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Francine Merriweather 

I’ve lived a long life. A good one, though now at seventy-eight years old, you’d think I could finally have some time to myself, get a little rest. But my family left me money, and the conditions of the estate trust make many demands, with attorneys, financial advisers, various company bigwigs and board committees all demanding I personally address this or that issue. My assistants try to deal with much of this, but so much gets through to claim what little time I have left that it exhausts me. I sleep very little, unable to relax for any length of time. 

Far worse, though, are the remaining members of the Merriweather clan, all the unpleasant, bickering relations that incessantly clamor and importune me for money. They’re a pack of snarling hyenas and jackals, constantly nipping at my heels, looking for a way to bite off a chunk of the estate for themselves. They pray for my demise, so they can feast on the remains. Their attorneys circle like vultures, looking for any sign of weakness, so they can swoop in and declare me incompetent. 

And then there’s the never-ending flood of charitable organizations badgering me for a bequest to this or that foundation. I’ve given hundreds of thousands of dollars to various causes, and still they want more, always more. They look on the estate as a giant slot machine that can spill forth a mountain of treasure if they just pitch the correct way. 

Some time away was just what I needed. I told no one where I was going. None of the guests at the Greene Mountain Resort are of my circle. Here I can relax, enjoy leisurely meals in solitude, and stroll around the resort gardens and grounds. Finally just sit and read a book. Peace and quiet.

Benny 

Man, working as a waiter here is tough. Everything’s nice for the rich old guests, but the shabby housing we staff get (for which the resort gets a sweet tax write-off) is a firetrap. For the privilege of our room and board, I get up at seven and work six days a week, three meal shifts every day, until like nine at night. Wears me out. Cheap shoes are all I can afford, and I get shin splints from being on my feet so much. 

And hey, at twenty-four, I like to have a little fun, so there’s often a bar or a party to go to after our dinner shift is done. But it makes getting up and being cheerful the next morning an exercise in acting, as a couple of days a week I’m usually hung over and seriously sleep-deprived. But since income is all tips from the diners, cheerfulness is the order of the day if you want to make any money. 

There’s only a short break between the breakfast and lunch shift, and a slightly longer one after lunch, before the big dinner rush. If the guests are done eating, I can clear and reset my section early, and be out of the dining room soon after the meal time is over. Guests who come in late or hang around are always a major pain in the ass, and they’re the types that usually demand more and tip less. 

I’d been burning the candle at both ends for weeks, and it was catching up with me. It doesn’t help that the cook in the room next door to my thin-walled dorm room likes to blast loud death-metal late into the night, making it impossible to sleep anyway. You can’t complain, because a number of the staff in the kitchen are all related, and if you get one of them in trouble, you’ll never see your meals on time again, or anywhere near the way you requested it. So if you can’t sleep, you might as well go out and enjoy yourself, right? 

Francine

I arrived at the resort at nine in the evening, and was in bed soon after. Whether it was the mountain air, or my exhaustion, I slept in, for the first time in weeks. In the morning, I went straight downstairs for something to eat. The posted meal times of the dining room says they stop serving breakfast at ten, and I just made it. The hostess took me to my assigned seat of the dining room, where I can look out over the mountain valley and take it all in. It’s so beautiful, I could stay here for hours.

Benny

I’ve been watching for the new guest all morning, and cheered silently when she didn’t show up, because it meant I could get out of here for a few minutes before I have to return for the lunch shift. We don’t get an hourly wage, only getting paid a dollar a head per meal for each person we wait on, so being on your feet for another hour for one person isn’t worth it. You want to pop out as soon as you can, and sit for a few before coming back for the lunch crowd. 

I came back from the kitchen, ready to go, and saw the woman being seated in MY section. Mary, the hostess, went straight over from seating her and put up the Closed sign for the dining room. I went over to her. “Can we put her in someone else’s section? Allison’s still got guests.” 

Mary shook her head. “That’s your section, Benny, and her assigned seat. She’ll be here for a few weeks."

Damn it. I went over to the woman. “Hello, Ma’am, my name is Benjamin, and I’ll be taking care of you. Would you like some coffee?"

“Tea,” she replied. 

“Coming right up. Here’s our breakfast menu.”

“I didn’t want to order just yet.”

I looked toward the doors leading out from the dining hall. The staff out there hate late orders and blame us waiters when we put one in.

“Yes, Ma’am, it’s just that the kitchen puts the breakfast things away right about now.”

“I was told if I was seated, I could get my meal as I liked. Is that not the case?”

I was thinking vile thoughts, but I smiled. “I’ll make sure you get what you need.” 

Coffee we can pour from the pots on burners out in the dining room, but I went out to the kitchen to get the tea, muttering curses under my breath the whole time. Rich-bitch pain in the ass. I stuck a bag into a metal tea pot, filled it with hot water from the urn, and brought it back out and set it down. The menu was still on the other side of the table, where I’d left it. 

She looked up. “There’s no lemon. I’d like some lemon with it, please. And some honey.”

I almost swore out loud. Why hadn’t she asked for the lemon and the honey when she ordered the tea? Now I had to go all the way back out to the kitchen. I made the long trek back and went to the walk-in cooler for the lemon. Damn her. I looked at the yellow wedge and rubbed it in my armpit before putting it on a small plate. That’ll teach her. I found an empty creamer jug and spit in it, then got the honey and poured out a portion into the jug. I returned to the dining room and set the plate with the lemon down before her, and the honey jug. “Are you ready to order, Ma’am?”

She sniffed. “This tea is not hot. I would like it hot, please.”

I forced a smile and picked up the cup and the pot. 

Back to the kitchen, where George was behind the metal counter (the “line”) on the broiler station, and he was okay. 

“Hey George, lady says her tea’s not hot. Mind heating these up for her?”

George smiled and took the cup, saucer, and pot and slid them on a rack inside the broiler. I went to get a small round tray and a kitchen towel. I came back soon after and passed the tray over the counter. George slid a spatula under each piece and removed them, setting them on the tray. 

“See how she likes that."  George cackled, showing a couple of missing teeth. 

I gave him a thumbs up and went back out. I used the towel to set down each item. “That cup is very hot, Ma’am, so you be careful now.”

“Certainly took you long enough.” She looked around. “It’s not like you’re busy.”

“No, Ma’am, as you can see, we’re the only ones left here now.”

She gave me a sharp look. Well, there goes the probably-forty cent tip she was going to leave me. “Are you being impertinent?”

“Whatever do you mean, Ma’am?” I had my bland face on, with my most soothing voice. If she complained, it wasn’t good. Here, the customer is always right, no matter how big an asshole they are. 

She took the handle of the pot. “Ow.”

“Is something wrong?”

“This pot is red hot.”

“Sorry, Ma’am. It’s the only way to make sure the tea is as hot as you requested.”

She pursed her lips and drew a long sigh. “I see. That’s how it is. Then I’d like to order now.”

Hallelujah, I thought.

“I’d like half a grapefruit, scrambled eggs, very dry, and whole wheat toast, unbuttered. And a small glass of prune juice.”

“Yes Ma’am, coming right up.” I started to leave, but she spoke again.

“Make sure those eggs are very dry.”

‘As dry as you, you dried-up old bitch,’ I thought.  

I returned to the kitchen and went to the egg station. Fat Chris was in that spot today, and he’s a dick to work with. He hates everybody, but waiters in particular.

“One order scrambled, very dry.” I put an empty plate up on the rack to verify the order.

“Breakfast is over,” Chris said, glowering at me.

“Wish it was so. Blame Mary, who seated her, and said we have to serve her.”

The sweating Chris muttered under his breath, as if I was the one to blame for ruining his day. 

I went to another cooler for the prune juice and the grapefruit, both of which would have been more accessible during the breakfast rush. I put a gob of spit on the grapefruit and spread it around with my finger. Back out to the dining room to plonk down the grapefruit and the juice. 

No conversation this time. Maybe she’d learned her lesson after getting burned.

Back out to the kitchen, where I had to go to the cooler again to find another loaf of whole wheat bread. I took out two slices and wiped them on the counter before putting them in the toaster. Then I went back to the egg station. “Picking up.”

Chris shoved a plate onto the rack and watched me. The eggs were loose and runny, despite that I’d ordered them dry. Remembering the white-clad mafia mindset of the kitchen crew, I decided not to fight it. Instead, I went back to George. 

“George, we need to dry these puppies out some. Can we use your broiler again?”

He laughed. “Got a real ball-buster, huh?” 

I made a face. “You wouldn’t believe.”

Back over to the toaster. When the toast popped out, I plated it and topped it with a tin cover. It wouldn’t help much to keep it warm, but she would at least be able to see I was doing all I could. Then over to pick up the eggs, cover them with a plastic topper, and back out to the big empty dining room. 

“Here you go, Ma’am. Careful, that plate is hot.”

“I’m sure it is,” she said. “But as you can see, I’m not done with my grapefruit yet.”

I had a mental flash of me shoving the grapefruit into her face, like James Cagney did to Mae Clarke in that old movie The Public Enemy. But she wasn’t worth getting fired over.

“No problem, Ma’am, I’ll take that away. Just let me know when you’re ready.”

I took the eggs and the toast back out to the kitchen. Why in hell had this old bitch been seated in my section? My feet hurt, and I needed to sit, so I went out to the back loading dock and sat on the concrete. I had a smoke. After a few minutes, I got up and went back out to the kitchen. I had George slide the plate of eggs under the broiler, and dropped in two more slices of toast before going back to the dining room, to make sure she was finally fucking done with her goddamn grapefruit. 

“Where have you been?” The old bitch looked to be quivering with anger. “I’ve been wanting my breakfast.”

“Coming right up,” I said, and wheeled back around to the kitchen. When George gave me the plate, I took them off to the side. I stirred the eggs up with a fork so they wouldn’t look as if they had baked, and covered them. I grabbed the toast, covered it, and brought at all back out and set it down on the table, and removed the covers

The woman peered at the plate. “Are these the same eggs?”

“No Ma’am, I had them cook you up a fresh batch.” Yeah, like they’d do that.

“They don’t look fresh.”

“They don’t, when they’re scrambled very dry like that.”

She sighed. “I am upset now, and find my appetite is gone. Please take them away.”

I knew she was playing games with me. “Will there be anything else, Ma’am?” 

“I don’t think I have time to wait that long, I’m afraid,” she gave me a poisonous smile. 

And just like that, the war was on. 

––––––––
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Francine

I did not run a multi-million dollar foundation by being a pushover. When I wanted things done, I got them done, by whatever means. When people opposed me, well, I had years of experience in removing obstacles. And I made people pay for getting in my way. This rude young man had ruined my first morning, and kept me from relaxing. So I went to the hostess and told her how polite and efficient he was, and I hoped I would have him as a server for every meal.  

For the next three days, I came in for every meal just before the hostess closed the dining room, and sat long after the other guests had gone. My reward was seeing the young man seethe with hatred and anger when he served me, knowing I had enormous power over him. I made him go for extra trips, take food back that wasn’t cooked to my specifications, and made a complete nuisance of myself.

But it cost me as well. My constitution at this age was a touch on the delicate side, and all the stomach acid I built up in these little battles made my digestion suffer. But as I did not allow myself to view my actions as harmful to myself in any way, I naturally thought it was something done to me by my server. 

I accosted him after I had been forced to miss a meal due to stomach distress. “Young man, are you poisoning my food?”

“What?” He looked at me with mouth open.

“My food. You’re putting poison in it. You want to kill me.”

The young man shook his head, turned, and walked away.

Benny

For days she’s been playing her old bitch game, making me hang around the dining room just for her. Nothing is good enough, either, as she makes me run and run for extras, for returned food, for any excuse whatsoever. I was so tired, and she just wore me down. Someone else told me an old trick of putting a few drops of an over-the-counter medication into her food to make her just a little sick, maybe enough so she wouldn’t come in for a meal or two, but I hadn’t done it. 

And one glorious meal, she hadn’t come in. I rejoiced, and was out of the dining room soon after the meal ended. It was wonderful having a few minutes off, and it pissed me off to think of how much of my time she’s wasted, that rich old bat. She could do anything, could go anywhere, and she chooses to fritter away chunks of the remaining part of her life sitting in a big dining room so some schmuck of a waiter has to waste his own time. 

But the next meal she was back, and she was glaring at me worse than usual. When I went over, she accused me of poisoning her. I walked away, muttering curses. Why did this crazy broad have to get stuck in my section? She should be committed.

Francine

Being ill made me realize that I might not have much time left. At seventy-eight, it could be any moment. I smiled to think of leaving life while engaged in my lone little battle, even if my opponent wasn’t much to brag about. 

Very well, if he was going to do me in, I would let him- but I would have her revenge. I made many calls, and got important men to come to the resort and sit with me to go over stacks of paperwork. Ignoring my desire to rest, instead I busied herself with numerous affairs of the trust. My lawyers drew up contracts and had me sign them, while they exchanged glances on the sly.  

Working continuously further affected my health. I could barely eat anymore, but I willed herself to go to the dining room and sit, grimly issuing orders for many dishes that I didn’t touch. The young man seemed barely able to restrain himself. 

I finally broke down and was confined to my room on doctor’s orders, and then he demanded I seek hospital treatment. I tried to resist, but the terms of the trust forced me to have to follow a certain cause of action in special circumstances. I left the resort, sparing one backward glance at my last vacation site. 

Benny

When the woman didn’t come in for a meal, I was happy. When she was absent for the following one, I was ecstatic. I went out that night to celebrate, and was so hung over the next morning I could barely see. I was expecting to encounter her grim visage, but was told she had left the resort on doctor’s orders. I felt a little guilty about what I had finally put in her food, but it was after she’d accused me of poisoning her. Very well, if she wanted to be made sick, I’d finally obliged.

It was several weeks later that the lawyers came back to the resort with grave faces and full briefcases. They met with me in one of the big meeting rooms, to inform me that as a beneficiary of the estate of Francine Merriweather, I was now a wealthy man, provided I take over the business of the trust and abide by the rules set down. They explained things, but my head reeled from the enormity of what had happened. The old woman had indeed been crazy, and left me a chunk of money to continue her work. Giggling and giddy, I signed each sheaf of paperwork they put before me. I had no idea it was a trap.

I quit the resort, and for a week, I celebrated in style, but eventually more lawyers came by and read me the riot act. They showed me my signature on a contract that stipulated rules of conduct. I was to now be monitored by a panel of board members, who would see that I behaved, and spend the requisite number of hours dealing with trust business, and attend all pertinent meetings. 

And the lawsuits came flooding in. Members of the Merriweather clan were outraged that a stranger had benefited in any way from her estate. They thought every penny of it was rightfully theirs, though I was told the old lady had hated them and fought them off for years. They determined to crush this upstart with a flood of injunctions, and I had to sit for hours every day listening to a team of attorneys explain the latest court proceeding. I was forced to appear in person in court, and endure tedious hours of testimony and bickering over the fact of my elevation to trust office. 

She had also given my name to every charitable organization on the planet, it seemed. Forced by the trust agreement to attend public functions, I was buttonholed for money by most people I met, and the constant barrage of requests made me bitter, as if the world saw me as nothing but a human cash machine. 

Every day brought more work and more attacks. It was all too much, and I continued to drink heavily. I blew up and told the lawyers I was quitting, giving up the trust oversight and the money, but I had signed agreements. If I left, I would have no more legal counsel, and the estate would join the line of those suing me for breach of contract and malfeasance. As I couldn’t disappear, I realized the perfection of the trap she had set. I was rich and supposedly powerful, but her ghost was even more so, and the conditions she’d set down and I had so blithely agreed to now bound me like a steel spiderweb. All I could see was an endless procession of days of torment and tedium, as my strings were pulled like a puppet. She had set the tune, and I must dance to it until the end of my days. Her revenge was complete.

I spent each night exhausted from the battles of the day, seeking only a means of escape, wishing only for a little rest.

***
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Two in the morning, eyes wide open, I can’t sleep. The itch is crawling up my arms, driving me nuts. The craving comes in waves, a throbbing sensation that lets me know how empty I am, how deep my need is. I’ve tried so hard to hold out, but I know I’m not going to make it. Tonight is not the night I get clean. 

Cindy knows. She was crying in the shower stall earlier. She got off the rock when they had her in that place. She’s been back a week, and so far hasn’t slipped. But she’s a lot stronger than me. I can’t get off the rock, not for her sake, not for mine. I know I should, it’s killing me. Lost my spot in two different bands, and now no one who knows will even let me try out for any openings. But Hell, the music world is packed with rockers: in the old days it was Coltrane, Chet Baker, Art Pepper, geniuses like that. Now at least one in most bands are using. Sign of the times. Some can control it, some get off it. I can’t seem to shake it. 

I’m going to have to go out to score, but there’s no money and nothing left to pawn or sell. I owe Fang for two already, so he won’t front me again. This roach-infested rathole of an apartment has plaster crumbling onto us. There’s no appliances, no copper pipes to tear out and sell, no fat marks around to roll. Cindy won’t hook for me to get some money, not after all the work she did to get clean. I’m pretty much up against it. 

If I had a gun, I could stick up someone or some all-night joint, but the Saturday Night special I’d stolen got pawned last week. I could pretend to have a gun in my pocket, but I’d probably get shot. People are edgy these days, ya know. And at two in the morning, it was going to be damn near impossible to get close enough to strangers on the street. And what idiot is gonna be out with a roll of cash at this time of night? Even the drunks were careful. 

Back before Dee-Dee got pinched, he had a lead on a score that we were gonna try. Guy he knew had a garage tucked away out of sight, with a Classic Olds Cutlass in good shape. We were gonna steal it and sell it to Fat Tony at his all-night chop shop. Couldn’t steal any newer car nowadays, they got all the fancy ignitions, so you can’t just hotwire it or pop one with a screwdriver, like in the old days. And some got kill switches, or even LoJack, or some crap like that. Fat Tony would kill anyone who drove to his place in a hot car and brought the cops right behind. 

So yeah, it was the Olds. I’d get a C-note, for sure. Maybe two. Even had a rusty crowbar and a couple of tools stashed. Trouble was, it really was a two-man job. If the owner came out, he had to be distracted long enough for us to get away. Might even have a dog. Guy with a ride like that would wanna protect it, so it was risky, especially by myself. But I was out of options. 

Dee-Dee had shown me the place a couple of weeks ago. He’d seen the garage door, with only a big-ass padlock, no alarm. Then he got caught for something else, was now at Riker’s. With no money, there was no way was he gonna make bail, so he was there until trial. He’d understand if I took down the score without him. Who knew when he’d get out, after all? 

Didn’t say anything to Cindy when I left. She was probably awake, but knew there was nothing she could utter that would stop me. She’d been there, even if she was clean for now. 

I got the tools from where we’d stashed them. They weren’t much, just a broken screwdriver and an old crowbar, but if felt good to have them, almost like I knew what I was doing. I made my way through the streets, still looking for any easier opportunities. There was a group down the block that was real bad news, so I moved carefully, out of sight. 

Sometime later, I was near the spot. I went through the trash on the sidewalk, pulling out some old, dried-out newspapers. I found the address, and looked around. Okay, nobody out, that was good. Time to set up my distraction. There was a car parked nearby, all alarmed, of course. But they don’t alarm the bottom, and by being real careful, I spiked the gas tank without setting it off. Good thing I didn’t have the shakes yet. I used some of the dribbling gas to soak the newspaper, and laid it all flat near the front of the car, gas trailing back towards the tank drip. I took out the stub of candle from my works, and the matches. Saying a prayer, I lit the candle stub and carefully placed it on the newspaper. Figured I’d have maybe five minutes or so before the poof.

Sneaking around back to the garage, I was happy to hear no barking. I got to the door and inspected the padlock. It was a big one. Even if I’d had bolt cutters, I don’t think I’d have had the strength to chop that sucker, so it was good I didn’t have to. Where the hasp attached to the door, that was the weaker part, and I stuck the pry end of the crowbar in and levered with all my strength. The shriek it made was enough to wake anybody, but it took another minute and more pushing until the screws gave and the whole thing popped loose. I snatched the handle and pulled the door up, sure the owner had heard and was on the way. 

A whoosh and a flare of light from the street told me my diversion was now going, and I hoped it would be enough. The Olds was there, sure enough, my ticket to Happyland. I popped the door lock out with the screwdriver, and got behind the wheel. I got the screwdriver into the ignition, but before I could go further, I heard the click of a pistol behind my ear, and I was pinned by a flashlight beam. I froze.

“Don’t move, asshole,” came a cold voice. “I don’t want to clean your brains out of there.” 

My voice came out in a squeak. “There’s a car on fire out there.”

“So what?” The man chuckled. “Not my car. You got everyone else’s attention, but I’m here to protect what’s mine. Now put down that screwdriver and get out real slow. And put your hands up, just like in the movies.”

I did like he said, though I wanted to grab the crowbar and take my chances. “Listen, man, no harm done. Just let me go, and you’ll never hear from me again. And you won’t have to deal with the cops.”

He laughed. “My brother-in-law is on the job, so you’re screwed, little man. They’re already on the way. Although I’d really like to pop you, no lie. I could do it, too, say you jumped me.”

At this point, I almost wanted him to do it. I knew what was in store for me. I had priors from a couple of beefs with the law, so there was no chance I’d skate on this one, even volunteering for rehab. 

I played my last card. “What if I gave you three grand?” Of course I didn’t have it, but if he bought it...

“If you had three grand, you wouldn’t be boosting my car now, would you?”

“I know where I can get it. I’ll come right back with it, I swear.”

“Shut up. How’d you find me here, anyway?”

I kept my trap shut. I was no rat. Dee-Dee had been stealing packages from doorsteps in the neighborhood, and he’d found this place by sheer accident, and seen the Olds inside. 

“Look, man, I can’t go inside.” Even I hated the whine in my voice.

“Sure you can,” he said. “Only reason I don’t punch your ticket now is because you’ll have it a lot worse there.” 
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