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​ Chapter
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Hope Watkins was having strange, intense
dreams. She could remember nothing about them upon waking, but she
quivered in their aftershock just the same. That morning, the
morning of June 15th, she had come to trembling just as
she’d done the last several nights, only this time she’d wet the
bed. Her skin was slick with sweat and her head felt foggy. Not a
restful sleep at all.

Hope was getting delirious.

She peeled herself out of the fluffy white
blankets of her California king and stumbled for the bathroom like
she was suffering from a bad hangover. Except of course she’d had
nothing to drink the night before, or the night before that. Maybe
she was getting sick, she told herself. Maybe these night terrors
were nothing more than fever dreams.

Hope walked into the bathroom. Her
reflection stared back from the vanity mirror. A small, trim girl
of twenty-four with long red hair, a pale complexion, large green
eyes, and a bookish face that still held the softness of youth. Her
porcelain skin was unblemished and her fiery hair fell over her
shoulders all the way to her belly button. She wore cotton
short-shorts over a scrumptious bubble butt, and her small, perky
breasts pressed taut nipples through the loose tank top billowing
around her shoulders.

I look tired, she thought. Dreams
keeping me from sleeping well.

Hope moved closer to the sink, reached for
her toothbrush, and froze.

Now that she was nearer the vanity mirror,
face-to-face with Hope Watkins, she noticed something off.
Something not quite right about the girl in the mirror. Her fingers
came slowly to her cheeks, chin, and forehead.

“What the fuck?”

It was crusty, almost like skin peeling from
a sunburn, or dried glue on the fingers. It caked Hope’s face with
a splatter pattern across the forehead, and then ran in
asymmetrical streaks down her cheeks. There was more along her
chin, running down the neck, and stopping along the top of her
breastbone where smaller, white-crusted circles waited.

Frowning, she grabbed a piece of the
plaster-like white stuff along her eyebrow and pulled it. It came
away cracked and slightly greasy. Hope grabbed a hand towel, got it
wet, and started rubbing at the mess on her face. It was coming up,
but it was a pain in the ass.

Hope tried to think as she cleaned up the
mystery mess. Was it dried sunscreen? Plaster dripping from the
ceiling while she slept? Some sort of sweat mixing with her
pillowcase?

No. None of that made any sense. But neither
did the strange substance caked and dried to her face. Something
else was off as well. As Hope stood there in the vanity mirror, she
began to shift her weight from one foot to the other. She hadn’t
noticed it when she first woke up, but there was some kind of
soreness going on down there. Like maybe her period was
early, or she had a cramp. She really wasn’t sure. After getting
most of the dried substance off her face, she reached a hand down
into her booty shorts and felt around.

Hmmm. Why am I so wet?

True, she was soaked. But there was
something off. Not just the wetness, not just the deep discomfort
within. Hope sat down on the edge of the tub and took her shorts
off. She spread her legs and looked down at her pussy. Hope’s pussy
had always been simple and sexy: a thin slit between two puffy
mounds of flesh, the sort of pussy that is low on labia but rich in
aesthetic. And it was still that, albeit quite glossy from her own
juice.

However.

Things were just a bit sloppier. She could
blame it on her wetness (what in the hell kind of dreams was she
having, really?) but there did seem to be a small disruption in the
evenness of her slit. Nothing she could quite put her finger
on, except here and there things seemed to have been
jostled.

I’m just sticky, she told herself.
Wish I could remember why.

Still in an early morning fog, Hope Watkins
pushed past the abnormal start to her day and took a shower. After
that she put on a robe, and still walking a tad gingerly, made her
way to the kitchen for some coffee and a bowl of cereal.

Hope lived alone in Brooklyn. She’d had her
own place now for almost a year and though it was lonely sometimes,
she adored not having roommates. No one to stop her from being
noisy or messy, or walking around the house naked, and no one for
her to hound about rent. Hope even seeing someone, a boy named
Anthony, who was cute if not a little too shy for her tastes.
Anthony had been over a few times, and Hope knew he wanted to fuck
her. Most men did. But she didn’t give it up easily. Not at all. In
fact, Hope’s girlfriends had pointed out on more than one occasion
that she often made men work too hard for too long to get a taste.
No wonder she was single, they said.

But Anthony seemed to be the patient type.
So far he’d gotten her topless, sucked her tits, made Hope cum with
his fingers and his mouth. In return, Hope had dry humped Anthony
over his shorts, to climax. He was average sized, nothing exciting,
but certainly enough to get the job done.

Hope Watkins wasn’t the slutty type, and she
wasn’t in a rush to find a boyfriend who would demand sex from her
every day. For Hope, sex was fine. But being sexy,
expressing her sexuality, that trumped the physical side of things.
Her libido wasn’t as interesting to her as expression of oneself.
And just because she wore a short skirt and a revealing top didn’t
mean she was out looking for to get fucked. Only that she wanted to
feel herself. If Anthony wanted a shot at the title, at
Hope’s title, he would have to understand all these things. In
time.

In the kitchen, Hope headed for the pantry.
She grabbed the Honey Nut Cheerios and turned to the fridge,
snagging the last of the milk, and then went to the counter to
combine. Once again, for the second time that morning, she froze
still as if paused by some VCR God.

There were glasses all over the counter.
Empty, but clearly used. A few of them still had the remnants of
brown water. Hesitantly, as if a stranger in her own home, Hope
picked up one of the glasses and sniffed. Whiskey.

“I mean what the fuck.” It wasn’t a question
this time. She had to make sure she wasn’t still dreaming.

Unable to deal with it at the moment, Hope
made her cereal and sat down. As she sat there at the window of her
tenth-floor apartment, looking out across Bushwick all the way to
Manhattan, Hope tried to recount her night up to the point of going
to bed. She had gotten off work at 5, had stopped by Cicero’s for a
drink with Tabby, then taken the subway back home. She got in
around 8pm, she took a shower, watched a few episodes of trash
reality television…and had gone to bed.

Hope sighed.

Something was up.

But what?

She finished her breakfast and went back
into the bedroom. She stripped the bed, sniffing the sheets to
confirm she’d wet them, and finding that the smell wasn’t quite
urine. But there was so much of it. Just sweat? No, that wasn’t
just sweat. Not sweat, not pee. But what the fuck was it?

Hope got on top of the mattress and
inspected the ceiling for any signs of drippage or leaks. Nothing.
She lay down in bed and stared at the ceiling. She let her mind
relax. Almost blank.

The man across the hall. Damon. I spoke just
to him just before bed. I remember now…

How could she have forgotten? Not that it
really made any difference. It was just a small thing. A knock at
the door after she’d gotten into bed for the night. Irritated, she
put a robe on and went to check the peephole. It was Damon, her
neighbor in 1020. The peculiar middle-aged man had move into the
building nearly two months ago. Hope was quite sure he was part
nerd and part pervert, and most definitely in love with her at
first sight. Well, not in love, but perhaps overly stoked in the
way males always are upon discovering their neighbor is an
attractive, mostly single female. They’d spoken a few times in
passing, he’d always been awkward and full of stutters. In fact,
the first time they’d spoken, Hope had been borderline rude, but
only because she had been in a rush to get out. What Hope found
most strange about Damon was the locket he wore around his neck. A
golden, diamond shaped locket on a silver chain. It was so out of
place with the rest of his dilapidated appearance that it was
always the first thing she looked at when she saw him. One of these
days, she’d ask him to open it for her.

Hope rolled her eyes, unchained her door,
and opened it.

“Hi Damon. What’s up?”

“Hello, Hope. How are you?”

“I’m fine just getting ready for bed.”

He stood there, staring down at her, a
quivering smile on his thin mouth. Damon had short black hair with
a part sharp enough to cut glass. His eyes were green, his
complexion pallid.

Damon licked his lips nervously and took the
locket around his neck into his hand. Still he said nothing.

“Damon?” Hope said, losing patience. “You
needed something?”

Now, in her bed, staring at the ceiling,
Hope squinted as if she were trying to see something in the
plaster. Why couldn’t she remember what happened next? What had
Damon wanted?

She closed her eyes. Thought
hard.

He was gripping the diamond-shaped locket,
looking down at her because he was so tall…she had asked him what
he wanted…and…and…

And nothing. The memory blanked right
there.

Frustrated, Hope slammed her fists down on
the mattress and sat up. She couldn’t very
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