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There may be a million stories in a city like this, but right now I didn’t care about any of them but my own. And the current chapter in my story had me sitting alone in the dark shadows of a lonely alleyway, watching a woman suck the last traces of life from old man Harry. But Harry wasn’t my concern- it was the woman that had my attention. I was going to kill her.

I thought back at how this all began, and cursed the day the red-headed devil came into my life.

...

I sat on my usual bar stool the same way I always did- with a glass of scotch in one hand and the bottle in the other. The place stood on the corner of East 14th and Fruitvale. Once the hub of East Oakland, it boasted of former local sports stars coming in to patronize the place. Their autographed photos stood on the walls...Names and faces from the past like Fred Biletnikoff, Sal Bando, Ken Stabler, Cliff Branch and Billy Davis.  Athletes whose exploits have been long forgotten, much like the people who now frequented the place. The photos now had yellow stains on the sides while dust accumulated on the glass frame. 

But I liked it here. It made me feel at home and some days I couldn't understand why. Looking at the photos made me nostalgic. Not that I was a baseball or football fan but I have always been nostalgic for the past. That abstract period of time where things always seemed better than that were now. 

The smoke clung to the ceiling like mournful ghosts, and an unseen radio played Katy Perry's “Firework”. But make no mistake, this was an old man's bar. The place where long forgotten blue collar workers; truckers and dockworkers mostly, came to drink their anonymity away. Two of the regulars sat to my right. One was Harry, pot bellied with a shock of white hair. He wore glasses and always wore a different colored pastel polo. His drinking buddy was Steve, about ten years younger but looking twenty years older. From eavesdropping on their conversations I got the impression Steve was disabled early in life while Harry was a philosophical old truck driver. I got a kick out of listening to the old men talk because they talked about current events and the entertainment scene like a pair of teenage girls rather than senior citizens. Tonight, the topic was the Katy Perry song on the radio.

“Jesus. Jesus H!” said Harry.

“What?” replied Steve.

“They play this song over and over and over again. Ridiculous!”

Steve took a sip from his beer that was purchased by Harry as he would routinely bum drinks and five dollars off the old man.

“You know,” he cocked his head, listening to the beat. “I wonder what this song is about?”

“Who cares?” snapped Harry as he gulped down a shot and slammed his glass on the table.

“Hey, man, what's your problem?”

“It's a pain in the ass song!” Harry slammed his glass down again.

Sam, the Chinese bartender, came over with a concerned look on his face. 

“What's the matter?”

“My glass is empty,” Harry snapped. “That's what's the matter!”

Sam poured Harry another shot of Tequila.

“Easy boys, easy. You crack the glass, I crack your head.”

“He will,” Stephen said. “Shaolin temple, right?”

“That's right, Stephen. All of us Chinese know Kung Fu and we're all from the Shaolin temple.”

Sam then knelt down beneath the counter and turned the radio dial up a notch. The voice of Katy Perry wailed in the bar, singing about fireworks and energy,  a topic which was totally incongruous with its current listeners. 

These were all broken down, beaten men well past the age of sixty whose fireworks had long been extinguished.

Yours truly, however, was in his early forties. I liked this bar, because it knew what it was, and didn’t try to be anything else but a hole in the wall, where the drinks were cheap and no one ever bothered you so long as you kept drinking.

The patrons here were long past the point of hoping for their pedestalized princess to salvage their lives.

They talked wistfully about women they had fornicated with during military tours in some far off country like the Philippines. Their voices turned bitter, however, when discussing their dealings with the American members of the opposite sex. “Divorced my ass and took everything” was their predictable prelude to a long-winded rant on the women of today and feminism. I wasn't too far off from their jaded mentality myself but for different reasons.

My Michelle didn't leave me. She died.

Called me from her cell phone while she was in a shopping mall parking lot. I heard her being attacked

and couldn't do a damn thing about it. The police never found her abductor/killer. Yours truly, a man who has achieved a five star ranking for private detectives on Yelp fared no better. My life descended into auto-pilot, getting by with an occasional gig and hanging out with other beaten down old men in dusty low rent bars.

I sat with the old men in the bar, never making conversation with them. I was with them but not of them. But like them I idly looked at the television above, not able to make out what was being said. Invariably, I would look over at the entrance. Waiting for someone, anyone to come in and make my world a little bit more exciting. The old men did the same. The front door would open and the chime would ring. Everyone would look up and see another old man hobble his way in. Then they would look back down and nurse their drink. Rinse and repeat. 

It felt as if we all had the same type of conditioning in our lives. We would sit there and passively take in the world in front of us. The television. The radio. The bartender serving the drinks. We were all waiting for something more. Something inspiring to get us all off our dead asses. 

Me? I couldn't help but think my Michelle would walk in at any moment. This place had been one of the last places I had seen her. She agreed to meet me her after work and we had a great time just talking. That is what I loved about her. She didn't care about where we hung out. If we were together then we were good. For some reason, this bar had become one of those places that had been frozen in time in my mind. More specifically, the sight of Michelle walking through those doors had remained etched in my memory bank. I replayed it over and over. Everytime I heard that chime on the door ring, I looked up. 

So did all the other old men. Maybe they were all looking for their own Michelle. 

Then she walked in. 

I watched her pick her way through the crowd in the mirror mounted behind the bar. The mirror was a favor from Sam- he knew what I did to scrape out a living. A woman like her was an extinct commodity

in a dive like this, and every head turned to watch her coming and going; for her part, she pretended not to see, but the old men weren’t subtle; and those that she didn’t see made sure they were heard. Her dark black dress clung to her curves like a racer trying to win, and her bright red hair took on the hue of fresh blood in the dying light. Most men would tell you about her legs but it was her breasts that did it for me. They were D-cups and firm. She didn't have the most awe-inspiring cleavage I'd ever seen but I couldn't prove otherwise. I'm not that good of a detective my Yelp ratings notwithstanding.

She stood behind me, as though she was working up the courage to tell a story that she didn’t want to

tell- I’d seen the look before.

I beat her to it. “Whatever the question is, I'm not the answer.”

She looked startled until our eyes met in the mirror. “Mr. Reynolds?” she smiled in a manner that made her whole heart shaped face smile and the world stare, including me.

“Depends on who’s asking.”

“My name’s Lucille. Burke sent me.”

She extended her hand in a manner that was at once casual and regal.

I took the hand, not knowing whether to kiss it, shake it, or press it into a book like a corsage I wanted to keep. I looked at her feeling vaguely embarrassed; she was so pretty you didn't know where to look next, and felt like there was maybe something wrong with looking anywhere. But I couldn't help myself.

She had pale creamy skin and her hair was, upon closer inspection, blood orange in hue. But what really got me was her eyes. They were blue. The palest color blue I'd ever seen, big and expressive with long lashes. They were also the most haunting eyes I ever looked into. I couldn't decide if she was half crazy or had experienced so much trauma that they reflected the horror of a thousand past lives.

I motioned to Sam, who set a clean glass at the empty space next to me before disappearing to the other end of the bar- the side where he kept the shotgun. I poured her a glass; she didn’t touch it when she sat. I took another drink and waited.

“Burke’s dead,” she said suddenly.

I didn’t allow my face to show surprise. I liked Burke; of course, I also owed him a few grand, so there was a silver lining. “Did you kill him?” I asked. My hand crept towards the .38 that had been my best friend ever since I moved to this neighborhood. Friends- people like Burke- they come and go, but lead and steel will stay with you for the rest of your life.

“No, but I was with him when he died. He said to give you this... he said you’d understand what it meant.” The envelope was still sealed, but when I opened it, I understood.

“I thought things like you didn’t reflect in a mirror.”

“We’re not things, Mr. Reynolds. We
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