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She’s alone in the school building. 

While the sun descends on the entire North Albany suburban community, the principal of Loudonville Elementary sits at her desk, her laptop opened before her, her fingers typing out the quarterly report agonizing click by agonizing click. Under normal circumstances, she’d be seated at Lanie’s Bar drinking her first of several happy hour cocktails with her small clique of girlfriends. Instead, she’s working late to finish the report she must deliver to the Albany Public School Board at tomorrow night’s quarterly meeting. 

The report is set to fully expose the math behind the mammoth discrepancy in the cafeteria budget—an alarming discrepancy of more than five-hundred thousand missing dollars which accumulated over a five-year period. The board will be horrified to learn of such a huge number. But then, the members—all of them wealthy men and women of the community—will pretend to be shocked, even if they’ve known of the crime for days. Just last week she, as principal, made the executive decision to publicly accuse the Lunchroom Lady of extorting the five-hundred thousand. In turn, the Lunchroom Lady was fired on the spot . . . but not arrested. The accusation not only took everyone by surprise, it reduced some of the school’s students and faculty to tears. 

The principal plans to explain to the school board that while the Lunchroom Lady has yet to be arrested for stealing the school’s precious funds, an arrest appears imminent. Presently, however, not enough direct evidence has been gathered, despite the enormous amount of circumstantial evidence that surrounds the case. The Albany Police Department has agreed to assign a special investigator to look into the matter further.

When one of the pricklier board members will undoubtedly ask the obvious question—how she could have allowed this crime to happen right under her own nose—she will simply tell him the truth. 

“No one in their right mind would suspect that sweet old Mrs. Carter could ever be capable of pulling off such a crime.” 

Because, after all, Gladys Carter is a beloved pillar of the grade school. During her five-year tenure as the Lunchroom Lady, she’s become the darling of the school’s many students as well as staff. Never without a smile or a kind word, or even a “No problem if you forgot your money, honey, you can pay whenever you have it.” Mrs. Carter not only brightens up the entire school’s day, she brightens their lives. 

Still, the facts remain: $500,000 is missing from the school’s cafeteria account, and the buck stops with Mrs. Gladys Carter, full stop. Doesn’t matter how nice and kind a human being she appears to be, she’ll have to pay for her transgressions. Pay to the tune of fifteen to life in a maximum-security prison. 

Her report completed; the principal presses the print icon on her laptop. Standing, she goes to a printer set on a table by her open office door. Outside her brightly lit office, the corridor is dark and cold. She wonders if the ghosts of the dead departed students roam the century old school’s halls and classrooms at night. Children who grew into adults, got old, and died. Or children who never made it out of their teenage years—suicides, murders, war casualties, victims of terminal diseases, victims of tragic accidents such as car wrecks, house fires, electrocutions. There were so many ways to suddenly die, it boggled the mind. 

While the printed pages slide into the black plastic receiving tray, she whispers, “Stop letting your imagination get the best of you. Just print your report, go home, and pop a cork. You deserve it after a day like today.”

Grabbing the full twenty-page report, she hears a click echoing from out in the hall. Not a loud click, but a click, nonetheless. A click that reverberates inside the cavern like corridors. Like metal slapped against metal. 

She feels the start in her heart. Her stomach goes tight, and her brain fills with adrenaline. 

“Hello?” she calls out. “Is anyone there?” 

Another click. Louder this time. It steals her breath. She stands there, stone stiff, afraid to move. 

“Hello?!” the principal barks. “Is anyone out there?” she repeats.

A third click—even louder than the first two. Then, the lights go out, and the world around her goes black. The report falls from her hand, the pages scatter onto the marble floor. 

“Who the hell is there?” the principal shouts once more. 

The shadow figure wraps its arm around her neck, plunges the knife deep into her stomach, two times, maybe. She doesn’t feel the stabs, but she feels the singe that follows. It’s a hot, searing burn that engulfs her torso. Stunned, she takes a step or two back while blood pours from her fresh wounds. 

Then, the knife is plunged deep into her neck, not once, but three separate times. She tries to scream but her voice box and esophagus have been severed. Aware of the warm blood spurting out of her like a broken garden hose, she feels the blood filling her mouth and lungs. Dropping to her knees, she grabs at her neck as if it’s possible to plug the holes. But she knows stopping the bleeding is futile. 

Falling onto her face, atop the crimson stained pages of her report, all fear leaves her rapidly dying body. 

“Who are you?” she silently whispers. “Why did you kill me?”
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TWO DAYS EARLIER

 

I’m sitting directly across from my mother at a round Formica finished table while she stares into her plate of stiff mashed potatoes, cut up green beans, and gray meatloaf soaked in an even grayer gravy. The sour expression on her face says she’s just been served fresh roadkill that’s been scraped off the macadam on Albany Shaker Road.

“I refuse to eat this,” she says. “It’s not what I ordered. I ordered the porterhouse, a baked potato, asparagus with hollandaise sauce and a dirty martini—shaken not stirred.” Looking into my eyes. “This…this is something they wouldn’t serve in a Turkish prison.” 

I stare at my own plate. It’s the same meal. The Monday meatloaf special proudly served by the Latex-gloved and hair-netted kitchen staff of Ann Lee Assisted Living. 

“They don’t serve porterhouses here, Mom,” I remind her. “And they don’t serve dirty martinis either. Nothing shaken, nothing stirred, nothing alcoholic. Or, trust me, I’d be drinking it.”

“Nonsense,” she insists. “I’ve been coming to this restaurant with your father for over thirty years, and I know the menu backward and forward.” She glances at her wrist like she’s wearing a watch. “And speaking of your father, he’s late. We have a plane to catch in a less than two hours. He’s always late. If we miss our flight to Palm Beach, I’ll never speak to him again. We’ve been planning this getaway for months.”

Reluctantly, I pick up my fork and cut a small bit of meatloaf then shovel it into my mouth. It’s lukewarm, but it doesn’t taste all that bad. For institutional food, that is. To be honest, I’m not very hungry. It’s only five in the afternoon. A time when I’m usually bellied up to the bar with my boss and pal, Henrietta—Henry for short, downing my first Happy Hour beer. But lately, Meatloaf Monday has been reserved for dinner with Mom, whether she likes it or not. Correction, whether she knows it or not. Her memory isn’t quite what it used to be. 

“Dad died, Mom,” I say, immediately wishing I hadn’t. Why ruin my own rapidly aging mother’s hopeful delusion?

“Who died?” she asks while staring into her food. 

Good! The chance I’ve been looking for to correct my stupid-ass-ness.

“Nobody died, Mom,” I say. 

“Well, that’s a relief,” she says, not without a smile. “Because somebody always goes and dies right when your father and I are about to leave for a trip. It’s the most annoying thing.” She glances at her watch again, even though she’s not wearing a watch, but instead, a blue plastic, facility-provided, identification bracelet. It’s meant to provide identification, including blood type, should she ever find herself wandering the streets. “Where the heck is he? Why he always insists on staying late at the store when we have to catch a plane, I’ll never know. Sometimes, I think he loves Jobzcynski’s Pork Store more than me.”

“Why don’t you eat something, Mom,” I say. “You still have plenty of time before you have to catch your plane. Plus, airplane food isn’t very good.”

“Nonsense,” she says. “Your father and I fly first-class.”

My mom’s not lying about the first-class part. She and my dad always flew first-class, back during a time when people dressed up for flying. My mother would wear a nice skirt and my father would wear a suit and tie. It was a different age, when men and women cared about their appearance. They took special pride in it. Not like now, when tattoos, ripped jeans, and man buns rule the day. Even tonight, my mother is wearing her best dress with a silver necklace and matching bracelets that belonged to her mother. Her gray hair was just coiffed by the facility beauty parlor and she’s wearing her face. That means she’s got her red lipstick and makeup on. On one hand, she looks good. But on the other, she’s getting way too thin. Scary thin. Like, not even one-hundred-ten pounds thin.  

She pushes her plate away. That’s the signal for me to set my fork and knife down on my plate. Sitting back in my chair, I exhale . . . what’s the word for it? . . . exasperatedly.

“You’ve got to eat, Mom,” I say. “You need your strength.”

“I’m not hungry,” she says. “You can have it. Besides, you’re a growing boy. You’re too skinny. You need all the food you can get. How is school? Are you passing all your subjects, Steven?”

At least she knows my name today. Because, there have been too many times as of late she doesn’t even know who the hell I am. 

“Yup,” I say. “All As.”

She bursts out laughing. 

“Steven, the day you get all As is the day I’ll sprout wings.” 

Okay, so I wasn’t the best student in the world. But think about the irony. My mother can’t remember that my father has been dead for ten years, yet she remembers what a loser I was in high school. Oh, the humanity. 

I make eye contact with one of the nurses. She nods while approaching the table. She’s a nice, young, brunette who wears a blue button down and tan slacks that fit her Gold’s Gym body rather snuggly. Or maybe she works out at Metabolic Meltdown, the new cross-fit gym that’s all the rage with the more body conscious Albany women. I try not to stare at deep brown eyes, her perfect nose that Michelangelo might have chiseled out of Italian marble, and those sultry lips. I’m guessing she isn’t even thirty yet. I’ll admit, I’ve developed a bit of a crush on her over the past few weeks since I’ve begun to attend Meatloaf Monday Night regularly. 

“What’s the matter, Mrs. Jobz,” she says, “are we not hungry?”

“I have to catch a plane, Brit,” Mom answers. 

That’s the nurse’s name. Brit Boido. I love how it kind of rolls off the tongue in a percussive way. She bends at the knees, so she’s face to face with my mother. 

“Well, even if you need to catch a plane, you still need to keep up your strength, Mrs. Jobz,” Brit says in a voice that’s kinder and gentler than Snow White. 

“Take me back to my apartment,” my mother insists. “I need to fix my face a little more while I’m waiting for my husband. I want to look my best when we land in Palm Beach.”

Brit gives me a look and nods like dinner’s over. Slowly, I stand, come around the table, and give my mother a kiss on the cheek. 

“See you later, Mom,” I say. “Love you.”

“See you when we get back, Steven,” she says. “There’s plenty of food in the fridge and Aunt Marge will be checking in on you every day. Promise me you’ll at least try to study and stay away from those Love American Style reruns. You know how your father feels about that show.”

“I promise, Mom.” 

Brit stands and takes her place behind my mother. She takes hold of the wheelchair handles and backs my mother out. 

Gazing at me, “I’ll be right back, Mr. Jobz.”

Oh goody…

As Brit begins to wheel my mother across the dining room to her first-floor apartment, my mother lifts her hand, as though she forgot to tell me something. 

“Oh, and Steven,” she says, “next time, don’t forget my cigarettes.”

My mother quit smoking twenty years ago. 

“Okay, Mom,” I say. “I won’t forget. I’ll bring you a carton of Kools.”

The two disappear down a connected, brightly lit corridor like they’re walking into the light. 

Minutes later, Brit meets me by the main front facility desk where I’m in the process of signing out and returning my guest badge.  

“You have a quick minute, Mr. Jobz?” she asks with those puppy dog eyes that make me want to melt on the spot. 

My heart suddenly lifts. 

“Anything for you,” I say. It’s an automatic. Like my mouth isn’t connected to my brain. 

She offers a strange sort of smirk. 

“Very nice of you to say,” she says. “But in truth, I’m concerned about your mother.”

Heart deflates. 

“She’s not doing great, is she?” I point out the obvious. 

“She’s losing weight, and her delusions are growing worse,” Brit points out. “Our semi-independent assisted living facility is perfectly capable of handling patients who can care somewhat for themselves in their own apartments, Mr. Jobz. But if your mom grows weak enough that she needs to be hospitalized and fed intravenously, she’ll have to be moved.”

“Moved,” I mumble, my heart sinking further. 

Her smile has also turned into a frown. She’s still just as attractive, however. 

“It breaks my heart to tell you this, believe me,” she goes on. “Your mom is a gem, and it tears me up seeing her like this.”

“Thanks for saying so, Brit,” I reply. 

“But if she won’t eat . . . if her loneliness is that profound, that ingrained, then there’s only one solution for her, and that’s placing her in a fully assisted living facility. She’d have to be monitored around the clock.”

For a long beat, I consider what she’s just told me. 

“You know what my mom and dad would call senior living facilities, Brit?” 

She opens her eyes wide like she’s asking, so, what did they call them?

“Senior dying facilities,” I say. 

Pursing her lips, she reaches out and gently places her hand on my forearm. Her touch sends a wave of warmth up my spine. My mother is slowly dying, and I’m falling for the young woman who is taking care of her. A young woman who could probably be my daughter. Correction. She could be my very younger sister. 

“Is my mom okay for now, Brit?” I ask. “Or do I start making immediate arrangements for moving her?”

“Let’s give it a little time, Mr. Jobz,” she says. “She’s getting up there in years which, of course, exacerbates the problem, or problems I should say. But I’ve also seen people like her suddenly snap out of it. They regain their sense of reality and begin to enjoy their meals again and also interact with their peers. Let’s hope that’s what happens with your mom.”

She slips her hand off my arm. 

Damn . . .  

“My mom was never that sociable with other women,” I say. “It’s a jealously thing. She’s a tad . . . how do I say this delicately? Insecure. It used to drive my dad bonkers.”

She’s smiling again, making my heart pound once more. 

“Let’s see what happens,” she says. “So then, next week? Meatloaf Monday Night?”

I find myself staring into her big deep brown pools. 

“Do you, umm, have a boyfriend at present, Brit?”

Her eyes wide once more. “Why do you ask, Mr. Jobz?”

My veins go so cold with embarrassment I feel like an ice sculpture about to shatter into a million and one pieces. I’m sure my face has turned redder than a fire engine. 

“Oh, what I mean is,” I try for a full recovery, “maybe it would be nice to discuss my mom off campus sometime. Like a coffee shop or maybe . . . umm . . . over dinner.”

She giggles a little. 

“Mr. Jobz,” she says, “are you asking me out on a date?”

“Is it that obvious?” I pose. “And please, call me Steve or even Jobz, like my friends do.”

Now laughing, “Yup. It’s that obvious. And sure, I’ll be happy to call you Steve.”

“It’s official. I’m asking you out on a date. I know I’m a couple years older than you, but—”

“—A couple,” she grins. 

“Okay, more than a couple.”

She places her hand on my forearm again. 

“Sure,” she says. “I’m happy to have a coffee with you, or even dinner.”

Now my heart is not only lifted, I completely expect it to shoot out of my chest. 

“How will I get in touch with you, Brit?”

She digs into her pocket, produces a card. Glancing at it, I see it’s got her name on it, the capital letters RN beside it, along with a cell number and email. 

“I don’t work for Ann Lee Home directly,” she explains. “I, like many of the other nurses and orderlies you see all around, are independent contractors. Keeps facility costs down since they don’t have to provide benefits. Our union handles that stuff.”

“Oh,” I say, “interesting.” Holding the card up. “I’ll call you.” 

She starts walking back toward the front desk, but not without offering me a smile over her shoulder. I head through the front doors feeling like a seventeen-year-old who just found his date to the junior prom. 
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Per usual, Henry has not only reserved a seat for me at the horseshoe shaped Lanie’s Bar, she’s already ordered me a cold beer. It likely helped that I’d texted her of my imminent arrival seven minutes ago. It also helps that should anyone even think of attempting to steal a bar stool she is saving for a friend said stealer will receive a tongue lashing that will not only rock their world but will last them for all eternity. 

When I arrive, she’s already started on a pink cosmopolitan. The drink perfectly matches her pink summer-weight satin blouse and long slacks. A strand of white beads around her neck matches her white stilettos. If she were standing instead of sitting, she would tower nearly a foot over my five-feet-seven inches. She would also weigh in a hell of a lot more than my one-hundred-sixty-five middle-weight status. But then, with her big, dark, almond-shaped eyes, her long, straightened black hair and smooth as silk dark face, she’s still a very attractive woman. 

Hard to believe a psychopath took a hammer to her head a couple years ago, and that she survived the ordeal only to come back even stronger and more beautiful than before. How did Hemingway put it? Sometimes the world breaks us and those who survive are stronger at the broken places. Something like that, anyway. 

She removes her leather purse from the barstool, and I sit down, grab my beer and steal a long, deep drink. 

“And hello to you too, Jobzy,” she says in her sarcastic as all hell tone. The same kind of tone she uses when she says the word, “Beyotch,” while doing this odd sort of twisting thing with her torso and hands. 

“Sorry,” I say, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “Needed a drink real bad.”

“Meatloaf night went that well, huh?” she asks. 

“It was the best of times, and it was the worst of times,” I say. 

“Why is it white people like you always feel the need to express their intellectual prowess over colored folk?” she says. 

“Because I like showing off my brain muscles,” I say.  

“Beats showing off the muscles you ain’t got.”

“You realize the term colored is a now considered a non-PC racial slight,” I point out. 

“There you go again, trying to be smart.” She smiles. “I’m a person of color, and I preferred colored to black or African American. Shit, I’m probably not even from Africa. Dominican Republic, maybe. Or Panama. I’ll call myself whatever I choose, little man.”

I steal another drink. 

“I’m big where it counts, Henry,” I say. 

She laughs and spits, “Ha! I bet you get lost in a woman like me?”

“Finally,” I counter, “a proposition!” 

I put my hand on her leg and she pushes it off like it’s a big nasty insect.

“Don’t even think about it,” she says. “I’m your boss, and you ain’t my type, anyway.” Then, after enjoying a careful sip of her drink, and just as carefully setting her glass back down, “Now, explain to me this best of times, worst of times, Charles Dickens shit.”

I give her the CliffsNotes version of my Meatloaf Monday Night dinner with my mom. From staring with disdain at our respective plates of gray meatloaf to Mom insisting my dad was about to pick her up at any minute for a drive to the airport for some major vacation they’d planned to West Palm Beach, to the beautiful and alluring Nurse Brit Boido explaining if my mom doesn’t start eating soon, they’re going to have to transfer her to a different facility where she can be fed intravenously and monitored twenty-four-seven. 

Henry takes a quiet moment or two to soak it all in. 

“That’s too bad about your mama, Jobzy,” she says. “I recall what a sweet lady she is. Plus, she had the misfortune of having to raise your skinny white ass.”

I finish my beer and order another from the tall, black goateed bartender. 

Nodding, I say, “This is a strange time of life. Seeing your one surviving parent—the one who was always young, always the rock, always the life of the party—get old. Old and lonely beyond words.”

“It’s the cycle of life,” she says. “That will be us someday. God willing.”

She finishes her Cosmo and, before she has the chance to order the next one, Goateed Bartender is pouring her another. That’s the kind of organic respect Henry commands. As for me, I could stand on the chair and scream my head off, and the bartender might not even notice me. 

She sips the new drink like it’s the nectar of the Gods. 

“So, when did this little infatuation with this Brit girl begin?” she asks with a grin. 

“Who said I had an infatuation with Brit?”

“How long we know one another, Jobzy?”

“Half a dozen years, give or take,” I clarify. 

“And in all that time, I’ve learned to read the signs, and the signs tell me you got a girl on the brain.”

“How can you tell?”

“There’s a slight swagger in your walk, and you take on this funny kind of permanent smile.”

“Okay, snagged,” I admit. “So, I did indeed manage to get a date with my mom’s nurse, Brit.”

Henry sips more of her new drink, then presses her lips together like she’s disapproving. 

“Normally, I’d tell you that girl is way too young for you. But if she over twenty-one like you say, then hey, it’s her funeral. But tell me something else, Jobzy, and be honest.”

“Ask away.”

“These Meatloaf Monday Nights are all about your poor mother, I should hope, and not some half-assed excuse for you to be setting up dates with pretty young nurses.”

That smile she just mentioned? It melts away. I know it melts away because I feel a pit in my gut that has nothing to do with drinking beer on an empty stomach. I have to ask myself this one rather poignant question: Have I, in fact, been using the Monday Ann Lee Home meatloaf dinners as an excuse to see Brit? Certainly, I didn’t exactly plan it that way.

“I genuinely need to see my mother,” I say, but I’m not sure Henry is buying it. 

“Up until a few weeks ago, you had to be dragged kicking and screaming to your mother’s assisted living facility, and you know it.”

“That’s why I’m trying to make up for lost time,” I offer, but I can tell she’s still not buying it. Then, throwing up my hands, “Okay, maybe there is a small part of me, a subconscious part, that enjoys seeing Brit. But you have to believe me when I say I love my mom, and I genuinely want to make an effort to see her more often.”

She rolls her eyes, sips more Cosmo.

“Whatever you say, Jobzy,” she says. “Just make sure your momma come first, or before your love life, anyway, such as it is.” 

She sits up straight as the door to the bar opens and in walks a tall, wiry man wearing a trench coat.

“Well, look who the cat done dragged in,” Henry says, her big eyes suddenly lit up like a pair of LED headlamps. “If it isn’t that handsome Detective Miller.”

“Your lucky day, Henry,” I say. 

“Could be yours too, Jobzy,” she says. “Maybe he got a job for you, get you out of the office for a while, and outta my formerly nappy hair.”

The detective approaches us. 

“Knew I’d find you here,” he says, not without a smile. 

He offers Henry a kiss on the cheek and he shakes my hand with his cold strong grip. A stocky college age kid wearing a New York Giants jersey is seated beside me. His eyes are glued to the flat screen mounted to the side wall beside the bar currently running the NFL highlights on ESPN. He doesn’t look like he’s about to move for anybody and he says so when the detective asks if he would mind shifting to an empty stool further down the bar. But when Miller pulls out his badge and flashes it at the kid, along with, “You old enough to be drinking in this establishment, son?” the kid grabs his beer, slips off his stool, and makes for the opposite side of the bar, even if it does mean he’ll be straining his neck to watch the highlights. Now, that’s power and respect. 

Miller orders a beer from Goateed Bartender. As always, the Chief APD Detective is dressed neatly, if not impeccably, in a blue blazer and pressed, white button down under the trench coat. The blue and red striped rep-tie is held to his shirt by means of a silver tie clip that’s probably older than I am. His gray-white hair is buzz-cut short, but he’s not balding even though he’ll never see sixty again.   

“The beer’s on me, Detective Miller,” Henry says, lust in her big eyes. “And did I mention how handsome you look today?”

“Why, thank you, Henry,” Miller offers. “You always brighten up my day.” 

I drink some beer. It’s either that or puke.  

“Something tells me this isn’t a social call, Miller,” I inject. 

His beer arrives, he takes a drink, sets the bottle back down on a white cocktail napkin. 

“Good guess, Jobz,” he says. “I have a department job you both might be interested in since the party I’m about to make mention of has just applied for unemployment insurance, which, after I explain to you her situation, will most definitely disqualify her for bennies.”

“I like a good story,” I say. 
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