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    This one goes out to the one I love, and this one goes out to the ones I've left behind.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "First say to yourself what you would be and then do what you have to do." 

~Epictetus
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Mary Ellis laughed at an enormous balloon angel. “Genesis herein begins with the brightest, most blinding white light,” she mumbled, looking around hoping no one overheard. That winged infant, in a diaper like a Valentine’s cupid, bobbed above the parking lot of the grocery store. “Didn’t see that coming this year. What’ll they think of next!” Faire decorations, in fairness, given Diker’s partnership with St. Bartholomew’s Church, were what she spoke of. “Guess it’s charity for the right reasons,” she approved with a wistful sigh. “Even if a preposterous blowup doll is your play.”

As she stared, absorbing her mixed reaction, a flying insect buzzed her ear. This made her wake to the fact that seeing such a surreal exposition (people kneeling and praying beneath a rubber giant) made it so she was viewing life through the “Holy Roller” filter her cousin, Stetch, had developed for smartphones. “Maybe he’s onto something,” she chuckled, even though the first time she saw the app in use she’d said it was silly. He took offense and insisted that people loved it. “But then again, he’s also obsessed with unicorns, for what that’s worth.”

She walked slowly through the lot and into the crowd, where, without warning, a child broke away from her adults and yelled at Mary Ellis. “Dog is great!” Then she gave Mary Ellis a particularly wet raspberry, and her adult companions quickly pulled her back and apologized. “So sorry! Say you’re sorry, Bari!”

“It’s no problem,” Mary Ellis said, offering one of the sweets Fred had handed her as she had walked into the carnival moments before. “Bari. That’s a beautiful name. Do you think you would enjoy this lollipop, hun?” Mary Ellis covered her mouth so only the parents saw. “They gave it to me. Over there. Not much for sweets.”

“Would you like a sucker, Bari?” the adults asked, while the girl pouted. “This nice lady is giving you something to be nice. Say thank you.” To Mary Ellis the adult mouthed, “Nice.”

The child snatched it from Mary Ellis’ hand, then ran behind her adults.

“Bari, say you’re sorry.”

“Meh, don’t think nothing of it,” Mary Ellis smiled and waved as the child peeked at her. “It’s just so nice to see young people interested in the church,” Mary Ellis said, waving over her own shirt. “Love the shirts. Very nice.” The family was wearing matching tee shirts with a simple fish design. Mary Ellis had seen similar family shirts and guessed they were meant to show how faithful to the Lord they were. And that was okay in her book!

“Thank you,” the adults sighed exhaustedly, patting their kiddo on the head. The girl was well through the packaging and tearing at the candy within. They whisked the little one into the game tents and Mary Ellis laughed on the inside.

Was the child’s phrasing an honest mistake that she’d said “Dog” or not? Mary Ellis had been that age once. Although, saying “Dog” would’ve been lashing out passive-aggressively at her own parents. Mary Ellis smirked, thinking this was likely true. She grew up in a Godly house, where churches were taken seriously. She wished just one time somebody had given her a sucker instead of a quick treat of corporal punishment.

Mary Ellis surveyed the event’s decorations, surmising unicorns were the chosen theme this year. “Unicorns and angels,” she scoffed under her breath. There was a plentitude of both visible. If one looked closely. Some were less obvious, hidden in a more generic design. White, black, spotted gray, yet all with the same golden horn upon their heads. The active state of these ranged from prancing to a crowd of cheering onlookers to charging head-lowered into fleeing mobs. She thought this bizarre in a way, like something that did not quite fit the nature of the cause. Yet she was no church official, so she didn’t say anything.

Diker’s Grocery and St. Bartholomew’s had been teaming up for parishioners and anyone else who loved carnivals for forty-nine years as declared in writing upon the blue and yellow banners adorning every wall above the path through those canopied colored tents. Mary Elllis maneuvered outside the pedestrian flow and watched a tumbling roulette wheel spin for a moment, then slowly stop.

“God wins!” the games’ master shouted.

She smiled as the barker took the money off the playing board, though nobody complained, except to say it was okay to lose to the Lord. Mary Ellis moved back into the foot traffic and absorbed the wholesome and family-fun atmosphere. Ahead of her, the sun began to set, casting a golden glow over sparkling asphalt pathing, and this vision stirred something within her that she could only believe was a physical embodiment of the Holy Spirit. “Only Dog makes something so perfect,” she said sarcastically, and laughed at her own notion. While the wind picked up and rustled tall elms behind Diker’s main parking lot, the crowd of smiling faces who were clicking games of chance gave way.

Mary Ellis looked up at a menu above a unicorn-laden cotton candy stand. She clapped her hands together and waited her turn in line. “Give me the biggest, fluffiest pink cloud you can whip up,” she told the cart’s minder. “The Lord is great; we shall not want.”

“Yeah, uh-huh,” the cart’s minder replied disinterestedly. “And Jakarta’s overtaken Tokyo’s population, again. Who cares?”

She drummed her fingers together eagerly, anticipating a whopper. After all, she’d earned a little reward for the hours she spent working at the Soup Kitchen in preparation for the day. As a Churchbird, that was something!

The cart’s minder pulled a huge pink ball from the twirling mechanism spinning the sugar and he offered it to her. “Dreamdrops?” he asked, showing a small scooper.

“Absolutely not,” she replied repugnantly. “What kind of heathen would do that? What do I look like to you, a hippie?”

“Oh, uh... no offense, ma’am,” the man handed down the enormous puffy delight. “It’s fun, and the kids like it.”

“Fun? I should say not.”

“My apologies,” he said.

Mary Ellis looked at the cotton candy’s paper cup. “And what is this? More filth?” She pointed one red fingernail at the small brown logo.

“Like I said,” the cart’s minder said. “This stuff’s for the kids.”

“Has the clergy been made aware of this? Looks witchy to me, truth be told.”

“It’s a quokka,” the man said, tapping a matching logo painted on the cart itself. “A cute little animal that’s very popular right now? It has cute little hands. Always happy. The kids....”

“I thought it was a one of those little poojies,” she frowned. “That kind of crude doesn’t belong here.” She took a large bite and started away.

“Let them be kids,” the man grumbled when he reckoned she was out of earshot.

Mary Ellis nibbled her prize walking through the carnival crowd. Many a wide-eye fell on the snack, and someone asked, “Whoa, where did you get that?” She pointed at the cart, then turned toward Diker’s Grocery Store on the far end of the carnival grounds.

Passing a red tent, she saw a man in black with white collar of the clergy, though she did not recognize him. Deep-set eyes traced her, so she said, “Good evening, Father,” politely.

“That looks splendid,” he said with thick accent. “Reminds me of my childhood home when food tasted better. Made from simple ingredients.”

“Father Implaza?” someone called.

He turned away from Mary Ellis after asking her to excuse him, so she kept going, thinking the air conditioning in Diker’s would be an excellent place to sit while she worked on the cotton candy. A tent with a card game and banner, with the legend Sponsored by Wolf Eagle’s Army Navy Store, stood outside the store’s main entrance. “Care to take a chance, lady?” the person behind the table called to her. Since her mouth was full of sugar she shook her head, and waved, then entered the grocery store. The door’s bell jingled as she pushed it open.

A friendly voice greeted her, “Hello, Mary Ellis!”

“Hello, Fred,” she replied after a quick swallow, beaming at him because his eyes went to the puff in her hand. “Really good turnout this year. Congratulations. A job well done.”

“God works in mystery ways,” he laughed.

“You should try one of these,” she said, showing the pink puff.

“Not with my blood sugar. No ma’am. Have a blessed day, Mary Ellis.”

“See you, Fred.”

She shuffled towards the café seating at the end of the first aisle. She found an empty seat where a chair lay against the wall away from the handful of tables which were otherwise taken. She munched while scrolling on her phone, not really looking around.

An advertisement popped onto her phone’s screen, and she stared in wonder as preacher warned about the “Rapture.” She swiped it away, dismissing it. “Not in the Bible,” she muttered with a mouthful of spun sugar.

“Mary Ellis?”

She slid the phone away and looked up. “Hello, Father Epissele!”

“Thought that was you,” he replied. “Tried catching you outside, but I guess you didn’t hear me.”

“Nope, sorry... quite a crowd you brung in this year,” she said. “God will be pleased.”

“We certainly have been blessed,” he said. “That looks yummy.”

“Have you seen the logo though,” she showed him.

“Is that one of those poojies?” he squinted at it. “I told Gwendolyn to check the vendors for them. I will not allow it.”

“The man at the booth said it was some animal that kids think is cute,” she said. “Looks weird to me. Its beady eyes stare at you, see?” She waved the paper cup side to side, and the creature’s eyes were like the George Washington painting where the eyes follow you.

“I’ll look into this,” he promised. “I won’t have crude material at our charity.”

“Mmhmm.”

“Oh, hey,” he snapped his fingers. “I’m glad I tracked you down. I have a favor to ask. Of you, and the Churchbirds, actually.”

“Anything, Father,” she said. “Within my control.”

Father Epissele’s eyes twinkled. “I appreciate you.”

“What is it?”

“St. Bartholomew’s is hosting a pastor this weekend, in from the Brazilian diocese. Enrique Implaza. He was at a table just there.”

“Oh, I met him,” she interrupted. “Seems nice enough.”

“Such a lovely man,” said Father Epissele. He lowered his voice as if passing a secret to her. “And fortunately, he speaks English.” He laughed. “Anyway,” he continued, “I had hoped your Churchbirds might do something special while he’s here. It’s only for tonight.”

“What did you have in mind, Father?”

“Hmm, perhaps something to make him feel at home,” he said, hands coming together giddily. “Perhaps a family-style dinner, you know. He could find warmth and the company of good Catholics like himself. Say two or three of you?”

“That’s what we’ll do, then!” she laughed. “I’ll email Ms. Lewis right away. Is the basement available, or is the flea market there?”

“It’s there, but I think there’s room for a little wine and supper,” he said, and winked. “I’ll take care of the wine.”

“Fried chicken?”

“Or...” He tapped his chin. “Those stuffed shells of yours?”

“I’ll be honest, Father,” she said, showing her palms. “I’ve been buying them pre-made from Jay’s Club for five years.”

“Is that so?” he chuckled. “And here I thought...”

“They’re very well done,” she said. “It’s not worth the time nor the materials. Pretty messy, you know, so by the time you go through the cheese, you’re already over the cost of the whole dish from Jay’s. Sounds like a plan?”

“It does,” he said. “I’ll bring him up to speed and text you in an hour or so, if that’s okay.”

“Sure, that should be enough time to get things underway.”

“Be safe,” he said, waving goodbye, and Mary Ellis watched him go.

“Nice to see you again! Uh, see you tonight!”

She then sat quietly while people came and went. It was evident to her that most of these guests were carnival-goers, and even the family with the matching shirts and little girl came in and bought bottles of water before returning outside. She reached for her phone again, but before she unlocked its screen, she heard curious raised voices, so she turned. Two men entered the café, clearly amid an animated debate. She tried not to stare, but this wasn’t realistic given her proclivity for nosiness. It was their clothing that forced her attention.

It looked like it had all been homemade, a style long lost to religious factions not often seen at the carnival, such as the Amish or Tibetan monks. “Dang,” she said through clenched teeth, because one of them noticed her and had begun to walk toward her. Mary Ellis lifted the cotton candy higher, so it blocked her face, but something made her pause, and at first, it didn’t occur to her what it was.

Then she knew.

It was his eyes.

They were exotically colored and quite hypnotizing...

“Excuse me,” he said, his breath warm on her nose. It smelled of garlic and beer. Mary Ellis lowered the pink fluff.

“Hi,” she said, waving and taking a bite.

“I don’t mean to intrude, but have you heard about the Seven Children of God?” he asked.

The man he’d been arguing with approached beside him, and she smelled heavy campfire smoke, which made her stomach roll. Then came a wave of body odor, and she dumped the cotton candy into a trash can. “No thank you,” she said. “I belong to this church.”

He laughed, and his eyes gleamed as though there were tiny fires behind the pupils. Mary Ellis shuddered, doing her best to stay strong. She was, however, tempted to run out the door. “Don’t you think there might be more than what this carnival has to offer?” the man asked. “For the Devil plays at debauchery, and here we find the city of sin.”

“Oh,” she said, shifting uncomfortably. “It’s not a poojie, it’s a quokka.” She blinked, not sure why she’d said that. But it made the man laugh—a cruel-sounding laugh that did no good.

“Places like this,” he said, “are a breeding ground for lascivious acts. There is no shame should you wish to seek the truth.” A smile curled upon the man’s face, and his eyes flashed again. Then he handed her a printed pamphlet. “Take this.” He bowed, pressed his hands together in prayer, and backed away with his companion.

Mary Ellis looked at the literature and nodded. “Thanks,” she said meekly.

Just then a large group of teenagers came into the café and swarmed the counter, causing enough commotion that Mary Ellis could slip away unnoticed. She hoped. She got up and slipped around them, and when she checked for those strangely dressed men near the exit, she saw no sign of them.

“That’s just swell,” she sighed. The pamphlet offered worship services to “join a family to lead the flock through the oncoming hour of darkness” and to “hear the Word of the Lord by shouting it from the mountain.” Below the picture of a burning sword in three-dimensional block print, it read: “SO-LAR.” On the way out the side door, she dropped it into another trash can, looking around to make sure nobody saw her do it.

It seemed clear once she’d gone outside again, so she hurried toward her car, which was parked on the rectory’s side of the lot. She came to the end of the main church building, turned the corner, and ran right into the back of someone wearing that smoky, sour, homemade clothing. She let out a terrified squeak but stifled it with her hand as the person in the smelly clothes spun around.

“Excuse you,” said a bald woman with bright eyes. Eyes that were like the man from before, yet different. She was closer to this woman now, and up close she saw more detail. Her pupils were orangish-red, like beautiful tulips as springtime broke. The woman glanced at the crucifix around Mary Ellis’ neck, and she added, “God bless you, Sister.”

Her voice was sweet. Almost too sweet. And Mary Ellis gasped and withdrew, apologizing as she quickly changed direction. As she started toward the rectory building instead, she heard footsteps giving chase, and she looked over her shoulder to see she wasn’t wrong.

She cursed herself, thinking she should’ve gone back into the crowd, to Father Epissele, or even the Brazilian priest because she knew where he was, but instead her feet took her to the stone archway at the bottom of a set of stairs that would take her to the rectory’s door. She stopped, peering around the block wall, and to her horror the woman was still following her, eyes lit by a malicious glow.

Mary Ellis cried out, “Leave me alone!” And in reply came the sound of laughter, which filled the air, drowning out the carnival entirely. Mary Ellis ran up the steps. She tried to turn the rectory’s doorknob, but it was locked. “Of course it is!” she hissed through clenched teeth. Out of options, she put her back to it and raised her fists. In the shadows at the bottom of the stairs, it wasn’t the woman chasing her but two teens jousting sloppily with their tongues. Mary Ellis placed a hand over her pounding heart, praying she’d lost her. She counted to three in her head, then vaulted down the steps, pushing past the teens.

“Sorry, Mary Ellis,” one of them said, but she wasn’t worried about them at all.

To the car. Get to the car.

She retraced her steps, going around a Ferris wheel and beneath the impossibly huge inflatable cherub, and she unlocked her car by pushing the button on its key fob. She looked around but saw nobody on her tail, so she sighed with relief and started the engine. Mary Ellis screamed because a tall man pressed his knuckle against her window, knocking softly.

She checked his clothing, and he seemed normal and not like the freaks with the pamphlet and homemade clothes. “Thank God,” she said, lowering the window. “Yes?”

“Are you okay, lady?” the man asked with a warm smile.

“Leave her alone, Cyd,” said someone else nearby.

“What? She reminds me of my mother,” the man said. “Don’t use my name. Hey lady, is something wrong? If Ma needed help, she’d kill me for not doing it. Not just going to let something bad happen. Do you need a hand?”

“I’m fine,” Mary Ellis said, and she backed out of the tight parking spot. As the car peeled away, one of the men turned to the other and said, “That was really dumb. Want to get marked?”

“Sorry.”

The man named Cyd shrugged and watched the woman go, seeing something he couldn’t explain. There was a perfectly straight row of lights floating in the sky over her vehicle, like little UFOs, blue and moving impossibly fast. He shook his head, and when he looked again, the lights were gone. “You see that?” he asked.

“See what? The balloon? It’s so big, right?”

“No... forget it,” Cyd said. “Hey, wake up. That way. Dude’s meeting us at Wolf Eagle’s. He’ll be more of a dick if we make him wait.”

“This whole thing is stupid,” his companion complained. “There’s too many people here. Too many eyes. Why would the boss arrange a meeting here?”

“Because you do what you’re told?”

“We should’ve at least worn our hoods.”

“Brilliant move, Bobby Fisher.”

“Who?”

“If we wore our hoodies, we’d stand out like zombies in this Christo Funfest, or whatever this is.”

“We had carnivals to raise money all the time when I was a kid back home. It’s a Catholic thing. Don’t be disrespectful or you’ll curse your eternal soul.”

“You’re an idiot.”

“Whatever...”

“You say it like you actually buy into this mumbo-jumbo giant winged babydoll shit.”

“Who says I don’t believe in God? And angels. I ain’t seen nothing in our line of work that proves otherwise.”

“Great, now he thinks he’s a theologist.”

“Don’t include me in blaspheming, that’s all I’m asking.”

“Gambling, I get it. Drinking? Why not. But church?”

“Come on, let’s find the guy so we can get the fuck out of here.”

“Yeah, you’re a saint.” 

“My cousin’s kid takes them every night before bed. Helps them sleep.”

“I remember when that stuff would get you thrown out of school.”

“Weren’t you in juvie till you were fifteen?”

“So what? Uncle Jimmy would’ve said that’s the kind of talk that gets you shot.”

“Fuck off.”

Meanwhile, back in Mary Ellis’s car...

Mary Ellis came to the street and flipped her blinker switch, but she screamed when the bald woman jumped out in front of her. Mary Ellis slammed on the brakes. The bald woman’s eyes flared as if they were aflame, and she roared, “The Seven Children of God are coming!”

Mary Ellis tramped down on the accelerator and wove around the bald woman, going faster than the speed limit. At the crest of the hill, she checked the rearview, and only the face of the huge floating angel was back there.

She didn’t notice the unmarked white van begin to follow because she wept as she drove straight home, and as her garage door came down, she killed the motor. Her eyes fell upon something stuck under her windshield wiper, and she tore away another pamphlet from the So-Lar, but it stuck to her hand from all the sugar she’d been eating.

Even so, she took out her phone and called her brother, sobbing so much he could barely follow what she said. Martin was the local sheriff, and if anyone could get the bald woman who was following her, it was him. She hoped, anyway.
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A young woman, alone and content, sat at a red plastic table beneath a red cloth umbrella, and while the color usually didn’t weigh on anything, the restaurant was called “Red,” and it was awash down to the smallest red detail. She was tired because her new prescription had been keeping her from dreaming and sleeping well... and though she wasn’t a fan of all that loud color, the place was Rin Rei’s secret quiet spot.

It was a great place to hide during her morning break at Tokyo International. It lay on a platform insulated above the bulk of the airport’s patrons, and it was a perfect spot to see the massive screen she called “Jumbo Vue,” upon which the latest movie trailers were shown to the public in a loop that changed once per week. It was Friday, and now playing was a preview of a flick about a kid in a wheelchair becoming a superhero in the United States.

“Looks decent,” she said, figuring that her friend Suki would be into it, while she wished privately that she’d been born in America. At least before things went haywire there for migrants, although being from Japan she had to swallow that things had never been ideal. The screen shifted to the next trailer, which was a spy thriller based on the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union, where former spies were shooting at each other to stop a nuclear holocaust.

Rin Rei yawned. “No thanks.”

Her attention went to the food on the table. She’d taken away a quick-service Goro Tajatai sushi and placed it carefully atop a red napkin to give it time to rest so the chill left the rice. On the table’s surface there were bears, lots of them. One curious fella even had a unicorn horn and was speaking in a chat bubble that said, “No!”

“No what?” she scoffed, shaking her head. “Tacky.” However, that sort of whimsical image was the vibe she liked so much. Just then a shadow fell over her, and she looked up.

“Are you having anything else or,” said a woman with red lipstick and a red work uniform.

“Hey, aren’t you Jin’s cousin?” Rin Rei said.

The woman frowned. She was near Rin Rei’s age, though obviously not interested in any semblance of friendship or an exchange beyond restaurant policy. “Look, I only let you stay and pretend to care because Jin likes you,” she replied sourly. “You really shouldn’t sit here.”

“Why? It’s part of the airport.”

“But it’s every day,” the woman said. “There are other places, you know. I could give you a pass if you actually eat here, but you don’t. Do you?”

Rin Rei’s cheeks warmed. “I don’t like the menu,” she said. “Too much fruit. Maybe not everything has to be red.”

“Marketing genius apply here,” the young woman exhaled.

Rin Rei snorted. “Thanks,” she said. “Just saying.”

“Do you want to order anything or are you going to eat your lunch somewhere else?” the woman asked as she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Actually, I do,” Rin Rei said. “I’ll have the pork bao.”

“You will?”

“Yes.”

“Fine.”

“Happy now?”

“Gleeful.”

“You don’t sound it.”

“Jin says you’re nuts,” the woman declared, and walked away without answering. Rin Rei cussed her beneath her breath. She tested the rice with her finger and took a bite. As she chewed, she watched a boy band type and a girl probably too young sucking face in the courtyard below the giant screen.

“Get a room,” Rin Rei said, mouth still full. Adding, “Aww!” because he’d taken a knee in front of her. While she was not one to marry, she liked the idea behind boys falling in love with girls and girls falling in love with boys. And marriage was a banger! A slap on the table turned her around. Jin’s cousin had returned and placed two steaming sandwiches on the table.

“No red plate?” Rin Rei smirked. “Really?”

“Pay through the app,” the woman said, eyes gleaming with disapproval at the sushi.

“Why did Jin say I’m nuts?”

The woman did not reply to the question, instead asking, “Is that from Wantonaki’s?”

“It is,” Rin Rei said. “Want a piece? I’ll share since we’re practically related.”

“Maybe you should stay over there, next time,” the woman huffed, marching off.

“Thanks again!” Rin Rei waved.

Rin Rei looked again to snoop on the happy couple but, unfortunately, they weren’t down there anymore. She scanned a row of sago palm plants and sighed. “Now I won’t know if she said yes or no.” Rin Rei then cut one bao in half with a red, plastic knife. Steam escaped the incision, prompting her to say, “Well, that’s too hot to eat.” So, she took out her cellphone and swiped through a series of short videos on her favorite app.

She laughed aloud at a kindle of kitten who had been manipulated by A.I. to reenact the chase scene at the end of the movie Jaws, including when the captain got bit by the shark. Except the kitten spit up milk while mewing happily, too cute for its own good.

A text notification interrupted: “Mak work on time?”

Rin Rei bit her lip and replied, “I’m quitting, Mom. Don’t have to ask me again! Yay!”

“Don’t say that, Rei. The universe listens.”

“Joking!” she replied, adding a crying laugh emoji.

“Your father won’t find ths funy.”

“Don’t show him?” Rin Rei replied.

“You r weird. Be serious. 4-1cz.”

Rin Rei wanted to reply with another wisecrack, though she did not. The conversation had gone far enough. “Sorry, Mother. I was here in plenty of time this morning. I’m on break right now.”

“Eat smthin hellthee.”

“Okay,” Rin Rei shook her head, noticing context. “I have to get back to work now. Love you.”

“Luv u!”

Rin Rei stood up, gathered her items, and muttered, “Be glad to get out of here anyway.” She shot a dirty look at the woman behind the red counter and went off in search of an empty bench instead. Break was nearly over anyway, but she could watch another trailer or two and finish the sushi.

As she came to the bottom of the stairs, she reached the bench that had stone elephants on either end, yet before she sat, she dropped what she was carrying on the floor. She stomped angrily, cursing again. From the top of the stairs behind her, she heard Jin’s cousin cackling. She did not react to the bait and bent to clean the mess. It was at this moment that a sharp pain rose behind her eyes.

“Whoa,” she hissed, pushing her palm tight to her temple. During the onset of that jabbing pinch, she swore there was a woman so swollen she might be pregnant sitting on the bench, but as the pain passed, the bench was empty. She shook her head and scooped up the plate, tossing the buns into the trash, while luckily two pieces of oshizushi survived by landing atop the mess.

She took a seat and looked again for the strange vision, then let it pass without dwelling. It was the sort of thing that happened sometimes to Rin Rei. Visions. Illusions. Or, like the cyberpunk book she was reading, “digital uploads who could interact with the physical world called ghosts.” And not all the time, in her case.

But occasionally, when she felt embarrassed in real life, things and people appeared to her, and she wasn’t sleeping great... things and people who weren’t there... were. Yet ghosts weren’t real. Not yet anyway. When she was younger, she assumed they were imaginary friends, but she’d gotten into trouble when she talked with her father about it and was told to “stop being an incorrigible dreamer.”

She called these recurring imaginations her “fairytale humans.” And as fairytale humans went, the pregnant woman had shown herself to Rin Rei more than once of late. Rin Rei gobbled down the sushi and watched two more trailers unfold on the Jumbo Vue before she went back to her post at work, once more reading on her phone the benefit of eating Dreamdrops.
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It was Friday afternoon at the end of a terribly long week filled with time sinks and distractions but heading into the weekend meant Helen Gunness did not go straight home when her shift with the Department of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms closed. She signed out of her laptop, where she worked from home, slipped on a pair of walking shoes, and went to the walking trail around the lake. It took two miles of clearing her head before she felt ready to visit her only parent, where he had lived ever since he’d had an accident in the house she’d grown up in.

The door of the care home swished open, and the greeter looked up and said, “Hi, Belle.”

“Hi,” she replied. “How’s he feeling today?” Her name wasn’t Belle, but she had long since accepted the nickname, which came from her father when she was a child and had been stuck with all these years. After the notorious criminal Belle Gunness. When she’d gone into law enforcement after graduating college, her father pointed out it was ironic and his fault because of the moniker.

“He’s well,” the greeter said with a smile. “He actually asked for you.”

“He did?”

“Right after he ate,” the greeter said. “Threw his tray, then asked if you were coming.”

“Moody is better than comatose, I guess.”

“Yes,” the greeter answered. “Here’s your pass.”

“Thanks,” Helen said, accepting the badge that would allow her to scan through the security doors. She waved one last time and started down the hallway toward her father’s private room. It was 1113, and she found some appreciation in a number he would have approved of before. He had always been a numbers man, believing that angels spoke to humankind through the number thirteen, while also often quoting, “This one goes to eleven.” She swiped the door’s electronic pad, and the door unlocked. Still, she knocked lightly before entering.

“Hello,” she called. “Daddy?”

He was watching the television intently. It was an old show he used to like, and the volume was too loud for conversation, so she sat down, smiled at him, and watched along with him. They stayed that way until he dozed off, when she wished one of those angels would give her just one more damned day with the father she remembered. Soon the nurse came in, and she woke him, gave him a cup of water and medications, and asked Helen to say goodnight.

She went back home and opened her mailbox to find the letter she most dreaded and opened it there on the driveway with her thumbnail. The top of it was headed: Anthony R. Shea versus Helen C. Gunness-Shea, State of Maryland. Petition of Divorce. She leaned over the railing on her front stoop and lost since her lunch.

Though the separation with her husband had begun six months earlier, there was always something in her heart that told her he would come home again. Yet the official filing came instead, and it was a slap across the face.

Walking through the front door of her home, she stripped away her jacket and holster, carefully cleared her service firearm, and placed it into a gun safe. Then Agent Gunness dropped the letter on the kitchen counter, poured a large glass of wine, swallowed it down, and stomped up the stairs. She started the shower, glanced at her naked self in the mirror, and broke down in tears. After she was done, she retrieved her personal cell and sent Tony a text message.

“Have Liam ready tomorrow at five o’clock. I’ll pick him up at your parents’ house.”

“No. Pick him up at five o’clock at the Beth-El police station,” came the reply.

Helen sent a thumbs-up to the comment, then whipped her phone against the wall and hurried back to the bottle of wine she’d opened. She read its label: “Fat Head Wine.” With a snort she added, “That’s about right. Fat Head.” Against her better judgment, she drank until her troubles faded.

In the morning, she swallowed aspirin and read two messages from work marked as “important.” The first was from a Sheriff Martin, and it was a request forwarded by the office asking for advice about what a witness thought might be a cult sighting. The contents of the email didn’t have much substance. The sheriff was small-town, and the witness was of “the highest regard, though slightly nearsighted.” She replied that she would advise after the weekend unless he had reason for urgency. The second email wasn’t for blowing off.

“We’re seeking volunteers for field work in Murdle Beach, South Carolina.”

“Now that’s what I’m talking about,” she said. “But Murder Beach? Ick.”
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An approaching car slowed, and as it came to a full stop, its driver put down the front window and called out, “Ms. Randawa?” An elderly woman stood from where she’d been crouching in the middle of the road, halfway home from the city. She turned slowly toward the car, eyes distant, and lost. “Is everything all right?” he pressed with concern.

“No!” she said emphatically. “I almost hit him.”

“Who?” asked the driver, shutting off the motor and climbing out of the vehicle.

“A man jumped out in front of me,” she said, waving toward the asphalt. “Just there! Ran off that way.”

“Ms. Randawa... where is your car?” he asked, turning a slow circle. There were black marks on the ground but nothing obvious.

“Well, no,” she said, the eyes behind her thick glasses suddenly drilling down onto him. “Little Rahul... is that you?”

“Yes, it’s me,” he replied. He gently put his arm around her. “You could not have almost hit someone if you did not drive here, right? No car, no harm.”

“No, I drove,” she nodded proudly, pointing at the storm ditch lining the paved stretch. “I shouldn’t have, but I need honey. The pantry is empty, and I want to bake.” Rahul went to where she’d directed and saw, two meters off the road, a motorcycle whose front wheel continued to spin. He turned back with shock.

“You drove a bike into the ditch?”

She nodded. “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

“You know how?” Rahul shook his head in disbelief.

Her brows furrowed upon him, and she blinked once.

“Are you hurt?” he asked. “Lucky you didn’t break your neck.”

She winced and crouched low, staying that way as she spoke. “Sileo left for Cairo,” she said. “He left his motorbike, yes.”

“Ms. Randawa, wait in the car, please,” Rahul said. “I’ll do something about Sileo’s bike. There you are, just rest.” And as he closed the door, he studied her briefly, fearing the state of her mental health.

It had been some while since he had last spoken with her, but the crouching in the street was most unlike her. And driving a motorcycle? From his point of view, she could barely stand without aid. He paused at the edge of the ditch, watching that twirling tire, then glanced back at his car. Ms. Randawa had buried her face in her hands and appeared to be weeping. He felt guilty that he’d been too harsh in treating her. She meant no harm. She was simply confused.

“No,” he said. “She should not be out here alone. It’s too hot. You did the right thing.”

So, Rahul slid down into the storm ditch, heading toward the motorcycle. Soon it was within reach, and he stopped the spinning wheel and gave a mighty pull to its fender and seat. The bike shifted loose, then slid with him as he crawled back up the hill. It threatened to slip out of his hands near the top, then he gnashed his teeth and gave one herculean tug until the bike landed on its wheels under his grasp. He pushed himself up on the bike’s seat and opened his car’s boot. He heaved the bike up and placed it softly inside, though there was no way to secure it. He returned to the driver’s side, brushing off his pants.

“Let’s get you home,” he said to his passenger.

“Sileo is going to be displeased with me,” she said.

“Do you have a telephone at home, Ms. Randawa?”

She nodded, wiping her cheeks with her wrinkled hands.

“I am going to give you the number to reach me,” he said. “Call it anytime you need help.”

“You’re a very sweet boy, Rahul,” she said, measuring him with her eye. “Not so little anymore.”

“Tell that to Ma’na,” he laughed.

“Sileo is lucky to count you among his friends,” she said with a pitiful sniffle.

“Ms. Randawa, I’m lucky to call Sileo mine,” he replied pleasantly. “Let’s get you back home.”

At the top of the road, he helped Ms. Randawa inside. Nothing had changed in the many years since he’d last been there. A couch lay in the middle of the room, covered by a plush blanket bearing the blue-and-gold dog-creature, kirtimukha.

“Would you like tea?” she asked as though nothing had happened. “Do you take honey?”

“Honey!” He clapped his hands. She moved into the kitchen, banging around a bit.

“Sorry, Rahul,” she said. “No honey. I could get some if you’d like to wait here.”

“No, no,” he said. “I’ll bring some from home after I drop off what Ma’na is expecting from me.”

“Very well,” she said, sinking onto her couch. “Did you find Sileo’s motorbike?”

“It’s in the back beneath the awning,” he said, planning to put it there.

“Thank you, Rahul. You’re a good boy. You always were.”

He excused himself and unloaded the motorcycle, then drove home, Ms. Randawa’s statement heavy on his thoughts. Had he always been a good boy? As a teen, he’d been less than that, and before that he and Sileo had caused much grief to the adults of the neighborhood. “But that was long ago,” he said aloud, peeking into the rearview, where a stuffed toy man with a flowing white beard sat staring at him. “What have I always said, Boumboy... the debt I owe is great, but I will be greater!”

Living in the town of Parel downwind of both Byculla Zoo and Lower Railway made inhaling and exhaling something of a game of chance. Fortunately, just then the scent was not so disagreeable. But as he parked in Ma’na’s driveway, freshly baked poundcake filled his nostrils. “Mm,” he observed, leaving the car running as he hurried inside and grabbed a container of honey.

“Rahul?” came Ma’na’s voice from within the house.

“Be right back!”

And he was. Ms. Randawa was asleep on the couch. Therefore, he set the honey where she’d find it and hurried back to Ma’na’s. A large group of children had heard his car and had come in hopes of attaining what they smelled from Ma’na’s home. As he parked, she emerged and waved from the back porch.

“Where did you go?” she asked as he came forward and scooped her up as though she were a feather. The children applauded and laughed, begging please for poundcake as Rahul put her down for any morsel.

“Don’t do that, Rahul!” She swatted his beefy arm. He cringed at the sting it caused her.

“But you looked exhausted,” Rahul said to the crowd of trailing children, and they laughed in response.

“You’re making me seasick!” she complained.

“Making her seasick!” the children mocked, then burst into guffaws and ran circles around Rahul’s car.

“Easy!” Rahul scolded them. Then to Ma’na, he said, “The goblins are feeling playful. But are they hungry?”

“We are! We are! Please, oh please!”

“Of course they are,” Ma’na said, keeping her balance using the railing as Rahul put her down on her feet.

Rahul’s gaze lingered for a moment on a patch of flowers in the tiny yard, and he said, “Ma’na, I’m meeting Yashila today. Might I pick three flowers?”

“I’d rather not for her,” Ma’na frowned. “You can do better. I feel sick.”

“Come now,” Rahul said, kissing her forehead. “Everyone knows I’m the gentlest arm in all India.”

She scoffed. “Even so.”

He looked at her seriously. “It breaks my heart that the woman I respect most disparages the woman I love most.”

Ma’na clicked her tongue and crossed her arms in front of her. The children closed in, licking their lips in eager silence. She studied them for a moment and said, “If you behave, you will be fed. Rahul?”

“Yes?”

“What know you of respect and love?”

“Ma’na, I did not mean to upset you....”

She wagged a finger, lowering her voice so that only he could hear. “When I was your age, I knew the limits to our tongues. If you respect me most, as you say, you will apologize and say no more of her.”

“I’m sorry, Ma’na!” he cheered. “It’s also you I love most!”

She waved him off and went through the screen door into her kitchen. Rahul winked at the children and flexed his thickly muscled bicep at them. “I’ll be back with the treats,” he said to them. “If you behave.”

While he was inside, the children did not peep.

“They are hungry,” Ma’na said. “Come, help me.”

“Need the strength of Great Gama? You got it!” Rahul said, hefting onto his shoulder a tray filled with warm cakes.

“Great Gama,” she chuckled. “You are far from that, grandson.” She rubbed her neck, adding, “And not so gentle as you think.” Outside, the children’s voices rose together, then went quiet again. “Go on, feed them,” she said. “There are so many it worries me. But then come speak with me when you’re finished.”

He bowed and returned to the crowd of children. Another had entered their midst, and Rahul nodded at the girl and said, “Wondered if you’d show.” She blushed and fell into the back of the line as the children tried their best to become orderly alongside his car. Rahul set the tray of puddings atop a picnic table and said, “One at a time, come to the stoop.” And at once the crowd crashed and clamored chaotically.

“Easy, everyone,” he said. “There’s plenty to go around.”

The first child took a cake and bowed his head.

“There you are,” Rahul announced. “You’re showing such good manners there will be a reward, so don’t run off just yet.”

One by one, the children accepted cake from Rahul, and a wave of satisfaction left their lips as they devoured what they were given. Rahul handed cake to the girl who had shown up at the last minute.

“How are you, Alu?”

“Everyone calls me Mouse,” she replied, making herself smaller.

“That’s being nice, Bai,” Rahul said to another boy. “Your mother raised you well.”

“I’ll tell her!” squeaked the boy.

“Rahul?” the girl named Alu asked, though she could not bring herself to look him in the eye. “Could I please have a second for my brother?”

Rahul patted her on top of the head and handed her a second cake. “All right then,” he told them. “If you’re still hungry, come get another cake. Ma’na has baked plenty today!”

“Even me?” Alu batted her eyes.

Rahul handed her a third cake, then a fourth, adding, “Your brother, too.”

Then Rahul left them to eat, and he took his empty tray back inside, where Ma’na waited at the kitchen table.

“Very hungry,” she said, approving of the empty tray. “They are multiplying.”

“Who even knows where from,” he said.

“Rahul,” Ma’na said, her expression becoming tense. “The talk of Great Gama is not to be spread lightly, you understand.”

“Ma’na...”

“No, just listen to me for once,” she cut him off. “These days, what good are strong men? No one needs them. You’re only asking for discontent.”

“Ms. Randawa needed a strong man,” Rahul said. “Not an hour ago. It was me who plucked Sileo’s motorbike out of the storm ditch!”

Ma’na dismissed him by waving her hand and turning her head away. “And stay away from Sikh women,” she said. “What has Sileo got to do with me?”

“Well, nothing,” Rahul said. “But...”

“Do not pick me up again, Rahul,” she said sternly. “Do you understand?”

“Yes, Ma’na,” he said. “I didn’t mean...” 

“What were you thinking?” she asked. “I’m not some rag doll!”

“No,” he said glumly. “I’m sorry.”

“Sit with me,” she said, patting his shoulder as he complied.

“I only meant to prove myself to you,” Rahul said. “To show you how strong I’m getting. Ayush and I work out every day. Three hours.”

“Rahul, listen to me,” she said. “Be good to people and God will do the rest.”

Rahul hung his head. With a sigh, he said, “I wonder if there ever was a God. What higher being would allow children to starve?”

“Rahul!”

“Right here in Parel, no less,” he said. “It’s not fair.”

“I will not allow you to say such things,” she said, wagging her finger again. “Not to me, do you understand?”

“Yes, Ma’na,” he said.

“Besides,” she smiled at last, “perhaps they’re not starving but instead enchanted by vanilla beans and flour!”

“Perhaps,” Rahul said in defeat.

“Rahul, I’ll be candid with you,” she said.

“You’re not usually?”

“God does not need to be kind to children, for He made us to do His will. To protect those who need it. Someday, it might be me.” Rahul met her gaze, and she smiled weakly. “All we need is each other.”

Rahul did not smile in return. He said, “If that were true, what will Alu eat tomorrow?”

“No child will suffer on my watch,” she said.

“Mine either,” he agreed. “Is that all?”

There came a loud growl outside, and Ma’na faced the rear window. “There’s an old truck,” she said. “A lorry.”

“It’s Ayush,” Rahul said, and he rose from the table and went for the door.

“Offer him a cake, Rahul,” she said. “There are more for us in the oven.”

As Rahul stepped outside, his friend Ayush climbed out of a timeworn pickup that had a white and silver dancer hanging from its rearview mirror, clearly seen through the windscreen. Ayush waved, and Rahul waved back. With a frown, Ayush pushed his dark sunglasses up the bridge of his nose and came forward.

“It would please Ma’na if you ate a cake,” Rahul said.

Ayush said nothing, scowl firmly planted.

“Very menacing look,” Rahul observed. “It’s good.” As they entered the kitchen, Rahul added, “Look at Ayush, Ma’na. Does he not look intimidating?”

Ayush shrugged, extending the frown further, and Ma’na rose from the table and pecked her lips to Ayush’s cheek. “I heard you did not make it,” she said. “It’s all right, dear. The ballet will be open again next year.”

“Ma’na!” Rahul said. “Leave him be.”

Ayush nodded grimly, his eyes glistening. Ma’na opened her oven and removed a smaller tray bearing four cakes that were shaped unlike those they’d given to the children. “Do you see, Rahul? I used the mold your cousin from Minnesota sent.”

“Angels!” Rahul beamed, poking at one as she placed the tray atop the empty one. “Look at them, Ayush. Are they not wondrous?”

Ayush frowned and shrugged. “Thought it was a duck,” he said.

Ma’na laughed. “They do look like ducks,” she said. “Didn’t see it until you said so.”

“Both of you should not make light of my angels,” Rahul sighed.

“You are my friend, Rahul,” Ayush said with a shrug. “But those are ducks.”

Rahul slugged him in the arm. “Just eat it,” he said.

Ayush took a bite, and his expression broke at last. He looked to Ma’na, swallowing. “They taste unbelievable,” he said. “We should be selling these instead of our muscles.” And he shoved the rest of it sideways into his mouth and mumbled, “Delectable.”

“Where would we find a market for angel-shaped cakes?” Rahul said.

“The soldiers in Mumbai,” Ma’na said. “Your uncle did that. Not cakes, but he did that.”

“No doubt they’d be thrice as unruly as these hungry children,” Rahul said.

“Be kind, Rahul,” Ma’na said.

“What?”

“You say ‘children’ as if they are a nuisance,” she told him. “It’s unbecoming and lacks grace. It’s not their fault, you know.”

“I do,” he said. “And I did not intend to be unkind.”

“Karma,” Ayush said. “Never tempt it.”

“Are you ready to go?” Rahul clapped his hand to Ayush’s back. “Let us not continue to bother Ma’na.”

“No bother. So... what are you two up to today?” Ma’na inquired.

“It’s the cinnamon,” Ayush said. “Quite delicious!”

“Ceylon,” Rahul said. “Key ingredients set the tone.”

“He speaks the truth, Ayush,” Ma’na said with a proud smile. Ayush nodded, his eyes falling upon the fourth angel cake. “Take it,” she said. “It pleases me!”

“We have a move later this evening,” Rahul said. “Thus, the truck.”

“A rental,” Ayush said. “Though they overcharge.”

“Well, come by for supper later,” Ma’na said. “But for now I must nap.”

Rahul and Ayush stepped out, Ayush munching on the last cake and Rahul carefully pulling closed the door. He said, “Have you heard from her?”

“She paid this morning through the app,” Ayush said with a frown. “It’s on.”

“Good!”

As they approached the truck, an erratically driven motorcycle came sliding into Ma’na’s driveway. Its rider waved at them desperately. “You!” the rider cried out. “Are you the Strongman Brothers of Parel?”
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