CHAPTER ONE
Andy watched the glowing numbers change as he sped skyward. He wasn’t paying attention to the actual succession, but to the distorted shapes that were reflected beyond recognition by the mirrored walls of the elevator car. He had his back to the doors as they slid open onto the wood paneled hallway. He turned around and walked out of the elevator heading for Suite 7202.
The mahogany walls and maroon carpet of the hallway ended at the wall of glass where 7202 began. He pushed open the tempered glass door, leaving an oily handprint. The brightly lit foyer was empty, so Andy rang the silver bell and a young redheaded woman leaned out from behind the wall.
“Oh, it’s you. Just a second,” she said as she slipped back out of sight.
Andy Ballston was a hipster, and a bike messenger. This of course meant that he rode a bicycle, and looked smashing while doing so. It also meant that his bicycle was stripped down to the bare essentials of its function. His bicycle had no brakes, no lights, no gearing system, just a saddle, straight handlebars and racing pedals.
He wore spandex clothing while he rode, which also seemed to be in line with the sheer functionality of his bike. He was in such phenomenal shape physically, that no one who encountered him while he worked minded that he was clad in such revealing garb. Bowing to the fashion of the day, his scarf, knitted hat, gloves and racing shoes all matched, and his choice in vintage eyewear made everyone mutter the word, ironic.
His form fitting shirt was provided by his employer, BAM Courier Service, and was emblazoned with the logo of the company and his nickname, Balls. BAM was an acronym, a shortened version of the former name of his employer, Bad Ass Messengers. Seattle had been infected with the political correctness bug so the slightly provocative name just had to go. At least Andy didn’t have to give up his nickname, or his attitude.
“Just blow me," he said looking at the address of the package the secretary had just handed him.
“Excuse me?” she said, taken aback.
“Sorry, hit rewind. Thanks for your business. BAM! It’s delivered,” he said, feeling the joy of his life dripping away.
“BAM, it’s delivered. That’s cute,” the secretary said as she reached down to answer the phone.
Andy walked out of the building and grabbed his bike, regretting the fact that he had but one gear to call his own. The package needed to be delivered to an address on Queen Anne Hill, which of course sported the worst incline in the city. He hopped on the bike, clipped in and did a track stand, looking around to see if anyone was impressed before he started to pedal off.
He grabbed his radio mic and checked in, “HQ, Balls is headed upward and onward.”
“Sucks to be you," the dispatcher snapped back over the wireless.
Andy rode up First Avenue, slowly at first, but then maintained speed with the motorized traffic all the way through Belltown keeping in sync with the lights. He past Seattle Center and then had a decision. He could tackle the counterbalance head on and prove he was a real man, or he could wind his way up the back side of the hill, which would take at least twice as long, but save his legs from becoming spaghetti.
“It’s a nice day,” he thought and headed around the west side. He could always ride down the roller coaster grade and brag later that he had ridden it both ways.
It took twenty minutes, but he made it to the top of hill without killing himself. He was now in the neighborhood with the view they used as a backdrop on all the tv shows that were set in Seattle. This was the view out of Frazier’s impossibly placed condo. He even passed the house where all the horny surgeons on tv lived, but he saw the real residents, an old couple who were too tired to even wave back when he smiled at them. Then he pulled up to number 318.
It was a huge old house that looked a lot like the mansion on The Munsters, the original black and white version of The Munsters. This house even looked like it was floating above the lawn in grayscale. He unclipped and hopped off his bike, then walked up the flagstone walkway. The sun was shining, but this house felt like it had its own weather system lurking around it. When he turned around, Puget Sound was practically glowing blue, surrounded by emerald trees, bright in comparison to the pallor of this abode.
He pushed the door bell, but didn’t hear anything happen. He stood on tip toes, trying to see into the crescent window on the door, but it was too high. He looked around and saw a bright red, satin rope hanging down through a hole in the ceiling.
“Cool,” he said as he reached up gave it a tug.
It took a full three seconds before anything happened, but then he heard a very large bell ring somewhere in the house. He leaned in closer to the door trying to hear if anyone was stirring inside. He thought he heard someone yelling and then turned to see something fall off the porch roof. He walked back down the stairs to see if anyone was in the window above the porch.
“Hello?” he yelled.
“What is it?” an old woman screamed back through the lace curtains.
“Document delivery from Schaefer and Schaefer. You need to sign for it.”
“Pepper?” the woman yelled.
“I’m Balls, I mean Andy, mam.”
The window seemed to slam shut on its own and more debris tumbled down from the roof, showering Andy with leaves and what seemed to be small bones. He picked one little white bone off of his shoulder and tried to identify the previous owner before he shook the rest of the detritus off of his outfit. He heard the locks of the door turning and he bounded back up onto the porch. The door opened a crack and he saw one blue eyeball peering back at him from the darkness.
“You’ve got the skull of a mouse on your stocking cap, lad," the old woman said, pointing it out with an impossibly long and translucent finger.
“Oh, they’re mouse bones. I wasn’t sure what was going on,” he said, knocking the remains off of his hat.
“What do you want?” the old woman asked.
“I have documents from your attorney, I believe. You need to sign my receipt.”
“Finally, the papers are here. Let me have them,” she said.
Andy slid the fat envelope through the door and into her hand just as the door slammed shut.
“I need you to sign for them, please!” he yelled at the door.
The woman opened the door again, transformed into a young, blonde princess complete with a gown of silver and pearls in her hair.
“Desdemona Albrecht?” Andy asked, looking at his log book.
“Yes, that is my name,” she said holding out a milky white hand.
“Sign on line fourteen, miss.”
“How kind of you, Andy,” she said as she wrote a large “D” with a flourish.
“BAM! Your item is delivered. Look for us on Facebook,” he said as the door slammed shut again.
Andy turned around and walked back down the stairs into the pile of brown leaves and white bones. He looked back at the house and was surprised to see it painted in an eight color, Victorian theme, and shining in the sun. He shook his head and walked to the sidewalk where he left his bicycle. There was a young woman looking at it. She was dressed all in black from head to toe and had the greenest eyes Andy had ever seen.
“Is this your fixie?” she asked, knowing full well that it was.
“That’s just my work bike. You should see my fancy ride,” he said, trying to be cool.
“How was the lady of the house?” the young woman asked.
“Kind of strange, actually,” he said, getting on his bike. “I think she wants some pepper.”
“Oh, she wants pepper all the time. She means well, as long as you don’t get in her way,” the girl said, walking backwards up the gray walkway. “I like your beard, but those glasses are kind of, well, ironic.”
Andy watched the girl as she turned to walk towards the house and couldn’t believe that the colors of the painted trim were fading away in front of him.
“You’ve got a little something hanging on your scarf, Balls,” the girl said as she laughed, skipping up the steps of the porch and disappearing into the dark shadows of the house.
He looked down at his orange scarf and saw another little skull hanging by a thread. He picked it off and looked into the empty eye sockets and then tossed towards the perfectly manicured lawn. When it landed he thought he saw a little puff of smoke, then nothing. The skull vanished into thin air.
Andy grabbed his radio and squeezed the mic, “This is Balls, and I need to stop smoking weed.”
“Sucks to be you,” the dispatcher chimed back over the little speaker on the radio.
*****
Pepper walked up the stairs, trying to gauge what kind of reception she was going to be treated to. Her mistress didn’t like to receive visitors, and she had only popped out for few minutes to find something to eat. As she turned the corner into the dining room, she saw Desdemona standing next to the table, still in her ballroom gown and pearls.
“Trying to impress the youngster?” Pepper asked the older woman.
“Do you have any idea what facebook is?” Desdemona replied, ignoring the question.
“Sure, it’s a social networking website. It’s all the rage.”
Desdemona squinted her eyes at Pepper and then looked down at the business card that was clipped to the sheaf of legal documents that had just been delivered. When her eyes finally adjusted to the dim light of the room, she was surprised to see the suffix, Jr., after the name of her attorney.
“How long has it been since I revised my powers of attorney? Do you remember?” Desdemona asked Pepper as she flicked the card across the room.
Pepper reached up at the last possible moment to pinch the spinning card between her thumb and index finger. “It’s been at least twenty years, mistress. Peter Schaefer, Jr.,” she read aloud, “must be a son, and look, even your law firm has a facebook page.”
Desdemona opened the manila envelope and pulled the cover letter out. Unbeknownst to her, the senior Peter Schaefer had indeed passed away and all his business was now being handled by his son, Peter Junior. She sat down at the long, dark dining table and tried to relax. Pepper sauntered up behind her and started to knead the muscles in her neck and shoulders.
“I’m sure everything will work out fine, mistress,” Pepper said softly as her voice turned into a purr.
“STOP!” yelled Desdemona.
The sheer force of her voice sent Pepper into a crouch.
She turned to look into Pepper’s eyes and then pointed her finger at a spot on her forehead, right between them. As she moved her finger, Pepper followed the motion around the table and then into the chair facing Desdemona.
“What in blazes is a facebook?” she asked Pepper.
“It’s like a letter or book, but on the internet. Wait mistress, we might need to back up a little more than that,” Pepper said, squirming in her seat.
“I could tell it was like a book from its name.” Desdemona said with her eyes closed and her hands outstretched on the table. She was still trying to relax and calm the fires of frustration that were burning in her chest.
“OK, the internet is like something on television, but you get to put your own pictures and words on it,” Pepper said, hoping her mistress remembered the few times they had watched television together when they still had a set.
“Is this something that you’re doing in your free time, my pet?”
“Yes,” Pepper gulped.
“I suppose you’ve earned the right to some recreation of your own,” Desdemona said as she opened her eyes to stare at her companion.
Pepper’s gaze locked onto Desdemona’s pupils. She watched the small changes in her irises as the light in the room danced as the wind blew through the curtains. Desdemona tried to slow her breathing down and concentrate on Pepper’s eyebrows, trying to forget the urge to blink. Pepper moved her body from side to side, settling into the chair, her stare never veering from her mistress’s pupils.
Desdemona balled her hands into fists and pushed down on the table, hoping for a fly or some other distraction to enter the room. Pepper’s lips started to curl into a smile as she noticed a small bead of sweat on the older woman’s eyelid. She knew this game would be over soon.
“Gadzooks!” Desdemona yelled as she blinked.
“Another point for me,” Pepper said, stroking the imaginary chalkboard in the air above the table.
“How many points have you scored, my pet?”
The hash marks started to glow in the air between them as Pepper pointed at each group of five, twenty five or one hundred ticks.
“Four thousand six hundred and eighty three, but who’s counting?”
“Apparently, you are,” the old woman said with frost in her breath, waving the constellation of lines from the air above their heads.
“‘Tis only a game my mistress. I owe every breath that I take to you,” Pepper said putting her hands together in a humble gesture.
“Hmmm. Back to this book of faces then,” Desdemona demanded.
“If I may, I will retrieve my laptop.”
Desdemona waved her hand in agreement and Pepper ran up the stairs. The old woman still had no idea what was going on and looked down at her own lap, wondering what part of Pepper’s existed apart from her own body. Pepper bounded down the stairs carrying a white box and sat down in the chair next to Desdemona.
“This is a laptop,” Pepper said with a flourish.
“It looks like a plain music box.”
“That’s a good first assumption. It can serve that purpose,” Pepper said, opening the computer and pressing the power button.
The laptop chimed as it started up and an apple appeared on the glowing screen.
“I don’t like apples. It’s an old stereotype,” the old woman said.
“It’s just the insignia of the company that makes this computer. You should like them though, you own several million dollars worth of their stock.”
“No matter then, impress me.”
The computer finished the startup process and Pepper opened the web browser.
“OK, let’s go back to the television, remember the television?”
“I remember. It was rubbish.”
“This is better. You can choose exactly what you want to look at. It’s like having a television but with a million channels all at once.”
The old woman closed her eyes again, already convinced that she didn’t need to visit another wasteland like the TV. “I’m not getting the point Pepper.”
“Stay with me mistress. Let’s look at your lawyer’s facebook page.”
She logged into the website and searched for Schaefer & Schaefer. The page for the law firm was the only result and she clicked on it.
“Look, here is the photo of Peter Schaefer Jr. and his daughter Alise. The elder Peter died three weeks ago according the information on their news feed.”
“Three weeks,” Desdemona sighed. “Less than a month ago, I could have called and all this bother could have been avoided.”
Desdemona reached out to touch the computer. She felt the smooth plastic of the case and listened to the quiet whirring of the inner machine, reminded of a lacquered music box that she had left behind in Vienna. Pepper pushed the laptop so that it was directly in front of her mistress, not wanting to be a barrier to her accepting this morsel of the future.
“I can hear the gears inside. What song does it play?”
“It can be made to play anything you wish,” Pepper said, knowing that she had a digital copy of the song her mistress would ask for.
“Anything?”
Pepper pulled the machine over and cued up the music player to play Mozart’s Piano Concerto Number 9.
As the music started, Pepper turned to see the smile on Desdemona’s face. The old woman swayed to the lilting music with her eyes closed and her hands on her heart. This music had always been the way to make her mistress smile and recall a time before she had chosen her path of loneliness.
“It sounds as though a miniature orchestra is sitting on the table,” the old woman said as a tear slid down her cheek.
“I thought you would like it,” Pepper said, proud of herself.
The two of them sat in silence for the remainder of the piece, while Pepper furiously tried to figure out what she was going to show her mistress next. The music ended after eleven minutes and Pepper turned to see Desdemona staring at the portrait of one of her former incarnations, an oil painting of a lovely young woman that hung above the fireplace.
“Mistress, Would you like to see what else this machine can do?”
“In a moment, perhaps,” Desdemona said, closing the laptop and resting her head on the gleaming, white tablet. “How do know of these things?”
“I need to keep abreast of the world, mistress, for your benefit, and mine.”
“I have been rather reclusive of late, I suppose,” the old woman said, trying to remember the last time she even left the second story of the old mansion she lived in. “Do you do all this ‘keeping abreast’ while I sleep?”
“Guilty as charged.”
“Do I sleep too much then?”
“You sleep more than a cat,” Pepper said with a smile.
“An animal you know inside and out, my pet,” the old woman said, running her hand over Pepper’s jet black hair.
“I’m only trying to keep up appearances,” Pepper said, enjoying the kind attention.
“Such as?” the old woman asked, turning to look at Pepper.
“How old do I look?” Pepper asked, standing up and modeling her outfit.
“To me?” Desdemona asked. “Two hundred and thirty, give or take.”
“No, not to you. To someone on the street.”
“What? Sixteen? Seventeen?”
“No wonder I always get carded. I thought I looked around twenty four,” Pepper said with a pout.
“Don’t take my word for it. I see you as you are, as you were, a girl, a cat, all at once!” the old woman said, hoping it was what her pet wanted to hear.
“I know,” Pepper said, trying to coax a smile. “I always appreciate how you made me look when I get a glimpse in the mirror.”
Desdemona stood up and walked to her bedroom to look into her mirror. She saw the young woman in the portrait looking back at her, but then the body of an old hag flickered into view. She knew she was overdue for a Change, but she hadn’t been paying attention to the years. She waved her hands through the air in front of the mirror, pushing the illusion aside and gasped at the stooping, old crone covered in dust and cobwebs.
“PEPPER! Come here at once!” she screamed.
Instantly, Pepper was in the room at full attention. “Yes mistress.”
“Why haven’t you told me that I looked like this?”
“I have been telling you, every year on your birthday since 1973, but you don’t want to hear it.”
“1973? What year is it now?” the old woman asked through her tear-filled eyes.
“2010. And it’s nothing like the book,” Pepper joked.
“Did I sleep through the entire year 2000?”
“That was your most popular activity that year. I was lucky to see you awake two hours out of a day.”
Desdemona stomped her foot and heard the old bones of her current body creak in complaint. “Can your top of the lap help me find a more fitting body?” she asked Pepper.
“You’d be surprised what we’ll be able to find on craigslist,” Pepper said, rubbing up against her mistress.
“I don’t know anyone named Craig,” the old woman said, bending down to pick up her cat.
CHAPTER TWO
Juan Antonio Gomez Benitez had a problem with his weight. He had a problem with his height too, but he had some special shoes that helped in that regard. Juan only weighed 98 pounds. He lived in México where they had switched to the metric system long ago, so he also weighed 44.5 kilograms, but it was the fact that he weighed 98 pounds that really mattered.
He came from a long line of matadors. His grandfather was famous and loved by all of Spain. His father, Antonio Gomez, was a champion bullfighter and won the hearts of the people of México. He had emigrated from Spain when Juan was a child, and he groomed his son to follow in his footsteps, but he was never able to really walk away from the ring himself.
Antonio retired at the peak of his career only to return three years later when Juan was about to fight his first bull. As Juan and the other two matadors began the procession that afternoon, a man in a black cape and black sombrero jumped from the stands. He tore off the cape, revealing the turquoise suit of lights that Antonio Maria Rodrigo Gomez had worn throughout his career. The crowd erupted with applause and started to chant the nickname Antonio had made for himself, “Turqueso! Turqueso! Turqueso!”
Antonio walked across the ring to where Juan and the other young bullfighters were standing. He dropped down to one knee in front of Juan and asked, “May I fight just one more time, my beloved son?”
Juan didn’t say anything, but bowed to his father and handed him his cape and his sword, and then walked out of the ring. Antonio raised his hands to the tumultuous cheers of the crowd, soaking in the spectacle that he had missed.
The trumpets sounded and the governor of Sinaloa waved for Antonio to come over to the dignitaries’ box. The crowd went silent as Turqueso seemed to float over the sandy floor of the arena. Antonio flourished his cape and bowed to the governor when he arrived at the foot of the stands.
The governor grabbed the microphone that was handed over the wall and announced to the crowd, “Turqueso, you honor Mazatlán and all of México today. Muchas Gracias!”
The crowd continued to cheer as the participants of the corrida de toros walked back to the exit to begin the event. Antonio rushed to find his son, hoping to share the joy of his return. Juan had already changed out of his traje de luz and into the garb of a picador to assist his father.
“Juan, without the bullfight, I could not continue to live,” Antonio said to his grim faced assistant.
“I know how you have suffered these last three years and I wish you nothing but success today,” Juan said, reaching out to shake his father’s hand, but instead being swallowed into the embrace of the much larger man. “Viva Turqueso,” he whispered into his father’s ear while the other bull fighters cheered the moment.
The first two matadors fought cleanly and bravely that afternoon while the crowd waited for their hero to fight. News had spread throughout the town and the crowd swelled to capacity, locals and tourists alike wanting to see this celebrated matador in action. Finally, it came time for the main event and the crowd cheered just as loudly for Juan as he did his part to prepare the bull for the fight.
Turqueso was reknown for his style of dancing and dodging with the bull, seeming to leap between the horns and stomping feet of the huge animal. The crowd grew silent with every close pass, and then exploding with applause when the bull found no purchase for his rage. Turqueso wanted to keep things interesting and tried not to make the bull so tired that the final blow would seem to be a matter of fact.
So he moved in circles, letting his adversary regain some strength and to catch his own breath. Although he had never stopped training, there was nothing like the actual fight and his skills had been sitting on a shelf for the past three years. The adrenaline surging through Antonio’s veins made him think to himself that he had the same strength of experience and speed of youth, but he was just ever so much slower than he needed to be.
The bull charged for the final time and Antonio flashed his sword in the sunlight above the bull’s head, driving it down between the beast’s shoulder blades and slicing the aorta at the same moment the tip of the bull’s horn slid under his rib cage and burst his heart. The two fell instantly as their lifeblood mixed together in the sand. The crowd was silent until Juan ran out into the ring to hold his father’s head as the older man died.
The crowd sensed the gravity of the moment and started to chant the nickname Juan had never wanted to have, “Turquesisito! Turquesisito! Turquesisito!”
The funeral was a national sensation, which brought out both the regular call to end the sport and the echoing cry of support from the traditionalists. As dangerous and bloody as it was, the bullfighting would go on until the spectators stopped coming to the plaza de toros and had been converted to being satisifed with the occasional high speed car crash of auto racing.
Now it was Juan’s turn to continue the legacy of his family. He had worked the bullring with his father, become the most famous picador in the country and now, would don the cape and be the center of attention.
“No one wants to see a 98 pound matador,” he sighed into the air between himself and the mirror.
“No one knows how much you weigh, lover,” his sweetheart, Julia, said gently.
“My father weighed two hundred and ten pounds, and his traje de luz will never fit me.”
Juan stood in the billowing clothes, trying to keep his pants from falling down. The waistband was cinched across his chest and the coat, which was supposed to be short waistcoat, ended below his hips.
“I look like a clown,” he said, trying not to cry.
“I think you might start a new fashion. I don’t like men that wear knickers anyway,” she said smiling.
“It’s not just a fashion, I need to be able to move, jump, even dance with the the bull. I can hardly stand up straight in this suit,” he said, arching his back and raising his hands to an imaginary crowd, letting his pants fall to the floor.
“Bravo!” Julia said, clapping her hands together.
After Juan walked out of the shower, he stood in front of the mirror as Julia pushed the needle into his thigh and compressed the syringe quickly. She had been administering human growth hormone to Juan for the last three months in a last ditch effort to make him into a larger man. He had tried steroids, endless protein shakes and even a chinese herbal regimen, but the needle on the scale was stuck on 98 pounds.
“I think there may be something wrong with this drug,” Juan said as he rubbed his face. His whiskers had stopped growing and the hair on his arms and legs was getting very fine.
“You keep saying that. My sister checked the drugs you’re getting. It’s not estrogen,” Julia said, wondering what was wrong herself.
Julia looked around the apartment at the family pictures. Every picture showed Juan’s father dressed in his bullfighting regalia, with either Juan or a little girl at his side.
“What is your sister’s name?”
“I don’t have a sister.”
Julia walked up to the largest family portrait that hung above the television. The frame was gold with blue rhinestones with a moving waterfall below the photograph.
“Who is this?” she asked pointing at the little girl standing next to El Turqueso.
“That is my mother.”
“Oh my, that poor woman. She must be less than three feet tall,” Julia said, shaking her head.
“It is a very sad story. She died before I was born,” Juan said as he sat down on the sofa.
“Before you were born? How?”
“When she was pregnant, she became very sick. Her little body couldn’t handle the extra burden as I grew and the doctors ordered her to lie in bed. As the due date approached, the doctors wanted to cut me out of her womb because her life was in danger, but she refused. Finally, her heart couldn’t take it any longer and stopped beating. I was born five minutes later, silent and light blue from the lack of oxygen,” Juan said, starting to cry.
“Oh, you poor child,” Julia said, wrapping her arms around Juan.
“The doctors rushed me to the intensive care unit hoping to get me on a ventilator until I could breath on my own. The nurse that was holding me as she ran had a limp, and the jostling I received pumped air into my small lungs. I started to breath and then started to cry. My father sat with me at the hospital for three days and he told me that I screamed whenever I wasn’t sleeping. He told me that I was looking for my mother.”
“And now you are all alone in the world, you poor thing,” Julia said. She almost said, “you poor little thing,” but held her tongue. At least now she knew why Juan wouldn’t be growing any taller, except for a miracle. She also knew why his uncle Ramón was so small. Juan’s mother was a midget.
Juan stopped crying and kissed Julia. She put her hands on his shoulders and straightened her arms to look at him and said, “You know, you make the bull look so big. It creates even more of a spectacle in the corrida.”
“Perhaps, but still I would like to be able to kiss you without standing on this chair.”
Julia laughed and twirled around the room, holding her little matador in her arms.
CHAPTER THREE
“I think I’m in love,” Andy said to no one in particular while he waited for his double tall, nonfat, vanilla, soy latte.
Seattle had become synonymous with good coffee long before the droves of hipsters descended on the local, independent coffee houses, creating a new buzz for artisanal caffeine. Andy had moved to Seattle from Portland six months ago to follow a girl. The girl was gone, but his lease remained, so he was still in the grips of this larger, louder version of his home town.
“Balls!” the barista yelled as he pushed Andy’s cup onto the counter above the gleaming espresso machine.
“It’s Andy, but thanks anyway,” Andy said, grabbing the coffee and looking for an appropriate perch.
“Hey Balls!” a large man called from the table in the window.
Andy nodded and then walked over and sat down with his dispatcher. Jerry looked nothing like a bike messenger, but exactly like someone who sat in front of a computer all day in a basement, making radio calls. No one had found a spandex riding shirt in Jerry’s size, but he did have an XXXXL t-shirt with the BAM logo and his nickname on the back.
“Why so glum?” Jerry asked.
“Don’t call me Balls when I’m not working,” Andy said, stirring his latte with the straw that he found on the windowsill.
“What’s the magic word?” Jerry demanded.
“Please don’t call me Balls, Mr. The Hutt.”
“That’s better,” Jerry said, taking a long drink of his iced quad decaf americano.
“That last delivery really tuckered me out Jerry,” Andy said, looking around the cafe.
“Did you tackle the counterbalance head on?”
Andy thought about it for a minute, wanting to say that he had, but he figured someone had seen him on that ride and Jerry would know if he was lying. “No, I switchbacked it.”
“Wise man.”
“Queen Anne Hill is a bitch either way, but what really freaked me out was the customer and her house, and the girl,” Andy said, remembering the girl’s bright green eyes.
“What was the problem? That’s a pretty ritzy neighborhood up there.”
“The weed I smoked last night was just fogging me up I guess. I kept seeing things that weren’t there.” Andy said adjusting his scarf, when another mouse skull fell onto the table.
Jerry picked it up after it rolled to his side of the table. “Mus Musculus I presume?” he asked as the skull suddenly turned to gray sand that fell onto the table. The sand collected into a little pile and then vanished as the two men watched.
“There we go again,” Andy said, taking a long drink of coffee, hoping it would chase the fog out of his brain.
“That was kind of wierd, dude,” Jerry said, rubbing his pudgy fingers over the marble tabletop.
“Welcome to my nightmare, my friend.”
Andy told Jerry about the house and how it changed colors, and then the two different women that had come to the door. Being a young man, he would have been remiss if he had not mentioned the fetching young lass that made her appearance as he left.
“And she had the most amazing green eyes,” Andy told Jerry.
“Let’s go drive by. My car is parked right in front,” Jerry said, trying to get his body to rise out of the wrought iron chair that was designed for a much smaller person than himself. “Give me a hand, Andy?”
Jerry had made it about halfway to standing up when he realized that the chair was coming with him. Andy walked around the table and yanked the chair off of Jerry’s backside resulting in a loud clanging noise when the iron chair hit the concrete floor, echoing around the cafe. The other slimmer, and hipper patrons all stared at Jerry as he pulled his sweatpants up to a more modest location.
“Nothing to see here. Go back to your text messaging,” he said to the varied hipsters in attendance.
Jerry huffed his way out of the coffee bar as Andy followed him to his car. Jerry walked off the curb in between a silver BMW and a large gray vehicle that had black graphics and lettering all over it. Jerry had inherited his father’s AMC Matador when the old man died a couple years back and proceeded to geek it out.
“Really? This is your car?” Andy asked in disbelief.
What was once a bright red version of one of the best examples of industrial design gone wrong had been transformed into the automotive equivalent of a faster than light spacecraft. Jerry sanded the car down and then painted it with a semi-gloss gray primer to keep it from rusting and then lovingly hand painted every black line and insignia, turning the car into an homage to his favorite TV program.
“This is my car, but I would prefer that you refer to it as a Battlestar,” Jerry said, slapping the roof of the vehicle.
“Oh, yes I see now on the front fender that it’s the Galactica. How many miles per pound of trillium do you get out of this tank?” Andy asked.
Jerry’s car had been the “high-performance” Matador X model that was equipped with a 360 cubic inch V-8 topped by a four barrel carburetor. It might have been fun to drive if only the car hadn’t been such a huge pile of sheet metal, glass and vinyl upholstery. Now it sported more than few appendages that Jerry had attached to the hood and trunk lid to make it look more like a space ship, but increased the wind resistance by at least thirty percent.
“It gets about 10 miles to the gallon. I only drive it on special occasions,” Jerry said as he got into the car, causing the suspension to groan.
Andy opened the passenger door and slid onto the front bench seat displacing three fast food bags and several empty diet cola cans.
“If it weren’t for all this garbage, this old jalopy would be in nice shape,” Andy joked.
Jerry started the car and revved the engine a few times, creating huge clouds of bluish-gray smoke in front of the coffeeshop. Andy just folded his hands together on his lap and smiled at the people who were coughing as they walked by. After a couple of bicycles whizzed by down the hill, Jerry let out the clutch and burned rubber onto Pine Street.
“Where is this house?” Jerry asked.
“318 Highland. If you go down to First and over to Queen Anne it will be the fastest way,” Andy said, regretting this little field trip already.
“Queen Anne Avenue, one of my favorite streets. How about a Dick’s Deluxe?” Jerry asked, licking his lips.
“If you insist,” Andy replied.
Andy had to admit to himself that he enjoyed riding in a car. He had never owned one, not out of environmental concern, but because he just never wanted to spend the money. He felt kind of special receiving all the looks and thumbs up he was getting at stop lights just by virtue of riding shotgun in the ersatz Battlestar Galactica.
“Hey Starbuck!” one guy yelled from the sidewalk in front of Dick’s.
Andy smiled and waved to him, but the man started running when Jerry turned to pull into the parking lot of the restaurant.
“I think that guy was a little intimidated,” Jerry said, laughing.
The Galactica was equipped with myriad of red LED lights that blinked from the gun turrets when the turn signals were flashing. Jerry had purchased them in bulk online and a few of them were getting a few more volts than they were designed for, turning them into little laser emitters.
“Your turn signals probably blinded him in one eye,” Andy said, watching the man run down the alley behind the drive in.
Andy followed Jerry into the hamburger joint, not really sure if he wanted a cheeseburger at the moment. He had tried being a vegan for a while to impress the girl he had been chasing, but he had to eat so many vegetables to keep his energy level high enough to do his job that it became quite a chore. Since she had left town, he had returned to a truly omnivorous and high caloric density diet. A cheeseburger and a chocolate shake would make a sedentary person gain a pound or two, but it would just keep Andy on a even keel after his nine hours of daily aerobic activity.
“What’s your favorite combination?” Jerry asked when they queued up at the open register.
“I always stick with the plain old cheeseburger and a chocolate shake. I’ve never had a Special or a Deluxe. What’s your poison?”
Jerry scanned the menu, trying to decide what he really considered to be the best choice, but couldn’t bring himself to a satisfying conclusion. “Variety is the spice of life,” Jerry said, still trying to decide.
Andy moved to the side and little behind Jerry, getting out of the zone where they might have to order together and create a discussion over who was paying since he knew Jerry wasn’t going to limit himself to a three dollar meal. Jerry was so involved with the decision making process that he didn’t even notice the maneuver. Suddenly Jerry was standing at the counter being asked to produce his request.
“Welcome to Dick’s. Can I take your order?” the heavily tattooed cashier asked.
“You certainly may. I’ll take a Special, a Deluxe, three fries, six ketchups and a large Diet Coke, please” Jerry spoke with a loud and resounding voice. “What do you want Andy?” he asked as he turned around, looking for him.
Andy just decided to jump on the band wagon, “I’ll have a cheeseburger and a chocolate shake.”
“Do you want any fries or ketchup?” the cashier asked.
“He can have a couple of mine,” Jerry said, chuckling.
The cashier rang up the total and took Jerry’s money. Dick’s is known for “instant service”, and the cashier had scooped up the burgers, fries and ketchup containers by the time the Diet Coke had been filled. “Thanks for choosing Dick’s,” he said as he pushed the two bags towards the men.
Jerry was practically drooling by the time they had seated themselves at a table near the window overlooking the parking lot. He tore open the bag to create a makeshift tablecloth and proceeded to bang the ketchup containers upside down on the paper to release the sweet and tangy goodness.
“What’s with the Diet Coke?” Andy asked.
“I like it. Besides, do you want me to have to buy 6XL shirts?” he said, taking a long swig of the sugar free cola.
Andy had very conflicting thoughts on eating food like this after attempting to be a vegan, but there were too many other things to worry about in life. Sharon was the only reason he stopped smoking, ate vegetables and recycled, so without her around, what was the point? At least he had kicked cigarettes for good. Smoking pot wasn’t really smoking was it?
“Do you smoke Jerry?”
“I assume you’re asking if I smoke weed, but I don’t.”
“What is your vice, besides greasy fast food?”
“Massively multiplayer online role playing games.”
“Really? Like World of Warcraft?”
“I never got into World of Warcraft. I wanted to do something that would challenge me a little more, so I started playing Yogurting,” Jerry said, finishing off a burger.
“I’m having a hard time even guessing what that is.”
“It is well, really it was a South Korean RPG that is now defunct except for some servers in Thailand,” Jerry said, looking up wistfully into the middle distance.
“Do you even speak Korean?”
“네, 제가 할,” Jerry said in perfect Korean.
“How did that happen?” Andy asked in amazement.
“I had an incurable crush on a girl at the Texaco station in Georgetown. She only spoke Korean, so I started playing Yogurting to learn the language. Once I found out that she also played the game, we teamed up and played together whenever we were online at the same time.”
“That is a very strange story, my friend.”
“Well it’s not all daisies and kimchee. My avatar was a little schoolboy with jet black hair, green eyes and the body of a twelve year old gymnast. Once she figured out who I was in real life I never saw her online again and then she moved to LA.”
“This sounds like a story from The Biggest Loser or something. Why didn’t you follow your dream?”
“Yeah, right. It was all a fantasy from the very beginning. I never had a chance with her anyway. Now I have an avatar that is even fatter than I am in person, just to see if that leads to anything.”
“Well, you’ll have to wait for Chubby Chaser XIV to come out as an online game if you keep stuffing yourself with food like this,” Andy said, waving his hand over the assortment of greasy goodies.
“Hummph,” Jerry grunted as he started in on his multi bag pile of french fries.
Andy finished his food and watched the other people in the restaurant while Jerry wolfed down the remaining burger and fries.
“Let’s hit it Balls,” Jerry said as he gathered up all the wrappers and ketchup containers.
“Seriously, it’s Andy. I can’t believe I let you guys call me that in the first place.”
“We only do it because we care,” Jerry said, trying not to laugh.
The two of them had to shoo away some Japanese tourists that were taking close up photographs of the structures on the Battlestar Galactica. As Jerry was backing out of the stall, the group of young men started chanting, “So say we all. So say we all...”
Jerry drove out of the parking lot and back onto First Avenue. Queen Anne Avenue was a one way in the wrong direction until the bottom of the hill, so they had to do some navigating through the rush hour traffic. Once he turned right to start up the hill he punched it, trying to catch some air on the terraced street that climbed up the steep incline. They blew past Highland street and had to turn on the next block and backtrack since Jerry was having so much fun with his overpowered starship. Jerry drove around the block and back onto Highland, turning west to find the house. He pulled the car off to the side when they had reached 318.
“Must have been the weed,” Andy said, trying to see around Jerry’s bulk.
The house and yard were in pristine condition in fitting with the neighborhood. The house was painted a bright white and sported an intricate eight color trim job. The eaves, shutters and various trim pieces ranged from light green to royal blue and made the house look like a museum piece. In fact, there was a shining bronze plaque on the gate column that Andy hadn’t noticed when he arrived earlier that afternoon.
Andy hopped out of the gray behemoth and ran across the street to the gate. Jerry pushed himself free of the car and walked over to the gate to read the sign. The plaque was cemented onto the gate when the house was placed into the Historic Register of Seattle.
“This is the Albrecht House, built in 1869,” Jerry read aloud.
“And it’s still in the family I guess,” Andy said, looking up at the mansion.
*****
“That delivery boy is back with a very round friend my mistress,” Pepper said, gazing out the window of the dining room.
Desdemona had fallen asleep after their discussion and was still groggy when Pepper pressed on her shoulder.
“Mistress, that bike messenger is standing in front of the house,” Pepper said, holding Desdemona’s limp hand.
“Go see what he wants, I need to slee...” She said, dozing off.
Pepper went into the kitchen and picked up the cookie jar from the counter. It was an old German antique that was filled with morsels that made it easier to deal with nosy neighbors and curious children. Desdemona always made sure to have a fresh batch in the cookie jar for just such an occasion. Pepper went down the back stairwell and into the garage so she could sneak up on the boys from the side. They were still standing in front of the gate when she tapped Andy on the shoulder.
“Excuse me Balls, would you and your friend like a cookie?” she asked, pulling off the head of the honey bear to reveal the brightly colored sugar cookies inside.
Andy jumped when she touched his shoulder, sending him falling towards Jerry whose sheer volume bounced him back towards Pepper. He caught himself before falling down, but Pepper moved so quickly, she was never in danger of being caught up in the clumsiness.
“Wow, it’s you again,” Andy said, lost in her eyes.
“I’ll take a couple cookies,” Jerry said, reaching for the jar.
“One’s plenty. They are full of butter and I made them fresh this morning,” Pepper said smiling.
Jerry reached into the jar, still wanting to snag a couple, but his hand could only find purchase on one no matter how hard he tried to scoop up a handful.
“Slippery little buggers,” Jerry said, starting to chew the glittery blue morsel.
Andy didn’t want a cookie, but didn’t want to be rude, so he reached in and pulled out a shimmering green confection. As he put it in his mouth, he stared at Pepper’s eyes, which were the same shining green color. The men were suddenly silent, and their eyes glazed over as they fell into a trance. Pepper watched the two men turn around and walk back to the oddly painted car and get in. She waved goodbye as Jerry started the engine and put the car into first gear.
*****
“Holy shit!” Andy screamed as the car barreled down the hill towards the red light and the group of cars that had already stopped.
Jerry said nothing as he stomped on the brakes causing the wheels to lock up and scream down the slope. The old Matador slid down the hill sending out a cloud of white smoke from the overheated tires. Andy had his hands stretched out in front of his body, trying to get ready for the impact.
As the car slowed and then bounced to a stop against a curb, Jerry shook his head and came out of his trance. The Matador had stopped just a foot from the last car in line and was now enveloped in the acrid smoke of the melting tires.
“This old car,” Jerry said with a laugh.
“WHAT?” Andy demanded.
“This car really knows how to make a scene, doesn’t it?” Jerry said, looking over at Andy, who was as white as a ghost.
“WHERE ARE WE?” Andy yelled.
Jerry looked around, but couldn’t really see through the smoke. He could see the glowing green circle of the traffic light, so he released the brakes and rolled into the intersection out of the cloud.
“Hey, we’re on Queen Anne, by the drive-in. Do you want a burger?” Jerry asked, while he pointed at the restaurant.
“Why are we here, Jerry?”
“I’m not sure, and for some reason I’m not really hungry enough to stop. Now that’s really strange,” Jerry said, shaking his head.
“Pull over. Right there. Let me out,” Andy said, already reaching for the door handle.
“OK, hold your horses.”
Jerry pulled over to the curb in the bus zone and Andy leapt out of the car and slammed the door behind him.
“I’ll see you at work tomorrow,” Andy said through the window.
“Sure you don’t want a ride back to your apartment?” Jerry asked.
“I’m sure I don’t. I’ll walk.”
Jerry shrugged and pulled back into the street. Andy watched the strange gray car wobble down the street, the tires lopsided from the long skid. He wasn’t sure what it was supposed to be, but the gray paint and black markings looked sort of familiar.
*****
Pepper walked back up the stairs and into the formal dining room of the mansion. Her mistress was awake, but just barely.
“Are they gone?” the old woman asked.
“I sent them on their way with a snack, but I think they’ll be all right,” Pepper said, hoping that the effect of the cookies had worn off before the driver needed to make any major decisions.
“All of this effort is draining me so quickly Pepper. We may need to take a trip down south.”
Pepper knew that her mistress had grown tired and thin in the last few years, not really taking care of herself, and it had been a lifetime since they had visited Mexico.
“I know I could use some tropical sunshine,” Pepper said with a smile.
“I’ll see what I can put together after I deal with all this legal paperwork,” Desdemona said, nodding back off to sleep.
CHAPTER FOUR
Andy walked across town back to his studio apartment on Capitol Hill. He was dizzy and tired, feeling as though he had been smoking pot all day, but it was Tuesday and so he must have been working. He fished his keys out of his pocket and unlocked the door. As he pushed the door open, it caught on the chain and stopped.
“Hello?” he yelled into the apartment.
“Andy?” a woman asked from inside.
“Who else would it be?” Andy demanded.
“I didn’t know when you would be coming home from work,” Sharon said as she closed the door and unhooked the chain. She opened the door and stood in front of Andy wearing a neatly pressed uniform.
“No. You didn’t,” Andy said, looking her up and down.
“Yes I did. You’re looking at Private First Class Sharon Moore.”
Andy just shook his head and walked into the apartment to crash on the couch. Sharon closed the door and walked over to the television and switched it off, then sat down on the floor in front of Andy.
“Come on Andy, we can still be friends, can’t we?”
“We can be friends, but should we be friends? What happened to the little bullfighter? Are you still a vegan? And why for fuck’s sake are you in the army?”
“We should be friends. I know we should,” Sharon said, nodding her head. “Juan was only a bus ride and he’s back to Tijuana or points south, it was hardly even a fling. And after all that, I was stuck in San Diego and I decided to enlist for a couple of years.”
“A fling? You broke up with me via Twitter!”
“Yeah, that was kind of rude, but I was drunk at the time. And I did say I was sorry.”
“Again, with a tweet!”
*****
Sharon met Juan at a bar across the street from the apartment. He was in Seattle just trying to recover from the death of his father and he challenged Sharon to a drinking contest. Sharon was at least a foot and a half taller than he was and she figured there was no way the little pipsqueak could drink her under the table.
They went shot for shot alphabetically through the liquor on the back wall of the bar: Absolut, Bombay Sapphire, Cointreau, Jack Daniels, Everclear, Glenlivet, and then Herradura. Juan grabbed the bottle of tequila and just tipped it back before the bartender had even poured the shot. He slammed the bottle down when he had reached the halfway point and pushed it over to Sharon. She started to drink the tequila and that was the last thing she remembered until the next morning when she woke up in the back of a tour bus. The bus was part of the caravan of Los Brujos del Beat, a Mexican Norteño band that Juan’s uncle managed.
Sharon was disoriented, hungover and carsick, so she put her head over the side of the bunk and puked right into her shoes. She then realized that she was naked and sharing a very small space with a very small man, or a boy, it was hard to tell in the dim light. She would have bolted out of the bed except for the fact that the blanket was attached to the wall of the bus and she had no idea where her clothes were. She decided to jog her memory by trying to strike up a conversation with the tiny man curled up beside her.
“Excuse me,” she said, shaking the man by his shoulder.
“Ehhhhh,” Juan grunted, hungover and carsick himself, but otherwise fully aware of her predicament.
Sharon watched the man’s eyes try to focus on her face only to close again as he returned to his own nightmare. She pulled his hand out from under the blanket and squeezed the flesh between his thumb and forefinger, which caused his eyes to open and focus on her in a more immediate fashion.
“EEEOWWW, BASTA!” Juan yelled, trying to regain control of his appendage.
“Who are you? Where am I? What time is it? And why am I naked?” Sharon demanded.
Juan’s face blossomed into a red flush while he tried to rub the pain from his hand, but then a smile crept across his face. “Me llamo.... Sorry, I’m Juan. You’re on a bus. It’s early and you took a shower before you got into bed.”
“Is that all?” she asked trying to feel if her body remembered anything her brain didn’t.
“Oh, señorita, I am a gentleman,” Juan said blushing even more.
“Then why am I on a bus, hurtling to God knows where?”
“You begged me to come on the bus. My uncle Ramón tried to drag you off more than once, but you insisted. We’ll be stopping in Sacramento sometime this morning unless you want to get off now,” Juan said, peeking out of the bottom of a window on the wall of the bunk.
Sharon rolled onto her side and moved as far away as she could from the little man without falling onto the floor of the bus, and then moved back towards him when she smelled the vomit right below her head.
“Juan? I had an accident.”
“Oh, I smell it. I will get something for that,” Juan said, sitting up, then sliding over Sharon to walk out of the cabin and forward on the bus.
He returned with a bucket, some soap and a few rags, proceeded to mop up the mess and then took Sharon’s shoes away to the bathroom. He came back with her clothing and a pair of cowboy boots that he thought were close to her size.
“Here, try these boots on. You don’t want to wear those sneakers today.”
“Gracias,” Sharon said, watching Juan walk back to the front of the bus.
Sharon put her clothes on and found that the boots did fit her feet, but wouldn’t fit under her jeans, so she tucked her pants into the boots. The boots were red, white and blue, with stars and eagles on either side. She could only imagine how she looked since there wasn’t a mirror in sight and it was still very dark. She reached up to feel her hair and realized that she must have laid down when it was still wet and now sported a world record case of bed head.
She felt a jacket hanging from the bunk and slipped it on. It was a little short and she felt rhinestones and piping all over the sleeves, but it felt good in the cold, so she decided to keep it on. When she walked through the two curtains into the front cabin of the bus, Juan and Ramón burst out laughing.
“What? My hair looks like shit, doesn’t it?” she asked.
“No, you look great! Just like Hannah Montana!” Juan yelled, as his uncle laughed and sprayed coffee all over the table.
Ramón cleaned up his spit take and poured Sharon some coffee. She sat down and drank it, hoping that the caffeine would help shed some light on her situation. Her purse was hanging from a hook above the table and she was relieved to see that her wallet, keys and phone were all still inside.
“Are you planning your escape so soon?” Ramón asked.
“I’m just trying to decide what kind of mess I’m in,” she said, seeing that the time was 5:42 in the morning after scrolling through several screens of data on her smartphone. When she opened the twitter client, she couldn’t believe what she had typed.
01:14 @Andyballs and that goes double for your sister!
01:08 @Andyballs You’re a pathetic little hipster with a shit job and no future
00:34 @Andyballs It might be the tequila talking, but I M leaving you tomorrow if not sooner
23:15 @Andyballs Where R U? This creepy little dude keeps hitting on me... HELP
22:39 @andyballs I M at Trudy’s
21:10 @andyballs I M bored, where R U?
“Hey Ramón, when did the bus leave Seattle?” Sharon asked him, looking up from her phone.
“Around 2:45.”
“Do you normally let shit faced gringas shout their way onto your tour bus?”
“Look at me. Look at Juan. You’re bigger than the two of us put together and Jaime just thought you were some kind of she-devil,” Ramón said, waving towards the bus driver.
“DIOS MIO!” Jaime yelled from the driver’s seat.
Sharon had to admit that the two men were very small.
“This isn’t the main tour bus, it’s just my bus. The band is in that yellow and orange piece of shit over there,” Ramón said, pointing out the window at a rusty old school bus that was struggling to keep up with the rest of the traffic on the freeway.
“We can’t turn around now, but we can drop you off at the bus station in Sacramento,” Juan offered.
“Sacramento or bust,” Sharon said, putting her head down on the table.
Sharon drank coffee with Juan and Ramón all the way to Sacramento and decided that she might as well hang out with them until they got to Los Angeles. Los Brujos del Beat had gigs all the way down the central valley and Sharon thought it might be a nice way to spend a week on the road.
She called her boss to ask for the week off, but he just fired her. She tried to call Andy, but he wouldn’t answer. He had blocked her from seeing his twitter account and deleted his page on facebook. She tried to email his sister Phoebe, but she wouldn’t respond either. She dug up Phoebe’s phone number and tried to call her when the bus stopped just south of Sacramento.
“Hello?” Phoebe answered.
“Hi, it’s Sharon.”
Phoebe hung up.
Sharon’s phone rang a minute later.
“Phoebe?” Sharon asked.
“You are a selfish bitch,” Phoebe replied and then hung up on her again.
Sharon decided to actually listen to Los Brujos del Beat when they played that night in Salinas. She determined that it would be better for everyone if she stopped drinking alcohol completely after that night in Seattle, so she nursed a bottomless glass of Coke while she struggled through the band’s first set. She was into a totally different kind of music. This caffeinated polka just wasn’t her cup of tea.
“You know, the band wrote a song about you,” Juan told her as he sat down at the table where she had been squatting all evening.
“I didn’t know that. Do tell.”
“It’s a funny song, it’s called Señorita Más! They thought that your name was funny,” Juan said laughing.
“I get it, Moore, más, cute.”
“It’s about a man who meets the girl of his dreams. She is a blonde from Spain, very popular look in Mexico, and she treats him badly. She treats him so badly, but he is love sick and keeps asking for more punishment, shouting, Señorita mas!”
“OK, I’m a bitch. I get it.”
“Actually, the song says you’re a green eyed she-devil, but bitch works too,” Juan said before taking a long swig from his beer.
She stayed to hear the song and the cheers from the crowd when the band leader pointed her out to the bar, but decided to call it a night after that. By the time that the bus rolled into Los Angeles, Señorita Más had become a local radio hit, making Los Brujos del Beat a popular act in the cantinas of Southern California and Tijuana.
*****
“Come on, Andy, I was out of my mind and I’ve learned a few lessons since then, some of them in Spanish. Please don’t hold me responsible for all that shit,” Sharon said, getting up off the floor to sit on the couch next to Andy.
Andy turned his head to look at Sharon’s face, framed by her severe and masculine haircut, “This all happened four months ago and you’ve never tried to call or email or anything!”
“It was immature of me, I admit that, but I’m here now asking for your forgiveness.”
“I moved to Seattle to be with to you!”
“To be frank, we had only been on three dates by the time I moved here. Following me to Seattle might have been a little hasty.”
“I loved you. In fact, I might still love you,” Andy said, starting to cry.
“OK, well, thanks for that. Let’s see if we can use some of that energy to move forward,” Sharon said, just trying to figure out how to ease the tension.
“We got this apartment together and now I’m stuck with it.”
“I’ll send you a check, in fact, I’ll write a check right now for a couple months of my half,” Sharon said, fishing around her pockets for her wallet.
“No. Not right now. I’m so fucked up from something that I can’t think straight. I can’t even remember what day it is,” Andy said, feeling his whole world falling apart in front of him.
Sharon pulled herself over to Andy and put her arms around his shoulders to comfort him. He started to sob and just collapsed into her lap. Sharon looked straight up and saw her own face looking back. Andy had painted her as a she-devil on the ceiling, complete with glowing green eyes and two sets of bright red horns.
“Andy, I haven’t had a drink since I left Seattle. It’s given me a little clarity. Which is why I came up here after basic training to see you. You know, there’s a song about what happened that night. You might like it.”
“Are you writing songs now, in the army?” Andy asked.
“I didn’t write it. It’s a mexican polka number by Los Brujos del Beat. You wouldn’t have heard it, but I’ll find it on the internet for you. You’re not the only one that thinks I’m a raging bitch.”
“Polka? I need to be high to listen to polka,” he said, looking around for a joint.
“Andy, I think you may need to stop smoking so much pot.”
“I know. It sucks to be me,” Andy said, burping up the ghost of his cheeseburger.
“Are you eating meat now?” Sharon asked as she backed away from the beefy belch.
“I am, and I don’t recycle either.”
“Do you have any cigarettes around here?” she asked, pushing things around on the coffee table.
“I actually quit those for good.”
“Well, I started back up at boot camp. But I’m fresh out.”
Andy got up and rooted around in the kitchen drawers trying to remember where he stashed the emergency supply of smokes. After investigating the silverware drawer, the paperwork drawer and even the pakalolo supply drawer, he remembered where they were. He opened the freezer and took out a pint of Chunky Monkey and tossed it to Sharon.
“Nice camouflage soldier” she said, pulling the frozen cigarettes out of the empty ice cream carton. “Oh, look they’re organic. That’s sweet.”
“Now that you’re in the army, you’ll learn that death comes in many flavors” he said, chuckling.
CHAPTER FIVE
“How on Earth did you settle on the name Windsong?” Pepper asked the old woman.
“I heard it somewhere, maybe on the radio, or from under the door of your bedroom,” Desdemona said with a wink.
“It’s too bad that I’m only a cat or you could adopt me as your daughter,” Pepper said wistfully.
“Be careful what you wish for. You’ve got the world by the tail already.”
“I know, but I hate to see you become so frail,” Pepper said as she rubbed up between Desdemona’s ankles.
The magic that Desdemona Albrecht wielded from day to day was simple, but the effort added up. She didn’t leave the house because it would take three hours of sleep to recover from every hour that she made herself look as she did when she was two hundreds years younger. Her cat, Pepper, had only used three of her nine lives in the last two hundred and forty years, and retained a large enough store of magic energy herself to keep up her youthful appearance forever.
Desdemona had been drifting towards this day ever since she came to Seattle in 1862, a lonely widow of a German industrialist, at least that was what she told anyone that cared enough to ask. The time had come for a Change, and her papers were now in order. She had filled in all the blanks, and signed on every dotted line in the pile of documents that gave her fortune to her daughter, Windsong Desdemona Albrecht. Now she just had to find a way to become her own daughter.
“Pepper, can you call the attorney? I’m finished with this pile of parchment,” Desdemona said, trying to make everything fit neatly into the envelope it arrived in.
“Certainly. Perhaps that clumsy boy from BAM can ride his bicycle back up the hill to get it,” Pepper said, opening her cell phone.
This was the third time that Desdemona found herself looking for a new body to call home. The first time she borrowed a new body was back before anyone kept records of any kind. Of course she was the subject of family lore and folk songs, but those didn’t really matter. A little magic here and there with the local royalty was all it took to keep the tax collector or the peasants out of her hair. In the 19th century, the second switch took place and she had to learn some new tricks to deal with the advent of paperwork and governmental bureaucracy.
“Hello. Ms. Albrecht has finished signing the paperwork. Can you have a courier come pick it up?” Pepper asked the secretary of the law firm.
Pepper came along with the current body, caught up in the switch. The young German girl that Desdemona befriended had no one else in the world except for her flea ridden cat and she gladly volunteered herself once she knew that Pfeffer would have a home for as long as she lived. Now the cat was Desdemona’s only true friend, and loved to keep up with the latest gadgets and technological progress. Pfeffer had been anglicized to Pepper and was now permanently cured of having fleas. Fortunately for Desdemona, Pepper was also happy to help find their way through the modern equivalent of medieval bureaucratic torture.
“I really enjoyed the service of the bicycle messenger you sent last week, may I request him again?” she asked the secretary. Pepper looked up at Desdemona and gave a thumbs up, “Sounds great, thank you.”
“Be careful my pet. Don’t get too involved with the common folk,” Desdemona chided after Pepper put down the phone.
“We need some contact with the mortals mistress. You need to find a volunteer soon. Perhaps this boy knows a feisty young lass that wouldn’t mind a little change of pace,” Pepper said with a smile.
“I have to find someone that is willing, not just available. Feisty young girls don’t usually want to trade places with old hags.”
“I’m sure that something will fall into place. I’m just trying to enlarge our circles of possibility,” Pepper said, walking on the windowsill as if she might catch the sight of the cyclist coming up the street already.
“Toy with the boy’s emotions all you like my pet. We’ll be traveling to Mexico within a fortnight. The fortelling points me in that direction and I must follow.”
Pepper jumped down from the ledge and resumed her stroll in her human form. “I better go learn some Spanish then, auf wiedersehen,” she said as she skipped down the hallway.
“Buenas Noches my pet,” Desdemona said, nodding off once again.
CHAPTER SIX
Sharon and Andy spent most of the evening talking about what had happened for each of them over the last four months. Andy finally admitted that his world view had been a little warped when he followed Sharon to Seattle and pleaded with her to let him stay in the apartment she had rented. Sharon finally admitted that she had led him along because she was lonely and he was the most harmless option she had going at the time.
Andy woke up at five o’clock to check in with work and the dispatcher said it was OK to take the day off. He went back to sleep and the two of them both woke up around ten in the morning. Andy woke up first and tossed pennies across the room at Sharon until she become coherent enough to start throwing them back. Sharon went over to the dresser and pulled open what used to be her drawer, and was surprised to find that her clothes were still there.
“How long were you going to keep these?” she asked Andy as she pulled a shirt and a pair of pants from the drawer.
“It’s your dresser and your clothes. I thought you might come back for them at some point. I certainly didn’t need the space.”
“Are you still on the orange wool and spandex kick?”
Andy pulled off the comforter and stood up next to the bed. He was still in his cycling outfit and orange socks.
“At least you are consistent,” Sharon said, shaking her head.
“How long are you going to be in Seattle?” Andy asked as he grabbed some more normal clothing on the way to the bathroom.
“I have four days to get all my shit together before I have to report back for the deployment,” she said laying the clothes out on the bed.
Andy made a face like he was going to say something meaningful, but the moment passed and he just turned and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind him.
Sharon put on her old civilian clothes and found they were quite baggy because of the weight she lost during basic training. She opened the other drawers and pulled out all of her personal paperwork and other odds and ends that she wouldn’t be needing anymore. Sharon walked over to the bathroom and knocked on the door.
“Yes?” Andy said from inside the shower.
Sharon opened the door and poked her head inside. “Do you need a car?” she asked jingling her keys.
“Your car? I don’t really need it, but what’s the offer?” Andy asked with his head poking past the end of the shower curtain.
“You can use it while I’m gone if you want. Just don’t wreck it or sell it.”
Andy had always liked Sharon’s car, a 1979 Mercedes station wagon that had been converted to run on vegetable oil. “I’d love to babysit the Veggie Wagon,” he said, getting back to washing his hair.
Sharon closed the door and went back to her pile of memorabilia. She would have to box up some of her family pictures and the trappings of her childhood so she could mail them to her sister in Denver. Andy came out of the bathroom dressed in an all black outfit, but in denim and organic cotton instead of spandex.
“I’m glad you came back to sort through that stuff. I didn’t know what to do with it,” Andy said, sitting down on the couch.
“I’m going to mail some of it to Mandy, but a lot of it is just garbage.”
“Can I have that?” Andy asked, pointing to a little plastic toy that was in the pile that he figured was destined to be thrown out.
“You want this back? Maybe I should keep it,” Sharon said, just to tease him.
The little toy was a plastic unicorn that Andy made in an industrial design class before he dropped out of school. He had named it Horny and gave it to Sharon after their second date. It still made him laugh when he thought of it and he wanted the chance to give it to someone else that might appreciate it. Sharon picked it up and tossed it onto the couch.
“Careful with that. Horny is a little fragile,” Andy said, cradling the unicorn in his palm.
“You’ve found someone new, haven’t you?” she asked.
“I fall in love every other day,” he said, “There isn’t anyone in particular yet, but I’m a sucker for green eyes.”
He thought he remembered someone that he had met in the last week, but he couldn’t narrow it down to anyone in particular. His brain was still addled from the cookie he had eaten.
“I know it sounds like a bad movie line, but really, it’s not you, it’s me,” Sharon said, trying to make it sound believable. She just couldn’t bring herself to tell him she thought he was working the wrong angle with the hipster thing.
Andy got up and put Horny up on top of the kitchen cabinet above the refrigerator. He opened the fridge and pulled out two cans of Pepsi. He walked over and tapped Sharon on the shoulder with one of the cans.
“Oh, I don’t drink soda anymore. It’s water and black coffee for me,” she said, waving him off.
“More for me I guess” he said, opening one of the cans and resuming his perch on the couch. “Do you want me to to grab you a coffee from downstairs?”
“That would be awesome. I’d like a double tall americano. Do you need some money for it?” Sharon asked, standing up to look for her wallet.
“That’s all right. Buy me one later. I’ll be right back,” Andy said, turning to leave.
Andy stopped in his tracks when he unlocked the deadbolt. “Sharon?” he said, still facing the door.
“What?”
“Sorry about the ceiling.”
“Heh, that’s OK,” she said, looking up at his artwork. “It’s actually a pretty nice painting, but I only deserve one set of horns.”
Andy opened the door and went down to the coffeeshop on the the first floor of the building.
CHAPTER SEVEN
Desdemona marshalled all her strength that morning to get dressed in some clothes that she thought were thoroughly modern. She had purchased the outfit at the Bon Marché in the 1950’s right after she started watching television. The women on the television were always sporting the latest fashions from Paris and New York, and she copied the look as much as she could from the largest department store in Seattle.
The last time she had paid attention to what other people were wearing was when she had to make appearances at the opera in Vienna during the 1790’s. She had an entire closet of gowns and other accoutrements from that lifetime, but she knew how out of place she would have appeared wearing those clothes in the 50’s let alone in the present day. She straightened everything up with a tug and made the last adjustments to her illusory, youthful visage before she called out for her pet.
“Pepper? What do you think?” she asked, still looking in the mirror.
Pepper walked into the room on all fours, but instantly morphed into her human form when she saw what Desdemona was wearing. “No. That won’t work,” she said, being as forthright as she dared.
“I think it looks tres chic.”
“Sorry mistress, but it looks like you just walked out of the World’s Fair fifty years ago,” Pepper said, with a snap.
“I can suffer you having the computer, but are you hiding a television around here? You’ve developed quite the attitude lately,” Desdemona said, her aura starting to glow a dull orange.
“I’m just trying to look out for you mistress,” Pepper said, trying to calm her down.
“If this outfit is too dated, what do you propose that I wear on our excursion?” Desdemona said, plopping down on the bed.
“Leave it to me. I’ll find some things for you to wear,” Pepper said, sitting down next to her.
“Have you had a chance to talk to Craig?” Desdemona asked.
“We don’t have to talk to Craig. It’s just called craigslist because he started the company. We can place an ad or just see if anyone looks desperate enough to want what you have to offer.”
“People never change, Pepper. There will always be someone that wants something for nothing and isn’t very fastidious,” Desdemona sighed, already getting tired.
“I haven’t been around when you needed to make this Change. What are we looking for?” Pepper asked.
“This time, I’m going to be a brunette.”
“That can’t be the only criteria, can it?”
“Oh no, the hair color is just to suit my fancy,” Desdemona said, changing her blonde hair to jet black with a wave. “You always look so stunning with your raven hair. I wanted people to think we might be sisters.”
“You flatter me mistress, but this appearance is all your doing anyway.”
Desdemona held up her finger as she recounted all the rules in her head. Once she was sure she remembered them correctly, she started down the list.
“There are just a few things we have to find in my new body. First of all, she must be a virgin.” The old woman said, holding up one finger.
“Chaste and honorable, check.” Pepper said.
“Secondly, she must be in love, but convinced that it will never be returned,” Desdemona said as she raised her middle finger.
“Unrequited love, check.”
“There are a few other rules about personal hygiene and disease, but they really don’t apply to anyone in the modern world,” the witch said, counting them off in her head.
“Clean hair and teeth, check.”
“And lastly, she must be willing to make the trade, but some trickery is allowed. No one checks up on us anymore,” the old woman said holding out all of her fingers and then letting her head droop down with exhaustion.
“Plausible transparency, check,” said Pepper, reaching out to hold Desdemona’s hand.
Desdemona reached up with her other hand to push some of her hair out of her face.
“I’ve gazed into the future and have seen what is to come. I will find what I seek in Mexico,” she said to Pepper as she squeezed her pet’s hand.
“At least it won’t be hard to find a brunette down there,” Pepper said laughing.
CHAPTER EIGHT
Andy walked back up the stairs of the old apartment building with the coffee for Sharon. As he turned the corner on the landing, he heard his phone ringing through the paper thin wall of the stairwell. He picked up his pace and ran down the hallway, then opened the door to see Sharon had already answered it.
“He’s here now, just a sec,” Sharon said, holding out the phone. “It’s your dispatcher.”
Andy put the coffee on the table and took the phone from her hand. “Jerry?”
“Hey Balls. I know I said you could have the day off, but I didn’t know it was because you were entertaining someone of the female persuasion,” Jerry replied.
“It’s my old girlfr... , I mean roomate, Sharon. What’s up?” Andy said, rolling his eyes at Sharon.
“We’ve received a special request for your services if you’re up to it,” Jerry said.
“Who requested me?”
“You delivered some paperwork for an attorney the other day and they need it picked up. Their client is some kind of shut-in or something.”
“Does it have to be picked up today, Jabba?” Andy said, smiling at Sharon, while he blew his cheeks out to represent Jerry’s girth.
“It would be nice.”
“All right, what’s the address?” Andy asked as he kicked off his sneakers to put on his cycling shoes.
“318 Highland, going to Schaefer and Schaefer in the Columbia Tower.”
“OK got it. I’ll pick it up,” Andy said, hanging up.
“Jabba? As in ‘the Hutt’?” Sharon asked.
“Yeah, he’s a large man,” Andy said stretching his arms out at his waist.
“You boys can be so mean to each other.”
“As far as I know, he gave himself the nickname,” Andy said, pulling his bike out from inside the closet.
“I’m sure he didn’t.”
“Well, I’ve got to make one pickup and delivery. Can you entertain yourself for an hour or so?”
“I think I’ll manage. If I’m not here when you get back, look for me up at the reservoir,” Sharon said, getting back to sorting out her knick knacks.
Andy left the apartment and carried his bike down the stairs. He looked across Lake Union and realized that he was already at about the same altitude as the house on Queen Anne Hill, too bad for the valley in between. At least he’d be getting a workout today.
Sharon looked up at the painting on the ceiling and pulled out her cell phone. She took a picture of it and emailed it to her sister, Mandy. It only took forty five seconds for her phone to ring.
“Can you believe that?” Sharon asked before saying hello.
“Oh, My God. That boy has serious problems,” Mandy said.
“He’s a tortured soul. At least he has a little bit of talent. I told him that I liked it, but I didn’t deserve two sets of horns.”
“You’re making friends all over the place aren’t you? Did you make any enemies during basic training?” Mandy asked.
“I’d say that I made a few frenemies, but you know how that goes.”
Mandy was also in the military. She was in the Air Force and taught some classes at the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. When Sharon thought she was stranded in San Diego, it was Mandy who suggested that she might want to enlist, if just to get her bearings straight. Mandy was a career soldier, but Sharon knew she could only handle so much of that life.
“Yes, I’ve got my fair share of frenemies around here. I’ve got to jet. My office hours start in a few minutes,” Mandy told her.
“All right. Just thought you’d want to see my portrait.”
“You should use that on your Facebook profile. See ya, sis,” Mandy said, hanging up.
Sharon emailed the picture to herself so she could upload it to Facebook the next time she was on an actual computer. She hadn’t mastered all the features of her new phone yet and didn’t want to waste time figuring it out today. She found a box in the closet and put everything in it that she wanted to mail to Mandy for safe keeping. Just as she was getting ready to walk up to the post office, her phone rang. She didn’t look at the caller ID, and just figured it was Mandy again.
“What now?” she asked.
“Uh, is this Sharon?” a man asked in return.
“Oh, yes, hi. Who’s this?”
“Hola, it’s Juan. Are you busy?”
“Oh Juan, no, not at all. What’s happening, my petite amigo?”
“Not much, but I saw online that you’re leaving on your military assignment. I just wanted to see if you wanted to celebrate. The band is going to be playing in LA this next week.”
“Wow, how nice of you to ask. I’m in Seattle right now, but I’ll be back in California by the weekend.”
“Oh, on Friday and Saturday the band is going to be in East LA. I’ll have to email you the details. I don’t have them right now,” Juan told her.
“Yeah, email it to me. I would love to see all of you before I go off and put my ass on the line for freedom and all that shit.”
“Great, I’ll do that. My friend Julia wants to meet you too. She loves your song,” Juan said chuckling.
“I’ve managed to keep my connection to ‘Senorita Más’ a secret all through basic training. Don’t blow it for me now, Juanito.”
“Your secret’s moderately safe with me. See you,” he said hanging up.
“I just keep collecting the strange ones,” Sharon said to herself, thinking of the miniature matador and his family band. She decided to just turn her phone off when she walked up the street. Andy didn’t have her new number anyway, he could find her up at the playfield if he got back before she did.
CHAPTER NINE
Pepper sat on the porch of the old mansion, holding the manila envelope in her lap. The courier service had told her to expect the messenger sometime in the next hour, so she decided to wait outside in the sun. Desdemona was fast asleep again after the exertion of modifying her appearance earlier in the day. After the paperwork had been picked up, she was going to go the the neighborhood thrift store and find some more appropriate clothing for her mistress.
Andy took the less strenuous route up the hill again, not really in the mood to knock himself out. Although the day before had ended up a complete fog of confusion, this repeat ride started to shake some of his memories loose. When he rounded the corner onto Highland Street, he saw the house and remembered the girl with green eyes. He saw her sitting on the porch as he walked up the yard, and he waved.
“Hello there stranger,” Pepper said.
“Hi, I’m Andy from BAM,” he said holding out his hand.
“Don’t be so formal. Have a seat for a minute,” she said, patting her hand on the wood of the top step.
“OK, thanks miss,” he said, not remembering her name, and then trying to think if he had ever heard it.
“How sweet. I’m Pepper,” she said, taking hold of his hand.
“OH!” Andy exclaimed as he felt a sudden rush of electricity when their hands met.
“Sorry about that,” Pepper said laughing. “Static electricity follows me everywhere when the air is dry.” Pepper knew it wasn’t static electricity, but she wasn’t about to go into the intricacies of the spell that allowed her to appear in human form.
She had learned long ago to be careful when she was in close proximity to humans. She appeared to be a little over five and half feet tall, but her body still had the same mass as a cat. She was a large cat, but she only weighed eleven pounds. The magic expanded the space between the particles of her matter, and in the right light, she sometimes looked a bit translucent. Her choice of black clothing, drab as it was at times, served the purpose of blocking any light that did pass through her porous atomic structure, and it was the same color as her fur.
Andy recovered from the shock and was caught staring at Pepper’s eyes.
“Andy? Hello?” Pepper said, waving the envelope in front of him.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” he said. “This is going to sound stupid, but you have the most amazing eyes that I’ve ever seen.”
“It doesn’t sound stupid at all. I hear it all the time, but I enjoy hearing it all the same.”
“You’re wearing some kind of contact lenses, aren’t you?” he asked, noticing her strangely elongated pupils, shaped very much like a cat’s.
“You got me,” she said, lying. “I started wearing them for Halloween and I just can’t stop.”
“Well, I better get going and deliver your documents, Pepper.” Andy said standing up. He felt awkward having been so smitten by the look of her novelty contact lenses, but he felt something else happening as well. He started to remember everything that took place the prior afternoon, and then he pictured the cookie she had given him.
“Do you have any more of those cookies?” he asked.
“Cookies? Have you had one of my mother’s cookies?”
“Yes, you gave one to me yesterday, right before I blacked out.”
“Heavens, you have an interesting imagination,” she said as she reached back under the porch swing and found her baseball bat. “Look, is someone taking your bike?”
Andy turned around to look for his bicycle and then fell to the ground in a heap. Pepper had mustered some strange quirk of gravity to swing the baseball bat into Andy’s skull with great force. She reached down to make sure he was still alive, but now had to figure out what to do with his unconscious body. Pepper tried to drag him over to the bushes, but he wouldn’t budge. She morphed into her feline self and ran upstairs.
“Mistress! Help!” she cried as she entered the dining room.
Desdemona woke up when Pepper jumped into her lap.
“What is it Pepper?” she asked as the cat’s face came into focus, inches from her own.
“Help! I had to knock out the delivery boy, he remembered the cookies.”
“Oh, fiddlesticks. You shouldn’t be passing those things out with such regularity. There are so many psychoactive compounds in food today that they don’t always work. Where is the lad?” Desdemona asked, as she stood up and gathered her strength.
Pepper ran to the windowsill and poked her head in between the curtains. “He’s there in the yard.”
Desdemona snapped her fingers and Andy’s limp body appeared on the Persian rug at her feet. He groaned, but didn’t open his eyes. He was still clinging to the envelope that he had gotten from Pepper right before she clocked him.
“Let’s see, what to do?” Desdemona asked, not really needing an answer. She had poked and prodded the workings of the human brain long before anyone had perfected a lobotomy, but she didn’t need to make Andy into a vegetable to solve the problem. Desdemona walked over his limp body to retrieve her bag of tools from the china cabinet.
“Pepper, go get the car warmed up and put his bicycle in the trunk. I’ll be down in a moment.”
“Yes mistress,” Pepper said, grabbing the key for the old sedan parked in the garage.
“Now boy, you’ve had a little bump on the head. Probably caused by the truck that you ran into when you ran that red light, isn’t that right?” she said, pulling his head up by his earlobe.
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