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CHAPTER ONE

Gainer

 

 

 

 

Drinking the rest of my brew, I stood, making my way to the kitchen to deposit my empty bottle in the trash. When I returned, the guys were still sitting around discussing the bachelor party for Sly. The initial plan was to have it at Ash’s place, but Sly and Nikki thought it would be better to elope to Las Vegas. Personally, it didn’t matter to me either way. All of us at Jagged Edge were brothers and supported each other no matter what. There were nine of us in all. Peter Hewitt started Jagged Edge Security. When he asked us to be a part of his team, how could we say no? We were brothers. Ash Jacobs was our explosives expert, Cop Coppoletti worked with weapons, while Sly Capelli was more of a pain in the ass than anything, although he was great at sneaking up on people. Then there was Mike Chavez, who knew everything about mechanical things. If you had something that needed fixing, he was the guy. There were even Ryan and Josh Hyatt. Those two were actually brothers, but you couldn't tell by the way they disagreed on things. We ended up losing Hawk Talbott as part of the team. No one could blame him, though. If I had a woman as beautiful as Isabelle, I would have moved anywhere to be with her, even if it meant changing my lifestyle to become a diplomat and a prince. Who would have thought? We even managed to gain a woman on our team. Nikki Jennings, soon to be Nikki Capelli. She had proven to be a great asset. It was a place we all called home, and now instead of fighting on a battlefield, we all work together. 

 

When I got home, the first thing I did was check to make sure I didn’t have any messages on my answering machine. It was the same as every other day, nothing. I wasn’t sure why I continued to torture myself. Ten years is a long time to wait for something that was never going to happen. As much as I wanted to believe that she would call, I was just fooling myself. I will always remember the day she reached out to me, letting me know that she wanted to meet. My biological mother was what they called her. I was finally going to meet the woman who left me on the steps of St. Vincent’s so many years ago, only that day never came.

 

En route to my room, I threw my jacket on the chair and began removing my clothes. Slipping under the covers, I stared at the ceiling, wondering what my life would have been like had she actually shown up. I wasn’t sure why I kept thinking about her. Maybe it was because I hated her for doing what she did. Realizing what I just thought, I pushed from the bed and headed to the kitchen, where the answering machine was sitting on the counter. I disconnected the machine and tucked it away in the closet. The only reason I had that stupid machine was because of her. Heading back to bed, I was finally able to fall asleep. 

 

~****~

 

“It’s such a nice day, Louis, why don’t you go outside with the rest of the boys? You need to learn how to interact with them instead of spending so much time by yourself.”

 

“But I don’t want to, Sister Claire. The boys are always making fun of me. I hate them. I hate this place.”

 

“Fuck! This shit has to stop,” I hissed in the silence. I’d had the same dream for more than eighteen years. Not even the shrink at the army base could help me get over the nightmares.  Knowing there was no way that I would be able to go back to sleep, I pushed from the bed and headed to the bathroom to do my thing. Grabbing my cell from the end table, I saw it was only 5:00 a.m., which for me was way too early, especially since I left the shop not more than four hours ago. 

 

Glaring at my reflection in the mirror, I knew I had to find a way to put this behind me once and for all. I just didn’t know how, other than facing the problem head on. I knew that was never going to happen, at least not for now. In the meantime, I needed to do something to clear my mind. Slipping on my sweats and my shoes, I decided a couple of laps around Central Park Reservoir would help me do that.

 

The park was quiet as I made my way past the Balcony Bridge. I loved running in the park. It was the only way that I could really clear my head. When I first began working for Jagged Edge, one of the must-haves was finding a place that was close enough to the park to go running. So, when Peter found the two-bedroom condo apartment near the park, I couldn’t pass it up. He even managed to find one with windows facing the park. What a guy.

 

After a great run and feeling the burn in my lungs, I decided to head back to my apartment and get cleaned up. I still had a few hours before I needed to be at the YMCA for my class. Being a martial arts instructor was another thing that I used to clear my mind. I began training in martial arts when I left the orphanage and joined the military. The base doctor thought that it would be a good way to help me control my anger issues. At least he was right about that. Helping out those kids, and giving them the self-confidence that was taken away from me was the best thing that I could have done. For this reason, I dedicated an hour a day, three times a week, to these kids.

 

As I left the park, not paying attention where I was going, I plowed her completely over. The bag that she was carrying went flying in the air, and her body landed on the hard surface, with her shoulder hitting the sidewalk first. I tried really hard to catch her before she fell, but I wasn’t quick enough. Squatting down to her level, I took hold of her arm and asked with concern. “Are you okay? I am so sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”

 

“Yeah, I think I’m okay,” she replied in a soft, timid voice.

 

“Here, let me help you up.” Holding my hand out to her, I waited for her to comply.

 

When she placed her hand in mine, I looked down to see that my larger hand had engulfed her smaller one. When she was on her feet, I looked her over to confirm she was okay, confirming what she had said. It was then that I noticed she had a scrape on her elbow caused by the fall. Taking hold of her arm, I tried to get a closer look, but she pulled her arm away from me. Placing my hands in the pockets of my hoodie, I mentioned, “You have a pretty good scrape on your elbow,” as I watched her turn her arm so she could get a better look.

 

“It will be fine,” she claimed. “It looks a lot worse than it is.”

 

Grabbing her bag, which looked like it had been through hell, I handed it over to her. When she took hold of it and looked up at me, I saw she was actually very beautiful. Taking a better look at her, I realized that she was wearing a maid’s uniform, which told me she must work at one of the hotels nearby.

 

 There was something about her eyes that told me she was about ready to collapse. Her small frame began to wobble back and forth, only this time, I caught her before she fell to the ground. Picking her up, I walked over to a park bench and carefully set her down. I waited for a few minutes until her focus came back.

 

“Are you sure you are okay?” I questioned, concerned.

 

“Yeah, Just a little hungry. I got so busy at work that I didn’t have time to eat,” she confessed.

 

Considering her explanation, I looked at her again and realized that she did look thin for her build. To me, it looked as though she missed more than one meal. Doing the gentlemanly thing, I offered, “Can I take you to breakfast? It’s the very least I can do since I ran you over.”

 

“You really don’t need to do that. I will be fine.”

 

“But I want to. Come on. There’s a small café about a block away.” 

 

There was no way that I could accept ‘no’ for an answer. Rising to my feet, I held out my hand and waited for her to take it. She hesitated for a moment but then finally placed her hand in mine. When I offered to carry her bag for her, she gave me a disapproving glance and held on tightly to it. I wasn’t sure why she wouldn’t allow me to carry it for her. My guess was that she wasn’t a very trusting person and probably thought that I would run off with it.

 

When we reached the small café, it was just getting ready to open, which was perfect. This café was one that I liked going to in the early morning, and the only one that opened at 6:00 a.m. As we stepped past the waitress that was holding the door open for us, she winked and said, “Sit wherever you’d like. Coffee will be done in a sec.”

 

Smiling back at her, I looked over to the young woman at my side as I held up two fingers, letting the waitress know to bring two coffees. Choosing to sit at a booth away from the door, I slid in one side while my breakfast guest slid in the other. Picking up a menu, I asked, “Do you mind if I ask you what your name is?”

 

“Emma,” she answered as she kept her head down, hidden behind the menu.

 

“I’m Lou. It’s nice to meet you, Emma.”

 

I held out my hand for some time before she finally shook it. While trying to figure her out, the waitress showed up with two coffees, cream, and sugar. Since I came here quite often, I already had an idea of what I was going to order, so before the waitress could ask, I said, “Three eggs, wheat toast, bacon, and a side of pancakes.”

 

“How about you, Miss?” the waitress asked.

 

“I will have the same, but can you add hash browns and sausage?” she replied.

 

Wow! She must have been starving. I was pretty certain that there was no way she was ever going to be able to consume all of that food. Giving her an unbelieving look, she rolled her eyes and said matter-of-factly, “I’m starving, and since you invited me, I’m not holding back.”

 

“Not a problem, Emma. Eat to your heart's content,” I countered, content with her order.


CHAPTER TWO

Emma

 

 

 

 

After offering to help Courtney finish cleaning her last junior suite, I accidentally bumped a black briefcase while trying to maneuver the vacuum around the king-sized bed. I wish that it had never popped open, but there it was, staring right at me. The case was filled with some documents along with money. Typically I wouldn’t have looked twice, but it was like telling me to help myself, so I did. Checking to make sure that Courtney was still cleaning the bathroom, which I knew would take her at least fifteen minutes, if not more, I began picking up the bundles of cash and taking a few bills from each one. It might have been easier to take the whole bundle, but this wasn’t my first rodeo. I didn’t want to risk any suspicion that there was any money missing. 

 

Hearing the toilet flush, I knew that Courtney was close to being finished. Stuffing the money wherever I could inside my bra and under my uniform, I continued dusting as though nothing had happened. Hearing her behind me, I asked with a smile, trying to hide my guilt, “Are we ready to blow this popsicle stand?”

 

“Yepper, “she replied, pulling her rubber gloves off her hands.

 

One thing about Courtney, no matter how shitty the day was, she always managed to make it seem better. Heading out of the room and down the hall to the service elevator, Courtney held the door while I pushed the supply cart into the elevator. I was thankful that this was the last room that needed to be cleaned for the day. I was starving and hadn’t eaten a decent meal for two days. At least now, with the money I had taken, I would be able to stock up on my supply of Raman noodles and water. A new blanket would also be nice.

 

Reaching the employee lounge, I stuffed all of the cash I had just taken into my bag, closed my locker, and exited through the hotel doors, taking my usual route to the shelter, down Madison to Fifth Avenue into Central Park. While I was repositioning my bag on my shoulder, I felt like I got hit by a train. No way was the guy who ran into me, watching where he was going. He knocked me over, and the minute I used my arms to break the fall, the pain began to radiate through my elbow. Looking up to the guy, I forgot about the pain when my eyes met his. He was the most gorgeous man I had ever laid eyes on. When he held out his hand to assist me to my feet, I was afraid that he would burn me with his hotness. 

 

My heart just about sank when he grabbed my bag. It wasn’t that I thought anything would fall out of it. It was the fact that it was old with a zipper that really didn’t work. I was afraid that the contents might have shifted, causing the money that I had tucked under my things to surface. It was only after he handed my bag to me that I felt better. Holding it close to my body, I was about to go on my way when he began talking to me. After a few shared words and his invitation for breakfast, I walked with him to a small café. I was so hungry that it would have been stupid of me to decline his offer.

 

After I sat across from him, we placed our order. Sipping my coffee, I couldn’t help but stare at this guy, whom I just found out was named Lou. 

 

“So, based on your uniform, I’m guessing you work at one of the hotels,” he offered as I continued to sip my coffee.

 

“Yeah. I work at the Park Lane Hotel,” I replied.

 

“So, you enjoy that kind of work?” he asked.

 

“Not really, but when it is all that is out there, you can’t nitpick about where your income comes from,” I pointed out.

 

I couldn’t have been happier when our order showed up. Keeping my mouth full of food and my head down, I avoided any other questioning on his part. All I wanted to do was finish my meal and get the hell out of there. Maybe even find a nice warm motel where I could stay for a night or two. 

 

Finishing my last bite, I wiped my lips and began to place my bag's shoulder strap over my arm. I wasn’t even off of the seat when Lou asked, “Can I walk you to your place?”

 

My throat began to constrict as I tried to make up an excuse as to why he couldn’t walk me. “I don’t think that is a good idea,” I began as I proceeded to scoot across the booth seat. “I don’t know you very well, and I really don’t feel good about letting you know where I live. If you don’t mind, I will just be on my way. Thanks for breakfast.”

 

“Can I at least have your number?” he asked, pushing from the booth himself.

 

“No can do. I don’t have one to give,” I confessed, knowing that everyone had a cell. At least, everyone except me.

 

“How will I see you again?”

 

“Maybe we’ll bump into each other again,” I replied with a sarcastic smile.

 

As I opened the door, I could tell that Lou wasn’t too happy with my frankness, but the last thing I needed was a handout. I had made it on my own for the past nine years, and I didn’t need any handouts now.

 

~****~

 

It always seemed like the same thing over and over. Standing outside the building with so many others needing a place to sleep, I just missed my chance to get in and was ultimately turned away. Even though it was still pretty early in the morning, I guess having breakfast with Lou wasn’t such a good idea after all. I was hoping I would be able to hold on to the money I took for a little longer, but unless I wanted to sleep under the bridge again, I needed to spend some of it. Turning on my heels, I headed down the street to the nearest motel that looked to be clean and reasonably priced.

 

Finding just the right place, I checked in and paid my sixty bucks. I headed to my room for the night, located just up the stairs and to the right, just as the clerk instructed.  As I opened the door, I could smell the scent of clean linens, which was a definite plus compared to what I was used to. Placing my bag on the bed, I began taking a look around the room. Even though the furniture looked like it came out of the seventies, the room was clean and nicely decorated. Stepping inside the bathroom, I was surprised to see that fresh towels were hanging on the rack that was as white as the first snow. As I pulled back the shower curtain, the shower was also very clean. So clean that it was calling my name. Stripping off my maid’s uniform, I found a missed hundred dollar bill stuck between the material of my uniform and skin. Kissing the bill for good luck, I placed it on the counter and finished getting undressed. 

 

The water felt so good on my skin. I couldn’t remember the last time I had taken a real shower. Pulling the curtain just enough to see the toilet, I grabbed the complimentary bottle of shampoo and conditioner that I had placed there, along with the plastic shaver. “All the comforts of home,” I thought to myself as I let out a small chuckle. I wasn’t even sure what those comforts were. 

 

Finished with my wonderful shower, I wrapped a towel around my damp body and another around my wet hair. Filling the sink full of soapy water, I began washing my uniform, ensuring that it was clean for the next day. Swishing it in the warm water a few times, I drained the sink and wrung out the excess water before draping it over the shower bar to dry. One thing nice about staying in a motel was that I could use the complimentary iron to press out the wrinkles once the uniform was dry. 

 

Settling on the bed, I just stared at my bag, unable to bring myself to open it. Pulling it closer with shaky hands, I slid the zipper back slowly, revealing the money that was lying on top. There was so much of it. Taking a deep breath, I emptied the contents of my bag onto the bed and began counting the money.

 

By the time I had finished, there was exactly $14,940.00, and that included the hundred-dollar bill still in the bathroom and the one I broke to pay for this room. It was the most money I had ever held in my hands. Thinking that I may have gone a little overboard with what I took, I promised myself that I would be returning all but a few thousand dollars in the morning when I got to work. I just needed to figure out how I was going to do that.

 

Putting the money in a couple of envelopes that the motel had left for guests to use if they wanted to write a letter, I placed the money back in my bag along with the rest of my things while leaving a change of clothes out to sleep in. Changing into a long t-shirt that had seen better days and a pair of plain white panties, I turned down the covers and got beneath them, pulling my bag to my side with my hand wrapped around the handle. This was a daily ritual with me. When you didn’t have much, you tended to protect what you did have. Finding the remote, I began going through the channels until I found something that I wanted to watch. It must not have been too exciting, because my eyes began to get heavy and soon I was sleeping.

 

~****~

 

At first, I thought that I might have been dreaming. Checking under the covers to make sure that my bag was still secured around my wrist, I flipped off the covers and headed to the door. The person on the other side was still knocking when I got to the door. Opening it until the chain I secured prevented it from opening further, I could see that it was the guy from the front desk who checked me in. Peeking my head through the crack, I asked in a husky voice, “Is there a problem?”

 

“No, Ma’am. I just thought you might want to know that there is a vending machine on the main floor and an ice machine as well. I forgot to let you know when you checked in,” he confessed.

 

“Well, thank you for the information,” I replied.

 

When the guy left, I thought it was strange that he didn’t just call my room and let me know. It would have been the easiest thing to do. Closing the door, I decided to take the guy up on his offer. I hadn’t eaten since this morning, and it would be nice to go to work with a little something in my stomach. Slipping on a pair of jeans, I pulled a few small bills from the envelope and headed down the stairs to the vending machine.

 

When I closed the door, I could hear sirens going off in the distance. Looking over the balcony in the direction they were coming from, I saw the Park Lane Hotel. It was at the Park Lane that the sirens were coming from. Just as the police arrived, the paramedics and the fire department also arrived. As I kept my eyes fixed on the commotion, it was way better than watching any movie on TV. Even though a large crowd began to form, I was up high enough to see that the paramedics were hauling what I presumed was a dead body on the stretcher, based on the black body bag lying on the top. That kind of excitement never happened while I was working. 

 

After watching for about an hour, the crowd finally settled and began to break up. With nothing else to see, I headed down the stairs to grab a snack from the vending machine. Tomorrow when I got to work, I would need to find out from Courtney what happened. She knew everything that went on in the hotel, sometimes even before it happened. It was kind of scary the way she could do that. 


CHAPTER THREE

Gainer

 

 

 

 

What a strange but beautiful girl. She was definitely one of a kind. I really didn’t spend enough time to get to know her, but at least I knew what she did and where she worked. Watching her leave the little café, I looked to see which direction she was headed until she was out of sight. Placing a few bills on the table to cover the tab, I headed out towards the park to my place.

 

Given the hour of the morning, Central Park was beginning to come to life with people either getting a dose of their daily exercise or just to enjoy the wonderful weather. Me, all I wanted to do was get to my place and take a shower, then head to the shop to see what the guys were up to. Taking it easy, I began jogging at a slow pace through the park. Just as I headed over the Gapstow Bridge, I noticed an older man, in his fifties, chatting with a young boy who appeared to be lost. The minute the man turned towards me, my gut began to churn. “What the hell? No, it can’t be.” I began thinking to myself as I got closer to the man. Even though it had been over eighteen years ago, I would know that face anywhere. 

 

Walking up to them, I took hold of the man’s arm and hissed, “Stay away from him.”

 

The man I knew to be Father O’Malley looked at me like I was out of my mind. Pulling his arm from my grasp, he cursed, “Do you mind telling me what is going on, young man?”

 

Before I could say another word to the man I hated more than I hated anyone in my life, the little boy’s mom walked up to us. “Oh, my God, Joey, are you okay? I told you to stay near,” she said hysterically as she took the little boy in her arms. Looking over to Father O’Malley, she stood and praised him. “You are a godsend, Father. Thank you so much for keeping him safe.”

 

Right then, I just about lost it. He was no more a godsend than I was the Pope. Pulling my gaze away, I looked to the woman and warned, “If I were you, ma’am, I wouldn’t trust this man again. Your son was lucky this time.”

 

“Don’t be silly. He is a man of the cloth,” she replied as she held her son by the hand and began walking away. 

 

As I reverted my gaze to the pedophile, he was gone. Glancing up the path, I couldn’t see him. I knew he couldn’t have gotten far. Jogging down the trail, I began searching for him. I wasn’t done telling him what I thought about him. Concerned about finding him, I began to wonder what he was doing in Manhattan. He was a priest at St. Vincent’s in Chicago. He shouldn’t be here. Knowing that he slipped away from me, I cut across the park and headed to my apartment. 

 

What seemed like a great start to a beautiful day just turned into a day I wanted to remove from my calendar. Never had I left my apartment building without my keys. As soon as I felt inside my pocket, I knew I had done just that. Pushing every button on the entrance pad, I stood outside and waited for someone to let me in or answer my call. Not long after I finished pressing the last button, the door buzzed open. I wasn’t sure who it was that let me in, but thank God. 

 

~****~

 

Walking into the shop, I could see that Peter was busy at his computer doing his usual daily thing. Peeking my head inside, I said a quick “Hello” before heading to the conference room. Before I could leave, Peter said, “Hold on, bro.”

 

Taking a seat in front of his desk, I waited until he was finished with what he was doing. His fingers were going a mile a minute on the keyboard. When he was finished, he looked up to me and shared, “I guess there was a situation at the Park Lane Hotel. They have requested additional security. It seems someone was murdered in one of their Junior Suites. We should be receiving information soon on who it was.”

 

“Wait, did you just say the Park Lane Hotel? I accidentally ran into a maid that works there early this morning,” I admitted.

 

“Well, that could be a good thing. Maybe she could give us some insight into what happened,” Peter replied.

 

“I don’t know if that is even possible. I don’t know if I will ever see her again. And besides, I get the feeling that she likes keeping to herself.”

 

“No matter, either way, we will find out what happened to that guy.”

 

After I left Peter’s office, I began thinking about my encounter this morning and the funny way Emma acted. I knew that Manhattan was a big city and a girl needed to be careful, but the way she acted was more like a person hiding something, especially how she held onto her bag and disappeared so quickly after our meal. 

 

Booting up the computer, the minute it came to life, I wanted to find out why in the hell Father O’Malley would be in Manhattan or if there was any other information on him. Seeing him was like seeing a ghost from my past, and it was something that I needed to put to rest once and for all. Typing his name in the search engine, a whole bunch of nothing showed up except for one link that seemed to pop out. It seems Father O’Malley was in Manhattan to attend the ordainment of a new priest to St. Peter’s. This would explain what he was doing here. It still didn’t sit well with me knowing that he was here, but at least I knew where he would be. It was time that I faced my demons and had a little chat with him.

 

As I was shutting down the computer, Sly entered the room looking like he was just run over by a truck. Glancing his way, I said, “Dude, you look like shit.”

 

“Thanks a lot, Gainer. Guess I should have left before Cop pulled out the Crown,” he confessed.

 

“Glad I wasn’t here to witness that.”

 

“Yeah, I’m going to grab some java. Maybe that will bring me to life.”

 

Smiling at Sly, I patted him on the back and said, “Good luck with that. Catch you later.”

 

Crazy Sly. I could only imagine what it would be like in Vegas once he and Nikki got married. Letting Peter know that I was leaving, I got in my Tundra and headed down the road to St. Peter’s. Basically, being raised in a Catholic church, I knew that their doors were always open. I remembered always having to attend Sunday mass, with Father O’Malley standing in front of the church wearing his fancy white Alb along with his fancy Amice with its detailed gold and red embroidery throughout the front and back. He always made sure we looked presentable as well. Being altar boys, we, too, were required to wear the white linen cassock. Even though Father O’Malley wasn’t the Pope, he always made us kiss his ring, which he told us was a sign of respect to St. Vincent’s for his services. Even now, I knew that was a bunch of BS. It was his way of showing that he had control over his church. 

 

To me, he didn’t mean anything, nor did he have any significant place in society as far as I was concerned. Pushing my feelings aside, I concentrated on the road. It wasn’t hard to miss the old church as it sat between the tall buildings. If I hadn’t known better, it looked more like a government building than a church with its tall concrete pillars and steep steps that led to the entrance. Parking my Tundra around the corner, I got out and headed up the stairs to where three large doors were. Choosing the one in the middle, I pulled open the heavy wooden door and stepped inside. The inside was more beautiful than I had imagined. Just past the narthex, the chapel doors were open, leading to an amazing place of worship. It had a row of stained-glass windows on each side of the room and a walkway that split the pews. The walls were painted in white, giving it a holy and sacred aura. The ceiling was high, with beautifully painted murals of Jesus’ Crucifixion and different scenes depicting the Bible throughout the chapel. 
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