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his constant support of my numerous rendezvous with Earl Grey tea
lattes, to my children for providing the spark that ignites, and to
my mother, for simply being.
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There is absolute silence.

Nothingness.

A change in consciousness.

A feeling of being watched.

The smell of mud, of earth.

The sensation of birth, of life, of love, of
wholeness.

The sensation of pain, of desperation, of
loss, of falling apart into a million pieces.


 Chapter 1

Mad

 


 


It’s the incessant barking outside that
brings me back to my senses. I stop fidgeting with the
silver-braided ring in my hand and place it gently in my robe
pocket. I gather my strength, and rise from the couch to stand at
the window, peeking through the slit in the curtains, not wanting
to touch the fabric for any movement signals life inside.

The demons are out there sitting in their
vans and talking between sips of hazelnut coffee, their
subconscious gorging on the crimes spoken of by chattering
scanners. All the while the eyes in the back of their heads screen
this south side of Chicago’s low-income home, hoping for a special
photographic opportunity, perhaps the one that grabs and nails that
promotion they’ve been cutting throats over.

I move from the window, trudging in my plaid
baggy flannel pajamas and heavy, black terry cloth robe toward the
kitchen and stop mid-way, staring at my house slippers buried in
the brown shag-of-a-forest carpeting. The slippers sit there, all
pink and perky, happy and smiley, with their sloppy floppy ears,
staring at me with their stupid bunny eyes, their smirk attempting
to defy the darkness of my depression.

My feet slip into the slippers and make
their way to the kitchen, stopping at the mirror as I slide my hand
inside my pocket, feeling the smoothness of the ring and slipping
it onto my much smaller-sized finger.

My fingers then rise to touch the stitches
in my lip and I brush away my long red hair from the incision on my
throat. I clench my teeth and continue walking to the kitchen stove
to prepare my daily cup of tea. As I grab the box of Tension Tamer,
I find myself staring at a ridiculous princess sitting atop a
dragon and wonder what marketing idiot came up with the idea. I
plop the bag in my favorite teacup and notice a new sharp chip in
the rim.

The cup is one
my mom bought me, with a cute little cottage
surrounded by lilac bushes and dragonflies etched into the china
and a cool rune on the back.

The water steams as I pour it and I decide
roulette on my lip shall be my excitement for the day. It beats
opening and closing the front door repeatedly, forcing the
camera-accessorized vermin outside to scatter, vying for the best
position.

As I bring the cup to my lips and taste the
tea, I decide it needs something—something strong, much stronger
than just milk and honey. As I open a lower cabinet door, I reach
in deep and pull out the hidden half-full flask from behind the
blue Tupperware bowls and pour the remaining contents into my tea,
hoping maybe this time will be different.

The ring keeps noisily clinging against the
cup, so I take it off and place it on the counter.

I turn, returning to my indent in my mom’s
fugly couch and pick up Bear—my old and mangy stuffed teddy
bear—and place him in my lap facing me. I then look around my mom’s
house, a house totally void of pictures, even of myself. I imagine
my mom saying, “The best film is in here,” as she points to her
head.

Reaching over and pressing the flashing play
button on my mother’s digital answering machine, I hear, “Kailey,
it’s Amber. I know you’re probably just sitting there, in the dark,
sulking. You need to get out with me, or something. Please call.
It’s been three weeks now. I need to hear your voice. I need to
know you’re okay. Your mom says you are, but I want to hear it from
you. I’ll be home after nine if you want to call. I’m going out on
a...date.” Another pause. “I miss you. Bye.” I bring the princess’s
drink of choice to my lips and gulp it as I stare at Bear, allowing
images of Amber, my best friend, to spill before my eyes, ending
with an oddball one of Amber asking me if Bear has fleas.

I then feel the sudden
movement of the hounds outside. My eyes tighten and I down my whole
concoction, hoping for relief—anything. They are closer and I can
feel their ridiculous eagerness, then I feel her. Three... two... one... The door
swings open as she shouts profanities—something about cameras being
shoved somewhere nameless.

“Damn reporters!” she
screams as she slams the door with her foot, her hands busy with
grocery bags most likely filled with my many requests. She freezes
and looks at me. “Kailey, you need to change out of those clothes.
And open the curtains! And let the dog in!”

She puts the bags down and throws open the
curtains, letting the unforgiving rays of the sun pierce my eyes.
As she bends over to pick up my empty tea cup, she sniffs it.

I look away, feeling no effects from the
alcohol, wishing I would. “I’m an adult. Six years of experience at
it, too,” I murmur, ignoring her penetrating stare by looking down
at my bunny slippers. I immediately sense her worry and add, “Mom,
I’m sorry. I can’t do this. I need something to take the edge off.
Nothing is working!” I bite my lip, waiting for a reply.

“What do you mean,
nothing? Kailey, what
else are you doing?” I look up into her eyes which have begun
filling with tears.

“It doesn’t matter,” I say,
“because nothing works.”

She says nothing as she picks a newspaper
out of a grocery bag and tosses it to me. “Here’s your daily
newspaper, you junkie,” she says. I see her hesitate at her poor
choice of words. “Why do you even read those stupid personals?”

I pick the paper up and glance at the
headline picture of some disfigured animal the nearby zoo attained,
describing it as an unknown species found wandering Dan Ryan Woods.
It apparently attacked three innocent joggers.

I begin shuffling the papers to find the
personals. “Some SM has to be looking for a crazy, tattered and
broken SWF,” I whine.

My mom inhales deeply and I see her wince as
she bends over to pick up the bags. It brings me to my feet quickly
and I say, “Mom, let me help you. You shouldn’t push it. The
doctors said-” Her piercing gaze tells me to sit back on my ass,
immediately. I do.

She picks the bags up and
heads into the kitchen. I hear: “I can do a simple act like
bringing in groceries. Don’t worry about me. But
you, my dear, will be
doing the cooking.”

From where I’m sitting, with only a little
maneuvering, I can see her standing near the counter, staring at
the ring on the counter. The burrow between her eyebrows deepens,
and then—in a flash—she moves about, stashing away the groceries
with her unnatural speed that peeks out at stressful moments. It
always baffles me.

“Don’t let those idiots
outside get to you,” she advises, slamming the back door shut after
letting our dog, Kioto, back inside.

Kioto, my huge 110-pound akita, walks
swiftly with her wide-spread gait through the front room, staring
at me as she walks by on her journey to the front window. As she
peers at the strangers outside she growls a long and deep growl,
one of pure disgust. She then barks one loud noise of warning to
those who have gotten too close.

“It’s not just them!
Something is wrong with me,” I sputter as I pet Kioto on her
head. “I don’t know what. Maybe psychological, maybe brain damage,
something. These feelings... ” I throw down the papers on the
couch.

My mom walks to me slowly, then places her
hands on both my shoulders. “Honey, anyone who has gone through
something as traumatic as what you went through would undoubtedly
have strange feelings. Feelings of mistrust, anger, perhaps a
heightened sense of empathy, are all perfectly normal. Remember
what your psychiatrist said.” She then lets go of me and places the
ring back in my hand as she walks toward the front window to scowl
at the morons outside. She extends her middle finger through the
window, humphs, and then turns to me and flashes me sign language
for “I love you”: thumb, pointer and pinky finger extended while
the other two fingers are bent down. This is something we’ve shared
since I climbed out of the womb, and it makes its appearance at
special moments.

I return the gesture, but
vent, “That quack of a psychiatrist? She never even really listened
to me. She sat staring at that stupid picture of her boyfriend on
her desk the whole time we were there. Oh, and occasionally glanced
at the clock. I know you saw it, too. And when she
did have questions for
me, why were they all detailed questions about it?”

“Him,” my mother corrects me.

“It!” I scream as I gaze into her eyes, pleading her to believe
me as my scream turns to sobs. She grabs me and holds me tight as I
sob into her shirt. I wipe the fabric where my nose begins dripping
ooze.

“Don’t worry about the
shirt. Just let it out, Kailey. You are going to get better. Things
will get easier for you. It’s only been three weeks. It’s just
going to take some time and some work, by both of us. I am going to
help you through this,” she says as she squeezes harder, making my
bruised rib scream in pain. “No matter what it takes, we are going
to get through this,” she whispers.

I flinch as her sudden
anger actually crawls along her skin and onto me, constricting my
throat like an anaconda on steroids, and I choke from
it, as well as from my own tears.


 Chapter 2

Damaged

 


 


I pray for two months that,
every time I wake up during the night to visions of my attacker and
the sensation of being punched in the head, my pain would end, and
the memories would stop. This was a mad thing which didn’t even
blink while cutting and punching. It seemed human, but the hatred
in its eyes was more; something so dark couldn’t be
only human. And the arm:
the grotesquely wet and slimy green arm that slipped from
underneath my grip as I begged for mercy was far from human. The
arm that groped and prodded private places. The arm that was
recorded on security video—video footage from the rear of my apartment building that made
its way to television channels, and played day, after day, along
with other various recordings of other odd and extremely dangerous
creatures that seem to be randomly appearing across the
country.

For two whole months, my mom cooks me my
favorite foods: fried, fattening things, and we rent movies and eat
popcorn and chocolate covered raisins until we feel like puking. I
enjoy bonding with my mom, but eventually feel the urge to be in my
own place once again—somewhere I don’t have to close the bathroom
door when I pee, and somewhere I can hide without remorse. Also,
the vultures that once camped outside have disappeared, to only
have taken root in some others’ misery, I’m sure.

One day, trudging through
thirty-mile-per-hour winds in my childhood neighborhood and feeling
exceptionally restless, a giant, blustery barrage of leaves hits me
in my face, along with a page of the Chicago Tribune. I grab it off
my face and quickly scan it before throwing it back to the wind.
It’s a list of nearby apartments for rent, all within my price
range. I continue standing, allowing the wind to pound me, as I
take the ring out of my pocket, twiddling it in my hands,
unknowingly.

A bird caws, and I then make up my mind to
make the move. The ring suddenly draws my attention, and as I stare
at it, I think of the day it ended up in my possession. It was the
second time that I could ever recall, that my mother actually spoke
of my biological father.

Soon after my attack, my mom dragged me
eighty miles to meet some old stoner acquaintance of hers from her
“best-forgotten past.” They spoke briefly as I waited on the front
porch, and when my mom finally emerged, she simply said, “This was
your father’s, once. Keep it safe.” I didn’t reply, since I was
angry from making the trip with her, since it clearly stirred up
memories of “a stupid asshole that abandoned a mother and child”
(exact words from the first time my mother mentioned my father).
And why did I need any more drama in my life? But, I have to admit
that once the ring was placed in my palm, the weight and coolness
of the metal seemed to ground me, almost giving me a renewed sense
of support.

I then lean forward and shuffle my feet
home, gathering the courage to talk about apartments with my
mother.

After much arguing, the only reason my mom
agrees to let me search for a new apartment—since I can never go
back to the old—is Kioto. Kioto can scare the stink off a skunk,
and always gets people backing up on the sidewalk. It’s odd
thinking that the one day I needed her most, she was off at the
veterinarian’s office getting fixed while her mommy was being
beaten to a blood pulp. I can honestly admit I’ll still be afraid
to be alone, even with her, but the thought of myself as an old
maid living in my mom’s house has me packing before I’ve even found
an apartment.

After a week of viewing rental properties,
in-between my mom’s numerous doctor visits, I find a cozy
third-floor, one-bedroom apartment in a six-flat with plenty of
people around, not many windows, and plenty of locks on the front
door.

My mother’s uncle, Robert, and cousin,
Ricky, who were there for my mother after my father left, help me
move in, and make sure I have protection in my new place. It may be
illegal, but who am I to argue? I feel silly, but they make sure
there is something available in several rooms for self-defense.
There’s a Taser in the kitchen drawer, a few choice weapons (which
feel mighty comfortable in my hands) on closet shelves and a
five-pound decorative marble ball next to my couch, courtesy of my
mom. Kioto is there, too, and she sniffs around the place, checking
out all the dark spots, then returns to me, apparently agreeing
with my choice. She nuzzles under my hand and licks me once before
turning to walk to the front door, nestling into a ball.

After a lunch of Mexican food, permission to
reside is granted by my relatives after much checking of locks and
views from my windows, and my great-uncle and cousin leave, walking
to their respective car and truck, leaving just my mom with me. I
cannot say goodbye to her as she packs up her purse, preparing to
leave, because I’m scared. Our eyes meet as she picks her head up,
and she says one word: “Sleepover?” I nod, and she pulls out an
overnight bag that I never noticed from a pile of my boxes. But as
she does, she quickly bends over, reaching to her side near her
back. I quickly grab her as she says, “I’m fine! I’m fine. Just a
hard day for me.”

“Your hard days seem to be
increasing in number,” I declare, as I help her unpack her pajamas
and numerous heating pads. She brushes me off, telling me there’s
plenty other things to do besides look in her bag at her
underwear.

“Believe me, they’re
nothing to look at,” I joke. She whips me in the butt with a
towel.

I rub where she snapped me and then attempt
to move a box that I saw her carry in today and realize that it was
most likely one of the heaviest boxes of the day. She moves into
the bathroom to unpack her toiletries and I start crying to myself,
softly.

Mom may be only fifty-five
years old, but she has the body of a seventy-five-year old. She’s
been cursed with polycystic kidney disease, and has scars up the
wazoo from various attempts at shunt sites for dialysis. She has a
spine made up of some experimental foam never approved by the FDA,
a clamp in her brain to keep an aneurysm from exploding in her
head, and someone
else’s kidney in her body. Bad things do indeed happen to good
people.

“Kailey,” she says as she
reappears next to me, pulling my chin up so that we meet eye to
eye, “it will never happen again.” She mistakes my pity for her,
and as her arms embrace me, I cry heavier, feeling her compassion
for me as an actual, tangible
thing, like a warm, steamy towel enveloping me and
I pull back, surprised by the solidness of it.

“Do you feel that?” I ask,
my eyes wide.

“What? My stomach rumbling?
Refried beans.”

I start laughing, from insanity or the goofy
look on my mom’s face, I don’t know. Then, to myself, I make a
promise that if I ever become a mother, I want to be the mom she is
to me.


 Chapter
3

Enthralled

 


 


Since the attack, I’ve really not had much
human contact. I received tons of phone calls from loved ones while
I stayed at my mom’s house, and a great number of those being from
Amber (who also sent me a cookie-gram and stuffed unicorns), but I
didn’t want anyone to see my battered face, so I refused anyone who
asked. I didn’t want that look of pity from anyone.

After four more psychiatric therapy sessions
from a more caring psychiatrist, and a few prescribed self-defense
classes, the doctor gives me the thumbs up to go back to work. And,
funny thing is, I really feel I am ready. After much healing inside
and out, and one tiny scar on my forehead and neck (which I did my
best to cover up with makeup), I feel good about myself...until I
step outside my apartment, alone, in my work clothes, and the
visions come flooding back.

So much
blood. I look down
and see it, soaking into my new, crisp white, button-down shirt.
The broken bottle used to cut my throat waves in front of me,
threatening to slice up my delicate skin, daunting me to even try
and move.

I close my eyes, attempting to wash the
visions away, and let the sun of a new day shine on my face as I
inhale deeply, gathering the courage to walk to the bus. I look
down at my shirt, and once again, it’s the cheerful yellow cardigan
I put on this morning. I turn right back around into my apartment
and call my mom.

“I’ll be there in ten
minutes,” she statess, no questions asked.

As we pull up to my ten-floor office
building, downtown, I flash her our sign language, grab my bag, and
head inside toward the set of elevators. As each door opens, I
allow the other patrons to board, passing on their attempt to hold
the door open for me. As I stand, watching them board, that
familiar, creeping feeling from others’ thoughts crawls over me,
mocking me and my foolishness for not wanting to be in the elevator
alone with them. I scan their faces as they shrug their shoulders
and I watch them press the Close button.

Finally, an elevator arrives while I am the
only one waiting, so I step inside, press the eight button and take
my elevator up, breathing in deep breaths and telling myself how
brave I am. I reassure myself that once I step off the elevator and
into the office, my colleagues will be there to embrace me, and
support me, and console me.

So why is it that when I enter the offices
of Helping Hands, there are so many abrupt hellos and downturned
faces? Where are the hugs and kisses?

Nancy, our receptionist,
gives me the pity face I was so hoping to avoid, as she answers the
endless phone lines, ending one conversation with, “Kailey Rooke,
in accounting, is unavailable at the moment. I’ll transfer you to
her voicemail, again.” Her annoyance is as obvious as a clown at a funeral. I grip
my hands into fists, wanting to just turn around and run, but I
continue to stand in place. I turn and stare at the soothing, sky
blue walls, laden with the smiling faces of those that, we, here at
Helping Hands, have helped. They encourage me to walk, to venture
forth and topple the barriers before me.

I then hear a loud noise—someone dropping a
box in our supply closet for the UPS man—and jump in place,
suddenly anxious. I slip my hand in my pocket and caress the ring,
begging it to give me the strength I need to last the whole
workday.

I decide to head toward my mail, which is
most likely the size of Mount Everest, and as I turn the corner,
there I find Amber, bent over her in-box. She raises her straight
blond-haired head and her beautiful green eyes widen just enough
for me to notice. She grabs our office manager, Sienna, and
immediately heads toward her office. I follow slowly behind them,
and watch as Sienna breaks from Amber’s grasp and ventures into a
copy room, most likely to fix some paper jam left by some unknown
individual who made no effort whatsoever to inform her of it. I
hear Sienna huffing and puffing as she opens a copier door and
numerous other hinged parts.

I stop in front of Amber’s office, looking
in from the doorway. “Hi Amber,” I say. No response. “Amber.” She
stares straight at her computer as her eyes tear up, even as I walk
into her office, toward her. “I’m sorry I haven’t called.”

At this point I have no idea how the tears
are sticking to the wells of her eyes. As soon as I lay my hand on
her shoulder, she relaxes, and the tears flow, heavily. After five
minutes of sobs and no words, she finally blows her nose, waking
anyone asleep within a five-mile radius. “How could someone do
those things to you?” she says as she starts crying again.

Not knowing what to say, “Sometimes bad
things happen to good people, I guess,” slips from my mouth.

“Yes, they do,” she
whispers, more to herself, as she eventually sits up straight and
sighs her “I’ve got it together now” sigh. “Kailey, please remember
I’m here for you—I’ve always got your back. We’re practically
sisters.” She looks at me, teary-eyed. “You and your mom have
always been there for me, so I want to be here for you. Please
don’t block me out anymore, k?” Her eyes stare at me for a moment
and I shake my head. “You sleeping at night? I don’t mean to sound
like a bitch, but you look exhausted.”

“No, I am not sleeping.
Every stupid sound I hear in my apartment has me up and running to
the nearest weapon. And with every jump of mine, poor Kioto is
right there beside me, watching and anticipating,” I say, sadly.
Amber looks as though she may start crying again, so I decide to
change the subject. “I just want this behind me, so let’s not talk
about it right now. How was your date?” I query, with a small
amount of forced effort. The slight downturn of her plump lips
gives me the hint it was probably not awesome.

She inhales deeply and says with a scowl,
“Like usual. The asshole actually shoved his hand under the table
and up my skirt. Twenty minutes flat.” Her scowl then turns into a
mischievous grin. “But I couldn’t refuse his request to call me
again this weekend.” Her eyes widen as she catches my swallow and
she immediately apologizes. “Oh, I said too much. That was so
insensitive!” She then gets up and hugs me, practically knocking me
over. “I love you, Kailey. Forgive my stupidness, especially after
what you went through... It was so extreme... You mean so much to
me,” she whispers.

“Love you, too,” I say as I
finish the hug. “Amber, just please don’t let yourself be taken
advantage of. Don’t settle. You’re more than that. Look at you! You
can have any guy you want, yet you continue to...”

Her sudden facial changes warn me that
perhaps I stepped over some boundary—even best friend boundary.
“Who are you to say?” she says, her voice suddenly becoming angry.
“I’m truly sorry you experienced what you did, but you have no
right telling me who and who not to see. Step back, Kailey.”

“It’s just—” I stop
mid-sentence, knowing it’s a losing battle. “You just worry me
sometimes, that’s all. Sorry.” I wave goodbye as I leave her
office. It was a typical Amber-Kailey boy-topic conversation, but I
find myself brushing my clothes off from the strange creepy-crawly
sensations gripping to me since our hug; surely my brain needs
another scan at the hospital.

On the way to my office, I
think about Amber and how she’s usually the only reason I get out
on the weekends and have any interaction with the opposite sex. We
have fun together, but she’s dangerously flirty and tends to pick
the wrong guys. She always
has, since I met her, at the spritely age of
sixteen.

Amber’s mother, once widowed, abandoned
Amber at the early age of fifteen. They cohabited, but while her
mother dated men half her own age, taking them on island vacations,
Amber worked to support herself. That’s when we met at Burrito
Burgers and our deadbeat parent connection had us conjoined in a
matter of days.

We would assemble burgers, side-by-side,
gagging simultaneously every now and then on the stench of overly
mature avocadoes and bean spread. Our overweight gigantasaur of a
boss would just laugh at us as he shoved singles from the cash
register into his forty-four-waist Lee Dungarees, and goosed
Amber—his only reason for repeat customers—behind my back. And
never once did Amber report him.

Anyway, my mom was the one who stepped in to
fill Amber’s maternal void. One unforgettable evening, after
running out to a late-night Delta Chi frat party while I attended a
nearby community college, and gorging on some questionable barbeque
chicken, Amber introduced me to vodka and cranberry juice. After
both of us became ill, I finally convinced her it was time to
leave, so she had a “friend” of hers—granted she just met him that
night—take us home, to my house. As we both sat in the front seat
of this gentleman’s car, smack dab in front of our destination,
with Amber directly to his right, he decided it wasn’t time to say
goodbye, yet. His hands moved quickly under her shirt and as he
groped and attempted to simultaneously touch me, I vomited. She
told me to leave the car as she tried to play the offensive against
his advances, but he was much larger, and stronger. As I knelt on
the ground, vomiting barbeque sauce and vodka, I saw my mother run
out the front door of our house to his car. As the boy continued
with his conquest, ripping Amber’s bra, my mother had opened his
car door, had Amber seated in the grass next to me, and the boy in
a headlock within five seconds. To this day, my mom says we were
too intoxicated to really know what happened. But I remember,
clearly—not feeling a bit drunk.

I snap back to my senses after justifying my
comment to Amber, and decide to stop in the office kitchen for a
cup of hot black tea. Tea seems to cure everything for me, from
stress to lethargy. My colleagues even say it’s unnatural how
excited I get over a cup, but what can I say? It’s my drug, if you
will. It’s a bit of homey warmth that seems to tame the nerves no
matter what is going on around me, especially these days, when even
a fifth of vodka leaves me cold and unaffected.

As my Lipton bag brews, I reach for my honey
bear in the highest cabinet, all the way in the back, and see that
it’s now completely empty; leave it up to office colleagues to
sniff it out and use it all. I add a shake of powdered creamer and
decide to search the mountainous stack of newspapers on the kitchen
table for the personals. Reading the lines of hidden angst and
desperation are a guilty pleasure of mine. I’m not the only one,
right?

One in particular catches my eyes
immediately. I do a double-take and reread it.



ROOKES and pawns. Chess is
played by the gods K-Lee. Search for double happiness over the
rainbow.

 


“Guess they don’t proof the
personals.” Evan, my boss, appears next to me. “Why are you reading
these, anyway? Don’t you have a budget to go over?” He’s joking,
but I don’t react. “You ok? We’ve missed you.” He hugs me and I
immediately tighten up a bit from his closeness, but eventually
relax and hug him back. There are no creepy-crawlies, but instead a
comfortable feeling of safety.

“I’ll be ok. Thanks.” He
smiles at me and leaves the kitchen.

I return to the ad, without
knowing what to do or even how to feel about it.
Is this for me? My mind
whirls enough to give me vertigo. Is this
for some weirdo, or some lovers’ rendezvous? Am I totally
overreacting?

I tear out the ad, imagining who will be the
one to cry, as the papers are public property and now they won’t be
able to read “Who’s Screwing Who in Hollywood Now” or “So and So
Gets a Boob Job” on the flip side.

I stumble to my office. It takes me all day
to just get through my lousy junk mail and voicemail messages. I
then find myself staring at the framed copy of Helping Hands’
mission statement centered on my office wall.

The company is small, but
dedicated to helping those that help—but not, like, on an extreme
scale. Helping Hands is more like, we hire a personal chef for a
woman who spends her weekends working at a soup shelter—simple
things, but things that count. People hire us to coordinate special
events for special people. Our clients range from sports stars to
city governments, but unfortunately, we’re not getting a steady
flow of new money. My boss informs me that people seem to be less
willing to reward others for their generosity than they were just
over the two years or so. If we don’t get new clients soon, I may
no longer have a job. And if I
leave, Amber most likely would be out the door
with me.

Without major surgery, we, as conjoined
twins, will most likely never part. When I knew they were hiring at
Helping Hands, I made Amber come with me for support. She sat,
reading quietly in the front lobby while I interviewed, but once
the pervert HR manager got a look at her, she was hired on the
spot—I had to wait a week for the welcoming call—for “public
affairs,” he said. Let’s just say he didn’t last long with Amber on
the payroll. After one of his many advances were witnessed
publicly, my boss had him fired.

Four o’clock finally rolls around, and I’m
out the door, my coat whipping in the wind behind me.

When I get home, after hugging and
repeatedly kissing Kioto, I reread the ad for the quadrillionth
time and decide it’s gonna be the death of me, so I have to get rid
of it. So I light my ginger vanilla candle and, voila! Bye-bye,
ambiguity.

From there, I slump onto the couch and turn
on the television, tuning in to local channel 9, WGN. Wow, the
news, go figure. I really hate the news, because most newsfeed is a
big brown bag of bullshit. Light the fire, because it’s time to
stomp it out.

My attack—“Bucktown Horror,” as they called
it—was on the local news every three hours, every channel, every
day for about a week—my five minutes of fame. The media had such a
way of twisting the facts that I was dying to see what they would
come up with next, especially after seeing the report about me on
my deathbed, asking to speak to the president of the United States.
That was a good one, considering it stemmed from the scavengers
rifling through my garbage, finding a ripped out personal ad, which
just happened to have a picture of the president on the
underside.

Throughout my life, my mom
constantly turned the news off, asking me to instead play games
with her. I’m quite the Canasta player, and can really give you a
run at Boggle.

But like many a poor soul, despite my own
animosity, I decide to watch anyway. So after ten minutes of
warehouse fires, hit and runs, and what fruits and vegetables you
shouldn’t eat now, I find myself drawn to the picture of a supposed
murder scene in Chinatown, specifically Twenty-Second Street. A
store owner was found mauled to death, but no animal was found,
only footprints. There were no witnesses.

As the reporter keeps talking, I don’t hear
a word, instead stare wide-mouthed at the sign above the door. It’s
the Chinese symbol for double happiness, which I recognize from the
many trips I took as a child with my mother to Chinatown; the
symbol seemed to pop up everywhere. But this sign is particularly
familiar looking to me.

When the news segment ends,
all I hear is “Raine Boman reporting.” Rainbow. “Double happiness over the rainbow.”
I turn to read the personal ad once more and end
up staring at its ashes.

 


*********

 


I spend my workweek catching up on e-mails
and trying to figure out how messed up things have gotten while I
was gone. It’s only been about three months, but as Assistant
Controller, I’ll probably spend another month reconstructing the
books. Things like the purchase of a box of office coffee shouldn’t
be depreciated over ten years, unless we’re looking to have our
employee emergency room visit experience rate skyrocket.

The week actually makes me yearn, a little
bit, for a night out, in hopes that maybe if I was out until some
wee hour of the morning with Amber, I’d sleep soundlessly for a
night.

Finally, the weekend arrives, and I find I
couldn’t be happier. I call up my mom to see what she’s getting
herself into these days and it’s basically nothing, as usual.

“Whatch’ya doing, Mom?” I
ask.

“Just sitting, looking
through the want ads.”

I taunt quickly, “You’re gonna get a real
job?” I cannot even fathom my mother working a nine-to-five job.
For as long as I’ve known, my mother has just done oddball jobs,
like painting and weeding for friends, and friends of friends,
leaving me with distant relatives for days at a time while on her
ventures. Despite the fact she would return totally exhausted,
never once did she not make up the lost time to me with movies,
amusement parks, and moments like sitting in our garage, watching
lightning storms.

“No, just said I was
looking through the want ads. On my way to the garage sales
section,” she says with a hoarse voice.

“Oh.” I pause. “You ok,
Mom?”

“My throat is killing me
today. Must just be a bit of reflux. I’ll be fine. Always am,
right?” She coughs, sounding extremely tired.

“I survived the week at
work,” I say.

“I knew you would, honey,”
she professes, sweetly. “Maybe you can celebrate this weekend with
Amber.” She waits for my reply.

“Actually, I’m calling her
next.”

“Good!” She pauses on the
phone for a brief few seconds. “Just please be careful. I trust
you’ll make the important decisions for the evening? Don’t leave
them up to Amber. I’m too tired to head out to save her ass this
evening. You got your pepper spray?”

“If I can gather the nerve
to make it out the door with her, yes, it will be in my
purse.”

“I love you with all my
heart, Kailey. Be safe.”

“Thanks mom.” I hang up the
phone, gently.

I dial up Amber, and when I hear her yawn
right before she says, “Hello,” I know damn well she checked her
caller ID.

“Hi. What are you up to
this evening?” I say, not sure if I want her to say she’s busy
washing her hair or if I want her to shout out, “Going out with
you, of course!”

“Oh, I’m just waiting for
the seven sexual deviants I contacted through Craig’s List to come
over,” she prattles.

“Alright already, I get it.
I’m sorry. Last apology,” I blurt as I roll my eyes.

“Fine, I accept. So, what’s
up?”

I take in a deep breath and then say, “I
want to go out with you tonight.” I sit with my eyes closed,
feeling my heart race.

“We’ll do dinner first.
I’ll be there by six!” she shouts, excitedly.

“Ok.”

She surely notes the lack of excitement in
my voice, for her tone changes. “You sure? I can always just come
over to watch movies,” she says, genuinely.

I think about how I already got her all
riled up, so I must continue with the plan, for Amber’s sake of
course. “Just get your ass over, all dressed up. See ya.”

Six o’clock means she’ll be here at seven,
and that gives me plenty of time to get ready. I can hardly believe
I’m the one who initiated a night out, but I’m riding the minute
possibility that a few really strong, dirty martinis will crumble a
few emotional walls of mine tonight. I’m willing to give it a try,
but damn well know the probable outcome—me sitting, totally sober,
while already-drunk Amber downs the countless drinks bought for her
from overly-anxious meatheads.

I switch on the radio and get dressed while
lightly shuffling to “Good Vibrations,” by Markie Mark. As I check
myself out in the bathroom mirror, I stare, unhappy with the
somewhat low-cut shirt I chose—too revealing. While taking the
shirt off, I bend over to plug the iron back in, and then the power
suddenly goes out, engulfing me in total darkness.

I freeze for a brief two
seconds. Then whirl about, using my hands as eyes in the darkness,
searching for any weapons in my bathroom. Realizing that two
previous nights ago I walked away with a pocket knife usually
stored in the medicine cabinet, I grab my cuticle scissors in one
hand and my hairspray in the other. Kioto had only been moaning in
her sleep that night I moved the knife, but it sounded so
alien. Alien.
Alien-like grunting.

The guttural sound of
grunting from my assaulter’s throat echoes through my mind as I
stand motionless, frozen from fear, remembering the noise as he
tore off my cotton panties the day of the assault.
I lay there, on my stomach, on top of my newly
made bed, staring at Bear—a feeling of despair so great and
overpowering pulsing through me. I also
remember, too painfully, the blood-curdling scream that escaped my
throat as I pleaded to anyone listening, a higher being even, to
please save me. Don’t let this happen to
me. This
shouldn’t be happening to
me. I wouldn’t survive feeling that
hopeless again.

After my eyes adjust, and as I wait for the
sound of footsteps or breathing, I hear neither, so I peek around
the door and see Kioto lying on the ground, head turned toward
me—possibly perturbed by the roaring sounds emanating from my
chest. I walk, shakily, with weapons still in hand, toward the
window and I see the whole block is out. A quick check toward the
sky reveals the approaching storm. I collapse on my couch and cry
like a baby, doubting my ability to function like a normal human
being ever again. Kioto walks toward me, and slowly licks my
blackened tears from my face. “Thanks, baby,” I say as I snuggle
into her and regain my normal breathing.

I wipe my running mascara from my face and
gather my composure. A glance at the clock tells me that Amber
should be here soon. Sooner than I can fix my makeup, the power
goes back on, giving me another heart attack when “Kung Fu
Fighting” starts blaring throughout the apartment. What a wonderful
start to the evening.

Amber arrives at 7:15 and lets herself in
with the key I gave her last week, which was supposed to be for
emergencies only. She is absolutely stunning. Her long, straight
blond hair complements the lime-green baby-doll dress and her black
stilettos. She’s only five foot three, so the extra four and a half
inches brings her closer to eye level, but not for long. I decide
to wear my knee length, heeled, black boots with my new taupe silk
tank top and black pants. I grab my father’s ring off my dresser
and slip it into my pocket.

She stares at me and says, “Girl, I need
some of that leg length. If you die, can you donate your legs to
me?” I laugh and tell her only if she shares some of the endowment
on her chest. She’s about a thirty-two E, compared to my
thirty-four B.

“You sure you’re ready to
do this?” She emanates sincerity.

I shake my head no as the tears fill my eyes
and I grab my purse.

Seeing my reaction, she steps softly toward
me and hugs me tightly.

As she lets go, I say, “I
can do this, really. I want
to do this.” I sniffle and grasp the ring in my
pocket. I pull myself together and say, “I’m ready. Let’s go.” I
smile at her.

“Let’s go and find us some
sugar daddies,” she purrs mischievously. My eyebrows raise and she
then says, “or some boring, but respectful male who loves his
momma, and thinks of nothing but pleasing the female
race?”

I laugh at her as we both say our goodbyes
to Kioto, before walking out of my apartment. With a sudden change
of tone as we walk downstairs, she asks, “How’s your mom doing?”
Amber is always asking about my mom and worries as much as I
do.

“She’s hanging in there.
The doctors are repeatedly amazed at how she continues each day
without dialysis—which she refuses. The kidney is not doing
well.”

Amber frowns and says, “I hope you tell her
how much you love her. Every day.” She looks to the sky and says,
“I would,” in a whisper. Her sorrow makes my own eyes tear up and I
take a deep breath, holding it deep in my chest, and bringing
myself back to my own emotions.

We decide that, with menacing clouds still
lingering above, we don’t want to go anywhere café-ish, where we
could have sat outside if the weather was decent.

“How about that new hot
spot over in Lakeview that serves all their food raw?” she
suggests.

I imagine a plate full of vomit-looking
butternut squash and steak tartare, and it makes me want to puke.
“Sorry, I’m not into that whole raw scene,” I snap. “I want
something warm and comforting tonight—maybe with some grease to
soak up the cosmos I’ve been daydreaming about.”

We decide on a soul food
restaurant that’s been around for years. We both get excited as we
jinx each other with a simultaneous “Cornbread!” But after we hail
a cab, we regret it immediately. The cabbie slowly scans us with
his beady eyes as we climb in and smiles a smile I rather dislike,
displaying his stained teeth. The yellow,
rotten teeth, brown-streaked from years of neglect, sneer as he
comes close, sniffing my lightly perfumed neck.

Amber, seeing my reaction, then leans in
toward me and whispers with beautiful, professionally whitened, but
clenched teeth, “If I smell like this cab at the bar, I am going to
start smoking again.”

She quit three years ago, thanks to my
constant nagging, and her comment indeed pulls me back to reality.
“I’ll spill some kind of fruity drink all over you so you don’t
stink. Sound good?” I give her my best wholesome smile, attempting
to wash away negative thoughts that may ruin my night out.

“You are such a true
friend. Thanks,” she says. “You’d probably light a match, too.” She
smiles quirkily at me, showing her full set of dazzling white
teeth.

Our chatting turns my mind
from the cabbie as we discuss how Helping Hands is doing so poorly.
And how maybe, it’s no coincidence considering the increase of
strange and depressing news that scours televisions these days. We
then both stare at each other, silently acknowledging that we’ve
hit yet another topic we should currently steer clear of, so we
then divert our focus to the cattiness of our female Helping Hands
colleagues, and how we are just so
above that as grown, mature women. Our laughs
intertwine as we realize we are so full of shit. But my laugh soon
dissipates as a glance out the window informs me we are in unknown
territory.

I grab my purse and the pepper spray inside
as I scan the area for street signs. Amber grabs my arm and gives
me a glare I’ve grown accustomed to throughout the years—the one
informing me I’m overreacting. She asks the cabbie where we are,
and he replies, with the thickest Middle-Eastern accent I’ve ever
heard, “Dragon Palace, just like you said.”

“No, it was
Regina’s Palate, on
Southport.” Amber’s voice rises quickly.

The driver’s face contorts as the prospect
of a decent tip flies out the window—and Amber hasn’t even begun
with him yet. “I think you need to pay me now,” he says.

“No, you take us where we
asked,” demands Amber.

“Get out of my cab,” he
says, turning off his meter. I am about to scream at this point, so
very afraid of being stranded. He turns to me and bends over the
seat, then directly looking into my face, he yells,
“You get
out now!”

The sour breath, reeking like a rotting
corpse might, has me gagging as his eyes look into mine, daring me
to scream again.

The terror is so overwhelming I think I’m
going to explode. Amber grabs my arm quickly and pulls me out of
the cab. I fumble with my purse, and my makeup bag rips open and
spills out everywhere. The cabbie burns rubber as he runs over my
Chanel compact, breaking it into a thousand pieces. There are tears
in my eyes, but for fear of ruining my mascara, they don’t fall. I
sit on the curb and look up at Amber. “I can’t do this. Who am I
fooling? I thought I could, but I can’t.” I look down at my hands
that are shaking.

Amber pulls my chin up to look at her. “You
can. Stop doubting, Kailey. If that was me instead of you, believe
me, I’d be locked up somewhere in a straightjacket,” she says.
“Look—you’ve made it this far. I know where we are, and so should
you. Your mom took us here after...you know...”

I look around and it dawns on me that this
is the restaurant—hidden in one of Chinatown’s many nooks—my mom
took us to after Amber broke the nose of one of her mother’s
boyfriends, actually the worst on the extensive list. His request
of a ménage à trois with Amber and her own mother was the final
straw.

“Yeah! You’re right. I
remember they had the most delicious lavender jasmine tea.” My
blood pressure slowly drops to a livable level as I recall the
delicate taste.

Amber smiles warmly at me. “Leave it up to
you to remember their damn tea. Let’s go grab some mai tais
instead.” She walks toward the front door, leaving me standing with
Jell-O legs.

She’s amazing—already back to her nonchalant
self, enjoying life. With my hand in my pocket, I eventually—as she
stands holding the door open—convince myself to follow her. Perhaps
the simple thought that she might get us some free appetizers draws
me in.

After a delicious meal of free potstickers,
Kung Pao Dream, two Dragon mai tais, one pina colada, and a
steaming hot tea, I head to the ladies room to touch up my makeup
after mentioning to Amber how weak the drinks are. Her heavy
eyelids disagree.

As I walk to the restroom, I’m amazed at how
many different shades of red exist in the restaurant. It’s not
tacky, though, instead actually very comforting, in a strange sort
of way. I admire the many decorations on the walls: fierce,
four-toed dragons threaten kimono-clothed girls as they run on
their stilted shoes, beautiful golden temples shining in the
distance. I breathe in deeply as the smells coming from the kitchen
make me want more food—go figure.

Once I reach a mirror, I raise my hand to
apply some powder to my nose, but it never reaches its destination,
for I notice a reflection in the mirror of a neon sign outside.
It’s a buzzing double happiness symbol—and I’m sure it’s the same
sign from the news. Every muscle in my body freezes, except for my
heart, which decides it rather try beating its way out through my
chest.

I scramble back to our table as quickly as
possible, forgoing my attention to my shiny forehead.

“Amber, let’s go walk
around,” I suggest. “See some sites.”

“In these
heels?”

“I’ve witnessed you dance
in those shoes for hours. Come on.”

After a bit more coercing, and a “whatever”
from Amber, we walk outside to the end of the block, turn the
corner, and her mood suddenly changes as she sees the thriving
nightlife of Chinatown. The storefronts promise goodies if you’re
willing to dig through mountains of Chinese imports, and several
cutesy candy shops advertise yummy milk candies wrapped in equally
yummy bunny-laden wrappers. Decorative dragon spoon rests call to
me as Amber buys a sushi set-up for two at Hong Kong Heaven.

 

As we step out of the shop, my eyes are
drawn to the opposite side of the street. I stop right in front of
Amber, who walks right into me, dropping her bag. “If you even
broke this, I’ll kill you,” she says in a very serious voice as she
picks up her bag.

I tell her to shut up. Across the street is
a young Asian man dressed in black, motioning for us to join him. I
turn around to find my friend smiling, her eyes widened and filled
with lust. Another glance across the street reveals that the man is
indeed quite handsome. He’s about my height, and thin, but he reeks
of hidden muscle underneath his expensively tailored shirt. His
silky black hair is short, accentuating his polished skin, and his
smile rivals the streetlight in brightness.

Amber’s smile fades, replaced by a look of
determination. “Maybe he needs some arm candy for some cool party.
Let’s go.” Before I can say no, she pulls on my arm, dragging me
across the street. When Amber has a purpose, watch out, world.

I, on the other hand, no longer trust
anything and the gears in my head churn in overdrive. Her arm drags
me, against my will, behind her, through throngs of night owls
littering the streets.

We make our introductions to the handsome
gentleman, and he informs us that, yes, indeed, there is a party
down the block, and we should join him. He points to the bar with
the longest line of already drunk bar-hoppers and turns to look at
Amber. I notice a brief emotion from him, but can only describe it
as how one might think a dog feels waiting in its owner’s car, eyes
focused on the door they disappeared through.

I explain, “My friend’s feet here are
killing her, so maybe we shouldn’t.” Amber then jabs me with her
elbow. But to our surprise, our new friend leads us straight to the
front of the line, and we enter without even having to pay the
cover. Amber pumps her arm, letting a “Yes!” escape her mouth as
the girls in line shout at us with their plump, glossy lips, which
only enlarges Amber’s already large head.

Inside, after finding that I have highly
underestimated the size of the bar—and the crowd inside is not
seedy—I decide there’s nothing scary going on. All the patrons are
engrossed in the news feed playing above the bar, which keeps
showing shots of a dead, but adorable and humongous, white rabbit.
But as the screen pans to where its front left paw should be, we
all see one large talon, like a hybrid gone terribly wrong. The men
and women alike all shriek in disgust at the sight—Amber
specifically grabbing onto Russell’s arm. Apparently, this rabbit,
alone, took down a wild pack of dogs before it was shot by an Idaho
potato farmer.

Within minutes, Amber leans over to me,
shouting, “Kailey, Russell and I are going to get a drink at the
bar! Would you like anything?” Her eyebrows are slightly raised,
giving me a clue she wants some privacy. Russell points to a
reserved table with three empty seats where I can sit and wait like
a good doggie. A sore toe obliges with no problem whatsoever, but
before I reach the table, I see a short, elderly Asian man standing
in a doorway, staring at me. I squint my eyes at him, trying to
scare him.

He then smiles at me and motions for me to
come over.

I shake my head, refusing the offer.

He then mouths the words “Come, it’s ok.” I
reach in my purse, feel my pepper spray and suddenly have enough
courage to actually follow this stranger. Plus, the kitchen aromas
coming from his direction have won hands down in the arm wrestle
with my better judgment.

Upon entering the doorway, he says, “Follow
me, I’ve got something interesting to show you. It might make your
day.” He exudes confidence, as though no matter what he says, I’ll
listen. His words make my insides feel all excited and fuzzy like a
child who has found a new neighborhood park. But I stand, allowing
him to continue without me. He stops and says, with a bit of
sternness, “Please, follow, don’t be afraid. You’re a stubborn one,
aren’t you?” I follow, not feeling one bit scared or foolish in
doing so.

He walks through another doorway, and this
room is empty, except for a small table with a lamp and some kind
of urn. Out of curiosity, I follow the man yet again, through yet
another door. This room has only one door. It must be our
destination.

It’s perhaps the most beautiful room I have
ever seen. The hardwood floors are mahogany, the walls alternating
between a deep, rich, purple hue and a stunning gold, metallic
sheen, and the ceiling is painted like the sky. There are striking
purple and gold accents here and there, along with lovely vases of
tuberoses—my favorite—and purple delphinium. And the smell—god, it
smells of rain and grass on a spring morning. A large, curtainless
window framed by white, distressed wood looms perfectly in the
middle of a wall, beckoning me to look out. The man holds out his
hand, giving me permission to observe. I don’t know what I’m
looking for as I walk to the window, but I find myself drawn to
it.

My eyes widen as I see a
cab pulled along the side of the road. It has started raining, and
the driver stands, staring at his cab. As he turns slowly, I
recognize his Middle-Eastern profile. My blood begins boiling as he
bends over, his hands reaching toward the wheel, pulling out a
black piece of plastic from the flat tire. I recognize it
instantly: Chanel medium bisque. I feel happy, and know I
shouldn’t, but he was a jerk.

“Someone
has to still be
listening,” the man with me whispers to himself, as he watches the
cab driver.

“What?” I
respond.

“Just talking to myself.
Would you like a cup of tea, Kailey?” I jump at words I wasn’t
expecting, especially my name.

He speaks again: “I know you because you
called, and of course because of who you are.”

Suddenly, I feel I made a
big mistake. The man has got to be insane. Where’s the door? I turn to look for
it, but—silly me—the door is gone.
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Tender

 


 


I whirl around, thinking
maybe I’m really
the one who’s insane, or else someone slipped me a roofie at the
restaurant—or maybe the milk candy I secretly slipped in my mouth
from Hong Kong Heaven was tainted with melamine, and karma is
getting me back.

“Have some tea. It will
calm your nerves,” says the man while fiddling with a teapot and
cups. “Don’t fight it.”

“It’s probably drugged,” I
say, and at once I feel ashamed as he smiles his warm smile again.
I hold out my hand, accepting the cup of tea he is suddenly holding
before me, and I bow, something I do uncontrollably for some reason
in the presence of elderly Asian people.

“You should sit while you
drink your tea,” says the man.

Behind me, a soft, comfy-looking armchair
seems to hold out its arms for me, inviting me in. I hadn’t noticed
the chair there before, but now I sit. I drink. I savor the
wondrous aroma and sweetness of the tea in my cup. It’s like honey,
roses, and crème brûlée all in one. At this point, I’d sit here for
a week if he asked, if only I could drink more of this intoxicating
elixir.

He drinks from a cup as well. Between sips,
he says, “Did you get my message? You were bound to find it at some
point.”

The newspaper ad suddenly appears in my
head:

 


ROOKES and
pawns.

 


My eyes widen in surprise. “If you mean the
scary ad in the personals, yes,” I say. “And if you even tell me
you killed that store owner on the news, or had something to do
with it, I’m going to get very scary in this room with no door.” I
mean it, too. After all, I recently learned some highly effective
protective moves in self-defense class and I did take those three
Tae Kwon Do classes ten years ago.

His eyes never leave mine. “I don’t like to
lie, so indirectly I may be related to it,” he hints. At this
point, my face gets very warm—and yet I feel no need for fight or
flight. “Kailey,” he says, “there are big things in the works, and
I have to explain so you understand your involvement.”

“You must have me mistaken
for someone else,” I say, “I don’t get involved in big things, and
I’ve been out of commission for the past few months, anyway.” I
want him to get up and lead me outside, apologizing for the huge
mistake he’s made.

“Someone else named Kailey?
You know, I do not.”

Damn.

“I needed to get you here
as soon as possible,” he says. “You acted much slower than
anticipated.”

I laugh to myself, wondering why I dragged
Amber out tonight and didn’t stay home and veg on the couch like
she suggested. Why do I attract all the crazies?

“What is your religion,
Kailey?”

“I’m Catholic.”

“Are you
practicing?”

“Uh, if you count praying
the 151 Sheridan will stay at the corner long enough so I can catch
it, or that nobody picks up the medium-sized sweater I hid among
the extra-smalls on the sale rack, then yes,” I say.

He turns toward the window and speaks: “Do
you believe in a higher power?”

My willingness to answer his questions
suddenly starts diminishing. “I really think that maybe I need to
go. Um, thank you for the tea.” I stand up and place my tea cup on
the small table.

“Kailey, sit, please,” he
says. “We need to have this conversation without
interruptions.”

I sit right back down and as I do, my ring
falls out of my pocket, unbeknownst to me. The man initially moves
to pick it up, but then stops and simply informs me that I dropped
it. As I pick it up, I look into his face and his brow softens
while a warm sense of sympathy from him washes over me, like a
heavy cloud above me just released its load.

“Thanks,” I sigh, as I
shove the ring into my purse, and figuring I should answer his
question. “I believe that all religions are praying to the same
higher power, so yes.”

“Do you believe in spirits
or ghosts, and that they wander the earth, connected to
individuals, here?”

“Yeah, maybe a bit,” I
say.

He gets up and walks to another piece of
furniture I didn’t notice: a beautiful, golden, three-drawer chest
on a small, mahogany table. He pulls out some kind of pointed stone
pendant on a half-foot-long chain. He puts the milky white and tan
stone in my hands.

“What am I supposed to do
with this?” I ask.

“Think of it as speaking to
your spirit guides.”

“What drugs are
you on?”

He laughs, and again, I feel that creeping
warmness, like a soft kitten in my insides.

“Humor me,” he
says.

“Fine. What do I do?” I
say.

“Hold the pendulum slightly
above your palm, like this.” He shows me what to do. “Now ask it,
‘What is no?’”

I clench my teeth, asking myself why the
hell I’m still playing along with this man and cannot come up with
a logical answer. I figure it best to continue. I know through
experience what irrational things strangers are capable of.

I do as he suggests and the pendulum starts
swinging back and forth. I check to make sure he is not blowing on
it.

“Now ask it, ‘What is
yes?’”

I do, and it starts swinging around in a
circle. “Is there like a magnet or something inside of this? Are
you playing magician with me?” I question, examining the pendulum
closely.

He shakes his head no, and I feel he means
it, for there doesn’t exist the wavering feelings I usually sense
from outright liars—like the simple dressed, ballet shoe-wearing
pythons that often waited outside my mom’s front doors after my
assault, offering their help for nothing in exchange, except maybe
just a quick, harmless interview.

“Ask a question, any
question,” he coaxes. “Try something simple.” He is turned toward
the window again and not at me, so he doesn’t see my very furrowed
brow.

“Are my shoes black?” I
ask. I wait, and then, suddenly, the pendulum starts moving in a
circular motion. But I must be shaking it. My concentration wills
my heart to slow down and my head to clear. “Did I eat chicken
tonight?” I think about that question and realize I really don’t
want the answer. “No, nevermind,” I add rather quickly and shake
the pendulum. The man laughs to himself. “Do I work at Helping
Hands?” Again, the circular movement. “Will I win the lotto?” It
swings back and forth. “I had to try.”

“Ask it something more
meaningful now,” the man suggests, eagerly.

I think for a bit, and suddenly, “Is Amber
okay right now?” The moment I say it, I can’t believe I’d forgotten
about her this whole time—I’m always concerned about Amber. I wait
for the pendulum to do the whole circle thing, but to my surprise
it doesn’t move. And then, slowly, it starts swinging back and
forth. I widen my eyes, and fear surfaces.

“Kailey,” the man says
quickly, “You must be more specific—in fact, very specific. Think about your
question and what you really asked.”

He’s right. That question could mean
anything. What is “okay,” really? Any head-shrink would tell you
there’s no “okay” diagnosis. So the girl has some issue—don’t we
all? So I ask another question: “Is Amber safe at this particular
moment?” Circular motion. Thank God.

The man moves to stand near me, and I let
him. He locks his eyes with mine and delves deep, asking me to ask
one more question.

I think for a short moment. “Am I safe?” The
pendulum starts to move, and I cannot tell what it wants to do.
Then, the motion begins—back and forth slowly, then more quickly,
until it feels five pounds heavier. Suddenly, it feels like someone
is pulling the chain from my hand. I let go, and it falls to the
ground. My eyes move toward it as the old man quickly picks it up,
then places it back in my hand.

His eyes meet mine, and I’m compelled to
listen to him very carefully. “Some say it’s spirit guides that
make it move, while others say that pendulums like these are really
only extensions of ourselves, and that we are in fact all-knowing
creatures,” he says. “The pendulum just helps us focus on the truth
and reveals it in a specific form. Omniscience is something I would
love to believe in, but I don’t know these days. You go home with
this and return it to me in three days, before the full moon.” He
smiles again, but his expression emanates fatigue.

I feel like he looks. It’s been a long day
and I’m so ready to go home. I’ve decided Amber is definitely
spending the night with me, whether she likes it or not. The
strangeness of the evening, and my being frazzled beyond belief is
enough of an excuse. The gentleman escorts me out the door, which
is somehow there again.

After a few turns, we eventually reach the
door to the bar, and I turn to the man. “Do you have a name?” I
ask.

“My name is Gunthreon,” he
says, warmly, “and it’s been a pleasure.” He extends his hand and I
shake it. A feeling of hurriedness and silent fear suddenly rushes
over me and I pull my hand back, quickly, and rub it as he stares
complacently at me, not making any movement or facial gesture to
indicate my reaction.

“Come back in three days,
Kailey,” he says. “Come well-rested, because our next meeting may
leave you exhausted, too.” It feels like that soft kitten is now
turning somersaults in my lower intestines. I wave goodbye and
return to the bar.

I quickly scan the area and find Amber
sitting at a table by herself. When she sees me, she doesn’t even
seem worried. “Here, Russell bought you a key lime martini, with
extra graham crackers.”

Yum. I love
those.

“Did you miss me?” I
twitter, waiting for some response from her, all the while giving
her raised eyebrows.

“Geez, Kailey, I just
wanted a few minutes of privacy with Russell,” she spouts,
arrogantly. She sips her whiskey on the rocks, frowning at me
behind her glass.

I find I want a kudos for being brave enough
to be out on my own, but I see that my actions have gone unnoticed.
“Amber, can we go home?” I say. “And please say you’ll spend the
night.”

“Are you serious? We just
got here! And I have so much more to talk to Russell about.” Leave
it to Amber to blindly connect to some strange male.

“Yes, sorry. That kung pao
I ate isn’t sitting so well.”

“Ugh! Let me find Russell
and tell him,” whimpers Amber. “It would be rude if we just left.”
The daggers I suddenly feel bombarding me make me look down at my
body. Nothing. I look up and watch Amber locate Russell and head
toward him, swaying her hips in her best Marilyn Monroe fashion. He
spots her and strides to meet her, like one of those old-fashioned
couples in some black-and-white film. I’m ready for him to grab her
and passionately kiss her as they meet, with the wind blowing her
hair and her hands firmly squeezing his arms. They don’t, but he
does whisper something in her ear, then hands her a piece of paper.
She waves a little goodbye to him, and he smiles at her, and then
turns to me and waves a sincere goodbye. That was nice of him. I’m
impressed. And Amber is glowing.

Her eyes scan the paper,
and her glow intensifies. “Yum, I could gobble him up,” she drawls.
“He is just dreamy.” Did she really just
say that? She then realizes she’s not
alone, but rather has her best friend sitting next to her. “Shut
up. Let’s go, wimp.”

“Yeah, I love you,
too.”

Finding a cab turns out to be difficult, but
thanks to Amber’s ability to run in stilettos, we grab one turning
the corner and tail-hike it home. I get ready for bed, leaving
Amber to herself on my couch.

As I crawl under my covers, with Kioto lying
next to my bed, I hear Amber attempting to whisper on her cell
phone. I sit up and turn my ear in her direction, and hear,
“Russell, I most certainly accept your invitation.” I bite my
tongue and resist the urge to call her a slut across the
apartment.

Time passes. I can’t seem to fall asleep, so
I decide to rummage through my purse for my new pendulum. I find it
so intriguing that I end up playing with it for hours. Eventually,
I move on to writing things on paper and holding the pendulum above
and asking questions about various people at work, like: “Who stole
the infamous frozen Lean Cuisine entree at work,” or “Who is
cheating on their spouse.”

Delirious three hours later from lack of
sleep, I gather the nerve to ask who is “around” me, since
Gunthreon did suggest I might be chatting with my spirit guides.
I’ve always felt there was one spirit in particular that might be
following me around.

My mom had a psychic party one September
many years ago in which she invited over a few select family
members, and everyone took turns sitting with the psychic. I was
quite the skeptic, but decided I’d give it a shot anyway. After she
gave me lots of facts I already knew, the psychic suddenly told me
that my aunt had entered the room. Since my Aunt Vivian lived in
California at the time, I knew it wasn’t her, and my father had no
siblings. She could only have meant my mom’s twin sister, Debra
Kay, who had died in a car accident when they were only sixteen
years old.

“She’s telling me
something, and I don’t know what this means,” the psychic said,
“but she’s telling you to dress up as a kidney for Halloween.” This
was quite the coincidence, as my mom was on the waiting list for a
kidney transplant after being on dialysis for four years. I burst
into tears, and I think the psychic felt bad, for she cleaned up
her tarot cards immediately and lovingly placed her hand on my
back. We both decided the reading was over and she suggested I go
speak to my family. Sure enough, they all started laughing, telling
me Aunt Debra Kay had always had quite a warped sense of humor,
making my tears flow even harder.

So after asking my pendulum, I find out
Debra Kay is in fact following me around. I ponder what kind of
influence she may be having on my currently crazy life.

As I sit alone in my room, whether from lack
of sleep or my belief it could happen, I feel a pair of arms
lovingly embrace me, and I begin crying. Eventually, I cry myself
to sleep, the pendulum in my hand.
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Disillusioned

 


 


It’s 6 a.m. Monday, and the chiming of bells
resonates throughout my head. I press the off button on my
annoyingly cheerful alarm, but it continues to echo through my head
anyway.

I get out of bed and start my routine: pee,
throw on a coat and walk Kioto, eat a quick breakfast in bar form,
dress in whatever I have clean, and then run like the wind to catch
the bus. I take my shower before I go to bed each night. Otherwise,
I just don’t get that wonderful, messy kind of beach look that
actresses pay hundreds to acquire—and perhaps because I just don’t
have enough damn time in the morning.

But I do make sure that before I leave, I
give Kioto a big hug and kiss her forehead as I breathe in her
dogness—that dingy, earthy smell that can only belong to a canine.
She leans into me, and I enjoy our brief moment, knowing that no
other animal could ever take her place. She’s the best. She warms
my feet, kisses my wounds, and brings me her chew toys when I’m
sad. What more can a mommy ask for?

Kioto sits at the door until I leave and
watches me walk down the street from the front window—a dog’s
gesture for making sure their owners are safe. Hopefully, she’ll
soon find the pig ear treat I left by her food bowl, which should
make her usually boring day a little brighter.

As I walk, I find myself watching a seedy
group of gangbanger-looking teenagers—baggy pants, bandana-wrapped
heads, heavy-chained necks—hanging out underneath the streetlight
that I’m approaching. They’re busy with a rap—something melodic
about dubs and large genitals, as their German Shepard evil-eyes
the beagle across the street. My grip on my purse tightens and I
begin walking a bit faster than normal—actually racing to get past
them, undamaged. I look down as they each see me approaching and
carefully slip my hand in my purse, feeling for my pepper
spray.

They stop their
conversation and I hear, “Yo, Bitch, get back here!”
Bitch.
Whore.
Kailey. Tramp.
They’re the only words I understand in his
mumbled speech as his punches connect to my face, bloodying his
knuckles from the blow to my forehead and mixing my blood with
his. He hates
me. Hates me for
something, but I have no idea why. He’s never even met me before
today, yet he knows my name.
And I am not a whore.

One of the gangbangers
suddenly darts from his position to run in my direction. I pull the
pepper spray out and hold it in front of me as he runs past,
shaking his head at the me, a crazy lady. My hand falls slowly, and
I hear, “Yo, did you see that? She almost peppered Joe!” and a
mixture of laughter and snide remarks follows. I turn to see Joe
yelling for his escaped dog, Bitch. Then, I notice that I passed by
my bus stop by a half block and on the
wrong side of the street.

As I walk back, I hear a
cat call in my direction from a passing car—a new, ivory Mercedes
SUV. The car stops ahead of me, and I instantly stop walking—my
heart can’t take any more. Deciding on becoming a moving target
rather than a stationary one, I speed up, walking faster toward the
bus stop and its regulars. If anyone jumps out of the car and grabs
me they can be my witnesses.

The car door starts to open, and out steps a
familiar leg: Amber’s.

“Hey, want a ride? Or do
you want to ride a stinky bus with the Chicago crazies?” she
yells.

I look at her and the tears
start to flow from my eyes. I bring my hands to my face and she
runs toward me. The sheer relief of seeing Amber, mixed with the
adrenaline from the thought of bodily harm is too much and I can’t
control my emotions.

“Oh, Kailey! It’s okay,
hon.” I grip onto her as Russell scrambles from behind the wheel to
help. Amber says, softly, “She’s fine Russell, thanks. We just need
some privacy.” He turns and heads back to the car as she pulls the
tear-drenched hair away from my face. “Kailey, you need to get
ahold of yourself. I’m calling your mom.”

“No!” I suddenly
snip.

Amber just stands with her hands on my arms.
“Let us give you a ride to work.”

As I crawl into the car and
cast a glance at those still waiting for the bus, I grasp the fact
that I’ll most likely be an outcast, a deserted soul in that
shelter, from now on—the crazy, emotional baggage girl, afraid of
her own shadow.

Amber turns in her seat to
face me. “See, isn’t this better than sitting in a seat someone has
probably peed on?” She has such a wonderful way with
words.

The car is absolutely gorgeous, with its
cream-colored leather and all-wood accents. It’s immaculate and
smells wonderful. The smell is so familiar—I can’t pinpoint it, but
it wakens visions of my mom and her incense burner.

Of course, Amber has run of
the radio, because her favorite song is playing, the one about some
country-western-dude whose heart ran out on him, and his best
friend’s semi-truck ran it over, or maybe his dog buried
it—something like that.

“Dave Matthews would sound
much better through these awesome speakers, I’m sure,” I state.
Russell gets it, because he laughs, and Amber punches him in the
arm. “So why the special treatment?” I ask, gathering myself and
brushing away my brief break from sanity, as well as the tears from
my face.

“Just because you have an
awesome best friend, that’s all.” Amber chuckles to herself as she
applies lipstick, and I see her glare at me through her mirror.
“Hey, did your mom tell you I went and saw her
yesterday?”

She sees my questioning expression through
her mirror. “You did?”

“Yep,”
she says, “and Russell, too. She just loved him. It was almost like they
connected immediately.” She smiles at Russell, then adds, “She was
happy I found love.” I roll my eyes behind them and I see her
clench her teeth. “Give it up, Kailey. I’m not in the mood for your
righteousness.” She continues with her makeup and doesn’t even look
at my reflection.

I sit, broken-hearted.
Russell then adds, “Really, Amber?” He looks at me in his rearview
mirror and says, “She’s a bit crabby this morning. Please forgive
her. They didn’t have her favorite syrup this morning at
Starbucks.”

You already know her
favorite syrup? I know her favorite syrup. I grow
perturbed, so I go for the throat. “So am
I to believe, Amber, you called Russell up early this morning to
ask for the ride, or did he just happen to be somewhere very
convenient? Hmm?”

They both blush. Great—I
hit the nail on the head. I can easily return the attitude. For
Russell’s sake, I decide to change the subject.

“Thanks for driving me,
Russell,” I say.

“Anytime!” he replies,
cheerily.

We arrive at our destination, and I thank
Russell, again. Amber gives him her own “thank you” and my, what a
“thank you” it is. This time, it’s my turn to blush. As we head
toward the door, Russell steps out of his car, and then calls me
back over.

“My grandfather really is a
great man, and he deserves your utmost respect,” he whispers. “Oh,
and he also hates it when people don’t keep their dinner dates.”
Then he gets in his car, winking at me as I stand,
dumbfounded.

As we head toward the
elevator, Amber asks, “What?” She missed the whole thing, but she
can read me like a hawk.

I had shoved the promise made to Gunthreon
way in the back of my mind all weekend, but now I realize I must go
back today for dinner. But I gather myself and smile at Amber.
“Russell and Amber sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” I sing. I
can’t help laughing. She throws her keycard at me and laughs,
too.

We get into the elevator.
“Russell is like no other guy I’ve dated,” Amber professes. “I’ve
only known him a weekend and I feel more connected with him than I
ever have with anyone—present company excluded.”

“Just be
careful, understand?” I think of Gunthreon and our odd meeting—and
the fact that Russell is his grandson has me briefly
thinking of mystery novel-type plots to frame the
innocent. But when I concentrate on the thought of both Russell and
Gunthreon, and focus on the feeling I get from them, any thoughts
of evil plots dissipate. They feel good to me—whatever that counts
for.

Amber says, “I will be careful. I always am,
whether you think so or not.”

“Don’t break his heart,” I
tease. “I want to borrow his Mercedes someday.” I laugh and,
exiting the elevator, push her toward her office.

I stop in the kitchen, make
my tea, and then pop a stale doughnut hole into my mouth. And then
one more for good measure—two’s good luck. Wait…that’s three’s a
charm. One more won’t hurt.

I head toward my own
office, still chewing, and say a few hellos, and finally settle in.
I’m already tired, feeling this is sure to be a long day, but I
attack my e-mails with fervor anyway. Let’s see what forwarded messages from my friends were
“quarantined” today by our IT staff.

By the time I get to the
very last two, I feel a wave of sleepiness come over me. I decide
that, if I turn my computer just right, nobody walking by will see
me with my eyes closed for a few minutes. It’s office policy to
leave our doors open, otherwise I’d slam it shut and sprawl out on
the floor.

As my eyes shut, it suddenly hits me what
the smell was in Russell’s car—lilacs, a favorite of my mom’s.

After a long while, I feel
like someone is standing at my office door, so I open my eyes and
peek around my computer. Nobody there. Thank goodness, I think. All I need
is for Evan to catch me sleeping. I’m sure that would go over
really well at my next review: “Yes sir, I concentrate much better
with my eyes closed.”

I turn to my screen to check those last two
e-mails, and suddenly, my sight is blurry. I focus on the screen,
and it seems to be getting worse, so I check my long-distance
vision by looking out my door to the hallway.

Something is very wrong.
The air is gray and thick, and my immediate thought is fire. I grab
my purse and get up and walk to my door, yelling to a coworker
whose office is next to mine, but I get no answer, and sniffing,
smell nothing out of the ordinary.

“Hello?” I say
questioningly to the haze before me. No response. “What the hell is
going on?” I can’t see where I’m walking, so I grab onto what I
think should be filing cabinets outside my office, but feel tree
bark instead. In feeling my way toward the reception area, my hand
slides over something slimy—some kind of greenish-yellow ooze. It’s
sticky. I bring it closer my nose and gag. It reeks like rancid
eggs and vomit.

Then, a faint, indistinguishable noise rises
in the distance—something that sounds, and feels, big. I don’t dare
open my mouth. I only wait to see if I hear it again.

I do. This time it’s a little
clearer—closer. Still I wait, and don’t move an inch. Again comes
the sound, even closer. It’s someone speaking very softly, in a
kind of rhythmic tone.

I slowly start to back up
toward my office, but the speed of its approach accelerates as I
move backwards. So I crouch down, hoping this thing won’t see me. I
don’t recognize the voice, and I’m scared that nobody else is
around. Maybe they’re dead. Maybe
I’m dead—he killed
me.

At this level, I can see
that the fog is about a foot off the ground, so I get on my hands
and knees to see if I can see anything. And I do see
something—something that could possibly be very big feet, yards in
front of me, but I have trouble wrapping my mind around the
concept. When I squint, I see three feet—not two, but three brown,
dirty, hairy feet, with toenails the size of bear claws.

Now I can hear it clearly.

“Kailey, Kailey, come and
play with me. Kailey, Kailey, come and slay with me.”

Bile rises to my throat as
I start crawling, crawling to my apartment
door, my blood leaving its crimson trail behind me. I scratch at
the door with my nails, and break one off as he drags me backwards,
back through my own blood, making my attempt at grasping the
hardwood floors impossible.

The air is so thick I can hardly move through it, my lungs
barely grasping enough oxygen. I realize I’m nearly to my office
when I hear a thud. I stop and, with some effort, force enough
courage to turn toward the feet. I see them again, along with the
source of the thud—a bloody raccoon, which I assume from the angle
of its neck is dead. It lies by the feet. Then, this
thing—creature—somehow bends in a way that, though the feet remain
where they stand, a face peeks under the fog directly at me, just
enough for me to see huge eyes and nothing else.

Shit!

At this point, with all my
might, I move as quickly as I can through the mist and back toward
my office. I feel breath at my neck just as I slam my door shut. My
panting is heavy, and I shake uncontrollably, as if I’ve run a
marathon—or at least this is what I imagine it would feel
like.

I run to my phone and sit in my chair. There
is a soft knock at the door, and I hold my breath for what seems
like minutes.

“Kailey, is everything
okay?” It’s Evan’s voice. The door slowly opens, and I see his head
peek in. “You slammed your door pretty hard there.” I see another
coworker standing behind him, attempting to peek in my office. No
fog. “You know the open door policy here.”

I think fast. “I just had to make a personal
call—woman issues,” I whisper. “Sorry.”

“Uh, okay... Just
checking,” he squeaks, in an embarrassed sort of way. “Hey, get
some air freshener for your office. It smells like rotten eggs in
here.”

He leaves and I sit
straight, looking forward, wondering if I should tell
anyone what’s happening
to me. I choose to keep it to myself. Lunacy is not taken lightly
with employers.
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Excited

 


After a swift walk past
the gangbangers, who are still lingering on the corner—and a snide
remark about me being as white as they come, despite Joe’s blonde
hair and blue eyes—I get home from work, and my Kioto waits
open-eyed for me. She’s a big comfort, especially after the
nightmare I had at my desk today. That’s
gotta be what happened.
Note to self: No more food before work
naps—especially stale office doughnuts.

I hug her for a good five
minutes, gathering from her stiff body that the hugs aren’t going
to do it. “I know, your bladder’s going to explode, isn’t it,
girl?” I say. “Let’s go for a walk—” Her ears perk at the word,
“—before I leave again.”

So we walk to South
Lakeview Park and I let her empty her bladder. The guilt of leaving
Kioto alone this evening gets the best of me, so I take a quick
glance around, and then let her off the leash to chase squirrels,
thinking that maybe the exercise will tire her out and she’ll sleep
soundly tonight while I’m gone. Stupid move on my part. I should
know better. She’s an Akita—a prey-driven animal originally bred to
hunt bear, and protective to a fault.

I never see the man and his
dog, a beautiful Irish setter, enter through the gates. The moment
Kioto makes eye contact with them, I scream at her as loud as my
lungs will let me. I know the possible outcome all too well after a
fight with a Rottweiler last summer. Kioto won, but I suffered for
months after paying both dogs’ vet bills. She does not get along
with other dogs.

She takes off with the
speed of a jet and runs toward the slim and graceful Irish setter.
I run after her, yelling again for Kioto to stop.

The man steps in front of his dog and says
some word to Kioto I barely hear. Instantly, to my surprise, Kioto
stops and turns to me. I stop running and start walking briskly
toward her before she changes her mind and attacks. I grab her
collar and put her leash back on, apologizing up and down to this
stranger while, reveling in the fact that my dog did not shred his
like a piece of chicken jerky. Dog-fights are the worst ever. You
don’t know what to do because you fear for your own safety, but
want to stop the snarling and squealing and the madness you can
feel overtake them. It’s so raw and feral.

“It’s okay,” says the
stranger with a bit of an Irish brogue. At least I think it is.
“Nothing happened. Except I think you may fall over from that rush
of adrenaline. Do you need to sit?”

“No, I’ll be okay,” I say.
“I just may throw up my lunch.”

“I won’t look.”

“What did you say to my
dog? How did you get her to stop?” Kioto is sitting now, just
staring at the Irish setter, perhaps telepathically daring the dog
to move.

“Oh, I took some strict
guard-dog obedience classes long ago, before I got Cherry here,”
says the man. “The word I used is the most stern-sounding German
word I know, so I used it, and it worked. Yeah, I know, Irish man
speaking German—kind of funny. The instructor taught in German so
that your typical stranger wouldn’t be able to give commands to
your dog.”

“That was German? Didn’t
sound like it to me,” I add. But I must have been too far away.
“Your dog is so beautiful. I’m glad Kioto didn’t get to her—him?”
My head turns, trying to peek at where I may find the answer
myself. I let the dog sniff my hand before petting it.

“Her. I have this thing for
redheads, I guess.” He says it without breaking his stare,
embarrassing me slightly, and definitely satisfying his manhood,
but it’s non-threatening. It makes me feel...good.

I giggle girlishly. He’s attractive—tall and
muscular, with glowing blue eyes that make me hold my breath as I
decide whether he’s looking into my soul or just plain through me.
My fingers want to reach out and sail through his sandy brown
hair.

I collect myself, clearing my throat.
Flirting is usually Amber’s arena, not mine.

“You live around here?” My
mind tries to replay what I’ve just said, hoping I spoke English
and not girly boy-intoxicated gibberish.

“Just moved to the city
from the south suburbs, but I’ve lived in the Chicago area since I
was twelve,” he answers. “I was born in Waterford, Ireland,
though—land of four- leaf clovers, barley, and hops. Do you live
close by?”

“You are stranger-danger.
Can’t tell you that!” I tease. “Unfortunately, I have to get going.
I have a dinner date—not like a date-date, but like a friend date.”
Pretty sure that was English.

“Sure, don’t mean to keep
you,” he says. “We will see you around?”

I stand motionless, and examine him in my
special way. Intrigue. It’s definitely intrigue I feel from him.
“Probably,” I say.

“What’s your
name?”

“Kailey, and
yours?”

“Conner,” he replies, “and
it’s nice to meet you—and Kioto.” He extends his hand, and I shake
it. His hand is much warmer than mine, and softer, if that’s
possible—definitely not a manual labor kind of guy. Feeling like a
scaly alligator, I try to withdraw my hand—it’s time for a change
in lotions—but he holds on as a small static shock travels up my
arm.

“Ow,” I yelp as I pull my
hand away.

“Oops, sorry. Did I do
that, or was that you?” We both laugh as Kioto allows him to pet
her head, without a shock.

“See you around, Conner.”
My turn to leave is slow, but with a twist of the head—my best
attempt at a model’s hair swish. Amber’s
perfected it, so maybe I can? I only end up
with a mouthful of hair.

After a few feet, I turn back to see that
Conner and Cherry are already gone.

“Let’s go, my good girl,” I
say, genuinely smiling—maybe for the first time in months. Kioto
leads the way home.
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Could I be any more nervous?

As dinner approaches, I keep asking myself
all sorts of questions—questions like, did I wear the right
clothes? Did I wear the right shoes? Is it all right that my hair
is pulled back? When did I accidentally eat the hallucinogenic
mushroom? What the hell am I doing?

The one thing that makes me decide to go is
the pendulum. I have to give it back. I’m not a thief—never stole
anything in my life, well, except that one bag of Big League Chew,
but I chalked that off as a youth’s rite of passage.

I call a cab, making sure it’s a different
company than the last I used. It arrives promptly, I take a deep
breath, and direct the driver as I enter the vanilla-scented cab.
We arrive in Chinatown, and I pay him, tipping him well, since we
actually had some decent conversation on global warming. It was
important that I take my mind off the trip or I might have opened
the door while driving and just rolled out of the cab to avoid
setting foot in Gunthreon’s place.

When I get out, I see the sign above the
bar, which I conveniently failed to notice the other day: “Spirit
Cave”. The neon sign of a champagne glass with tiny bubbles
floating up to the roof flickers as I approach the door. But the
ten steps to the door are absolute hell as I find myself fighting
my better judgment. It’s practically screaming at me to turn my
bony ass around and go home, where I’m guaranteed safety with Kioto
as my guard. My palm might now have a permanent indentation of my
silver ring as I grip it with all my hand strength. The “Closed”
sign seems the perfect excuse to run back after my cab, letting my
better judgment be the winner of this round, but instead, I touch
the handle of the door and turn. It opens. I force my feet
forward.

“Hello?” My voice echoes
through the deserted bar. I don’t want to walk in any further, so I
yell a bit louder, still hoping for an excuse to turn around and
leave: “Hello!”

“Kailey, I’m back here.
Come join me.” Gunthreon’s voice comes from the kitchen, along with
some yummy smells. When I enter the kitchen, I swoon from the
tantalizing aroma of sautéing mushrooms and onions and cream. I see
a pot of noodles cooking and a quick glance in the oven reveals
beautiful gargantuan lamb shanks. I think maybe I’ve died and
entered heaven through a set of pub doors.

Gunthreon works on hand-rolled dinner rolls,
speckled with oregano and garlic slices. He pats each one
lovingly—like a baby’s bottom—before placing it on the cookie
sheet.

“And I thought you were
Asian,” I joke. “Turns out you’re Italian?” I nervously smile at
him. I keep my distance from him and the large chef’s knife beside
his cutting board.

“Can’t help it—I like good
food. I learned to cook from the best. Go ahead and put your purse
down on a chair.” Again, he exudes a strong and solid sort of
confidence.

I walk to a chair and place my purse on it,
slowly, not really wanting to leave my pepper spray beyond my
reach. After I put it down, I sneak over to the small, hot saucepan
on the stove—I could always use it as a weapon if things went
awry.

As my nose sniffs the concoction in the pan,
I can’t help but dip my finger in the cream sauce and bring it to
my tongue. I instantly want to cry. It has a touch of tangy lemon,
sending my heart aflutter. On the counter is a filled wine glass. I
start to speak, and Gunthreon, without looking up, tells me to
drink.

I grab the glass without argument and slowly
tilt it up, letting the wine barely touch my lips, and I slowly
open my mouth, letting the deep, dark wine glide over my tongue and
slide down my throat. It’s warm, and it makes me tingle all over. I
gulp the whole glass. It’s not like any wine I’ve ever tasted,
including the 1994 Cabernet Sauvignon—at forty-five-dollars a
bottle—that I splurged on while I was a hermit in my mom’s
house.

“Hmm,” mumbles Gunthreon,
looking at my empty glass, “you downed that a little
fast.”

“No worries. Thanks for
sharing it with me,” I say, aware that he’s worrying over nothing.
“Can I help you with anything? I’m actually no stranger to the
kitchen. My mom got sick when I was younger, and I did a lot of the
cooking at home. She taught me many a trick.” I expect him to ask
about her, but he just nods while he slices a few strawberries and
throws them in a bowl. Out of the blue, I suddenly feel a bit
lightheaded and unsteady. “Whoa,” I groan.

“Too fast,” he jabbers
under his breath. “How about you finish setting the table for me,
please.” He points toward the door I followed him through on that
first unforgettable evening, then hands me two silverware
settings.

When I walk through the door a bit unstable,
I see the room that we entered on Friday, in which a lovely urn had
sat atop a small table, but now the room is set up as a dining
room. In the center is an extraordinarily long dinner table with
several chairs set around it. The chairs are upholstered in a
lovely fabric, which I determine I have to admire closely. The
fabric feels like silk, and there are tiny little hand-embroidered
hydrangea and buttercup flowers sewn randomly throughout it. The
table’s runner matches, and includes larger versions of the
flowers.

On the wall are what seems like hundreds of
lovely photos of different people of all shapes, sizes, and colors.
Some are happy, and some just seem sad. But there is one thing they
have in common: They all hold an urn—in fact, the same urn I saw
when I first entered this room several nights ago, and the same urn
now set upon the center of the table, embraced by plumes of
hydrangeas. As I start to examine the pictures on the wall, I
notice the urn seems to fit magically into each person’s hands,
perfectly.

My mind suddenly registers that the dining
room table is already set with plates, but not for two—for three.
The chair for the unknown guest is covered in plastic, and sitting
on the top plate is a rather large piece of raw meat.

Turning around quickly—quicker than I should
be moving right now—I practically run over Gunthreon and the bowl
of au gratin potatoes he’s carrying. He dodges me and shuffles the
plate as if he just stepped out of a Jackie Chan flick.

“Kailey, please
sit.”

“No way!” I sit despite my
spoken rejection. “What’s on that plate? It’s disgusting! And you
never told me there would be another guest. Why am I really here?
Surely not just to eat a good meal. Did you drug me?” It’s the only
possible reason why I’m feeling so shaky.

“Our other guest may or may
not show up. That depends on you. You must trust me, please. All
questions will be answered later.” He then looks right in my eyes
and I trust him, but not without thinking some choice words. “I did
not drug you,” he states.

“My damn lamb had better be cooked, because I don’t feel like
ending up in the hospital with salmonella,” I prattle.

He proceeds to carry in each lusciously
ladened dinner dish, one at a time. The dishes are an unmatched
set, but each is lovely and distinct in its own way. My great
aunt—Numa—we called her, had teacups and saucers that she gathered
from around the world, and these remind me of her collection. As a
child, I was mesmerized by their beauty. I always wanted to play
tea party—Bear would have loved it—with them, but was forbidden. So
now, I make sure to touch each one, satisfying the once-deprived
child in me.

He serves me from each
plate, almost knowing that I will not say no to any of it.

As he then fills his own plate, he very
briefly glances toward our guest’s. His frown scares me a bit, as
well as the sense of nervousness I feel from him.

I decide it’s time, so I reach in my purse
and take out the pendulum. I move to put it in his hands, but he
pulls them back. “Kailey, you are now the rightful owner. You
cannot give it back to me,” he says. “Please keep it and
enjoy.”

“For real?”

“For real.”

“Thanks, Gunthreon,” I say.
“I was beginning to get attached to it.”

“That’s what I was hoping
for,” he says. “Did you learn anything?”

“I learned who my spirit
guide was. Can you have more than one?”

Surprise flashes across his face. “Yes, you
can,” he says. “You learned fast, didn’t you? Perfect.” He smiles
at me as he see my reaction—one of caution. As we stare at each
other, I take a quick bite of the lamb, and it’s the most tender my
mouth has ever touched. The homemade gravy is to die for.

As I think about what I want to say next, he
speaks before I can. “Enjoy your meal in peace first, and then we
will talk about why you are here,” he says. “Let’s just talk some
small talk. Tell me about your mother.”

Finally—something I can go on and on about.
I tell him all about my childhood and my mom and all the great
things she’s done in her life for others. I tell him about her
debilitating kidney disease, how the doctors are amazed at how
she’s still alive and breathing, how she’s the most important
person in my life, and how I don’t know what will happen to me if
she passes away before me. I end my dialogue with how my mother has
taught me about every living creature’s connection to each other
and how we should all treat each other with respect and love.

I never feel the tears flowing until
Gunthreon hands me my clean napkin. I wipe my face, and I notice
the napkin is so white it appears to be glowing. He takes it from
me, then holds both my hands.

“Thank you,
Kailey.”

“For what?” I
ask.

“For trusting me. It’s very
important that you do.”

“I have plenty reason to
not trust strangers.” I wipe my eyes and blow my nose. “But you
feel like a long lost friend... Does that make any
sense?”

“Those before you have felt
the same,” he tells me with a gentle shyness. He pauses a bit, then
asks, “Would you be willing to join a quest...for a friend? Simple
question, and not a request.”

“A quest?” I forget about
my mom, intent on deciphering his words. Why would anyone want me in a quest? And who even uses the
word quest these
days.

“Let’s just say you might
be helping to save the world.”

I stand up and walk towards the door. “No
need to play with the vulnerable, Gunthreon. Thanks for the
delicious dinner.”

“You have not realized your
power yet, have you?” he says, quickly, just as I walk into the
doorway. I stand with my back to him. “You have to let her go,” he
says matter-of-factly. “Just know that she will never be gone
forever.”

I turn back around, suddenly angry. “Let who
go, where? And power?” I laugh, a bit maniacally. “I don’t think
so.” I laugh again.

“You must concentrate and
think about what I am going to tell you. I can guarantee it will be
tough to grasp, but please listen, at least.” He stares at me,
longingly.

“Ugh! Fine! Try me. This is
your last opportunity to get in my head.”

I catch a brief lift of the
corner of his mouth before he says, “Sit then”. I sit, despite the
lingering feeling I may have missed a joke of Gunthreon’s. “During
your unfortunate attack you let out a scream that was heard around
the world,” he hesitates, “and into other ‘realms,’ if I may call
them that.” My mouth opens to say something, but nothing comes out.
“It was a cry for help to anyone who could hear.” As my eyes fill
with tears, he continues, knowing he has my full attention. “I am
told you captured a certain entity’s interest, and they, in turn,
fully awakened something in you—something that hides in your
brain—something that retreated when you were younger.” He pauses
enough for me to shake my head no. “In return for the help you were
granted, you were given certain powers back, as well as a job to go
with them: a quest. You have such
potential, Kailey.”

“Stop!” I yell. “If you
expect me to believe any of this crap you are trying to feed me,
you are indeed in need of mental help. Who put you up to this? Is
this a cruel joke? Was it him—it? My heart thumps violently as
I begin to shake; the synapses in my brain attempt to make logical
connections, but get nowhere—I don’t know what to do.

Gunthreon presses forward,
ignoring my questions. “You are now what we call a karmelean—an
energy manipulator of sorts, if you will. A deliverer of karma,”
says Gunthreon. “You help dish out what people truly deserve
by reading them.
You use people’s energies.”

“That is nonsense,
Gunthreon,” I grunt, shaking my head.

“Everyone emits sorts of
vibrational energies, and you my friend, can read or
feel these
energies.”

“This is insane,” I say as
I bite my fingernails, the anxiety wreaking havoc on my cuticles. I
squirm in my seat, not finding comfort in any position. My body just wants to
get up and run. And he’s so sure of himself, only heightening my
anxiety.

He continues, despite my
complete discomfort in his words. “Every living creature’s body
exudes energy, it’s been scientifically proven. This energy that’s
expelled stays close to our bodies, and karmeleans, like yourself,
can feel or sense it. And depending on the individual being read,
the energy can be good or bad, happy or sad, good and sad; the possible combinations of
emotions are infinite, really. There are so many personality traits
that are reflected in one’s energy, too.” He smiles at me, then
amazes me by continuing to talk, without any concern of my
thoughts, or so it seems. “The extent of your powers, though, we
will learn as time progresses. And who, exactly, is still listening
for you,
particularly, is currently a mystery.” He leans close to me and
whispers, “The word ‘coincidence’ isn’t in my
vocabulary.”

The extent of my powers.

It stands in front of me,
staring, and I sense the evil intentions lingering behind the pitch
black eyes. I’m a bloody mess: bruised, cut, and broken—body and
mind. I close my eyes, feeling its presence, and concentrate on
making it end. It has to end.

Gunthreon stands straight and walks to light
one white candle sitting on a small shelf on the wall. “You need
simple explanations right now. This will help. Relax while I
continue.”

My pulse slows as the candle burns, and a
calm peace enters my body. I breathe in deeply, letting the soft
scent of lavender relax my head, my joints, my muscles, my
heart.

Gunthreon continues. “You see, karma is
something like a bank. Everyone either puts good karma in or they
take it out by failing to do the right thing. You are, let’s say,
the bank teller. Think of people you know who just happen to be
very lucky, or unlucky, individuals. Now think of how they say you
are five people away from knowing everyone. I’m sure everyone
knows, in some way, a karmelean.”

He stares at me as I say,
“Gunthreon, how much wine did you
drink?”

“The cabbie is one I
witnessed personally through my window, and what about
the...outcome of your attack?” he continues with raised eyebrows.
“Relax, and truly put some thought into it.”

The bloody sludge.
Everywhere. Its blood—gooey, black blood, trailing down my walls and sticking
to my skin.

I try to wash the thoughts away, but
suddenly feel, deep down inside, that I now need to listen to my
self—my inner core reaching out to the girl broken by a monster—the
girl with innocence lost, the girl with some possibly crazy shit
going on in her life. With no shaking, and no fancy to run anymore,
I say, “I thought karma just happens though, like the universe
itself just does it.”

“No, the universe doesn’t
just do it—the universe and special
people do,” he says. “There are those like
you who influence and help karma along. It’s actually an extra
component in your aura. Your aura is equivalent to a beacon, which
calls to the higher powers to dish it out. There are good and bad
people everywhere, and you help right the world by feeding
information from individuals to the Higher Ones.

“Now you must think about
your mother,” he holds up his hand as my body wants to suddenly
stand and take movement. Towards who, or what, I don’t know. “Yes,
I know, a delicate topic. But we must. I know how important she is
to you. You are holding her in this realm because you think she
deserves to live—but, in reality, you are holding her here for
yourself. Think, really
think, of how your mom is possibly still here,
with us. Her illnesses should have won, long ago. Let her go,
Kailey. She has other duties to fulfill, and you do not need the
bad karma yourself.”

Memories of numerous visits to the hospital
and endless doctor visits come flooding into my brain. “It can’t be
possible,” I say crying, still mesmerized by his knowledge of my
life. “How the hell do you know my mother?”

He holds up his hand, slowly forming the
sign language for “I love you.” He says, “I’ve known your mother
for some time now.”

I bury my face in my hands and let the tears
flow.

Gunthreon gets up and lays his hand on my
shoulder, gently. “The right choices can be the hardest,” he says.
“Are you willing to hear the rest of the truth? Are you willing to
accept anything I am to tell you and anything I may show you? You
have committed in your heart, but I must hear it from your mouth,
too.” He stares at me, as if life and death teeter on what I
say.

“Yes, Gunthreon.” I feel
things falling into place where I never before knew them to be
missing.

“Kailey, close your
eyes.”
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Pure

 


The strong scent of grass underneath my nose
wakes me up. I pull myself up to a sitting position in a patch of
bright green grass and try to see through the fog around me. I
recognize this fog and close my eyes, trying to force myself to
wake up, this time for real. When I open them again, I see that I’m
still in the same place. “Gunthreon? I don’t like this. Are you
here?” I try not to be too loud.

I figure that the only thing I can do is try
to relax. As I relax, the fog seems to lighten, and I can see
further. It’s dusk, and despite the nearness of night, I can see
clearly within a minute or so.

Looking down at the ground next to me, I
notice something shiny. It looks like a locket, and instinctively,
like a magpie, I pick it up. An extremely long chain hangs from the
locket, and I wipe the dust off of it, then fumble about trying to
open it. Unsuccessful, I put it in my pocket, next to my ring.

A rocky dirt road lies up ahead, so I walk
toward it. Along this road, I find old and once-beautiful buildings
made of marble and slate, in ruins. I spot one unscathed building
off the road, away from all the other buildings and I head in that
direction, hoping I might find something or someone of interest,
like Gunthreon. I can feel him here somewhere.

The building is smaller than the rest I’ve
seen, and not as fancily built, but feels important, so I approach
with caution. On each side of the modest wooden doors are
finely-detailed, winged gargoyles, also fashioned from wood, with
various metal inlay across their face and wings. They are identical
twins, the only difference being their expressions. One has warm,
pleasant eyes and a smile on its face, while the other looks as
though it’s snickering or just plain mean. I touch the one with the
more pleasant face, and it suddenly winks at me.

I jump back, and I could swear it giggles
softly. The other only stares straight ahead, so I choose to ignore
it. As I push on the doors, I find they are surprisingly heavy, and
I gather enough strength to nudge them open, giving myself just
enough room to squeeze through.

They open to one big round
room, and I see that the walls are lined with objects.
They seem all to be weapons of sorts—extremely clean, usable weapons. Closest to
me is a large, wooden hammer, and I touch it, caressing the wood.
It feels old. I try and take it off the wall, but it doesn’t budge.
The next object that catches my eyes is a silver Chinese star with
eight very sharp edges.

Each object seems to have its own
personality and I’m wondering who they belong to. Next to the
hammer, is a particularly long sword, inscribed with beautiful,
intricately etched characters of an unknown language which seem to
sing to me of a battle between the wind and sunshine. Again, it
will not move from the wall. I try another, and another, and yet
another, with no movement at all. Yet I feel I need one.

Frustrated, I sit, staring straight ahead of
me. That’s when my eyes lay upon the oddest weapon I’ve seen thus
far. It invites me near, whispering to me, telling me not to be
afraid, inviting me to touch. I stand and walk toward it, admiring
its uniqueness.

The pole is made of a smoothly-sanded cherry
wood, and on one end is a crescent-shaped blade, littered with
runes. The opposite end has a flat, spade-like blade, which
reflects my complexion flawlessly as I stare into the metal; both
are sharp enough to slice hairs. I yearn to touch the wood, but
then I sense that something is about to happen, so I hesitate.

As an unexpected warmth flows into the room,
running over my feet first, I freeze. It slowly crawls up my body,
touching my hands and forcing them to reach forward. As the heat
envelopes my head, I suddenly yearn to possess this deadly
treasure, so I touch it, and the pole comes off the wall with one
pull. I embrace it, suddenly feeling I will never be disconnected
from my new lover, because it is me and I am it. I swing, and it is
light in my hands. The metal whistles as it slices air, singing its
song of perfection—perfect balance.

Suddenly, I am torn from my
find by a peculiar noise, accompanied by the faint smell of rotten
eggs. I know the smell, and I run to the door, not wanting to be
cornered in this room. That’s when I see it standing in the road,
and it’s huge—at least eight feet tall and five feet wide, with
dark brown skin and fur. I recognize the feet—all three of them,
situated like a tripod, with the center leg slightly forward. Its
full hideousness is far worse than its feet alone. The huge eyes
that take up at least 50 percent of its head stare at me while its
mouth, which seems to take up the other 50, quivers, drooling some
dark liquid. I can’t be sure, but it looks like it’s hungry. It
stares at me as though I’m a huge medium rare rib-eye steak. There
are sprouts of fur here and there around its body, and its arms
dangle below its waist. It wears a large loincloth and short pants,
both shredded on the edges. There is also a band around its waist,
somewhat resembling an extra, extra, extra large fanny pack. I
stand, frozen with fear at the realization that I’ve been visited
by yet another hideous creature. It was
not a dream. The delicious meal I just ate
starts creeping up my throat, but I swallow, keeping it at
bay.

A noise escapes from behind
the creature. Its ears quiver, and its head turns all the way
around like an owl’s, then swivels back toward me. I’m amazed by
its flexibility. Its skin seems to be in constant movement, and it
begins moving toward me quickly. It’s so
fast. And so big.

I grab the pole and stabilize myself,
knowing I cannot outrun this abomination, and it’s time to prove I
can take care of myself. Seconds before it reaches to grab me with
its monkey-length arms, I duck and swing the pole out, but the
creature jumps over me swiftly.

It lunges again quicker than expected, and I
manage to somehow cut my leg with my own weapon. The flow of blood
freezes me, vulnerability creeping up on me like a dark shadow. The
creature makes the jump toward me. I fall directly down, sticking
my pole spade straight up in its direction with my eyes closed. My
movement is unexpected—by both of us—so the creature comes down
slightly crooked as my blade nicks the inside of its leg.
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