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            The Breakup & Hades Dog

          

        

      

    

    
      Cruz

      “We need to postpone the marriage.” My words echo through the cavernous space, sounding harsher than I intended. The yellow flames from the candles reflect in River’s eyes, and a tear slides down her cheek. It’s like when you’re passing a car wreck; I don’t want to look, but I can’t stop myself.

      My bedroom is the quietest room in The Palace, which is the reason I brought River here. Everywhere else in the house is frenzied and boisterous as my employees get ready for work. They live here with me, and that’s the way it’s always been, and it seems it’s going to remain that way.

      River’s shoulders slump. “I can’t believe you’re doing this, Cruz.”

      She collapses onto my throne, carved from ebony. I purchased the piece at auction. It was a steal. In the past, you had to come from royalty to sit on one, or kill someone who did. Most people today don’t feel comfortable sitting on one unless it’s in jest. You need a large ego to do it, which suits me fine. No one sits on it but me. River realizes she’s made a mistake and gets up quickly.

      Her face crumples. “Why must we?”

      “I thought I could, but I can’t. I’ve lived in The Palace since I was twelve and⁠—“

      River staggers toward me. “You promised. You said we’d be a family. You’re going back on your word.” Her forehead wrinkles.

      “I can’t give up a business I’m good at. I’ve done it a long time and⁠—“

      “You have Monsters now. It’s a nightclub, and it’s legal, not against the law like…”

      She holds the rest of her words while holding her hands at the same time. She doesn’t call it a whorehouse, a brothel, or any of the other nasty names people use to describe what I do.

      “Be realistic, River. Monsters can’t come close to earning enough money. It’s just another Chicago nightclub. I make ten times the amount in receivables in a single day with The Palace. I’m sorry, River, but I can’t give it up, or any of the others…yet. I’ve got too much overhead.”

      “But maybe someone else can run it and⁠—”

      “I can’t; no one else can manage the women.” Is it a coincidence that right at that moment, I see two of my workers leaving for the evening dressed like they’re attending a sporting event? “Maya, Gino, step in here for a moment.”

      “What’s up, boss?” Maya asks, spinning a baseball hat around her head and flashing her million-dollar smile, the one men three times her age can’t say no to.

      “Why are you wearing that?” I wave my hands over both of them.

      “I like to be comfortable,” Maya says. Gino, my new worker, bobbed his head up and down. He’s attractive with his dark hair, olive skin, and green eyes, and as long as he doesn’t open his mouth, he remains that way; but as soon as he starts talking, it becomes apparent there’s nothing upstairs, and his good looks fade away. That’s why I pair him with Maya. She’s the brainy one, and I’ve coached her to stick with him like glue and do the speaking for him.

      “It’s not about your comfort. Maya. It’s about the client wanting to spend time and money on you. Go change. Lose the hat, take off the sneakers and the sweats, and wear a short skirt, a pair of stilettos, and a low-cut top. But leave something to the imagination. The idea is glamour and desirability. Gino—dress slacks, a blazer, and wingtips. We sell S. E X. Sneakers, and sweats don’t cut it. Until that logo on your sneaker turns into a dildo and starts bringing in the dough, you aren’t wearing them to see clients.”

      Maya bursts out laughing. “Cruz, you sound like my father when you said. ‘It’s not about my comfort, but not the rest of it. of course.”

      They both bounce out of the room, and I close the door. “Sorry, River. Gino’s new, and he’d come back with nothing.”

      “When will you be ready to marry and give up the brothel?” River twists her engagement ring. The smell of burning sage is the only thing keeping me strong. I want to take back my words before I say them. Do anything to stop what’s coming. But it has to be done. I need to make her go. I’d said several chants to build my strength earlier, but they won’t protect us from what will happen when I say these next three words.

      “I can’t say.”

      River stares at me. “Joy and Alex can’t live with sex workers. I’m sorry.” She slips my skull-butterfly ring off her finger and places it in my open palm. “My children and I will have to move out, but at least you had the kindness to wait until after the holidays to tell me. Thank you for that.” She rushes out of the room and closes the door behind her.

      I release my breath and ease into my throne. The room spins and slips away. I run my fingers over the velvet seat. I didn’t tell River everything. As soon as I learned in November that I didn’t get the loan, I knew what I had to do. Without the money, I couldn’t pursue my large-scale restaurant project, and since I needed to keep the brothel, I had to let River go.

      Ring. Ring. Ring.

      I jump out of the chair and grab the phone on my desk. “What…what do you want?” I growl, scattering the stones that form a circle on the floor, the sacred space I use to do my work in all directions.

      “You’ve got three weeks to bring her to me,” the voice on the phone says. “If you don’t, I’ll take her by force, and that will be a more unpleasant experience for her.” The line goes dead. Should I call him back and tell him the engagement is off? This should end his hold on her and me, too.

      I’m a fraud.

      I close my eyes, remembering how easy I thought it would be; a few forms and I’d be on my way to owning a legitimate business, becoming a businessperson who people would respect.

      “This shouldn’t take long,” I say before climbing out of the back seat of the SUV. “I just have to talk to the loan officer.”

      A few minutes later, after I’m inside the bank and have explained why I’m there, the greeter calls the loan manager and gives her my name. The greeter points. “Ms. Cranbrook’s cubicle is there.”

      As soon as I enter the space, I feel something off. Ms. Cranbrook glares at me, her mouth a straight line. “Your paperwork, please,” holding her hand out. I come closer and drop the loan application in her hand. Her eyes glaze over as she reads, and her face turns a redder shade the more time she spends.

      “There’s no way in hell I’d let this bank lend you a stinking dime,” she finally says. I feel the floor shift under me. Something is very wrong. “You ruined my husband’s and my family’s life,” she continues. “We almost lost our house, even our children’s educational fund. We got close to a divorce. He’s in counseling now for sex addiction.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask, keeping my voice low.

      “Don’t lie. Your name’s right here on the application. I looked you up. Bridgette worked for you. She took my husband for every dime he had. Coaxed him into spending thousands of dollars on her. Whatever he gave her, it was never enough. I’m sure you remember his name. Max Ryan.”

      I glance at her desk, and my eyes land on her nameplate, “Cranbrook,” posted on wood and metal.

      “That’s my maiden name,” she continues, her eyes sparking.

      I remember Max Ryan, alright. He indeed spent thousands of dollars. I process credit cards for workers when clients don’t pay in cash. Max Ryan maxed out all of his.

      “I’m sorry…” I can’t say I wasn’t aware, because I was. I didn’t know he was blowing the family’s budget, though. I never asked if he was married or single. The truth is, at the time, I didn’t care.

      “I’m sorry too,” she sneers. “Get out and don’t come back.” She wads my loan application into a ball and throws it in her trash can.

      “Provided we can work something out, I can…” I hold out my hand, trying to suggest that I could give her husband’s money back.

      “You’d better leave before I call security.” Her face is white now. She reaches for the phone, knocking her stapler off her desk, then a container of pens. I try to help her by picking them up, but she simply says, “Get out.”

      I do. What else can I do? I’m not a real businessperson. All I am is the owner of a sex business, a pimp. Real businesspeople don’t get thrown out of banks. I come back to The Palace, realizing I can’t move out or stop my brothel business. That’s what’s brought me to this moment, to reckon with what I’ve done and who I am.

      Returning to the present moment, I notice the candle’s wax oozing and dripping into the brass holder. I remove the small red velvet bag from my pocket and turn it upside down. The gold coin spills out, spinning around in a circle on my desk before falling flat with a clunk. Next, the tiny statue of Ganesh, a Hindu deity, lands feet-first. This magic had always assisted me before whenever I had any financial dealings. This time it’s failed me, or most likely I failed myself. A witch knows your word is your worth, and I’ve already gone back on mine twice. I watch the candles burn. The last one smolders and goes out, and the stone walls turn as black as my thoughts.
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      One Month Later

      River

      Chicago’s gusts force me to button my coat collar and tighten my scarf. I scream back to my eight-year-old daughter, “Joy, keep up,” only to have my instructions swallowed up by the wind. She dances her mittened hands along the wrought-iron fence, skips and sings, ignoring me.

      Joy’s been doing a lot of that, the ignoring part. She misses The Palace and my fiancé, and holds me responsible for our breakup and having to move.

      I catch my sunglasses before they blow away. My scarf whips from around my neck and rolls down the street, an emblem of my current condition. Everything I care about leaves me. A grizzly image of my mother’s face still haunts me, and I push it away along with my memory of Cruz.

      “Mommy, your scarf!” My daughter points as it lifts into the air like a red kite and vanishes over the fence into one of my neighbors’ yards, marked with a sign that says “Beware of Dog.”

      In case people think it’s just something to scare off would-be burglars, a beast appears behind the gate like something you’d find guarding Hades’ underworld. He drags my knitted scarf, shakes it in his mouth, and drops it. When he does, he lifts his top lip, displaying his incisors and snarling. He’s daring me to enter, drool dripping out of his mouth everywhere.

      “Nope, keep it.” I back away, trembling. Dogs are another one of my many phobias. I hear my mother’s voice in my brain: Go to the door, River, and ask your neighbor if you can have it back. I ignore the voice and try to push the image away, too. I feel bad that I no longer look at photographs of my mother. The only way I can picture her now is the way I found her, hanging by her neck in her bedroom closet, body blue and eyes bulging. Why didn’t I notice any of the signs beforehand? I couldn’t, because I had my own problems—getting me and my children free of an abusive husband.

      My daughter’s giggles bring me back. “I guess he likes it.” She points at the dog as he tosses it into the air, catches it, then drags it around the yard.

      “I liked it too.” My heart stutters. It was the last gift Cruz gave me before he broke the news and my heart.

      Joy and I continue to move down the sidewalk, the pine scent overwhelming. Numerous discarded Christmas trees line the curb waiting for this week’s trash pickup, a reminder that the best year of my life is behind me and the people I love are gone. In two weeks, it will be the anniversary of my mother’s suicide, and today marks almost a month since I gave Cruz’s ring back, but it seems like an eternity.

      Our temporary house, a brownstone, is at the end of the block, but with the wind blowing in our faces, it feels like it’s taking us forever to get there. It’s a lovely neighborhood, one I could never afford without Cruz’s help. The orange sun is disappearing behind the Victorian houses, taking the last bit of warmth with it. The Victorians are vanishing too, seemingly transforming overnight into the latest architectural rage: the Modern Farmhouse style. Roof towers, intricately designed woodwork, and cylindrical turrets in fanciful color schemes are being replaced by gable roofs with vaulted ceilings, numerous windows, larger covered porches, and carriage-style garage doors painted white with black accents.

      The street feels more deserted than usual, but it’s winter, and everyone’s hunkered down inside, hibernating, trying to stay warm. A few chimneys have smoke billowing out of them, and I imagine the smell of popcorn. I push the thought of popcorn out of my mind. I overeat the stuff and don’t allow myself to make it anymore.

      “Why do we have to walk, Mommy?” Joy asks.

      “Because we don’t have a car and it’s wonderful exercise.”

      “I don’t need exercise. I do it at school. Cruz has a car.” Joy bounces from foot to foot. “He could drive us.”

      “Cruz and I aren’t a couple anymore. Don’t you remember? We discussed it?”

      “You said you were friends now. If that’s true, he’d give us a ride.” Joy stomps her feet and stares at me. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. My paranoia from the last year of living with Cruz is kicking in. Cruz said to always pay attention to my surroundings when I’m walking on the street. I swivel around, but the street is empty, except for a plastic bag dipping and dancing across the frozen sidewalk, and a calico cat that’s skittered under a car.

      Joy sees the cat too. “Can we get a cat, Mommy?” She grabs my sleeve. “Pleaaasse, mommy.” Every time she sees one, she wants one.

      “Maybe someday.”

      “You always say that,” she huffs, rolling her eyes and stomping her feet again. If she keeps doing this, she’s going to need new shoes again.

      I’ve never told my daughter, but I’m scared of cats, too, and of hamsters, mice, guinea pigs, and the list goes on. I was getting better with Cruz in my life, but⁠—

      The goosebumps that cover my neck and arms aren’t going away. Then I see him. He’s tall and skinny, and a hoodie casts a shadow over his face, keeping me from seeing his features. He ducks behind a white Tesla on the opposite side of the street. The same thing happens to me as to my daughter whenever I see a Tesla: I want one.

      “Come on, Joy, walk faster.” This is bad.

      “Why?” Joy asks, her feet frozen in place, refusing to walk.

      I search in the other direction towards our house. Alex, my fourteen-year-old son, is already a half a block ahead, covering the sidewalk in long strides.

      “Just move.” My heart beats faster, and my stomach clenches as I reach for her hand. As I do, Joy snatches it away. I try again, capture her fingers and fold them into mine.

      “Stop pulling,” Joy says as I force her to catch up to me. I hear footsteps behind us, and the wind rattles the trees. The sky is blackening as I run, and I pull my daughter with me. I see the reddish house, and relief rushes through me. The rain and dust-streaked arched windows reflect the holiday twinkle lights surrounding them, welcoming us home. My son reaches the iron gate, walks down the entry path, and climbs the steps, facing the black double front doors, a glass window above them with the number “1409” in gold leaf.

      The brownstone is huge, originally two separate residences. We only live in the part that’s been renovated. The other part is a wreck and hasn’t been touched yet. My children think it looks haunted, and I tend to agree, but I don’t tell them that. I’m supposed to be an adult.

      Alex punches the code into the lock, and we catch up just as he flings the door open wide, its hinges creaking. We follow him through. I pull Joy in and slam it shut behind us, turn the deadlock, and disarm and reset the alarm. “Lucy, we’re home!” Alex bellows in a cartoonish Cuban accent.

      “Why do you always say that?” Joy asks, placing her hands on her hips, facing her brother as she sloughs her coat off onto the floor.

      “Because I want to,” Alex says, smiling, and winks at me. He turns his back on his sister and heads for the steps, bounding up them two at a time, using the banister to propel himself until he disappears to the second floor. I hear his footsteps proceed down the hall to his bedroom, a secret sanctuary of teen-boy stuff I’m not privy to. At least we share the I Love Lucy reference.

      “Pick your coat up and hang it on the hook, Joy.” I flip on the porch light and look out the window, searching for the man, but he’s nowhere in sight. This isn’t the first time I’ve thought someone was following me. It started after Cruz, and I ended things, and in the last week, it’s gotten worse.

      I move to the couch and sit down, exhausted, and flip my sunglasses up on my head. The living room is my favorite room in the house. The walls are painted the color of butterscotch pudding, and there’s a large white marble fireplace. A comforting tick, tick, tick, tick, comes from the enormous clock on the mantel that reads 6:35. I run my fingers over the upholstery, feeling the texture of the chunky bouche fabric beneath my fingertips. I feel each bump grounding me, reminding me I’m inside my home, safe. A rectangular light fixture of gold and glass hangs down into the room, casting a soft glow. The house is decorated handsomely and filled with beautiful furnishings.

      I didn’t do any of it, but I wouldn’t change a thing. Cruz picked everything. He has money and taste. When I lived with him, I tried to get him to spend less because he seemed to work so hard for it.

      “I grew up with nothing,” Cruz would say with no emotion. “Now I have money, and I’m going to enjoy spending and buying what I please. Our people have to deal with assholes every night. Why shouldn’t they have beautiful things too?” I couldn’t give him a reason they shouldn’t, and his employees adored him. Who was I to say anything to stop him?

      If only Cruz could fill the hole in my heart as quickly as he transformed this house from an empty space into a showcase. He was never any Romeo, but I never wanted that. Still, I never wanted Frankenstein, someone who scared me silly, either, but Cruz is way too beautiful to be him. That’s the problem. Cruz is too attractive for the likes of me.

      I run my hands over my ample breasts. Why can’t they be smaller? I look down at my stomach. I wish it were flatter. I hate the way it spills over the waistband of my pants. I stand up to escape from myself, but can’t. I stare at the mirror over the fireplace. Cruz says I’m beautiful. I hold on to that thought and move my sunglasses. I see someone ugly. My nose is getting bigger daily, and my skin is too pink. Is it eczema? Before I can continue to tear myself apart, my phone shakes. I flip my sunglasses down again and cover my eyes to see less of my face reflected on my phone screen.

      A text from Cruz:

      
        
          
            
              
        Answer your phone tonight

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Why?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I landed u interview 4 gallery job. They’re going 2 call

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Protean?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Y. That one

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Am I good enough?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What r u talking about?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        U know

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No I don’t.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        My body

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s in ur head. Land the job.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll try.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        There is no trying, do it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ring. ring. ring.

      I pick it up. “Hello?”

      “Yes, this is the Protean Gallery. We’ve received your resume. We’d like to interview you for the assistant gallery manager position. Are you available tomorrow at eleven?”

      I stumble, getting the words out, “Yes, def-def-initely.”

      “Fine, I penciled you in. The owner, Mr. Manchild, will see you at eleven.”

      I lean my head back on the couch and imagine my life if I got the job. Assistant gallery manager, salary plus commission. Perfect timing. I can pay the children’s tuition. Since that damn attorney hasn’t been able to get money from my husband’s business partner, I need a job. I’d have one in my field again, without having to depend on a man.

      As soon as I end the call, the phone rings again, but this time there’s no one there, only heavy breathing. I hang up the phone, and it rings again. I let the phone ring and lift myself from the couch, heading upstairs and bringing the ringing phone with me. I can’t handle any more hang-ups or heavy breathing today.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      I turn, take three steps down to the landing, and walk to the door. I don’t want to answer it, but they keep knocking. I peek out the window at the front porch and see a man and woman standing there, whom I’ve never seen before. I notice they’re holding a remnant of something in their hands and realize it’s a piece of my scarf. I push my sunglasses on my head, open the door, and smile until I notice their faces. Both are wearing frowns and have angry eyes. The man sweeps his arms out, holding the torn scarf. “Is this yours?”

      “Yes, how did you know?”

      “We saw your name on the label.” He points to my name, River Rogers, in black marker. “Our other neighbor said you moved in last month. Why did you give this to our dog?” He flings it in my face.

      “I didn’t, it blew off⁠—”

      “You should have done something. Our dog is at the vet because of your carelessness and⁠—”

      “It was an accident. I’m afraid of dogs and⁠—”

      “He needs surgery, and it’s going to cost thousands of dollars to have the item removed from inside of him. We expect you to pay the vet bill.”

      “If our dog dies, we’ll sue you,” the woman adds, squinting her eyes and pointing her index finger at me.

      “I understand, and I’m sorry. I didn’t know my scarf blowing into your yard would cause this. Your yard had a sign posted to “ Beware of the Dog. I took it seriously.”

      “Excuses,” the wife says. “You should have come to our door and said something so we could have taken it away from him.”

      “Let’s go,” the husband huffs. “We’ll be in touch about Buster when we find out more.”

      “Again, I’m sorry.” I close and lock the door. My body trembles. I turn and climb the stairs, hung with framed pieces of my children’s art, and stop and admire their creativity, hoping they’ll provide some sunlight to this darkening day. There are photographs of Joy and Alex, and even one with Cruz and Joy on the wall. I hurry up the steps and push him out of my mind. I have to stop thinking about him and move on. We aren’t a couple anymore.

      “What’s for dinner?” Alex yells from his room.

      “I’ll let you know when I figure it out!” I yell back.

      I switch the light on when I reach my bedroom. It’s not a large one, but it’s special. I know if Cruz had considered the house for both of us, he would have found the bedroom lacking, but somehow, he knew the room was perfect for me. After I moved in, I realized Cruz must have known for some time he wouldn’t marry me. He had the brownstone purchased and decorated, just waiting for the children and me to move into it.

      The wallpaper in the paneled bedroom features all species of songbirds. There’s thick crown molding top and bottom, painted a soft white, the kind you don’t find in new homes. The room has two tall windows on either side of the bed that face the street, letting in plenty of light during the day.

      All I want is a bath or a shower, but as soon as I enter, the phone rings again. Ring, ring. I pick it up, but as soon as I do, click. This is the fifth one today. Each day, I seem to get more and more. I set the cell down on the dresser, walk into the bathroom, turn on the faucets, and watch the old-style clawfoot tub fill. After it does, I lower myself in the warm water and soak, but the angry neighbors, the calls, and the man following me are three things swirling around in my thoughts that I can’t seem to wash away. Creepers.
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      Cruz

      “Where is he?” The wiper blades squeak, squeal, and drag on the ice forming on the windshield. I scan the block where the brownstone sits, and search for Eddie.

      “Over there.” Liam points from the passenger’s seat to a life-size nativity scene across the street. It’s still up in the middle of January, and my new man, Eddie, is squatting in the straw between Mother Mary, Baby Jesus, and one of the Magi. “I didn’t see him as the religious type,” Liam chuckles.

      “You’ve got to admit it, Cruz, it’s a great disguise,” my driver, Cork, says.

      I wave my hand, dismissing the idea. “He’ll never pass as a wise man.”

      Liam snorts, “You’re right about that, mate,” and settles back in his seat.

      I exit the back of my SUV. Eddie lopes towards me, sliding where fresh ice has formed, but catching himself. This time, he takes shorter steps at a snail’s pace until he reaches me. I stare down at his pale face. The streetlight makes him appear more ghoul-like than he normally does. In that brief moment, he reminds me of someone from my past, but like many things I don’t want to remember, I push it away.

      “Why am I out here, Cruz?” Eddie wraps his arms around himself, shivering. He drops his hands by his side and shuffles on each foot. He isn’t a large man, only five-eight and thin. He’s got dark hair, almost black, and dark brown eyes, but there’s something about him that women like. My men refer to him as “Billy the Bullshitter.” He’s got a story about everything, and my men and I seldom believe a word he says.

      I stab my index finger into Eddie’s chest. “I told you before what to do. Monitor the house, the woman, and the children who live there.” I point to the four-million-dollar brownstone I purchased to absolve my guilt. “Report who comes and goes. It’s very simple.”

      “I don’t know if⁠—”

      “Do the job. I shouldn’t have to come here.” I’ve got a million other things to do to keep the money rolling in, but obviously I can’t trust this guy with something as simple as this. My head throbs, and I do the only thing I can; I lash out at this moron, grabbing his too-thin collar with both hands and yanking him towards me, making him stumble.

      Eddie’s eyes bulge. “H-h-how, Cruz? It’s huge!” I hurl him away from me. Eddie stumbles but somehow rights himself, straightens his shirt, and presents his case, palms open. “Boss, it’s a lot of ground to cover for one person.”

      “I agree, but it’s not as massive as The Palace. They’d need to be a superhero to get to the second floor, and all the windows have alarms. I’ve attached an extra surprise, electric charges, to the outside of the lower windows. Mostly you just ensure all is well, report what’s going on, and call for backup if there’s trouble.”

      “Who you keeping out, boss?”

      “Anyone, everyone. The world’s shit…dangerous. You can’t be too careful.” Who knows this better than me? I survived a drug addict mother and a father who⁠—

      “I got another question, boss.”

      “You seem to be full of them today.” I roll my eyes.

      “Why do they call you the Devil of LSD?” A smile slowly spreads, and he tilts his head to one side. “Is it because you sell drugs too?”

      “Shut up. I’m no bagman.” I wouldn’t stoop to it. I shove my hands in my pockets, my fingers tightening. “LSD stands for Lake Shore Drive. And since The Palace is located on Hawthorne Place, only a few blocks away, the name stuck. Of course, the city council went and renamed it last year to DuSable Drive, so I guess I’ll have to change my name to Devil of DSD. Don’t see that happening, Eddie, do you? “

      “Probably not,” he shakes his head. “How did you get into the sex business?” Eddie’s speed-talking and coming too close. Is he a cop, working undercover?

      “Why are you asking so many questions?”

      “I’m just wondering–”

      I lean away. “People will always be interested in buying and selling sex, don’t you think?”

      “I guess so, but I’ve never paid. The ladies love me.” Eddie runs his hand through his hair. “I bet the neighbors don’t like you doing what you do in their neighborhood. Especially forcing women into the sex trade.”

      “Enough! They like me fine. I don’t conduct business in The Palace. We go to the clients. And who told you I force them to do anything?”

      “Ah, nobody, Cruz, I just thought⁠—”

      “You thought wrong. Stop thinking. People come to me to work. I don’t make anyone do anything they don’t want to do.” Or make them do anything I haven’t done myself, I wanted to say, but don’t. I changed the subject. “What time did she arrive?”

      “A little after 6:30 with the two kids, the teen boy and the little girl. Not a bad lookin’ woman if she took off a couple of pounds and were younger.” Eddie nods, rubbing his hands together. “I like ’em skinny.” He winks and smirks.

      I shoot Eddie a venomous look and loom over him. “Did I ask what you like? Your taste is abominable.” Stifled snickers from Liam and Cork drift from the front seat through the open window of the vehicle. The fact is, River is thirteen years older than me, but age means nothing to me. I consider putting a curse on Eddie, but if I do, the neighbors might see or hear something they shouldn’t, and who would take over Eddie’s shift? Plus, I know I shouldn’t. I don’t use my magic to do negative things. I do wonder, though, if she’s safe with someone this stupid guarding her.

      “It’s five degrees out,” Eddie complains. His bitching draws me back. “Cruz, can’t I get in the car with you to warm up?”

      “Why didn’t you wear a heavier coat? It’s Chicago, and it’s winter. Are you some clueless out-of-towner?”

      “I dunno.” He lifts his shoulder to half a shrug. “Please, Cruz⁠—”

      “No. Walk down the street, get a coffee, and come back.” Do I have a spell that will increase this dummy’s IQ? I climb back into the car to ponder other solutions.

      “But Cruz⁠—”

      “You heard me. Go.” I slide five dollars out the window and watch as he shoves the money and his hands in his pockets.

      I should feel bad for him, but I don’t. Some people might say I lack empathy, but that’s not it. I have priorities, and people who work for me who don’t try seldom become one of mine. He could be a hiring mistake, although thankfully, I haven’t had many of those.

      I glance back at my phone and watch Eddie walk briskly towards the convenience shop on the corner where a police car is parked. This is one time a police presence doesn’t make me nervous. I glance up at the window again.

      “River should have turned in by now,” I say.

      “Past her bedtime, is it?” Liam asks, turning around from the front seat.

      “She’s got insomnia, and it takes her forever to get to sleep, so she often checks in early, usually by nine, and reads in bed.” If I were there, I could give her herbs and cast a spell.

      “You’ve got it too, mate. I hear you pacing all hours of the night. Has it always been like that?”

      “Since I was a kid.” I don’t tell him how it started.

      “I sleep like a log,” Liam says.

      “I know. You sound like a chainsaw.” My father snored too. I always wondered how he slept at night with all the evil he carried out. Watch any crime show on television, and it usually starts with the narrator saying, “He was a God-fearing man…” The story always continues with some atrocity that the God-fearing man carried out against his community. In my father’s case, he never got caught. But like a body that floats to the surface in a swamp, the memory of what I saw that day won’t stay down. I’m good at keeping it away during the day, but not at night.

      Liam turns from the front seat again. “Is my snoring that bad?”

      “Not bad enough to make me kill you. Yet,” I joke.

      Liam snorts. “Funny, mate.”

      A guy like me doesn’t display weakness or share with others. If I don’t have my shit together by now at thirty-two, it’s too late. River is the only one I ever told about the beatings, but I never told her about anything else. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about it or expect a knock at my door with questions about my father.

      Tap tap. I jump, but it’s only Eddie. I press the button and slide the window down. “Come on, Cruz, let me warm up.” Eddie fidgets, as though chills are running up and down his legs. He clutches his cup in both hands and gives me sad puppy dog eyes.

      Liam and Cork laugh and whisper to each other.

      “Maybe for a few minutes, Cruz, before we leave,” Liam says. “The wind chill’s five below.”

      “Fine, for a few moments, Eddie, but next time dress for the weather,” but I know Liam’s exaggerating the wind chill. “Then back you go to your post.”

      Eddie climbs in the back seat and sits down next to me, kicking my foot. “I don’t get why I have to watch this broad round the clock. Who the fuck is⁠—”

      “If you’re going to whine about it, you can stand outside. And if you touch me or call her a broad again, you’re dead.” I close my eyes, lean my head against the window, and conjure up the memory of River when I first laid eyes on her.

      “A man was hassling her,” Clarissa, one of my workers, had said. “We couldn’t leave her all alone in the bus station.”

      “Her husband’s beating her,” Marissa had whispered behind her hand when they brought her home. River’s hair was the same color as mine, blonde, almost white, and like me, she doesn’t dye it. Bones, my next-in-command at the time, thought we looked like brother and sister. I didn’t turn her out like all the others, telling them that if they wanted to stay, they had to contribute, sell their bodies. I treated her like a friend instead, another thing I had never done before. We talked about art, books, and philosophy. I let her work in our kitchen and clean the house. River didn’t stay, though. Her husband tricked her into going home, but a year later, she showed up at my door again, begging for my help, this time with two children in tow. This time, I changed the rules on her⁠—

      “It’s just so cold out. Can’t I⁠—“

      I grab Eddie’s ear and twist it. His hoodie falls down. He screams out “Aaah!” and attempts to pry my fingers away from his lobe to no avail.

      “I warned you. I let you in the car, and you’re still whining and carrying on.” I pinch his ear tight, overwhelming him. His coffee spills on his crotch, scorching him, and he wiggles back and forth in more pain.

      “Cruz, leave him be.” Liam jumps from the front seat and snatches the rear door open, allowing Eddie a way out. I let go of Eddie’s ear, and he falls outside of the car onto the icy sidewalk. He jumps to his feet, slides on the ice, holds his ear, and shouts back as I follow him.

      “You’re crazy, man!” Eddie slips and slides all the way to the corner as I watch. He’s right—I am.

      Ring, ring.

      I take out my phone and answer it without checking the caller ID. “What are you doing?” the voice asks.

      I glance up to the second-floor window of the brownstone and see River’s silhouette framed against it, holding her phone to her ear. Did River see the whole thing? I shouldn’t be speaking to her and opening the wound again. It’s not fair to her. I can’t have her now or ever.

      “Nothing.” The smell of Eddie’s spilt hazelnut coffee permeates the back seat as I climb back into the vehicle. I settle into the seat and glance up at the window.

      “It doesn’t look that way to me. Pushing people out of cars looks like something. Why are you sitting in a car in front of the house, anyway?”

      I’d forgotten how much I love and miss River’s musical voice. It’s already calming me.

      “Not the house. It’s your house. I bought it for you,” I remind her.

      “I told you before, I can’t accept it. I’m only staying until Jack’s partner pays me for my half of the business, then I’ll buy my own place.”

      “As you wish. But you could sell this home and buy another to your liking if you don’t like this one.” The more she resists doing what I want, the more I want to push her into doing things my way. It was that way when she was my slave, and it’s that way now. It doesn’t matter that she believes she’s not mine anymore. She’ll always belong to me until I leave this earth. If she leaves before me, then I’ll have to join her immediately. Knowing she didn’t exist would make my life meaningless.

      “I can’t take your money,” River says. “We aren’t together anymore.”

      “It’s a gift.” I don’t care what she wants. I want her safe, and I want to provide for her.

      “Thank you, but no. You didn’t answer my question. Why are you here?”

      “To check on you.”

      “A simple phone call or text is what normal people do. They don’t stalk them. If you aren’t coming up, please leave. You’ll scare the neighbors.”

      The call ends, and she moves away from the window. River’s orders surprise me and make me smile. River never had the nerve to order me about before. How my once slave has changed. Did I teach River to stand up to me? I don’t know whether to slap myself on the back or in the face.

      At one time, I tried to take everything from her…all her beliefs, her freedom. I wanted her to do only what I told her to do. What made me change my mind? “A simple phone call is what normal people do.” River should know by now, I’m not normal.

      I take off my coat and pass it up to Liam. “Take this to Eddie. His clothes are wet, and his jacket is worthless in this weather. Tell him I’ll send someone to relieve him in a couple of hours.” Liam takes the coat and exits the car.

      A few minutes later, Liam returns and settles back into the front seat. “I don’t know about the new guy. He asks too many questions, complains too much, and has too many opinions.”

      “I agree. You checked him out, right?”

      “Yes. Louie vouched for him. He said Eddie did three years for robbing homes, somewhere south.”

      “He’ll catch on, eventually.” My hand is on the door handle.

      Liam nods and turns to face me in the back seat. The streetlight lands on his teeth, glistening with a smile. “He’d better, mate, or his balls will melt, and he’ll be singing soprano.”

      “I’m going to go upstairs and check on River. I’ll be back in thirty, but if I’m not, honk the horn.” I exit the back seat, grab my other coat from the car’s cargo area, and leave my men talking.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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