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“Jurgen? What are you doing here?” Molly exclaimed, pulling her bathrobe a little tighter around her body, seeing his eyes gazing longingly at a place somewhere south of her face.

“I just moved here. Isn’t that great?” he replied, slowly lifting his eyes to meet hers.

“Well, I guess,” she replied, uncertainty oozing in her response. “But how did you know where I lived?”

“Martha told me.”

“Martha?”

“Yeah, Martha from Accounting. She took your place when you left.”

Molly’s face twisted into an expression of confusion.

“But I never told anyone my new address.”

“I know. It took me a while to find this place. She said you lived in a cozy little apartment overlooking the river.”

“Yeah, but there must be a bunch of apartment complexes that overlook the river. So how did you know it was this one? And how did you know I lived in this unit?”

“You’re right. I visited three other apartment complexes before I found this one. The lady in the leasing office was very helpful yesterday when I told her we used to work together and that I had a wedding gift for you.”

“You have a wedding gift for me?”

“Yeah,” he replied, swinging the backpack off his shoulder and unzipping it. “I’m sorry it’s late,” he added, pulling out something wrapped in newspaper.

“I didn’t get a chance to wrap it,” he said, handing it to her.

“You didn’t have to buy me a wedding gift,” she replied, reaching to take the gift, which caused her bathrobe to fall open slightly.

“Oh, it’s just a little something. I hope you like it. It reminds me of you.”

She carefully unwrapped the newsprint to reveal a hand-painted porcelain figurine of a little blond girl with red ribbons in her hair, sitting under a large umbrella.

“Oh, Jurgen,” she exclaimed. “This is so cute. What a thoughtful gift.”

“Do you like it?”

“Yes, very much. But you didn’t have to do this.”

“It’s the least I could do after all you’ve done for me.”

“Well, it’s very nice, Jurgen. Thank you,” she said, curious about what she had done for him other than give him a job application and talk to him a few times at the end of his shift.

“You’re welcome.”

“Listen, Jurgen, I don’t mean to be rude, but I need to get ready for work.”

“Oh, okay. I’ll let you go then. We can get together another time.”

“Thanks again for the wedding present,” Molly replied, purposely not responding to his suggestion about getting together again.

“Have a great day, Molly,” he said, still standing there and not making any move to leave.

“You too, Jurgen,” she said, turning to go back into the apartment and closing the door, despite the fact that he was still standing there looking at her.

She set the figurine down on the dining room table and made a beeline for the bathroom, peeling off her bathrobe and joining Trish in the shower.

“Well, it’s about time,” Trish remarked. “I’ve been in here so long, I think my skin is starting to wrinkle. You weren’t making out with the leasing chick behind my back, were you?”

“It wasn’t the leasing girl. It was a guy from the place I used to work.”

“What? This early? And what’s he doing down here?”

“He said he had just moved here. And he wanted to deliver his wedding gift.”

“Now that’s weird,” Trish replied, stepping aside to let Molly into the spray.

“Yeah, he’s kind of a weird guy,” she said, lathering shampoo into her hair.

“Then why did you give him our address?”

“That’s just it. I didn’t. He went to three other apartment complexes before this one. The leasing girl told him we lived here and gave him our unit number.”

“Jeez, now he sounds like a stalker. And thanks, Miss Leasing Chick, for leading him to our door!”

“Oh, he’s harmless. Just socially awkward and kind of weird looking. I don’t think he has a lot of friends.”

“That’s my Molly. Always picking up strays,” she replied, running the soap bar over Molly’s back.

“Mmm, that feels good,” she crooned as Trish’s soapy hands ran down Molly’s back and over her ass.

“Purely for hygienic purposes, I’m afraid. I don’t want you to be late for work.”

“You’re no fun.”

“That’s not what you said last night. Now, I’m going to get out and get dressed. You better get a move on.”

Twenty minutes later, Molly emerged from the bedroom and found Trish in the kitchen.

“How do I look?” Molly asked.

“Like the hottest executive assistant in Vancouver,” Trish replied, handing her a thermal to-go cup of coffee. “Is that what your weird friend gave you for a wedding gift?” she asked, pointing toward the figurine on the dining room table.

“Yes, why?”

“I did a search on the internet. That’s a 1950s Hummel figurine.”

“So it’s old. Why? Don’t you like it?”

“Molly, it costs $1,600! Is your friend rich?”

“Wow, that’s crazy. And no, I don’t think he’s rich. I mean, he worked as a graveyard sanitation worker at the creamery.”

“You need to give that back. It’s way too extravagant.”

“Are you sure it’s not just a replica?”

“No, Molly. I looked at the trademark on the base, and it checks out. It’s real.”

“But won’t returning it hurt his feelings?” Molly asked as they opened the front door to leave.

“Molly, the guy went door-to-door looking for you and bought a gift that’s way beyond the nature of your relationship. Unless you’re not telling me something.”

“No, don’t be ridiculous. He just seems like a lost little puppy,” Molly exclaimed as they got to the parking lot.

“Well, if you ask me, it sounds like he has an unhealthy obsession. So promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I will. Have a good first day at work,” Molly said.

“You too. See you tonight,” Trish replied as they kissed and headed to their respective cars.

Not too far away, hiding behind a stand of shrubbery, Dag Olaf Aaberg, formerly Jurgen Boogaard, watched as a stab of jealousy ran through him. Whoever that woman Molly was with was all wrong for her. He cringed to watch how she walked. Not only was it manly, but her stride and pace were like fingernails on a chalkboard. He had to look away. So instead, Dag focused on Molly, whose graceful feminine carriage and the perfect symmetry of her stride flowed like the Columbia River just to the south. And as she opened the driver’s side door and stepped in, her skirt rode up tantalizingly.

“Oh, you did that just for me, didn’t you, Molly?” he said under his breath, feeling himself growing hard. “First, a little peekaboo with your robe, and now this. I knew you wanted me.”
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Kent Erickson, Operations Manager at Two Lips Creamery in Mount Vernon, Washington, didn’t think things could get any worse. Jurgen Boogaard, his former Graveyard Sanitation Worker, was missing and accused of killing his weekend counterpart, Kyle Clifton, and Security Guard Jake Gilbert. As a result, the plant lost two days of production, and for the time being, he needed to fill the role of sanitation worker. So Kent worked feverishly to clean the equipment over the weekend so that production could restart.

The production crew showed up on Monday morning. But before Kent could breathe a sigh of relief, his receptionist/accountant, Martha Torklin, failed to arrive and wasn’t answering her phone. While Kent was proficient in all aspects of the ice cream production and sanitation processes and could perform most roles. Such was not the case with the receptionist duties or back office functions. And when no one could help him account for Martha’s absence, he had no choice. He got her home address from his Human Resources clerk, got in his car, and drove to her home.

While her car was in the driveway, she didn’t answer when he knocked on the front door and rang the doorbell. So he went around back and was surprised to find the door ajar.

“Martha? Are you in there?” he called, opening the door enough to peek his head in.

Martha didn’t respond, but he was greeted by a malodorous stench that almost caused him to vomit. He gagged and retreated, and when his nausea finally passed, he reached for his phone.

The Mount Vernon police arrived quickly and found Martha’s naked body in the bathroom. The shower was still running, and the curtain had been torn off three rings. A splat of blood on the vanity edge and a puddle of blood from a head laceration on the floor seemed to tell the story of Martha’s demise.

“She’s dead,” the officer announced. “It looks like she was taking a shower and must have slipped and hit her head on the sink. But we’ll get the M.E. down here to make it official.”

The only relief Kent felt was that it appeared accidental and didn’t involve the murderous Graveyard Sanitation Worker he now felt guilty hiring. But that didn’t solve his bigger problem, keeping his business running. Hiring two sanitation workers, an accountant, and a receptionist wouldn’t be easy.

Meanwhile, Police Chief Aaron Scoggins from the Summerville PD was on the horn with his counterpart in Mount Vernon, Chief Glendon Armbruster.

“Glen, I’m just as reluctant as you are to involve the Feds, but I think we have to consider it in this case,” Scoggins said. “Even if we don’t count the four cases where we don’t have bulletproof evidence of his involvement, there are still five people he’s killed in the last few weeks. Not to mention the little Chinese girl who miraculously survived his drowning attempt.”

“You may be right, Aaron. But my question is, where is he? From what people have described, he’s a weird-looking sonofabitch who doesn’t own a car and walks with a weird-ass gait. We got an APB out on him, posted pictures of him across the county, and even have a reward out for him. And what do we have? Squadouche! How could someone like that vanish into thin air? I think the sonofabitch has probably killed himself, and we’ll probably find him rotting somewhere in the next few days.”

“Or he’s left the county, the state, or, for that matter, the country. Hell, Canada is only 50 miles from here. He could have walked that far by now. I ran a background check on him, and he’s clean - no legal problems whatsoever. He doesn’t have a presence on social media, doesn’t own a car, has one bank account but no credit cards, and his last bank transaction was a withdrawal 10 days ago. He’s a ghost. That’s why we need the Feds. I don’t know about you or your constituents, but mine are ravenous for answers and already panicked and at my throat.”

“Yeah, mine are getting there too. Do you want to make the call, or should I?”

“How about we make it together? That way, we both can take credit for working cooperatively and calling in reinforcements,” Chief Scoggins suggested.

“Or the blame if things go to shit,” Chief Armbruster replied.

“Think positive, Glen,” Chief Scoggins chuckled.

“What are you smoking over there in Summerville, Aaron?”

“Only the best, Glen. Only the best. I’ll call the Feds and patch you in when I get them on the line. Okay?”

“Can’t wait,” Chief Armbruster replied, hanging up and grabbing his mug to find his third cup of coffee.

“Hey, Chief,” his dispatcher hollered as he passed on his way to the break room.

“Make it quick, Douglas. I got a call with the Feds and still need to get some more caffeine sludge.

“Yes, sir. Officer Tomasino just called in an 11-44 at the home of Martha Torklin. He asked me to notify you.”

“Is that name supposed to mean something to me, Douglas?”

“Sir, she’s an employee of the Two Lips Creamery. Or she was,” Dispatcher Douglas corrected himself.

“Was there evidence of foul play?”

“No, sir. He said it looked like a fall in the bathroom. But,”

“Then what’s the emergency, Douglas?” Chief Armbruster interrupted.

“I don’t know, sir. I’m only doing what Officer Tomasino asked me to do.”

“Alright, thanks. May I get my coffee now?”

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

“Not your fault, Douglas. Not your fault,” he said with a sigh, about to head to the breakroom.

“Chief?” called his secretary from down the hall. “Chief Scoggins and the FBI are on the line for you.”

“Christ on a cracker. Since when is the FBI so responsive?” he muttered, returning to his office and handing his mug to his secretary.

“Could you do me a favor and get me another cup of coffee, please?”

“I’d be happy to, sir. They’re on line 2,” she replied as he entered his office and closed the door.

“This is Chief Armbruster,” he announced.

“Chief, I’ve got Agent Hugh Furlow from the FBI’s Bellingham office on the line,” Chief Scoggins replied. “I’ve given him a brief summary of our concerns. Agent Furlow, where would you like to begin?”

“Well, first, let me thank you for contacting the FBI. I appreciate you letting us know about Mr. Boogaard, but I will need to hear more before I can assess if and how we can help you. Because frankly, I’m not yet convinced you have a serial killer on your hands.”

“Why do you say that?” Chief Armbruster asked, already feeling annoyed.

“Well, the victims of serial killers usually have something in common. But, from what Chief Scoggins told me, you have 10 victims, nine deceased, who are all over the map in terms of gender, race, employment, and age. I also don’t sense a discernable pattern of when the attacks occur or the method used to kill them. I’m not saying you don’t have a problem. I’m just not sure it’s the work of a serial killer.”

“Does that mean you and the FBI aren’t interested in helping us?” Chief Scoggins asked.

“No, I’m not saying that. What I am saying is that I will need to know more about the details and evidence in these cases before I make a determination. Would you be open to having me come down, take a look at the evidence, and talking to a few folks?”

“If that’s what it’s going to take, then absolutely,” Chief Scoggins replied.

“Same here,” Chief Armbruster echoed somewhat less emphatically.

“Okay, then. I should be able to get down there the day after tomorrow. I could start in Mount Vernon in the morning and work my way over to Summerville in the afternoon. Would that work for you?”

“Works for me,” Scoggins replied and seconded by Armbruster.

“Alright, then I will see you in a couple of days. You have a good rest of your day,” Agent Furlow said, ending the call.

Chief Armbruster’s phone rang 5 seconds after he hung up.

“Can you believe him? Schooling us on what a serial killer is,” Chief Scoggins said indignantly 

“Yeah, and does it bother you that his last name means a forced unpaid leave of absence?” Chief Armbruster replied. “I hope we don’t regret inviting him in.”

“Me too,” Chief Scoggins replied.

“Oh,” Chief Armbruster interjected. “Just before I got on the call, my dispatcher informed me of a Two Lips Creamery employee who was found dead in her home. I don’t have the details yet, but I was told it looks accidental. It’s a coroner’s case, so hopefully, he’ll be able to confirm that. But three deaths in one week have to be devastating for that little operation.”

“Jeez! Well, they say bad news comes in threes, so hopefully, their luck will change,” Scoggins replied.

“Except it’s technically four if you count Boogaard, the former employee from Hell.”

“True. Well, I never believed that saying anyway.”

“Yeah, when you’re a police chief, bad news comes at you constantly. Thanks for setting up the call, Aaron.”

“No problem, Glen. Sorry, we got such a dick for an agent.”

“Ah, I’ve never met one that wasn’t a dick. Even the female agents I’ve met were dicks. Must be a prerequisite for the job.”

After the call, both police chiefs unwittingly did the same thing—they met with their investigative teams.

“The quality of your work directly reflects on you and me. So make sure your case files and the evidence are in order. And so help me God, if you make me and this department look like a clown show to the Feds, I’ll have your badge. So if you have any questions or concerns, you better bring them to me before Agent Furlow’s visit. Understood?” Chief Armbruster barked as heads nodded.

Nine miles to the east, Chief Scoggins addressed his much smaller investigative team.

“We’ve got Agent Furlow from the Bellingham FBI coming here in a couple of days. He’s already questioning whether we have a serial killer on our hands. So make sure everything is in order because he wants to review the case files and evidence. He’ll be doing the same at Chief Armbruster’s shop in Mount Vernon.”

“Chief, don’t you think it might be time to pull Tony the Tiger into this?” Senior Officer Hankinson asked. “We’ve got more victims in Summerville than Mount Vernon and half the team.”

Hankinson was referring to Summerville’s lone experienced detective, Anthony Tegarelli. It was no secret that Hankinson was not thrilled about having Officer Chandler Sparks on the team. Not only was he green, but he had played fast and loose with police investigative procedures. Had Sparks not fortuitously stumbled onto evidence that broke the Boogaard case, he would likely be flipping burgers at the local greasy spoon.

“Yeah, that’s a good idea. I’ll have Tony join the team, and he can review what we’ve got so far. Then, if there’s anything amiss, hopefully, he can help us fix it before Agent Furlow gets here.”

While the two police chiefs sat on pins and needles awaiting Agent Furlow’s visit, the Summerville and Mount Vernon residents, now fully aware of the monster Jurgen Boogaard, took measures to protect themselves. For most in Summerville, this meant not going out at night and avoiding Regency Park, Turtle Town, and the neighborhood where Jurgen’s parents had lived. In Mount Vernon, there was a notable decline in residents out at night. Two Lips Creamery ice cream sales tanked. And except for a few regulars, O’Neill’s Peekaboo Pub was empty. Even Shalene, the Dancing Queen, suspended her act for lack of customers. And pending the coroner’s report, no one believed that Martha Torklin’s death was an accident.

Serial killer or not, Jurgen Boogaard was like a magnet. Any death or calamity was now reflexively attributed to him. He was guilty until proven innocent.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


Dag scolded himself as he traversed the Interstate Bridge connecting Vancouver to Portland, Oregon. He had been so enamored seeing Molly that he forgot to tell her he had changed his name. He would have tried to find where she worked, but he had to go to work himself. So he would just have to visit her tonight and tell her. He was striding across the Columbia River, annoyed by the noisy stop-and-go rush hour traffic on the roadway on the other side of the concrete barrier. The only thing keeping him from totally losing his mind was his invariable stride and the relief he experienced when he reached the end.

“Nine minutes and 49 seconds,” he said, looking at his watch, which was usually set to stopwatch mode.

He had traveled the 3,538 feet the bridge spanned at a perfect 120 strides per minute, which was to Dag what orgasm was to normal people. But there was nothing normal about Dag or his rules of rhythm. He knew he still had 4 miles to get to work, which he calculated would take just under 59 minutes. This gave him a 10-minute cushion before his shift began. 

Dag had hoped to live and work in Vancouver closer to Molly, but his options were limited. This was primarily due to his wish to remain as anonymous as possible. So he had to find a housing and employment option that didn’t require a background check or references. After striking out in Vancouver and sleeping in parks for a week, he schlepped his duffel bag and backpack across the bridge to Portland. Where he found Zippy’s Beverage and Bottle Redemption.

Zippy’s was near the airport. The neighborhood was an odd marriage of grim-looking industrial plants and warehouses juxtaposed with a verdant golf course and wetlands attracting wildlife and waterfowl on its northern border on the river. Dag had entered Zippy’s to buy something to drink to slake his thirst and saw a “We’re Hiring” sign on the checkout counter. The owner, Omar Zipanski, was manning the counter when Dag inquired. Fifteen minutes later, Dag accepted an offer of employment, which now also included lodging.

Oz, Omar’s preferred appellation, had toured Dag through the bottle redemption area, explaining the full-time job, which primarily entailed sorting and bagging redeemable beverage containers. When Oz showed him a storage room with a cot, toilet, makeshift shower, and sink, Dag had an idea.

“Would I be the only one who works back here?”

“Yeah, I can’t afford to hire more than one bottle redemption worker.”

“Well, then, could I live here and pay rent?”

“You want to live here? In the storage room?” Oz exclaimed in shock.

“Yeah, why not? I don’t have much stuff. And I need a place to stay.”

“Well, I guess we could work something out. How about instead of rent, I reduce your hourly rate?” He asked, seeing an opportunity to reduce payroll costs and not have to claim rental income.

“What’s the hourly rate?”

“$14.50 per hour. But if you live here, let me see,” he said, pausing to do some calculations. “How about I pay you $10.00 per hour?”

“That would mean you’re charging me $180 a week,” Dag replied, showing off his affinity for numbers.

“Yes, quite a bargain. Considering my water and utility bills will go up. I don’t usually cool or heat this area on off hours.”

“Could I get paid in cash?”

“Yes, that’s even better,” Oz replied, recognizing an opportunity to have him work off the books. “When can you start?”

“Right away,” Dag had replied.

And so, after a week of living as an unemployed, homeless person, Dag was gainfully employed with a very modest roof over his head.

Due to Zippy’s small size and low sales volume, it was one of the few bottle redemption sites granted an exemption from Oregon’s strict Bottle Bill requirements. Thus, Zippy’s avoided the $3,000 annual registration fee, the need to install reverse vending machines, and other conditions that would have made Oz’s bottle redemption business untenable. Instead, Zippy’s dictated its own hours and the acceptable types and brands of containers. They also charged a small service fee. And despite these limitations and the cost, customers still flocked there to redeem their cans and bottles.

Like any new job, there was a learning curve. But the nature of the work was right up Dag’s alley. He was the only employee and didn’t need to rely on anyone else to get the job done. The sorting process lent itself perfectly to his need to synchronize the work to the constant beat in his head. After a few days, he was like a maestro conducting a symphony orchestra. Standing amid an amphitheater of tall cardboard boxes lined with plastic bags. Tossing cans and plastic bottles into their respective containers and reserving the glass bottles for more gentle treatment.

But there were frustrations. And for Dag, it didn’t take long before he learned about people who tried to redeem containers that didn’t have the OR 10¢ label. Or returned containers that were crushed, damaged, dirty, or still contained a fair amount of their contents. Fortunately, his contact with customers was limited to accepting their returns and handing them the bottom stub of a receipt that bore a number. Which, in turn, they would give to the clerk inside the store to claim their reimbursement.

Dag’s job was to sort the cans and bottles into the correct bag-lined bins while simultaneously keeping track of the number of acceptable and unacceptable returns. Then recording those numbers on the receipt and using a pass-thru window to make it available to the clerk. The clerk would then match the customer’s stub with the receipt and calculate the reimbursement, which was 10 cents times the number of containers minus a 5% service fee. So a customer returning 50 containers would get $4.75 while Zippy’s pocketed the 25¢ service fee.

Oz purposely designed the redemption process this way to encourage sales. And it worked. Customers would invariably buy something while they waited in the store for the clerk to receive the receipt. It was only when the anticipated reimbursement amount didn’t match the expected amount that a customer might complain. The clerk would then remind the customer of the service fee and inform them of the unacceptable returns. And call their attention to the redemption policies clearly posted at the counter. A copy of which was also posted outside at the redemption return window. In most cases, this addressed the customer’s concern.

Occasionally, a customer would want to see or have the unacceptable containers returned to them. It happened once during Dag’s first week, but he had carefully followed Oz’s instructions. He had placed the rejected returns in a bag with the top stub of the customer’s receipt and placed it in the rejects hamper. So Dag was quickly able to produce the bag of offending containers. In this case, the customer was satisfied he hadn’t been bilked and didn’t want them returned. So they remained in the reject hamper, which, when filled, would be picked up by a recycling company Zippy’s contracted with.

Dag made it to work with 10 minutes to spare, just as he had calculated. It was Oz’s day off, so Shaylyn was at the counter when he breezed in.

“Good morning, Dag,” she greeted, her pronunciation of his name sounding more like dog.

“Good morning, Shaylyn. How are you this fine morning?” he replied brightly, still aglow from having finally found Molly.

“Well, ain’t you a ray of sunshine? I’m here, honey, but I’d rather still be home in bed.”

Shaylyn Butz was a substantial African-American woman, both in size and personality. And unlike Oz’s reserved demeanor when she was working, the sounds of her laughter and big booming voice frequently carried into the redemption center above the din of clattering cans and bottles. Initially, Dag found it distracting as he concentrated on counting, but eventually, he grew accustomed to it.

As far as Dag was concerned, he had found the perfect job. One that let him exercise his need for a consistent cadence without the maddening requirement to work with others not similarly inclined. Now a week in, he had hit his groove. No longer baffled by where to find the labels or which containers went into what bins. So efficient, in fact, that Oz marveled at his speed.

“You’re like a machine, Dag!” he had exclaimed. “I’ve never had anyone as fast as you.”

“Thank you,” Dag replied, feeling a sense of pride.

“But do me a favor, will you?” Oz added. “Don’t immediately pass the receipts through.”

“Why? Aren’t customers happy when they don’t have to wait?”

“Well, they may be happy, but if we don’t let them wait a bit, they won’t shop. Nothing against your efficiency, but beverage and food sales are the moneymakers.”

“Then how long should I hold them before passing them through?”

“Well, hold the receipt for a few minutes or until you’ve finished counting the next returns. Whatever works best for you. I can tell you have a system and like consistency. I’m sure you’ll figure out how best to do it.”

And with that response, Dag knew he was in the right place. Oz recognized and appreciated what his Post Office Supervisor, Keegan Sayle, hadn’t. And for Mr. Sayle’s callousness and ignorance, Dag had to do his part for the benefit and welfare of society. The world was a better place without people like Keegan Sayle.

But on this day, with Shaylyn hootin’ and hollerin’ in the background, Dag only had one thing on his mind—Molly. So while he accepted bags of returned containers and counted and sorted them, he replayed snippets of their early morning encounter. She was like music that soothed the savage beast. Her words and movements were all in sync with the tick-tocking pulse that kept him sane and aroused. Making the cacophony of the world around him disappear. And taming his need to quiet those who caused discord.

The hours flew by, and as he closed and secured the wooden door of the drop-off window, he retreated to the 10 x 24-foot windowless room he now called home. He was anxious to start his trek to Molly’s but had to mop the redemption center floor first. The only thing Dag didn’t like about the job was the dregs in the containers that spilled and formed a sticky, smelly concoction that got all over him, the sorting table, and the floor. Necessitating mopping down the concrete foundation with bleach and hot water each evening. After which he had to take a shower and change his clothes.

The shower, if you could call it that, was nothing more than a handheld shower head attached to a utility sink. The shower hose was long enough to reach where the floor sloped to a drain. It wasn’t ideal by any stretch of the imagination, but Dag couldn’t complain. His employment and living arrangements afforded him the anonymity he needed. All while making a decent wage and being close to Molly. And so far, there wasn’t any sign of rats.

The storage room was roughly divided into two sections. The cot, open wall shelving on the right as you entered, and a storage cabinet, utility sink, mop, bucket, and broom to the left. Although there weren’t any windows, there was an outside air vent. Despite this, the storage room always seemed to have a hint of bleach smell. Which was better than the sickeningly sweet and sour tang of stale beer, soda, and other fluids that permeated the redemption center.

Dag had cleared several shelves near the cot for his clothes, towels, shoes, and metronome—his prized possession. The cot was lumpy and a half-a-foot too short, so his feet typically dangled off the end. He had slept in worse conditions. And as long as he could listen to the soothing tick-tock of his metronome, he was guaranteed to fall asleep.

Dag excitedly showered, dried himself off, and picked out his least worn and wrinkled clothing. He had to look presentable. Then he set off for Molly’s apartment, knowing that the five-and-a-half-mile trip would take him just under 81 minutes.
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By the time Molly arrived at the 11-story building downtown, she had forgotten Jurgen’s surprise visit. It was her first day as Executive Assistant at the Dorgan, Dedlow, and Teegarden Law Office, or DDT Law as most knew it. While she was excited to start, Molly was also a bit apprehensive. The job was a big step up in responsibilities, and a part of her questioned whether she was up to the task.

Unbeknownst to Molly, she had been hired to replace three secretaries who had previously served the three partners. They had been let go in what they called the firm’s restructuring. A move that was necessitated when profit margins sagged. Which, in truth, was due to the partners’ over-indulgent use of their expense accounts and lavish lifestyles than the expense of having three clerical staff.

It didn’t take Molly long to realize she had walked into a mess. The partners operated as three independent entities. The only thing that seemed to be shared was the space they occupied. They had different methods for conveying correspondence that needed to be transcribed. Richard Dorgan used an old-school microcassette voice recorder. Chadwick Dedlow used voice recognition software that was only 90% accurate. And Shea Teegarden used a combination of template letters which he would revise by hand, expecting her to decipher his scribbled hieroglyphics. The office also had three separate filing systems, three different supply vendors, and a veritable cornucopia of snacks and beverages in the breakroom to suit the partner’s varied food preferences and tastes.

Suffice it to say Molly’s first day wasn’t pretty. Adapting to these variations was one thing, but the huge backlog of correspondence was another. And despite her best efforts, she found it challenging to make a dent. There were near-constant interruptions from the phone and the partner’s requests. All seemed to come simultaneously, be of the highest priority, and demand completion yesterday.

By the end of the day, she was exhausted and famished, and her bladder was about to burst. She had worked 9 hours straight without so much as a bathroom break. And as she was leaving, Dorgan gave her what could only be interpreted as a backhanded compliment.

“Not bad for your first day, Molly. I’m sure you’ll do better as you get used to our systems here,” he said.

If she wasn’t so tired and it wasn’t her first day, she probably would have launched into how dysfunctional their so-called systems were. But now was not the time nor the place.

“Thanks, Mr. Dorgan. I’m sure you’re right,” she replied.

“Oh, I almost forgot. I’m going to need you to come in an hour earlier tomorrow. I told a client I’d meet them before business hours. Could you make coffee and perhaps pick up some nice pastries on your way in?”

“Sure, I’ll be happy to do that,” she replied, despite feeling anything but delighted at his last-minute request.

After finally getting to the bathroom, she poured herself into her car and breathed a sigh of relief. All she wanted to do was get home, have dinner and a glass of wine, take a bubble bath, and go to bed. She didn’t even feel the energy to tell Trish about her frustrations.

So when she parked her car and strolled along the meandering walkway to her building, the last thing she needed was to see Jurgen pacing near the steps that led up to her unit. She was about to tell him she was too tired and didn’t appreciate his uninvited visits, but he beat her to the punch.

“I’m sorry, Molly. I don’t mean to bother you, but I realized I forgot to tell you something this morning,” he said, looking curiously like a dog excited to see its owner after a long absence.

“That’s okay, Jurgen. What’s so important?” she asked, significantly softening her intended response.

“Well, I changed my name. I’m not Jurgen Boogaard anymore,” he announced.

Molly quirked her eyebrows in confusion.

“Why would you do that?” she asked.

“I was abused by the foster parents who named and raised me. My name was a constant reminder. So changing my name and moving here was my way to free myself from my past.”

“Oh, Jurg,” Molly began, then stopped herself.

“It’s Dag,” he replied. “Dag Olaf Aaberg.”

“Oh, Dag, I’m sorry. How awful,” Molly consoled. “But what a unique name! How did you come up with it?”

“It’s Danish. My birth mother, who died delivering me, was Danish. So I wanted to honor her.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet, Dag,” she said, hesitant to ask about his birth father given the harrowing facts he had already shared. “Thank you for telling me. And I hope your new name brings you peace of mind.”

“Oh, it already has, thanks. So how was your day? You looked tired.”

“Oh my god, there’s so much to learn and so much to do. I’m exhausted. I just want to go to bed,” she replied, hoping he’d take the hint and end the conversation.

“Where do you work?” he asked, his thoughts racing past her hint and settling on images of her in bed.

“At an office downtown,” she replied. “You know, Dag, I don’t mean to be rude, but can we continue our talk later?”

“Oh, sure. I’m sorry. Go, we’ll talk when you’re not so tired.”

“Thanks for being so understanding, Dag. Good night,” she said, climbing the stairs to her apartment.

“Good night, Molly,” Dag called as he watched her ascend the stairway. Each step she took gave him a better vantage point to see under the hem of her skirt.

Molly could feel his eyes on her. However, she didn’t dare look back, knowing that the sooner she got to the landing, the sooner the peep show would be over. He always had a quirky fascination with her that she found more endearing than creepy or dangerous. What harm could there be in his desire to listen to her type? Or watch as she walked? And now, knowing the abuse he suffered, she could only feel more compassion for him. He was like one of those poor, neglected, and frightened dogs in the commercials. The ones with Sarah McLachlan’s haunting voice singing in the background, tearing at your heartstrings.

She slipped into her apartment without looking back and immediately felt like the spotlight was off her. Trish was in the kitchen preparing dinner, judging by the sounds and smells. She set her handbag down on the side table, kicked off her shoes, and propped herself up. Not wanting to look as wiped out as she felt, thereby prompting an interrogation.

“Mmm, smells great,” Molly exclaimed. “How was your first day at work?” she added, intent on keeping the focus off herself.

“Oh, it was kind of boring. We sat in a room and had people talk at us for most of the day. I don’t know how they expect us to retain all the information they try stuffing into our heads. And we have two more days of this!”

“Are hospital orientations always that way?”

“Pretty much. At least the last day will be nursing-specific, and it will be more pertinent.”

“Whatcha making?” Molly asked, taking a half-empty bottle of white wine out of the fridge.

“Chicken Cordon bleu with Creamy Garlic Parmesan Risotto and Steamed Broccoli.”

“Fancy,” she exclaimed. “Can I pour you a glass of wine?”

“That would be great. And could you throw a salad together?” Trish asked.

“Coming right up,” Molly replied, failing to ask another question and thus allowing Trish to ask the inevitable question she had been trying to avoid.

“So, how was your day?”

“Not boring, that’s for sure. More like being thrown into turbulent seas without a life preserver.”

“I’ll take that any day over sitting on my ass listening to some minutiae or the rah-rah we’re one big happy family speeches by suits from Administration.”

“Here you go,” she said, handing Trish her wine. “To one day down and better ones ahead,” she added, raising her glass in a toast as they clinked glasses.

Meanwhile, Dag was happily striding his way back over the bridge toward home, having accomplished his goal. He was delighted with how Molly had reacted to the reason for changing his name. While it was true that he had been abused as a child, he had taken great liberties with who his abusers were. And making up the story of his birth mother’s death and nationality was pure genius and fabrication. What’s more, when Molly mentioned that she just wanted to go to bed, his mind somehow twisted the reference into a desire to sleep with him. His delusion was only fortified by her sultry, sexy stair-climbing
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