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1
​"I don't want to see either of you sweeping in those auditoriums until after the credits have ended."
​"Sure, no problem, Pia," I said.
​Pia walked away. Mike turned to me, putting the palm of his hand to his forehead. "How are we gonna clean up three auditoriums full of crap in time for the next show, when they all let out at the same time... and the next showings for all three start ten minutes later?"
​I, Tom Lingquist, full-time private investigator and part-time movie theater employee, faced him with a smirk on my face. "We ignore Pia."
​"You just said—"
​"I know what I just said. She's not coming back to check, because then she would have to help, or bring more team members to help. Otherwise, we'll go complain to that new G.M. about being left in the lurch. She'll be back after the storm is over to make sure we're going to that meeting at 2 o'clock—let's do what we gotta do."
​Never underestimate the school groups.
​Any visit by a school group can make an otherwise slow Friday morning at Persephone29 feel like a premature full house before the genuine rush from the afternoon and evening crowd. Mike and I were the scheduled ushers for Level 2; the school groups were scheduled to arrive at 10:30 a.m. for a showing of Purple Rose, the new superhero movie that premiered this weekend from Magnetic Studios. Auditoriums 3, 4, and 5 seat 270 people apiece, so we were cleaning up after almost a thousand kids of various ages throwing candy and popcorn at each other while watching Liv Livingston saunter around, beating up a bunch of guys. We had hoped none of them had money to buy food, but since all of them did, we were relieved that neither of us was scheduled to work at the Level 2 concession stand, always the busiest stand at this megaplex. At times like this, I like working with Mike Toledo: he's a good source for gossip, enjoys talking about movies (and is fun to talk with about them)... and whenever I get an idea that will help beat the grind from a crazy rush, he'll go along with it.
​Our morning shift manager, Pia Simmons, was the wet blanket on today's shift. A recent import from Persephone2 in Forest Hills, Queens, she had been promoted from a supervisor position by transferring here, but her experience was limited to working at a smaller location with just two auditoriums in a quieter neighborhood compared to Persephone29 in Times Square. This meant little to her, as she decided to play things by the book, even if the book didn't prepare her for circumstances exclusive to a busier location with twenty-nine auditoriums and multiple concession stands. There was apocryphal gossip that her bosses at Persephone4 used her promotion as a means to get rid of her. In the two months she'd been here, I'd heard of one employee, Harrison, who got fired for cursing her out in front of guests at one of the concession stands. I didn't even ask why; it's just Pia. When the moment arose for her to rally the team members with helpful advice to deal with an onslaught of rowdy kids, her only word for us was to be sure to begin cleaning the theater after they had left, when we were likely to have a terrible time getting it clean in time for the next show. The best answer to give in this situation is to just say "yes," then do whatever you have to do to get the job done... and remember when her shift will be over.
​More annoying was that she was in her forties, closer in age to Mike and myself than anyone currently in management at Persephone29, but from the moment she began working here, it became clear this was no meeting of like minds, and she was just looking out for herself. She had four kids, all boys; they were all constantly in trouble at their respective schools. Gossip included her taking long calls from the principal and teachers at each school those kids attended, to the chagrin of everyone in the office on Level 4X, as they would be within earshot of her apologizing over and over for their antics. While on the phone, she would play with her hair. She liked wearing her red hair in braids; I had to do some research and learned this was identified as a "four worms" hairstyle—a disgusting name, because it reminds me of hearing about men and women who get worms in their hair. Prior to looking that up, I just thought she wanted to look like some kind of Viking warrior... or Willie Nelson.
​Disinclined to work with a dull-witted manager, Mike and I set about on our preemptive strike, fifteen minutes before the credits began to roll. Mike went into the service exit hallway that led to the emergency staircase. The hallway itself, commonly referred to by employees as the usher hallway, was lightly stocked with shelves containing trash bags, bathroom supplies, brooms, mops, disposable gloves, and cleaning sprays and liquids. He began triple-bagging four large, black trash bags. When that task was completed, he grabbed two pairs of brooms and "butler" dustpans, headed to Theater 4, which would let out first, dropped off the bags by hanging them on a railing of the pathway ramp leading into the auditorium, returned to the usher hallway, and repeated the same actions for Theaters 3 and 5.
​My task was trickier, for I could risk running into Pia or any other manager or supervisor whose shift would be beginning in the afternoon; the other shift manager for the morning was Hannah, who would've already begun to sign in. I went into Theaters 1, 2, and 6, which either weren't showing any films or had films playing to a near-empty auditorium. I rolled out one trash can apiece from each theater, then placed each one inside 3, 4, and 5 to serve as an extra trash can. Because these cans were plastic with built-in wheels, I could roll them into the auditoriums, then let them stand at a critical spot where the kids (only one group looked like kids; the other two groups looked like they had been held back so many times they looked old enough to vote), as soon as the mid-credits sequence—a superhero movie standard—rolled, would get up out of their seats and, hopefully, take notice of the extra trash can, drop their trash in there or in the regular trash cans by the exit, and leave. Mike's part of the plan would kick in to cover the trash left in the seats.
​As a rule, we can't turn the cleaning lights on while the credits are rolling (except, perhaps, if everyone has left), but there is light from the screen bouncing back onto the audience, indicating what's in store for us after the crowd is gone. There is also an after-credits sequence to keep them further glued to their chairs... I'll go right ahead and spoil it: in the mid-credits scene, we get a cameo from Tyrone Mitchell as Cobalt Chameleon, offering Purple Rose an invite to join his team, The Redoubtable 7, which is the title of the upcoming film from Magnetic Studios. The after-credits sequence reveals that the masked villain of Purple Rose, Scarlet Samurai, was actually Amanda Torres's character, the wealthy TV news reporter, who is actually the daughter of the mob boss who was allied with Scarlet Samurai, thus revealing their alliance was more like a family business venture. All that's missing is a promise that those characters will return, like in the James Bond films... "Purple Rose will return..."
​Things finally got going. I was impressed by how the students in all three auditoriums took note of the extra garbage bin and brought their trash over to fill it up, rather than leave it in their seats or drop it in the bins by the exit, which would risk overflowing them. When that extra bin started overflowing, I had to direct a lot of them to the bins by the exit anyway, but this was better than it would've turned out otherwise. After they cleared out, I tied up the full trash bags and carefully lifted them out of the bins. I lined new bags along each bin to replace the filled bags I was discarding—the bins already had two bags left over, but it was best to keep a third bag in the bins. The weight of the trash makes it easier for sharp edges of food and beverage boxes, bags, or carriers to puncture through any bag, creating leaks. One by one, I took each bag to the freight elevator corridor at the end of the usher hallway and dropped them in a massive dumpster cart. That cart would be taken overnight by the night porters down the freight elevator to the garage to load onto a garbage truck the following morning.
​There was still the matter of picking up trash left in the seats and on the floor under the chairs. This is where Mike came in: he'd be running up and down the aisles, across rows of seats, picking up all the litter left in the seats, stuffing it into his bag until full, dropping off the filled bag in the dumpster, then repeating the same steps with a new bag. Once that was done, he would join me with the second task—sweeping the floor. Popcorn, candy wrappers, empty bags, full bags, nacho dip trays, hot food boxes, pizza boxes; there were also boxes of food left uneaten, or boxes wherein the guest took just a couple of bites of chicken strips, fries, or pretzels before leaving the whole order on the floor. We'd see that often, too.
​There would be kids' meal boxes, each containing a little bag of popcorn, a drink, and a packet of fruit snacks. I found seven packs of those candies, opened; I couldn't resist stuffing them in the rear pockets of my pants. Regarding lost items recovered by an usher, you don't keep phones, wallets, tablets, credit/debit cards, or any items that you know by instinct the owner will return for; you risk getting arrested for theft.
​Finding loose change, on the other hand, is a different matter. When I was a kid, if I told my mother I found a quarter or dime on the street, or in the park, or on a bus or train, my mother would always answer back, "Don't spend it—put it in a jar and keep it. You were meant to find that change; it's a bad omen if you spend it." Eventually, though, I did. I wasn't a wealthy kid, nor did I grow up to become a wealthy man. If it's truly a bad omen to spend money I find, I consider it a small mercy granted upon me that I can continue to find lost loose change; Saint Anthony of Padua, the patron saint of finding lost or stolen items, including loose change, is watching my back.
​We weren't exactly checking the time on our phones, but it felt like we had lost track of it, only just beginning to clean Theater 5, the last one. The pre-show had already begun for 3 and 4, but those were completed, whereas it was still quiet in 5. Fearing we would be late for the meeting, Mike wanted to call for help on his radio. I knew that anyone calling for help cleaning an auditorium was considered a weak team member.
​I offered a suggestion on how to make that request. "Just say, 'We need some team members to assist in Theater 5 while we head up to the meeting on 7X,' and nothing else."
​Mike, glancing at a YouTube livestream on his phone while listening through one earbud, said, "Guys, Tom and me got a big mess in Theater 5 and could use some help."
​I looked at him, aghast. I pressed the mic on my radio. "We're halfway done, but we're scheduled for the meeting in 7X and need someone to take over."
​Mike, nodding approvingly, said, "That sounded better."
​"It did. We still need to keep cleaning until somebody pops up."
​Mike tried a combination of alternating stuffing trash off the seats into his sacks and sweeping trash from the floor into the butler; I had focused on sweeping the floor exclusively.
​Within earshot, the exit door had swung open; two female voices could be heard whispering, their footsteps going up the ramp into the auditorium. I recognized Pia's voice, but not the other woman's. I continued sweeping.
​Pia called for our attention. "Hey, guys? It's okay—you can stop and head up to 7X. I'll take over from here."
​I heard footsteps approaching me and turned around; the other woman was a team member I didn't recognize. She was short and petite—Caucasian, another ginger like Pia, but her hair was a bushel of light orange curls held in a simple ponytail. She looked to be in her mid-twenties. She grabbed an empty trash bag lying in an empty seat and began stuffing trash into it. If she had a name tag, it was probably covered underneath by the zippered fleece sweater with the stitched PEG (Persephone Entertainment Group) insignia above the left breast. Like Mike and myself, aside from the fleece, she wore denim blue jeans and black sneakers, a radio clipped to her pants pocket—standard uniform apparel; definitely a new hire.
​She hurriedly smiled at me as she worked. "Hey, how's it going?"
​My guard up, I answered, "Good, good—this is the last one from the school group rush. How are you?"
​She glanced at me and smiled again, then resumed filling the trash bag. I noticed she wore disposable blue nitrile gloves for handling trash, like myself. This isn't a requirement by management, but it's not a bad idea. Mike, by contrast, was using his bare hands.
​She glanced at the extra trash can. "That's a good idea. Where did that can come from?"
​"That can belongs to 6."
​She nodded to Pia. "Make sure it goes back to 6," she told her. I wondered who this woman was.
​Pia nodded nervously. "No problem. Tom? Mike? Ya heard? You both gotta go—right now." She jerked her thumb toward the exit.
​Mike and I stopped cleaning and began exiting. The new girl slowly stepped out of my way as we crossed paths between rows of seats; I felt her body lightly brush against mine as we passed each other.
​"There she is. She's beautiful."
​We were heading to the elevators, but Mike had paused to direct my attention toward an attractive young woman seated at one of the few benches provided on that floor for guests to sit and wait outside an auditorium.
​Her bench was near Theater 6. I remembered seeing her, but not counting on seeing her remain by herself. From experience, any attractive women among guests at the theater usually have a boyfriend or husband lurking around.
​"How long has she been here?" I asked.
​"Over an hour, really—I was in the elevator with her and Danny. He got to hold her hand when he took her ticket, lucky bastard." Danny was the ticket-taker in the elevator for today.
​"It's been an hour... we've passed her a couple of times... wasn't she fidgeting a bit?" I wondered.
​"You mean, like, nervous? It looked like she was worried about missing the movie—lots of guests act like that."
​"But she looks calm now. Either she saw a movie and it ended quickly, or she stepped out because she's not feeling well."
​She was wearing a burgundy-colored leather jacket over a brown blouse and blue jeans. She wore pink Converse sneakers. It looked like she was sleeping; her back was straight, head lifted up against the wall, with her mouth wide open. She was Latina, probably Dominican; her cell phone was held loosely in the palm of her hand, which lay on her lap. Visible underneath that hand on her lap was an unmarked, clear plastic bag holding some colorful gummy candies.
​We were standing in front of her now...
​And then we saw she wasn't breathing, and her lips were blue... and that color wasn't from a shade of lipstick.
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​Priorities.
​We had a meeting to go to, but we couldn't just walk away from a guest in distress.
​Mike called for Hannah—the one active shift manager, now that Pia was at the meeting—on his radio.
​"We're concerned about a guest on the bench by Theater 6 who might be unconscious," is how Mike described it.
​I checked the woman's wrist and neck for a pulse, then leaned forward and pressed my left ear against her chest to see if I could hear a heartbeat. Nothing. Her body was cold and lay limp. Her lips and fingernails were discolored.
​Her cell phone, face down in her hand, had the edge of an ID card peeking out of a built-in sleeve within the case. Thankful that I was still wearing my disposable gloves, I slowly slid the ID card out of the case, enough to catch her name and address.
​Patricia Delgado. Brooklyn address. Twenty-nine years old.
​I slid the card back into place and backed away. It was at that moment I took notice of a shiny pendant, about an inch or two across, hanging from a thin gold necklace around her neck. It was of a black cat.
​"Do you think she choked on that candy?" Mike asked after finishing up on the radio. From my radio, I heard Hannah tell him that she was going to call 911 for an ambulance; the police would likely be brought in.
​"She's dead?" Mike's voice shook a little.
​"We need paramedics here to check."
​We heard the elevator nearby open its doors. Hannah arrived. She was tall, stockily built, twenty-five years old, fine dark hair pulled back into a ponytail held by an orange clip. She was attractive, but her demeanor was very low-key. She had been transplanted here from the PEG theater located on 61st and 3rd on the East Side. That was a smaller location, with just three auditoriums. I didn't know her well enough to know if coming here had been a humbling experience, but she had been mostly quiet in the three months since starting in late July. I knew her last name was Ledakis, and she was of Greek descent.
​Hannah approached us. She bent over to look at Patricia's unmoving body before recoiling and turning to face us, her face looking unnerved.
​"Tom... Mike... are you guys all right?"
​"We were on our way to the meeting, but we didn't think it would be okay to just walk past this guest," I explained. "I checked for a pulse, but I found nothing."
​"She's been sitting there for a while, and we just saw her like that," said Mike. He had become crestfallen.
​She nodded. "Of course, of course. I'm going to wait here for the police and the ambulance—the two of you can go ahead to the meeting."
​We nodded at her and turned toward the elevator.
​A short floor with no windows, Level 7 consists of various stockrooms. 7X is the mezzanine to that floor, but to an average guest, it would appear to be the mezzanine of Level 6. It looked like a massive skybox from a baseball stadium had been assembled and wedged into place, which was the intent behind the design. 7X is for meetings and private parties; guests can wander away from the skybox and catch the movie they had rented an auditorium for, exclusive to their group.
​When Mike and I arrived, it looked like thirty-five team members were seated across a massive round table at the center; there were four empty chairs on one side of the circle.
​We sat next to each other—whoever arrived next would be taking the empty seats to my left. At the far end of the room, there was a small, rectangular table with a large, weathered and frayed cardboard box on it. When it was new, the box held large-size soda cups; it was too far away to peek at the contents inside.
​Everyone was quiet. There were no supervisors or managers, just team members. They were mostly new people, not the whole lineup. I didn't recognize any familiar faces: Chen, Michelle, Jenna, or Marty, for example. Currently, Persephone29 has 120 people on the payroll, not counting night porters or security guards. This meeting was scheduled for the 25th, 26th, and 27th, with the team attending divided into three groups, for what we had no idea.
​Facing me was the window overlooking Level 6. This skybox mezzanine is shaped in the form of a semicircle, with the window reaching from floor to ceiling. Sliding vertical blinds allow for privacy, but they weren't fully closed, so this allowed for a view of Times Square in mid-afternoon. It's an awkward viewing angle; we're looking at the midsections of buildings, the tops of billboards, and patches of light-up signs. It's like squinting at the middle of a postcard.
​Two more guests entered the room—Pia and the little redheaded girl we met just minutes ago, only she looked different. Her hair was freed from the ponytail, a bouncing headdress of orange curls. The standard team member outfit she had worn was replaced with a hastily put-on uniform of a member of management: black slacks and a black, long-sleeve button-down shirt. The ends of the shirt were untucked out of her pants, and the sleeves were rolled up to her elbows. She was hurriedly buttoning up the shirt as she walked in; the fleece sweater she'd worn before was in Pia's hands. They took their places at
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