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The Clover City Files, Book One

Her coffin shaped nails bit into the palms of her tightened fists as Amira tried to calm her jittery fingers but to no avail. She couldn’t place the blame on her usual red-eye coffee with the double-shot of espresso that she had each morning on the way to Social Theory class. She had skipped the daily ritual to ride downtown with her sister, Jasmine. It wasn’t unusual for Amira to borrow her sister’s car for job interviews now that she was in her final year at Briarwood College. Although that wasn’t the reason this day. After Jasmine had begrudgingly agreed, Amira dropped her off at work. Then made haste out of downtown Clover City just as traffic in the commuter lanes seized up and horns blared behind her. She had not shared anything about her plans, and Jasmine didn’t ask. She could never mention Claire or her work at Gladstone. Why start another fight with her sister over nothing?

Once she made it onto the interstate along the lakeshore, the road opened before her. Outside of the city limits, the morning fog lifted above the sprawling landscape, and she arrived at Cedar Heights Estates in record time. As she approached the entrance of the affluent community, she couldn’t help but admire the lush greenery that surrounded it. The perfectly manicured lawns were dotted with colorful hydrangea, rhododendron, and viburnum, while tall white pines and weeping purple birch trees provided shade and privacy. She parked and checked her watch. Plenty of time.

She stepped out of the car and inhaled a deep breath as if the city congestion had settled in her chest and at long last, she could expand her lungs to their full capacity. Even the air smelled expensive. Only five minutes had passed since that liberating moment, and now she stood frozen staring at the Tudor home that sat regally on the quiet street. Its dark timbered facade was adorned with intricate stonework, and the steeply pitched roof featured gabled dormer windows that added a touch of charm to the already impressive exterior. It was funny how she had not bothered to find a photo of the place when searching for directions online, as if she would know it once she got there. How long had she been standing there? She checked her watch again. Yes, exactly five minutes that seemed like hours, overshadowed by the sudden twinge of regret.

She unfolded her fingers, revealing the balled-up piece of ink-stained notepaper. The clamminess of her palm had caused the blue ink to bleed through, so the tiny handwriting was barely legible. Although Claire Stewart was somewhere around seventy-five years old (no one knew for sure), her penmanship was remarkably strong and her attitude even more so. Amira peeled back the folds of the note and checked the address again.

312 Pierpont Lane.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “This is the place.”

The local HOA was probably responsible for the freshly cut lawn billed to the owner or legal representative, Amira surmised. However, it could not conceal the fact that the house was abandoned. She took a step toward it, and another sense of panic washed over her. As beautiful as the house looked from the street, at closer inspection, everything was off. The clematis and trumpet honeysuckle had overtaken the wrought iron lamp post near the front entrance and the planters were overflowing with weeds. The paint had puckered along the edges of the wooden window frames and the shutters rested askew, rattling against the stone sills with each breeze from Emerald Lake.

“What am I afraid of?” She approached the threshold of the front door and announced to herself, “I can do this.”

She gave a quick glance over her shoulder and wondered if she should try the back door instead. But from the looks of things, that would be a riskier chance for her to get caught if she rounded the yard as that side of the property faced the rest of the cul-de-sac. Caught?

Health aides running errands for the residents of Gladstone Nursing Home, although frowned upon, was not illegal. If that had been the case, Amira would have been fired months ago. She peeked around the yard again. The only witnesses were the disheveled swan topiary and a garden gnome face-planted on the earth. Claire asked her to handle this, gave her written instructions and the key to her house. So, if anyone stopped her, she had proof that she was not trespassing. But no matter how much she tried to convince herself, the knot in her stomach drummed one note; that this was a mistake, and it was too late to back out. Trapped in a promise. She took another deep breath. And another step forward.

“Just get it over with.” She shoved her hand in her jeans pocket, pulled out the key, and stepped over the stack of uncollected newspapers on the stoop. She used the back of her sleeve to clear a circle on the small window in the apple green oak door and peered inside. The foyer was covered in shadows, and the interior wall blocked the view of the rest of the first floor. She put the key into the antique brass lock and tried to turn it. It wouldn’t budge. She caught a glimpse of a dark SUV approaching from the circular lane, lowered her head, and twisted the key with all her strength. Finally. As soon as she felt the deadbolt give way, Amira rammed her shoulder against the door, forced it open, stepped inside, and closed it behind her.

Immediately, she staggered backward, braced herself against a nearby console table and choked back a gag reflex that caused the muscles in her abdomen to convulse. She tried to identify the horrendous odor that attacked her senses. A mixture of rotting fruit, mildew, soot, and the unmistakable clawing sweet floral fragrance that many of the Gladstone residents radiated profusely. A headache crept up between her eyes and centered a tight grip on her forehead. She hesitated until her body acclimated to the stifling atmosphere and the vertigo faded. Upon exiting the foyer, the grandeur of the home struck her. The hardwood floors creaked underfoot, and the intricate wood paneling on the walls exuded a sense of old-world warmth and comfort. A grand staircase, also made of hardwood, led to the upper floors. To her right, a spacious living room beckoned. The large windows covered in draperies, resembling the tapestries in the Chambers Museum, blocked the natural light from flooding the room. Even without illumination, she was impressed with the elegant furniture and intricate details. A fireplace stood at the center of the room. its mantle adorned with ornate carvings.

She blinked to clear the tears and held up the note again. Although she knew the words by heart from reading it a dozen times, now that she was standing inside the strange house, she didn’t want to leave anything to chance. She flipped the note over and squinted at the instructions on the back, tilting it to match the angles of the room.

She followed the tiny drawing of the floor plan into the massive living room with the fireplace, then to the left down the short hall about fifteen feet and opened the door to the room starred on the paper. Here is where the instructions ended. But Amira knew exactly what she was looking for and spotted it right away. With each step, her breath became shallow puffs. She squared herself and put the note back into her pocket. Then, gently wrapping both hands around the brass funeral urn positioned at eye-level on the bookshelf, she lifted it toward the only splinter of sunlight in the room and read the embossed script on the side.

Galen Stewart

Faithful Servant, Husband, and Friend

With one swift move, Amira stuffed the urn under her blouse and leveraged the object under her left forearm to hold it steady against her stomach. She pulled from her back pocket the hand- crafted envelope made from a torn piece of brown paper bag, tightly wound with plastic wrap, and placed it where the urn had rested. She glanced at her watch. Oh, no. Jasmine would be waiting.

Amira spun around and disoriented, rushed out of the wrong door. She raced toward the stream of daylight at the end of the hallway and found herself in a formal dining room. The long wooden table was set with fine china and silverware, and the crystal chandelier above cast a soft kaleidoscope rainbow over the room.

As she continued trying and failing to course correct through the spacious home, she discovered a cozy den with plush armchairs and another fireplace, and multiple bedrooms and bathrooms, each more luxurious than the last. A thick layer of dust and cobwebs adorned every scene, the carpet stiff underfoot.

At last, she reached an enormous galley-style kitchen with high-end appliances and sleek finishes that seemed untouched. Unlike the rest of the house, the kitchen was in pristine shape and undoubtedly was the source of that pungent aroma that caused the dizziness at her entrance and adding in, for good measure, the stench of sour milk. The pans and dishes were spotless and arrayed in perfect order, the pantry stocked and clean. Then there was the stove. The oven door was broken off and propped against the cabinet, the steel grate and internal walls torn out and strewn across the countertop, as if an alien womb had exploded. Wires dangled out of the opening just above the beautiful tile. Wow, what happened here?

Jasmine’s ringtone chimed in her pocket, and she came to herself, scurried out of the side door near the back of the kitchen and pushed the door closed, not stopping to notice if it latched.

She let the call go to voicemail and moved as quickly as possible, dashing along the uneven slate pavers around the side of the house toward the hedgerow where she had parked. She popped the trunk open and placed the urn on an old beach towel and carefully swaddled it before stashing it inside of her backpack. She zipped it closed and shoved it between the car seat and designer rain boots, then slammed the trunk lid, double-checking that it was secure. Finally, she took a deep breath of fresh air and steadied herself for the drive back downtown to meet Jasmine for an early lunch and return the car. Afterward, she would have just enough time to finish up this errand for Claire and get to her afternoon Holistic Gerontology class if everything went according to plan.
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Traffic officers directed Amira through a chain of detours as a result of the Clover City Transit workers’ strike. Disgruntled drivers and maintenance crews stood in solidarity in a line along West Yonge Ave that snaked around City Hall and the Ravenwood Municipal Center. The parking spaces in front were crammed with orange barrels and security officers. Thankfully, Amira knew a shortcut through a drainage tunnel to reach the underground garage. She flashed her sister’s VIP parking pass, and the guard waved her through. She descended into the darkened concrete levels, maneuvered the car into the designated space for Public Health Director Jasmine Cooper. She glanced around the pillars and vehicles, heeding Jasmine’s warning that vagrants and professional pickpockets made their rounds in the centuries-old structure. She retrieved her backpack from the trunk, hoisted it over her shoulders just as her phone chimed again.

“Where are you?” her sister’s voice shouted through the speaker. She was on time, but Jasmine was always annoyed with her lately.

“Hi, Jazz. I’m here, under the building.” She jogged toward the elevator, hoping it was not out-of-service again. “I just parked, and I should be-”

“Meet me at the Fat Cat. I’m starving.”

“Okay, I’ll be there in a sec.”

Amira held her nose in the dank elevator and squinted as the bright sunlight broke through just as she ascended above ground. She stepped out of the glass enclosure into the courtyard, proceeding from the southwest side of Ravenwood Municipal Center.

The lunch crowd had swarmed the bank of food trucks parked along the pedestrian greenway. The sun beat down on the bustling city street as a group of office workers spilled out of the towering glass buildings, eager to bask in the warmth and grab a bite to eat. A faint aroma of sizzling meat and savory spices wafted through the air, drawing their attention to nearby food trucks. The vibrant colors of each truck’s exterior popped against the gray concrete backdrop. Menus were scrawled in bold lettering, featuring a variety of tantalizing options. The crowd eagerly chatted amongst themselves, each voicing their preferences, making jokes about who had the biggest appetite, excited about the specials and new additions.

Behind the counters, vendors welcomed them with broad grins, and hands moving deftly as they prepared their orders. The sizzle of meat on the grill and the hum of chatter filled the air, creating a cheerful ambiance that was a welcome break from the usual office drudgery.

As everyone received their meals, they dispersed to find a sunny spot to enjoy their lunch. Some settled on the steps of the nearby fountain, while others gathered at a nearby park. They savored each bite of their food, sipping on cold drinks and laughing as they shared the latest office gossip, sports scores, and caught up with each other’s lives. For a brief moment, the hustle and bustle of the city faded away, replaced by the simple joy of good food and fresh air. They soaked up the sunshine, content and rejuvenated, grateful for this moment of respite in their busy lives.

Amira spotted Jasmine standing next to their cousin Rafael, her long braids pulled up and wrapped into a bun, fanning herself with a menu in one hand, while the other cradled her growing baby bump. Rafael’s food truck was unmistakable with the bright, smiling black cat and the cloud of steam rising from the grill. Amira hurried up the drive, ducking through the crowd and streaking between double-parked cars into the street while the backpack bounced and pounded against her spine.

“What took you so long?” Jasmine said, while leaning against the side of the truck, snacking on a bag of cashews.

Amira greeted her cousin with a hug and stepped to the front of the line with Jasmine.

“Hi Raffie, let me have the-” Amira tipped her backpack around to unzip the wallet compartment but the weight shifted, and it fell to the ground with a thud.

“I got you, girl. Don’t worry about it.” Rafael said, “Grab a seat. I’ll bring it over.”

“What’s in that thing? I thought you had a job interview.” Jasmine said.

“Nothing, Jazz.” Amira grabbed a bottle of water from the counter and walked over to the only empty bench near the cascading water feature that offered a refreshing spray at the rising end of summer humidity. She brushed away the crumbs from the previous diners and waited for Jasmine to be seated first. “I have one scheduled this evening. There’s a job fair on campus. Lots of opportunities. I’m guaranteed to get something, they say.” She took a sip of water to wash down the lie.

“Well, somebody needs to say, ‘Hired’” Jasmine peered over her sunglasses to accentuate her directive and disappointment.

Rafael brought their lunch boxes filled with their favorites and headed back to his truck. Jasmine positioned herself under the only shady spot on the bench and began to squirm. The metal slats scorched her bare legs. They tucked napkins and paper plates under her for relief. Amira lowered the backpack on the bench between them.

“I’m sure I’ll find something this time.” Amira stabbed at her creole shrimp salad and noticed her sister had devoured half of her meal already.

“Is this your second lunch or your third breakfast?” Amira tried to lighten the conversation by teasing her sister, but it was an honest question.

“Mind your business.”

“I know you’re eating for two but seriously, sis. You might want to slow down.”

“You might want to tell me what’s in your bag.” Jasmine gave her a side-eye. “And don’t lie to me.”

Amira reluctantly unzipped the side of the backpack and pulled down the beach towel to give Jasmine a glimpse of the contents.

“What is that? Wait, is that what I think it is?”

“One of the residents asked me to do her a favor.”

“A favor? With that? Sounds creepy.”

“These are her husband’s ashes and–”

“Don’t tell me.” She turned away. “Amira, don’t say it.”

“It’s nothing weird. She wanted me to scatter them over the water. You know what they say about Mirror Lake.”

“Superstition. I don’t believe any of it.”

“To be honest with you, I can’t say that I do either. But it’s important to her. She believes it and that’s all that matters.”

“Listen, I don’t know why you get mixed up with those people out there at Gladstone.”

“Don’t call them ‘those people’. They’re just like everybody else and can be very sweet.”

“And violent.”

“Sometimes. A few of them get restless, but it’s not as bad as you think. I don’t let it bother me. I can handle it. Just like a regular job.”

“I see. You’re carrying around some dead guy in your bag. And you say that’s a regular job thing. Seriously, Amira.”

“Listen, it was a simple request. And it means the world to her. What harm is there?”

“Okay, you don’t want to see that something is wrong with it, and I can’t make you understand that. Fine. Where are you taking Mr. Whoever?”

“Stewart. I’m going to walk down to Jacob’s Marina after we finish eating and just sprinkle his ashes over the side of the boardwalk.”

“You could save yourself the trip and just dump them in there.” She pointed to a sewer grate in the street.

“Wow, how can you say that?”

“What difference does it make? He’s fish food either way.”

“I can’t believe you’re acting like this.”

“You can’t believe how I’m acting?” She laughed and stood up. “Listen, hurry up and find a proper job and get away from those people before you get caught up in more foolishness.”

“Nothing bad is going to happen.”

Jasmine pointed her finger. “I didn’t want you to take that job in the first place, you know. I can make some calls to Dr. Patel at Serenity Medical Systems. They always have openings, and I’m sure that I can get you on. Better pay and benefits.”

“First, there’s always openings because of the burnout problem with their staff. Nineteen-hour shifts are nightmares. Besides, I like where I am. At Gladstone, I know I’m making a difference. Relationships are more important than money. How you feel inside, right? It makes me feel good.”

“Please,” Jasmine rolled her eyes and stabbed her fork into the buffalo chicken mac and cheese bowl and shoved a heaping helping into her mouth.

“In my Medical Nutrition Therapy class, they taught us how to recognize stress eating. I think that might be going on with you.”

“Oh really? Is that your professional opinion?”

Amira lowered her voice. “I’m just saying it’s something to consider.”

“Okay, fine. What’s your recommended treatment?” Jasmine raised her voice. “Maybe that you get on my nerves less and cover more of the household expenses, for starters. How’s that?”

“I was trying to be helpful. Once I graduate and pass probation at Gladstone, I’ll get full-time hours. Then I can pitch in more. It’s only a few months away.”

“In the meantime, we’ll have to figure out how to pay the light bill with your good feelings.” She grabbed the box lunch from Amira’s lap and stuffed the remaining shrimp into her mouth. Then walked away shouting, “And my gas tank better be on Full or I’m never going to let you borrow my car again.”

“I’ll come back and fill it up around four o’clock.”

“Not around four. Be here on time. Do you hear me? Oh, never mind. Why do I waste my breath?”

Amira watched Jasmine shove her way through the crowd and disappear into the City Hall employees-only entrance. She pushed back her tears and the sick feeling that always followed a confrontation with her sister. The despair was a witness that everything Jasmine said was true, but she couldn’t deny her dream. It was not to be just another employee number in a mega medical corporation. Something better was coming and she couldn’t lose hope. She slid the backpack over her elbow and pulled herself together. She could feel her cousin’s smile and glanced up to see him waving her over. 

Amira joined him and sprayed the stainless-steel countertop with disinfectant while he wiped it down with a damp rag, methodically scrubbing away every trace of the day’s business. It was a given that Rafael had been up since the crack of dawn, serving up delicious dishes to a steady stream of hungry customers, and now he could finally catch his breath.

As he finished wiping down the counter, he reached for a blackboard and a piece of chalk. With deft strokes, he updated the day’s menu, adding a few new items and crossing off others that had sold out. He took a step back to admire his handiwork, nodding in satisfaction.

Cuban Sandwich

Jerk Chicken Wrap

Churro Ice Cream

Caramel Apple Empanadas

Shrimp Po’ Boy

Elote Corn Salad

Jamaican Jerk Chicken Taco

Thai Iced Tea 

Next, he turned his attention to the supplies. He carefully packed away the pots and pans, wiping them down with a cloth before placing them in their designated spot. The spices and sauces were all neatly arranged, with labels indicating their contents and expiration dates.

“You still hungry, baby girl?”

“You already know.”

“Don’t let her get to you. Keep your chin up. Everything’s gonna be alright.”

“I know, but she’s right. The thing is the residents trust me. And it takes time to build that with them. They don’t like strangers and I don’t want to let them down. I’m part of the family. For some, I’m their only family. You know what I mean?”

“You’ve got a good heart, Mimi. I’m just trying to look out for you. I promised Auntie Tam that I would. It’s fine to help other folks, but you’ve got to think of yourself more. You’re smart. You could start your own business and be big time successful. Look at what I did. I wanted to start a food business and here I am.”

“Yeah, Raffie, but you still sleep in your car.” Amira softened her tone. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that the way it sounded.”

“It’s okay. I know it looks bad for me right now, but it’s only temporary. I’m saving my money and putting it back into the business. You know, the first million doesn’t happen overnight.” He patted her shoulder. “Let me get you some of my loaded fries. Extra cheese, extra sauce.” He winked and got to work.

“Wow, maybe you should pick better friends.”

“What?” Amira spun around and stared at the stranger hovering over her shoulder.

“That woman you were eating lunch with. I’m just saying she seems very rude. You shouldn’t let people talk to you like that.” He was wearing the most confident smile. Who gave him the right to be in her space and give her advice?

“First of all, who are you? And what are you doing listening to my conversation? My very private conversation.”

“Well, I didn’t mean to–”

“And second, she’s my sister, and it’s none of your business. Actually, the ‘none of your business’ part is third. Anyway–”

“Okay, okay. Gotcha. I just thought what she said was very mean. I don’t know what you were talking about in your very private conversation. But no one deserves to be spoken to like that. Plus, she stole your lunch.” He pivoted when Rafael reappeared with the basket of fries filled to the brim and passed it over the counter to Amira. “Here, let me get that for you.”

“It’s on me. Family eats free.” Rafael said and nodded toward the cobalt blue suede long-wing sneakers under the khaki slacks and blue blazer. “Don’t sweat it, Blue Shoes.”

“I insist.” Again, with that stupid smile.

His boldness irritated Amira. She tried to brush his hand away, and the result was the food splashing out of the basket onto her chest, dripping onto the ground. Amira groaned, pointing to the abstract of orange melted cheese, jalapeno ringlets, and streaks of red sauce splattered on her blouse.

“It looks like somebody shot me.”

“I’m so sorry. Let me–”

Rafael sprinted from around the counter and stood between them. “Step off, my guy. Don’t make things worse.”

Amira stared at him with disgust until he finally turned and left them alone. She patted a wad of napkins against the stains and sighed, fighting off more tears.

“I’ll grab one of my t-shirts for you to wear until you can get home to change,” Rafael said and sifted through a box of merchandise next to the truck.

“Thanks, I look ridiculous. What’s up with that guy, anyway?”

“Who? Blue Shoes? He seems harmless. Some fellas don’t know how to start a conversation with a pretty girl.”

“So, they throw food at her? Nice.”

“He didn’t get that game out of my playbook. Trust me.” Rafael placed his finger under her chin and looked into her eyes with a reassuring smile. “You okay?” Amira breathed in the comfort and nodded.

“Hey, I better get going. I need to take care of something.” She tossed away the ketchup-soaked napkins, accepted the shirt, and held it against her chest. “I don’t have time to go home to change before class starts, so this will have to do.”

“Good luck,” Rafael shouted as Amira rushed down the sidewalk and turned north at the corner toward Mirror Lake.

She pulled the winking black cat t-shirt over her blouse, swinging her backpack from side to side and headed down Putnam Avenue and past the Kantwell Courthouse. The wind swirled around and lifted her hair wildly at the turn toward Jacob’s Marina. She pulled it back with a tight twist and tuck and quickened her pace. The sooner she could get through this part, the better she would feel about it. The crowds thinned once she got past the main commercial district and reached the lakefront and its menagerie of ships, retired Naval vessels on display, and small commercial fishing fleets docked in a hierarchical order established for decades. She had hoped that the boardwalk would be vacant considering the time of day. The scorching hot weather forecast showed that the region had entered into that unpredictable season of sudden storms and funnel clouds forming across the Midwest. She spotted the silhouettes of a few people scattered along the break wall with fishing lines in the water. She hurried along the lane that turned to asphalt, then gravel, and finally the wooden walkway. Amira dropped the backpack off her shoulder and wrestled the urn out of its place. She looked up at the lone seagull circling overhead and swooping down just above the murky gray water.

“Should I say a prayer? What can I say about-” She turned the container around and read the name aloud. “Galen Stewart. I’m sure you were a good man. Miss Claire sure loved you and that counts for something. She wanted you to be here at your favorite place. Well, nearby. This is as close as I can get. I don’t have a boat. I can’t even swim, actually.” She shook her head. “Anyway, Galen. I mean, Mr. Stewart. Your wife sent me to get you and bring you here. So, rest in peace. Right? Okay, here ya go.”

She unscrewed the lid and dumped the ashes into the lake. The breeze tossed some onto the boardwalk. She tried to kick them off the side of the deck. “Oh, no.” She kneeled and wiped them up into her palm and reached over the side and dusted them off her fingers. Her shoelace snagged on a loose nail, and she tripped toward the water. A hand tightened around her upper arm and hoisted her backward.

“Watch out.”

“Oh,” she staggered onto her feet.

It was Blue Shoes.

“What are you doing here?” she said, pulling herself free from his grasp.

“I’m sorry. Again, sorry I didn’t mean to scare you.”.

“Are you following me?”

“No,” he said, stepping back. “Well, yes, I am. I mean, I did follow you down here but—”

“Why? What’s wrong with you?”

“Listen, I feel bad about what happened back there.” He took a step toward her, and she backed up. “I ruined your pretty blouse. And you have an important interview later.”

Amira tightened her lips and glared at him.

“I know, I know. I overheard that part. It was a private conversation and I’m sorry about that too.”

“Get to the part where you stop apologizing and go away.”

“My name is Darius.” He reached out to shake her hand, but Amira refused. “I wanted to-” He pulled out a business card. “I want to pay the dry-cleaning cost for your blouse. I know what it’s like to be a college student with bills to pay. I just graduated from Concord-.”

“Listen, I don’t care where you’re from. Stop stalking me.”

“No, it’s not like that.”

“I think it’s just like that. And you’re starting to freak me out more than a little bit right now.”

“Here, just take my card. Send the bill to me and I’ll cover it.” She snatched the business card from his hand. “Okay, I’m going for real this time. As a matter of fact, I’m headed over to campus later, too.” He pointed to the Briarwood flaming hornet emblem on her backpack. “Maybe I’ll see you there. What’s your name, by the way?” Amira folded her arms. “Okay. I get it. Have a good day alright?”

Amira watched him walk away until he was out of sight. Finally, she glanced at the front of the card.

Darius L. Browne, Esq.

She placed the urn back in her bag, stuffed the card in her pocket, and took out a wet napkin and cleaned off her fingers. “Not sure this day could get any worse.” She shook her head, gathered her things, and trudged back up the boardwalk to the main street connecting to the bike lane. She swiped her student ID at the bike rental stand, jerked one loose, and held it steady. Then looked across the skyline for the Saint Stephen’s clock tower at Briarwood College and pushed off.
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Amira sat slumped down on the cold hard floor in the crowded hallway of the Humanities building, waiting for her professor to arrive. She was exhausted, and the uncomfortable concrete floor offered no relief. The hallway was packed with students rushing to and fro, all trying to get to their classes on time. She closed her eyes and tried to block out the surrounding chaos, focusing on her breathing, taking slow, deep breaths in and out, in and out as the tension in her body began to ease. She opened her eyes and glanced at her phone. Her appointment with her professor was in ten minutes, and she began to worry that he wouldn’t show up. She had a pressing question about her paper and needed his guidance and still needed to get to the job fair across campus.

Suddenly, she heard footsteps echoing down the hallway. She looked up and saw her professor walking towards her, his briefcase in hand. Relief flooded through her, and she scrambled to her feet, brushing off her jeans.

He smiled warmly at her as he passed. “Sorry to keep you guys waiting. Let’s go to my office and talk about your paper.” The mass of students jostled to queue up at the door.

“Perfect,” Amira grumbled and slouched back down outside the professor’s office, waiting for her turn. The last-minute change to his office hours had produced a hallway full of disgruntled students trying to bargain for better grades, more time, or anything to lower the stress of the upcoming exam. She peered through the window at the campus clock and opted to skip the meeting and headed to the Thunderbird gymnasium. She wanted to pick up job vacancy announcements from some of the employer booths at the job fair to show to Jasmine later. But when she arrived at the entrance, the clean-up crew was stacking up the tables and dismantling the signage.

As she walked into the job fair, she was met with sounds of chatter and excitement as students exited the gymnasium. All of them dressed professionally and carrying stacks of resumes with hopes of landing a job. As she made her way around the gymnasium, she spotted someone familiar out of the corner of her eye. It was Darius Browne.

She wondered if he was looking for a job too or if he was just there to support a friend. He had ditched the jacket and the pale-yellow pinstripe shirt sleeves were rolled to his elbows. She noticed a red dragon tattoo just above his right wrist and a small scar cut through his left eyebrow. She tried to shake off the awkward feeling and continued on her mission to find job announcements. Focus. She approached several booths, but her mind kept wandering back to Darius. After several failed attempts to locate a representative and secure an opportunity for an interview, Amira spotted him again. This time, he was chatting with a group of students and appeared to be in deep conversation. She watched him for a few moments before making her way over to him. In this setting, he didn’t seem so weird and actually not bad looking. That quick smile of his was the invitation she needed.

“Hey, Darius, right?”

“Wow, imagine bumping into you again. Pun intended.” He stepped across the hardwood floors to greet her.

“You’re a funny guy, I see.” Amira gave him a quick smile, then shook her head. “Looks like I missed everything. Well, it’s not like I’m dressed for success, anyway.”

“Hey, this company is hiring.” He handed her a flyer. “Open interviews all week at the Student Center.”

“Okay, thanks.” She fumbled with the paper in her hand, feeling the anxiety rise up in her throat, blocking the ability to formulate small talk.

“Well, it was nice seeing you again,” Darius said with a friendly smile.

Amira smiled back and froze. She couldn’t think of anything else to say, and yet felt a little disappointed that their conversation was over so quickly. “Yeah, you too,” she replied, hoping to extend it somehow. Ask him something.

But before she could say anything else, a member of the faculty interrupted him. He turned away to speak with her, leaving Amira standing alone once again.

As she continued to walk aimlessly around the gymnasium, which was almost completely empty, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more she needed to say. She followed the last member of the janitorial staff out of the building, located her bike, and mounted it just as the clouds rolled over the campus. Without the commuter bus service, she would have to pedal all the way and pray the rain held back during the long ride home to Brookside.

––––––––
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After a quick dinner at home, Amira made her way to work. She parked her bike in the rack along the pedestrian path at Gladstone. Aides and kitchen staff were gathering plates, cups, and utensils from the picnic area as the wind tossed them across the lawn. Residents had finished dinner and were slowly moving back inside to prepare for bed. She arrived in time to visit with Claire before the mandatory quiet hour rule kicked in. She grabbed her backpack, took out her phone, and did a quick search for the name Galen Stewart of Cedar Heights Estates, Clover City, Aurora County. There were a few photos and news articles in the Daily Beacon. She zoomed in on the obituary listed on the Sacred Hearts Catholic Church website.

“In loving memory of Galen Stewart, beloved husband of Claire Giardino Stewart and a cherished member of the community. Galen was a passionate and dedicated restaurateur who brought joy to countless patrons with his delicious cuisine and warm hospitality. He will always be remembered for his kind heart, infectious smile, and unwavering commitment to excellence. May he rest in eternal peace.”

She bookmarked it along with a few more stories from the local media sites and put away her phone.

“Hi there, sweet lady,” The familiar greeting was from Miss Patsy as she approached her.

Amira smiled, bowed down to hug her, then straightened the lady’s sweater around her frail shoulders and patted her hand. She never expected any of them to remember her name. “She’s over there,” the woman said, pointing toward the arbor.

“Waiting for you,” another one said. The women smiled, linked arms, and strolled on.

Amira made her way across the lawn toward Claire Stewart at the entrance leading to her apartment corridor. The woman noticed her, remained silent and walked under the arbor, occasionally glancing back to confirm that Amira was following. This was their custom from the first time they met. Total silence in public spaces. Claire only spoke to her inside of her apartment or their designated spot near the butterfly bush on the southwest side of the courtyard.

Once inside, Amira watched Claire toss the evening snack offering in the trash, wash her face and hands, then sit at the window facing the community flower garden.

The inside of the nursing home apartment was modest but cozy, with just enough room for the essentials. As soon as they stepped inside, the scent of lavender from a small potpourri dish on the windowsill. 

To the left of the entrance, a small kitchenette was nestled in the corner, with a miniature stove, sink, and refrigerator. A few pots and pans hung from hooks on the wall, and a tea kettle sat atop the stove. 

Directly across from the kitchenette was a narrow table set for one. A vase of bright flowers sat in the center, adding a pop of color to the room. A single wooden chair was pulled up to the table. Further in, a twin-sized bed was tucked against the far wall. A soft, floral comforter was spread neatly over the mattress, and a collection of travel magazines sat at the foot of the bed. A large window next to the bed let in plenty of natural light, and a birdfeeder outside attracted colorful feathered friends throughout the day.

On the opposite wall from the bed, a small television sat atop a low dresser. A cozy armchair was beside it, with a quilt draped over the back. A few well-worn books were stacked on the nearby end table. A door to the right of the entrance led to the bathroom, which was compact but functional. A walk-in shower and toilet were positioned side by side, with a sink and mirror opposite them.

Overall, the apartment was full of personal touches that reflected the resident’s unique personality. Despite its small size, it was a warm and inviting space that was designed to feel like home. But, as Claire reminded her daily, it was not.

“Do you know how to drive a stick?” Claire asked, still watching the sky.

“A what?”

“A stick shift.” She huffed. “Manual transmission in an automobile. You have heard of it, at least?”

“Oh yeah, my cousin showed me. He had a jeep when I was a kid. Sure, I remember how to do that.”

“No one changed my bed linen today. They think I can’t tell. But I can. See here.” She rose from her favorite spot and pulled up a corner from the edge of the mattress and showed Amira a small blue dot. She picked up an ink pen from the small desk and waved it. “Shameful. Do you know who is responsible for my bed being dirty? Never mind, you take care of it for me, okay? I know you’ll do it right.” Her attention dropped away. She moved back across the room to her window and resumed studying the sky.

Claire Stewart looked like an ethereal being, with her delicate features and pale white skin that glowed in the sunlight. Her blue-gray eyes were like pools of silver, and her hair, which must have once been blonde, was now a shimmering white that fell in soft waves around her face. Despite her age, her body was thin and athletic, as if she had spent her entire life in motion. Her limbs were long and graceful, and her fingers were nimble and precise. As she turned to face her, Amira could tell that her mind was just as sharp as her appearance. Claire’s eyes sparkled with intelligence, and Amira felt a sense of respect for her that she couldn’t quite explain.

“Of course, Miss Claire. I’ll be right back.” Amira pulled a set of clean linens from a storage cabinet next to the suite and got busy pulling away the old sheets and pillowcases. After she replaced everything, Claire joined her back at the bed, traced her narrow hands across the surface smoothing the lumps and wrinkles until all four corners were tucked and tight. Then she smiled, walked across the room, and sat at her post again.

Amira got down to the business at hand.

“I didn’t have any trouble at the house. Your instructions were easy to follow. I did everything you told me.”

Claire nodded. Even in her silence, Amira could read the mood behind those eyes. When to press and when to hold back.

“There was something. I think I need to tell you about it. In case you didn’t already know, the stove in the kitchen was almost totally destroyed.”

Claire shrugged, never changing her focus on the sky.

“I’m not sure what happened but-”

“Probably looking for cash or jewelry. Delivery or maintenance guys.” She dismissed it. “Did you leave the envelope?”

“Yes. Strange thing, it was only the stove. Nothing else was damaged.”

“Who cares?”

“So, don’t report it?” Amira sensed Claire’s impatience but decided to continue.

“To whom?”

“I don’t know. The police?”

Claire ignored the question and reached for the pale pink leather butterfly shaped bag hanging around her neck by a thin cord. She refused to remove it, even in the shower. She released the snap, pulled open the flap, and unzipped the compartment to reveal the secrets she kept filed away; newspaper clippings, letters, souvenir tchotchke, and photographs from her life “out there.” She sifted through them, arched back and nimble fingers.

“Look at this one.” She lifted a picture from the stack and gently stroked the face of the man standing next to her. “My lamb. Our last trip together.”

Amira’s heart ached each time the story was told.

“Have I shown you this one?”

She had. He was a lamb, a gentle soul. Her only true love. The only star in her universe. They had decorated her travel trunk with a strip of duct tape to represent each location they planned to visit. Ten in all. Each time they arrived at a new destination, they would pull away the tape and celebrate. There was one strip left. The battered pink trunk sat near the door of the little apartment. A reminder of her past life.

“Our next trip was scheduled for our anniversary. We were planning to visit the Tongas Rainforest in Alaska. But we’ll never see it. This is the last time I saw him alive.”

Claire tucked the photo back in its place. There was an order to it. Every movement was well choreographed by seasons and sorrow. This photo took first place in the file. Amira guessed at the method. Chronological? Deepest pain or most perfect moment?  
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