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Lady Ballas stroked her pregnant belly as she stirred Hank’s dinner, hoping the smell of beef stew would finally draw her husband out of his study. He had been cooped up in there two weeks now. Not his worst streak yet, but certainly his second-worst. Only once in those fourteen days had he opened the door to snatch one of the dozens of food trays she left out in the hallway. She brought up five trays a day. Breakfast, lunch, dinner, and two snacks, and all of it had gone to waste except one lone meal, a bowl of tomato soup and a grilled cheese sandwich. She could imagine the amount of agony he’d gone through convincing himself to take it, not only to expose himself to the “bad air” outside his refuge, but also to eat food that had been swimming in it, if only so he wouldn’t starve to death. He had enough self-preservation left to override the madness eating away at him like a child slowly licking the icing off a cupcake.

Two Sundays ago, she’d been making their breakfast when she heard his heavy maple study door slam shut upstairs. She didn’t stop cooking or even flinch. All the signs of Hank’s latest meltdown had been there for the last week. They were difficult to miss after twelve years of marriage. It always started with the constant washing of his hands until his knuckles bled and the pads of his fingers cracked open. Then the size of the laundry piles would grow from small hills into mountains as he made frequent clothing changes—six, sometimes seven, different suits and shirts and pairs of socks and underwear a day. He would also spend longer spells working from home instead of going into his office at the new Twin Towers in Manhattan. She could hear him wearing a faded path onto the heavy Oriental rug as he paced back and forth, barking orders either into the phone or just to himself, which never failed to chill her bones.

There were subtler signs too, like the way his eyes flitted around the room while he spoke to her, as if he were chasing an invisible fly, or the agitation in his voice when she asked if he might like to join her on an afternoon walk and get a little fresh air. All those clues and more would build up day after day like the crescendo of a dreadful symphony until it reached its final note, the percussive slam of that study door. Silence would then flood their big, empty house and she would settle down to spend the next several days living in a void, alone but for the errant kicks and tumbles of her unborn child as she rocked herself to sleep in the newly furnished nursery.

The reasons for Hank’s spells were a little unclear, but Lady sometimes thought they coincided with the state of the markets. Even though she didn’t consider herself an expert in investments, at least to her husband’s degree, she knew enough. Her father taught her how to read the stock pages and the quarterly bank statements that came in the mail when she was a girl, and she’d completed her business degree in college before settling down with Hank. Her husband didn’t share a lot of information about their finances, but she knew their little trading company was chugging along just fine at the moment. She had a feeling this particular spell, the worst yet, was due to something a bit closer to home, and it gave her a hard kick right now to remind her of its presence. She patted her swollen belly, which she rubbed with cocoa butter every night before bed.

“There there, little one. All is well.”

The baby would be here in just a month or so, and though Hank was terrified, though he would never say those words aloud. It wasn’t just the worry that their child would inherit the worst traits of his parents, a fear all potential fathers and mothers harbor deep down. He was also concerned with all the urine, feces, vomit, and slobber babies brought with them. In Hank’s ill mind, his once peaceful and immaculate abode was about to become a toxic landfill. Lady was prepared for this and had hired the perfect nanny to assist her, a gorgeous Indian woman named Kali, who came highly recommended by Dante Cassini, one of Hank’s closest friends. She’d served as the Cassini nanny for a number of years and remained close with the family even after their children grew up. Although Lady had always been a little afraid of Dante, and wasn’t so easy to leap on his endorsement of a nanny, she had to admit that Kali exuded a sense of maternal peace and professionalism. After meeting with several candidates throughout the week, Kali was the only one who seemed most prepared for the task, who would treat their baby like a prince, or a princess if Lady’s deep intuition about having a son was wrong.

Despite the strong endorsement from Dante and Lady’s own desire to hire the woman, Hank grew hesitant at the last minute and tried to squash the idea, claiming he didn’t like the idea of someone else coming to live in their home. “You can do just fine on your own, darling,” he’d said. “Millions and millions of women around the world raise their children without nannies. I have complete faith in you.”

Lady refused to budge. It wasn’t just about having everyday help with the baby. She needed someone who could take the reins when her husband decided to lose his mind again. The more she thought about his thoughtlessness, the angrier she became. “You either allow this woman to help me, or you hire someone to help you. Otherwise, I will take the baby to my father’s and raise him there with help from the maids.”

She knew that would hit a soft spot. Hank and Daddy despised each other. Daddy considered him a weak product of new money and liberal sensibilities, and every time they got together for holidays and other family gatherings, the two of them would trade barbs on everything from investment advice to politics. When Lady’s mother was still alive, they were mostly civil to one another, but now the masks and the gloves were off, and the two men engaged in feisty debates that drained any sense of warmth and goodwill from the room. No doubt if Lady did leave Hank and returned home with the baby, he would waste no time gloating about it. She didn’t want that. She loved her husband and wanted to remain with him. But things would have to change when the baby came.

Having realized his wife meant business, Hank nodded. “All right then, dear. We will hire this woman. But she doesn’t come within a hundred feet of that study when I’m in it. You tell her I have bad migraines and I can’t be disturbed. Is that clear?”

She considered it a fair compromise. Lady imagined a few months from now, the four of them would make for a happy little family, with Kali fitting in like the perfect missing piece. 

After removing the rolls from the oven, she gingerly placed two of them on a plate with a pat of butter on top of each. Then she ladled out a large bowl of the stew, added a flourish of freshly chopped herbs, and set it on the tray beside the bread. Next to that she added a tall glass of milk, a tumbler of iced tea with mint, and a wedge of the apple pie she’d baked earlier that morning. The sight of the meal, Hank’s favorite since the first days of their marriage, made her own stomach gurgle, and she hoped it would work this time. It was normally her ace in the hole, the one that coaxed him to emerge most often, but when she’d put it out for him last week, it didn’t work. It had been too soon. She’d acted hastily, but it was with good reason. What if the baby came early? If he missed the birth of his child over this germ nonsense, she would be most displeased. She needed him to be her rock.

The stew would work now. She was sure of it. Men were like dowsing rods for food. It just took the right meal at the right time.

Careful to balance the heavy tray with her already off-kilter center of gravity, she carried it from the kitchen, down the long hallway, and up the winding staircase leading to Hank’s study, second door on the right. The climb was arduous for a woman in her condition, but being her husband’s part-time nursemaid kept her in good shape. Every morning, afternoon, and evening, she would carry fresh food up and then later in the evening, she would return that same food, cold and congealed, to the kitchen in which she’d cooked it. Along with each morning meal, she left him a fresh pitcher of wash water with a basin, an unopened bar of soap, a new toothbrush with baking soda, and a razor with shave cream. She couldn’t bear the idea of her husband growing filthy, even though that’s what he did every time he locked himself away, convinced his own waste was better than the germs outside. Hank would rationalize that even the hygiene products were contaminated somehow, just like the food. Long ago, before she knew better, she tried reasoning with him that if the air and the food and everything else outside his study were poisoned, she would be dead by now, but he had an answer for that too: “You weren’t born defective like me, Lady. My skin lets all the bad things in.”

They’d been through half a dozen doctors, all the latest and greatest in medications and psychotherapy, including shock therapy, and nothing could shake him of this faulty thinking. The medications he’d tried left him nearly comatose and unable to work. He even attempted hypnosis a few times. Eventually, he stopped all treatment and swore off all doctors and psychiatrists as quacks. The episodes soon increased in frequency and severity. His long absences from the office began to have an effect. Earlier this year, Hank came in from work furious, claiming to have heard whispers of nervous breakdowns, mania, and alcoholism. He blamed the other help around the house for starting the gossip, but Lady wasn’t too sure. Carla Sanchez, the housekeeper who came by twice a week, didn’t speak much English. Barton Oliver, their driver and groundskeeper, probably witnessed some of Hank’s odd behaviors, but he was a solitary older man who seemed too dignified for small talk. Lady nearly suggested that perhaps Hank was just feeling a little paranoid, but he would have blown up in a rage. He had never hit her, but he might someday if he continued to slip. If he did, Lady knew she would have to leave him for good.

Lady set down the tray outside the door and knocked, her heart full of hope. “Hank? I made your favorite, darling. Beef stew.”

No answer. He was likely asleep. He wouldn’t have energy for much else by this point. There was a series of ropes and pulleys strung around his office and their bedroom designed to help him move about when he was weak, and to assist Lady in moving him when he couldn’t do it himself. She listened for any telltale creaks of moving ropes, but heard nothing.

She knocked again, this time a little harder, and proceeded to wait amid the other untouched trays she’d brought up this morning. One with an omelet turned to rubber, another with a now limp BLT sandwich and potato chips. And still the untouched soap and water. He probably smelled like a grave by now. Still no sign of life from inside the study. An ugly question wafted into her mind like the smell of skunk spray through an open window.

What if he was dead in there? She didn’t want to answer, but she also couldn’t be naïve. Hank’s body couldn’t take much more of this kind of abuse. His last episode lasted nearly a month. When he finally came out, he was withered down to a pale husk. His heartbeat, weak and uncertain, reminded Lady of a terrified little bird, flutter-flutter-flutter. She’d been nearly three months pregnant at that point and still fighting awful morning sickness, but she worked feverishly to bring him around, first administering a tiny pill of nitroglycerin and then spending several painstaking hours giving him sips of water and broth with a medicine dropper just to build him up to being able to eat tiny cracker crumbs. He’d also managed to form a pressure sore on his lower back, and it upset her so much she nearly gave up and called their doctor. Hank didn’t need light nursing. He needed a hospital and IV fluids, and someone who knew how to treat wounds. But Hank, who knew her better than anybody and could almost read her thoughts, grabbed her by the wrist with his bird-like talon of a hand. His eyes reminded her of eggs sizzling on a hot sidewalk.

“No doctors. Remember our promise, Lady. Remember.”

He squeezed her wrist until it hurt, and she finally gave away, realizing if he could still inflict physical pain, he might be stronger than his frailty suggested. He recovered eventually, but she told herself that was the last time she was going to let him have his way. They’d made a promise to see no more doctors about this, but promises were as brittle things. If he came out of the room this time in the same condition or worse, she was going to call the hospital and have them send an ambulance. She would give any permission necessary to have him committed as well. It wasn’t just that she was out of patience, but she was too damn unwieldy with this big belly of hers to be Super Nurse this time.

She gave the door another knock, firmer this time. “Hank? Come on, now. At least grunt if you can hear me.” Lady pressed her ear to the door, trying to detect even the faintest movement or shuffle. Total silence. Another more pragmatic voice in her head spoke up. It could be a blessing, you know. Remember how he was the other day?

Lady shuddered. Often, Hank would talk to himself while locked inside his study, but a few days ago, he wasn’t just talking. He was ranting. The obscenities that came out of his mouth were so bald and disgusting, Lady wondered if he’d been possessed by a devil. She’d only just approached the door when something hard hit it, making her jump. Go away, bitch! I’ll stab your cunt! She’d been so frozen to her spot with fear that when the door opened just a crack and something flew out, she was unable to dodge it. A bottle of his urine hit her in the chest. Worse than the feeling of her husband’s cold piss seeping into her dress and between her breasts was the feral look in his eyes. That hadn’t been her husband, she was certain. Her Hank never would have done something so . . . vile. Lady was only religious in the most casual sense, but after that, she retreated to her room and prayed anyway.

A sharp cramp drew her belly taut and she braced herself against the door to keep from doubling over. No. Not now. Please not right now. “Hush, little baby,” she murmured. The pain wrapped around her like a hot cummerbund and she fell against the door. She started pounding with both fists. “Hank! Please open the door! The baby . . . I think he’s coming.”

A distinct shuffling came from inside the study and her mind brightened. Oh thank God! I couldn’t coax him out with stew, but at least he’ll do it for the birth of his son. The lock disengaged from the inside and the heavy maple door opened a crack to reveal candlelight and a distinct but familiar odor of sweat and bodily waste. But she couldn’t see Hank in there. A trickle of fear dripped down from her heart and burned in her gut. Another contraction followed, but she felt it only distantly compared to her mounting worry.

“Hank? What are you doing in there?”

A shaky whisper issued through the crack. “Come in, Lady. Come see what I’ve done. It’s wonderful.”

But she didn’t want to go in there. Hank had never invited her in before, and she couldn’t blame him. It would be like inviting someone into the darkest corner of your mind, where every passing thought of murder and revenge and madness gathered like dust bunnies with teeth. “Sweetie, not now. I need you to come out if you can. The baby—”

“Fuck the baby! Come in here now!” His voice cracked under the strain. Then, softly, almost a whimper: “Please, Lady. I need you.”

Lady’s world broke into prisms as the tears spilled over. He’d truly lost his mind. It had only been a matter of time. The doctors all warned them it might come to this one day if he didn’t get stay on the medication or try other therapies, but neither of them wanted to believe it could end up this way. They thought they could manage it, and they’d done quite well at it for a while. She had to call two doctors now, though. Hank’s first, then hers. Oh, this was not how she wanted things to be. Not at all.

She backed away from the door and hit something that grunted. Lady shouted and turned around to see Kali standing there in a sari the color of blood. Another contraction rushed forward, and this one obliterated all shock at seeing the nanny she’d hired, unexpected. Uninvited. She felt a pop and warm fluid gushed down her legs, pattering on the expensive rug.

“Kali, help me!” she cried, no longer questioning why the woman was there, only needing the help of someone who hadn’t gone crazy.

“Do not worry, Mrs. Ballas. Your husband called me here. I will care for your son.”

“What? Called you? I don’t understand.”

Another contraction doubled her over. The pain was constant now and excruciating. World-eating. She had read all the books and practiced for her labor, but nothing could have prepared her for this kind of pain. This didn’t feel right at all.

“Take me to the hospital, Kali. I’m in labor, but something is wrong.”

Kali’s eyes, which had been so warm at their meeting, were now like unyielding black stones. “There is no time. We must do it here.” She took Lady by the wrists and started guiding her toward Hank’s office, pushing the door open to reveal the menagerie of lit candles on nearly every horizontal surface. Terror was an icicle through her belly. “What are you doing? Kali, no!”

Another contraction. This one buckled her knees, making her certain her stomach was going to split down the middle like a rotten melon. She hit the rug, immediately smelling urine. A lot of it. The sensation of dampness on her hands soon followed and she realized this was Hank’s toilet. He’d been peeing on the carpet like an untrained animal for days. This was not like him. Not at all. Hank had never been so unsanitary. What she saw next, however, obliterated all other thoughts, even the pain, at least briefly. Illuminated by candlelight were the ropes Hank had installed to help himself move around when he was weak. He’d strung them up near the ceiling, from wall to wall like a web. He was sitting in that web, gazing down at her with an empty grin. “Hank? My God, what is this? What have you done?”

“I found the source of all the filth, darling. The floor! I no longer have to touch it! Isn’t that wonderful? I’ve never felt more free!” The shrillness of his voice belied the presence of any sanity.

The next contraction was like an ax to the gut and she fell forward as if praying to Allah, pressing her forehead into the urine-soaked rug. More warm fluid ran down her legs and she felt something stick into her neck, like a bee sting. She looked up to see Kali holding a syringe.

“What is that?” Already she felt her body going limp and numb. The pain of her labor was still there, but growing further away as whatever drug Kali had injected her with went quickly to her brain.

“Something to dull your pain,” she said.

“Drugs? I don’t want drugs.” But already she was feeling more docile and she couldn’t deny how nice it was to have something to dull that awful pain even a little bit.

Kali gently rolled her over onto her back and she was greeted by the sight of her husband’s face hanging several feet above hers. He’d dangled himself by the ankles from his web like an emaciated, albino spider. His eyes were glassy and insane and hungry. Lady’s mind began to detach like a blimp from its mooring. None of this felt real. “Why are you here?” she asked. “I don’t understand.”

Kali stroked her hair back from her forehead. “Your husband knows something about your child that you do not, Lady. I am very sorry, but I do not think you could bear it.”

In spite of the drugs, Lady’s heart skipped a beat. “Hank, what is she talking about?”

“He’s a poisonous lad, darling. Quite poisonous indeed!” Back and forth he swung from his rope nest, madly gleeful about the whole nightmare happening below him.

“There are very severe defects,” Kali said. “Your doctor hid the ultrasounds from you.”

All of the terrible words and the horrible pain coated her brain like mud. “How could you know something like that?”

“I work for Dante still. He knows more than I do.”

Hank barked out laughter. “Remember the vitamins I gave you? They weren’t really vitamins, but oh the millions we’re making on this little venture, dear! Industries will pay nearly anything for the chance to research actual pregnant women.”

“Enough of this! You’re both insane!” She tried to sit up, but her body was no longer taking orders.

“You are bleeding very heavily, Lady. We must get him out now.” Kali’s voice was low and soothing, but her face yielded nothing.

“No, get my doctor! Call an ambulance. Please!”

“There is far too much blood. Your placenta has likely ruptured.” The crimson sari hooded the woman’s face, but Lady could see the whites of her eyes with their coal irises, and they were not the warm, maternal ones from the nanny interview. They were cold and driven, and they likely no longer saw Lady as human. “We must take him out right away.”

“Yes, cut it out! Release the filth! Release it!” Hank cried. Or at least the ghoul that used to be Hank. Lady finally understood something. The horrible things he’d allowed on his wife and child had driven him over the edge.

Lady heard a metallic scrape and a shiny blade gleamed in the dimness, but Kali’s movement was too swift and Lady’s medicated brain was too slow to make a connection between the blade and the woman’s intentions until the eight-inches of curved steel came back up again lacquered with blood. And then, finally, the pain flooded in, overriding the drugs and bringing the certainty that her belly had been ripped apart and set ablaze. The agony made the contractions seem almost quaint. Every system in her body began misfiring. Her vision doubled and then trebled. Her ears began to ring, and her skin flushed with the jabs of a million searing needle points as Kali dug around inside her for what felt like hours but must have only been seconds. The pain was so enormous, even with the drugs, it seemed almost separate from her, like a vivid nightmare she was watching happen to someone else. But even then she didn’t realize the truth of the agony, the horrible and oh-so-personal robbery taking place, until the room filled with the high-pitched squeals of what could only be her baby, and she reacted as any new mother would, with a swoon of joy and love and relief, even though she knew she would be dead soon.

“It is a boy, Lady. Congratulations,” said Kali, her voice shaking.

He was tiny and so very thin and pale in the woman’s hands. A gooey mixture of blood and amniotic fluid dripped from his gangly white limbs. Something was definitely wrong with him. Lady could sense it not only in the way the child’s skin seemed gelatinous and translucent, or how his tiny ears came to points, or the way his skull looked lumpy and badly formed. It was in Kali’s face, dawning with horror as she gazed down at the newborn.

“What is it?” Lady heard herself ask, though from a distance as the world began to gray around the edges. She was no longer cognizant of her own body being butchered open. Her mind was on her child. “What’s wrong with him?”

Slow regret and terror filled Kali’s eyes. “As I said, you would not be able to bear it.”

“Show him to me. Now.” She wanted to speak with more force, but the energy wasn’t there for her anymore.

After a bit more hesitation, Kali turned the child around so Lady could look upon his face. Terror sucked the air from her lungs and reality shrank to the size of a pinpoint as she screamed at the thing that had been living in her womb all these months. 

“What is this? Oh my God . . . what did they do to him?” The baby screamed and quivered as Hank screeched more laughter overhead. Its eye, she thought. It was the last clear thought Lady had as she grabbed onto the encroaching darkness like a life raft and let it carry her away to oblivion.
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Nina’s Last Trick

She sat before the Madam’s desk, legs crossed, hands clasped in her lap, chin pointed toward her chest. Normally she would never be so demure, but the Madam frightened her. Maybe it was the woman’s hair, a barely tamed flame-red nest of curls threaded with silver, or the hard red slash of her mouth set in flesh that resembled carved ivory. Mostly, Nina thought, it was those chipped diamond eyes. They reminded her of the frost that formed around the inside edges of her room’s window during the winter months. At least the Madam kept her own office nice and toasty. She was a miser with the heat in the rest of the house; you just had to fuck harder if you wanted to stay warm.

It was her second time in this room. The first was four years ago, her face puffy in the places Victor Cassini’s thugs used their fists. She’d sat in this very same chair, soaked through with late autumn rain and shivering, partly from being cold and wet but mostly from her mad craving for a bump of coke. From that night on, she hadn’t taken anything stronger than the generic aspirin the Madam doled out to the girls if they were sore from a particularly rough client. All the ladies of the Weeping Willow were bound to a strict drug-free policy. They were merchandise, after all, and high quality earned top dollar. Part of her would always be relieved to be free of the hold drugs had on her. They had, after all, gotten her into this mess. But she still wished she could have something to obliterate her memories of the all the terrible men she’d been forced to pleasure over the years, men with poor hygiene, calloused hands, and uncaring eyes that only saw her as a tool for getting off.

She just had to remember the Madam offered her a second chance at life, for what little it was now worth. Anything less than effusive gratitude and humility was punishable by the Madam’s own particular brand of torment. Nina had a few scars to prove it.

She hadn’t been alert enough on that long ago night to examine the Madam’s inner sanctum in much detail, but she got a good look now, and what she saw soured her stomach. Oil paintings of nude men and women in erotic poses dominated the space. The one hanging directly behind the Madam’s desk depicted a man’s naked back and buttocks in stark relief as he plowed into the wide-eyed redheaded mistress below him, his hands gripping her wrists like fleshy handcuffs. The artist might have intended for her to look lost in ecstasy, but she came off more as frightened and non-consenting. Nina shuddered, despite the fire roaring in the room’s enormous fireplace.

She could barely detect the house’s perpetual salty reek of sex and sweat in here; the Madam attempted to cover it up with some sort of woodsy incense or potpourri. The deep red paint on the walls reminded Nina of the times clients would pay extra to slap her around a bit, leaving behind welts the same shade. But none were as rough as the Madam, who was now sitting on the opposite side of a mile-wide mahogany desk, looking at her like a farmer sizing up a hog before the slaughter.

“How are things, Nina darling? You look healthy.” Her voice was a seductive purr that snaked around Nina’s head like wisps of cigarette smoke. It was easy to be seduced by that voice, lulled into complacency.

She pondered the Madam’s question. How were things, anyway? Well, she was about as happy and healthy as an indentured sex servant could be, but she would never say such a thing aloud. She narrowly missed a trip to the bottom of the harbor four years ago, and she was one or two wisecracks away from going there now. The only reason she was even at the Willow was because a made guy in the Cassini crime family liked the way her tits looked when she was tied to a chair. And she’d been tied to said chair because that same made guy caught her and her boyfriend robbing one of the family’s stash houses Queens.

It had all been Joey’s plan. He was a runner for some low-level crooks in Jersey who knew about a cash drop coming in that night, and he was sure they could pull it off, pay off their dealer, and earn a little more favor with a local capo. Joey was always hungry for a way into the Cosa Nostra life. His head was all messed up by the mob movies he binge watched while high. Stealing from the mob had never been part of Nina’s Great Life Plan when she stepped off the bus with the dust of Des Moines still in her hair and the lights of Broadway in her eyes. Becoming a drug addict and the girlfriend of a Sopranos wannabe had also not been part of the plan, but she managed both of those within the first six months. It was a real achievement, even with her family’s lowlife pedigree. The best her mother could manage was collecting disability checks while earning under the table wages at a local greasy spoon.

Joey had been the spark that led to her downfall, though. They met while she was dancing at a shitty club in Red Hook. After that, she stopped working altogether and fell into his way of life. Her nights were soon filled with sex and rails of coke in a tiny room—which was actually a walk-in closet in a rundown Brooklyn loft where six other guys lived—where a lamp and a deflated air mattress were his only worldly possessions. He was so very “New York,” with his scruffy hair, his east-coast accent and swagger, and she was instantly hooked, both on the drugs and on him. He could have convinced her to fly to Rome and rob the Vatican, but now he was dead and she was stuck here in some limbo between prison and death. She would have preferred either over this.

“Nina, dear?” The Madam snapped her fingers. “Are you still with me? I hope I’m not boring you.”

Nina shook her head. Bad time to fall into a daydream. “Sorry. I was just thinking about the last few years, I guess. I’m doing all right, though.”

The Madam smiled, and Nina’s stomach curdled a little. Some faces just weren’t meant for smiles, and when the Madam did it, she looked like an alligator in a human suit.

“I’m happy to hear it. The clients have been quite generous in their opinions of you. Money talks, and your receipts have told me all I’ve needed to know. You’re a real asset here at the Weeping Willow, which makes me almost regret to say that you’ve nearly paid your debt to the family.”

Feeling like someone had loosened an overly tight corset around her midsection, Nina let out an audible sigh. “That’s great, Madam. Thank you.” She’d known this moment was approaching, because she kept meticulous records ever since she started opening her legs, but she was afraid to hope. In the movies, you never got away from the mob. The game was rigged every single time. But these people operated a little more legitimately, she supposed. Business was business, and far less interesting than the movies. She’d earned back what she’d taken, plus interest, and now it was almost time to go home. If someone told her five years ago that she would yearn for the sight of Des Moines and the inside of her mother’s dumpy trailer, she would have laughed and then snorted another line or two.

“I’ve put in a word with Victor about your status here,” the Madam said. “You’ll be free to go your own way soon, your name wiped clean from his ledger. But allow me to be frank, Nina dear. I’d rather you didn’t go. We’ve all come to appreciate your talents here. I would make it worth your while with the compensation, of course. I would double your current take, and I would give you a larger room. But most importantly, I would help you would stay out of the trouble that brought you here.”

Stay here? The idea sounded so absurd she nearly snickered, but that would have been suicidal in her current company. Nina knew she wasn’t the first to receive such an offer. Many of the girls who lived and worked at the Willow continued doing so long after they were solvent. They had nowhere else to go but down. But Nina wasn’t like that. Compared to the abuse, homelessness, and drug problems a lot of the Willow girls came from, her home life had been like something out of a Norman Rockwell painting. She was dirt poor and the trailer lacked in warmth—Janie Quick was never a doting mother, and the misery of lupus had only made her meaner over the years. But none of that mattered now.

She’d once felt a little like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz, who wanted more than anything to leave her boring Kansas farm, but who only ended up making a few weird friends before being chased through a strange country by a wicked witch. Except Nina’s Oz had been a labyrinth of New York’s finest bottom-feeders, and her wicked witch was a white powder she snorted up her nose. Now she was wrung-out after years of “service,” and the only thing she craved was the mundane. It was time to click her heels and get the hell out of here.

Once she got home, she would go to work at the same diner where her mother worked. Apparently, Janie was willing to arrange it for her. That the bitter old woman was even willing to have her daughter back was something of a miracle. All Nina had to do now was get on a bus and go back the way she came. But she didn’t want to spoil the good will of the notoriously brutal Madam, who had once ripped off a nineteen-year-old girl’s fingernails for stashing away an extra twenty dollars in tips under her mattress.

“I appreciate your offer,” Nina said. “I would like to think about it, though.” She had no intention of doing any such thing, but she hoped to divert the issue for now and keep her fingernails.

The Madam leaned forward, the sleeves of her black satin robe pooling on the old-fashioned blotter. “I know you hear what I’m saying, but I don’t think you’re listening. I have a reputation for turning wayward young girls into whores, but the real truth is I save them. I saved you. Victor Cassini’s men brought you here with enough Peruvian flake up your nose to powder a dozen donuts if you sneezed, never mind your mountain of stolen debt. Now look at you. You’re off the drugs. You’ve never looked better, and after just a few years, you’ve earned enough to satisfy the most ruthless mobster on the East Coast who had every right to kill you for what you did, and all you had to do was lie on your back and work what nature gave you. Out there . . .” She waved an alabaster hand at the window behind her. “You’re on your own. If you get into trouble again, I won’t take you back. Once you’re out, you’re out. I’m a one-time deal, and the girls here know it. It’s why most of them stick around, at least until they can find a man who doesn’t mind a woman with high mileage.”

The Madam pulled a cigarette out of the silver case on her desk and lit it. The self-satisfied bliss on her face as she took the first drag reminded Nina of a john soaking in the sweaty afterglow of his conquest while his freshly shed condom lay between them like a deflated fish.

If Nina had nearly begun to consider the Madam’s offer before, the moment had passed. “I’m grateful for everything you’ve done for me. Like you said, you did save my life and I will always be in your debt for that.” Bile burned the back of her throat as she said those words, but hopefully they would pacify the horrible bitch. “But I have to go home. My mother is unwell, and she is waiting for me.” At least that much was true.

The mood in the room turned glacial as the Madam sat in complete stillness and silence, like a stone idol. Nina’s midsection tightened again, and she barely breathed. Gruesome images of her punishment and the number of years the Madam would add to her sentence flew through her head. Maybe it was like the movies, after all. They would revoke the tasty carrot she’d been chasing for years, and they would put her back to work, never letting her go, because Nina had stupidly admitted she was indebted to the Madam for her life, and there was no dollar value assigned to that.

She swallowed back the tears that wanted to rush forth, knowing if the Madam saw them, the game really would be over. Crying was severely frowned upon at the Weeping Willow. “I’m sorry, Madam, I didn’t mean to—”

The Madam raised a hand, and just like that, glaciers were gone from her eyes. Nina wondered if she’d imagined them. “Don’t worry yourself, dear. I appreciate your words, though I won’t deny my disappointment that you will be leaving. When your time is up, you’re free to go, and I won’t stop you. In fact, you’ve always been free to go. This isn’t a prison.”

Yeah, sure. There might not be any bars on the windows, and no one was locking them in here, but it was very much a prison, with walls stretching well beyond normal vision, and everyone here knew that.

“Now, let’s talk numbers. According to my calculations, you have one month left to work off the remainder of your balance,” said the Madam. “Does this match your own figures?”

Nina had it at three weeks, but she wasn’t going to split hairs. “Yes, I believe it does.”

“Good. Now, you can remain here for that month, working as usual, or you can take on a special assignment for one of our oldest clients. The money would pay off the family in full as well as give you a little nest egg to take back with you to Iowa. If you say yes, you could be on a plane riding first class back to your mommy dearest and the smell of corn and cow shit by this time tomorrow. What do you say?”

Now it was Nina’s turn to stare. There had to be a catch here, like the infomercial with all the fine print no one could read. “I feel like there’s more,” she said.

The wrinkles around the Madam’s eyes deepened as she grinned. “The client is a little on the eccentric side. His name is Hank Ballas, a reclusive billionaire who’s been holed up in his upstate home longer than you’ve been alive. Once or twice a year, he calls on us to send one of our best girls for a night of companionship. And his compensation has always been quite generous.”

“How much?” Nina asked, curious despite her unease.

“Half a million dollars. Sometimes a little more, if he likes the girl. I think he would really like you.”

Nina’s jaw fell open, and the Madam’s smug grin returned once more.

“Of course, after we pay off Victor, and the Weeping Willow takes its usual percentage, this will leave you with, oh, eighty grand, give or take. It might seem like a sliver, but that’s far more than you’ve made in your best year here, and with whatever extra money you take home from here, it should get you settled nicely into your new life.”

Nina quickly did the math in her head. The house was taking more off the top than the standard seventy percent, and even accounting for her balance, she should be making well over a hundred thousand dollars. She wanted mention this, bargain for more, but that’s not how things worked at the Willow. You took what you got or you got nothing. Eighty grand for one night with a strange hermit seemed abnormally high all on its own. Hell, he probably wouldn’t even want to have sex. She’d encountered a few squirrelly loner types over the years, and they mostly wanted to talk and cuddle, or at worst touch her tits while they jerked off. Oddly, the ones who didn’t want sex paid more, like they felt guilty for not subjecting a prostitute to the demands of her actual job. But, even if she did have to fuck him, it would be one last trick. He could be the most repugnant and filthy man alive, but she would do it if it meant her freedom.

“Okay. I’m in.”

The Madam’s eyes sparkled. “Very well. Go get yourself ready. I’ll have Ramón pull the car around. By the way, don’t overdo it on the hair and makeup. He likes his girls to look virginal.”

Nina nodded and stood up. Maybe this would work, after all. The thought of going home tomorrow almost made her want to hug the woman, but she wouldn’t push it.

“Thank you again, Madam.”

This time, she didn’t smile. “Don’t thank me yet.”

* * *
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A half-hour later, Nina ducked into the back of the Town Car as Ramón, the Willow’s driver, held open the door and eyeballed her white, sleeveless dress.

“It’s cooling down out here, you know,” he said. “Want to get a sweater?”

Nina grinned. She would definitely miss Ramón acting like a concerned parent. “I’ll be fine, thanks. Being half-naked in the cold is my job.”

“For one more night, anyway,” he said. “Can’t believe it’s already nearly the end for you.” He sounded a little depressed for once. No doubt he was reminded every time a girl left the Willow that he was stuck here, though Nina didn’t know why he was.

All the girls loved Ramón, because he was the closest thing most of them would ever have to a father figure. He was kind and caring, and unlike the other male employees who came in and out of the brothel, his eyes never wandered over their bodies when he spoke to them. He even had the whole Dad Joke thing down pat. When the Madam was out of earshot, he would bust out with some lame knee-slapper like, “What’s a frog’s favorite drink? Croaka-Cola. Get it?” Then he’d laugh like it was the most hilarious thing he’d ever heard. Ramón was one of the few men on the planet who could laugh at his own jokes and be endearing for it.

“I can hardly believe it myself,” Nina said. “Guess I really won’t until I see home again, and even then it will probably take time to accept it’s all over.”

He nodded. “I can understand that.” Tonight, he looked old and sad, and he seemed unable to make eye contact with her. She wanted to ask him if he was feeling okay, but he closed the door and walked around to get in behind the wheel. For a moment, he just sat there and let the engine run. A couple of times, his eyes appeared in the rear-view mirror, and she could sense genuine unease in him. Then with a sigh, he put the car into gear, and they were off without a word.

She rode in uncomfortable silence for twenty minutes. Normally by now, Ramón would be sharing some new story about his son Alejandro in Jersey or talking about how his ex-wife was a whiskey maker, but he loved her still. (Get it? Get it?) But he remained silent, his hands gripping the wheel in a stiff ten o’clock-two o’clock, and Nina was starting to get nervous. Did this have anything to do with the client he was taking her to see?

They stopped at a red light and Ramón turned around in his seat. “Look, this place I’m taking you? It’s bad. I ain’t happy about it.”

Nina’s dread mounted. Ramón had driven her to dozens of clients over the years, and this was the first time he’d raised a real objection.

“How bad is it?” she asked.

“I knew when the Madam called me tonight that I’d be driving to the Ballas place upstate. I make this drive twice a year, sometimes three, and it was just about that time. When I learned it was you I was supposed to be taking up there, it broke my heart.” The car behind them honked, and Ramón turned back around to continue through the green light. Nina leaned forward so she could keep talking to him.

“Who is this guy? I’m sure I’ve heard the name, but I can’t really place it.”

“Hank Ballas was a close friend of Dante Cassini. That’s Victor and the Madam’s father. He and Hank got rich together back in the day, but Hank had a nervous breakdown after losing his wife, I guess. Folks say he ain’t been outside in over twenty years. Maybe more. I heard he was some kinda germophobe like Howard Hughes. You know who he is?”

Nina nodded. Joey had been a real movie nut, and he particularly loved anything by Martin Scorsese, so she’d seen The Aviator at least five or six times, which is only about half the number of times she’d had to sit through Goodfellas. She imagined bottles of urine sitting on every available surface and piles of garbage stacked several feet high, almost certainly infested with roaches. And in the middle of it all, an emaciated man with a beard halfway down his chest, his teeth rotted out, his skin pale and translucent from the lack of sunlight. Nina shook off a chill.

Of course, Hank Ballas didn’t necessarily have to be that way. Not all hermit types were filthy as a rule, and a man rich enough to pay half a million bucks for a roll in the hay certainly had a staff of people to take care of him.

“What happened to his wife?”

Ramón shrugged. “She was about nine months pregnant when she vanished. No one ever found her or a body. Some say she wanted to get away from Hank, but her rich parents didn’t ever hear from her again either, so most folks think someone got away with murder.”

“Like Hank Ballas?”

“If he did anything wrong, no one could prove it. Regardless, his house became his prison.”

Finally, she asked the only thing that made sense. “Is he dangerous? Does he hurt the girls? Is that why you don’t like us going there?”

Ramón didn’t speak for a few minutes and Nina was about to ask again when he answered. “Every girl who ever came out of that house had to be carried. You remember Rosie, don’t you?”

“Oh God,” she whispered. How could she forget? Of course, she hadn’t really known the little Puerto Rican very well, but it was about three weeks after Nina arrived at the Willow that she walked into the second-floor bathroom to find her lying on the floor in a wide puddle of blood, her forearms sliced to ribbons. “I was the one who found her.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
,‘ ’0.

L1SQMM. RKSON

“One of the sickes, mos E wﬂpoks ever. ~Suspense gozine






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





