
MOBIUS BLVD

Stories from the Byway Between Reality and Dream

––––––––

APRIL | 2024

No. 6

––––––––

Copyright © 2024 Hobb’s End Press. All Rights Reserved. Published by Hobb’s End Press, a division of ACME Sprockets & Visions. Cover design Copyright © 2024 Wayne Kyle Spitzer. All stories Copyright © 2024 by their respective authors. Please direct all inquiries to: HobbsEndBooks@yahoo.com


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Mobius Blvd: Stories from the Byway Between Reality and Dream No. 6 | April 2024

TIME FOR A CHANGE | Maggie Bayne

THE VOID PEOPLE | Valeriya Salt

SULPHUR, MERCURY & MOTLEY | Adam Parker

MADAM DELPHINE’S APPRENTICE | Maryanne Chappell

THE TOWER | Wayne Kyle Spitzer

KOLDOVSTVO | T.K. Howell

THE SWAMP | Justin Pepe

CRAVE | Hannah Adam

THE FLINT STREET FLESH PEDDLERS | J. Herrera Kamin

A DEFECT IN THE PLAN | Calla Gold

CONTENTS

––––––––
[image: ]


TIME FOR A CHANGE

Maggie Bayne

THE VOID PEOPLE

Valeriya Salt

SULPHUR, MERCURY & MOTLEY

Adam Parker

MADAM DELPHINE’S APPRENTICE

Maryanne Chappell

THE TOWER

Wayne Kyle Spitzer

KOLDOVSTVO

T.K. Howell

THE SWAMP

Justin Pepe

CRAVE

Hannah Adam

THE FLINT STREET FLESH PEDDLERS

J. Herrera Kamin

A DEFECT IN THE PLAN

Calla Gold

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TIME FOR A CHANGE



Maggie Bayne



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The checkout line was barely moving. 

Angie had begun memorizing the yellow asphalt squares on the floor, noting their patterns from every angle. She stood in line behind a blonde boy, who looked about five years old, tightly clutching a can of Coke. When the boy's turn came to check out, he opened a sweaty fist to reveal two quarters. 

"Thanks, kid." The man behind the counter grabbed the coins and plopped them into the cash drawer. "Next."

Angie bought The Sunday New York Times, placing two bills and two quarters on the counter. The cashier, with glazed eyes, took the money and said nothing.

As she left the store, Angie donned her sunglasses and climbed into her green Geo. Lately she had been holding her breath when the key was turned until she confirmed the engine would start.

When the key hesitated momentarily, Angie squinted, turning her head to the left, in silent prayer to hear the motor start. Once the engine reacted, she opened her eyes and sighed. She was startled to notice a man in a red Jeep parked on her left. He appeared to be watching her. Their eyes met briefly and Angie fought to suppress a shiver. She looked away casually and backed out of the parking lot. 

She headed into the traffic line, then left onto Tropicana a few blocks farther. 

Las Vegas by day was much different than Las Vegas by night. The Strip may have dazzled and sparkled after sundown, ablaze with bright lights, dancing women and rolling dice. But during the day, the perpetually-burning neon could not compare to the relentless Nevada sun. 

It was always comforting to arrive home, her quiet apartment providing sanctuary in her otherwise noisy and smoke-filled life. This was her private space, where she recuperated and prepared to endure another day. 

For the past several months, Angie’s life had seemed out of control. Her physical exhaustion worsened each day and routine chores were rarely finished. Her life was going nowhere.

She dropped the Times onto the simulated walnut coffee table. The classical FM station was playing Vivaldi, the only type of music that could soothe her nerves. TV was unbearable.  Her daily life was brimming over with sensory stimulation.

While pouring a tall iced tea, she began peeling apart the Times to find the employment section. Holding a yellow highlighter, she reviewed the job list, hoping to find suitable position to help her escape the Strip.

When Angie first arrived in Las Vegas, it seemed the answer to her dreams. Small-town life dimmed in comparison to the non-stop action of Vegas. Life in the fantasy town was sophisticated, exciting. Stories abounded about the lucky ones who found their pot of gold in the Nevada desert. Optimism is what that drew Angie, the expectation that something wonderful could happen at any moment.

But Las Vegas had proved to be a stop on the road to nowhere. 

Angie easily found work during her first weekend in town. That part of the Las Vegas lure really was true—employment abounded. Any 24-hour city requires an army of support staff, worker bees to maintain the hive.

Slouched now on the shabby brown sofa, Angie noticed her casino badge on a table near the door. "Welcome to the Desert Oasis! I’m Angie" it announced. That tag was to have been her key to a world of glamour and riches. 

Instead, Angie worked as a change girl at the DO, spending hours in an elevated booth surrounded by slot machines. Eager players stopped at her booth long enough to purchase coins sealed in clear plastic sleeves. Truly anxious players would break the sleeves before leaving her booth, dumping the loose change into one of the cardboard DO tubs scattered throughout the casino. Sealed coins being struck against the tubs made a monotonous, tinny sound. Casino workers called that noise the "sound of great expectations." 

Every night Angie watched anticipation turn into disappointment, even despair. Like most casino workers, she had not avoided becoming cynical. Each change station was equipped with a sorting device into which loose coins were dumped for rapid counting. Players "cashing out" significant winnings could then redeem the coins for bills. This procedure was seldom necessary, however, as coins dwindled rapidly from a tubful to a handful.

Most of Angie's shift at the Desert Oasis was spent locked inside the change booth. Her duties included overseeing maintenance for the slot center, a crowded area cluttered with debris. The center was dotted with stools provided for the comfort of those working certain slot machines. Discarded DO cardboard tubs were scattered everywhere, along with scrap paper and a variety of trash. If Angie's area was overrun with trash, she summoned the cleaning crew to tidy her department. Trash accumulated all day and night, making the task of keeping the area clean a continuous chore. 

Like all casinos, the Desert Oasis was comprised of bright colors and flashing lights. But no characteristic was as dominant as the unstoppable noise. Clanking machines, jingling coins, ringing bells and voices swirled together at an incredible pitch. Conversation at a normal level was impossible. By the end of her shift, Angie relished the absence of sound.

Angie's goal was to leave Las Vegas, to get out while the getting was good. She entertained the thought of life in New York City and had visited friends there several times. In some ways, New York had reminded her of Las Vegas. Neither city seemed to sleep and the pace of each seemed somewhat intimidating. But life in New York seemed far more normal and most workers appeared to keep regular business hours.  

Her Sunday custom was now to buy the Times, combing the classifieds for a job. Sometimes she would send a letter or email in response, often enclosing a resume. Seldom did she receive a letter in reply. But making the effort was comforting and that one day a job would appear for which she was qualified.

Her biggest fear was that she would never be able to afford such a move. A step like that would require significant money. Whether she hired a mover or a rental truck and packed her own possessions, the cost would be a few hundred dollars, perhaps more. Her old Geo would probably not make it very far, so she would either need to sell it and buy another car before leaving or sell it once she had settled – provided the old vehicle held up. The car issue was one more complication in what seemed an overwhelming task.

"I love my Sundays," Angie told friends at the casino. "I can spend the whole day doing whatever I want and never leave my apartment." 

This morning, Angie’s sanctuary was disrupted by a ringing telephone. It wasn't until the third ring that she decided to answer. 

"Hi, Angie. It’s Connie Burgess. Am I catching you at a bad time?"

Anyone who interrupted Angie's Sunday was catching her at a bad time. "No, that’s OK. What's up?"

"I had to tell you about a wonderful guy I met last week. His name is Andy and I went out with him again last night. Andy has this friend who would be perfect for you."

Angie had heard similar suggestions countless times. When people offered to help her meet someone, it was to meet men who couldn’t get their own dates. Men at the casino were always trying to pick her up. She had met a lot of losers and meeting another one was less than appealing.

Angie allowed Connie to embellish the qualifications of this latest candidate. Finally, she said, "Connie, I appreciate you thinking of me. But I'm not interested in meeting anyone right now. Thanks for calling. See you tomorrow at DO." 

"If you reconsider, the offer still stands." Connie paused. "You two would be perfect for each other."

The following day Angie worked the evening shift. Mondays were usually busy because newly-arrived visitors were still enthusiastic and hopeful. She paused for a sip of Pepsi but as she raised the glass, Angie peered over the rim. A man was leaning against a pillar near her cubicle. He seemed to be staring at her and she had seen this face before. 

Angie dropped her eyes immediately. "I know that face at the 7-11 yesterday," she thought.   

Her post needed attention. Customers had begun lining up. A young woman was whining loudly about the machine she had just played, claiming that it was rigged against paying out. Angie had to summon the slot supervisor to calm the complainer. 

About an hour later, Angie again felt someone was staring at her but tried to ignore it.  Casino workers were forced to tolerate stares and opening lines. Most players were either drinking now or would be shortly and often men became overly friendly.

As Angie took her dinner break, she walked past the crap table. The same man, the one from the 7-11, was standing at the far end of the crap table, focused on the roller. As Angie passed, his head snapped up and their eyes met briefly. 

She took a seat at the lunch counter near the Keno screen and ordered a ham sandwich and coffee. 

"Hey, Ang, how's it going?" Maurie was a good server, a pro, who knew everyone's name and remembered details of Keno games going back for months. His tan and crackled face widened in a perfect capped-tooth smile. 

"Hi, Maurie. I'm doing OK. Anything new over in your area?"

"Two games ago, a guy hit it big. $50,000. You should have seen him hopping around." The spontaneity of his surroundings obviously made Maurie happy. 

"Good for him. It's nice when the little guy wins, huh?" Angie was working on the sandwich, trying to appear relaxed without looking around. "Maurie, do you see a guy looking in my direction? He was at the crap table when I walked by."

"Blue sweater, blonde hair?"

"Yes. Do you see him?"

"He walked in right after you and is sitting in a booth in the corner. Shirley's table. He must have ordered something. He's looking over here now." Maurie was making coffee and trying to nonchalantly keep an eye on the man. "Do you want me to call Security?" he asked matter-of-factly.

"No, not yet. I'll see if there might be a problem. Thanks."

Angie finished her sandwich, then headed back to her coin cage, relieved that there was no sign of the watcher. Just outside of the coin booth, Angie waved to Stella, who buzzed the security gate releasing the lock and admitting Angie.

"Anything new happening since I left?" Angie asked.

"Not really. Same old, same old," Stella, said not trying to hide her boredom. "Oh, there was a guy looking for you."

"Guy? What guy?"

"He didn't tell me his name. But he was kind of cute, wearing a blue sweater. He asked about what shift you worked and stuff. I said little but he seemed to know your schedule."

"When was he here?"

"Just a few minutes ago. Gave me a $100 bill, bought $40 in coin, then left. He was just over there," gesturing toward the corner of big pay-off slots. 

Angie immediately refocused her gaze into the corner. "Well, he's not there now," Angie said. "Did he say anything else?"

"No, why? Do you know who I'm talking about?"

"Not really, but I've seen him in the last day or so. He was over in the Keno corner while I was eating dinner. Maurie saw him watching me."

"No kidding. Sounds like he might need watching."

Casinos drew their share of weirdoes and losers. Girls who worked in this environment quickly learned when to call Security.

"If I see him again, I'll let you know." 

Angie smiled, trying to look brave. The rest of her shift was busy and there was little time to think about the mystery man.  

It was nearly dawn as she walked through the darkness toward the Geo. Casinos offered plenty of parking for their employees, but getting there was sometimes a long haul.  Some casinos provided shuttle buses, but not the Desert Oasis. 

Angie was looking forward to getting home, retreating from the Strip. As she rounded the end of Aisle AA, she could see her Geo a few steps away. A yellow scrap of paper was placed on the windshield, beneath the wiper. 

"Perhaps it is just an ad," she thought. Casinos were always hyping free breakfast or free craps with the purchase of two entrees. "Don't get paranoid," she told herself.

She lifted the wiper blade to remove the sheet. It was a corner torn from a legal pad. The message read: "I'm watching you. You will have to deal with me soon."

A cold shiver ran down her back. This was not the place that she would want to be confronted. Angie was entirely alone, several hundred yards from the casino and Security. Someone could be crouched beside any of the cars, maybe watching her now. She unlocked her car, quickly got in, relocking the door behind her. Putting the key in the ignition, Angie thought, "This would not be a time for the Geo to stall." She leaned the key toward the right and was relieved to hear the engine start. 

She backed out of her space. As she slowed at the gate to show her badge to the Security guard, she thought she saw a lone figure leaning against the chain link fence. It was difficult to drive, fumble for her badge, look relaxed and inspect the figure at the same time. It might have been a man, the same man, and he might have been watching, but she could not be sure.

The next day was Tuesday and despite Stella and Angie being on their guard all morning, there was no sign of the watcher. "I probably over-reacted to the whole matter," Angie told Stella. 

"Don't be silly. Next time you see him, you should call Security," Stella advised. 

By the time her shift was over, Angie was feeling less anxious. She may have gained the upper hand. There was no note on her Geo when she left. If someone was teasing her, it was a lousy joke. 

Angie entered her apartment and kicked off her shoes. She shuffled through the day's mail and dropped it on the table. The little red light on her answering machine was flashing. She hit the rewind button.

"Hi, Angie." It was a man's voice. "I'm still watching you. You just can't see me now. I'm going to pay you a visit soon." 

Angie sat down slowly on the sofa. Her mind was racing, trying to sort out the details of what was happening. A man was watching her, making no threatening overtures. But he knew what car she drove, where she worked and her telephone number. That first morning when she saw him at the 7-11, was that coincidence? Had he followed her to the store? Should she be worried? Maybe he was attracted to her, interested in meeting her and didn't know another tactic to take.

Angie sat motionless until hunger struck. She gathered some crackers from a kitchen cupboard. "I don't think I can eat right now," she thought. Leaning against the countertop, Angie decided there wasn't anything she could do about the watcher. She would be careful about where she went and try to avoid being alone. 

The next morning, Angie woke with a start, the watcher on her mind. Perhaps she had been dreaming about him. Perhaps she was imagining some sound outside of her door. She was weary, worn down by the monotony and the noise of the casino, with little reserve left to deal with this new matter.

Within the hour, Angie approached the coin booth and waved to Stella, who was already inside the gate. "Morning, Stella," she smiled.

"Gee, Angie, you look tired. Did you sleep at all?"

"I just don't feel very refreshed."

"Hey, that guy came by again. Thought you might want to know."

Angie was hurriedly removing coins from the little safe, preparing for another day. She stopped in the middle of unloading the coins. "When? Today?"

"Just a few minutes ago." 

"Let me know if you see him again. It might be time to contact Security."

"I'll watch for him."

Angie began to anticipate a confrontation with the watcher. She would not know what the man wanted until she talked to him.  

Time dragged. Wednesdays were usually the slowest period in the week's action. Enthusiasts from the previous weekend had already lost their money and were likely on their way home. The approaching Friday night would bring a new wave of players. But Wednesdays were tedious. Numerous conventions were scheduled for Vegas each year, usually lasting Wednesday through Sunday. Once the first session of meetings had ended, those conventioneers would be dropping in, checking out the action along the Strip.

Angie wandered over to Maurie's counter for an early lunch. The table business was slow and there was no sign of the watcher. She sat at the end of the counter, smiling and waving to Maurie.

"Angie, whassup," Maurie teased. "The usual?"

"Nothing else will do," she replied. "How's business today?"

"Oh, bound to be slow until the rowdies are released." Maurie, like many other workers on the Strip, resented the convention business that had become so vital to the Strip. Casino workers felt the arrival of the conventions had lowered the standards, inviting the riff-raff, attendees who came for the free booze and hated to risk anything by gambling. "You know, the convention boys are such bad tippers. They will leave a quarter and think they are over-tipping."

"You are right about that." One of the reasons that Angie liked seeing Maurie was that he always spoke his mind and they agreed on many issues. She chuckled and shook her head, slightly. "No kidding."

"Hey, in anticipation of a rush of big tips, can you change some coin for me? Already got it rolled and everything."

"That I can handle," Angie smiled. 

Maurie laid two rolls of quarters on the counter in front of her. "You now owe me $20, dearie." Maurie smiled and winked at Angie. "I'll note it in the log."

"I'll bring it back on my way home, if that's OK. You still here then?"

"What, leave and miss the high rollers? I'm here till 9:00 tonight."

Angie smiled and finished her sandwich. She put the rolled coins into her pants pocket and paid for lunch. "I'm all out of quarters," she smiled at Maurie as she slipped two singles under her plate. He smiled, rolled his eyes and finished taking another order. 

Angie headed to her coin booth through the lobby. Whenever possible, she liked to escape the casino area to regain her equilibrium. The front desk was lovely, tastefully decorated with exotic plants and rich tones of green. The idea was to lull registering guests with a sense of sophistication and refinement. Reality would sink in soon enough.

She walked through the edge of the lobby, waving to Laurie, the day clerk behind the desk. Rather than return through the Wall of Noise, Angie approached the Employees Area. It was here that lockers were provided for handbags and other personal items. Some employees preferred to change out of their DO uniforms before leaving. Angie had an urgent craving for a cigarette. She leaned against the wall of the employees' hallway, next to a strategically-placed ash tray and retrieved a cigarette from her sweater. Although the casino reeked of smoke 24 hours a day, the management considered it unseemly for employees to be seen smoking. Angie lit the cigarette and felt herself relax against the wall. Smoking was as much about relaxing as it was inhaling carcinogens.

She suddenly became aware of someone standing next to her, close to her body. It was a man and she felt him pressing against her, even before she felt his muscular arm entwine around her neck from the back. Like a wrestler, he had her securely restrained, immobilizing her movements.

"Angie," he whispered. "I told you we would meet." It was the voice from the answering machine. 

"What do you want?" Angie was making every effort to sound calm and to hide the fact that she was outside the view of Security.

"I've been watching you for several days," the voice whispered. "You have seen me, I know. I thought we were connecting."

"You seem interesting." Angie tried to sound calm and she was surprised to hear her voice confident, almost flip. But her pulse was racing and she hoped to avoid fainting. "But I'm not as exciting as you might think. Why, look at me. There are hundreds of women in Las Vegas more glamorous than me, more beautiful and exciting. You could do a lot better than me."
She felt him press against her. "You are the one I want." He pushed his nose into her hair and inhaled slowly and deeply. "We are going to leave now. I want you to go with me. We are going out through the casino. Just stay close to me and everything will be fine."
Angie tried to shift her weight so that she wouldn't be pressed so tightly against the watcher. When she tried to move, she felt something pulling her weight to one side. It was Maurie's rolled quarters, nestled in the bottom of her pocket. 

She was stalling for time, not knowing whether the man was merely unbalanced or seriously dangerous and whether she could create a disturbance without being hurt. "I've seen you a couple of times," Angie said softly. "I know that you have blonde hair and wanted to see you up close." She was turning on the charm but wasn't sure if he was taking the bait.

"I knew it," he sounded pleased. "I noticed you looking at me."

Angie began to maneuver, to change her position so she could face the man. The two of them were nearly hidden now from the lobby and from the casino. At this hour of the evening, they would not be disturbed in the dark hallway of the Employees' Area. She had nearly turned around completely, his muscular arm still surrounding her shoulder. Feeling inside of her pocket, she grasped Maurie's quarters, clenching them tightly in her right hand. Raising her hand above the man's left temple, she brought the coins abruptly against his forehead. 

The first impact stunned him. He raised his own hand to assess the injury, but his expression was bewildered. He said nothing before Angie's hand struck again, harder, and again. The man fell to his knees facing Angie, his hand still raised in examination of the wound. 

She was on the attack now, repeatedly striking the now-spongy flesh that had been the man's forehead. His form fell forward and was unmoving. She struck a few more blows to be certain. 

Angie didn't know what events might follow. Should she call Security and report this matter? That would mean questioning, perhaps a hearing and implications. Why hadn't she reported it all earlier?  Why should she allow this matter to get out of hand? No one had seen her with the watcher.

At last, Angie removed the rolled coins from her clenched fist. The wrappers were damp and bloody, containing chunks of soft, pink flesh. She discarded the wrappers in the nearby trash can and dropped the loose coins back into her pocket. The plastic wrappers might be discovered, evidence of the crime. But their contents, the coins, would be scattered without a trace. 

Perhaps she could find out about the watcher.  Maybe there was a piece of paper in his wallet or pockets with her name on it. She should check to make sure there was no link.

Angie stooped over the body, quickly searching the man's pockets for
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