

    
        
          Beautiful

        

        
        
          Atrocities of the Machine, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Christina Neville

        

        
          Published by Castlemore Books, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BEAUTIFUL

    

    
      First edition. May 5, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Christina Neville.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1738934201

    

    
    
      Written by Christina Neville.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Beautiful (Atrocities of the Machine, #1)

Care Free Spiral

Enter Phillip

The Next Day

Sister Sara

Washroom Confidential

Memory Lane

Happy Birthday

A Healing

A Plan Forms

Ready For Tomorrow

Sign up for Christina Neville's Mailing List

Also By Christina Neville


Beautiful

Christina Neville

––––––––
[image: image]


COPYRIGHT ©2025 BY Christina Neville
Published by Castlemore Books
Beautiful
Atrocities of the Machine - Book 1
To contact the publisher please email: castlemorebooks@mail.com
All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission from the publisher.
ISBN: 978-1-7389342-5-6
ebook ISBN: 978-1-7389342-0-1
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Care Free Spiral

[image: image]


Terminal impatience confronted all but the brightest of students. It was well understood that the allure of a class on comparative statics and optimization methods in economics could hardly compete with anyone with a social life, but then again, those mostly attending this class on a Friday afternoon needn’t worry about such things.

Jacqueline van der Waal was different — a young woman whose beauty and elegance transcended the very words used to describe her, yet there was no hint of perfection. Intelligence abundant, eyes bright, curious, compassionate, all the values and attributes necessary to dictate the future one should have. Yet many of her choices were not in keeping with those qualities.

She sat at the front of the lecture hall, conspicuously packed up her things, and left without so much as an embarrassed smile to the professor. A small army of twenty-somethings filled the halls of the university as she made her way to the most important place on campus — the local pub known as the Horns of Destiny. Time of arrival: 3 p.m.

“Pub" was a generous term, given that picnic tables and a variety of lawn chair known as Muskoka, were employed to provide the backdrop to a night of maximum drunkenness — without ensuring a high degree of damage if and when things got out of hand, which they did on more than a few occasions. The ceiling was remarkably low by modern standards, not to mention the stained tiles attempting to hide an endemic water problem no one seemed eager to fix. Other architectural and beautification decisions culminated in the very accurate observation that this was more dive-bar than pub. Surprisingly, no one seemed to care that such a facility graced a university with a tuition of $50,000 a year.

A quick look to the barkeep, and he knew to start a tab — such was the weekly ritual, precisely at 3:20 p.m. Trisha and Glen completed the triumvirate, and all sat in judgment to the extent of their ability to have a good time. A quick glance, a casual read of the vibe, and they ruled in favor of tonight. Heavy drinking, loud talking, and hours of dancing summed up Fridays — but this one had a little extra oomph that made all their poor decisions even more worthwhile.

1 am came quickly, and with it, the undeniable fact that a trip to Khan’s was necessary. Outwardly, it was an unremarkable hole in the wall, as was the inside, but the Mongolian beef with extra spice and a bowl of rice for five dollars was heaven-sent. Laughing and giggling were the language of the hour, no matter what the circumstance. One just needed to look at the other and waves of laughter would ensue. Eventually, all three made it back to their dorm. A longer than expected walk up the three flights of stairs and all of them called it a night around 4:45 am.

It didn’t matter that she was beautiful. The night took its toll. By morning, the light of the day exposed the truth of the evening and it illuminated Jacqueline in what can only be described as unflattering. Her makeup was smeared, hair was matted to her sweaty face, clothes were twisted but still on and somehow, so were both her shoes. In the vernacular of her peers, she looked like a hot mess.

Ten hours later, Jacqueline woke with a hangover that could kill a horse. She opened her eyes with an uneasy wariness and moved them from side to side, looking for clues from the night before. She hadn’t moved for several minutes. Her head was pounding. Other than that, she thought she felt fine. In a moment of victory over the demons of excess, Jacqueline sat straight up, thinking she had dodged a bullet. Unfortunately, she was to learn this was not the case. Her head wanted to explode, and her stomach was already in the throes of evacuating any substances it held. Last night must have been epic!

A moment or two was necessary to successfully calm her system and not throw up. She then laid on the bed coffin-like with her eyes closed. By 4 pm, Jacqueline still hadn’t moved, all the while her phone repeatedly rang, but she didn’t answer. Her main objective was to stay alive. 5 pm eventually found Jacqueline awake and checking her phone. Nine missed calls, but remembering only one, moving quickly wasn’t on the agenda.

Her phone rang again.

“Hey, it’s me, you up for tonight?" said Trisha in an upbeat tone that seemed to defy all objective reasoning to Jacqueline.

“Tonight?" asked Jacqueline in a gravelly voice, barely above a whisper. “Are you fucking kidding me? You almost killed me last night."

Trisha laughed, “Come on, loser, live a little."

There was a moment of silence.

“We’re clubbing downtown tonight, so dress up and look hot!”

“Fine,” said Jacqueline in an annoyed tone while she rolled her eyes to the ceiling.

Survivability was Jacqueline’s over-riding concern, and that was just for the next hour, let alone the night. Five glasses of water, five Tylenol, and a long hot shower made her existence less miserable. Calories in the form of yogurt and chocolate milk from her mini-fridge made Jacqueline feel almost as fresh as a daisy.

The evening arrived and everyone was dressed to kill. Jacqueline looked ready for another epic night. First, there was a mid-evening dinner, starting with two cocktails each. Thirty minutes into the night and the pain from just hours ago was but a distant memory. The restaurant was a prelude, the real destination was Club Serpentine. It was a place for night-trippers of the vampire and viper variety. They preyed on people from all walks of life, and it was freely accepted by all those who entered their doors, which opened at midnight. Local legend had it that drug dealers created the club and their people freely hawked drugs inside to any who were willing to try. To the uninitiated, it was terrifying, but it was a great place to party.

Partying was fine as long as you stayed to your group, but venturing out beyond that and it could be a life changing event. The club was filled with college types, but in the deep dark corners where no one ventured without stupidity as a shield some very distrubing things took place. Jacqueline was in her element. There was danger and excitement and she relished this environment. Being as attractive as she was garnered more attetion from some that maybe she should have but luckily for her she was with people.

The music was great, and all three danced the night away, slowly working their buzz off from dinner and, oddly, given the reputation of the club and its legend, it was surprising the police rarely, if ever, made it a priority in their policing activities, but no one within those four walls cared. Jacqueline, Trisha, Glen, and a couple others found themselves on the third-floor patio of Serpentine around 2 am. Some snorted a little coke and popped a couple of brown pills that did who knows what, but Jacqueline felt it entirely necessary to try ketamine. To Jacqueline, the out-of-body experience was very odd and alluring. The grin on her face said it all... she felt fantastic.

As Jacqueline floated and swayed to the music, she unknowingly became the center of attention for a few of the regulars. She was oblivious in her drug-induced stupor, as were Glen and Trisha, who were just as high. Most were there to party. Others were there to conduct business. They were easy to spot: always on a phone, directing people like traffic. Every so often, someone would run off to carry out a task. Stranger still, they never seemed to pay for anything

It was clear. Serpentine was something more than a dance club. But if you could navigate it, the energy and the vibe made up for its shortcomings. Unfortunately, some of those shortcomings were illegal and morally corrupt. But the people there weren’t interested in saving the world. The music was great, the dance floor was packed, and the drugs were free-flowing. What else could anyone want on a night out with their friends?

Jacqueline woke up the next morning and looked at her alarm clock. It was 9 am. How she got back to her dorm was a mystery. Not even a hint of a clue entered her mind, but she was wearing the same clothes, so according to her, everything was okay. Finding more sleep desirable, she closed her eyes, and with a slight grin, fell asleep, waking around noon.

Revived from her sleep, she dressed and called Trisha and Glen to converse about the evening’s escapades. After an enlightened conversation on those festivities, all agreed that they would christen Club Serpentine their new go-to place.

Only slightly tired, Jacqueline felt entirely justified in her conclusion that alcohol was the worst of the two choices. This justification, of course, on closer inspection, resulted from an age that allowed one to empower nonsense as a substitute for critical thinking, giving the impression the decision in and of itself was logical and intelligent.

Learning was still the paramount reason for attending university, and such celebrations usually conferred a sense of accomplishment. Glen, for instance, had completed a paper the day before, as had Trisha. They eagerly looked forward to the night. They had earned it. Jacqueline, however, took a victory lap, even with her lack of accomplishments during the week. She hadn’t attended class for a few days, and almost with contempt, dismissed the idea that she was required to hand anything in, let alone knowing if anything needed to be handed in.

By 4 p.m. on Friday, excitement among the three had grown. Giggles and talk of the evening’s greatness reached new heights as they sat in Jacqueline’s room, waiting for her to get ready. Dinner would be at Ancien Régime—a French and Vietnamese fusion restaurant popular with the university crowd and young professionals. It was definitely a cool place.The wait staff looked professional in black pants, white long-sleeve shirts, and white aprons, each with a slot for a pen and scratch pad. The menu was one page, with sections for appetizers, soup, salad, mains, and dessert. Each section listed between three and five items. The cool thing about the menu was that it was seasonal, which was a surprise to those used to franchise restaurants where everything is always available. The food was uncompromising, which everyone who ate there appreciated. The atmosphere was upbeat and encouraged patrons to enjoy its culinary pleasures.

Steamed dumplings in a Béarnaise sauce were a big hit, while the roast duck on steamed rice with carrot and coriander soup with cumin was considered by many to be fantastic. Guava and chili crème brûlée was exceptional and had become the usual fare for the trio, with the exception of Glen, who always tried something new. Dinner ended around 8:30 p.m., with the trio finding themselves needing to kill time. Trisha suggested they head to Revolution, a bar beside a run-down hotel on the other side of the block.

Many people were already there, mostly business types from out of town, with the occasional group like themselves waiting for midnight. Surprisingly, some had come to Revolution as a destination in itself, but not the trio. Not on this night. As the hours passed, empty glasses began to cover the table like a disordered xylophone. When it was time to leave, the bill came to $120, which Jacqueline paid on her credit card. Trisha was the first to get up, then Glen.

Jacqueline lingered. She had always been more curious about her surroundings and became fixated on a couple who had come in hours earlier. A somewhat heated argument between them escalated into a physical altercation, and they were eventually asked to leave. Jacqueline was immediately more interested than she should have been. She always had a thing for the bad boy. Trisha turned and noticed Jacqueline staring. She saw what was about to happen and stopped her cold.

“Are you serious right now?”

Jacqueline attempted confusion and obfuscation.

“What?”

“Really?”

Jacqueline shook her head, dismissing Trisha’s objections.

“You don’t know what you are talking about.”

“So, you’re forgetting about...”

“Guys, fuck this drama, let’s go,” said Glen, cutting off Trisha before things got out of hand.

Trisha gave Jacqueline a hug and a kiss as she whispered in her ear.

“You’re better than this, you know that, right?”

Glen turned around and made his way to the door.

Trisha continued to hug Jacqueline, making sure she wasn’t still upset.

“I’m sorry, okay. Come on, please don’t let it ruin tonight.”

Jacqueline got up and started walking with Trisha beside her.

“I wasn’t going to do anything."

Trisha rolled her eyes as they followed Glen out of the bar. Club Serpentine was now open for business. They saw their friends from university and spent the rest of the night together. As per usual, all headed to the thrid-floor patio to partake in a little coke, ketamine, and other drugs, chasing it down with a mickey of gin one of the group members snuck in. The night was a blur. The lights from the dance floor looked like stars as Jacqueline could feel herself falling into the k-hole.

One of the regulars, Simon, approached Jacuqeline. He was one that was usually on a phone and instructing people. He appeared non-threatening as he apporached Jacqueline. She stared at him and smiled as her eyes rolled up into the back of her head. He smiled as he held her by the waist and gently with care spoke into her ear.

“I love you.”

“No you don’t, no one loves me.” said Jacqueline as she opened her eyes and attempted to stare at Simon.

He kissed her, “you’re so beautiful, I’m happy you picked me.”

Jacqueline was high and confused.

“I picked you?”

Simon smiled.

“Yeah, and I’m thankful everyday that you did. I liked you for so long and I never thought I’d have a chance with you but you smiled at me and I knew I had a chance.”

Jacqueline tried to concentrate but could barely keep her eyes open. Simon continued.

“I want us to be together.”said Simon.

“I want us to be together too...You love me? You love me?” said Jacqueline as she started to cry.

“I do.”

“I love you too. Don’t leave me ever.” said Jacqueline as she hugged Simon tightly.

Simon kissed her deeply which she gladly accepted in her altered state. He looked to a group of men and gave them a signal whereby all men started to approach Jacqueline in a very casual manner.

The evening would be considered uneventful if only a drug-induced stupor were the goal, but that wasn’t entirely the case with Jacqueline. As the men approached, Simon purposely drifted into the background. Jacqueline, by this time, was swaying to the music, and by the way she moved, it was clear, she could feel it pulse throughout her body and as her eyes rolled up into the back of her head she grinned. While she danced, the men encircled her and their hands went up her shirt, but she did not resist. She moved to the beat and accepted anyone who would touch her. Eventually, she slowly drifted into the corner, barely seen where the men pawed at every inch of her body, and she did not resist in the slightest.

Simon approached and grabbed Jacqueline’s hand and led her into the washroom. She followed him into a stall and was ready to be taken from behind. But something in her clicked. Abruptly, she pulled away, adjusted her miniskirt, and left. Her panty discarded, much like her self-respect, were still visible on the washroom floor. So became the routine of Jacqueline for the better part of a school year. Her sexual encounters were frequent and varied. Her justification for such behaviour was weak, although, talking to her, she was having the time of her life, yet her eyes told a different story. Jacqueline even dated a few of those bad choices, and it wasn’t far off the mark to guess without meeting them they were all assholes. Then there was Simon he was like a nagging ache in the back of your mind. Enough to notice, but not enough to care. He always seemed to be around, and not, at the same time.

It was upsetting for Trisha and Glen to see their friend make so many bad decisions. They tried to guide her away, but bad decisions only exist when one admits what they are and Jacqueline was nowhere near ready to admit that. Her self-destructive behaviour became even more of an issue halfway through the school year. By this time, she had moved off campus to her own apartment and repeatedly missed classes and assignments, but what could happen to someone with a 3.7 GPA? Academic probation?

Academic probation was for the jock who never attended class, or the person who couldn’t make the grade, not for someone like Jacqueline. Unfortunately, the letter from the Office of the Registrar felt differently about her current accomplishments. Jacqueline’s response to that clearly unnecessary and ego-crushing shock was to take a year off.

By the time school ended, Trisha and Glen had lost all contact with Jacqueline. Her incessant bad decisions and behaviour caused all three to go their separate ways, not with a bang but with intense indifference which could be chalked to numerous missed calls, missed dates, and forced conversation until Glen and Trisha just stopped including her in their plans. Jacqueline, it seemed, didn’t care much. She appeared content in her fully furnished, and fully stocked apartment, and even more content to do whatever she wanted.

Curiously, the apartment was exactly halfway between the university and Club Serpentine. How apropos. One way could provide a future full of possibilities, the other could also provide a future full of possibilities but with a significantly lower trajectory. She had no job or school over the summer months, and so she became a night owl, waking up at 3 or 4 pm and going to bed around 5 am. Her diet was rife with pop, chips, and fast food. As this adjustment in her living habits solidified, she found herself keeping the company of people she would never have socialized with a year ago. She partied hard and was becoming a regular user of pills.

If one could identify the moment drug use turned into addiction, Jacqueline’s experience could very easily be the template by which any middle-class girl with all the attributes of success would fall. She was almost over the line. Months of this lifestyle affected her negatively. Pick-me-ups or downers were consumed throughout the day for whatever purpose was necessary, and as the days added up, they became even more necessary. The unfortunate by-product to her everyday existence from her continual sojourn into this drug-induced stupor was belligerence, agitation, and an amazing lack of self-awareness bordering on stupidity.

She was falling fast, and she didn’t even know it. She seemed not to care about anything, especially herself, and it showed in the choices she made and how she was starting to look—hair uncombed and greasy, bags under her eyes, sleep still crusted in her eyes, clothes unwashed and wrinkled, and bad breath. For someone so beautiful, she looked terrible. Curiously, her skin hadn’t yet been ravaged, but her lifestyle was starting to take its toll on that too. As Jacqueline frequented the local McDonald’s for dinner, looking better than most days, she stood in line, and right beside her, she noticed Simon. Jacqueline looked at Simon, her mind trying to piece together fragments of an encounter or not. She knew him from the club and talked to him frequently whenever they met, but she always thought there was something more about him she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She turned to him and smiled.

“Hey.”

“Hey, Jackie, how’s it going?”

“Nothing much.”

“You going tonight?”

“Maybe, not really sure, haven’t decided yet. What about you?”

As the conversation took its natural course, Jacqueline and Simon hung out instead of going to Serpentine. Both went to her apartment with food in hand, and a year and a half later, this relationship brought Jacqueline to some of her lowest points in her life.

Simon was a predator. Anyone with a proper functioning sense of intuition would pick up on this the moment they met him. Jacqueline’s judgment was clearly impaired. It was the only reason one could find for someone such as her going out with someone like him. To Simon, Jacqueline was a hole, a wallet, and a business transaction nothing more and nothing less, yet she felt he really loved and cared for her. Jacqueline would lap up any hint of affection that Simon would provide, and she did anything she could to ensure a kind word or an approving nod. So complete was her conditioning, if ever there was an unkind word or a slap to keep her in line, she always felt it was her fault. She did anything she could to make him happy.

The cycle of abuse waxed and waned throughout the relationship, but over the last few months, incessant name-calling and put-downs seemed to take place almost daily until one day Simon just up and left without a word, leaving Jacqueline completely confused, upset, and somewhat happy all at the same time.

So accustomed had Jacqueline become of her treatment at the hands of Simon, she curiously felt alone and unloved as she sat in her apartment. Surprisingly, tears would periodically well-up in her eyes while she would stare off into the distance. She seemed to always think of Simon. Weeks passed and the self-isolation Jacqueline imposed on herself created somewhat of a depression. She felt useless and lost. The only thing she could figure to do was go to Serpentine. Being a regular meant she didn’t have to wait in line and she knew most of the staff, so going there was familiar territory in more ways than one. Once in the club, she walked around with a smiling face that told lies of happiness and joy. She was miserable, but she needed to prove to herself that she wasn’t. She hugged and kissed the regulars she knew, made up excuses for not being there previous times, as well as making excuses for Simon’s lack of appearance.

Jacqueline stood on the dance floor and started to move to the music. She danced with a distance in her eyes that showed to anyone who was willing to look that she was damaged goods. In this state, Serpentine was a place to be avoided at all costs, including her. She was going through the motions and it showed. She wasn’t really interested in dancing; she wasn’t interested in being out, but she also wasn’t interested in being at home either. She didn’t know what she wanted. Numerous times she was approached, but she didn’t respond. She was only interested in one man, and he wasn’t there.

Finally, someone approached from behind and danced close to her. He put his hands on her hips and then ran his hand up the front of her shirt. She closed her eyes and accepted the touching as she reached behind, grabbing the waist of her mystery man. He kissed her neck; she accepted. She turned around, and it was Simon. They stared into each other’s eyes. Nothing was said, but they both understood what each meant. They stopped dancing and kissed heavily on the dance floor and he eventually led her away and out of the club. Jacqueline followed without question, walking a couple of blocks before where she was going became a thought in her mind.

“Where are we going?”

Simon was silent and kept on walking with Jacqueline in hand.

“Simon, where are we going?!”

Jacqueline pulled her hand away and repeated, “Where are we going?!”

Simon looked at her and smiled.

“It’s okay.”

Her frustration started to increase. Simon wasn’t providing any information as they continued their walk. Jacqueline started to tire of this, then suddenly Simon pushed her into a darkened alley and aggressively started kissing her. She didn’t resist. Passion rose quickly and Simon started to undress and grab Jacqueline forcefully while she attempted to resist. There was something different about this encounter. It was too aggressive, passionless... almost mechanical.

“Stop, stop, stop! Simon, stop!”

Simon continued like he didn’t hear as Jacqueline became more forceful in her resistance.

“Stop!”

He continued, but Jacqueline was finally able to push him away just for a brief moment.

“Simon, stop!”

Without missing a beat, he slapped her hard, grabbed her by the throat, and continued to kiss, grab, and rub. He was unrelenting. Jacqueline tried to resist but realized she couldn’t stop him. Her thoughts turned to escape as Simon dragged her to the ground.

“No, no, Simon, please, no."

She soon realized nothing was going to stop him and she needed to get away. As the assault continued, Simon lifted her skirt. His eyes were glassy and red. His pupils were dilated, he appeared to be on something. Jacqueline grabbed some debris off the ground and rubbed it in his eyes, it was just enough. He was momentarily disabled. She pushed him off and ran across the street while attempting to straighten her clothes in the process. She continued to run down a side street, trying to find enough time to orient herself and figure out what to do. She didn’t recognize where she was and hunted for a familiar intersection so she could call a cab. For 15 minutes, Jacqueline was wary of everyone and everything. She kept looking around. Simon was nowhere to be seen. That was good. But not as reassuring as she had hoped. As Jacqueline attempted a stealthy exit from her situation, she crossed the fifth intersection away from where the attack took place. With no sign of Simon, she started to relax and feel at ease. She peered down an intersection and saw a silhouette of someone walking toward her. Instinctively, Jacqueline ran and ducked down a residential street, right into the arms of Simon, who proceeded to chase her down and beat her within an inch of her life at the front entrance of an apartment complex.

The attack was brutal. Simon punched and punched with no end in sight. After tiring from punching, he resorted to kicking her in the face, stomach, back... wherever he could land a striking blow. Jacqueline was hysterical.

“Stop, stop, Simon, stop!”

It didn’t matter, Simon was oblivious. As the beating continued, Jacqueline’s defences slowly diminished and Simon now had command of a helpless and battered young woman. She couldn’t fight back now, even if she wanted to. She was almost unconscious. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head and blood streamed from cuts on her head on to her face. It took all her strength just to blow the blood from her mouth and, as she did, bubbles would form. She was a bloody mess.

As Simon lorded over her, breathing heavy from the exertion, he stopped to light a cigarette and casually used his foot to move her face back and forth to view his work from all angles. He was pleased with himself. He took a large drag of his cigarette and stepped on Jacqueline’s throat in a manner that suggested murder. It was emotionless. It was deliberate. It was a coup de grâce, culminating from a two-minute beating that seemed to last forever. He took his foot off her throat and knelt before her. He was calm, his voice sounded caring and gentle in contrast to the viciousness that just occurred.

“Why do you force me to do these things? You know I love you, but you never show me you love me, my love.” Simon stroked her hair gently as she laid helpless and at his mercy. He looked at his hand and saw her blood. “You know this is your fault.”

Simon sighed deeply as he shook his head.

“What am I going to do with you? You just don’t get it.”

He slapped her again, hard. Her head snapped to the side. He wiped his hands on the only clean part of her dress and looked at her.

“Hey, hey, hey. Look at me. I chose you over much hotter girls, and you don’t even appreciate it. I gave you everything, and what did I get in return? A nagging bitch whose pussy isn’t even that sweet.” Jacqueline was motionless. Simon stood and finished his cigarette. Just then, his phone rang. He looked at the number, and his demeanor changed instantly.

“Hi, Dr. Mortensen.”

“Did it work?”

Simon looked down at Jacqueline, beaten and barely conscious, then shook his head.

“Nah. Bitch didn’t go for it.”

“It sometimes happens. It’s one of those things you can’t predict.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“It’s not a failure. It’s a boundary. Some subjects have a reflexive value floor. It kicks in when nothing else is left. You could threaten her with death and the outcome would be the same.”

“I just wasted a shitload of time on that.”

“Ah, but think of the possibilities when it works. Anyway, the reason I called — I have a young woman. Beautiful. I think she’s perfect.”

“For me?”

“No. For the event.”

Simon looked at Jacqueline.

“One moment, my love. I’m almost finished.”

“She’s a university grad. Very well put together. Immaculate dresser.”

“I’ll send you a picture of her, but make sure you look at her and hand the flyer directly to her. That’s very important.”

Jacqueline started to moan and move more than Simon wanted. He cut Mortensen off.

“I’ll call you tomorrow for the details. Later.”

Simon put his phone back into his pocket and picked up where he left off without missing a beat.

“Tonight was your chance to prove you were more than a sturvy little bitch. And yet, here we are. What did I ever do to deserve this?”

Jacqueline tried to speak but couldn’t. Instead, all she could muster was a mouthing of the words, “I’m sorry.”

“Too little too late, my love. You really are a disappointment."

Jacqueline tried to reach out to Simon but he moved away and shook his finger at her.

“No, no, no, you’ve had your chance.”

He rifled through her purse, looking for money or anything else of value and she could do nothing but allow it to happen. Simon put the valuables in his pocket and stepped over her to leave.

Jacqueline was in a terrible state. She could barely move. By the time the attack finished, she was up against the front wall of a five-floor apartment complex obscured by bad lighting and bushes.

She felt her body throb and tingle from the beating she sustained, yet she couldn’t move. She closed her eyes and tried to will herself to be okay. Sometime later, a light went on above her that registered in Jacqueline’s eyes. She instinctively rolled over and crawled toward the apartment entrance, hoping the light she saw could shine positively on her predicament.
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Enter Phillip
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Phillip was haggard. It didn’t matter that he was tired from the double-shift the night before. This was a different tired. His very existence was strained by his conscience that continually ruminated over his past decisions and it took its toll, ever increasing, year after year.

A cup of coffee and sometimes a bowl of cereal kept him sustained until he was out the door to catch the 8 am bus downtown where he was a valet at a local hotel. Daily, he would arrive at 8:30 am, run the gauntlet of staff hello’s and how you doing’s while he made his way to his locker. Once there, he waited until he started at 9 am. Humdrum was a very apt term for the monotonous beat of Phillip’s life. Days blended into one, and many days, the only way he could tell the difference was by the expensive cars he drove to the valet garage.

Phillip’s job mirrored his life on the periphery of what was happening. His small part was fleeting and uneventful, and most of all, forgetful. A more important point was that Phillip felt invisible. Meeting Phillip was a ten-second event with little to no words spoken or eye contact. It was a transaction on the lowest level, which garnered the bare minimum of participation, handing over keys for a ticket.

Walking back from the valet garage, where no one paid him no mind, just reinforced his ever-present reality. Rain would make his existence just that much more unbearable. His use was limited and so was his future, and he knew it. He had little opportunity, like most people who don’t finish high school.

Although he was the sole arbiter of his decision to not finish school, it wore heavily on his mind. Phillip was forty, and to him, going back to high school just wasn’t a reality. He needed a plan that looked forward, a future that he could strive toward, not a future that looked backward. To him, that was the best use of the time he had left on this planet.

He worked hard and saved as much as he could. His lifestyle was bereft of the latest things—phone, computer, console games, going out to dinner, or buying new clothes. These were expenses that Phillip chose not to worry about. Rent, bus pass, food, and his one vice, records, were really all he spent his money on. On weekends, he would ride his bike around town or browse the local record shop for a record he didn’t have. By most accounts, it was an unexciting and simple life, more akin to surviving than living.

Every dollar spent was a dollar short of his goal of $300,000, and to him, a life free of care in Costa Rica. According to Phillip’s calculations, his dreams would come true in about 20 years when he would reach that magic number.

“Phillip, let’s go,” said Brian, a 20-something young man with such an affable disposition, he rarely, if ever, took offense to poor behaviour directed towards him, and as such, always had a smile on his face.

“Yeah, yeah, coming,” said Phillip as he opened his eyes and took off his headphones.

Phillip got off the bench, adjusted his uniform jacket, and put his headphones in his locker for another eight-hour shift. As was his daily ritual, he smiled to Karen, Anna, Jim, and Natalia at the front desk and nodded to Andrew, the concierge, as he walked out of the front revolving doors to the valet station, all the while feeling somewhat less than everyone around him.

He was convinced Andrew thought little of him, as did Natalia, a part-timer with university aspirations, when they don’t even acknowledge his morning greeting, but every morning he did it without fail. Phillip readied his station and waited promptly for the first car of the shift, all the while secretly wishing for a better lot in life.

Fifteen minutes later and, finally, the first car arrived, it was big, black, and expensive. It looked like it was dripping with money, as did the owner. An overweight middle-aged wannabe playboy with ripped designer jeans and a tight black t-shirt, balding hair, and an expensive set of sunglasses rounded out the gaucheness of his appearance. He flipped his keys in his hand that bore an enormous gold ring and a gaudy gold watch. Just looking at him made one conclude that, in this case, he was everything that was wrong with having money, especially when he unceremoniously tossed the keys to Phillip without so much as a nod, and the day seemed to go downhill from there. One would think driving expensive cars would be exciting, but it wasn’t. The best part of the day was the walk back from the garage where one could take their time, grab a quick smoke, or just lollygag if one was so inclined.

During the slow periods, Phillip and Brian chatted about many things—girls, cars, TV shows, music, and even winning the lottery. No subject discussed at length was anything other than superficial. They weren’t friends but they could be if they chose to. They were workmates, and with that label, nothing deep or exposing was on the list of acceptable subjects. As the day came to a close, it started to rain when a restored 1970 Chevy Nova approached, Phillip’s dream car. The car he always wished he could own when he was in high school. Brian got up to take his turn to park the car.

“Don’t worry about it, I got this one,” said Phillip with a smile on his face and a glimmer in his eye like he had just found something valuable.

“Dude, seriously?”

“I was this close to owning one back in high school,” said Phillip as he put his two fingers together, barely touching.

“So, why didn’t you?”

Phillip just shrugged his shoulders and politely dismissed the question as he turned to greet the owner and hand him a ticket of a car he’d dreamed of owning since his high school days.

“Hello, sir, a 70 Nova? You don’t see those very often,” stated Phillip, eager to engage the owner in a brief conversation about the car.

“You know about this car?” said the owner with a big smile on his face.

“Oh, yeah, I wanted one back in the day but never managed to get the money together to get one.”

“It’s a great car. I loved it the day I bought it.”

“Yeah, it’s my favourite.”

“Oh, yeah? Every car has its quirks, but it’s my baby.” “What’s in it? 402?”

“Yup, 375 horses.”

Phillip and the owner both looked with admiration at the car, and for a moment, felt a sense of camaraderie that they found common ground in something as obscure as a 1970 Nova.

“Nice, don’t worry, I’ll treat it like it’s my own.”

As the owner handed over the keys and Phillip the ticket, he caressed the driver’s side window as he slipped into the driver’s seat. He put the key into the ignition, and with 25 years of expectation, he turned on the ignition and the rumble of the old 70s muscle car put a smile on his face he hadn’t experienced in years. Phillip looked into the side mirror and acknowledged Brian with a nodding head and a big smile while Brian, with raised eyebrows and a bewildered look, couldn’t understand Phillip’s fascination with a 50-year-old car with looks only a mother could love.

Phillip gingerly drove his dream car to the garage, and he felt great. He felt like he owned this car and exuded a confidence within it he once had years ago. Elbow on the open window, right hand on the console shifter, he was born to drive this car, and as he sat at the light waiting for it to turn green, his entire world was collapsed by one comment from a random stranger walking his dog.

“In your dreams, buddy!”

Phillip’s five minutes of dreaming were shattered and his mundane existence reared its ugly head yet again. The confidence he once had waned as he nodded with a smirk to the man and tried to think of something smart to say. The only thing he could think of was an under-the-breath fuck you as he turned into the garage and parked the car.

Phillip became despondent. He sat in the car for quite a while staring into space, thinking about all the decisions and events that got him to this place in his life. He was a 40-year-old high school dropout, working as a valet driver for a hotel with no real prospects to do anything else. Phillip felt like a loser. He was in a cycle of negative emotions that he only realized started years earlier. His plan of learning Spanish and moving to Costa Rica seemed too distant to be real when everyday he was met with his inability to make a difference, and was essentially a background figure in the lives of others, and to some extent, his own.

He caressed the steering wheel and blipped the gas one last time just to hear that engine sing, and then he turned the ignition off, and with it, any feeling of joy. He popped the hood and got out of the car, walked to the front, and opened the hood to look at the engine and stared, only to bring back memories of his high school days and why he never bought that car.

1986 was a great year for a lot of different things, but not for Phillip. Working part-time since he was 14, he would have saved enough money in his last year of high school to buy his dream car—a 1970 Chevy Nova with the 402 and 375hp. School wasn’t difficult for Phillip but he had to apply himself, something he seldom did unless supervised. He wasn’t the smartest kid in class by far, but he wasn’t bringing up the rear either. He was just average. To Phillip, it didn’t matter because he had plans, and part of those plans was to get his car.

By his estimation, he would have the car by April, work the rest of his final year, graduate, and then go out west for the summer. He would find work at a ski resort and work there for a season before coming back. That was his plan. Once back, his father would pull a few strings and he would be a telecom technician just like him. All in all, an easy setup for someone looking to establish himself in the workforce and ultimately be married and have children. A simple existence, more importantly, all Phillip really wanted.

But life isn’t easy, nor is it straightforward. Phillip’s master plan was derailed in the summer of 1985. While on vacation overseas, Phillip’s parents were involved in a devastating car accident. That moment defined the path he now found himself on. Ever the dutiful son, Phillip dropped everything. He used the money saved for the Nova to buy a plane ticket. He flew overseas, navigated foreign hospitals and foreign language to make the arrangements that brought them home.

Once back at home, it became apparent that both parents had some significant complications from the accident. Chronic back pain, headaches, insomnia, and a host of other ailments. Phillip’s final year, 1986, was rife with doctor appointments, rehab, and hospital visits, leaving little for anything else. On top of that, his parents couldn’t work and their insurance only paid a percentage of the expenses. He had to make up the difference and the only way that was possible was by working full-time, so that is what he did. Phillip quit school before he could graduate and took care of his parents.

Over the next few months, it became clear his parents would never fully recover. Doubt and uncertainty crept into his mind. His parents would never be the same, and Phillip’s plans were put on indefinite hold. Before long, five years had passed and in that time most of Phillip’s friends had finished university or college and were beginning their lives.

Phillip was still at home, living the same life. He cared for his parents and worked an afternoon shift at a warehouse in shipping and receiving. The pay was decent but not great, and anything he could do to stretch a dollar he did. He rode his bike to work to save on gas, took all the overtime he could, and still, with hospital bills, medication, and the mortgage, it barely covered the essentials.

Phillip was overjoyed when he finally landed a “real job” detailing cars. The wheels started turning again as he thought he could eventually work in the body shop that it was attached to. Two jobs gave him a bit of breathing room, and maybe, just maybe, a chance to start saving. Things were looking up. The daily grind wore on him, but he kept a smile on his face and held onto hope. Sometimes, that was enough.

He was fine with putting in the work as long as there was a better tomorrow. His face was brighter than usual, and his outward expressions of happiness would envelop all that would be around him. Phillip eventually found happiness
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