pulls a white handkerchief from his blazer and holds it out. "You simply reminded me of that case. I don't like unsolved cases."
She pushes the handkerchief away, shaking her head. "What was so strange?"
Silver tucks the cloth into his pocket and leans back. "Seven persons heard the gunshots. All of them saw Judge Bernstein's body slumped over. Dead. Only one person could describe a suspect."
"I did?" She sits back shaking her head, wondering if Silver has her confused with another girl.
"Six individuals, just a few feet away, and not one of them saw the killer." His fist hits desk. "None of them saw the killer come or go from that coffee shop."
Her mind spins. She recalls the coffee shop on the way to school, the morning caffeine break and occasional smoke stop. On days the school bleachers seemed miles away, the lot behind the coffee shop served as a drug break.
"You gave us a description. Not a good one."
She bites her lip and looks down at her shiny shoes, feeling lost, the day hanging in a fog. She wonders how many other memories are dead, killed by drugs. "I'm sorry."
"You did your best." Holding his fist to his face, he coughs. "Excuse me."
She looks up meeting his gaze.
"I have known Mister Reynolds for a dozen years. What would you like to know about him?"
Taking a deep breath, she gathers her thoughts. "First, he invites you to a party this Wednesday at the..." She digs for the name of the place recited to numerous guests during the day. "The Benson-Douglas Ballroom."
Silver coughs.
"And second. What can you tell me about his step-daughter, Cassandra?"
Thinking she should have kept to her in-and-out plan, she cringes in her thoughts, but holds her face steady. She takes in a deep breath. Releasing a puff, the scent of rice wine tickles her nose. Crushing her lips together, she holds her breath wishing she stopped for a breath mint.
"Mister Reynolds is a bright, but ill man." Silver leans back, the chair clicking, and shakes his head. "I met him right here in this office. He had amnesia. Only five months after he was reacquainted with his wife, the poor woman was murdered. That was a dozen years ago."
"Twelve years?" Julie scrunches her nose. This contradicts Steve's assertion of five years. Sliding the glasses from her nose, she rubs her eyes with the back of her left hand.
"Up until recently, he never accepted it. He went on as if she was still alive, and I couldn't convince him." He shrugs and shakes his head. "In all these years, there never was a daughter."
"Who is the girl in the photo on his desk?" She stands, throwing up her arms. There must be a daughter. "There are old appointments still on the computer. Meetings with teachers."
"I'm sorry," says Silver, shaking his head.
She paces to the door and back to the desk, her mind streaming over the computer calender in her memory. The appointment book contains business meetings and personal accountings kept by the previous assistant up until five years ago.
"He's not well, Miss Walsh."
"It doesn't make sense." She pulls at the pencil in her hair, releasing the bun, hair falling over her shoulders.
"Please, Miss Walsh." Lurching up, he stands sending the chair rolling back against a cabinet beneath the window.
"It's all on the computer." She paces to the door, her heart pounding, lungs taking in scorching air. Her thoughts turn to the crisp outdoor breeze.
A hand grabs her wrist spinning her around facing the detective. Hot breath spews out of the maw shouting about missing birth records, school report cards. Grip tightens, and she squirms. No evidence, the voice cries. There is no Cassandra.
Sweat glistening on her forehead, she tugs her arm. Throwing her free hand towards the door, towards freedom, she shifts her weight pulling against the fingers clenching her wrist.
"Let me go!"
Memory problems, the voice insists.
Julie swings her free arm, hand slapping against the scratchy face, releasing a smack resounding through the glass cubicle. She slips free.
Fists clenched, arms swinging, heels pounding the dirty floor, she storms through the police station. Feeling the eyes follow her across the room, her blood boils.
She speeds by desks, knocking stacks of papers tumbling to the floor, leaving a trail of officers diving over, scooping up their precious records.
To hell with protecting and serving.
Bursting through the doors, she meets cool air flooding over her. Releasing her breath, she expels the confining musty odor replacing it with the crisp autumn scents. Reaching the sidewalk at the street, she slips out of her shoes hearing the sidewalk cracks groan their disappointment.
Julie looks down the length of the street. She searches the figures walking on the sidewalk. The faces appear hazy. Receding cars blur into a fog. Her fingers fly to her face touching the smooth flesh around her eyes.
She curses and stomps her heel on the ground. "I left my glasses in that asshole's office."
Music erupts, pleasant chimes attracting the attention of several faceless heads turning. Recognizing the theme designated for Trish, she pulls her phone from her pocket and slides it open placing it to her ear. Heat raging, she yells at the phone. Hearing the whimpering voice calms her, and she apologizes. She asks Trish to stop by the office later.
Hugging her shoes to her middle, she twirls around taking in the sight. Pedestrians, men and women, dressed in dark suits stream around her, consuming every available space on the sidewalk. Eyes pass by without making contact. She feels invisible. Shoulders bounce against her, knocking her into more shoulders. The faces are clear, in sharp focus, each one with dead mindless eyes staring forward.
Standing on her toes, she peers down the road searching for the source of the attraction. Failing to see over the heads, she turns facing the flow. Glancing at passing faces, she sees normal individuals going about their business, some on phones while others chat with each other. It is like an entire building empties its contents onto the street at once.
The swarm opens up, giving way to daylight, an orange glow over the tall buildings.
She stands alone on the sidewalk, watching the receding mass. The pedestrians blend in with others, spreading out. They dissipate into normal traffic. Looking in each direction, she finds regular pedestrian flow.
Turning on Fifth Street, she follows the sidewalk while pushing buttons on her phone for the number she found on the computer. Doing well at her job means understanding her employer's problems, knowing the truth and coping with his limitations. Holding the phone to her face, she waits for the answer.
A woman's voice greets her ear.
"Margo?" She marches ignoring the crack biting her heel. It is Margo. "I'm Juliet Walsh. I wanted to ask you about Mister Reynolds."
"So, you're the new girl."
The woman asks her to go video. She holds the phone up. Pressing a button, a face appears on the display, everything blurred. She wishes for her glasses, but they reside beyond reach in the hell that is the Roseland Police Station.
Margo makes a comment, but she cuts her off asking about Cassandra. Holding the phone closer, she peers at the image.
"There is no Cassandra, sweetheart."
Everyone agrees, except Steve with the photograph.
"Maybe Cassandra was his way of coping," says Margo. She goes on about the dead wife, slow business. Her voice sounds sad as she mentions the day she told Steve that Cassandra missed school.
"I thought," Margo says. The sound of puffing air squeals from the speaker. "I thought it would snap him out of it."
"If you were just going along with a delusion." Anger building, her voice grows louder. Steve does not strike her as delusional. "Then why keep track of all the teacher meetings, birthday parties, and other appointments?" No dental visits, but some things are in a mother's department. And hallucinations have perfect teeth. "All in a computer Steve never sees!"
"The notepads," Margo says.
Recalling the pocket pads Steve always carries, she cringes feeling stupid for not thinking of it before. Even if the girl is imaginary, Steve is together enough to notice details. Margo's calendar must jive with the pads.
"Make sure he has a little notepad with him at all times." The unfocused face grows in size filling the view screen. "That's my advice."
Pressing the button, Julie cancels the call. Sliding the phone into her pocket, she marches, the rocks biting through her stockings.
"Honestly." She waves her arms. "It must be hard work keeping appointments synchronized with a delusion. Mistakes are bound to happen."
Unlocking the front door to the office, she charges in and punches the security code. Rounding the corner, she tosses her shoes over the front desk and storms across the lobby. Pushing open the door to Steve's office, she streams in and touches the switch on the desk lamp. She grabs the picture frame and turns it over. Sliding out the black cardboard backing, she tosses it on the table. Pulling the photograph free, she holds it up to the light and examines the backside.
Stamped in light gray, an unfamiliar brand name repeats in diagonal rows. It is photo paper, not the poster paper that comes with new frames. No date. She flips the photograph over and looks at the image of a smiling teenager.
She lifts it closer to her eyes. Her gaze falls to the bottom looking over the blue buttoned shirt. Scanning from the shoulder to the pocket over the small breasts at the bottom of the image, she examines the texture. It is an ordinary buttoned dress shirt.
Parted down the middle, Cassandra's wavy dark hair hangs down over shoulders. She appears like any teenage girl without any distinguishing style in a photograph taken anytime in the last few decades.
She slides the photograph against the glass and replaces the backing. "Well, you're somebody."
Chapter 8
Jerking the key from the lock, Julie dances inside. The glass door bangs closed. Reaching out, she taps the security code with the speed of a veteran. Nodding her head to the music playing through the earbuds, she bounces on toes dancing around the corner.
The music glides from the chorus into a grooving instrumental, hard hitting percussion and singing electric guitars building into a driving beat. Hips swinging, one foot crossing over the other, she bounces to the beat shaking her head. Spinning around the back corner of the desk, she spots a blinking red light. She tugs the cord popping the earbuds, extinguishing the music.
Beeping.
Grabbing the headset, she clicks the answer icon on the screen. Holding the headset to her face, she clears her throat. "Reynolds. This is Julie."
"Hi Julie." The woman's voice sounds far too cheerful for a Thursday afternoon. "This is Felicity with Grendel and Associates. I have a proposal I'd like to send over."
Spinning the office chair around, she settles onto the seat. Her first real phone call has her searching for the right words. It might be easier knowing more about the business. Or which business as Steve deals with cars, art, and antiques. "Great."
"Is Mister Reynolds up for a challenge?"
"Yes." Biting her lip, she grasps for a phrase floating by in her head. At this point, knowing which area of the business seems irrelevant. The answer is the same. "We're revitalizing past projects and building new bridges for a better tomorrow."
Realizing her words sound like a failed campaign slogan, she rolls her eyes.
"You're new, huh?"
"First week."
Sitting, Julie enters the order into the computer. Some of the terminology is foreign, but Felicity helps her through it. While she fumbles with the software, they chat about the unusually dry October weather. Call finished, she sets the headset on the desk feeling better about her job.
Stretching her foot underneath the desk, she slides her shiny shoes closer and steps into them.
The back door swings open releasing a whistle.
"Yo, office lady. How's it going?"
Spinning around in the chair, she smiles. "Great."
Leaning on the corner of the desk, Miguel nods jutting out his lower lip. He holds out a sheet of paper. "Here's the invoice on the Scorpion. It'll be ready tomorrow."
Taking the page, she glances at the name at the top. "I'll call Mister Jackson and let him know."
"Cool."
Spotting the total fee, her eyes grow pushing up her brow. "Holy shit. Two hundred and fifty grand?" She looks over at Miguel and scrunches her face. "Did you build an entire new car?"
"Race ready just like the doctor ordered." Miguel shrugs. "Only serious guys come to us. Just like Boss always says, 'We only offer the best services, second to none.'"
Repeating the statement, Julie realizes that it is what she should have said on the phone. She points at the closed office door behind Miguel. "The cleaners couldn't get into that office."
"Been locked for years." Scratching his chin, he leans over the desk peering inside. "I think Margo kept a key somewhere. Should be extra keys to all the doors."
"I'll look for them before the dust bunnies fight their way under the door."
"Don't want them taking over the place." He waves his hand. "Later, office lady."
"Later." Listening to the back door whistle closed, she coils the earbud wires around the pocket music player. Next to a very short supply of clothes, the player is her fondest item. She sets the device on the invoice beside the keyboard.
"Should look for those keys before I forget." She glances around the desk. Looking over the numerous drawers and cabinets, she searches her memory for keys. She shakes her head at the cabinet full of notepads. None hide with the packaging tape and envelopes. Contents of several drawers remain unknown. She pulls open the first drawer on the right side.
Empty.
Pushing it closed with her right hand, she pulls open the next with her left.
Stacks of little notepads slide back spilling into a heap.
"Not gonna run out anytime soon."
The sounds of car engines and rolling rubber tires spill into the office. The front door clicks shut cutting off the traffic noise. Footsteps click.
Glancing up, she spots a man in a tan coat stride around the corner. Recognizing the graying hair and sagging face, she jerks up banging the drawer closed. "Detective Silver."
"Ah, Miss Walsh. You left your glasses behind." Silver holds out his hand revealing the glasses.
"I usually wear contacts." She extends her hand over the shelf. "I frequently misplace my glasses."
Detective Silver places the glasses on her palm. "Not too frequently I imagine."
"Excuse me?"
"If you usually wear contacts then it doesn't leave many opportunities to misplace your glasses."
"Oh. Right." Frowning, she places her glasses on the desk.
Silver rests an elbow on the shelf. "I stopped by earlier, but you weren't in."
"I have class in the morning." Folding her arms, she glances down at the desk. Gaze falling on the security display, she sees the sidewalk outside the door. Along the street at the edge of view is the lower half of a silver car. "Anthropology."
"School is expensive these days. Most can't even get into state schools without scholarships or grants."
Red's money hardly counts as a scholarship, and lap dancing is hard work. Nobody in a right state of mind offers a grant to a girl with a criminal record.
"Sure. A scholarship. Can't afford school otherwise." She shrugs feeling thankful her scholarship never required anything beyond wiggling. Some men ask, but Red has rules.
Silver's bushy eyebrows rise up. "Your family must be very proud."
Searching the face, she grows curious if this is polite small talk or an investigation. Experience tells her cops never chat, never on the clock anyway. And good detectives are always on the clock. These are the eyes of a good cop, flat and scrutinizing.
She shakes her head. "My parents died when I was sixteen."
He nods. "From troubled teen to good college student. Very admirable."
"Thanks." Crossing left foot over right, she pinches her knees together. Twisting at her waist, she rocks back and forth gaze falling on the desk.
"Any other family?" He rubs his chin. "Perhaps a sister?"
"Just me." Putting on her professional smile, she gazes up at Silver. "Unless there's something else. I have work."
"Yes," says Silver. Lifting elbow from the shelf, he steps back. His face relaxes, bushy eyebrows falling back in place. "I accept the invitation to the party."
Julie feels the blood rush out of her face. "We're happy you can make it."
Smiling, the detective wishes her a good evening. Watching the tan coat disappear around the corner, she looks down at the security image. The view above the front door reveals Silver striding on the sidewalk, coat waving like a cape. The crusader of justice steps off the curb disappearing from view. The silver car bobs.
"What the shit was that about?" She slumps onto the chair bouncing on the hydraulic stem. "Why ask about a sister?"
Returning to the search, she slides open the next drawer sending loose contents sliding back. She pushes boxes of pens, pencils, and erasers. Looking at the supplies reminds her that Steve never uses technology. Most individuals, generally the elderly, put pen to paper for writing personalized letters in the spirit of tradition. Everyone else uses phones or computers.
She wishes for key locating talents before the dust bunnies consume the forgotten office room, or worse, break free smothering the glossy floors in the lobby. Militant dust bunnies or normal dirt, making a good impression requires cleaning the room.
She opens the next drawer. Glossy covered booklets slide back revealing a set of keys on a ring. Grabbing the keys, she heads for the door.
Sliding to a stop, she grabs the knob. The first key jams. Spinning the ring, she tries another. The key slides home and turns. Holding her breath against the dust attack, she pulls the door open and peers inside.
Light streams into the room casting her shadow diagonally across the floor to the center. From the opposite wall, light spills in through a small window meeting the light from the door casting a diamond shape. No attacking dust bunnies, only a fine layer of dust on the floor. Corners lost in shadow, she feels confident the dust bunnies hide there. Otherwise the room appears empty.
"No need to call back the cleaning crew. I can handle this one." Throwing a shrug, she slams the door closed. "Tomorrow."
Chapter 9
Steve presses the button sending the garage gate grinding closed. Marching around the row of cars, his shoes clicking on the smooth surface, he glances over at the tool chests in a semi-circle. Black smudges mark the floor where the Scorpion once stood.
A red dot catches his eye pulling his gaze above the door. He sees the familiar shape of a camera. Within the lens, he spots the reflection of his dark figure moving closer.
Reaching into his shirt pocket, he removes the notepad. Flipping open to the last page, he reads a scribbled note at the top. His assistant, Juliet Walsh, works at the front desk. She studies anthropology at Roseland University in the morning.
He climbs the steps, clomping echoes up and down the stairwell. Pulling open the door reveals the bright lobby floor behind the front desk.
A hooting sound catches his attention.
From the left, a young woman glides out of the hall. Arms outstretched, black stocking covered feet standing wide, she slides, long black hair flowing behind. Screeching to a stop out in the lobby, she spins around, her face red and smiling.
He rolls his head back and releases a deep laugh.
"Sorry." Julie bites her finger. Standing with one foot on the other, she straightens her skirt. "I couldn't resist."
He nods glancing down at the polished floor. "Looks very nice and tempting for any child. Including overgrown children administrating offices." It is a welcome sight finding the office full of life and energy, reminding him of Cassandra stopping by after school.
"I have a new pad for you." She scampers behind the desk. "I've marked your appointment in it."
Resting arm on the shelf, he takes the pad. "Perfect timing."
"You have a good deal to keep track of." She gazes at him through wide eyes. "Don't you?"
Smiling, he slides the pad into his shirt pocket. "It seems I've filled my brain up. So when I put something new in, something else falls out." It is nearly the truth depending on interpretation. "These help me keep the important things inside."
"I understand." She shifts papers behind the desk.
Looking into the workspace, he spots a monitor displaying images of the front door, lobby, and garage. Glancing over his shoulder, he finds the camera high on the wall on the opposite end of the lobby.
Where cameras roost curious eyes follow.
"I have been getting all the bills straightened out. Got the place cleaned." She rakes her fingers through her hair. "New computer."
He thumbs over his shoulder. "I don't think we need the security cameras on during business hours."
Her face grows long as she glances at the monitors.
"The front door is fine, but I don't see any need for having cameras on inside." Except for monitoring employees, he finds no other reason for the camera. It is obvious if an intruder is in the building for them to see with their own eyes.
Her nose scrunches up, glancing at the monitor and back. "I don't understand."
Leaning over the shelf, he wiggles his finger out before his face, motioning her closer.
She leans over the desk, face twisted in curiosity.
"We don't need our big sister watching."
Face screwing up, she cocks her head to the side. "It's wired. Only we can watch."
"Trust me." He pulls at his tie, straightening it. "She can see."
Her eyebrows rise, and she nods. "I'll turn off the inside ones."
Nodding, he turns, taking a step.
"Oh! The bike messenger dropped a package off." She grabs a cardboard envelope from the desk.
Taking the envelope, Steve tucks it under his arm. He marches across the lobby. Opening his office door, he flips open the new notepad and glances at the first page. In Julie's handwriting he finds an appointment for Big Sister, CEO of Stratton Enterprises.
He turns on the lamp and sits at his desk. His gaze falls on the framed pictures joined by a clasp. The light reflects wrong; the pictures are in a different position. Leaning closer, he sees the faint marks in the dust crossing underneath the frame at a shallow angle. Picking up the frame, he positions it onto the old mark.
Ripping the cardboard strip, he opens the envelope. Squeezing the edges, bowing the cardboard, he holds it upside down. A tan index card bounces on its edge and falls flat. Behind it, a red origami bird slides out and flops on the desk.
The identity of the client is a mystery. He only knows the reputation the colored paper birds carry. The paper folder pays well, and that is all that matters. Flipping the index card over, he reads the script handwritten in black ink. The target is Astra Knight of Stratton Enterprises.
Thinking of the trouble this means for the target's employer, a sly smile twists at the corner of his lips. More important, this is one of his biggest challenges. Astra Knight places security as top priority.
Hearing voices out front, he slides the index card into his shirt pocket. He removes a latex glove from his suit pocket. Plucking the paper bird from the desktop, he deposits it into his pocket along with the glove. Standing, he glances at the photograph on his desk, gazing at the image of Pumpkin, and pulls in strength from her smile. He takes in a deep breath and marches into the lobby.
Glistening black shoes clicking one in front of the other, long legs wrapped in hip hugging slacks, the magistrate struts through the lobby.
"It's such a beautiful night," says the woman, holding her hands out to her sides.
Spotting the bodyguard dressed in black standing beside the front door, he nods. "Keep your dog outside. I don't want him making my assistant nervous."
"Hugo!" She snaps her fingers over her head. "Outside."
The large man nods and exits through the front door.
Opening the conference room door, Steve watches the woman stream in, breasts bouncing on a lacy white shelf, the blonde bun on her head shimmering in the light. Breathing in her sweet perfume, her name floats from his memory into his thoughts.
"Yasmine," he says. Stepping inside, he closes the door. "Making personal visits these days?"
"Your new assistant is wicked delicious." Yasmine strides halfway down the length of the conference table, spins around, and rests her arms on the top of a leather high-back chair.
Steve rolls a chair out from the end of the table and stands beside it. Folding his arms, he gazes at Yasmine. With the light from the lobby shining on the side of her grinning face, far half in shadow, she appears demonic. Above her soft pale cheek, the light gleams from her blue eye. From within the shadow, her right orb glows like reflecting the coals of a fire, the mark of the Itoril people.
"Have you tasted her sweet pussy?" Her grin twists into a sneer. "Or are you still devoted to your dead wife? Devoted to death."
Resting his elbow on the top of the chair, he cradles his chin in his thumb and forefinger. "Do you have something for me?"
"I'm her biggest fan," says Yasmine, turning away. Arms folded, she strolls behind the chairs, crossing one foot over the other. "Your assistant, I mean. Not your dead wife."
Eyes narrowing, Steve studies the back of the woman's head, looking at the loose strands dangling from her bun over the back of her dark vest.
"Her father was terrible nasty." Yasmine stands at the window, looking out. "One day, little Juliet made all her problems go away."
Mounds of data fill the computers at Stratton Enterprises giving Yasmine quick access to anything and everything concerning digital transactions. The details between Julie and her father are part of the information, ghosts of memory somewhere within the cosmic tapestry, but details Steve has little use for. What matters most is how his assistant handles her position.
"Just look at her now," Yasmine says. "Doing well in school, working for my favorite killer, and looking so very tasty."
She glances over her shoulder, the streetlamps shining on her face through the window leaving her left side in shadow.
"You're going to tell her," says Yasmine, grinning. "Aren't you?"
"What's the job?"
"Dear Ezekiel."
There is that forgotten name she insists on using.
Yasmine marches beside the table. "Always business in a world full of pleasure."
He snorts a chuckle. The woman is all business making pleasure a part of it.
Entering the light, the red fades from her eye leaving two blue orbs. Light hides the primary mark of the Itoril, but not the secondary. Her grin exposes her sharp fangs. The information passing through the fabric of the cosmos exposes the Itoril, their memories leaving a trail no matter how hard they hide their physical traits.
"While a few individuals shape the world," says Yasmine, raising her hands in the air, "everyone else hungers for pleasure. They feed on violence, mindless online games, sex, drugs." She drops her arms. "Addiction drives them to self-destruction."
"You're addicted to power." He folds his arms.
Resting her arm on the back of a chair, she shakes her head. "No, I lust for life and everything in it."
He glares at the magistrate. Listening to her bores him. Snoring is rude, and she pays too well to toss her out on her ass.
"And what I love about you old man is that you never let me down." She closes in placing her cheek beside his.
He gazes down at her breasts, gazing at the soft mounds pressed together by the white lace. A presentation of her natural gift, but sometimes it seems like another display of her wealth.
Yasmine says in a whisper, "You never fail."
An envelope slides across the table.
"It pains me I can't have you all to myself." She turns and leans on the door. "If anything changes, one of my boys will contact your tasty assistant."
"I'd appreciate you keeping your claws off my assistant."
"Saving that sweet pussy for yourself after all?"
Listening to the door click shut, he opens the envelope and removes a paper. Unfolding the sheet, he presses a hand down the page flattening the creases. Reaching into his pocket, he removes the notepad and sets it beside the paper. He transcribes the important information, repeating the details in his head. The target is Itoril, likely someone breaking their laws. The penalty for crime among the Itoril is execution. Notepad tucked away in pocket, he stands and crumples the paper.
Exiting the conference room, he glances around at the dim lobby lit by a single bank of lights near the front door. Hearing a rumble of frothing water, he follows the sound into the back hall.
A light over the counter glows across the break room. Glancing to the back, he spots Julie stepping into the whirling jacuzzi. Her nude body slides into the steaming pool as she glances over her shoulder. Seeing her make no attempt at covering herself, he turns away marching over to the sink.
"You may keep a bathing suit in the locker room." He strikes his thumb over the wheel of the lighter and a flame ignites.
"Rule number three." Her voice is quiet just above the bubbling water. "Keep my naked trysts to after hours."
He chuckles recalling the interview, asking her to avoid cursing around clients, or running around indecent during business hours. Holding the flame at the bottom corner of the paper, he watches it catch fire. "I'm sorry I wasn't more specific."
"Be careful what you wish for," says Julie, singing.
Watching the blaze zipping up the page, he drops it into the sink and slips the lighter into his pocket. The paper blackens, and the flame extinguishes. Turning around, he leans against the counter and gazes across the room.
Julie sits on the bench facing him, arms stretched out to each side on the edge of the tub. Light glows within the water, illuminating her body within the swirling water, the glow casting up across the wall and ceiling. The froth rolls against her body, splashing over her nipples. With the light below, the shadows climbing over face gives her that spooky appearance children like making with flashlights.
Crossing the room, he rubs his chin. "I forget. What was rule number two?"
She grins, appearing as a demoness with the wavering glow streaming through the water jets. "No sex in the office."
Nodding, he sits on the sofa, the end nearest the hot tub, four feet away. Lower to the ground, the front of the jacuzzi on the dais blocks the view of bare breasts. His gaze wanders from her shoulders, the moist tips of her long hair clinging to her flesh, up to her watchful hazel eyes.
Setting his hand on the arm of the couch, he feels soft lacy fabric at the tips of his fingers. Glancing down, he sees a black undergarment. Flinching, he lifts his hand. Clothing hangs over the armrest. Folding his hands, he looks up at Julie.
"Do you think Cassandra ran away?" She rubs her face. "I mean some teenagers do."
Watching the woman in the tub, Steve collects his thoughts. Recalling the long look in the car, he knows Cassandra never intended on running away. Not for long, anyway.
"I'm sorry," says Julie, shaking her head. "I don't mean to pry."
Nodding, his gaze drops to the floor. The polished tile appears superior to the grime. Looking at the reflection of the tub, he sees the blurred upside-down jacuzzi.
"I guess I do mean to pry just a little." Her voice grows quiet. "I met Helen." She continues talking about Helen's paintings working her way towards the point.
"Helen doesn't know Cassandra," he says. Staring at the reflection in the floor, he releases a long breath. The world forgets Pumpkin. "Nobody knows."
"Oh." Water splashes, her head in the reflection bobs.
"Listen." He glances up. "I have something important to share."
Elbows on the front edge of the tub, she rests her chin on her fingers laced together. Her moist hair clings to her arms in spiked points. Pupils expanded, her hazel eyes gaze back full of interest, thirsting for knowledge.
Placing his hand on the end of the sofa, Steve caresses soft fabric between his fingers. "It is crucial that you know certain details about the business."
Chin rocking on hands, she pitches her head into an exaggerated nod.
"I kept some of it secret from my former assistant." Looping his fingers through the lace, he grips the lace. A blended scent of jasmine and some other familiar sweetness meets his nose lifting a memory free.
Stretching out on the purple sheets, Roberta reclines on her back holding a book above her head. Spread over the pillow, her black hair fans out in every direction. Steve glides his fingers over the smooth sheets and onto her bronze hip. Tracing a route above the black waistband, his fingers caress Roberta's smooth stomach slipping beneath black lace.
While the vision plays in his head, he gazes at the clothing on the sofa armrest. He presses his hands inside, the black fabric stretching over his hand, both the undergarment in his vision and the one on the sofa. He removes his hand, the waistband snapping in place. Leaning over he kisses bare belly tasting soft flesh, smelling a hint of carnations among the jasmine and the woman's natural fragrance.
"Steve?"
The vision melts away leaving the break room. Julie rests her head on her hands perched on the edge of the hot tub. Frothing water rumbles, jasmine fills the room along with another scent, Julie's scent.
Hand jerking, Steve releases the panties.
Julie's eyes shift between his hand and his face. Head rising, mouth falling open, recognition fills her eyes.
Lacing his fingers, he rests his hands on his lap.
"The coffee shop." She lurches upright, breasts jiggling over the edge splashing water onto the steps.
Gazing into the hazel orbs, he sees the younger version of Julie in the shop, the clumsy girl in flip-flops and pajamas. She is a far cry from the adolescent, older now with larger breasts.
"You're a hit man." She cups her face in her hands, her elbows squeezing over her breasts.
Steve furrows his brow. Fate likes playing little tricks.
"I can't believe I work for a killer." She shakes her head, eyes growing large. "I guess I should feel relieved we don't get many phone calls."
"It isn't going to be a problem, is it?"
"Why?" Cocking her head, she glares out the corner of her eye. "Are you going to kill me if it is a problem?"
"No."
"Then it's not." Julie slinks back and sits on the bench. "And I won't tell anyone."
Leaning back, he settles into the soft cushion. "I'm a specialist."
"Big Sister?" She sits up straight her breasts jiggling above the edge of the tub. "She's one of your clients, isn't she?"
"Yes," says Steve, peeling his gaze from moist nipples. He looks across the room at the dark video screen on the wall. This is not the time to tell her the details of his specialty, but she needs to know the basics of the business. "I need you to be my eyes and ears."
"Helen?"
"No, she's a friend." He glances over at the tub. Spotting her breasts, he turns back to the blank screen. "Maybe we should discuss business some other time."
"I'll get dressed." She stands. Water cascades from her body dripping into the frothing tub.
Holding up his hand, blocking the view, he twists his head around and pinches his eyes closed. "No. You go ahead and relax."
Water jets extinguish pitching the room into silence.
"No, I want to." She steps out, water dripping onto the dais. "Oh shit, I forgot a towel."
"Tomorrow." He lurches up from the sofa and turns to the tub.
Julie stands at top of the steps, arms folded beneath her breasts. Water drains down her curving form, over her narrow waist and down over her hips. Legs together, she stands at an angle, but not far enough.
Gaze lingering, Steve looks at a string of white beads dangling over her shaved, sweet pussy, as Yasmine enjoys saying. Pierced at the top by a gold ring, the beads sway with her body movement. He has heard of genital piercings, but he finds viewing one distracting, teasing the mind.
Her thigh rotates blocking the view; Julie stands sideways.
Gaze rising over the arms pressed over round breasts, he locks onto her eyes. "We'll talk tomorrow."
"Tomorrow is Saturday, and I promised to help my landlord."
"Oh," he says. Gaze relaxing, he takes in her form. "Saturday."
Raising her hands behind her head, she wrings her hair sending a stream of water down her back. She smiles, face lighting up. "We can talk. Fetch me a towel."
"Monday." Steve turns away. Leaning over, he snatches the remote control from the table. Discussing business is for working hours. "We'll go over all the details." Pressing the power button illuminates the screen. Selecting a music station, he sets the remote on the table. Quiet smooth jazz bathes the room. "Enjoy your night, Miss Walsh."
Chapter 10
Gazing out the window, Julie looks down at the city lights. The view is beautiful even with three shorter buildings blocking some of it. Darkness consumes many of the windows in the other buildings, but she spots several individuals moving about in the few lit windows of the nearest building.
Fog glazes over the view.
She steps back from the glass looking at her breath mark.
"Like this view better?"
She spins around, gaze falling on Astra dressed in a long black skirt, an employee badge clipped to her belt. Fingering her badge clipped to her blouse between breasts, she glances down at the white card with her photo taken moments ago. "Is this your office?"
"One of them." Astra shakes her head and rolls her eyes. "One office isn't enough for Her Majesty. As her personal assistant, I have several so she can keep me close."
"Is this entire building hers?"
"All hers and its ass-kissing occupants." Astra flashes a devilish grin. "Of course, it's my ass they come kissing when they want something. And let me tell you, some of those worms are good at it. I enjoy all kinds of goodies."
Recalling the weed, Julie nods. She imagines the building stuffed full of lazy corporate types using favors and money for gaining status while pawning off the hard work on others.
"Most of the place is empty on Saturday night, but there's always plenty of work for the worms." Astra scoops up a tablet computer from a glass desk and hugs it to her chest. "Come, I'll show you to your droning duty."
Following her roommate, she glances up at a large framed photograph on the wall. Big Sister stands like a supermodel wearing nothing but silver rings forming a chain mail dress draped over her large breasts. The loops are too large for protecting a knight, but perfect for viewing flesh. It seems improper having a near pornographic image in a workplace, but somehow it fits.
Riding the elevator, Julie glances around at the reflections within the floor to ceiling mirrors on all sides including the doors. The two women go on forever viewed from reversing sides. The buttons are silver with blue numbers, but the panel around them is all mirror with only two fingerprints. Mirrors increase the apparent size of elevators reducing claustrophobia, but in here she is at the center of a crowd. Disorientation washing over, she grasps the brass handrail.
Astra folds her arms and leans against the rail in the corner. "Boring work tonight, but you'll learn the building."
Gazing at Astra and the hundreds of imitators standing across from the hundreds of women wearing identical skirts, she concentrates on the Astra in the center appearing the most three-dimensional.
"If you're up for a little kissing ass, I can find another worm to do your work. Give you the credit." Astra flings up her hand, and the army mimics the move, half raising left and half raising right hands. "Since you're my roomy, I'll cut you a break of course."
The elevator slows sending her gut dropping and her head swaying. "I'll be all right."
A ding, and the doors slide open.
Stepping out of the mirrored enclosure, Julie glances down spotting a man walking directly underneath. Wave washes over, knees weaken, her Mary Janes skitter on the thick glass. "Whoa! I can see the floor below."
Astra cackles. "Yeah. The queen loves keeping her eye on the worms at work."
Crossing the large vacant room, she watches her flats tap the window, an array of cubicles below. Spotting a bald man working at a computer, she pushes her skirt against her thighs wishing she chose slacks even though she wore them the day before. "And the worms can see up our skirts."
"Just be sure you're wearing panties before passing over the tech department. The only pussy those nerds ever see is on the web. And we filter that." Astra pushes open a glass door.
"It must be a bitch keeping this place clean." She slips through the doorway. Relief cascades over her as she steps on solid white floor, polished but opaque.
"We have cleaning worms." Astra waves her hand over the dim room of cubicles, gray partitions glowing from unseen computer monitors. "Welcome to operations."
A rotund woman lumbers out of doorway behind a desk wearing a wireless headset attached to her ear. She barks at the microphone. "Don't give me that shit. Just find a replacement."
Astra leans against a tall black desk. "Thompson, I brought you a slave for the evening."
A stack of papers drops from the big woman's arm slamming onto the desk. "About time."
Spinning around Astra smiles. "Later, roomy."
She wiggles her fingers at Astra disappearing through the door. Turning to the big woman, she grasps the edge of the desk. "Hi, I'm Juliet Walsh."
"Can you read a map?" Thompson turns away and opens a cabinet behind the desk.
"Sure."
"What the hell do you mean?"
She jolts back a step, eyes growing large staring at the back of the woman. Gulping down a lump in her throat, she wonders if puckering up to Astra's rear might be the better choice.
"Halloween is a week away and I can't afford to be short." Thompson bangs around inside the cabinet, batting objects around in furious throws.
Realizing the woman speaks into the headset, she breathes a sigh and waits her turn. The sooner she starts, the sooner she finishes and meets Trish for a night at the club.
"See that cart behind you?" An object tumbles out of the cabinet thudding onto the floor behind the desk. Thompson rummages.
Julie glances around at the room. It is much smaller than the array of cubicles on the floor beneath the glass room. From the sound of a tapping keyboard, at least one person works within the maze. Her eyes fall upon a cart parked beside a partition. Within the wire basket, several stacks of colored folders pile up to the top.
"Oh, the cart."
Thompson lifts up a black can and sets it on the desk next to the pile of papers. "Folders are marked by room and desk. Follow the map. There's a radio if you need help."
Stepping over to the cart, Julie spots the radio resting in a cup holder at the end of the handle. On the top of the stack, she finds a tablet computer displaying a diagram of one of the many floors of the building. Sliding her finger along floor numbers changes the diagram.
Face twisting, Thompson barks into the headset.
Cringing at the booming voice, she grabs the handle and steers the cart towards the door. The casters squeal beneath the weight, one of them spinning around in circles. Leaning, she turns the cart around. Backside against the door, she pulls the cart out into the glass room.
Looking down at the room below, she watches a man strolling through the maze of cubicles. "I'm glad I cleaned my only underwear. Once I get paid, I'll buy more."
She scans the label on the topmost folder. Sliding her finger on the tablet, she selects the floor. She touches the room number in the diagram and a green route marker appears. As the cart moves, the green line shrinks. She takes the indicated turn and finds her way to the desk. Thinking of Steve's aversion to technology, she bets her next paycheck the tablet computer would blow his mind away.
Working her way through the stack, she finds that most of the folders are in order by room and floor. A few folders appear out of order, but she manages the route finder reducing backtracking. Loose items shift around within the packets sounding like thin plastic cards. Matching label to desk nameplate, she delivers each folder, then rides the elevator to the next floor down. Silence fills most of the offices. Trying the home button on the computer reveals more navigational software and business documents. No music.
Riding the elevator, she looks around at the army surrounding her. Alone, the elevator feels more like a glass prison with hundreds of doppelgängers on the other side. Some of the imitators watch her while others look the other way. She recalls the book about the chocolate factory. Only the glass elevator in the book has a view without hundreds of occupants.
A ding signals the floor, and the doors slide open. Pushing the cart, she finds another glass floor.
Looking down, instead of finding candy making machines, she sees a room full of young men sitting at tables containing rows of computer terminals. She watches them staring at glowing screens, wiggling mice and typing on keyboards. The faint sound of music pulses up through the glass floor, and she sees a worker tapping a pencil on the desk in time to the music. Computers behind glass consume one side.
This is the technical department Astra warned about.
A wheel squeaks, and she winces. The occupants beneath remain focused on their workstations. Spotting white tile floor beyond a glass door, she leans on the cart urging it across the room. Others peeking at her nude body on her terms is one thing, but glimpsing at her while pushing a cart around is another.
The only illumination on this floor is the glow from the room below shining up. Glancing down, she watches the light flowing up her fishnet stockings, the shadow of her moving legs casting upon her. The soft Mary Janes might appear silly with stockings and a nice skirt, but she approves of the decision. Walking for hours in heels, cracks or no cracks, resides nowhere near the top of her list of pleasant activities.
Gazing at the glass, she spots a faint image, a ghost walking upside down reflecting her moves. Looking through her reflection, she spots one of the workers looking up at her. She feels his gaze searching up her skirt. Holding her knees close together, she marches, one foot in front of the other. Realizing her hips swing with a pronounced rock, far too sexy for office work, she rolls her eyes. Spinning the cart around, she backs against the glass door pushing it open.
A hallway runs to the left lit by two strips of tiny lights along the floor like the ones along the aisles in movie theaters. Between openings in the light strips, dark doors stand closed in the shadows. On the right, white steps lead down to a black door marked by a number matching the delivery of the next folder.
"Kudos to the person stacking these nearly in order." She parks the cart next to the wall and lifts a blue folder. Clicking down the steps, each lit by glowing red strips of light, she hums a favorite tune.
Leaning a shoulder, Julie smashes into the double doors shuddering on the frame. Glancing around, she spots a card reader on the right side displaying a glowing red light. Unclipping the badge from her blouse, she slides the card through the slot. The light switches to green, and she pushes the door open.
Clipping onto a button, she returns the badge hanging between her breasts and slips into the room letting the door fall closed. Glancing around the dim room she spots a wall full of glowing screens. At the base, a man sits at a desk looking up at the monitors.
"You checking up on me, Laura?" he says. Fingers rattle over a keyboard like a machine gun.
"No, I'm Julie." She glances around for a desk to drop the folder on. The man sits at the only table. "A temp."
"A temp?" He swivels around in his chair and crosses his arms over his blue tee shirt. "We don't have temps here."
She marches up to the man and extends her hand. "I'm just working weekends for a while."
He stands and grasps her hand giving it a hard pump. "I'm DK. How did you get in here?"
"My badge." Pulling her hand free, she tugs on the plastic card clipped between her breasts.
DK lifts the badge, tugging on the blouse. Looking down, he flips the card over studying it.
Feeling the gaze on her cleavage, she glares up through narrow eyes. "Enjoying the view?"
"Very much, thank you." He releases the card and looks up, mouth curling into a smirk.
She holds the folder out. "I'm delivering this. Boring, but at least I'm getting to know the place."
"Cool." He takes the folder and tosses it behind him. Spinning in circles, the folder crashes onto the desk knocking into a keyboard.
Leaning sideways, she peers around DK. Rows of monitors line the wall so close together, they form a giant segmented screen. Many of the monitors display separate images while a block of four reveals a larger image of office cubicles.
"This must be the security room."
Closing in, DK blocks the view. "What do you say we get out of here?"
An arm latches around her waist, and the room spins.
Snug against the man, Julie grasps at the arm squeezing her middle. Feet pedaling, her shoes smack the tile floor searching for hold. "Hey now!"
The door flies open and her feet strike the floor, his arm loosens sliding up under her breasts. Wrenching on his arm, she twists around, left foot rolling over. Kicking and grasping, she finds footing and stands.
DK shuts the door and turns around.
Fist balled, Julie punches into the soft gut.
Head lunging, DK buckles over, mouth venting hot air. Hands covering over his middle, he stumbles back against the door rattling the frame.
Eyes growing wide, she watches the face flood red. Her left hand cups over her mouth, and she stares down at her right hand fisted tight. Knocking around two men in one week is a new record, one she finds no pride in. Picking fights leads to trouble and prison.
DK releases a hoarse cough, spittle stretching from his mouth hanging by his lower lip. He coughs a short burst, and the saliva snaps falling to the floor. He releases a rumble from his throat turning his voice monstrous. "Damn!"
Julie leans over grasping the slouching left shoulder. Looking at the hanging red face she shakes her head. "Shit, I didn't mean to hurt you so bad."
Red fading from his face, he nods and takes a deep breath.
A giggle escapes, and she catches it biting down on her lip.
DK straightens up and releases a long breath through his puckered lips. Closing his mouth, he takes in a deep breath through his nose, face returning to its normal pasty color.
A smile breaking on her face, she chuckles. Pressing a finger to her lips, her smile grows beneath as she watches the man repeat his breathing exercise. Patting DK on the shoulder, she pulls her smile down twisting her expression into concern.
He breathes in through his nose and puffs air out his mouth.
A giggle bursts out, and she clamps her mouth shut cutting it off. She apologizes again.
"You have quite the right jab," says DK.
"Just caught you off guard."
Placing hands over his belly, he releases a heavy sigh. "Julie, I'll admit that I am a bit of a wimp."
Face scrunching, she glares at DK and slaps his shoulder. "What's up with you dragging me around like that?"
He puts his hands up and leans back against the door. "Sorry. Just don't hit me anymore. I'm a computer programmer not a boxer."
"Careful." She shakes a fist. "Or I might smack you."
"I promise to be good." He backs along the door running into the handle rattling the hinges.
She laughs and lowers her fist.
Dropping his hands, DK smiles and lumbers away from the door. "It's just that our head of security, Laura. She gets jumpy about people in the wrong places. She's ex-military and a bitch when it comes to her job."
She points up the steps at the cart. "I'm delivering these folders."
DK glances at the cart.
"The door was locked and I used my badge." She flicks the plastic card with her finger sending it twirling over inside her blouse. Chin to her chest, she glances down at the card stuck between her breasts.
"Like I said, we don't hire temps."
She plucks the card out and positions it photograph side facing out. Spotting her blouse loose, she tucks it into her waistband.
"And Laura will shit a brick if she catches you in there. The regular guy just shoves them under the door."
"This is my first day." She shrugs gazing at the door. There are no specials signs, just the door number. "Like I said, the door was locked so I tried my badge."
"Where did you get that badge?"
She folds her arms and leans on her foot. "Astra."
"How did you get in the building?"
"With Astra walking through the front door."
"And the guard didn't give you anything?"
Cocking her head to the side, she sneers at DK. "No, I just put my hand on a scanner, went through the metal detector, and up to Astra's office where she took my picture and gave me the badge."
Gazing at the badge, he nods. "And you never worked here before today?"
Screwing up her face, she peers through one eye. Studying DK's face, she notices his gaze lingering on her breasts. Shaking her head, she turns and marches up the steps.
"I need to get back to work."
DK clomps up the steps.
Grabbing the cart handle, she leans over reading the next folder.
Spinning around to the front, DK grabs the wire basket. He leans, shoulders hulking over the basket pinning the cart against the wall. Eyes narrowing, his expression ices over.
"Excuse me." Tugging on the handle, she wrenches the cart, steel mesh scraping the wall. Teeth clenched, she growls heaving on the handle pulling the cart an inch. Strength spent, she releases. The cart smashes against the wall.
Throwing her fists on her waist, she glares at DK. At this rate, she will never finish and miss Trish.
"What do you know about Astra?"
Brow drooping low, Julie scrunches her nose and gazes at the serious face. The line of questioning is out of hand. She works for Astra under orders of Big Sister, the ruler of the tower with the glass floors and mirrored elevator. She sees no reason answering to some computer nerd, one of the worms.
"I don't need this shit." She bats her hand in the air and folds her arms. "I'm working weekends so deal with it."
"Do you know what Astra is?"
Biting her lip, she studies DK's face. Astra is an old automobile, a comic book villain, and a man-made satellite. But the vague question refers to the woman working at the top of the tower, a pot smoker, and her roommate of two days.
Tossing her head back sending hair floating over her shoulder, she flashes her professional smile. "She is the personal assistant of Her Majesty and my very soon to be angry boss."
He nods.
The radio chirps and a scratchy voice squeals from the speaker. "Julie. You there?"
Picking up the radio, she holds it to her face and presses the button on the side. "Julie here."
"This is Astra. Drop what you're doing. I have something else for you."
Eyes narrowing, she glares at DK. "Hey, there's a guy here harassing me."
DK raises hands in the air playing innocent.
The radio chirps. "Club's short. I need you over there."
She presses the button. "Says he's DK." Releases button. "What is that? Deranged Kingpin?"
Folding his arms, he smiles a half sneer. "Dark Knight."
Lowering the radio, she scrunches her nose and looks the man up and down, gazing over his blue jeans beneath the plump belly. She shakes her head looking at the shag of rusty hair thinning at the top. "Like the comic book guy?"
"It's just down the street." The radio chirps. "Necropolis."
DK shakes his head. "After the chess piece, actually."
She lifts the radio and presses the button keeping her eye on DK. "Now Doc Klutz is making disgusting gestures."
He steps back, mouth falling open, and throws his arms out.
"Isn't sexual harassment against the rules?" She releases the button and sticks her tongue out.
Folding his arms, DK lowers his head. "Enjoying yourself?"
The radio chirps. "What's he doing?"
"The price for stealing two peeks down my blouse."
"Give me the radio." Taking a big step, he lunges around the cart and reaches out.
Holding the radio out behind, she shuffles back, free arm fending off the belly closing in. Radio strikes the wall. She releases a sharp giggle and spins around. Leaping on her toes, she prances in a circle escaping the waving arms.
Radio chirps. "Julie?"
A finger snags her blouse pulling it out from the waistband.
She squeals popping into a laugh, and leaps around the cart pushing it. Clamping on the basket, she spins around putting her back to the wall as DK grabs onto the opposite side of the cart.
Heart speeding, sharp breaths between partial laughs, she stares at the red smiling face. Holding the radio beside her face, she presses the button. "Now he's tearing my clothes off!"
The radio scratches and chirps. "Julie. Are you there?"
Shaking head, DK snorts a laugh and pushes the cart aside.
Stepping sideways, she follows the cart turning it in a circle. Taking in short breathes, she giggles pulling the cart around crashing the man into the wall. As DK bounces back the other direction, the cart jolts, wheels squealing.
"There you are," says a voice, booming down the hall.
Releasing a shriek, Julie clamps her hands to her face smacking the radio against her head and spins around, eyes searching the hall. Nothing lurks at the bottom of the stairs. The door is shut. Glancing behind, she sees DK looking up high.
Following the gaze, she spots a camera lens in the corner between the glass doors and the steps. Standing up straight, she tucks in her blouse. "Astra?"
"Say goodnight to the worm," the voice says. "Leave the radio with the cart, and get your ass over to Necropolis."
Julie drops the radio into the cup holder and waves at DK. "Goodnight Dumb Kingpin worm."
DK folds his arms and smirks. "Devil-girl."
"On my way." She throws a wave at the camera. Placing one foot in front of the other, hips rocking, she struts to the glass doors. Stretching her arms out to the sides, she pushes both doors wide. Tossing hair, she glances over her shoulder. Spotting DK watching her rear, she smiles.
"Better hurry," DK says. A wicked grin grows. "I'll be waiting down in the computer room."
The glass doors close.
DK continues speaking, his voice muffled. "Peering up through the glass for another peek."
Yelping, she leaps into motion. Speeding over the glass floor, shoes meeting matching flats of an upside down ghost reflecting her steps. Looking down, she sees the same worker worms sitting at computer terminals. She slows allowing DK enough time. Spotting the closed door in the room below, she watches it as she walks across the transparent floor, her lips rising into a smile in anticipation.
Reaching the elevator door, she stops. Gazing through her reflection, she searches the bright room.
A girl sitting at a desk runs fingers through her hair. A man yawns and stretches his arms overhead. Fingers tap on keyboards.
Looking up, she peers through the glass doors at the dim hall. Her smile fades.
Noting the light streaming up from the bright room below, the curious corner of her mind awakens. Light on one side of glass and darkness on the other creates a mirror. Gazing down, she looks at the faint ghost-like reflection. There is not enough light for a strong reflection, just the light below filtering through the thick glass. Imagining the view from below, she finds a bright reflection of the computer room. With the aid of special coatings, the view is a perfect mirror leaving her invisible on the dim side. Like an interrogation room, turning a light on in the dark side destroys the illusion allowing the prisoner a view of the observer. Unless she turns on a brighter light, she is invisible to the workers below.
Julie shrugs and looks through the glass doors spotting the cart sitting against the wall.
A shadow moves across the cart extending from the side hall.
Smile erupting, she rises on her toes. "DK?"
Drifting across the wall, the shadow wavers as if leaning towards the corner for a peek.
Realizing there is no time for more games, she spins around and presses the elevator call button turning it red. Spinning back, she looks at the hall.
The dark form stands at the left edge of the doors on the back wall in front of the cart.
Marching across the glass, she shakes her head. "DK, I can see your shadow."
Drifting right, the shadow leans and straightens up.
"Nice try, but I realize you can't see me from the computer room." Hand up, she leans on the gold handle pushing the glass door open. "DK?"
Standing in the doorway, shoulder against the glass, she peers down the hall.
Each door stands closed.
She gazes down the steps at the closed doors to the security room.
A ding sounds, and the elevator doors clatter open.
Slinging a mental shrug at the hall, she releases the door. Sprinting across the glass, shoes thudding, a cool breeze whisks over shoulders pushing hair back. In the room below, heads rise glancing about. As the doors jolt into motion, she slams her feet onto the floor screeching across the glass, holding one arm in front and one behind for balance, she slides into the elevator.
The doors bang shut swallowing her in meeting the army of doppelgängers watching her from the other side.
Chapter 11
Pounding against the brick wall, deep percussions rattle the metal hinges on the black double doors. Each thunderous boom reaches out into the sidewalk, vibrations crawling up the legs of the patrons lined up behind red velvet ropes. Plumes rise from the breaths into the cool dry night air among the cries of glee and laughter rising above the pounding music and passing traffic.
A scream cries out, and Julie spins around, pivoting on her foot, the loose gravel crunching underneath. The screeching subsides breaking into a fit of giggles, a short girl with long blonde hair with pink streaks throws her arms out wrapping them around another girl. Watching the bouncing hugging pair, she rolls her eyes.
Trish wiggles and sways to the dull drumming beat, her face bright and smiling. Swiveling closer, she bumps hips and laughs sending a series of plumes dissolving into the night. "I still can't believe you got a pass."
"Perks." She grins and bumps hips knocking Trish off balance.
Trish giggles. "And where did you get that coat?"
Holding open the long black leather coat, she presents the soft inner liner. "My roommate, Astra. On loan."
Trish runs her fingers over the leather. "Nice."
The doors swing open releasing music onto the street, the line shuffles forward, and the doors close.
"Did you know?" says Trish, beaming. "Vampires frequent this club."
She shakes her head and rolls her eyes. "Brilliant marketing pushing up the price of membership."
"Come on," says Trish, folding her arms. "Don't you find it odd that every society throughout history has a vampire legend?"
"We can thank modern literature." Julie folds her arms. "Now everyone seems enchanted by the seductive immortal creatures giving opportunistic nightclubs another way to extract money from the romantic youth."
"Damn, your suit is turning you into a stuffy bitch." Trish folds her arms. "So what if it's a theme park?"
Spittle flying through lips, she bursts into laughter. Trish joins in, holding her gut and teetering over. Arms over shoulders, the fall into a hug as giggles fade leaving red faces.
Huddled together, a pair of girls shiver in short black dresses revealing pale goose flesh. The doors swing open, pounding music escapes, and a warm wave draws the shivering forms into the arm of the large doorman. Pressing against the barrier, the two girls reach out for the warmth. Steel doors bang closed.
"Passes," says the doorman, snarling. Dressed all in black, the man looks down at the girls with a furrowed brow. Steam rises from the bald head glistening beneath the streetlight.
"Come on, Axe," says the girl closest to the doorman, teeth chattering. "You see us every week." She lifts up her long hair.
Julie watches the doorman studying the back of the exposed neck. Beneath the hair, on the right side, a black tattoo in a fancy script decorates the flesh. It appears like letters of some foreign alphabet. Apparently, the club brands regular members like cattle.
"Hey," says Trish, patting her thighs. "Visiting any online games these days?"
Screwing up her face, she studies her friend. Between school and work there is no time for games, and games cost money. "Why would I?"
"Gee, I don't know." She rolls her eyes. "But I met a few guys. I play a sorceress in a sexy outfit."
Looking at the pudgy belly, she nods understanding the lure of fantasy. She has seen Virtual Roseland with its incredible graphics depicting characters in a blend between cartoon and realism. Students spend hours playing it on their computers in the school lounge. No fantasy magic in Virtual Roseland, the sexy sorceress must be in some other game.
Trish bounces up and down clapping her hands. "We're going to have a blast tonight."
"Actually. Julie frowns. "I'm working to pay for my room. I'll still hang with you, but I'll be busy as well."
"Really? Doing what?"
"Serving drinks I suppose."
"I thought you were helping out at some other office?"
"I was." She shrugs and glances at the line. "Place has a few glass floors. Feels weird looking down on everyone. Cameras all over the place like Father Stal is watching all the time."
Trish scrunches up her face. "Who's Father Stal?"
"You know, Father Stal. From the book." She looks at the confused expression on her friend's face, wondering if she already started the party. "Shit, Trish."
Trish shakes her head, eyes growing big. "Sorry, I don't know what you're talking about."
"Are you shitting me?" She scrunches her nose at the joke. "Father Stal. The Gold Party?"
Eyes wide, Trish shrugs.
"Trish, you're a lit major. Stop screwing around."
Her eyes narrow.
"I'm serious!"
Trish leans closer. "I'm sorry, Julie."
Heads bump together. She feels warm breaths mixing, the cloud between them rising up around their noses. She looks into the sincere eyes.
"You must be confused. I've never heard of Father Stal." Trish scrunches her face. "Sounds silly."
Staring at Trish, she runs fingers back through her hair.
"Who wrote it?"
Her mouth unhinges feeling as if the world flipped upside-down. There is no lie within the eyes before her, just concern. There is also a hint of that look persons give crazies when going along with the insane spoken words.
"Next," says Axe.
Trish spins around, and they step up before the big bald man. Julie holds up the pass and the man takes it, flashing a small purple light over the card. He nods and opens the door releasing a wave of heat and thundering music rolling out.
Plucking the badge from her blouse, she holds it up before Axe. "Oh, and I'm supposed to meet a guy named, Bishop."
"Behind the bar."
Tossing the badge into coat pocket, she follows Trish into the warmth down black metal stairs. Sounds of electric guitars and beating drums drone into her body, the staircase shivers to the sound. Absorbing the music, her step lightens meeting the rhythm of the howling Gothic rock.
The dark hall opens up into a room full of persons moving about in the dim light. Bodies bounce to the beat on the dark floor. Beyond the mass, patrons dance on a raised dais, waving arms above them. Green and blue lights spin and twist, flashing narrow beams down through a white haze. On a tall stage beyond the dance floor, a band plays, working instruments in furious fits, tossing their heads and stomping the ground. A vocalist whips her long blue hair around, grabs the microphone and cries into it, her voice switching from angelic beauty to demonic thunder.
Trish points.
Peering at the far corner, Julie spots three figures dancing on a dais. Two men wearing slender black vests over glistening flesh dance at each side of a woman in a short black skirt and loose frilly top. Their eyes glow, the men red and the woman green.
Bouncing and smiling with glee, Trish shouts over the roar of music, the words lost.
She leans closer. "What?"
"Vampires!"
Julie rolls her eyes. Smiling, she pushes Trish into the crowd. Some of the guests have glowing contact lenses as well, most a blue-green, a few glow red. Dark clothing is the popular attire, many adorned with silver chains. Plastic bracelets glow illuminated by tubes of ultraviolet light running around edges of tables, stage steps, and up tall columns supporting the ceiling.
A birdcage, large enough to hold a person, dangles overhead within the fog. On the right at the top of the stairs, a second dance floor runs around the wall crowded with patrons gyrating, tossing heads, and shaking fists to the beat.
Bumping into a firm barrier, Julie turns her head finding a large man, all in black, muscular arms folded. He glares down, glowing red irises locking onto her. Patting the hard biceps of the bouncer, she smiles. Fingers crawling over, she touches the broad chest wrapped in tight cotton approving of the firm muscles. The bouncer's arm rises pushing her hand away as if she might be dangerous. Turning, she marches around the barrier.
Arm tugging, she skitters sideways slamming into another body.
Trish leans close. "Do your thing. Find you later."
Demonic thunder reverts back to angelic chorus, the vocalist sings waving hands in the air.
Julie nods and wiggles her fingers in a wave. Glancing around, she spots the bar at the back. Negotiating a path, she makes her way through the crowd. Passing between tables, she veers around a group of patrons drinking and laughing.
Behind the bar, shelves holding a myriad of bottles rise up against a mirror. Above the top shelf, two large murals hang on the dark brick wall. Aggressive brush strokes depict skeletons pulling themselves up from graves, climbing to their feet. The other painting is of a man in black, his face pale with red nebulous clouds pouring from his eye sockets.
She rips her eyes from the artwork.
Left of the bar, bones piled waist high sit within the concrete. Stepping up to the wall, she runs her finger over a femur onto a skull, feeling the rough texture and the nicks. A thin coating gives the realistic bones a slight sheen.
Behind the bar, a young man with shaggy blond hair takes orders from a pair of women. A man walks away carrying a dark beer bottle, and Julie slides in taking his place.
Leaning palms on the bar, a woman with red eyes gazes down. "What can I get you?"
Julie spots her blouse glowing bright from the thin purple tube running the length of the counter edge. Both bartenders wear black shirts and jeans leaving only contact lenses glowing. It is all part of the theme, the vampire lair, the show that is Necropolis.
"I'm looking for Bishop." She holds up her badge. "They sent me over to fill in."
The woman turns her head, black ponytail whipping around. "Hey, Cupcake."
At the other end of the bar, the man slams a beer glass on the table, foam sloshing over the side. "I have a name, you know."
The woman scowls and folds her arms. "Just watch the bar."
"And I'm a guy." Cupcake shakes his head, hair swinging over face. He pushes aside his bangs, grabs a bottle from behind the counter, and slams it down sending the glass hopping.
The woman motions, and Julie follows breezing by tables. Passing around a large man in the doorway, she finds a dark hall lit by small red lights on the ceiling, the music receding to a dull beat. Passing through a heavy white curtain, she glances around.
Five circular mirrors ringed by soft glowing lights line one wall. Lockers stand on the opposite side beside a raised cube of blue tile in the back corner. A young woman stands on the tile, steaming water raining down over her nude body. She reaches down soaping her thigh.
"Tiger," says the bartender, walking into the center of the room. "Why aren't you dressed?"
The woman in the shower looks up, a stream of water draining over her face. She shakes her head and pushes a round knob on the wall beneath the shower head. The water flow drops to a trickle.
"Sorry, Bishop."
Julie turns away, giving the woman privacy. Her gaze falls on her reflection in the mirror nearest the curtained entrance. The expensive outfit grows on her, her reflection appearing more familiar.
Feeling eyes watching her, she glances back finding Bishop studying her. Even without the lenses glowing red, the eyes are intense. Pulling away from the gaze, she spots Tiger scampering over to a table before a mirror wearing a white towel piled on her head, her lithe nude body glistening in the lamps.
"Take off the coat and let's have a look at you."
Shrugging out of the coat, she folds it over the back of a chair and turns facing the woman. Holding her arms at her sides, she waits for instruction.
Bishop marches closer, black boots clicking on the white floor. "Can you dance?"
She bites her lip uncertain if the woman expects a demonstration. Many individuals claim dance ability, but skill varies from very good to obnoxious awful. She has paid experience, nude dancing, but dancing just the same.
She shrugs. "Yes."
"Tonight you are a Necropolis Vamp." Bishop circles behind, eyes roving up and down. She steps around front and bites on her finger. "I think we'll go with the young schoolgirl part."
"I'm Juliet, by the way."
Gaze burning, Bishop pulls her finger from her teeth. "That's not going to do."
Glancing down at her cleavage, she scrunches her nose. She sees nothing wrong with her breasts. They always do their job.
Reaching out, Bishop unbuttons the blouse. "You're Jazz."
Oh, everybody gets a nickname around here.
"Lose the bra and we'll get you dressed."
Barking over shoulder, Bishop asks the dancer to grab red lenses and a clean skirt.
Julie removes her blouse draping it over the coat.
"Your contacts," says Bishop, kneeling. She tugs the skirt down. "Can you see without them?"
"I can see well enough." Unfastening her bra, she slips it off and drops it on the table. She glances down at her skirt around her ankles. Lifting a foot, she steps out. "Just don't ask me to read anything."
The curtain billows open and footsteps clomp into the dressing room. A booming voice asks for Bishop.
Head spinning, she finds a man standing beside her. He wears a slender black vest over chiseled chest, one of the dancers from the platform. Like back at Cindy's, this is an open dressing room.
"Where is everyone?" He clamps hands on his hips. "Zephyr is getting exhausted out there."
Bishop holds the skirt up. "Tell her to take a break. Jazz here will be out shortly."
"Hi Jazz, I'm Thunder."
Taking the skirt, she covers her breasts. "Nice meeting you."
Thunder's eyes remain locked on her gaze, not even a peek.
Fingers grasp the straps over her hips. She feels her panties pull free falling around her ankles. Bishop stands.
Squealing, Tiger squats beside Bishop. "She has beads."
Fearing the dancer may tug at the piercing, Julie cups her crotch, fingers holding the strand of beads.
"I'm Tiger," says the dancer. Her face with a button nose appears familiar, maybe from school or another club. Raising a hand, Tiger grasps at the air in a clawing motion. "Grr!"
Julie nods, smiling at the cute face imitating the big cat. "Yes, you are."
Tiger holds out a round tube of black fabric. "Step."
Lifting her foot, she glances around noticing Thunder is gone. A spray of mist moistens her front, and she looks down at her breasts covered in sparkling glitter.
Bishop sets a bottle down smacking onto the table beside the mirror. Picking up the white blouse, she holds it out. "No stripping. A flash now and then is fine."
"Step," Tiger says.
Setting her foot down, she lifts the other. Holding up her arms, she lets Bishop pull the blouse on. Watching the bartender twist the bottom ends, she cringes recalling the price of the blouse wrinkling before her eyes.
"No touching." Knotting the ends together, Bishop tugs the fabric drawing it up under breasts. "Our boys keep a close watch, but wave if anyone gives you trouble."
The skirt wriggles up her legs, snapping over waist.
"You dance for tips." Bishop pulls and tugs at the blouse pushing everything into place. "Most of them just hold out a bill with a dumb look."
"Help them out," says Tiger. She stands and lifts her leg. Demonstrating, she pulls a black frilly band and lets it snap against her thigh.
"Tiger!" Bishop flashes a stern glare. "Get dressed."
"Yes, sir." Tiger smacks her hand against her forehead in salute and spins around.
"You can touch the other dancers." Bishop reaches into a drawer and removes several makeup containers, dropping them on the table. "But you need to ask before touching somewhere inappropriate."
Tiger bounces up wearing a short black skirt and matching halter with long loose sleeves. She holds her hand out and tosses her head to the side, long black hair tumbling over her shoulder. "Jazz, my I smack your ass?"
Smiling at the cute expression, she turns around and leans over, presenting her rear to the woman "Yes you may, Tiger."
Hand strikes her rear releasing a loud clap.
Tiger spins around, bends over, and lifts her skirt exposing bare bottom. "Smack me."
She strikes palm against the bare flesh sending ripples against the other cheek.
"Ow!" Standing, Tiger pulls her skirt down.
Bishop and Tiger converge transforming Julie into a Necropolis Vamp. Eyes and lips painted black, face powdered pale, hair in girlish pigtails, irises red from colored contacts, and teeth inserts providing fangs complete the costume.
She gazes in the mirror at another character in a performance telling a romantic story of dark creatures and sexuality. There is always sexuality regardless of the theme, at least it always seems that way wherever she goes. The Necropolis Vamp staring back feels more familiar than the woman in the business suit.
Finding her way to the second floor, Julie spots the cage. As she climbs inside, she grows thankful for her simple Mary Janes. With the short skirt and revealing tied top, the flats look better with fishnet. Stretching up on the large step, she feels the freedom from the loose clothing, a breeze whisks under the skirt. She can only imagine the glimpse from below.
Inside the cage, she swings the door shut and squeezes her legs together. Feeling the rhythm rising from the band, she rocks her hips and bounces on her toes. Peering down at the crowd below, she imagines tips might become plentiful down there. For now, she has her first opportunity dancing in a cage.
A lurch sends her back a step. Swinging, the cage moves away from the platform. Gripping the bars, she resumes dancing in place swaying her hips and bending her knees held together. Wiggling, she lowers, palms sliding down the bars, into a squat. She bounces back up.
Peering down at the crowd on the main stage below, she imagines some patrons gaze up at her while most dance or watch the band. Without her glasses, they are just moving shapes.
Feeling the music, body switching to automatic, she dances while her thoughts drift to her job with Steve. She is the assistant to a professional killer. Movies as her only reference, she realizes she has no idea what it means. She supposes the job is as unglamorous as any other, but taking messages is like giving some poor guy an appointment with the morgue.
There is also the issue with the little notepads.
A memory problem is bad for business. Mix up the notepads and the art director of the local museum pays the funeral home a visit in the wrong way. Helen claims that Steve's memory is sharp, the notepads help him keep things straight when his brain gets full.
Looking for someone with a memory problem, she only needs to look in a mirror. She forgets all the months, or even years, surrounding the death of her parents. Lost in a fog of drugs. These are memories she loses on purpose, locking them away in a chest. The bad memories.
Lurching, the cage switches direction floating a few feet away from the upper balcony dance floor. Several guests wave at the cage, crying out words lost in the roar of the music. An arm stretches over the railing and drops dollar bills into a metal tray attached to the door of the cage.
Scooping the dollars from the bin, she slips them into the top of her stocking. Spinning around, she flips the back of her skirt up flashing the tipper, figuring it an adequate reward. Hearing a howling hoot, she smiles and resumes dancing.
Rising on one foot, she spins sending her skirt flying up. Stomping, she stops the twirl, pigtails whipping into her face. Succumbing to the thunderous beat and screaming crowd, she bounces and shakes her fists overhead, dancing into a frenzy, perspiration building on her head. More dollars fall into the tray, and she dances.
Cage recedes from the balcony and the music ends in a thunderous crash of drums. From the corners of the band platform, sparks shoot into the air. Screams and whistles erupt below. Brimming with energy, she laughs and claps her hands overhead.
A voice booms over the speakers. "Just one more week until the biggest party in the world hits Necropolis!"
The crowd roars and waves hands.
"Each one of you," says the voice, deepening an octave. "Including the pretty thing in the corner."
A scream cries out.
"All of our loyal members are invited to join the creatures of the night in a celebration of All Hallows Eve!"
Shrieks and screams grow into a deafening roar.
Shaking her head, Julie leans against the bars peering down at the energy. The public eats up themes, losing themselves in fairy tales. The swarming patrons thirst for participation in dark visions presented by modern masters of horror. She sees nothing wrong with a fantasy now and then, enjoying a book or a movie. Others play roles in online games, like Trish playing the sexy sorceress. She prefers physical involvement with her fantasy like dancing on a stage.
"But tonight, witness Luther taking a sweet young lass into his embrace."
Lights fade, audience hushing, the room falls quiet.
Face pressed between two bars, she peers down at dark moving shapes.
Spotlights blaze, a circle of red and white beams shooting up through the haze illuminate a couple standing on a platform at the center of the main dance floor. Reaching out, the man in black takes the hand of a woman wearing a long white dress. He pulls her twirling into his arms. Hand running up her body, he caresses her. Clasping the top of her dress, he pulls tearing the fabric open. The dress floats down around her ankles leaving her nude.
Whistles and howls erupt.
The cage lurches to a stop, her foot drops back maintaining balance. Holding the bar and leaning her head on her hand, she watches the performance. She grins at the audience holding breath in anticipation of the climax.
The woman melts into the strong arms, her head falling back.
Luther opens his mouth wide and clamps down on the woman's neck. Blood streams over their cheeks. The audience growls into a frenzy of ecstatic screams. A red river drains down the woman's breasts, pelvis, leg, onto the dress.
The woman collapses into a heap at Luther's feet.
The audience cries out, bouncing, waving hands.
Fist pumping in the air, Luther celebrates his triumph turning around. He screams back at the audience, blood dripping over his chin onto his dark suit.
Music thunders and lighting returns. Dancing resumes.
Julie descends the stairs erasing the image of the blood.
The singer screams about pain and love, bobbing her head whipping blue hair around.
The audience roars.
Julie watches her feet dance down the dark metal steps. "What the shit?" Stepping off the stairs, she glances around the back hall. She looks at the white curtains outside the dressing room and the dirt on the floor.
Everything is in focus.
Grasping her face, she thinks back to exchanging for the red lenses. "How can I see without my contacts?"
A rush spills in, head lightens, blood drains, belly lurches. The scene warps compressing the hall together and reforms into a blurred image.
Leaning against the wall, she closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. Her skin cools and stomach calms. She exits the hall into the club among the tables near the bar.
The bartender with the shaggy hair, Cupcake, leans on the counter. "Hey Jazz."
"Hey, I need a drink." She rests her elbows on the bar and stubs her left toe onto the ground behind. "Something pink."
"Pink it is."
"Thanks, Cupcake."
The bartender glares back, eyes narrowing. "I don't understand why everyone gets a cool name and I get, Cupcake."
"I think it's cute." She flashes a playful grin. The nickname seems fitting for the skinny guy with the big hair. With her blurred vision, he appears like a cupcake on a stick.
Cupcake mixes the drink, grumbling through his teeth. He slams the glass on the table sloshing the drink over the side and throws a straw in like a javelin.
"Thank you very much, Cupcake." She takes a long sip through the slender red straw. Spinning around, she wiggles her hips to the music and sips the sweet fruity drink. Spotting Trish sitting at a table beside the wall, she glides over taking a sip through the slender straw. A young man sits across from Trish holding a beer bottle. Happy seeing her friend meeting men, she grins with the straw between her lip, waves her head back and forth flipping pigtails.
Eyes going wide, face beaming, Trish squeals. She leans forward in her seat, throwing up her arms. "Look at you!"
She sets her drink on the table. "Hey Trish." Throwing her hands in the air, she dances stepping to the side and back, feet tapping to the music.
"I saw you dancing up in the cage earlier," says Trish. "I was like, holy shit! Pig tails, red eyes, and in a skirt small enough for my little niece." She flashes a cruel grin. "You look like a slut."
Julie stops dancing and presses her finger into her cheek, and looks up. "I'm a naughty schoolgirl."
Laughing, Trish nods and points at the young man across the table. "This is a guy I met, but he doesn't talk very loud. I'm not sure if his name is Jim or Tim. Or whatever." She leans on the edge of the table and shouts, "Well, tip the hottie."
The man moves his mouth as if speaking and sets a bill on the table.
Bouncing on her toes and turning, Julie shakes her skirt, lifting it up and down. Dancing closer to the young man with the uncertain name, she flips the front of the skirt up over her belly and throws it back down.
His face turns red and jaw drops.
Trish releases a howl. "I didn't know you had a piercing."
Bouncing to the other end of the table, she dances to the music. Back facing Trish, she wiggles her rear end and throws her skirt up and down.
Trish howls with laughter. "C'mon! We wanna see some tits!"
Spinning around, she leans over and pulls her blouse open, breasts falling out over the stretched knot. Throwing her hands over her breasts, squishing them, she makes an innocent face.
"Oopsy."
Giggling, Trish slaps her leg. Glancing at the guy, she stabs her fingers at the bill telling him to add more. Moving his lips, Tim or Jim replies and sets a bill on the other.
Nodding her head up and down to the drum beat, Julie sends her feet into a thrashing rage keeping up with the hard pumping sounds of the guitar solo crashing through the club. Spinning around, the skirt flies up. The music ends, and she freezes in place.
Trish claps and hoots. Tim or Jim joins in smiling.
She blows a kiss and slips the bills into her stocking. She wiggles her fingers in a goodbye wave and spins around.
A woman blocks the path bringing her to a halt.
"I'm Zephyr," the woman says. Head cocked to one side, long blonde hair over her shoulder, she looks Julie up and down. Hands covered in black lacy gloves up to her elbows rest on her wide curving hips wrapped in a short black dress.
Her gaze falls to Zephyr's large breasts framed by the low open front. Pulling her gaze up, she takes in the serene expression with dark painted lips and glowing red irises.
The music returns, slow, accompanied by an angelic voice.
Zephyr sets her hands on Julie's shoulders and slinks close, a fruit flower scent follows in a wave. Closing together, they dance in a slow circle.
Zephyr smiles. "I apologize about your underwear, but Bishop only thinks about profits."
"I don't mind." She considers mentioning her experience at Cindy's, but changes her mind. Her skills are all that matter, and she is only filling in for the night.
"I make it a rule that new girls wear panties. Until they learn their way around. Get to know our regulars. Not flash quite so much."
She makes an apologetic face and turns in a circle, taking the lead.
"See those Japanese boys in the corner?" Zephyr's eyes dart to the side.
Glancing over, she spots a pair of Japanese men sitting at a table near the end of the bar talking and laughing. She nods, turning back to her dance partner.
"Great tippers, but for some reason I can't imagine, the sight of pussy sends them into a fit. One of them spit his beer all over a girl last month. While you're anywhere near them, keep your skirt down."
She glances over her shoulder. "They're watching us."
"They really like the vampire thing," says Zephyr. Her grin turns devilish. "I'll do all the work. Just squeeze my boob, and then I'll pretend to bite your neck while biting this pouch." Slipping her hand from the shoulder, she holds out her palm.
Peering at the small dark square, Julie squints trying to bring it into focus. She watches the packet disappear into Zephyr's mouth. "Movie blood?"
"I'll dribble a little on your neck. They'll flip out."
Her eyes light up eager to play a part. The pair dance over beside the table in the corner, wiggling hips, arms locked together.
The young man on the right giggles. His words are slow, struggling with pronunciation. He asks about Zephyr's new friend.
"This is Jazz," says Zephyr, waving her hand in presentation. "Doesn't she look delicious?"
Both men bounce in the chairs, giggling, spittle flying from lips. The man on the right says, "Oh yes, very tasty."
Snuggling up close, Julie reaches across and cups Zephyr's breast, squeezing. Soft, and to her surprise, real.
Zephyr leans in.
Her lips taste the thick lipstick, a combination of raspberry and something foul. A breath mint after dinner seems like a good idea for this job.
Pulling back, she sees the men setting several bills on the table, faces brimming with excitement. Swaying her hips, she wiggles up against the woman.
Her right thigh spasms, a knot in the muscle breaking loose. She feels out of shape, and dancing requires regular workouts to combat the long hours. But this is only the first hour.
Fingers glide over her collar. Zephyr meets her gaze.
May I?"
She nods, continuing the slow swaying. Feeling cool fingers slide under her blouse, her flesh tingles. Warm air soaks her face. Zephyr pulls fabric aside, displaying pointed nipple.
Eye growing big, the men slide to the edge of the seats. They comment in Japanese and giggle a furry of rumbles spitting thick goo down chins.
Zephyr leans down. Moist lips wrap around, tongue circling nipple, a small stud of a piercing tickles her flesh. She kisses her way up.
Feeling a sharp pinch on her throat, Julie flinches and stops wiggling, a prick of pain welling up. Her head lightens. Shit woman, bite the pouch not the neck.
Warm liquid dribbles, splashing on her shoulder blade and trickles down her breast.
Zephyr pulls back, a red stream running out the corner of her mouth over her chin. She turns to the young men and smiles.
Bouncing in their seats and giggling, the men jabber at each other and gawk.
Shaking her head, Julie smiles, amused by the reaction to the performance. It is like watching children meet a famous cartoon character at a theme park. Glancing down, she adjusts her blouse covering her nipple.
Zypher thanks the boys and scoops up the bills. Turning away, she holds out a couple.
Taking the dollars in one hand, Julie rubs the sore spot on her neck with the other, wiping the warm liquid uncertain if it is all fake blood. "I think you got a piece of me."
Room sways. Her hands fly out searching for balance.
Zephyr hooks her arm through, locking elbows, and the room steadies. "I was watching you earlier. You have teasing down."
"Thanks." She looks at the red on her fingers. Consistent with blood in both color and texture, she has no idea if some of it is her own. The wound feels minor, just a scratch.
Thunder rumbles across the floor, drums beating. The singer cries out, the screech turning into demonic belching.
"Interested in making this a regular thing?"
Pressing hand against her head, Julie waits for the beating pulse to pass. She enjoys music and dancing, but she is out of shape. Already, her legs complain, but working at the club is a refreshing change of pace from office work. The tips knock the debt down faster.
She takes in a long breath feeling her face cool. The throbbing subsides. She nods.
"You'd primarily work nights like this." Zephyr unlinks arms and turns in front. "We keep the energy going year round, but close to Halloween, the crowd's pretty fired up anyway."
She nods absorbing the information. Folding her arms, she leans on one foot and rotates the other heel, stretching her leg muscles.
The music calms. The vocalist returns to her angelic voice.
Zephyr waves her hand out to her side, motioning the dance floor behind her like a model presenting a prize on a game show. She explains the days of operation, weekends for regular members and the elite members get two nights during the week.
Zephyr moves close, wrapping her arms around, kisses cheek. "Now go find Tiger by the band stage. She'll throw a fit if she doesn't get a dance with the new girl."
Out of the corner of her eye, she spots movement slipping out of the mass of dancing forms, a tall shape slinking off the dance floor. Her gaze follows, vision blurring sending the dancing crowd into a haze beneath the strobing lights. The figure sharpens, full focus among the blurred bodies.
A man wearing a dark coat marches with deliberate strides, disappearing behind Zephyr, reappearing on the other side. She recognizes the blue tie swaying from his neck and the short groomed hair.
What is Steve doing here?
Zephyr steps back, raises her hand, and wiggles fingers.
Turning around, she scans the room searching for Steve. She rises on her toes searching above the heads for a tall figure. The only tall person she sees is a bouncer moving in her direction. Steve is gone.
The bouncer pushes guests aside. "Where you headed?"
Peering over the mass of swaying bodies on the dance floor, she makes out the band stage. "There. To Tiger."
The bouncer pushes into the crowd carving a route. Following in the wake, Julie has the sensation of someone watching her. Glancing around, she sees faces. Everyone watches her. Head pounding with the beat of the music, she presses the side of her temple feeling a vein pulsing beneath her finger. The room sways and snaps back.
Chapter 12
Slipping from the hug, the cylinder drops thudding onto the shelf. Fingers working at the seal, the cover pops off. A hose settles down over the opening, the brass clamp spinning, closing the tube into position.
"Grab another case of the cheap shit would ya, Cupcake?"
Turning the valve open on the tube, he grimaces. Cupcake is what a father calls his six-year-old daughter. Squatting, he pushes the keg onto the shelf.
"And put a smile on your face," says Bishop. She pushes the corners of her lips up with her fingers. "We're trying to earn a living here."
Combing fingers through his shaggy hair, he pushes the heap over back. There is no point in arguing over the name. Bishop is the boss. Sometimes hating it, he admits the best advice in life is going with the flow. Kiss ass whenever necessary. It is Bishop's ass he must kiss now. Turning to the boss, he flashes his teeth in a large grin.
"The young ladies love your hair," Bishop says. "Keep on smiling, and we'll sell plenty of drinks."
Throwing his head forward, he flings hair falling over the side of his face. Peering out the opening, he smirks at Bishop. There is no secret. Employment gained on physical attributes is a job just the same. The world cares less for secondary skills like mixing drinks.
It is no different with the others. Roseland is a stage and Necropolis is a performance. The bouncers are muscular, the dancers are sexual, and the bartenders are cool. With the exception of a few, actual job skills are rare.
"But man, Cupcake?" He opens the glass door to the refrigerator and reaches in, slides a box to the edge. He lifts from the slots in each side. The bottles jingle. Cringing, he holds the case against his midsection and lets the door slam shut.
"Why not a cool name?" Thinking, he twists lips to the side. "Like Slash. Yeah, that sounds cool."
Turning the corner through the doorway, his gaze falls on a man standing at the end of the bar. Freezing in place, his eyes grow large taking in the tall figure in the dark coat and blue tie, recognizing him in an instant. There is no mistaking the clean cut hair, the calm demeanor, and the eyes. He watches the orbs swivel bearing down on him, flat calculating gaze intensifying, a predator taking in the prey with calm certainty.
He releases the box, mind fumbling between flight or fight.
A crash, glass exploding within the box shatters sprinkling pieces out of the cracks onto the floor. Beer oozes into a puddle, the stench reaching his nose. Amber ale. He hates amber ale.
The predator zeros in, calculating.
He searches the crowd spotting the nearest bouncer beyond the tables, much too far away. Looking down, his eyes fall on the large fire extinguisher beneath the bar, the panic alarm button beside it.
"What the hell?" Bishop throws hands on hips, shaking head.
He looks up. The man is nowhere within his vision, vanished.
Flight wins.
Summoning energy from within, he wrenches his muscles into motion, feet pivoting, knees bending pulling him back through the doorway. Thoughts accelerating, the world slows down as he focuses on one single goal: getting away.
Crashing through the stockroom, knocking boxes of condiments spilling over, he races for the door at the other end, pulling the phone from his pants pocket. Somehow, they know about him. It seems impossible. But they know, and he must warn the others.
Punching in the codes on the keypad at a full run, he turns, leaning his shoulder and summoning his strength. He smashes into the closed door. Lock breaking, wood splintering, the door flies open littering the back hall with chips of wood.
Arm crying out, he ignores the pain as he stumbles over the wreckage, kicking bits of door frame. Eyes adjusting, he peers in both directions searching for the predator, looking for anyone. Finding the hall empty, he speeds to the other end while finishing the text message without looking. Phantasma is here.
It is all he can do for the others. On his own, his best hope is escape leaving everything behind and continuing a life on his own. But he knows it is not a mere Itoril after him, but something else. A ghost.
He turns the corner. Feet sliding on the smooth floor, he skitters against the wall. Running, he tosses the phone over his shoulder hearing it smash on the floor.
A shadow slips around the corner. Large figure looms, glowing eyes peering out of the dark shape.
Sneakers squealing, he spins around, legs sending him back the other way.
There in the hall is the blue necktie hanging from Phantasma's neck.
Sliding to a stop, he throws his arms out searching for balance body tipping back. Regaining a hold with gravity, he shuffles back.
The music drones through the walls.
Backpedaling, he curses at the tall figure in the suit.
The predator reaches inside his dark coat.
Spinning around, he races down the hall, shoes smacking the floor echoing around him. Rounding a turn, he slams into a massive body. Fight instincts take over. Determination heating his veins, he punches the bouncer in the face knocking the obstruction over. Sprinting into motion around the tumbling body, picking up speed, he races for the door at the end of the hall.
Smacking into the release bar, the steel door bursts open, cool night air washing in. An alarm sounds, repeated clangs crying out in the night.
Spotting the overflowing dumpster in the alley, he scrambles onto his knees and reaches underneath. Fingers grasping the handle of the gun, he slides it out and jumps to his feet. Chest heaving, he waves the handgun around, and searches the shadows.
Hearing a footstep clomp behind, he spins, bearing the weapon down. Eyes falling on a figure, he presses the trigger, releasing two quick explosive rounds, barrel blazing.
The shape slumps over, flopping onto the pavement. Water splashes.
The rattling alarm beats into his head.
He gazes down at a fat man in old clothes laying face up in a puddle beside a brick wall. "Damn bum."
Spinning about, he waves the gun at the alley.
A shadow appears beyond the dumpster, tall and looming. White glowing orbs illuminating the cheeks and brow, eyes like nothing he has ever seen before.
Holding the trigger down, he fires spraying a swath of bullets, the reports crying out above his screams. He gazes down the length of the empty alley at the street beyond.
He spins around, and a hand clubs his arm knocking the gun to the ground. Another hand squeezes throat, choking. The ground drops away, and the glowing white orbs close in.
Muttered words, something about a girl with dark hair. One of the dancers? The chiseled jaw moves. More words, but he only makes out a name. Raven.
The ringing alarm vibrates through his skull blurring vision.
Choking, he coughs. "I don't know. No idea where she is."
Cold air pours into his lungs, he slumps onto his feet, the alarm pounding into his chest.
A flash, something arcs cutting the air.
The alarm cuts out. The alley spins, brick wall blurring by. The stars in the night sky spin replaced by a wall, darkness, the stars again. The dumpster blurs by dissolving into darkness, reappears, lolling sideways.
A body slumps down into a heap. Blood drains from the open stump atop the black shirt where the head, his head, should be. A gurgle spurts blood spilling out from the dark hole onto the uneven ground filling in the jagged crevices.
The world darkens.
Chapter 13
Dim light washes over white ridges casting long shadows. Warm breeze flows smelling of peppermint. Red and white swirls spin around. Sharp odor wafting over extinguishes the candy swirls, pushing away slumber.
Lifting her head from the soft pillow, Julie peers around the room lit by the nightlight in the corner. She forgets coming home and going to bed. Droning music rumbles in the back of her mind recalling dancing in the club, and her sore legs.
Perking up, head sloshing, nausea rolls over. Her breath smells like mints.
Holding her temple, she groans. Clanging in the back of her mind, a fire alarm, her head throbs. The bed wobbles beneath, and she looks over.
Cuddled under the sheet, a young woman grips a pillow beneath her face. Her dark hair falls over eyes. The heavy scent of peach schnapps rises from the pillow recalling her memory to the club sharing a drink with one of the dancers. She recalls dancing, the false alarm.
"Tiger?"
A hand reaches up from the pillow and claws the air. "Grr."
Julie throws the sheet aside. Pounding rolls through her head. She clenches her teeth, fighting the throbbing and the swirling mass rising in her stomach. She squeezes her eyes closed.
Deep breath, peach schnapps burns inside nostrils, a lingering memory.
Eyes open, she sees her nude body, the string of beads sliding from her belly falling between her legs. Closing her knees, clammy thighs stick together. She breathes in salty perspiration.
The bed rumbles sending her head sloshing, stomach groaning.
Her bedmate sits up on knees, small breasts quivering. Below her navel, caught in the fold between thigh and abdomen, a tattoo in black lettering stretches in a shallow arc, unreadable.
Trolling through her memory, Julie searches for the events leading up to sharing the bed with the dancer from the club. The pain intensifying, she gives up. "Did we? You know. Have sex?"
Tiger giggles shaking the bed.
The room spins in a blur of pain.
"Did you fail eighth-grade health class?" Tiger giggles. "We both have the same parts."
"No." She rubs her eyes trying to find the words. "You know what I mean. Did we touch each other?"
The long shadows extending away from the nightlight wiggle in waves like heat rising from asphalt on a hot summer day. She grits her teeth.
"No, silly." Tiger slides closer, churning the mattress. "We must ask permission first."
"Well, did I goddamn give you permission?" Pain beats in her head, white explosions fire before her eyes. She holds her head in her hands. Something inside pops.
"No."
"Well, I hope I didn't give you the wrong idea." Julie squeezes her temple. "I'm not a lesbian."
"Neither am I."
She rubs her palms over eyes. "What are you doing here?"
"You weren't feeling well, so I gave you a ride home."
Reaching out to the clue, she latches on, the analytical side of her brain awakening. Recalling the ill feelings at the club, she considers the possibility that the hours of aggressive dancing and loud music punished her. Or someone spiked one of her drinks.
"I wanted to make sure you're all right."
"Thanks." She places her feet on the carpet. Legs cry out, the stiff muscles resisting movement. "Why don't you get dressed and go home?"
"I don't have any clothes. And it's daylight."
"What?" She stands, her knees buckling and head swimming. Between her throbbing head and in-and-out blurring vision, she thinks her hearing might be going next. "Where are your clothes?"
"I left my outfit in my locker so I wouldn't forget."
There are a number of details missing from her memory, including the last few hours at the club, but one thing is certain. She always insists her driver wears clothing.
Lifting her phone from the end table, she presses the button illuminating the screen and reads the time. Spotting the day, her mouth drops open.
"Monday?"
Sparks ripple before her eyes and she cringes.
"What about it?" Tiger bounces off the bed her feet gliding on the floor.
"What happened to Sunday?" She slams the phone on the table and marches out of the room, head spinning. Class is long over, and she is already late for work.
Storming into the bathroom, she leans into the tub and turns the handle. A stream of water gushes out of the faucet. The roaring sends her head into a a throbbing fit. Gritting her teeth, she steps into the tub. Pulling the curtain closed, she turns and yanks the knob. The lower faucet stops, and a stream of hot water gushes from the shower head washing over, soothing the throbbing.
The curtain screeches along the metal pole flying open.
"Tiger!" She winces at the volume of her voice banging in her head. "I need to get ready for work."
"Your head hurts." Tiger climbs into the tub and pulls the curtain closed. "May I help?"
"What the shit can you do?" She grabs the bar of soap from the cradle and holds it to her nose breathing in the perfumed strawberry scent.
Hands clamp around the back of her neck, thumbs digging into flesh. She squirms and wrenches. A popping sound, sharp pain shoots down her back. She clenches the soap bar, and a gasp escapes her lungs.
Soothing pleasure waves over, tingles cascading down her flesh. Head clearing, the throbbing is a lingering memory. She closes her eyes feeling fingers kneading her shoulders and neck. More tingles dance up into the back of her head.
Opening her eyes, Julie looks at a smooth white surfaces inches from her face with her arm smashed between her forehead and the surface, a table.
Soft music greets her ears.
"Hey, office lady." It is Miguel's voice.
Lifting her head, she looks around at the white desk, the triple set of monitors before her. Swiveling around in the chair, she spots Miguel standing at the back corner, his arm leaning on the high counter. Mind reaching for orientation, realization strikes her.
This is the office.
Looking down, she finds her fancy skirt and blouse, dressed and dry.
Miguel holds out a paper. "Here's the bill for the Four-Thirty. It's ready to go."
"Right." Pushing with her stocking feet, she rolls the chair over and reaches out taking the paper. "Thanks, Miguel."
"You look groggy." He rubs his chin. "Too much partying?"
Flashing her professional smile, she nods her head. "Something like that. Feeling better now."
"You take it easy, office lady." Miguel saunters out the back door whistling closed behind him.
There is no memory of arriving at work. Glancing around the lobby, she searches for a clue. She remembers showering. Taking a deep breath, she scoots over to the computer and looks at the invoice.
The front door rattles open.
Craning her neck, Julie peers over the top of the desk.
She watches the corner.
Traffic rumbles outside. Machines whir on the floor above.
Looking down at the monitor, she sees the view outside. Light blooms on the sidewalk and whisks off the bottom, a car passing on the street.
Sitting back, she shrugs. A glance at the bill reveals the phone number. She slips the headset over her ear. Working the mouse, she brings up the phone software and enters the number.
A face bursts onto the screen. "Hey, Julie. What's up?"
Looking at her roommate's smile, she realizes the Four-Thirty belongs to Big Sister. "Hey, I was just calling to let you know that the car is ready."
"Oh, right." Astra cocks her head to the side. "Her high and mighty would love it if you could deliver it to her palace. There should be a button inside the glove box for the gate."
"Sure, I'll bring it over after work."
"Fantastic." The smile melts away. "And I apologize for yesterday."
Eyes narrowing, Julie searches her memory.
Yesterday is blank.
"Um." She shakes her head. When all else fails, fake it. "No problem."
"Great," says Astra, smile blazing. "Later, roomy."
The screen returns to the phone software.
"Good evening," says Steve.
Jumping in her seat, she clasps her chest fearing her heart might stop. Glancing up, she sees Steve leaning on the tall counter. "Shit, you startled me."
"Apologies."
Tearing off the headset, she stands and wipes down her skirt. "Sorry about my language."
"Are all the preparations set for the party tomorrow?"
Scrunching the end of her nose, she stares at her boss as if he has lost his mind. Recalling his memory trouble, she shakes her head. It is part of her job helping him keep things straight.
"You mean on Wednesday."
"Yes, Wednesday." He smiles, face warm. "Tomorrow."
She glances down at the computer calender in the corner of the far right monitor. Reading the date, her eyes grow wide. "Today is Tuesday?"
"Yes," says Steve, smile fading. "Is everything well?"
What about Monday? She rubs her head, glancing around the desk and back to the date on the screen. The calendar insists today is Tuesday.
Days go missing, just like back then, smoking day after day, behind the coffee shop and under the grandstand. Tasting the joint on her lips, smelling the burning weed, blissful sensations tumble through her memory calling to her.
Closing her eyes and taking a deep breath, she summons inner strength. She must be the one that keeps things in order. Steve depends on her. Turning thoughts back to the club, she realizes there is one explanation for the missing days. Someone slipped something in her drink.
Recalling the bartender, the punk with the shaggy hair, anger wells up heating her face.
"Miss Walsh?"
Pushing angry thoughts aside for later, she flashes a smile. Fake it. "Yes, everything is set for tomorrow night."
"Wonderful."
The front door creaks open and footsteps patter around the corner. A familiar face appears, a young woman dressed in a long black leather coat and a red purse strapped over shoulder, dark hair tied back in a ponytail. Eyes lighting up, she bounces to the desk.
"Hey, Jazz."
Peach taste floods in, and she recalls the face from the club and from her bed the other morning, Sunday, Monday, or today. Sometime. "What are you doing here?"
Steve extends his hand. "Hello, I'm Steve Reynolds."
The woman throws her arms around pressing up against Steve. "Like a tall teddy bear." Reaching up on her toes, she kisses the stunned man on the cheek.
Seeing Steve's eyebrows rise, she fights back a laugh at his discomfort. "This is Tiger."
The dancer hunches back and claws at the air. "Grr!"
Overcome by the adorable appearance, Julie grins. Holding back a laugh, she slips her fingers over her lips.
Steve excuses himself and strolls into the conference room.
"Nice place." Tiger glides around the desk, gaze roving. "So white and shiny."
"Why are you here?" Meeting the woman at the back corner, she leans on the shelf.
"You asked me to stop by, and I wanted to see where you work." Tiger shrugs. "And return your coat."
Looking at the full-length leather coat, she shakes her head. "It belongs to my roommate, Astra." Recalling her only remaining panties after Gunn's theft of all her possessions, she reaches for a pocket. "Did you find my undies?"
"Just this pack of cigarettes."
Spotting the pack of Chinese cigarettes in the hand, she snatches them away. Running on automatic, a cigarette flies out of the pack into her waiting lips. Hands jamming into the coat pocket, she fishes around for the lighter, the cigarette flipping to each side of her mouth.
Recalling the lighter in her purse, she dives under the desk. Latching onto the lighter, she stands. Thumb on the wheel, she looks down the length of the cigarette spotting a face staring back.
There in the soft brown eyes is a look she recognizes. Not the one for crazies, but the expression reserved for addicts. A look she recalls many times walking down the street or caught with a joint under the grandstand. The questioning thoughts behind the eyes ask how a substance takes control.
She slips the cigarette from her lips and pushes it into the pack. Taking in the soft eyes and pulling in the strength from the logical side of her mind, her nerves settle. The craving remains, resting in slumber, mind regaining control.
Thoughts back to business, Julie focuses on her tasks. She pats Tiger on the shoulder and steps around. "Wait here at my desk. I need to speak with my boss."
Clapping hands, Tiger bounces on her toes.
She wags her finger in the air. "Don't touch anything. Just sit quiet in the chair."
Stockings slipping across the floor, she glides into the conference room and closes the door. She looks through the glass and sees Tiger sitting in the chair spinning around in circles, ponytail flying. The computer is safe for the moment.
Steve lifts the coffee pot offering a cup.
She slips onto the nearest chair and searches her memories for recent events. Starting with an apology about missing work on Monday seems like a poor approach considering all the uncertainty about events. Monday is for learning the business, but the memory is missing. Drug addicts lose days.
She considers going back out and asking Tiger if she spent Monday at home. There is always the possibility that recovery required two days. She feels fine now, tired but not wasted. There is nothing between the shower and sitting at the desk. It is as if Monday afternoon melted into Tuesday evening.
Pouring steaming coffee into a mug, Steve glances over his shoulder. "Your friend. Is she high?"
"She's not my," she says. Hearing squealing wheels, she looks through the glass.
Crashing across the lobby floor, the office chair speeds backward carrying Tiger, black sneakers kicking at the end of tall white socks.
"No." She blows at her bangs. "I think she's always like that."
Steve sets two mugs down and sits at the corner of the table. "Before tomorrow night, I wanted to ask you something."
"Did we talk about your job yesterday?" She cups hands over her mouth. Swallowing a lump, she sets her hands down on the table wrapping her fingers around the bottom of the mug.
"About contract killing?"
She nods and stares down at the coffee.
"We did." He reaches into his shirt pocket and removes his notepad. "Didn't we?"
Glancing up, she watches his eyes scan the pages as he flips them. There is uncertainty in those eyes. He depends on her, and now she questions her memory.
"Yes," says Steve, setting the notepad down. "We did indeed."
Julie shakes her head. Faking only lasts so long, and she hopes Steve understands that she is the victim in all this. Her bets are on Cupcake and his pink drinks.
"I'm sorry, Steve. I don't remember Monday."
He removes a pen from his shirt pocket and jots a note in the pad.
"I don't remember Sunday. Nothing since Saturday night." She recalls awakening in bed with Tiger and frowns. "Almost nothing, anyway."
He sets the pen down on the pad and folds his arms. "People live through their memories."
Lifting the mug, she sips the hot coffee.
"Cut the frames from a movie strip and scatter them across the floor," says Steve, lifting his mug. "Ask anyone and they will put the frames back together in the right order. Some faster than others, but they all will succeed in the end. The brain is a powerful pattern recognizer."
She sets her mug down wrapping her fingers around the base. "And the frames are like memories."
"Injury, illness, or drugs can make recalling sequences of memories difficult. Or get stuck on a segment, recalling the memory over and over." He drinks.
Nodding, she scrunches her nose. "I was thinking someone might have slipped me something. In my drink on Saturday night. I'm sorry, Steve."
Shaking his head, he holds up a hand. "I'm confident you will remember, and all will be well and good again."
Smiling, Julie nods. She wishes for such confidence. Other sections of memory, her personal movie of life, remain missing to this day. She never expects a recovery of the days surrounding the death of her parents, lost in a fog of denial wrapped in a haze of toxic poisons.
"If you're up for it," says Steve, "I have a special project for you tonight."
She shrugs.
"Tomorrow is our big day. Thursday, we will go over the results of your investigation." He jots a note.
"Right."
"And could you ask your friend to put her clothes back on?"
Julie scrambles up, stocking feet slipping, and rushes through the door.
In the center of the lobby, Tiger dances nude wearing only her white cotton socks sliding on the smooth floor. Her small breasts jiggle with each bouncing step, dark hair twirls around. In perfect time with the music playing at the desk, the nude woman glides around with the grace of a professional dancer. Even nude, maybe even more so, the woman appears like an angel in complete bliss.
Storming across the lobby, she slides up beside Tiger. "Where are your clothes?"
Tiger stops. A grin warms her face. "At home."
"Why are your clothes at home?" Face screwing up, she glances around the lobby. "Where's Astra's coat?"
"On the desk." Tiger points at the black leather draped over the side of the high counter.
Grasping hand, she pulls the woman over to the desk. "Don't you ever wear clothes?" Wrapping the coat around, she spots the tattoo on the abdomen just above and to the side of the narrow strip of pubic hair. She recalls spotting it the other night, in bed.
"I hate wearing clothes." Tiger tugs her ponytail.
She reads the tattoo, a single word in script, Tigris. She pulls the coat closed and ties the belt snug. "Steve has a rule. During office hours, we must wear clothes."
Tiger sighs and folds her arms.
Cigarette calling her, she spins around the desk. She dumps a cigarette out of the pack and slides open a drawer thinking it is where she last saw her lighter. Spotting only pens and pencils, she slams it shut and pulls open another. Failing again, she tries the next.
"Are you looking for this?"
Looking up, she spots the lighter in Tiger's hand.
"It was beside the stack of tiny notepads."
She snatches the lighter from the open palm and steps into her shoes. Brushing by the dancer, she clicks around the desk flicking the cigarette to each side with her lips.
"Where are we going?" Tiger grabs her red purse and shoes from the desk and follows behind, sliding over the smooth floor.
"No smoking in the office, either." She bursts through the front door, a cold wind blasts in, ruffling her hair.
Tiger tumbles out the door tossing her shoes on the sidewalk. Stepping into them, she glances up making a sour face. "Lots of rules at this office, huh?"
Holding palm around her face, protecting the cigarette from the breeze, she lights the end. She breathes in. Orange glow brightens her face. She releases the smoke out her nose.
Looking down at her clothes, she finds them absent of pockets. Squeezing the lighter in her palm, she holds it to her waist and leans against the side of the building. "No bad language either."
"You mean you can't say, shit?"
Traffic rumbles down the road, headlights flooding the street. Glancing around, she looks at the individuals strolling along the sidewalk. It is near the end of the evening commute, but numerous pedestrians file down the walks on each side.
She answers in the negative using her favorite bad word.
Tiger slaps her hand over her mouth.
Looking at the big round eyes making the exaggerated expression, she chuckles. Slipping the cigarette into her mouth, she takes in a long drag, breathing in the toxins set on shortening her lifespan. Hair fluttering into her face, she turns the cigarette outward between her fingers and combs the offended strands back over her ear.
"We said naughty words." Tiger spins around and bends over. "Better give me a spanking."
Giggling, she slaps the rear end, hand smacking against the leather coat. Laughing, Tiger spins around and returns the spank.
Julie laughs. "Keep it up, missy, and I'll wash your mouth out with soap."
Recalling the popular expression of her mother, she frowns, pushing childhood thoughts away. She takes in another drag, the orange glow brightening, and releases. Elbow against her waist, she holds the cigarette out to the side. She looks around at the passing pedestrians. Feeling Tiger slinking up close, she glances over.
Watching the cigarette, the soft brown eyes glisten red.
She takes a drag on the cigarette. The orange glow brightens against soft flesh, the eyes turning brown. The glow dimming, the red returns. A stream of smoke bellows, the wind catching particles into a swirl.
She watches Tiger's eyes wondering why the Necropolis Vamp still wears the colored contact lenses.
"Are you going to keep dancing with us?" Tiger smiles.
Finger poking her stomach, she returns the smile. "I like dancing with you."
"I like dancing with you, too." Tiger wiggles close, swaying, bumping hips.
Looking at the bright face full of life, she grins overcome by the glee flowing from the woman. She pushes away from the wall, and wiggles snug against Tiger.
They dance to their own music of shoes tapping on the sidewalk.
Slipping the cigarette between lips, she feels the intense gaze. Settling down into a stance, she looks at Tiger watching the cigarette.
"Why do you do that?"
She shrugs, never really thinking much about it. Smoking calms her nerves, but she supposes that is due to the addictive poisons, the withdrawals, the mind telling her she needs nicotine. "Habit, I guess."
Slipping out between her fingers, the cigarette flies to the sidewalk. A canvas shoe smashes over it, pivoting in place, the rubber sole crunching over the course rocky surface. The shoe lifts leaving a torn pile of paper and loose tobacco.
Reaching out to the half-smoked cigarette smothered on the ground, her heart skips a beat, gut drops releasing a rising steam of nausea.
"A stinky habit." Tiger digs through her red purse and pulls out a stick of gum. "And it looks stupid."
Glaring at the woman, she balls her hands into fists. Watching Tiger unfold the silver paper, looking at the innocent face, her anger wanes. Relaxing hands, she takes in a deep breath. She does not need the cigarette.
"Try this." Tiger holds out the gum.
Biting down, releasing the mint flavor, she chews balling it between her teeth. Avoiding offense, she smiles at the woman.
"Much better." Tiger claps her hands on her thighs. "Now you're kissable."
Face closing in, lips meet pressing together.
Tingles ripple down her spine, legs weaken, stomach flutters. Roaming and caressing, her mouth opens up, kissing back. Tongues touch, swirling around, familiarity growing. Lips close and release a smack.
Warmth rising from within, heart pattering, Julie sighs feeling her face redden. Se turns her head hiding her face from passing eyes. "Shit, you kiss good."
Smiling, Tiger rises up on her toes. "Practice makes perfect."
She wraps her arms around the woman and squeezes.
Warmth pushes the night air away, the dull drone of silence replaces passing traffic, and the light dims.
Gazing at the walls of the bedroom, the nightlight glowing in the corner, Julie screams.
Hearing the cry ring against her ears, she pushes away stumbling back watching the walls lean over, closing in. Glancing around, she finds the unmade bed. No longer in her skirt, she wears a pantsuit.
The nude woman with the straight black hair throws up her hands. "I'm sorry, Jazz. You asked me to kiss you."
Room spinning, she holds out her hands grasping for balance. Spotting the doorway, she lurches over slamming into the wall beside the opening, twirling she rolls around the corner. Heat rising, she gasps, heart thundering against her chest.
Long gurgling cry rushes down the hall, hot breath escapes her lips.
Smelling the burning weed, the aroma calls out, lulling her into the numbing embrace.
Picturing the tall bong, smoke rising up the long glass tube, she rushes out slamming into the closed door. Explosions boom all around pounding against her head. She grasps at the knob, fingers slipping, scratching the varnished wood.
Door bursts open. A hand appears from the darkness, explosions splatter everything into burning white.
Brightness fading, a figure melts from the white, a dark silhouette of a woman with wavy hair standing before the light. The white breaking apart, fragments tumble away revealing a room with the young woman standing at the center of an oval red carpet, loose stacks of books on the right and a desk on the left.
The woman looks up, eyelids rising, hazel irises burst into crimson. A flame races around the edge ringing irises, the red melting away leaving familiar hazel eyes, the same young face from the photograph on Steve's desk.
Cassandra smiles, cheeks puffing out brightening her face into comforting grace. She speaks, her voice a whisper, if there at all.
Within in her thoughts a voice speaks, Let me go.
Cassandra fades, a green blob, a beanbag chair, becoming visible through her transparent body. Color washes away leaving a dark haze standing in place of the girl as the light fades darkening the stacks of books, the desk, the walls fading away.
Julie opens her eyes finding a face surrounded by strands of black hair streaming at her.
"Let me sleep." It is Astra's voice booming from somewhere behind the worried face. "Stupid addict."
Door slams rattling the walls.
Feeling the carpet against the back of her head, she realizes she lays on the floor in the hall outside of Astra's room. Her cheek hurts. Looking up at the face shaded by the streams of hair, she sees the glowing red lenses.
Eyes blink.
"What day is it?" Her voice pounds into her skull.
Tiger smiles. "Still Monday, I'm afraid."
"Thank God."
"No, I think you're suppose to thank God on Fridays." Tiger sits up, hair falling over shoulders. She holds her hand out. "Let's get you back in bed."
Taking the hand, she feels her arm yank from her shoulder, body rises onto her feet sending her head sloshing sideways. "I need to get to work."
"Rest first."
Leaning on the nude woman, she finds her feet and walks down the hall. "I feel like shit."
"You look shitty, too."
"Thanks."
Twirling around, she flops backward on the bed bouncing onto the pillow. Turning her head to the side, she sees Tiger kneeling beside the bed resting her chin on the edge. She recalls the kiss. Yummy.
Today is Monday, the day before Tuesday.
"Did we kiss?"
Tiger nods, chin pressing into the mattress. "You asked for a kiss. I kissed you. Then you went screaming down the hall banging on your roommate's door. Makes a girl feel real special."
Smashing hands over eyes, Julie shakes her head rolling over the pillow. Recalling the kiss from the dream, standing on the sidewalk on Tuesday, mint taste fills her mouth and cigarette smoke stings her eyes. Somehow, the dream feels real, more like a memory.
The mint taste wanes and the cigarette smell dissipates leaving shower soap and perfume.
Thinking back, she forgets dressing after the shower, a lost frame. At least the rest of Monday is ahead of her, late for work but not absent.
She releases a sigh. "Tomorrow, you stop by the office for a visit."
The thin eyebrows rise up. "Sure. If you want."
She smiles, cheeks swelling into a painful crease. Dream or no dream, it is as if seeing the future. Tomorrow reveals the truth of her sight. A fortuneteller's success resides within a vague tale or persuasion. "No, I mean you will."
"I know. I just agreed." Head shaking, Tiger rolls her eyes.
Julie chuckles. Grogginess swimming over, her eyelids fall.
A thunderous roar, the world rumbles.
Her eyes snap open. She sees her hands gripping a black steering wheel, the garage with its glossy white floor beyond the windshield. Echoing off the walls, the roar settles into a gentle rumble, cylinders pounding behind the seat.
Gazing at the emblem in the center of the steering wheel, a yellow disc, she realizes she sits in the driver's seat looking across the shiny red hood of a sports car, Big Sister's car, within the parking garage beneath the office. Looking around, she finds a blue car. Steve's black sedan is missing.
Recalling the phone conversation with Astra, her task is returning the car to the Glass Tower. There is also the project for Steve. Glancing down at the passenger seat, she spots an envelope. Driving directions in her handwriting to HSH Labs. Room twelve.
Chapter 14
Idling up to the gate, Julie pushes the brake pedal bringing the sports car to a lurching stop. Everything in the car is extra sensitive. The steering and pedals are too quick, the car too fast. In a vehicle capable of breaking the highway speed limit in first gear, she has few opportunities for testing out the paddle shifters behind the steering wheel driving around the city.
Leaning on the accelerator, the engine barks and the car jumps into motion. Jamming on the brake pedal, she brings the car to a stop where she intended on the first try, before the stop sign hanging on the gate.
A man in a gray uniform exits the guard station. Bending over, he tips his cap up and peers into the car. "Haven't seen one of these babies in several years. Four-Thirty, isn't it?"
She shrugs without a care for the model. It is red and has more horses under the hood than anyone ever needs. With the engine behind her, she wonders if it is still called a hood. "I'm Juliet Walsh. I have an appointment."
"How fast can she go?" Rubbing his chin, the guard glances around inside the cockpit. "Beyond two hundred I bet."
Her eyes narrow. "I'm running behind."
"Bet this baby is nimble as a kitten, too."
Reaching into her black handbag, she extracts her driver's license. Holding it up to the window, she shakes it at the man.
The guard gazes at the car, his eyes drinking in the glossy curves.
"My ID. See? It has my name and picture on it."
He takes the card between two fingers.
She glares out the window. Men are so stupid.
The guard ambles into the post.
Hands on her lap, she watches the guard while the engine idles, the rumble creeping up through the seat. The guard picks up the phone and turns over pages on a desk in front of him. He glances out.
She drops her gaze to her lap and sighs.
This is Tuesday. Sunday is still nonexistent and Monday night, the meeting with Steve, is lost in a black hole. Until the frames of the movie in her mind fall into place, she works the day into reality.
The guard returns with her badge instructing her on the importance of wearing it all times. Returning to the post, he raises the gate. Stop sign swings up into the air.
She presses the accelerator releasing a growl from the engine. Tires spin, squealing on the pavement, the car rockets into the parking lot.
Taking the corner, her body pushing sideways into the seat, she realizes the car is fun after all. Stepping on the brake and turning the wheel the other way, she slides the car into a parking spot straddling the yellow line. Switching pedals, the engine growls, the car leaps forward between the lines.
"Steve's car is more comfortable."
Striding up to the building, Julie watches the glass doors slide apart. Clipping the badge to her blouse, she slips inside feeling the warmth wrap around her, doors whooshing closed behind. Spotting a guard sitting behind a desk, she smiles.
The bald head bobs, the gaze hangs down behind the desk.
"Hi," she says.
The overweight middle-aged man stares at a glowing screen hidden from her view behind the desk. His feet crossed at ankles on the tabletop, he chuckles, belly jiggling beneath folded hands.
"I'm looking for room twelve."
Keeping his gaze on the screen, he raises a hand pointing to the left. "Down the stairs just beyond the blood bank."
"Thanks."
She descends the stairs and strolls down the hall. Her clicking shoes echo. Spotting blue double doors with a sign indicating the blood bank, she scans the black placard beside the next door. She passes room ten on her right and eleven on her left. She grasps the handle of the next door on the right.
The door pops open and whistles.
"Hello?" She closes the door behind her. Meeting someone at the late hour seems odd, and she only half expects finding anyone. Except for those in the entertainment industry, the sane go home in the evening, or out to enjoy some entertainment where they expect diligent working individuals meeting their every need. But this is a lab, not even a hospital.
"Is that you, Miss Walsh?" The voice is male, older.
Glancing around the entry hall, she sees an open door on her left and another straight ahead. "Yes."
"Grab a lab coat, gloves, and come on in."
Looking through the side doorway, into a narrow room, she spots a row of white cotton coats hanging on the wall. Moving into the closet, she removes a coat and loops her handbag on the hook in its place. Shrugging into the long white coat, she glances around. Spotting a box of latex gloves on a shelf, she pulls two from the cardboard dispenser.
Marching into the lab, heels clicking on the white floor, she gazes around. In the center, a tall stainless steel table holds an array of brown bones beneath the bright glow of two spotlights hanging from the ceiling. Beyond the table, on a shelf along the wall, three white microscopes, the kind with rotating heads holding binocular eyepieces, stand like silent sentinels. Glancing back at the wall around the corner from the closet, she spots a steel table holding a wood crate.
A man in a lab coat types on a keyboard before a monitor. Lifting a hand, he scratches his dark hair. Keeping his eye on the monitor, he waves. "I'm Doctor Skonk."
Julie imagines the name calling he endured as a child including Skunk, Stinky, and Conk. Skunk fits his dark hair with the gray patch on the side.
"You'll find the items over there in the crate."
She glances over her shoulder at the crate and turns back to the computer screen finding blocky graphics depicting a room. Animated characters, avatars, stand around a table. A message box at the bottom fills with text as the doctor types on the keyboard. Other messages appear above the other avatars.
Doc Skunk hits the enter key and his message appears above a character wearing a white lab coat, his avatar. The name beneath the avatar reads, Skunkman. Another avatar dances a strange jig, a jerky animation created by some artist clueless about dancing or even body mechanics.
"Old chat software, I know." Skunk shakes his head. "We've been keeping in touch like this for years. Sometimes, we play virtual bowling."
"Why don't you go bowling for real?" She smiles watching another avatar rolling on the floor, laughing.
"Years ago we went bowling every week." He taps a key, and the SkunkMan avatar waves goodbye to the others.
One of the other avatars returns the wave. Skunkman dissolves into a cloud of pixels and disappears; the avatar exits the virtual room.
"Crazybud lives in China now," says Skunk, mousing to the menu at the top. "Hugs-For-All is on the east coast. So we meet online."
A click of the mouse and the animated chat room disappears replaced by an image of the periodic table.
Skunk turns around, waving his hand. "You probably play on one of those advanced sim-life online worlds."
"No, I prefer the real world."
"I've seen that new one depicting our city, Virtual Roseland. Too lifelike for me." Skunk moves into the bright light and stands beside the table. "Mister Reynolds found plenty to keep us busy here in our world."
Approaching the table, she looks over the bones arranged in anatomical position. The yellowed surfaces have brown speckles, heavy in some areas. The bones belong to a very tall man. The length of the femur alone must be near as long as her entire leg. Resting on a curved pad, the skull appears large with a big brow.
Shadows fill the empty sockets seeming to gaze at her. With the lower jaw resting flat on the table, inches from the base of the skull, it looks as though the skeleton opens his mouth to an impossible size, jagged brown teeth ready to bite.
Glancing up at Doc Skunk, she folds her arms. "Steve didn't say much. What can you tell me about our friend here?"
Skunk looks down at the bones, pointing at the leg and then the ribs. "Nearly eight feet tall. Easily four hundred pounds assuming little body fat."
She imagines the man with wide shoulders, strong arms, and a massive chest. Picturing a gleaming smile, she realizes dental hygiene in the nineteenth century calls for yellowed teeth. Altering the image, she angles the front tooth crooked matching the one on the skull.
"Died near the very end of the nineteenth century. Suffered a few injuries." Doc Skunk smashes his lips together and nods. "And he's human."
Julie glances up at the doctor, checking his expression, finding a serious face. She realizes she is only a college student, but she cannot imagine confusing these for ape bones.
"His injuries might interest you." He points at the loose bones making up the left hand. "Fractured on more than one occasion." Picking up the a bone of the forearm, the radius, he holds it out. "Look at these."
She looks at the end of the gloved index finger, spotting three fractures in the bone that healed leaving mounds. "What are these breaks from?"
"I'd say the one on the top is from a hard fall, but the other two appear like strikes from a slender object consistent with a sword." Skunk sets the bone in place and picks up another. "This one has a distinctive gunshot wound grazing the bone."
Uncertain about what she looks at, she nods.
"There are other stress injuries on his legs and other arm." Doc Skunk sets the bone in place and moves around to the end of the table. "This guy saw plenty of fights, but there's one injury he didn't survive."
He picks up the skull and turns it over revealing a gaping jagged hole at the back near the top.
Folding her arms, she leans closer. It might be ordinary damage long after death. Trained eyes and experience determine injuries before or after death. She has neither, and this is her first view of real human skeleton.
"Single gunshot from below, under his chin." Skunk sets the skull in place with both hands and looks up.
She nods gazing over the bones. "How old would you say he was when he died?"
"From the deterioration and density, I'd say he was in his sixties." He folds his arms.
She nods.
"So, you're an anthropology student?"
"Second year."
"This is a good opportunity for any aspiring forensic anthropologist. I'd love to stay and help answer questions, but my wife will have my head if I work another late night."
"I understand." Nodding, she feels like a bobbing head doll and stops. Spying the crate at the back of the room, she shuffles over eager for a peek at the treasures. The box is as wide as she is tall.
Shoes clomp across the room. "If you have any questions, we can discuss them tomorrow at a more reasonable hour."
"Thanks and good night." She lifts the particle board lid.
"Good night, Miss Walsh."
The hall door clicks shut leaving her alone with the corpse and the puzzle.
Leaning the lid against the back wall, she looks inside the box. Various items, each inside clear plastic bags, rest within folds of soft white fabric. Strands of straw, she assumes from the original packing, litter the box.
Lifting a manila folder, she unfolds the flap. Pulling out sheets of paper, she drops the envelope. Scanning a page, she reads the results from initial testing of a knife including spectral analysis of metals and other data. Flipping through the stack, she finds the others like the first, a page for each item.
She flips back through the pages searching for information about the excavation site, notes, photographs, anything that might help put a picture together. Finding nothing about the site, she sets the folder aside.
She removes the top item from the crate, the plastic wrapper crackling in her hand. She looks over the dark cowboy hat. She imagines it appearing normal on a big man, but in her hands it is huge. The brim is stiff, the edges worn. She sets it aside.
Unfolding the white cloth, she finds a brown coat folded over. The heavy woven fabric feels brittle through the latex. Without the need to unfold it, she recognizes it as a duster worn by cowboys on the range. The design of the garment allows riding a horse keeping clothing clean including legs down to the boots. Looking at the faded coat marked by black and brown streaks, she imagines it once a lighter tan. The big man seems too big for a horse, a draft horse maybe.
Moving to the folder, she rifles through the pages. Finding the duster page, she glances down at the signature at the bottom.
"Let's see what you have to say, Chip Dougan."
The page lists the makeup of the cotton canvas garment including stains. Her eyes fall to the handwriting above the signature telling her the coat is from the eighteen-sixties created by the Dupal family known for their signature stitching.
"Wow. You do your homework, Chip."
She removes several bagged items, a gun belt and antique handguns. One weapon is old even for the big man's day, a black powder gun from before the civil war. The other is a Peacemaker she recognizes from pictures in her history book, one of several books stolen from her former apartment.
Turning to the pages, she reads over the notes including a computer image revealing the wear marks on the grips. According to the notes, a left hand held both guns. Shrugging, she sets these aside noting this clue in the back of her mind.
The next item is a smaller belt. Loops in the waistband came after the big man's time, so she doubts the belt held up his pants. Looking at a pair of leather loops tied through slats on one side, she imagines a sheath holding a hunting knife. The belt may have also carried purses. Setting the items to the side, she returns to the crate.
She spots a sword sheathed in black leather. She lifts the weapon, the plastic wrapper crinkling. Above the brass crossguard, tied around the black leather handle, a tag dangles with Steve's handwriting on it.
The note indicates the sword is from Toledo, sixteenth century.
She nods at the note happy with more evidence supporting the art and antique dealing is not just a front, but a legitimate business.
Opening the plastic releases scents of dried leather. She slides the slender broadsword out, feeling the rough hard leather wrapping around the handle through the latex. Pulling open the sheath reveals the double-edged blade covered in black rust flecks. There is nothing fancy about the weapon, a simple sword for battle. The edges of the blade show signs of use, dings and scratches smoothed out by repeated polishing. Having more information about the excavation site might tell her if it is a family heirloom mounted over a fireplace.
Slipping the sword back into the leather sheath, she notices the ties at the top. Picking up the belt, she matches the ties together.
"So big guy, you carried guns and a three-hundred-year-old sword around with you."
Recalling history class, she recites the list of popular employment in the era. Cattle herders, simple tailors, bounty hunters employed by bail bondsmen, farmers, rich land owners, early oil barons, lawmen, and criminals popularized by modern fiction roamed the landscape. The image developing in her mind matches best with the bounty hunter.
She flips through the pages in the folder. "What did you find out about the sword, Chippy?"
The page lists the chemical formulas along with the names of all the metals in the sword. Finding nothing meaningful in the printout, she speeds to the bottom of the page, to the handwritten note.
The tag on the handle is a mistake.
"Nice try, Steve."
According to Chip Dougan, the style is popular in the late sixteenth century, but the folding pattern is unique to a certain master craftsman in Toledo during the fifteenth century.
"Shit, Chip." She sets the page down and glances at the sword on the table. "You're no ordinary lab rat, are you?"
A plastic bag holds several small items including the man's pocket change consisting of five single-dollar bills, a quarter, and a nickel. She supposes that may have been plenty of money at the end of the nineteenth century, but today it barely covers a flavored coffee blend. Snuggled in the bottom, a short leather thong loops through an eyelet in a crucifix resting on a small black book. Beside it, a chain holds a shattered silver chunk, a broken medallion.
A steady ring builds in her ear. Gazing around, she listens to the flat note. It is the silence. Without a music player, she has only one weapon to defeat the quiet: her voice.
"Let's see what our favorite smart lab guy has to say."
The broken medallion is pure silver.
She studies the surface of the silver chunk.
The chain connects between two slender curving edges, one side appearing like an axe blade growing wider to the jagged broken side. Meeting the break, the edge of a pattern engraved in the surface forms a curving thorn. Her imagination fills in the missing half, the thorn is the tip of a crescent moon with a red drop hanging from the bottom. Failing at placing the image, uncertainty fills her as she decides between memory or wild imagination. A good investigator focuses on the visible details leaving imaginary items like red drops in the back of the mind. If symmetry holds, the shape is like a double-headed axe, tips close enough to nearly form a disc.
She sets the object aside.
Picking up the book wrapped in plastic, Julie finds a bound bible the size of her hand. Turning to the notes, she reads over Chip's report. The printout lists the details of the paper and binding including age. Skipping to the bottom, she reads the handwriting. According to the note, Chip collected several loose pages and marked which page numbers he found them in.
She removes several creased and yellowed pages, each one vacuum sealed in plastic with a white label at the top. Holding the yellowed page to the light, she looks at the markings beneath the plastic reflecting blobs of light. The handwriting fades in places leaving splotches, but most of it is legible of excellent penmanship. Turning back to the folder, she continues reading the note. The paper is a common nineteenth-century Midwestern weave. Chip suggests that a handwriting expert may help determine mood or other details of each entry. And he wishes her luck dotted by a smiley-face.
"Thanks, Chip." Spotting a flatbed scanner beside the computer, she marches over and slips one of the plastic protected pages inside. Working the software, she copies the first note sending it to the printer. Heels clicking across the room, her thoughts return to the silence.
Opening the cabinet releases a squeak. She pulls a sketchpad from the pile and closes the door, thud circling the room.
A shadow waves over the cabinet, through her shadow, and across the wall.
"Doc Skunk?" She shakes her head and turns around. "I mean Skonk."
Eyes darting, she searches the room. The bones rest on the center table, a green light on the printer blinks, the crate remains on the back table.
Glancing up at the spotlights, she searches for a moth, a source of the shadow. A wider scan across the ceiling reveals curling impressions in the fiberboard tiles but no flying intruders.
The silence rings.
Hugging the sketchpad to her chest, she takes the long route around the table in the center. Grabbing the skull in her palm, she strolls down the length of the table, heels clicking on the floor.
The printer releases a whir spitting a page sliding into a tray.
She places the skull on the table beside the chest. Tearing off a page from pad, she sets it aside for scribbling thoughts and observations.
Lifting the skull with both hands, she turns it and looks into the face of the big man. She gazes at the row of teeth, the jagged fracture across the two front incisors, the left one crooked overlapping the other, one of the many clues she must take in while unraveling the mystery. Imagining flesh over the bone, the curving cheeks, the big brow, she paints a picture in her mind ready for molding by each clue she finds, and the notes left by Doc Skunk and Chip Dougan.
Popping, the ring of silence cuts off.
Julie glances around. Hairs on the back of her neck rising, she feels as though someone watches.
Hearing a whir in the distance, she listens. Growing louder the sound becomes a constant ring. Clicking across the floor, she frowns at the room. "Next time bring music." She continues working. She hums, taps her pen, anything to break the silence.
~~~~
Sketchpad stuffed with notes and photocopies tucked under arm, fancy heeled shoes dangling from her finger, Julie marches along the quiet road in her flats. A cold breeze lifts hair off shoulder as she glances up at the eastern sky expecting the glow of the rising sun. Darkness, a handful of stars twinkle above the city glow.
Glancing back, she sees the Glass Tower rising above the buildings. Big Sister keeps several vehicles, limousines and sports cars, in her private garage. After leaving the red car behind, the walk allows her time to think about the nineteenth-century man and his possessions.
A large delivery truck groans on the next block over, gears crunching into position. The nearest traffic light switches from green to yellow, the remaining lights down the cross street glow green. Leaping up onto the sidewalk, her Mary Janes clap the cement.
The medallion sticks in her thoughts. No matter how hard she tries to remain impartial to the evidence, she pictures the missing half, the crescent moon with the red jewel at the center of a double-headed axe. Where has she seen the engraving before? Not one of her books. An online image search might reveal something.
Headlights glare traveling in the far lane of the one-way road. A long shadow extends in the near lane, breezing off to the right, the car rumbles by.
Eyes adjusting, she spots a figure standing in the center of the nearest lane. Watching the form, her free hand slips into her purse grasping the small can of pepper spray. She distrusts anyone out on the streets at this hour, least of all those standing in the middle of the road. Quickening her pace, she marches on the sidewalk, eyes on the stranger.
Baseball cap turns in her direction, and the figure takes a step towards the sidewalk.
Finger touching spray nozzle, she watches the man.
He wears a puffy coat and jeans. As he steps into the glow of the streetlight, his hat casts a shadow upon his face. Untied laces flop around shoe.
"You see them?" The voice, hushed as if whispering, bellows sending her skin crawling.
Slowing her pace, she glances in the direction of the pointed finger finding an entrance to an alley disappearing in darkness. Stopping beside the lamppost, she looks over at the man. Home resides four blocks away, and her aching feet beg for rest.
"They're over there." He shuffles closer, left foot dragging.
Uncertain if the man sees danger or lays a trap, she glances over to the intersection, an alley on the near side of the street. Within the shadow, she sees wood pallets stacked against the wall and other shapes hidden in the dark behind them.
She looks at the man standing in the street at the edge of the light. Brow rising, she shakes her head. "Who?"
"Them." Although an obvious attempt at whispering, the hoarse voice is loud enough for them to hear in the alley, if anyone is there to hear at all.
"I don't see anyone."
"Come closer. You'll see them." The man takes a small step, one hand beckoning, the other shifting in his coat pocket.
Glancing around, she searches for an escape. The intersection behind is near, but the cross street has few lights.
"Call the cops."
Julie studies the man in the street, growing concerned.
Facing the alley, the man stands up on his toes, wobbling. He appears drunk or disoriented, but otherwise normal in clothes too nice for a homeless drunk. "Hey you little shits! We're calling the cops!"
Mind jumping to full alert, her eyes grow big searching the shadows within the opening to the alley. The cold air wrapping around her legs sends shivers rising up her body.
A clap explodes from the alley, a wood board tumbles onto the asphalt.
She jumps back a step.
"Do you see them," says the man, nearly shouting his hoarse whisper. He points at the alley shifting on his feet.
Wishing for something stronger than pepper spray, a gun or a grenade even, she bounces up on her toes. Pivoting, she spins around and peers back the way she came.
Just beyond the street on the previous block, a dark figure marches up the sidewalk blocking retreat back to the Glass Tower.
"There," says the man, voice cracking. "Right there!"
Twirling around, she sees the man stumbling up on the sidewalk, coming at her, hands flying out. His eyes are huge, full of fear. She leaps back from the waving hands, watching the man tipping towards her. The cap flies free, and the man falls, palms clapping on the sidewalk. Something skitters across the rough surface, a dark object slides up clanging against the base of the lamppost.
Gaze falling on a handgun resting on the sidewalk, she snatches it up. Hugging the sketchpad to her chest with her left arm, she points the gun at the alley, finger falling on the trigger. Even though this her first time, the gun feels comfortable in her hand as if it belongs there.
An odd feeling washes over. Moments earlier wishing for a gun and now she has one dropped by the stumbling man as if a gift of fate. She searches the shapes in the shadows.
"No good." The man climbs to his feet. "Can't kill them."
The entrance to the alley is as before, pallets stacked against the far wall near the corner.
Arms out, he shuffles closer.
Pointing the gun at the man, she scurries back three steps, bouncing on her toes. "Stay away!"
A fancy shoe slips free falling to the ground.
"Please lady." He clasps his hands together, wild eyes darting about. "Call the cops. Make them go away."
She glances over her shoulder spotting the dark shape of a figure standing at the street corner. Turning back, she lowers the gun, barrel aimed at the man's feet. "Who's in the alley?"
"Them." Biting down on his fingers, the man looks over at the alley. "They stay in the shadows, watching. Always watching."
She sees something besides fear in those eyes, a crazed look, the glassy orbs of confusion.
With all the shouting, anyone hiding is gone by now. There might be someone in there, shot earlier by the crazy man. She glances over her shoulder.
The figure stands at the street corner, beside the walk signal, hands in his pocket, a silhouette hiding in the shadows. Watching.
Keeping one eye on the crazy man, gun pointed at the ground ahead, foot stepping in front of the other, she slinks towards the alley. Heart pounding, she holds her breath peering into the darkness. Her flesh crawls, face turns to ice.
"See?" the man breathes. His feet shuffle a step behind. "There. Beside the stack of wood."
Behind the pallets, against the wall, six feet tall, it stands, unmoving. Growing from the darkness, a wrinkled surface appears, a tarp wrapped around a cylindrical object.
She releases her breath.
Standing at the entrance to the alley, she peers at the street on the far side. Beyond the pallets and the tarp, trash cans stand along both walls, paper cups litter the ground, a tire sits in a puddle at the center.
"No one is there." She turns to the man.
Headlights flood the road. An engine roars.
She stuffs the pistol into her handbag. Glancing down the road, she looks at the corner now lit by the passing car. Finding no one there, she sighs.
Feet stomping down the sidewalk, the man storms away crushing cap underfoot.
Looking down, Julie checks her inventory. Appearing crushed under her arm, the sketchpad holds onto a few loose notes falling out the corner. Stuffing the pages back in, she gives the ground a quick glance. Spotting her shoe, she trots over and snatches it up.
All in order, she marches towards home. Only a few hours before school, time enough for sleep. Planning her day, she decides on taking the sketchpad to the library for more research.
Glancing back, she checks on the street corner. Nothing. The streets are quiet, just the rumbling of another delivery truck a few blocks over. She continues home, her pace quick.
~~~~
Back against the wall, leaning her left shoulder on the cool window, Julie sits on a counter within the library, listening to the pattering rain outside lulling her into sleep. Her eyes fall closed, her head nodding. She snaps awake, head jerking up. Pulling feet closer to her rear end, she pushes the sketchpad up higher on her raised knees.
Looking at the page, she sees the big man taking shape. Tall with broad shoulders, the faceless man stands within the page, long duster open revealing a holstered gun at the hip. The quick long strokes form a rough sketch lacking detail. She decides the sword in hand is not a family heirloom, but a weapon for battle.
From the journal, she knows the name, Sebastian Rhemus.
Needing more details, both for the sketch and for the outline of Sebastian's life, she picks up the copy of one of the loose pages found inside the bible. The page numbers indicating their position found within the bible may hold minor significance, if any, but they tell her more about Chip's diligence.
Thoughts turn to Chip, curious about what kind of man he is. All she has are a few handwritten notes. It seems odd having more clues about the dead man than about the lab technician, a living man.
She checks her phone display. Thirty minutes before her next class. Plenty of time for reading a copy of a page written in the fine script.
The passage might be a journal entry or a letter to someone. It describes bodies hanging upside down from rafters among buzzing flies. Some dressed, clothing ripped and torn. Others stripped. All of them covered in blood from gaping wounds. Sebastian's letter mentions that the only survivor went mad, and no children found. The letter ends with a prayer to the mad man and the missing children. Glancing over the page, she realizes it is a journal entry. It reads like a letter, a reminder.
She imagines Sebastian Rhemus reading through old entries, reminding himself of the horrors filling the world, reasons to continue investigating terrible crimes on behalf of the church, like a paladin protecting the people. She sees him, face full of grief, but he stands head held high wearing his duster and hat. The medallion hangs from his neck.
Again, she sees the medallion unbroken. Between the axe blades, the crescent moon fills the center. The red gem drips from the moon like blood. A web search reveals nothing about the medallion, or nineteenth-century paladins.
Head knocking against the wall, she releases her breath. Tipping her head against the cool glass, she gazes out the window at the pedestrians passing on the sidewalk. Over the patter of the rain, she hears footsteps tap through the library growing louder. Footsteps stop.
"You look like the dead," says Trish.
"I feel like it, too." She pulls her head from the window leaving a moist mark, and looks at her friend. "I was up late."
Trish slides a chair out from a nearby table. She arranges the chair, feet banging against the bottom of the bookshelf beneath the counter. She sits down.
"What are you working on?"
"Forensic anthropology." Her voice sounds as if announcing the title of a play. "Last night I looked over the bones and belongings of a man from the late nineteenth century."
"How exciting."
"Others did the lab work. I just get to look it all over and interpret everything."
"But that's your favorite part, isn't it?"
"Sure, I'm not complaining, and it's a great opportunity." Mouth stretching open, she yawns. Swinging her legs over the edge, she sits up cradling the sketchpad in her lap. "Having so much fun, I didn't get to bed until nearly dawn."
"I'm glad everything is working out." Her smile turns sour. "Now we just need to get you some clothes. You can't wear that sweatshirt to school every day."
She rolls her eyes. "And I lost my last pair of undies."
Hand over her face, Trish snickers into palm and shakes her head. Sitting up straight, her expression turns serious. "You have access to the office accounts at work. While ordering new supplies, just throw in some underwear and a couple of shirts."
She frowns at the temptation. Grateful for the advance covering work clothes, taking money for personal items feels like letting Steve down. Asking for another advance adding to her debt is out of the question.
"You don't have to steal," says Trish. "I'm sure if you tell your boss what happened, how all your clothes were stolen by a maniac. He'll understand and buy you some clothes." She throws up her hands. "And if that doesn't work. Suck his cock."
The chest of bad memories shudders rattling the lock. She grits her teeth, cringing, and pushes the chest to the back of her mind.
Trish holds her hands before her mouth. Tongue lapping around her lips, she makes licking and sucking sounds.
Stomach turning, hot fire welling up from the depths, the chest in her mind lurches. Picturing the lips sliding over the tip of an engorged penis, the acrid scent of semen overwhelms her. Foot flying up, she kicks her friend.
"Ow!" Trish grabs her leg. "Dammit Julie!"
She folds her arms. Her gaze falls to the pad in her lap and she slumps against the window.
"I'm sorry. I forgot about your repulsion to penises."
Closing eyes, she turns her attention back to her work. She pictures Sebastian Rhemus squatting on the ground writing on a page pressed against the pocket-sized bible.
"I wish you'd just tell me what the big deal is." Trish blows a long breath between her lips, puffing hair over her eyes. "It doesn't bother me if you prefer girls."
Through narrow eyes, she gazes at her friend feeling the warmth from the concerned expression. Some memories are worth forgetting, maybe even worth hiding under a cloud of drugs. If only the past is an illusion, nightmares cast aside. Her memories are her reality, and some of them are better left inside the chest.
"Bad things happen." Trish leans closer, hand squeezing hers. "It's not good keeping them bottled up."
She squeezes back. Part of her wants to tell it all, get it out, share the nightmare. But she fears what might happen if she does. Opening the chest releases everything inside. Let one out and all the bad memories escape. "Not now."
Nodding, Trish releases her grip. "Hey, I was looking for that book you mentioned."
Happy with a subject change, Julie sits up and places elbows on knees. Perching head on her hands, she gazes at her friend. "Which one?"
Trish looks up at the ceiling as if searching for the answer there. "Gold something?"
Preparing for a trip down Crazy Street, riding the big white van through Psycho-Town, she speaks as if announcing the latest best seller. "The Gold Party by Travor Thomas."
"Travor Thomas," says Trish, twisting her mouth to the side. Pushing her lips to the other side, she mouths the name, playing with it. Her gaze snapping back, she shrugs. "Sorry."
There is no point in arguing. The book is lost, sucked into the black hole with Sunday and most of Monday. Or the less wild and more logical choice, the book suffers from a bad case of its own plot. Someone, perhaps Big Sister, has removed it from history for some reason she cannot imagine, at least not in her current nearly sleeping state.
"What's the book about?" Trish leans back and folds her arms.
Feeling odd describing the plot to a person she remembers discussing with on at least one occasion, she shakes her head. "Look it up."
"Fine," Trish says. She stands. "I will."
Julie watches her friend amble away and sit down at a row of computer workstations. Curiosity growing, she rolls off the counter and shuffles over, feet heavy with sleep. Flopping on the hard plastic seat beside Trish, she throws the sketchpad on the table knocking into a keyboard. Hand on her head, she slides fingers through hair combing the strands back.
"Trevor Thomas, right?"
"Travor." Folding her arms on the sketchpad, she rests her head down.
Fingers dance across the keyboard and the image on the monitor shifts.
"Nothing."
"Try his other book, Angel of Blood Moon."
"Nope."
Julie sighs imagining a third possibility. Somewhere between last Wednesday and Monday, she stumbled into a parallel dimension. Most of the world is the same except for small differences, no Father Stal and no Sundays. Imagining persons in church yelling, thank God it's Friday, she chuckles spitting on her arm.
Trish shrugs. "Are you sure that you're not confused?"
Disappearing books and day sucking black holes spitting them back in scrambled chunks is worth a concern or two. Worth watching her drinks at a club, maybe even giving up drugs for good. Confused? No, she feels like the world works against her.
Maybe memory is an illusion like dizziness after spinning in a chair. In Steve's filmstrip of life, the frames scrambled, the brain puts everything in order. Maybe there is no order, just a mess, and life is about putting it all back in place. Sometimes, the brain fails at putting the pattern in the right spot, and her kiss on Tuesday melts into a kiss the day before.
Deciding that work helps keep her mind off things until the world sorts itself out, Julie pulls the keyboard over. Selecting the search page, she enters a query for nineteenth-century lifestyle. Superstitions might also be relevant for understanding the life of Sebastian Rhemus.
Chapter 15
Julie opens the door to the apartment, shuffles inside, and closes the door. Spotting a flickering light, she glances over finding the video screen splashing the room in blue-white. Gaze traveling across the room, she finds a nude woman sitting on the love seat.
"Welcome home," says Tiger, waving a hand. She sits with her feet on the cushion, knees drawn up against her bare chest.
Looking at the naked woman, she feels trapped in a fantasy of a sixteen-year-old boy. She waves back and kicks her shoes off beside the door. Shuffling across the carpet, she rakes fingers through her hair. She flops down sitting beside the nude woman.
"How was your day?" says Tiger, staring at the video screen.
Julie yawns. "Long. Up late last night and busy with schoolwork all day. Then I was on my feet for several hours at Steve's party."
"How did it go?"
The video screen displays an image of a man licking a woman's nipple, hand squeezing breast.
Her right eyebrow shoots up. "Are you watching porn?"
"It's funny." Tiger releases a quiet chuckle.
"Change it. It's disgusting."
Screen extinguishes sending the room into darkness. Eating into the blackness, the glow from the nightlight in the bedroom cuts diagonally across the living room. Eyes adjusting, the room crawls out of the darkness and into the gloom, fuzzy shapes floating in emptiness.
Rubbing her eyes, Julie yawns, mouth stretching wide. Mind fading, she feels the call of bed. "It was a boring party. A bunch of geezers talking about the old days and boring business stuff."
Feeling for her handbag, she scrounges into the opening, fingers falling on the pack of cigarettes. She slips one out and places the slender roll between her lips. Smoking in the apartment is against the rules. Fingers diving back in, she searches for the lighter.
"Helen was all dressed up in a beautiful black gown." Julie pushes aside keys jingling in the bag. "Her violin playing was haunting. Beautiful."
The cigarette flies out from between her lips.
"You know the lady that owns Necropolis?" Fingers falling on the pack, she slides a cigarette out and inserts it into her mouth.
"Queen Bitch?"
"That's her."
Cigarette slips out.
"I was afraid her pompous ass would ruin everything, but I was wrong." Raising the pack, she presses her lips around a cigarette and slides it out, lowering the pack to her lap. "She only stayed long enough to kiss everyone on the cheek and spread sweet talk."
Tiger's hand zips over and pulls the cigarette away.
"Would you stop that?" Julie reaches for the three cigarettes gliding away in the thieving hand. She sighs and shrinks back into the corner of the seat.
Tiger glares.
"Right." She pushes her fingers through her hair. "Stinky."
"And against the rules." Tiger throws her feet out onto the floor.
"Steve showed up late and gave a short speech about future plans. He introduced me and announced my participation in a new research project."
"Good for you, Jazz." Tiger pats her on the shoulder.
"So, what are you doing here anyway?" She crosses her leg over the other and loops a loose strand of hair back over her ear. "Besides watching porn."
"I returned Astra's coat."
Glancing over, she sees two red eyes staring back at her. Skin crawling, a shiver storms down her back. A yelp slips from her lips, hand slapping over mouth. Looking at the glistening discs, she recalls the bright lenses worn by Necropolis employees. Tiger is a Necropolis Vamp.
Red discs blink and move closer. The face appears from the darkness into soft glow falling on the left curves of cheek and chin. "What's wrong, Jazz?"
She releases her breath and pats her chest. "Nothing. I forgot about your eyes."
Tiger leans back, face dissolving into the shadows leaving the two red discs looking back.
"You know." She chuckles. "You remind me of the cartoon cat with the big glowing eyes."
"Grr!"
"No." She shakes her head and laughs. "A house cat. Not a big kitty like you, Tiger."
"You look terrible, Jazz."
"Thanks." She stretches her arms overhead. "My muscles are sore, and I'm really tired. I don't know what shows are on, but you can stay and watch. I'm going to bed."
"I'll massage your muscles so you sleep better." Tiger leaps off the sofa.
Fingers wrap around her wrist. Arm tugging, she climbs to her feet shaking head. "No thanks. I just want to sleep now."
Tiger pulls leading her into the glow, into the bedroom.
Yawn stretches wide. She unbuttons her blazer and drops it on the floor. Reaching for her blouse, she feels fingers tugging at her waistband. Looking down, she sees her slacks slip to her ankles.
Julie rolls her eyes. "I can undress myself."
Fingers work, rolling down the left stocking down to the ankle. "Step."
Tugging at her blouse, she unbuttons the bottom button while lifting her left leg. No energy for arguing, she follows instructions climbing out of her clothes.
Falling into bed, she buries her face into the soft pillow. Wrapping arms around, she snuggles cool cotton and turns her head to the side. On the wall she sees a shadow climb up. The bed bounces beneath the shifting weight.
Cool hands wrap around her lower leg, fingers kneading the muscle.
She watches the shadow on the wall. The bed wobbles as the shadow shifts, fingers working up her leg. Concerns of the day fluttering away, her mind clears. All that matters resides here on the bed with the cool hands on her leg.
"Tiger." Tension popping free, she gasps. "What else do you do besides dance at the club?"
"Fight class." Tiger's hands release, the shadow holds up her fists and shakes them at the air in circles. Mattress wobbling, the shadow drops fists, hands returning to the thigh.
"Boxing?" She pictures Tiger at a gym wearing nothing except big red gloves. She alters the image into the woman wearing a white robe. "Or karate?"
"A martial arts self-defense class."
"Sounds like a class I took last year." She closes her eyes feeling the hands working the top of her thigh. "I only went for three sessions, but it was fun throwing boys on the ground."
Hands stop. "May I massage your butt?"
She snorts a chuckle at the club rules concerning inappropriate touching. A little touching never hurts especially with these experienced hands. Maybe even another kiss to set the world straight. "Yes, you may."
Hands squish flesh, rotating in circles, loosening the muscles within.
"You have so much tension," says Tiger.
"Nice to know I'm a hard ass." Her body relaxes melting into the bed, slumber pulling her in. Wriggling through her thoughts, shadow persons peer out the back alley of her mind. They watch her. Always watching.
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