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            The fall of two runaway lovers who could not outrun their past. One of them survived to tell her story.

      

    


Not all love stories end in roses and rainbows. Some are written in blood. This is one such story.
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Prologue
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It was a twenty-year-old promise, and I had to keep it.

It was written in blood, so I could not avoid it.

They called me the “Gangster’s Doll”, his mistress, his only love, and his biggest weakness.

And they used me to get to him.

Carl Hardy learned only two things in life — how to survive, and how to love. He had no education and no skill set, except when it came to firearms. It was fate that brought him to my doorstep on a rainswept chilly night. And it was providence that made me leave home holding his hand, going on the run for the rest of my life.

That run ended the day they caught him.

And it was me who led them to him.

Carl gave me nothing except the only things he possessed — his word, his love, and his blood. He was my screen behind the mirror. And I was his poisoned chalice.

He forgave me for betraying him. But I couldn’t forgive myself.

So, I swore on his blood that I would finish what I started. That I will settle scores when the moment arrives. And I kept my vow after twenty long years.

My business is finished, but not my story. It remains unfinished to this day, waiting for another pledge to be honored. The pledge that would finally redeem me.

I am Blake Morrison. This is me keeping my last promise.

***
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Chapter 1 – No Thank You, No Goodbye
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It never stops raining in Seattle. Ever.

Especially in November.

Scientists blame it on the influence of the ‘jet stream’, as well as the terrain. They say that the prevailing west-to-east jet stream often channels storms into the Pacific Northwest, and the Cascade Mountains further enhance precipitation by forcing moist air to rise and cool.

Seattle gets very little sunshine on most days, whether it rains or not. The sky is always overcast, dark, and gloomy.

But I have never given a rat’s ass to scientific explanations and theories. I knew why the sun never shined on Seattle. Science has got nothing to do with it.

It was God’s apathy. He wept every time he saw us, and me in particular. His smile evaporated the second His eyes fell on my frail frame, on my deep-set eyes with dark circles around them, and on my modest one-bedroom rooftop apartment.

That’s right. A rooftop apartment. Not a studio or a bachelor’s pad, but a tiny room stuck in one corner of the roof, always the first to receive the first showers of the day, and the last to hope for sunlight to peek in some time.

Those conditions made it the cheapest rented accomodation in the entire block. And therefore, very valuable to me.

That, in a nutshell, was my existence. Always at the mercy of unstoppable forces. Always dreaming and hoping for miracles.

Dreams don’t come true. Miracles don’t happen. But strangers can turn up at your doorstep in the middle of the night, gun in hand, drenched in the torrential downpour, and looking for shelter.

Like it happened on November 7, 2000.

That evening, the frogs were croaking louder than usual.

Maybe it was about to rain. Perhaps it was nothing but mere coincidence. But I distinctly remember the overbearing presence of unease and doom around me that night.

It remains etched in my memory until this day.

I was all of twenty-five.

I was alone in my room, staring out the window at the bright skyline punctuated by intermittent darkness outside. I could see nothing, and could only hear the deafening noise of frogs croaking in the distance.

And the loud ticking of the wall clock in my room.

The TV came alive with a news flash. I remember listening to it for a few seconds.

“This just came in. A manhunt is on in the Greater Seattle area for a fugitive named Carl Hardy. Hardy is said to be a notorious mob enforcer, and is believed to be armed and extremely dangerous. Earlier in the day, he was apprehended by the SPD, but managed to escape, and has been on the run since then. All residents are advised to —”

I switched off the TV. There was nothing remotely interesting about a gangster running from the law. Like the cloudy skies and my damp walls, it had an inevitable dull drudgery written all over it.

I started doing the dishes. It was late, and the skies could open up any moment. I had to get up early the next morning, and the incessant patter of rain might keep me up all night.

The sooner I hit bed, the better.

And just then, all of a sudden, the croaking reached a crescendo.

It felt as if a million frogs were croaking in unison, crying out in fear or screaming in panic, trying to warn me of something.

As though they were alerting me to the presence of a sinister force lurking somewhere in the dark corners of the neighborhood.

It felt as if my ears would burst.

“Fucking frogs! Where did so many of them come from? All this rain is turning the city into an open sewer,” I wondered aloud.

I did this when I was alone, often talking to myself.

It’s better than talking to a pet, though science might differ in its opinion.

Fuck science!

The croaking started feeling unnerving and deeply unsettling after a while. And then the rains came lashing.

A booming thunder, followed by a loud bang, followed by the sound of window panes smashing startled me completely.

I growled softly and went to the kitchen to check.

The window was broken. A gust of wind had smashed the windowpane to smithereens.

Before I could gather my wits, there was a loud knock on the door.

The main door.

Someone knocked once. Twice.

“The fuck!” Frustration laced with surprise escaped from my throat. I got up and walked over to check who it was.

I didn’t get the chance to open the door and peek outside. Someone knocked it down and broke in.

It was a giant of a man, drenched from head to toe, wearing a hoodie and jeans, and brandishing a gun in his hand.

His eyes were glowing in a mysterious flash of yellow and green. His ears were standing upright in tension and some inexplicable anticipation of danger. His nose was quivering, probably trying to sniff out something ominous lurking inside my decrepit apartment.

But it was his imposing height, and the handgun he kept pointing at me, that froze me in my tracks.

He must have been 6 feet six, easily a foot taller than me. And his handgun was a shiny, chrome-plated revolver with eight chambers, which felt more intimidating than an all-black 9 mm semi-automatic would.

I was familiar with firearms, though I didn’t possess any. My workplace was full of them. It was a necessity for the bouncers and security personnel to carry them all the time due to the nature of business. And patrons were rarely seen entering the premises without a handgun on their person, though it was usually confiscated by security at the entrance itself.

But a shiny ‘chrome gun’ with a long barrel and eight chambers staring right in your face was a scary sight. I didn’t move and didn’t yell.

He simply shut the door with one hand and lifted his finger to his lips, signaling me to remain silent.

A sudden gust of wind rattled the kitchen window again. Followed by another noise of glass shattering.

I realized my kitchen window was now bare, its panes lying on the floor, shattered into pieces.

He lowered his gun and walked slowly over to peep into the kitchen. The sight of broken glass somehow seemed to enthrall him.

He kept staring at them without uttering a word.

I hurried to pick up the tiny shards of glass from the floor. These were usually the nastiest — easy to escape detection, and equally easy to penetrate the skin of my feet.

While I was bending over to pick them up, torrential rain lashed the rooftop, entering my kitchen through the glassless windows, and flooding it in seconds.

I got drenched, too.

“Fuck!” I let out a low growl as I struggled to remove the shattered glass and keep myself dry at the same time.

My nightdress, soaked already, clung to my skin like vines on a brick wall. I could feel his stare on my skin as I grappled with the frustrating task of picking up glass from a slippery, wet floor.

It was then I saw him stepping in.

His right hand moved towards his back, keeping the gun at the back of his waistband, and he walked over to the window to block it with his giant frame, shielding me from the rain.

I was stunned.

He stood there right on the window frame, arms hanging on either side, his back acting as a barrier between the heavy downpour outside and me on the inside.

I quickened my pace and decided to sweep everything up — glass shards and water together — and dump them in the trash can.

I kept glancing at him through the corner of my eye, more surprised than scared, as he stood like a mute statue, allowing me enough time and room to remove the broken glass from the wet floor.

Once it was done, I got down to wiping the floor. But he suddenly stepped forward, took the wiper from my hand, and started wiping himself.

Just like that.

No words, no communication, not even a ‘hi’ or ‘please’. Just cold mechanical movements.

But there was something in his eyes that defied his silence. They were glowing, like fireflies in the dark. Cat eyes, long eyelashes, jet-black hair, and a shoulder so big I could sleep on it.

“I ... I need to change,” I mumbled softly, expecting a response or a reaction from him. But there were none.

He kept wiping the floor with robotic precision, never turning around, never uttering a word.

I walked out of the kitchen and stepped into my bedroom to change. I closed the door, but something stopped me from locking it from the inside.

He didn’t stop me. He didn’t even bother to glance in my direction. For a second, I toyed with the thought of calling 911 from my phone. My Motorola Razr was lying on the bedside table, silent and idle as usual.

But I never acted on that thought. Why, I didn’t know then. I would find out much later.

Changing into a tee and jeans, I quickly went out of the bedroom to find him walking over to the main door.

He was planning to leave.

“Are you nuts?” I blurted out impulsively. “The cops must be roaming nearby. Wait till the rain stops.”

He turned around and looked into my eyes. That piercing, yellow-green, cat-eyed gaze immediately froze me in my tracks.

He retraced his steps back to the kitchen and sat down on a chair, without opening his mouth even once.

I traipsed over wearily to talk to him.

“Look, you can stay or leave. It’s up to you. But I need to catch some z’s. I have an early start tomorrow. So, I am heading over to my bedroom now. Don’t get any ideas, and don’t try to act funny. Okay?”

He stared at my face but said nothing.

“Alright, you seem to be the strong, silent, old-school type,” I felt a bit emboldened by his silence. “But don’t think for a second that you could barge into my bedroom just because you are carrying a gun. I am not scared easily. And I will chop you up —”

He extended his left arm in my direction, offering the gun to me. I was zapped.

“I ... uh ... no, I don’t need your gun. I have seen plenty of those. You keep it,” I stuttered in shock. “Just remember, no funny business ...”

He withdrew his hand and kept the gun in his sweatshirt pocket without a word.

And that was that.

I went straight to my bedroom, locked the door from the inside, and crashed down on bed.

Neither the door nor the padlock were strong enough to prevent him from entering. He was huge, and he could easily break down the door if he wished to.

But something told me that night that he wouldn’t do it.

Something made me feel safer and more secure with the stranger sitting outside the door with a gun in his pocket.

And I slept like a baby without feeling scared even the tiniest bit.

When I woke up early the next morning, he was gone. There was no sign of him anywhere.

I slept so soundly that I didn’t hear him leave.

He didn’t leave behind a note. Never expressed his gratitude. Never said goodbye. He just left silently when I was not looking.

And that made me crestfallen for a while.

I turned on the TV and a breaking news alert flashed across the screen.

“The hunt is still on for the fugitive gangster, Carl Hardy, in the alleys and bylanes of Seattle. No sighting has been reported since he managed to evade the SPD yesterday —”

A photo of the notorious fugitive’s face flashed on the screen. Clean-shaven, dark hair, cat eyes, insanely broad shoulders ...

“It was him!” I muttered under my breath.

I kept waiting for him the next night, and the night after that, hoping for him to barge in again, and sit silently on the chair without uttering a word.

He never showed up.

I would often wonder why he had to break into my apartment that stormy night. There were 350 apartments in the block, and mine was the one he chose to seek refuge in!

I realized later that it was because of those damn frogs. They brought him to me.

A week elapsed before I saw him again. But this time, he turned up at my workplace.
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Chapter 2 – Slimy Souls
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November 14, 2000.

It had been a week since Carl barged into my apartment on that rainy night. I had been looking forward to seeing him again. For reasons unknown to me, I missed him.

It wasn’t raining that morning. I went to the local supermarket to stock up on my groceries and weekly supplies. I had a night shift coming up which would continue for days. And Kim was waiting for me right in front of my apartment door.

Kimberly was my next-door neighbor. She lived on the topmost floor, right below my rooftop apartment. Young, vivacious, streetsmart, and a bit nosy, she was of my age and shared my profession, though not the same employer.

“Blake, hi! Someone was just here to see you.”

Kim was a working girl like me. Her mornings and afternoons were usually off, time she spent in preparation for the night duty that helped put food on the table.

“See me?” I raised a brow as I unlocked my door with one hand while holding the grocery bags in the other. “Who was it?”

“I don’t know, he didn’t give his name. I thought he was, perhaps, a client. Since when did you start entertaining clients at home?”

Kim followed me into the apartment. Her tone was casual and inquisitive as always.

“Don’t talk shit, Kim!” I replied in mild irritation. “I never entertain clients at home. What did this guy look like?”

“Well,” Kim shrugged, “He was huge. Tall, cat eyes, shoulders wider than my couch ... He just left, might still be around the corner —”

I ran out.

I dropped the bag of groceries on the floor, ran out on the roof, and peered down below to check.

He wasn’t there.

I ran down the stairs all the way to the main street. He couldn’t be seen anywhere.

I went over to the back of the building where the dumpsters stood in a straight line. He wasn’t there, either.

I returned home with my head down and my spirit plummeting, feeling despondent.

Kim came out of my apartment, narrowed her eyes and looked at me suspiciously.

“Did you find him?” she asked.

I didn’t reply.

“Well, I told him where you work,” she remarked with a slight grin at the corner of her lips. “Who knows, he might turn up at Slimy Souls.”

And that’s exactly what happened that night.

Carl Hardy turned up at the Slimy Souls DollHouse.

My workplace.

Max Osowski used to run the place. People called him Mad Max. Son of Polish immigrants, he entered the world of vice at a very young age, and made Aurora Avenue his happy hunting ground by the time he reached adulthood.

And he built his first, and only, business venture right at the end of the Aurora Avenue North corridor, the bustling and unofficial red-light district of Seattle.

I called it vice lane. Locals called it ‘The Blade.’

Solicitation was practiced openly in broad daylight, though mostly at night, providing a means of livelihood for working girls like me. Aurora Avenue was a busy thoroughfare. And ‘The Blade’ was right in the middle of the tech hub, surrounded by the offices of then-upcoming tech giants Amazon and Apple.

Which is why the north corridor attracted dozens of young females. The tech hubs ensured a never-ending supply of ‘Johns’ and easy money. It was safe, it was fun, and helped pay the bills.

But nothing remains safe for long, especially in the world of vice. Pretty soon, the trade became organized. And pimps, drug peddlers, and gangs moved in to control and run the operations.

Mad Max stood apart from the rest, though. He never got involved with a gang, never hired pimps or peddlers, and never sent anyone out on the streets to ‘score’.

Instead, he built a small, but highly lucrative strip club, and named it “Slimy Souls DollHouse”. He said it was his ode to ‘The Blade’.

His tribute.

But strip dancing was just the face of his business. A front. A facade. The real moolah came from the cabins in the basement of Slimy Souls, where his girls — ‘Dolls’ — would be required to provide handjobs and blowjobs to clients for a paltry sum.

It was so meager that the money felt like alms. Barely enough to help pay the bills, let alone put food on the table. But that low fee brought in ‘Johns’ by the hundreds, at all hours of day and night.

Mad Max wasn’t mad after all. He replaced quality with quantity, kept the charges low and overheads lower, and let volume dictate his turnover.

That’s why he always had a steady supply of ‘Dolls’ lining up to join his sleazy enterprise.

I was one of them.

***
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THAT NIGHT — THE NIGHT of November 14 — I was in the middle of my act, doing my usual topless pole dance routine, deftly evading the extended paws of lecherous patrons trying to pull down my G-string, when he walked in.

His presence was unmistakable. His arrival was impossible to miss. Towering above the rest of the crowd, including the bouncers Iron Mike and Thunder Tyler, he entered the place slowly and quietly.

He was alone.

There was no fanfare, no gang members accompanying him, and no hint of arrogance in the way he carried himself. He walked in steady, measured steps, his face half-hidden behind a hood, but there was no way you could miss his yellow-green eyes twinkling beneath it.

My heart stopped for a split second. And I could hear the frogs croaking again somewhere in the distance.

Carl paused for a moment as soon as his eyes met mine. Then he walked over to the other side of the floor and sat down with his back facing me.

I kept gyrating to the pulsating music, but my mind was distracted. I kept glancing at him through the corner of my eyes.

My heart thumped loudly against my rib cage when I realized that he was watching me through the wall mirror placed right in front of him.

I took longer than usual to finish my routine that night, hoping that he might walk up to the stage and try to talk to me. But he didn’t.

He didn’t move, didn’t twitch, just kept sitting like a stone statue, with his gaze fixed on the mirror ahead, and his back turned towards me.

He stood up and left as soon as my act ended. No hello, no goodbye, not even a simple wave of his hand.

He left as quietly and slowly as he had arrived.

Carl Hardy made me realize that night what respect was all about. It was not about grandstanding, not about indulging in self-righteous causes dedicated to the upliftment of working women, and not about rousing speeches by politicians calling for an end to the immoral flesh trade.

It was about sitting silently in a corner of a strip club with a Diet Pepsi in hand, watching a lean, frail girl performing a topless act under the depraved gaze of a hundred slimy souls, and not joining in.

Carl kept dropping by every night, never uttering a word, never exchanging a smile, and always taking his seat in the same corner and watching me silently through the mirror.

Each night, I would perform the same dance routine. Each night, the same vultures would show up, tongues wagging and eyes glistening with lust. Each night, I saw myself getting violated repeatedly in their eyes.

And each night, a pair of yellow-green eyes staring at me from the mirror would reassure me that I was not alone, that I was not helpless, and that there was someone who looked only above my chest and not below it.

I kept yearning for him to take the first step, walk up to me, ask me how my day was, and perhaps, carry me out of this swamp on his shoulder, never to look back again.

That day did finally arrive, but not the way I expected. And he did utter his first words to me a month after he first showed up there.

And it was all because of Howard.

***
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GREG HOWARD WAS AN officer of the Street Vice Squad of the SPD. The entire north corridor of Aurora Avenue was under his jurisdiction. He was the law, he was the protector, and he was also the sleaziest wolf of ‘The Blade’.

He preyed on those he had sworn to protect.

Mad Max had once told me not to cross Greg or antagonize him. “He is bigger than God, remember that,” he had warned when I was a newbie. “God might show you mercy if you cross Him. Greg won’t.”

Greg was also a regular at Slimy Souls.

He would visit every weekend after his duty hours, wearing civilian clothes, carrying his firearm by his side, and sitting at arm’s length while I performed my routine under his perverted gaze.

He had a thing for me. Not sure why, but it was undeniable. Not that I was the only object of his lust. Almost every ‘Doll’ in Mad Max’s establishment has had the misfortune of becoming his prey. He would pinch them at will, finger them in public, and never pay a dime.

Ever.

Officer Howard was a freeloader. He was also a slimy soul who believed he was entitled to free services, free booze, and free girls. “I am Vice,” he used to whisper in their ears once he had enacted his depraved fantasies on them.

But he used to keep the worst reserved for me.

Every Saturday night, after the end of my performance, I had to accompany him to the basement where a cabin would be kept vacant for us.

Greg would order me to give him a handjob, followed by a blowjob, while he would pinch me here and there, poke me wherever he wanted to, and rip off the only bit of clothing I had on my person — my G-string.

But the worst followed when he uttered those words I dreaded the most. “Do you know just how to suck, or do you know how to swallow?”

He wouldn’t even wait for an answer. He would keep shoving and thrusting till he made me swallow his filth. And then, he would grin as he zipped up, “Next time, it will be your vertical lips, and not the horizontal ones.”

This would happen every Saturday night without fail. I would suck filth, swallow filth, and feel humiliated. Mad Max wouldn’t lift a finger to help me, and he instructed the bouncers not to intervene.

This ordeal ended a month after Carl Hardy first stepped foot inside the shithole Mad Max called his legacy.

I still remember that night vividly. It was mid-December, there was a nip in the air, and the crowd was larger than usual.

Carl had taken his usual seat by the mirror, watching my reflection intently, while I performed my topless act and gyrated around the pole.

Greg was more drunk than ever that night. He was dressed in his usual tee and cargo shorts, his sidearm neatly holstered at his waist.

Suddenly, he lunged at me in the middle of my routine.

“C’mon doll, sit on my lap!” he tugged at my forearm. “I want a lap dance.”

I paused abruptly and turned to Max. He was busy behind the bar a couple of yards away. He overheard Officer Howard and made a silent gesture at me with his eyes, asking me to obey.

I stepped down from the stage and sat on Greg’s lap reluctantly.

Immediately, I sprang up. Greg had a hard-on, and his boner poked me the moment my butt touched his crotch.

It felt disgusting.

Greg snickered like a hyena and pulled me by my arms, forcing me to sit on his lap again.

“I am not wearing any underwear today,” he hissed in my ear, making me cringe.

What he did next was downright repulsive.

He shoved his finger inside my G-string, and whispered, “Let’s see if I can get you wet.”

I shuddered in disgust and turned to Max again. He was standing a yard away, and yet pretended as if nothing was happening.

I let out a low groan and looked at Iron Mike and Thunder Tyler. They were both looking in my direction, but refused to budge an inch.

Greg had, by then, begun invading me with his finger, causing me to panic and shriek. I tried to get up and break free of his vice grip, but he held me down by my shoulders, leaving no room to escape.

It was then that my eyes fell on the mirror. What I saw left me breathless.

I saw two yellow-green eyes burning like charcoal on fire, the searing intensity of that gaze turning me numb and speechless.

I saw those eyes rise up, turn around, and approach me stealthily and silently.

I saw the hooded man, towering head and shoulders above the rest of the crowd, pick up two full bottles of whiskey lying on the bar counter, one in each hand.

I felt a sudden push from my back, forcing me to fall down on my knees, breaking me free from Greg Howard’s clutches.

And I saw those two whiskey bottles smash down on his head, one on each
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