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So, you’re new here, huh? I’m Daniela.
Welcome to the worst job in the world. You do know that you’re
selling T-shirts to tourists, right? Well come on. Don’t just stand
there. Come here. I’ll show you the cart. Since it’s your first
day, you get no commission. I know it sucks, but that’s the
company’s policy. These Israeli businessmen are tough bosses.

You see these T-shirts—these one hundred
flavors of “I Love Las Vegas” and “Hoover Dam”? Well, you need to
get those people to reach into their pockets to pull out five
dollars. But that’s not it; we must up-sell! That’s what Amit says.
He hired you, right?

Twenty thousand people walk by here every
day—twenty thousand suckers. You’re new to Las Vegas too, huh?
Well, welcome to Sin City. Did I mention that this is the worst job
in the world?

I can only work at night, and I’ve tried
everything. I was a cocktail waitress for a while, but I was fired
for throwing a gin and tonic in a sleazeball’s face. After that, I
was a go-go dancer. That was fun, but I got tired of the cheap
pick-up lines. I still like to dance when I’m bored, which is
pretty often. Kiosks are my thing now. I’ve sold everything from
knock-off designer purses, to fake jewelry, to bogus hair removal
kits. The rule with these jobs is the same—push, push, push.

Some suckers stop to buy T-shirts, while
some stop to try to buy me. Mostly the drunk yuppies. Ha! I
remember one guy showed me one of these porno cards littering the
Strip and swore that I was the girl. She did look like me, but I
don’t have stars for nipples.

Four more hours of this, and then the night
is ours. You want to know when you get paid? They hold the first
check. You have to wait for four weeks. Why is it you want to work
here again? You should run away now. This job’s not much, I know,
but we all have a little side business in Vegas. Nothing is as it
seems. In fact, tonight I have a gig after work. Why don’t you tag
along? I’ll introduce you to my friends. I like you. You’re
quiet.

I’m bored. I already sold my quota for
today. Let’s take a break. What do you want to do? What’s that in
my bag, you ask? Ah… That is a very special book. That’s what I
read when I’m bored. Check out the first story. Go on. The first
one always rolls over me.
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My name is Anne Daniels. I’d like to tell
you a story—a story about life, about love, and about…well…I don’t
want to get ahead of myself. Three summers ago, I started a job in
Indianapolis as a secretary for a small law firm that handled
insurance cases. Indiana was home for me. While I was born in
southern Nevada, I was raised in the Hoosier State. The Midwest was
my life, and my new job was something I could handle, something
safe. I did the usual mundane office duties—answering the phone,
signing for packages, and taking notes. It wasn’t a bad job. In
fact, I rather enjoyed it. Two partners ran the firm. My boss was
Albert Bernstein, the old Jewish boy. You know, one who smoked
those big stogies, talked through his nose, and always called
others “kiddo” or “babe,” even if they were only ten years younger.
Mr. Bernstein was in his sixties and had the most obnoxious wife
who would never even acknowledge my name when she called.

“My husband, please,” she
would say whenever I answered the phone.

My life at that time was starting to pick
up. While my parents kept pushing me to go to college, I didn’t
want to go to school; I wanted to meet a man. You know, one of
those new law boys fresh out of an Ivy League school. I was
twenty-five and my new job seemed to be the right thing. While it
was just a glorified secretary position, perhaps Mr. Bernstein
would hire my future husband. But above all, I was a working woman
now—a hopelessly available working woman, I might add.

Men and I were like water and oil. I was the
water and they were the oil, and I always seemed to find the ones
who were extra thick and highly flammable. I did have a boyfriend,
one of those chatty computer nerds who always talked about his
computer games and Star Wars collectibles. His name was Jeff and he
was thick like motor oil.

A month into my job, Mr.
Bernstein decided to take a trip to an insurance conference in
Tampa, Florida. It wasn’t the first time I saw him go away on
business, but it was the first time he asked me to accompany him.
Initially, I thought about making up some excuse not to go, but
then I realized that I would only be fooling myself. Jeff and I
needed some space and I only had my cat, Lucy, to worry about. So,
I thought, Sure, what the
heck, and gave my mom the kitty litter
scooper. I was never in the Sunshine State and what better way to
go than on a company paid trip.

We left on a Monday morning at six a.m. from
Indianapolis. I overpacked, as if I were staying a week, but I had
no idea what to expect. I packed everything from a sundress to a
business suit—actually, three of each. Mr. Bernstein’s plan was to
stay at the same hotel as the conference. That way we could
check-in, make the Monday afternoon sessions, and then prepare for
the full day on Tuesday. Then we would catch the Tuesday evening
flight back north. He said he’d traveled a million times, and for
all I knew, he actually did.

This was the second flight in my life, the
first being to Philadelphia when I was seven. While every jostle of
the plane made my stomach sink, the tropical paradise underneath us
brought it back up. As soon as we landed at the airport, Mr.
Bernstein and I shared a cab to the hotel—the Doubletree on Cypress
Street. As we made the five minute drive, a new world painted
itself outside my cab window. Palm trees swayed; seagulls soared;
and tourists marched. Florida was a beautiful state, a state which
I had wished one day to visit. Now I was here, breathing the warm
and humid July air, but all we were planning to do was stay hidden
inside our hotel.

The first day at the conference was filled
with mind-numbing seminars on proposed tort reform, new forms of
insurance, and embracing technology to better a law practice. Mr.
Bernstein had me take notes on everything while he drank coffee and
smoked cigars with his old buddies. But I couldn’t complain, this
beat sitting in our office in Indianapolis doing the same thing. At
least I had a room full of new faces to keep my heavy eyes
moving.

At five o’clock, the conference was over.
Mr. Bernstein asked me how my note taking went, and then informed
me that we were having dinner in the hotel restaurant at six with a
couple of attorneys from New York. When I glanced over his shoulder
to see the two men, I hoped Pierce Brosnan’s and Clive Owen’s twin
would massage my eyes, but all I witnessed was Ben Stein and Woody
Allen gumming a stogie. The old men were one thing, but I was not
in the mood to have dinner with choking smoke clouding the view of
my plate. What could I say to Mr. Bernstein? All I could reply to
his proposal was, “See you in the lobby at six.”

I went up to my room, the only place of
safety, and looked out the window at paradise. The afternoon sun
lowered over the city as water vapor from a recent shower swirled
over the macadam like mist over a placid lake. I craved to explore
this land of lushness even if my only mode of transportation was my
two feet. I needed to come up with an excuse, something to say to
Mr. Bernstein to get out of our dull dinner. I looked around my
room for an answer. I needed a pair of pliers large enough to
remove this thorn in my side. As my eyes searched, I suddenly saw a
way out—a bottle of Midol.

I called Mr. Bernstein’s room and told him
that I wasn’t feeling well and that I wanted simply to stay in the
room for the evening. He still tried to convince me to join him
with his nasally rasp, but as soon as I mentioned the word
“cramps,” he told me to take care and that he would see me in the
morning. With the cigar smoke extinguished for the evening, I
finally had time to myself.

I showered and as I stepped from the
bathroom with a towel wrapped around myself, I pondered how I
should dress—something casual yet sexy, classy yet opportunistic,
and local yet out-of-town. I perused my clothes, tossed aside my
business suits, and beheld my sundresses—pink, blue, and light
green. After contemplating the unknown night, the sun kissed
flowers on the pink dress won me over. Shoes were my next issue,
but I decided to wear a pair of red flats, stylish yet easy on the
feet.

It was just after six o’clock as I left my
room and wandered toward the front of the hotel, bypassing the
restaurant. For some reason, I felt like I was committing a crime,
sneaking out of prison on the lookout for cigar smoke. Finally, I
broke free as the warm evening sun bathed me in light. I took a
breath of fresh air, air that I craved to breathe since touching
down earlier in the day. I could sense a dampness reach my lungs, a
scent much different from the deciduous Indiana. I walked to the
street and saw hotel after hotel lined on each side of the road.
This was the business and tourist district, a district filled with
travelers like myself—a district I wanted to break free from. I had
two paths to continue my journey. I looked behind me, and then in
front. Both distant cross streets looked the same, but I was sure
both would lead toward very different locations. After seeing a
group of suits crossing the street toward me, I made the decision
to drift toward the only signal I had—the setting sun.

I reached the distant block as a whirlwind
of activity greeted me. Cars raced on the road in front of a
massive mall with shops and restaurants surrounding it. It appeared
I had rolled the dice in my favor. Floridians flourished around me.
I crossed the street and rested my eyes on a bakery café, JavaHut.
It was a small, unimpressive establishment nestled between a
tanning parlor and a pet groomer. The place had a local feeling,
and at that point, I wanted nothing more than a taste of the local
life.

I entered as the smell of fresh bread
invigorated my senses. Families out for dinner and individuals
savoring a book or newspaper filled the restaurant. This was the
perfect place for me to unwind, to sit and listen, and nothing
else. I ordered the turkey avocado on three-cheese bread with a
baguette for the side.

After I poured some iced tea next to the
fountain drinks, I looked for a place to sit. The café was bursting
at the seams, but surely, I could find some place to rest my aching
bones. Near the window, I saw three occupied tables next to each
other, but as I took the first sip of iced tea, the middle couple
took their last, leaving me with an empty spot.

I snagged the table and basked in the new
world around me as I savored my turkey sandwich. A thirty-something
woman bronzed by the sun entered pushing a baby carriage. Then, a
few college-aged beach bums sporting board shorts flip-flopped in.
I love people watching, studying the seemingly random strangers
sharing the same random path as me.

A middle-aged married couple and what
appeared to be their adolescent daughter sat to my right. The
family was probably out for a night at the mall, but I didn’t know;
the only thing I did know was they appeared happy, content. As I
indulged in my sandwich, the sound of legal jargon hit my ear. I
glanced to my left and saw two men sipping coffee, trading words as
if they were worth something. One man wore a loose black dress
shirt, opened one too many buttons, and his partner wore a T-shirt
plastered with USF on the front. Even though a crowd surrounded me,
it seemed I could only focus on the two men’s voices spouting
insurance deductibles and proposed court dates. The man in the
college shirt explained how he was at a traffic light and the guy
in front of him stopped short. It was as if I were back with Mr.
Bernstein, taking notes at one of his client’s meetings. The only
difference was my pen and steno pad had become a turkey on cheese
bread.

I wondered what kind of attorney this was,
meeting his client in a coffee shop. Was this to protect the client
or the attorney? As their voices overwhelmed me, I knew I had to
focus on something else, something around me. I glanced to my right
to peek again at the daughter’s cute smile, but she was gone. A
void was present where she once was. Then, something hit me. My
nose received a blast of something intoxicating. It was a masculine
cologne, an aroma that took my breath away. I studied my peripheral
vision and saw the silhouette of a man sitting next to me in the
same spot as the girl’s parents. They must have snuck away,
replaced by this succulently scented man, as the attorney and his
client had engulfed me.

I felt something come over me, something
that drew me to this man. I wanted to turn and study him like an
art historian studies the Mona Lisa, but I couldn’t. I had to do it
subtly, tactfully. As I started on the second half of my sandwich,
I stole a peek. He wore a nonchalant pink Lacoste shirt and plaid
shorts with sandals on his feet. The man seemed as cool as a cool
breeze cutting through the moist Florida air.

While my glance lasted less than a second, I
painted him in my mind as I turned back to my iced tea. I saw that
his focus was on something in his hands, something that my glimpse
failed to realize. I wanted to, in fact I needed to, glance again.
As I turned slightly, I noticed a cup of coffee sitting in front of
him, but the object consuming his attention drew me closer. He was
drawing something with colored pencils in a sketchpad. It looked
like his hand was creating a bird of some sort standing on a beach.
I immediately stopped and focused on nothing other than the sketch
his mind and his hands were creating.

Something about an artistic guy intrigued
me, his gentle passion for his art in an ungentle world. I
immediately wanted to know more about this guy. Who he was, where
he lived, and where he came from. But as his hands drew the legs of
the bird, I realized my glance had turned into a stare. I lifted my
gaze toward his face, and as I did, his green eyes saw through me.
I felt a bit embarrassed, but it was worth it. He had a look about
him, the kind of look that flowed over you like a hand massaging
your sore muscles. The Florida sun had tanned his warm face as just
enough stubble coated it to tease me. I smiled as he returned the
gesture with his own. I was bizarrely nervous as if I were back in
high school in the presence of my crush. As my senses screamed not
knowing what to do, what to say, he cut the tension by softly
saying, “Hi there.”

I asked him about his drawing as he proudly
turned it to me. The sandy beach, the glowing sun, and the basking
bird looked so simple yet complex sketched in colored pigment. I
wondered whether this sight actually existed beyond his mind,
somewhere hidden in the land around us.

He asked my name with his brawny voice and
just as he devoted all of his attention to the drawing, he was now
devoting all of his attention to me. I felt as if I were a drawing,
crafted by the hands of this mysterious man. His name was Alex, and
he moved to Clearwater Beach ten years ago on a full scholarship to
the University of South Florida for a fine arts degree. He stayed,
since the city of Clearwater and its wealthy residents loved his
artwork depicting some of Florida’s most beautiful treasures. As he
explained his passion, he pointed to a nearby wall where there was
a painting of a beautiful palm tree overlooking the beach. Without
him even saying a word, I knew it was his.

“So what brings you here?”
he asked as I slid a little closer to him.

I explained my situation—attending the
conference with my boss, needing some time to get away, and my plan
to leave tomorrow evening. Alex had a quality that was absorbing.
He looked at me with his green eyes as if I were the only person in
that overcrowded room.

“So does that location
that you’re drawing actually exist?” I asked as I finished my
meal.

He didn’t respond verbally, but he smirked
in such a way that I knew, in fact, it did. It was a memory in his
mind, a scene of tropical bliss that filled his senses. Suddenly, I
too wanted to experience this location, this vivid place that I
could escape to whenever I closed my eyes.

“I can take you there,” he
offered.

I stopped for a moment, thinking about the
simple five words that his vocal cords vibrated. My brain said to
keep my guard up, to be cautious of anyone known for less than ten
minutes, but there was something telling me to go for it, to take
the ticket to see the world that I craved. The things we don’t do
today we often regret tomorrow or even for the rest of our lives.
Before my brain could fully weigh the pros and cons, my mouth
released four simple letters forming a word, a word that would
shape my night and my life forever.

“Sure.”

“I have my moped. I’ll
show you Florida, and I’ll have you back before your bedtime,” he
joked.

We stood up as he collected his drawing kit.
Alex had to be at least six feet tall, tall enough to be noticed,
but not enough to be mocked. I followed him out of the bustling
establishment. He held the door for me as the balmy air surrounded
us. I walked out of that café very differently than when I had
entered. Alex led me across the parking lot, gripping my hand to
scurry as one between the passing cars. His grasp felt warm, felt
strong like a man in charge. I wondered how many other women felt
the same power as I did. I remember just staring at him as he led
me through the parking lot. He was so tall and his hair flowed in
the wind. Then we arrived at his ride. It was a small red moped
barely big enough for a kid, let alone a fisherman and his catch.
But he assured me that this was the only way to travel through the
Florida streets. Alex offered me his only helmet so I strapped it
on. I was now concealed from being a secretary, replaced by a
Florida girl on a bike.

Alex put his supplies in an attached pack,
and then fired up the puny engine. The bike was corny, but corny in
a good way. He commanded the miniature moped as I sat behind him
and held his waist. Then, like a cowboy escorting the sheriff’s
daughter on an injured horse, we were off. The bike puttered
through the lot as Alex dodged cars left and right. Even though we
traversed the traffic with barely any defense, I took a whiff of
his masculine scent and knew that I was protected.

We cut through the humid air as my senses
overflowed with the life of Florida. Palm trees swayed in the
breeze as traffic surged. The homes looked nothing like those in
Indiana. Barrel roofs and colored stucco replaced the flat shingles
and vinyl siding from the north.

We stopped at a traffic light as three
business professionals crossed the street in front of us, a law
office behind them at the street corner. The woman in the group
wore a suit that was cool and classy. I studied her saunter, and
then her face that brightened as she chuckled with the handsome
middle-aged men accompanying her. I wondered how it would be
working and living in a tropical land hidden away from Old Man
Winter. The light turned green as we continued on our adventure. I
didn’t exactly know where we were going, but I knew that following
the setting sun would eventually lead us somewhere.

After about twenty minutes of riding, signs
for Clearwater Beach pointed us onward. Bikini clad women and
shirtless men replaced the business professionals and locals
navigating the streets. We were in the tourists’ playground, far,
far away from my hotel district. For a moment, I wondered what my
cigar-puffing boss was doing, but the sight of the beach in front
of me quickly removed him from my mind.

“Is that where we’re
going?” I shouted through the wind.

“No. That’s where all the
tourists go. We’re going to a very special place,” he
replied.

He turned the bike northward as we drove
away from the crab shacks and vacation motels. Exquisite beachfront
homes filled our view as we drove further away from the mainstream.
I was getting a tour of the Florida Gulf Coast that not even the
tourists received. As the engine droned, Alex turned off the
roadway and into a sandy path.

“We’re almost there,” he
said, as I instinctively yelped from the abrupt change.

We jostled on the packed sand as more and
more space separated the large homes. It was just the seagulls and
us as we rode with the rolling ocean to our left. A small sand dune
came into our view, and our path. My pupils dilated. There was no
way we were going to make it.

“Hold on,” Alex hollered
as I gripped his waist even tighter.

He pegged the throttle; we popped over the
hill through my girlish laughter. Then we slowed to a stop. I
wondered whether something had happened to the moped. I looked
around trying to assess the situation, but as I turned to the
ocean, I knew exactly why we had stopped. Alex shut off the puny
engine as the sound of paradise filled my ears. The picture he drew
back at the café was now in front of me, its pencil strokes now
full of life. The setting sun, rolling waves, and white sand
soothed my sore senses. Seagulls squawked in the distance and
landed around us to inspect the new life.

“What do you think?” Alex
asked as he stepped off and helped me with my helmet.

“Breathtaking,” I
replied.

Alex removed his sandals and tucked them on
the bike as I did the same. The white sand tickled my feet. Alex
took my hand and led me slowly, softly toward the water in front of
us. The image was awesome, one of the most awe-inspiring ever to
enter my eyes.

“How did you find this
place?” I asked.

His response still rings in my mind. “I love
finding beautiful things in this world, including you.”

He grasped both of my hands and looked at me
with those eyes. And then, he leaned in and kissed me tenderly. I
let go and gave myself to him. The waves pulsed; the seagulls
fluttered; the sun burned. And there we were making love surrounded
by it all. I felt like I was in a dream, whisked away by a prince
sent to me by my subconscious. I couldn’t think; I couldn’t
anticipate; I could only be. It felt like this was the real reason
for my decision to go to Florida, a reason that would become a part
of me so deeply, I couldn’t think of my life without it.

Calmness consumed me, a deep contentment
after our lovemaking. Alex grabbed his sketchbook and started to
sketch, but all I wanted to do was to hold on to him and to bask in
the remaining light. After the ocean finally stole the sun away,
Alex offered me a ride back to my hotel, a ride back to reality. I
wished I could stay and live a life with him, but I knew I could
never do it. All I could do, however, was hold on to him as we rode
through the night, hold on to him as tightly as I could.

We pulled into my hotel’s parking lot, as
the uneasy feeling returned. I wondered whether Mr. Bernstein was
somewhere lurking in the shadows.

“Why don’t you move to
Florida?” Alex asked as he stopped near the hotel’s
entryway.

“I have a life back
north.”

“Life is about living, and
I can see that you are alive here with me,” he replied
gently.

His words energized my soul. He was right.
But could this work? Could I just pick up and move to a place that
I had only dreamed of before?

“Will you take a chance
with me?” he asked so softly I could barely hear his voice, yet I
could hear it louder than anything.

I wanted to tell him that he had opened a
side of me that I never knew existed, a side that wanted to move to
Florida to become that businesswoman at the traffic light. But
before I could reply, I saw thick black smoke spewing from an old
car in the parking lot. The whirling pollution reminded me of cigar
smoke—cigar smoke from my life in Indiana. I simply smiled at my
prince as he took my hand and kissed it. Alex knew that what had
happened was special, and just like a completed masterpiece, the
artist must leave it untouched after the last brushstroke.

Alex reached into his moped’s pack and
handed me his sketch. I realized then what he had been doing as I
relaxed on the sand back at the beach. He added me to the picture,
lying in paradise. And then like that, he rode away toward the
unknown as I simply watched darkness devour him.

I went to bed, and then began the second and
last day of the conference bright and early. I saw Mr. Bernstein
and he asked if I was feeling better. All I could respond was, “I’m
fine.” I continued my note taking over the humdrum insurance
presenters. While my body was physically sitting next to my boss in
the conference room, my mind was with Alex, back on that beach.

Later that evening we flew back north, and
as the plane transcended paradise underneath us, I looked hard to
find Alex and that beachfront, but I couldn’t find it or him. The
only place they existed now was in my mind.

We arrived back in Indianapolis, back to the
status quo. Things were the same, my family, my job, my boyfriend,
my monotonous life, but as the weeks went by, I craved more. I
craved to return to Florida. As I stared at Alex’s sketch day after
day, I thought about his last words—his last question. I realized
that I wanted to move to the Sunshine State and become my drawn
counterpart. I wanted to live life.

Then, exactly one month after my trip, I
decided to take action. I flew back to Tampa, back to the place
that I couldn’t get out of my mind. I wanted to search for Alex, to
tell him of my aspirations, and to tell him that I wanted to be
next to him. The only thing I had was his sketch that I kept close
to my heart. I had no plan, no area of town to search, no idea of
where to find him. All I could do was go back to the place of our
meeting, go back to that café. Something told me that the answer I
sought would be in there.

I walked in and looked around at those two
tables where we had met, but all I saw was an elderly man and woman
barely awake. My prince was nowhere to be found. I suddenly felt
lost, defeated, but then I saw something that offered a glimmer of
hope. It was Alex’s painting hanging proudly on the wall—the
painting of the palm tree. I saw a waitress cleaning a nearby table
and I asked her, “Do you know this artist?”

“Alex?” she
said.

“Yes, Alex. Do you know
where I can find him?”

Her expression suddenly turned sour, as if I
had delivered some terrible news. She paused for a moment, and then
said something that would forever haunt me and forever change the
way I think, the way I act—the way I live.

“He passed away three
weeks ago. A truck hit his moped. It was all over the news in
town.”

My heart stopped as I filtered out of the
store incapable of thinking. I went back to my hotel, packed my
things, and then left Florida. As the Sunshine State disappeared
from my plane’s window, a part of my heart darkened, choked away
from the light.

“How could he be gone?
Why?” I asked myself repeatedly.

I felt terrible. If I had answered Alex’s
question in that parking lot, would the dice have rolled
differently? I realized that I would forever regret that decision,
regret not listening to my heart and not taking that chance.

It’s been three years since this experience,
and I still think about Alex and that evening on the beach. I still
live in Indianapolis and work for Mr. Bernstein. Not much has
changed, in fact. While I have accepted my life in Indiana, I often
sit back and close my eyes where I can see Alex, see his tanned
face, his cool hair, his green eyes, and his sparkling smile. While
he is gone from this world, he lives on in my mind…and in my
heart.
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Aw… I love that story—so beautifully sad. I
wish I could find a man. The guys I meet always leave a sour taste
in my mouth. I would ask you about your relationships, but I don’t
want to dwell on the past. Las Vegas is a city that runs from its
past. I remember a strip mall right here where we are standing. You
know, it had a mom-and-pop convenient mart, a gift shop, and a
place to buy discounted show tickets. I remember there was also a
floral shop. They had some beautiful flowers, but then the city
snuck up on the strip mall and bulldozed it to make way for this
kiosk village. All these tourists are walking on the same spot that
those beautiful flowers had once occupied, but these people have no
idea; they are oblivious to what was once here. You see, Vegas
destroys, implodes, and buries its past, just as you need to.

Well, we just killed forty-five minutes. How
about we keep up the storytelling? You want something darker, huh?
Read the next one. It will make the time go by.
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The tall oak trees surrounded my view. Do
you remember using a pine tree for disguise during a game of
hide-and-seek as a child, or building a tree house inside an oak as
a teen, or carving the name of your high school sweetheart in a
white birch? I do.

As I reminisced, a cloud stole the morning
sun away. I must have driven this road twenty times on my way to
hunt, yet this seemed as if it were my first. A tall tree reached
for the sky. It swayed in the opposite direction of the other
trees. The brisk autumn wind bent it to the point of breaking. It
resembled me now, my isolation amongst fellow humans, my desire to
be undesirable. I felt connected to the tree. I understood its
pain, understood its misplacement in the forest.

A blur entered my peripheral vision. A deer
bolted in front of my speeding SUV. I hit the brakes and swerved.
The tires squealed. My body bashed against the door. I heard my
rifle jump from the movement. Finally, the SUV ground to a halt as
the 12-point buck stopped inches from my grille.

Then, there was calmness, the moment after
the storm. As I held my foot on the brake, my eyes locked with the
mighty beast in front of me. I thought about plowing into him. This
was the score that I craved, the score that eluded me each time I
had hunted these woods, but there was an art to hunting that
required the use of only one brush for the canvas—a rifle. While
the buck had won this bout, I hoped he would be in my sights
shortly.

“Watch it big fella,” I
mouthed.

Then like that, the animal kicked its hind
legs and galloped into the forest. I took a deep breath, and then
continued my drive, only 10 miles an hour slower this time.

I drove for another five minutes searching
for the marker that I nearly passed each time. It was an orange
piece of plastic that I had nailed into a tree. I placed the marker
for my own direction, a breadcrumb for me to find the path into the
belly of the woods. I studied each tree, looking, searching for the
color orange. But I only saw the color brown.

Did someone remove my
marker? I asked myself.

I pondered turning around, but just as I
slowed to pull a U-turn, a piece of orange sparked the cones in my
eyes.

I pulled off and killed the engine. As I
opened the door, the morning’s chill entered my camouflage vest and
scratched my spine. It was a bittersweet feeling—the feeling that
only a hunter could describe. I sifted some dirt between my
fingers. I wanted to touch the skin of Mother Nature.

I filled my lungs with seclusion as I opened
the rear hatch on my SUV. There she was, my Remington 7600. I
grabbed a handful of .30-06 Springfield ammunition, tucked it into
my vest, and then secured the gun on my back. It was a venerable
weapon with a long history of buck killing. A 6-pointer was the
largest hanging on my wall at home, but I hoped to double that with
a kill from these isolated woods—the place where big animals were
hiding.

I picked up my pack and rooted around
inside. I looked for my body’s ammunition—a flask. I unscrewed the
cap, lifted the stainless steel, and then let a mouthful of whiskey
enter my gullet. As I capped my poison and grabbed my pack,
something fell onto my feet. At first, I thought it was a receipt
from a stop at the adult video store, but I quickly realized it was
something gravely different. I grabbed the glossy piece of paper
and studied the man in the picture. He was a handsome man about
forty years old with a clean shave, slick hair, and a subtle grin.
He was me, one year ago. But my younger self was not the sole focus
of the camera. The woman held in the man’s arms was the real reason
I kept the picture. She grasped a single red rose blooming at its
peak in her dainty hands. The flames spewing from the fireplace
behind the couple bathed her in light, glistening off her supple
skin like the sun caressing tropical water. Her smile radiated; her
brunette hair glistened; and her eyes allured. I studied the left
hand of the man in the photograph, which gripped the young woman’s
waist. I envied that man, that younger version of myself. I looked
down at my left hand now; dirt from the ground dirtied it. I placed
the picture in my pack, locked my SUV, and then turned to embrace
the breathtaking woods in front of me.

As I stepped from the gravelly macadam onto
the dirt, I knew that I was leaving civilization. I pierced the
wilderness to the right of the marked tree. There was a subtle yet
definite path. The climb was intricate and without even realizing,
the forest had swallowed me. I navigated around a large boulder and
trekked up the rocky path toward my hunting spot. My brother was
the only other human who knew this location—my location. I took him
hunting once and only once. He scored a 10-pointer while I walked
away with nothing. But today was a breathtaking morning—my
morning.

Air smoked from my mouth before the cold
killed it. My forty-year-old legs wobbled, but I trusted my
waterproof boots to live up to their steep price tag. High-class
hunting gear covered my body. Starting from inside out, I wore
thermal long johns, a pair of Levi 505 regular fit jeans, a brown
insulated liner, and thick camouflage pants masking me amongst my
surroundings. A white size large T-shirt that said “Hoover Dam”
encased my chest. A blue long sleeve work shirt and a brown
sweatshirt added extra layers. Finally, a matching camouflage vest
wrapped me like the largest present under the Christmas tree. The
most important gear was that covering my extremities. This was the
place where cold entered to chill my soul. Beyond my boots were
four pairs of socks coating my feet, one more than last year after
the freeze breached all three layers. A pair of thick
skin-conforming gloves covered my hands, followed by a second
insulated set. Then, a pair of leather-stitched camouflage gloves
wrapped the outside for extra grip. Finally, a skullcap and a
thermal camouflage hat covered my head. To a bird, I was invisible,
but the woods knew I was there, a virus trudging deeper into its
gut.

I stepped around a large stone as my eyes
blurred. My boots suddenly slipped on the fine gravel. My pack
dropped from my shoulder to my elbow. I tottered and reached for
something…anything. Finally, my leather gloves gripped a nearby oak
tree. I paused for a moment and looked down at the sharp angle I
had just climbed. My breakfast from the bottle must have kicked in.
I felt a twinge of sweat form on my brow, but the reinforced hat on
my head quickly soaked it away.

I continued my climb as the incline finally
leveled off. I stopped and turned to bask in my accomplishment.
Timber consumed my view, which filtered the morning sun. Trees
swayed. Birds chirped. Leaves cried. I filled my lungs with air and
smiled.

There was a dense rock shaped strangely like
a bench—a welcomed breadcrumb on the way to my spot. I walked
around the object and continued ten more yards toward a large oak
tree. I stopped on the final marker—a rock resembling a tombstone
in front of the mighty oak. I stared at the living wood like a kid
studying a Buckingham Palace guard. This tree was not unlike the
other trees; in fact, it could have been mistaken for the others,
but it was exactly ten yards behind the bench-shaped rock with a
tombstone-like marker under my feet. There at chest level was a
carved “X”—a signal I had made on intuition some four years
ago.

I was here, but to everyone else I was
nowhere. I looked straight up at the tall creature reaching for the
sky, and then my eyes focused on a cloaked tree stand. Small wooden
pegs led up to it, pounded in by my hands. My sense of direction
had not failed me, a gift recognized at an early age. I reached
into my backpack and grabbed two metal pegs. With force, I thrust
them into the tree at waist level. This was the first step toward
reaching the wooden pegs.

The climb was tricky as the tree seemed to
growl with my climb. As I reached the top, I checked my rifle
secured to my back, and then swung my body around to assume my
position. The tree stand was only four feet out and three feet
wide. It was a space just wide enough for one person, but I could
fit two. I reached into my pack, touching the flask for only a
moment, but moved on to unearth something smooth, something soft,
that massaged my eyes and warmed my soul. It was the photograph of
her.

I placed my partner down on my lap and
carefully loaded my rifle. I only needed one shot to kill my prize,
but bullets were cheap. I clutched the loaded weapon in my hand.
Then, I lifted my head and filled my eyes with the wood’s organs. I
was far away from civilization, hidden from the naked eye, yet I
felt as if I were being watched. Life flourished around me—trees
shed leaves; birds flew; squirrels hopped. I sat still, dead still.
While my body froze, my eyes widened, my ears opened, and my finger
rested on the trigger of my rifle. I studied each twitch, each
whisper, each rustle. I had to be dead, yet had to be alive within
milliseconds to seize the opportunity to attack my foe. Hunting was
like a showdown between bandit and sheriff—a showdown shared by
exactly two.

I waited and watched every moment as my
breathing rocked my body. Life seemed so simple in this position,
absorbing my world through an amplifier. As my mind thought of
nothing other than my visual and aural senses, a sudden and
definite crack sounded in front of me. My eyes widened, grasp
tightened, and heart raced as I prepared to strike the animal that
had made such a prominent noise. Unexpectedly, I felt something hit
my face. It was the wind of the wilderness gusting over me.
Suddenly, the photograph tucked under my arm dislodged, the wind
stealing it away. I reached for it like a father reaching for his
darting daughter in the street, but I quickly realized that I had
run out of real estate; I had exceeded my four-foot platform. I
tried to go back to my spot, go back to safety, but it was too
late. I fell toward the impenetrable Earth. For a split second, I
felt my head smash into something. Then, I felt nothing.

I opened my eyes to a strange place. A
dinner jacket covered my body. My hair was styled. My hands were
clean. I saw the crackling fireplace in front of me covering me in
heat. A camera sat on a tripod. Suddenly, the sweet aroma of her
surrounded my nose. She was here. But then, darkness engulfed my
senses. A cold chill covered my body. In a flash, I opened my eyes
and saw the low angled sun over my tree stand. I had returned from
the place that we went when our minds surrendered to a devastating
fall.

The wind blew over me and cooled my sole. My
hunting gear seemed to have failed. The sun was still low in the
sky so I could have only been out for a few moments, but then I
realized that the sun was not low in the east, but rather the west.
It was setting—not rising! I had been unconscious for the entire
day!

My brain throbbed. I shifted my shoulders
and saw the painstaking rock shaped like a tombstone that had
pummeled my head. I tried to sit up, but my mind screamed.
Electricity shot down my right leg. It was beyond pain, a feeling
without feeling. I reassessed my movements. A shape entered my
field of view. I whipped my head to the side and saw the mighty
beast staring at me. He was the same 12-pointer that I had met on
the road, and for all I knew, he was the same animal that provoked
my fall. Hunting was at the top of my mind, but the tables had been
turned. I was now the bandit, hunted by the sheriff named death.
The buck sniffed me, and then wandered away. He could care less
about helping me, as if he knew that I would never have helped
him.

I searched my right leg. I tapped and
kneaded, probing for the pain, and then I found it—my knee. As I
flexed my leg muscles, the pain poured.

How am I going to
stand? I contemplated.

I looked nearby and found my rifle, its bent
barrel victim to the fall. I clutched it, but the metal felt
cold—damn cold. I needed to get up, needed to find my way back
before darkness stole the light away. I grabbed one of my gloves
and forced it into my mouth. I bit down as I used the rifle as a
prop to stand, careful to avoid any sudden movement.

Finally, I made it up using the tree for
support. I knew I had a flare in my pack. I glanced up and saw my
trusty tote still sitting on the tree stand. Even though it was
only ten feet away, it might as well have been ten thousand. I
looked for my photograph, my partner, but all I saw were leaves. I
was now alone—all alone.

The sunlight vanished from the treetops, the
distant mountains consuming it. I knew I had less than thirty
minutes of useable light before the void of darkness would eat all
of the breadcrumbs. I used my rifle like a crutch and hobbled
toward the rock-shaped bench—the first pointer. The uneven terrain
made each step a painstaking task. It was as if I were reborn into
a grave new world; I was a baby learning to walk. It took me
fifteen seconds in the morning to get from the stone to the tree,
but five minutes to go back. I was in trouble. And just like a
newborn, I turned to the only thing that worked reliably, my vocal
cords.

“Help! Is anyone there!
Help!”

I paused for a moment as my eardrums
absorbed every bit of sound waves. All I heard were the subtle
sounds of seclusion. Now, I could only use my sense of direction to
continue my stumble back to my parked SUV. But I feared my senses
too were a casualty to my frightening fall.

The sunset turned to twilight. I staggered
toward tree after tree, taking breaks when my body quit. Night was
nearly here as I kept moving, numbed to the pain. Suddenly, I saw a
large boulder up ahead. My heart sang as the rock appeared to be
the stone that had marked my entry point. As I neared it, my
breathing picked up and my tears flowed. I caught a break on this
one. As I neared the piece of Mother Nature, I realized the boulder
was in the shape of something; it was in the shape of a bench. I
realized that my sense of direction had failed. I was back at my
starting point under the tree stand, which was now under the
moon.

I realized that this was it, this was the
way it was going to end, but there was something inside of me that
told me to keep going, told me to keep trying. I had to get out of
here. I was a cancer inside the body of the wilderness. I picked up
my steps, plodding in the opposite direction—the right direction. I
fought the pain as I moved.

Minutes turned into an hour, more than four
times my journey in the morning. The wind froze my bones as it
showered me with fallen leaves. There was no way out. I had to face
that, yet I couldn’t. My leg pained me, but I had to keep
going—over a rock, around a tree, up an incline.

Just keep
moving, I told myself, but just as I tried
to ignore the reality, my crutch slipped and I fell to the
Earth.

I stared at the gravel under my eyes. Just
as our daily drive home becomes instinct, instinct becomes toxic
when our mind loses our home. I took a deep breath and prepared to
lie in my grave. I looked out at the breadth around me when
something strange came into my view. It was a light—not the
figurative meaning, but a real electric current passing through a
thin filament. I blinked, and the light still existed. My eyes
tried to adjust as my brain finally processed the image it
received—a cabin.

I stood up and limped on sheer emotion
toward the saving structure. It grew in my view as I cut the
distance, yard by yard. Finally, I stepped beyond a tree and beheld
the dominate dwelling. Wood constructed it, carefully carved and
fitted to form the heart of the wilderness. It was thirty feet tall
with stairs leading to its deck. I reached the base and grabbed the
wooden rail. It was warm as it pumped the blood through the veins
of the forest. I clumped up, step by step, finally reaching the
deck.

Lights filled the inside as they stimulated
my optic nerve. I crept toward the door, and there at chest level
was the doorbell. I rested my index finger on the button and felt
the pulse of the creature. I took a deep breath and pushed exactly
one half inch. The sound of a bell scared me. Moments passed as if
they were hours. As my mind raced, the door unlocked and creaked
open. And there she was.

The woman was bizarrely familiar.

Is this… No, it can’t be…but…

The warm glow of her face and her enticing
eyes were the same as the woman in my photograph, but something
didn’t match. This woman had blonde hair resembling rays from the
sun. My eyes traveled down her frame; a soft cotton bathrobe
enveloped her hourglass figure.

“Can I help you?” the
woman asked.

“Oh. Um. Yes, ma’am. I’m
sorry to intrude. But I’ve had an accident,” I
stammered.

“Oh dear, what happened?
Are you alright?” she said with squinted eyes.

“I think, ma’am. I just
fell fifteen feet from my tree stand and hit my head. I don’t know
how long I was out. But I just kept walking and
walking.”

“I’m so sorry. Are you
injured?” she asked, studying my leg.

“My ankle’s twisted. But I
don’t think it’s broken,” I explained.

“Please. Come
in.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” I
replied, stepping into her world. But as I took my first step, an
evil glare consumed her face.

“First of all, please
don’t call me ma’am. That makes me feel old,” she said, changing
her grimace to a grin.

She caught me off guard.

“Sorry, ma’am. I
mean—”

“That’s okay. I’m
Tracy.”

She offered me her hand. I removed my
gloves, propped my rifle inside the door, and then instinctively
gripped her. Her grasp was soft yet firm, warm yet cold, and
inviting yet uninviting. It was different from that of the love of
my life, yet it was dangerously familiar.

“The name’s Jim. It’s nice
to meet you, Tracy,” I replied with an expression my mouth hadn’t
formed in days—a smile.

I continued into the dwelling as its immense
size absorbed me. The ceilings were vaulted and rose thirty feet
into the air. What astounded me was not simply the open space, but
rather the objects that breathed life into the room. More than
twenty perfectly stuffed animal heads lined the off-white walls. A
bison stared; an antelope glared; an elk smirked. It was like an
orgy of animals—a hunter’s delight.

“Wow! This is amazing. Did
you hunt all these animals?” I asked as I moved toward a rug made
from a lion—its head permanently frozen in a roar. The cat’s fangs
protruded as its look could stop anyone in his tracks.

“These are my husband’s
from his exotic safaris,” Tracy chuckled.

I walked toward a twelve-foot-tall brown
bear standing with its claws raised. I touched its fur as a shiver
traveled through my spine.

“This is astounding. I bet
each of these has an awesome story behind it,” I said, turning back
toward the most entrancing creature of them all, but she seemed
uninterested, bored in fact.

“Yeah, that’s my husband
Jack—the worldly traveler. I get tired of all his trips,” Tracy explained,
walking into the attached kitchen. “What can I get you? Would you
like something to eat or drink?”

The pain suddenly subsided. My mind had been
energized, brought back into the light after the woods had cloaked
it.

“Thank you. I could use
some water.”

“I can make you a sandwich
if you’d like. And hot tea?”

“Thank you. You’re way too
kind,” I said.

She filled a large glass with tap water and
handed it to me. I guzzled it like a man heading to a bar after his
wife’s funeral. Who was this woman? And why was she being so kind?
She was my savior, a gentle breeze through an ungentle world. I
wondered whether this was her, the woman who I longed to see, to
touch, to love for the past year, now somehow hidden in this cabin.
I watched as she bent over to reach into the refrigerator. Her robe
arched up, revealing her soft, sun-kissed legs. This had to be her,
but I kept trying to convince myself that it couldn’t be.

“If you have a phone, I
can call for help. My brother shouldn’t be too far from here. At
least from where my truck is,” I continued.

“That may be a problem.
We’re actually having trouble with our phone. It may be a while
until it’s back up,” Tracy said as she filled a teapot with
water.

“Oh really. Do you know
how long?”

“I would say tomorrow at
the earliest. But Jack should be back with the truck shortly. In
the meantime, I’ll take care of you,” Tracy offered as she put the
pot on the stove.

“Thank you. I don’t know
what I would’ve done if I hadn’t found your place,” I said lowering
my head into my lap. I took a deep breath of warm air as I stared
at my camouflage pants, now ripped apart. “I’m exhausted. I thought
I was going to be lost in these woods forever.”

I saw her shadow approach me. I lifted my
head. Her eyes locked with mine. As I froze, she laid another glass
of water in front of me.

“Don’t worry. I’ll make it
all better,” she muttered sending electricity through my
body.

I stared at the water, too nervous to look
at the beauty next to me. I felt like a beast captured in the
woods.

“So Jim, how’d you end up
way out here?” Tracy asked as she walked back to the stove,
lowering her tail.

“Well, I usually hunt in
these woods. And after I fell…I just kept walking.”

“What made you fall?” she
asked innocently.

I cleared my throat as the lump in my skull
throbbed. “It was a strange noise right below my tree stand. I
wasn’t expecting it and…thump.”

“Dear, that must’ve been
awful,” she said, looking at me like a wife consoling her
husband.

“I don’t know how long I
was out. But since it’s dark, I would say for at least eight
hours.”

Saying those words horrified me. How did I
find this place? As my head pounded, Tracy wiped her hands and
sauntered my way. At first, I wondered whether I was the object of
her stare, but quickly she drifted past me and moved toward the
lion. She reached her paw into its mouth and touched its razor
sharp teeth.

“A good hunter never
flinches, through thick and thin. Take this lion right here. Did
you know that at full speed a lion can leap a football field in
just seven strides!? Jack was down on one knee, with this beast
charging full speed right at him…the most ferocious animal in the
jungle was seconds from devouring him. But he stood strong, aiming
ever so accurately, and took this creature out in one shot…one shot
right to the brain. His crew was scared, one guy just took off
running. But you see, Jack never flinched. Now that’s a true
sportsman.”

Her story flowed through me, manipulating my
brain to create images from her words.

“Wow, your husband should
write a book!”

“Actually, he’s written
two on his hunts,” she said, gesturing over her
shoulder.

“I stand corrected. Who
are you two? How come I never heard about your place from my
taxidermist?” I asked.

But before she could answer, a whistle
pierced my ears. It sounded like a cry of death, a noise that
entered my ears and stabbed my brain. I thought it was the sound of
reality trying to wake me from a dream, but as I turned my head, I
realized it was the teapot. I watched Tracy hustle to the whistle.
Who was this woman? And more importantly, who was her husband?
Perhaps, I was this man and this was my home. I wondered whether
this was some alternate reality, a time and a place that paralleled
my existence. Perhaps, this would have been my life had the love of
my life not passed away.

“What kind of tea would
you like?” Tracy asked as she rummaged through the cupboard. “I
have green tea, black tea, and some peppermint tea.”

Her simple query caught me off guard. Here I
was thinking about alternate worlds but all she wanted to know was
the type of tea I liked.

“Green tea would be fine,”
I guessed.

I studied her movements as if I were
hunting. She removed a bag from a tin in the cupboard, placed it
into a cup, and then doused it with the scalding water. I watched
as the string from the tea bag draped over the side of the cup.
Steam swirled around killing the helpless tea leaves. Then, she
brought me the concoction with one hand and the meaty sandwich with
the other.

“Thank you,” I
mechanically replied as the smell of the blasted leaves entered my
nose and aroused my senses. I stared at the drowning tea
bag.

“Good choice. I drink a
lot of green tea. It’s very high in antioxidants. Helps me keep my
girlish figure,” Tracy purred.

I lifted my head as Tracy’s words entered my
mind and traveled throughout my body. She opened her bathrobe
revealing a set of black lingerie. I couldn’t look, yet I couldn’t
look away. The lace contoured her plump breasts as the warm light
bounced off the soft skin of her belly. My wandering eyes rested on
the black panties that caged the cabin’s most ferocious beast.

“Do you find me
attractive, Jim?” she asked so softly that I could barely hear her,
yet I heard her louder than anything. She shook her hips, stopping
my heart. I was speechless, tangled in her slippery web.

“Well, ma’am, yes, uh, I
do,” I stumbled.

“Good, because Jack works
a lot and takes these long safaris, which can make a girl go
crazy.”

I was overwhelmed. Her words roused my
libido, but four letters that emitted from her vocal cords
frightened me beyond the pleasures that her bite would offer—the
four letters that spelled her husband’s name. I envisioned a beefy
man, above six feet tall, with more powerful rifles and even denser
camouflage than I had. For all I knew, he was cloaked in the house,
waiting, watching to see if I would make a move on his wife. I
needed to break free from her trance so I stared at man’s second
need for survival—food.

“Uh, do you have any
pickles?” I asked, eyeing my sandwich.

“Yeah, you’re right. Jack
should be home shortly,” she reasoned. “I think I have
pickles.”

And then like that, she relinquished her
grip and focused her sights on pickled cucumbers. I took a sip of
the brew; it scorched my mouth and burned my throat. Its
temperature was just right as it warmed my frozen soul.

“They’re sweet pickles. Is
that okay?” she asked.

“Argh! Sweet!?” I said,
detesting the rotten flavor.

“They’re Jack’s favorite,”
Tracy replied.

I bit my lip as I looked at the ham, salami,
and Swiss cheese held in place by two slices of whole wheat bread.
I needed a pickle not because of its taste, but because it reminded
me of a lunch back home; it reminded me of sanity.

“Well…I’m a dill fan, but
ya gotta have a pickle with a sandwich,” I said as she handed me
the jar. “Thank you.”

“If you say
thank you one more time,
I’m going to have to shoot you,” she said.

I looked at her tempting eyes, searching for
an answer to this mysterious woman. Her kindness cradled me, but
her sarcasm terrified me. I remembered hunting with my grandfather
thirty years ago, sitting for hours with his wisdom. And one
frequent saying that he always offered was that many a truth was
said in jest. I wished I were with him now, protected by his rifle,
but I was far, far away from him. My only companion now was a
sandwich. I raised it to my mouth and took a bite. I was beyond
hungry, my taste buds numbed to the lack of nourishment. But as the
food entered my mouth, I received a blast of energy.

“I’ll let you eat. I’ll be
right back. I’m going to change,” Tracy said as she snaked past me,
leaving me alone.

I felt as if I were back home, eating lunch
after one of my hunts. I took a bite of the pickle, paused as my
taste buds deliberated, and then swallowed it. It wasn’t as bad as
I had expected. As I chomped on my meal, my eyes roamed around the
room looking for something, anything that would settle my curious
mind about this bizarre cabin. The refrigerator lacked magnetized
pictures. The drapes were pattern-less. The coffee mugs on the
counter were generic. In front of me were some hunting magazines. I
flipped through them as a picture caught my eye on the cover of one
of them. It was Tracy, decorated by camouflage, holding a rifle,
and kneeling next to a 12-point buck. She had a brazen look about
her, the look of a hunter after her kill.

Why is she on the cover of
this magazine? I mulled in my
mind.

I thought Jack was the hunter. This image
only added to the eeriness surrounding me. I studied the monstrous
buck on the cover and knew that I had to find it on the wall. I
took the last bite of my sandwich, grabbed my green tea, and then
lurched into the living room to find the head.

The room was like a morgue. The crackling
fire filled the vast space. I stepped around the lion rug, careful
to avoid its jaws. The bear stood above me. I moved toward the
center of the room, cautious of the bear’s grasp. I looked at the
beasts on the wall, as I felt their eyes burning into me. I knew
they saw me, all of them waiting for my guard to drop. I didn’t
remember why I had come in here. I took another drink of my tea,
now cool enough to gulp. A bison on the wall captivated me. It
seemed alive, as if it were about to move at any moment. I
gravitated toward it and studied the fiend. Its long furry snout
appeared moist as if the creature were still breathing.

“That was from the Yukon,”
Tracy said, the echo of her voice startling my oversensitive
nerves.

I turned to her voice. My eyes received the
striking image of the venomous vixen covered by a black night slip.
The radiating black silk accentuated her deadly curves as yet again
she held me in her grasp.

“Don’t be alarmed,” she
purred as her swirling scent tickled my nose. “The bison doesn’t
bite, at least not anymore.”

Tracy slinked toward the couch as her hips
mesmerized me. They swayed perfectly like a ticking clock. She sat
down and gestured for me to join her. Acting on instinct, I
followed her lead on the loveseat. I set my teacup down on an end
table and looked at her as I had looked at the love of my life.

“Can I be honest with you
on something?” I asked.

“Oh. You have a secret. Do
tell!”

“Well, Tracy. You actually
have a striking resemblance to my wife,” I finally
revealed.

“You’re
married?”

I held my head down as her question pummeled
me like that rock.

“I was. She died in a car
accident. About a year ago. Actually, I think it’s a year to the
day.”

“Aw… I’m so sorry to hear
that,” she said with a genuine look of compassion.

I suddenly felt protected. I carried this
weight around me since my wife had passed away. She was my
sweetheart, my sunshine during a dark day, my breath of fresh air
in a stuffy room. She left me without saying good-bye, and I think
about her every moment of my life, now more than ever.

“Yeah, she was a great
woman. I think about her every day,” I said.

“Do you get out
much?”



“Ha, well if going out in
the woods counts, but—”

“Are you warm enough? I
feel like adding another log to the fire,” she
interjected.

“Oh, I’m okay.”

Unexpectedly, she changed from sympathetic
to apathetic. Tracy sprang from her seat and pounced on the
fireplace.

“No, I want to. We need to
keep you warmed up…” she said without turning, but then she twisted
her head and stared at me. “…if you want to live.”

Her words perforated my ears. At first, I
wondered how her tone could change so quickly, but her attack was
covert. I stood up and tried to take cover, but as soon as my body
rose, the room began to spin. I lifted my hand to my brow as my
breathing intensified. I had to escape from her grasp, but
something was seriously wrong.

“Ugh. I…I don’t feel
right,” I exhaled.

I glanced at the teacup, and then back at my
predator. She held a piece of wood in her hand. I tried to move,
but I couldn’t. I tried to think, but my mind stopped. Light faded,
and then I saw darkness.

I suddenly sprang awake at the sight of
fire. I looked at the blazing fireplace, and then turned to look
for Tracy, but as I did I saw a much smaller living room—my living
room. The woman who approached me had killer curves and an alluring
smile, but her hair was not blonde; it was brown. It was her, my
wife. I didn’t know what to do, yet I knew exactly what do. I
reached to the side and grabbed a single red rose from a vase. I
handed it to my princess as she sat down. Then, I jumped to set the
self-timer on the awaiting camera. As the light flashed red, I
returned to my wife’s side and scooped her waist, her succulent
scent invigorating me. She was alive here next to me. Her warmness
flowed through my hand and to my heart. I felt the blood pumping in
her veins giving her and myself life. This was real, yet it
couldn’t be. I prepared for the camera to flash, but I heard a
voice whisper.

“Wake up.”

I turned to my princess, but she remained
motionless.

“Wake up.”

A blinding white light burst from the
camera. I felt like a newborn being born into the world. Suddenly,
a woman’s face came into focus. It was my wife, but as the white
light dissipated, her hair was the wrong color—blonde.

“Wake up. Wake up,” Tracy
instructed.

My mind finally returned, but the line
blurred between dream and reality. Perhaps, this too was all a
dream.

“What… What happened?” I
stumbled, finding myself lying on Tracy’s couch surrounded by dead
heads.

She still wore the black night slip, but I
no longer craved her; I detested her. She was sitting on the end of
the couch with a knife in her hand slicing a deep red apple. I was
terrified, yet I was glad that a piece of fruit was occupying her
and not a piece of me.

“You were out for almost
an hour,” Tracy said without taking her eyes away from her task.
Her voice was deeper, rawer as she sliced the apple into pieces.
“Maybe it was the sweet pickle,” she joked.

“Ugh…my head,” I exhaled,
my skull throbbing like an open wound. “What were you saying
before?”

“Well, Jack’s back. He’s
upstairs showering,” Tracy muttered without removing her stare from
the fruit.

“Oh. Did he ask about me?”
I asked, widening my eyes.

“I told him about your
accident. He wants to help, but would rather you stay awhile to
tell you about some of his safari stories.”

Her words were bittersweet. Sweet in that I
had a potential escape from this black widow through her husband,
but bitter in that he could be the worse half of the marriage.

“Thank you. But I should
get going. I would appreciate if he could just run me to town,” I
tactfully replied. “By the way, if you could please write down your
address and number. I want to send you something for your
troubles,” I lied.

“Don’t be silly. You’re
our guest. Jack wants you to stay…I
want you to stay.”

“No, that would
be—”

“You’re staying!” she
barked.

I froze as she held me in her eyes. She
dropped the apple and clutched the knife. Its sterling silver
reflected the inferno spewing from the fireplace. She had lost
interest in the fruit, which terrified me. I didn’t know whether I
should run, but I couldn’t count on my beaten body to respond. I
too had to rely on stealth; I needed to become a cunning cat.

Tracy moved toward the kitchen, her
intentions unknown. I waited until she removed me from her focus,
and then I rose slowly. I realized I needed protection against this
ravenous beast. I needed my rifle, busted or not, as its
hard-encased metal would surely take down this creature. But as I
glanced toward the door only ten feet away, the rifle had vanished
from the spot where I had propped it.

“Here, let me give you my
address and number,” Tracy offered as she wrote on a red
notepad.

I watched her movements as if I were hunting
from my tree stand. She folded the paper and handed it to me, but
as my fingers grazed hers, a blast of sound erupted behind her; it
was the telephone.

“Hey, I thought you said
the phone didn’t work?” I said.

“It just came back up,”
Tracy said, answering it.

I trembled in fear. This woman, in fact,
this whole cabin was full of lies.

“Hello?” Tracy spoke into
the phone.

Now was my chance. I whipped around and
bolted toward the door. I grabbed the cold doorknob and twisted,
but it didn’t budge. I tried to unlock it, but every turn yielded
the same result. I saw three intricate deadbolts protecting an
intruder from entering, or in this case, a lost traveler from
exiting.

“I have an unexpected
visitor,” Tracy said into the phone as she glared at me.

There was no way out. I thought of my
grandfather again and his proverbs. I remembered him saying that if
there was no way out, look for a deeper way in. My only hope now
was the man of the house, a man who I hoped was sane and could keep
his wife in check, a man who was now upstairs. I darted through the
living room, and through the pain, to the long stairway. It
traversed the side of the monstrous room and provided a view from
some fifteen feet above. At the top, there were three doors, two of
which were closed, but as I stopped for a moment to try to listen
beyond my pounding heart, I heard the shower faintly from within
the only open room.

I entered the bedroom. The sound of the
running water intensified with each step toward the attached
bathroom. A king-size bed stood in the center of the open space.
There were gun racks housing rifles like wine in an aristocrat’s
cellar. Bones and animal tusks accented the firepower.

Where are the
windows? I asked myself.

The smell of mothballs hit my nose. The
light from the attached bathroom shined into the room, cutting it,
half in light and half in shadow.

“Jack? Excuse me, sir. I
was wondering if I could ask for a ride?…Jack?”

The shower seemed to grow in intensity.
There was no turning back now. I was too far into the hole. I
tiptoed toward the bathroom, my eyes wide and white. I didn’t want
to disturb the man, yet I had no choice. I stepped off the carpet
and into the tiled bathroom. The blinding fluorescent lights
punched my pupils. White surrounded me with the mist of water vapor
hanging in the room.

“Jack?” I murmured, but
the running water only mocked me.

I minced toward the opaque curtain. My
breathing picked up; my heart pounded. This was it. I raised my
hand. Then in one swoop, I flung open the curtain.

An empty shower stared back, the water
running. There was no burly man named Jack before me. My eyes
followed the stream down toward the drain as the color of clear
water changed to rusty red. There were a half dozen heavily used
bear traps soaking. Bone and skin fragments covered the rusted
metal and backed up the water in the tub. The bloody water was near
the top. As I stared in utter fear, the water trickled over the
white porcelain, and then poured into the bathroom.

I jumped away from the mess. Near the
toilet, there was a display stand with framed pictures. I grabbed
the top one as my eyes beheld the woman of the house, Tracy,
decorated in superior hunting gear. She kneeled next to the killed
lion in the African jungle, a powerful rifle in her hand. Written
below was “Tracy with her accurate rifle ‘Jack’ during her lion
hunt.”

The horrific truth revealed itself. Jack was
her man, but he was not flesh and bones; he was metal and screws. I
threw the picture down. It smashed on the cold, hard tile. I
paused, contemplating my next move. I could not think. I was lost
in the bowels of the ominous cabin. I looked at myself in the
bathroom mirror and saw the red paper that Tracy had given me. I
removed it from my vest and unfolded it. I prepared to read her
telephone number and address—useless information at this point—but
what I saw sent a shudder throughout my body. It read, “You’re
never leaving and if you do I will find you…”

I tore up the paper and threw it into the
air. It rained over me as if from an angry sky. I stopped breathing
as I studied the man in the mirror. He was white as a ghost and
scrapes and bruises painted his face. He was a man I did not
recognize, and for this man, he had the hardest fight of his life
in front of him.

“Oh my God,” I mumbled,
searching for strength.

Pain still throbbed through my bones, but I
had to flee. There was only one way out now and that was the front
door. I needed claws, fangs, or sheer muscle to brute force my way
out, but I had none of those. The rusty bear traps were worthless.
The murky water reached my boots, as I knew time was running out. I
hurled bottles of soap and toothpaste aside on the counter; I found
nothing useful. I flung open the medicine cabinet. I tossed the
first shelf. A bottle of mouthwash detonated. Pills spilled over
the counter. I grabbed a nail file, but it couldn’t pierce a lion’s
hide. I found a pair of scissors. I wielded them as I would a
machete. These were pitiful, but they were the best I could do. I
slammed the medicine cabinet shut. The glass cracked, slicing the
man in the mirror in half.

I stepped through the muddy water as it
penetrated my boots. It was warm, but that was because I was cold.
I walked through the bedroom holding the scissors. As my body
trembled, I saw the door to the hallway.

The air in the hallway was cool as it hit
the sweat on my brow. I made it to the banister. I peered over. I
saw the black fur of the bison, the brown bear, and the sandy lion,
but I didn’t see the color blonde. My attacker was not in view. I
crept down each step, the carpet muffling my shoes. The sound of
the overflowing tub was a distant hum.

I made it to the bottom of the stairs. I
peered around the corner looking for any sign of movement. I saw a
shadow looming. I tried to follow it, my sweaty hands clasping the
scissors. A crack sounded. I jumped. The scissors fell. As my body
screamed, I realized the noise was the cry of a log incinerated by
the fire. The shadow was from the grizzly bear. I saw the door only
twenty feet away. I left the scissors lie and grabbed a piece of
firewood nearby. I made my break for the door, ready to shatter the
glass to escape. I pushed through the pain, shaving the distance
between me and safety.

As I passed the kitchen, a flicker entered
the corner of my eye. The object caused me to stop cold. It was a
can of some sort, which I gravitated toward, but the object resting
on top opened my eyes. It was a single red rose. My mind shifted to
my wife. I held the rose and sniffed its beauty…hypnotized. Then, I
looked at the can, which sat next to my teacup. I read its
label—“Rat Poison.”

My body and my mind convulsed. I could feel
the poison running through my arteries. A shadow shifted in front
of me. I looked up. It was the image of beauty, and the image of
death. It was Tracy holding my rifle and charging at me like a
lion. She grunted as I twisted to the side, but her drive was too
strong. She whacked me on the head. My body flew back, my eyes
swirling in my head. I soared toward the door. My eyes saw it, but
my body did not. I crashed through the living room window. I
toppled down the stairs, my head bashing against each wooden step.
All I saw were the floodlights, and I knew I had to run away from
them, away from danger. I didn’t know where my aggressor was, but I
had to keep moving as long as I could. I bobbled forward faster and
faster when suddenly the ground gave way to a steep incline. I
tumbled head first down the rocky slant past trees and boulders.
Each turn pounded my body. Then, light became black as my body
bashed into something impenetrable.

I was in a void, a moment where nothing
existed. It was a feeling without feeling, a dream without
dreaming. Suddenly, the black became intense light. I was in the
middle of a blaze. I turned trying to determine my location and saw
a red sedan spewing fire. I knew now exactly where I was. I moved
through the inferno to the driver’s side door and saw the woman
trapped inside, the woman whom I could never forget—my wife.

As I watched her demise, I heard a bird
chirping. The noise increased as I looked up at the sky. The sun
was out. Then, it all became clear. I left my moment of emptiness
and returned to the world. I was on the ground, my head resting on
the rock that had induced my blackout. I realized that Tracy had
not killed me. She had left me in the wilderness. I looked toward
the location of her cabin, but the hill that I had plummeted down
masked it. I was given a second chance.

As my mind raced, I heard the sound of
something walking. I realized I was out in the open, prey for a
hungry beast. I feared it was Tracy, waiting until the sunrise to
finish me off and add my head to her wall. I couldn’t move. My body
was too badly beaten. I had to accept my fate. I hoped my passing
would be quick and painless. I moved my head as the image of the
being came into view; it was a high-class hunter. The man stopped
at my sight.

“Hello! Are you okay?” the
hunter yelled, running my way.

I breathed a sigh of relief. The man was
young, about twenty-five, and he was my savior.

“Sir, are you alright? Can
you hear me?” the man asked, offering me his hand. “Are you
okay?”

“Ugh. What happened? Where
is she?” I finally said.

“Sir, I think you hit your
head. Can you stand?” he asked.

“I think so,” I replied as
he helped me.

My head throbbed in pain, but I felt
protected by the man’s grasp.

“Where is she?” I
asked.

“What?”

“The woman? Where is
she?”

“It looks like you hit
your head, sir,” the hunter said as he gestured up.

I followed his gaze and saw something
troubling. It was my tree stand. I couldn’t believe it. Was the
cabin this close to my tree stand? How did I fall under it?

“Her cabin is just up
there,” I said.

“Sir, there is nothing for
miles and miles around here. You hit your head from falling from
your tree stand. The mind can play tricks on you,” he explained as
he helped me hobble away.

It was impossible. The experience was so
real. I was there. She was with me. I knew it, yet I couldn’t be
certain. Perhaps, it was all a dream.

I remained speechless as we walked out of
the woods. I couldn’t think anymore. I needed to get back to
civilization. As we moved together through the brush, the wind blew
a piece of paper caught in my jacket’s zipper. At first, I thought
it was the picture of my wife, accompanying me this whole time, but
it wasn’t a photograph; it was a torn piece of paper the color of
deep red.

“Wait,” I told my
savior.

I stopped it from blowing away with my boot.
It was a piece from the note that I had read in the cabin’s
bathroom. The small two inch by two inch colored paper explained
everything. As I read the phrase aloud, my heart stopped—“I will
find you…”

 


 


 


 


Kiosk on the Strip

8:52 p.m.

 


 


 


 


Our minds are powerful things. In Vegas, the
mind can be your worst enemy. That was one of my favorite
stories.

Do you want to try selling some T-shirts?
Okay. Just grab a shirt and give them a line. Here, let me show
you. This Hoover Dam black looks good.

Souvenir T-shirts! Three for ten! Do you
want one, ma’am? How about you, sir? Get some for your family. You
like those three? Great. I’ll ring you up over here.

See, now that wasn’t hard. That guy is kinda
cute. He actually reminds me of the guy in the next story.

 


 


 


 



The Chef

 


 


 


 


A hotel room sits dormant. Suddenly, the
door opens as a man stands at the doorway, silhouetted by light
from the hall. He enters like a cold breeze, flips the light
switch, and then shuts the door. The man’s slicked-back hair
reaches for the collar of a black pinstriped suit. He looks to be
about thirty-five, but then again, he could be older. The man is
smooth yet rough, visibly striking yet invisibly menacing. He looks
as if he could play James Bond, but at a second look, he could play
his villain. The man possesses a peculiar feature that stands out
yet is hidden. He has the power to stop someone cold, stimulating
him or her to deduce that odd quality, just as he did a mother of
four in the elevator.

The man carries a large duffel bag, the kind
that a sporting goods store has to special order. He sets the bag
on the queen-size bed, and then fixes his collar. He glides around
the room so softly that a blind man would miss him. The man looks
inside the bathroom. Fresh towels, complimentary toiletries, and a
spotless mirror fill his gaze.

The man shifts to the side of the room. He
grazes the top of a wooden chair, which is part of a five-piece
dining room set. Then, he beholds the small kitchenette. A
stainless-steel refrigerator shines. A microwave glistens. A faucet
in the sink begs to be turned on. The man focuses on the item next
to them—a gas stove. He walks to it, and then caresses its polished
metal, running his fingers around a burner. Then, he turns the
knob. He waits for the fire, but the stove appears lifeless. He
twists another knob, but the stove only mocks him.

The man storms to the phone next to the bed
and dials the operator.

“Hi, this is the front
desk. How may I help you?” a female voice answers.

“I just checked into room
three twenty one. There seems to be a problem,” the man says as he
folds a piece of paper on the nightstand to amuse
himself.

“Oh, Mister Divine. What
can I do to fix this problem?” the female asks.

“Well, you gave me a room
without a working stove. Are you trying to sabotage me?”

“I’m terribly sorry, sir.
Let me see what I can do for you,” the woman consoles.
“Unfortunately, all our rooms are filled tonight. How about a
complimentary buffet or show ticket?”

“Buffet? You must be
joking. Listen to me. This is unacceptable!” the man
barks.

“I will send a repairman
up right away.”

“Make it snappy. I need to
practice my special dish so I’m prepared tomorrow,” he
says.

“Certainly, sir. I
apologize for the inconvenience,” the woman says.

The man hangs up the phone and takes a deep
breath. He lets it out slowly, trying to calm his nerves. The man
moves to his bag. He unpacks it on top of the bed, carefully laying
everything on the sheet. He removes a white chef uniform and a
matching hat. Then, he unearths a satchel of cooking supplies and a
clear plastic bag filled with spices. Next, he exposes a wine
bottle protected by a hard case. The man holds it in his hand as if
his fingers want a taste. Finally, he removes thick plastic sheets
folded neatly.

And then, black becomes white as a
conversion occurs in the confined hotel room. The man’s hands
button up the white chef jacket. He positions the white hat
perfectly on his head. Oregano, Parsley, Turmeric, Basil, and Thyme
bottles line up on the side kitchenette counter. The man puts the
wine on ice. A spatula slides from the satchel. The man removes a
butcher knife as it sparkles under the bright lights.

An image appears in the mirror next to the
bed. Mirrors judge everything equally, but this particular one
reflects something that has no equal. Right there in the room a
transformation has taken place—the man has become the chef.

The chef admires his outfit. He straightens
his hat and adjusts his collar. As he stares, a knock pounds on the
door. The chef opens it; a repairperson greets him. The chef
beholds not an overweight slob with a gut hanging over his belt,
but rather a fetching woman fitted with a pressed work suit.
“Stacy” is proudly displayed on her name badge. She does not fit
the mold of a typical hotel worker, but then again, this is not a
typical hotel.

“Hello, sir. There’s a
problem with your stove?” the repairwoman asks.

“A big problem,” the chef
says.

“I know why you’re here,”
she replies glancing at his uniform. “Hmm. I thought we inspected
all the stoves for the event.”

“Well, you missed
mine.”

The chef invites her in as she scurries to
perform her job, not noticing him turn the deadbolt. He moves
lightly as she moves quickly. The chef eyes her utility belt fitted
with a walkie-talkie. He contemplates her measurements, figuring
her trim waist to be just over two feet.

“A repairwoman? It’s been
a long time since I’ve had a woman,” the chef says.

“It’s tough work, but hey,
I need the money,” Stacy says, her cheeks blushing.

She replies to the awkwardness by scuttling
to the stove. While she bends to work, the chef maintains his focus
on her figure. That odd quality surfaces as he ogles her; it’s in
his beady eyes.

“Looks like your pilot’s
out. Good thing there’s a safety switch on these models to prevent
a gas leak,” the repairwoman explains from the ground.

She pulls out a stick lighter from her belt
and lights the pilot—a task she knows all too well from the past
three days preparing for the hotel’s big event. Stacy stands up and
tries the burner. This time the stove ignites. The chef smiles.

“You’re all set,” she says
without making eye contact.

“Perfect,” he replies
shifting his stare from the stove to the woman.

She removes the walkie-talkie.

“This is Stacy. The stove
in room three twenty one is fixed. Pilot was out,” she
radios.

“Roger that. Can you check
five sixteen? Bathroom light is burned out,” the burly voice of her
boss replies.

“I haven’t taken my dinner
break yet,” Stacy says.

“You can eat later.
There’s work to do.”

“Roger. I’m on my way,”
she says, rolling her eyes.

The repairwoman notices the spices on the
table, culinary utensils, and cooking pot. She is ready to leave,
but her stomach growls.

“So, what are you cooking
tonight?” she asks.

The chef removes his focus from Stacy. He
palms his butcher knife and buffs it with a cloth.

“A plump and juicy steak,”
he replies.

“But where’s the meat?”
she chuckles.

Stacy’s laugh echoes in the confined space.
She looks at the chef, hoping to see a lighthearted reply, but all
he does is stare at her with menacing eyes.

“I’ve actually only
consumed the male Homo
sapiens. A female will be a very special
treat,” the chef says, staring at her breasts.

She squints her eyes in confusion. Working
in a transient hotel provides her with a fair share of odd guests;
this one is the oddest.

“Uh, I’m just going to go
now,” she says, moving to the door.

Stacy sees the emergency exit information
plastered on the hotel room door. She is only steps away from the
exit, steps away from freedom. She reaches for the knob, but a long
dagger embeds into the wood of the door. She stops cold.

“You forgot your tip,” the
chef says.

Stacy doesn’t look back. She grabs the
handle, but another knife slashes her hand. She shrieks as her
walkie-talkie falls from her grasp. She glances at it, but sees the
chef charging toward her. She chooses to flee into the only other
location—the bathroom.

Stacy dives into the room, slams the door,
and then twists the lock. Darkness surrounds her as the door
rattles. She runs to the back wall. Tears flow down her face as she
realizes that she is now safe, but also, she realizes that she is
now trapped. Through the darkness, she watches the light trickle in
from below the door, broken by the shoes of her attacker. Her
breathing rocks her body; her heart pounds. She remains still,
frozen like ice. Then, she sees her stalker leave.

Stacy reaches for the switch, filling the
space with light. She stares at her frizzled brown hair drenched by
her tears. The pain finally sets in as her adrenaline subsides. She
looks at her hand. Blood drips onto the tiled floor. Stacy grabs a
towel and wraps it around her open wound, which throbs with each
beat of her heart.

“Stacy, can you stop by
five eleven first? Looks like a clogged toilet,” faintly seeps
through the bathroom door from the walkie-talkie.

Stacy presses her ear against the door.

In the room, the chef coasts to the device.
He studies it. The rubber call button intrigues him.

“Stacy? Are you there?”
the walkie-talkie vibrates through the chef’s masculine
hand.

Her boss’ voice sends electricity through
her beaten body.

“They’re going to come
looking for me. You better let me go,” Stacy says through the
door.

“They won’t care about a
measly little repairwoman,” the chef replies.

“Stacy? Why aren’t you
answering!?” the walkie-talkie expels.

The chef turns off the device.

Inside the bathroom, Stacy searches for
something…anything. She flings the complimentary soap to the
ground. A grate on the ceiling catches her attention. She stands on
the toilet and yells into it.

“Help! Anyone!
Help!”

There is a subtle knock at the door. Stacy
wavers, and then topples toward the unyielding tile. Her ankle
twists. She screams.

“There’s only one way out,
my dear. It should only hurt for a moment,” the chef’s voice
oscillates through the door.

Stacy grabs the shower curtain. She pulls
herself halfway up. But the curtain snaps and her body bashes
against the tub. Her wound splits. Blood gushes on the floor.

Three knocks emit through the door. Stacy
groans. She opens the drawer under the sink. Inside, she pulls out
a freestanding placard that says, “We hope you have an enjoyable
stay – Management.” She throws it against the door. Stacy does her
best to stand. She looks at the mirror, and then clutches a towel.
She wraps her uncut hand, and then punches the mirror.

The reflecting glass cracks, as does her
skin. She increases her intensity. Blood saturates the towel. She
cries as her brain squeals. She dislodges a large piece of broken
glass from the mirror.

Stacy stares at the looming door. She tries
to silence her snivels. An eerie silence consumes her. Suddenly,
she hears a toilet flush upstairs. She thinks about the normalcy
above her, the guest in room 421 preparing for sleep. But she knows
that she is not in room 421, she is stuck in the confines of the
room equivalent to hell.

Stacy sneaks to the door. She puts her ear
against the cool oak. Then, she listens for a sound. Stillness
replies. She places her bloody hand on the lock, and then twists it
through the pain. While Stacy has opened thousands of bathroom
doors during her year on the job, she opens the bathroom door in
room 321 the slowest.

The abandoned room welcomes her. She sees
the closed door to the hall, the door to freedom. Stacy slithers
toward it, her twisted ankle pulsating. Her utility boots muffle on
the soft carpet. Two steps to safety, something catches her eyes.
She sees thick plastic covering the bed. Suddenly, a shadow
moves.

The chef grabs Stacy like a piece of meat.
The shard of glass drops to the ground. Stacy squirms. A knock
sounds at the door, only six feet away. Stacy tries to yell, but
the chef raises a knife to her neck. She feels the cold blade
against her throat. Stacy freezes.

The chef slides toward the knock with the
repairwoman on his side. He opens the door only a crack as he hides
his victim behind the stout piece of wood. Stacy’s burly boss locks
eyes with the chef.

“Sorry to bother you, sir.
Was there a repairwoman here before?” the boss asks.

The chef glances at the 100 pounds of meat
in his hand. She wriggles. The chef tightens his grip.

“She stormed out of here.
Said she was quitting the job because of not getting a break,” the
chef lies.

“Uh… Okay. Hmm. Well, I’m
sorry to have bothered you, sir,” the boss says.

While he is only two feet from his employee,
two feet that usually separates him from a talk with a staff
member, one inch of strong wood divides these twenty-four
inches.

The chef closes the door and clicks the
deadbolt sealing him and his victim inside the room. Stacy tries to
duck. She breaks free for a second, but the chef tosses her on the
bed.

“You’re a sick man. What
are you doing?” Stacy pleads as she sits up facing her
predator.

“All this work has made me
very hungry,” the chef says, towering over her with a butcher
knife.

Stacy has a moment to scream, but then the
chef uncoils his sculpted bicep on his right arm and slices her
flesh. She drops onto the plastic. Blood splatters on the
headboard. Another chop, and then another. The chef grunts with
each cleave.

Moments later, a slab of finely cut meat
plops on the frying pan. It sizzles. The chef sprinkles some
parsley and oregano on the cooking meat. Then, he sets a steak
knife and fork next to a large glistening plate. After that, deep
red wine pours into a glass. He dips his finger into it, testing
its temperature. As the chef works like an artist painting his
masterpiece, the meat cooks until the juices and tenderness align.
He spears it and sits the superbly cooked meat on the dish.

The chef removes his hat and uniform,
changing from meat preparer to meat consumer. He sits at the side
table and swirls his wine glass, sipping the red concoction. Then,
he takes the steak knife and cuts a sliver of meat.

Suddenly, a phone rings. The man shakes his
head and stands to answer the phone.

“Yes?” he says.

“Hello, sir. This is the
front desk again. I wanted to ensure your problem has been
rectified,” the familiar voice asks.

“Ah. Yes. A nice young
lady took care of it.”

“Very well. Well good luck
tomorrow, Mister Divine. Do you know what you’re going to be
cooking for the competition?”

“Yes, a very special
meat.”

“Excellent. Well, I’m one
of the judges. I can’t wait to taste it.”

He looks at the repairwoman’s dead body
enveloped in plastic. A gory gash exposes the raw flesh under her
shoulder and breast. The man hangs up the phone and moves back
toward his awaiting meal. He sits down and stabs the carved meat
with his fork. Then, he raises it to his salivating mouth and
slides it inside. The man inhales and chews, his eyes rolling
back.

Through the plastic, a look of horror covers
the repairwoman’s departed face.

 


 


 


 


Kiosk on the Strip
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I read that story every time I meet a guy
with that quality you just can’t place, which is more times than a
heart breaks in this city.

The view is nice from here. I like the Monte
Carlo across the street. It is one of those casinos that I never
get to. The Strip is not that big if you think about it. Sure,
walking takes you hours, but you can drive it in twenty minutes.
Nevada is such a strange place. I don’t know why people keep moving
here.

Well, only one more hour of this hell. I
have to curb my hunger. That last story made my mouth water. That
guy over there looks tasty. Haha. Keep an eye out for customers
while you check out the next story. I’ll be back.
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Courier

 


 


 


 


A deserted road seemed to lead into the
cloudless blue sky. The sun penetrated the barren desert. The only
thing moving was the radiating heat. Old cars that once provided
transportation were now scorched metal shells. The word “Grocery”
was barely visible on the side of a billboard, victim to the
sweltering heat. The place was as lifeless as a dying planet
consumed by the living sun. Suddenly, something black shifted over
the crest.

Wheels of a sport bike spun on the macadam
as the engine hummed. Flawless black leather boots rested on the
pegs. Leather pants conformed to the biker’s skin. A black jacket
enveloped the rider. An opaque helmet concealed the biker’s
identity. A black duffel bag was anchored to the back with bungee
ties. It was hard to distinguish where the biker stopped and the
bike started, but it appeared that this creature had one goal, one
title—courier.

Mountains blurred by the rocket traveling at
triple digit speeds. It maintained perfect accuracy on the center
of the road like a bullet blasted from a gun. Up ahead, the gutted
car obstructed the bike’s path. The courier kept the throttle
pegged. The bike swerved, blew by the car, and then returned to the
center of the road. The beaten billboard didn’t distract the bike
as it sped by. Hidden on the other side was a police car with
blacked-out windows. The car appeared abandoned at first, but as
soon as the missile whizzed past, the lights and siren screamed
alive.

The car squealed its tires as it pulled out.
The V8 engine devoured the dry desert air. Its speed increased with
each second, but the bike was now just a speck of black.

The courier glanced into the side view
mirror, as the enraged machine seemed to be no match. The bike
pulled full throttle ahead. But just as the courier appeared
unstoppable, a white unmarked police truck stared eye-to-eye with
the speeding bike.

A light swirled on the truck’s roof as its
siren blared. Black tint consumed its windows. The truck sustained
its drive into the direct path of the speeding bike. The courier
had no way out. The distance between the bike and the truck
narrowed.

The courier kept the engine at full
throttle. The truck opened its jaws. In a flash, the bike swerved
inches from the truck’s bite. The force was too much as the courier
flew into the air and toppled over and over on the desert ground.
The black leather scraped the cracked ground. The bike slid to a
halt as the duffel bag hurled into the air. Finally, the courier
stopped.

Both police vehicles followed the downed
bike. Their sirens died as the sound of silence erupted. Seconds
passed which seemed like hours as stillness once again consumed the
desert. Then, the doors burst open from the vehicles. Three men
poured out, masked by colored bandanas. Dust caked on their
sunburned skin as only their beady eyes showed. The one driving the
sedan was as skinny as a rake and wore blue. From the passenger
side of the car, a longhaired goon covered by the color red stepped
out like a self-made captain after pulling the shortest straw. The
overzealous husky man in yellow ran from the driver’s seat of the
truck. The men looked tough, yet vulnerable—tough like bullies in
junior high, but vulnerable when they became freshmen.

“You dumb ass. I told you
not to hit ‘em. Just get ‘em to pull over,” Red barked at
Yellow.

“Sorry, boss. This one
didn’t wanna stop,” Yellow replied.

“Blue, you check his
pockets. And Yellow, you search the bike,” Red
continued.

Blue and Yellow jumped into action. Their
metallic boots kicked up sand as they entered the desert. Blue
neared the immobile courier. He examined the black leather now
covered with sand.

“He don’t have no pockets,
boss,” Blue yelled.

“Damn it! These varmints
come into our territory uninvited, and they don’t have nothin’ to
pay our toll.”

“Wait, I think there’s
somethin’ here,” Yellow exclaimed as he saw the duffel
bag.

“What is it?” Red
shouted.

Yellow grabbed the bag and cleaned off the
grit. It was made of a thick, almost metallic, material that barely
bent. As Yellow flipped it over, a potent keyed lock mocked
him.

“There’s a lock on this
here bag. There has to be somethin’ of value inside,” Yellow
exclaimed as he brought the bag back to Red.

“What do you think it is,
boss?” Blue asked.

“Give it here, let me
look!” Red roared as he snatched it. “Hmm, get the tin snips from
the car.”

“I bet it’s a million
bucks. We hit it rich!” Blue exclaimed, running to the police
cruiser.

“It’s packs of somethin’.
It has to be money. And there’s a bunch of it,” Red said, feeling
the bag.

“Yee-haw!” Yellow
howled.

Blue returned with a pair of flimsy snips.
Red grabbed them, and then tried to cut. The tool failed. He tried
another angle, but the snips were useless.

“Damn it! What the hell is
this shit made of? I’ve never seen nothin’ like it,” Red
said.

“Can I try, boss?” Yellow
asked.

“No! Me and Blue are
taking this back to the Kremlin. You grab what you can off the
bike,” Red commanded.

“Why do I always have to
do the grunt work?”

“Because I’m in charge!
And plus you’re the one that almost killed him.”

And then like that, Red and Blue jumped into
the cruiser and sped away chirping the underinflated tires on the
macadam. Yellow listened to the V8 feast on the desert air.

“Make Yellow do it. Hey
Yellow, go pick up that there cactus for us,” Yellow
mocked.

He glanced at the motionless courier baking
under the sun. Yellow shook his head and moped toward the downed
bike. He kneeled to check the powerful machine. Its lines appeared
like a woman’s sexy curves. Yellow rested his calloused hand on its
leather seat as the twin cam engine aroused him.

“This isn’t like the usual
vehicles we catch,” he muttered.

Yellow stood up and walked around to admire
the bike from a different angle. As he shifted, he saw a desert
void. At first, it appeared as if nothing was out of the ordinary,
but the fact that the black biker was missing hit Yellow hard.
Before his brain’s neurons could fire, a sudden blast impaled
Yellow’s head. His meaty frame toppled to the ground. He tried to
collect himself when a cloud covered the sun—a black cloud clad in
leather.

“What the hell? I’m gonna
get you!” Yellow growled.

Adrenaline pumped through Yellow’s widened
veins. He jumped up and lunged at the courier, but the leathered
individual dodged his attack and countered with a swift kick.
Yellow fell. Without thought, he popped up and pounced again. The
courier leaned and buckled Yellow’s knees sending him back to the
unyielding desert.

Yellow lay on the ground as the courier
stepped closer to him. The biker’s hands raised as Yellow prepared
for a final blow, but the individual lifted off the helmet. Time
seemed to slow as the long flowing black hair of a fatally
attractive woman poured out. She was strong yet feminine, powerful
yet graceful, loud yet quiet. Yellow couldn’t look, but at the same
time, couldn’t look away as he studied the woman’s curves as he did
the pristine motorcycle.

“Who…Who are you?” Yellow
mouthed.

“I’m a bitch in heat,” the
courier’s spongy voice expelled. “Where is my bag?”

“Red and Blue took it.
What’s inside?”

“Rule number one. A
courier should never look inside the package.”

The courier rested her boot on Yellow’s
hand. Then, she twisted. Yellow screamed. The courier yanked his
yellow bandana as the goon’s chubby face breathed the desert
air.

“You’re as ugly as your
rancid stink,” she said.

“Wait, I’m just a grunt.
Red even said so. Please. What do you want?” Yellow
begged.

“I need that bag,” the courier said,
staring at a hole in the sand.

***

Her mind left the barren desert and traveled
three hours ago into a smoky bar. The place reeked of body odor as
the stale stench of meaty men swirled around the rancid room. A
bartender poured a triple shot of whiskey for a slob. Two derelicts
shot pool with broken sticks. As the men amused themselves,
something cut the light from the doorway. The courier slinked into
the bar dressed in sexy leather. The men stopped. Some stared while
others catcalled. The courier bumped the slob at the bar as whiskey
dumped onto his greasy beard. The bartender backed up as the bar
trembled.

“The only bitches allowed
in here are whores,” the slob roared.

He reached his paws for the courier’s neck.
She shifted her eyes, and then grabbed his head and smashed his
face into the bar. The slob fell over and squirmed.

“You’ll never get any with
that pick-up line,” the courier countered.

Laughter erupted from the other men.

“Tiny got laid out by a
chic!” one of the pool players exclaimed.

“Does this bar serve
wine?” the courier asked the bartender.

“We have one of the last
bottles on the California Island. It’s very expensive, ma’am,” the
bartender explained.

“Get her a glass and put
it on my tab,” a mysterious voice said.

A white-haired man stood at the bar next to
the courier. He wore a perfectly pressed black suit. “I like your
style. I have a job for you,” the old man said.

“A job? I’m just passing
through, old man.”

The bartender returned with a bottle of red
wine. He uncorked it, and then poured it like a bomb defuser
preparing to cut the blue wire. The old man presented the courier
with the duffel bag.

“This needs to be
delivered to the mainland. Las Vegas. Before dark. To my
wife.”

The courier glanced at a map hanging on the
wall. It showed California, Oregon, and Washington broken away into
the ocean from the rest of the United States.

“The mainland, huh? I
haven’t been there since before the big quake. I hear that drive is
full of gangs.”

“A lady with your touch
shouldn’t have a problem navigating,” the old man
continued.

She took a sip of the wine and massaged her
taste buds.

“What are you offering?”
she responded, staring at the man with intrigue.

***

A bead of sweat traveled down the courier’s
face. It was sweat from the sun, which yanked her mind from the
vision of the past. She felt the goon squirming under her boot.

“Where are they!?” she
demanded as she twisted Yellow’s arm with her foot.

He yelped.

“Ugh…two miles that way.
Take a right at the painted rock.”

She looked in the direction of his gesture
as the openness surrounded her.

Meanwhile, some ways up the road, a battered
Recreational Vehicle baked under the sun next to a dirt road; the
police sedan was parked nearby. The interior of the RV was just as
trashed. Refuse littered the beaten brown rugs; bottles of hard
liquor cluttered the counters; shovels and pitchforks were
scattered on the floor. Near the gutted driver’s seat, Red and Blue
worked on the duffel bag. Their bandanas hung from their necks
exposing their hideous faces. Prickly stubble painted Red’s mug as
Blue’s cleft palate lacked a few teeth.

“Leave it alone! I said
I’ll do it,” Red yelled as he grabbed a rusted saw from
Blue.

Red sawed with all his strength, but the
bag’s armor only taunted him.

“What is that made of?”
Blue asked.

“Ah! This damn thing. This
has to be some military grade shit.”

“This is nothin’ like the
other stuff we usually get,” Blue said, eyeing the collection of
wallets, purses, and cell phones stashed in the corner. “Maybe we
shouldn’t a stopped that guy?”

Red hurled the saw at the empty bottles.
Glasses smashed. He dug through the shovels, searching for
something, anything, to pierce the bag.

“Watch the booze!” Blue
exclaimed as he dodged the flying glass.

“We’re bandits. This is
what we do. When are you gonna get that through your thick
skull?”

“What are you lookin’
for?” Blue questioned.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/41162
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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