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LORELEI COX


[image: ]




I take the photo out of the envelope and the bile begins to rise in my stomach. How could something so normal as a white envelope used for so many good things contain something so heinous and nauseating?

Using shaky hands, I slip the photo back into envelope. It doesn’t go in right the first time. I pull it back out, turn the picture on its side, and shove it back in. Ignoring the open mailbox on the porch, I enter the front door of the two family house we rent, walk down the small hall, and enter our first floor apartment. Even though Rick’s at his classes in the city, I still look around to make sure I’m alone. I hear nothing but the radiator’s slight hiss and Mrs. Suarez vacuuming upstairs. 

I walk through the front living room and the kitchen in the middle to the back bedroom. Using the chair from Rick’s writing table, I stand at the open closet and take down the Half Price shoebox on the top shelf at the back. I open the lid and drop the envelope in with the others. They’re all the same. All bright white and letter sized. All addressed to me here in Jersey City. All with no return address. And all with one Polaroid photo inside. I slam the lid down on the box and toss it to the back of the shelf.

I step down, roll the chair back, and get ready for work.

**
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I rush onto the sidewalk, my bag on my back, and cross my arms. Looking through a pair of Wayfarer sunglasses, I walk down to the diner. I stop at the corner and wait for a car to slow at the stop sign. They never do around here. Maybe because the Holland Tunnel is so close and self-important people are in a hurry. I’m so glad I don’t drive; I’d smash the shit out of some of these people. 

A bell goes off. I turn to the liquor store behind my back. Some guy steps out and carries a bulky brown bag that’s probably hiding a six-pack of beer. He pays me no mind and walks away. I stare at the signs that cover the new windows. The store opened up a few months ago. Before that it was an all-night bodega. The posters advertise in big block letters the beer and vodka for sale and bikini clad women try to persuade jerks led by their penis to buy it.

I should have enough for a bottle of vodka. Maybe it will calm the nausea floating in my stomach.

I step closer to the entrance and reach for the door handle. 

I stop. 

“Stupid,” I whisper.

I fight off a phantom chill and walk to work.

**
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In my uniform and my blond hair in a ponytail, I enter the Holland Tunnel Diner. The best part about working here is that it’s a few blocks away from Eerie Street where we live. If I ever have to work late Rick can always drop by and walk me home. Not that the neighborhood is so bad. Even though it’s near the Holland Tunnel it’s fairly safe and decent. It’s the other side, in Hoboken, that instills the most fear for one’s safety with the abandoned buildings, restoration, and industrial sites.

I enter the diner and pass Rochelle working the reception counter. She’s a few years older with dark high hair and over-tanned skin. She wears short skirts and clinging tops all the time. She’s got the body for it. Sometimes I get jealous. My body is just as fine and I’m stuck wearing these frumpy waitress uniforms. And even when I’m not, Rick and I don’t have the money to go anywhere exciting where I could dress up and make the other guys envious of him.

“Hey hey, Lorelei,” Rochelle says as she finishes ringing up a burly guy in a flannel jacket and graying beard.

“Ho ho, Rochelle,” I say as I head to the back and enter the kitchen. I pass Carlo the manager and Brandon the head chef talking by the stove. They manage to wave and say hi but are too deep in conversation about the menu to give me more. Fine with me. The less a boss talks to you the better.

In the back, I enter the employee room. It’s not a break room or a place for us to eat and hide from the customers. I wish we had one of those. Sometimes I’m so fed up with the public’s attitude that I need a little quiet time away from them. Shit, even to feel their eyes are off of me would be heaven. Nope. The employee room is a wide-open space where we can hang our jackets on one side and a bay of lockers on the other. I immediately go to my locker – no coat today since the weather has been decent this October – and twist the combination to open the door. 

I notice Mimi a few lockers away. The girl stares into her magnetic mirror on the door and tries to apply eye make up. The poor girl. Out of all the waitresses she’s the only one I worry about. She’s this mousy thing about eighteen or nineteen with stringy brown hair. Skinny as spaghetti and just as flat. She’s cute though. If you look really hard. She’s got nice blue eyes and perfect white skin. But also, she has something sad inside of her. Something that shows when she works. The other waitresses and the customers boss her around or treat her like shit. Carlo and I are good to her. Maybe that’s why she sticks around. If I were getting that kind of abuse I would show them my entire ass walking away.

“Hi, Mimi,” I say. “Doing 2-10 with me tonight?”

She flashes a fragile smile. “Yeah.”

“Cool. If you want Rick and I to walk you home just let me know.”

She nods and applies her lipstick. I doubt she’ll ask for an escort. Not like I know where she lives. I think she mentioned Kennedy Boulevard once. She keeps her private life exactly that - private. I wonder if she has a boyfriend. A girl like her really needs a good guy in her life, someone to be nice and accepting. I would fix her up with one of Rick’s friends from school but a lot of them are immature art snobs who smoke too much weed. 

After three attempts, Mimi applies her lipstick right and closes the door. I notice her wandering around, glancing at the rules and state regulations board. I doubt she’s really reading it. She’s probably waiting for me like I’m some shield or something. Maybe I am. 

I double-check my pockets for my order pad and pen and adjust my tail. If looks could kill then the customers all have a death notice.

“Why you smiling?” Mimi asks.

I close the locker and turn to her. “Dunno. Happy, I guess. Which is strange because I had such a crummy morning.”

“Something happen?”

“Nothing major.”

She blushes and looks at her soft white nurse’s shoes. “Guess you have a lot to be happy about.”

“I am working with you tonight.” I say.

She blushes deeper. 

I walk over and guide her out of the room. “Let’s go feed these motherfuckers.”

**
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“How is the steak cooked?”

The black woman is in her late sixties with wild gray curly hair. Her face is as serious as the sharp suit and skirt she wears. I think she’s been in here before. She might teach at the community college. I stand by the table for two next to the empty chair across from her and try not to laugh in her face. I’m surprised I have the energy to find humor. I’m an hour late for my break and my stomach won’t stop talking.

“Excuse me?” I ask.

The dinner crowd starts to thin out. People wave for their bills or stand in line to pay them with Rochelle at the counter. We should be a little emptier soon. Then I can finally go fill my belly.

“How is the steak cooked?”

“Anyway you want it,” I say.

“Hmmm, I’m sure,” the woman says, pursing her lips and looking down at the menu. “I may say I want it well done, but when you bring it to me it could be medium. Places like this, in my experience, the cook back there does what he wants. And, in a way, how would he know that a piece of steak is medium and ready? Does he have a timer going on back there when he cooks the meat? I bet he has so much going on in his mind that he can’t keep track of how long things cook on the grill.”

“Okay. Um, should I come back and give you some time?”

“No. I’ll have the Chicken Cordon Blue.”

“How would you like that cooked?”

The woman tips her nose down and looks up at me while she hands over the menu. “Ha ha.”

I flash her a smile and walk off to put her order in the computer. As I punch in the chicken dish on the touch screen, Mimi stands behind me for her turn.

“Holy guacamole,” I say. “Seems they opened the gates to the asylum again.”

“I know, right?” Mimi says. “I got this guy at my table who keeps ordering bread and complaining it’s not hot enough to melt the butter.”

Finished, I step to the side for Mimi to use the computer.

“Mimi, I need you to bus that table,” Gwen a real bitch in heels (really, heels on this job?) calls out from one of the booths by the window.

Her shoulders tense and her finger nearly punch a hole into the touch screen.

I crane my neck at Gwen and shout, “Where are the bus boys?”

Gwen poses with her hands on her hips and swivels her head side to side. “I don’t know. Do I look like their momma?”

“You don’t look like Mimi’s momma so why you telling her to do something that is not her job?”

“Girls, cut the crap and get back to work,” Carlo shouts from behind the counter as he places new lemon meringue in the display case. “Gwen, find a bus boy.”

Gwen squints her eyes at me and goes off on her search.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” Mimi says as we walk back into the dining room.

“Why not? It’s not your job to bus tables. Waitresses should only do it when we’re backed up and short handed,” I say.

“I know, but now she’s going to give me shit later.”

Mimi rushes off to handle her tables. I sigh hard and work on my own.

**
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I sit in a corner booth and wait for my French Onion soup to cool a bit. The traffic moving in and out of the tunnel lightens up the night. Seems like more cars are leaving the city now than entering. My cell phone vibrates on the table. I pick it up and see I have a text from Rick.

Home now. How you doing?

Fine. Miss you.

Miss you too. Miss that sweet ass.

I smile and type: Lol it misses you too.

Don’t work it too hard.

I wont. U coming for me tonight?

Yes. Of course.

Might want to stop at AA.

They have meetings that late?

One at 1030.

I have a craving for stale donuts. :-)

I have a craving for you.

Are we going to sext?

Want to?

You know I’d rather have the real thing.

Okay. Keep it warm.

LOL

I place the cell down and start on my soup. 

“What are you so happy about?”

Gwen slips in the seat across from me and holds her lighter and cigarettes. Her head tilts to the side like she doesn’t care about shit.

“You know you’re the second person to ask me that today?” I say, sipping the soup.

“Guess you got it all going on. Perfect like a picture, huh?”

“You didn’t come here to tell me how perfect I am did you?” I keep my eyes on the soup, not giving her the satisfaction of my attention. “Because I know how perfect I am.”

“Shit, you wish,” Gwen says, tapping the cigarette box on the table. “Why you always sticking up for that freak?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say.

“You gonna play it like that?”

“Just leave her alone unless it has to do with her job.”

“See. There you go again. You her big sister? Or maybe she your labia lap dog or something like that?”

I sputter out the soup and drop my spoon. My mouth clear, I laugh hard and loud. Gwen squirms and glances around. Customers peek at us but I couldn’t care less. So what, I’m a psycho.

“Damn girl, what so funny?” Gwen asks.

“You. Labia Lap Dog. I bet you don’t even know what a labia is.”

Gwen slams her hand on the table. “Seriously, Lorelei, I like you. You all right. But if we’re going to keep butting heads about this girl, then shit gonna get serious.”

I finally look into her eyes. Any happiness that I had drains away. This girl has gotten me in a sour mood now and it’s probably going to carry into my work, which makes me even angrier. I haven’t felt this angry since my last year of high school. And it must be showing. Gwen leans back and breaks eye contact.

“Just forget it.” She slips out of the booth and walks to the door to smoke her cigarettes.

My stomach has turned sour again. I rub my eyes and gather my small mess. I stand out of the booth and carry the saucer and soup bowl. Nausea hits my stomach like a punch. I stop and place my free hand on my belly. Pressure builds in my eyes.

“Lorelei?”

Mimi stands a few feet away by an occupied booth. The customers, a Spanish family of four, peek over too.

“Are...you....all...right?” she asks. But why is she talking so slow?

Mimi walks closer...her limbs resistant as if the air turned to water.

I haven’t seen the world move like that since...

“Oh...” I release the soup bowl and saucer. “...no...”

Color drains from the world. The bowl falls slowly to the ground. Mimi stops a foot away and reaches out. The bowl is about to smash the floor when...

...the ground drops. I close my eyes and fall through the air. A wind presses my face, a humid musky smell. When I feel the Earth return to my feet, I open my eyes. The bright colors of the room sting my pupils. An old room. Wide and spacious. A bedroom set up in the corner. Bright white sheets and ruffled pillows. A bright white dresser to the side and water and algae filled fish tank. A roach-covered brown carpet on the floor reaches out six or so feet from the bed. After the carpet, hard concrete...

“Lor...re...lei...”

I blink. She appears next to the bed. A little girl with wrinkles around her pink eyes. She wears baby blue footie pajamas zippered to the top that seem too small for her. She tilts her head to the side, her face drained of emotion.

“Darby?” I say without my mouth moving.

“My daddy loves me. Does my mommy love me?”

I take a step closer.

The white furniture and bed flicker like a florescent light bulb. 

I flinch. My heart pounds faster.  

“Home is a rage,” Darby says.

Before I can respond, she releases a scream so loud that I cover my ears. The room shakes. Cameras rain from the black clouds above, smashing on the hard floor, and spilling blood.

Someone grabs my shoulders. I turn to...it. An old man with sagging gray skin. His eyes yellow with large pupils. He’s naked and shoves a large video camera in my face.

“It’s beginning to and back again...”

I scream.

**
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I’m still in a room. This one is different. I lay on a gurney and the space is surrounded by an off white curtain. Beeping and talking on the other side of it. I rise up and find Mimi sitting at my side. Her eyes and mouth are wide

“Oh my, God,” Mimi says. “Are you okay?”

I catch my breath and notice the tubes attached to my arms and the sensors on my chest.  Machines monitor my vitals.
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