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	“Man is mortal due to his fear and immortal due to his desires.” ~ Pythagoras

	 


TUESDAY EVENING

	 

	“Do you remember the first time we met?” Contessa asked calmly, without 

	moving her gaze from the newspaper on the dining room table. It was a very common question she asked of her husband Lazlo. From across the room where he was causally positioned on the sofa, he responded without hesitation, without a second thought as though he was programed to automatically recant the magical night they met. 

	As he had done before in accurate detail, word for word, he cleared his throat, 

	“It was a stormy May night, outside the Berkshire Hotel. It was raining hard, as I waited for a cab that I had called,” he stopped briefly to turn the page of his book, he then continued in his deep, thick accented voice. 

	“You were soaked like a drowned rat, running for shelter from down the street. There we stood, safely under the canopy, unknown to one another. When the cab pulled up, I couldn’t leave you and offered you a ride as well. A magical night, to meet the love of my life, truly. It was as though living a dream, I have been,” Lazlo declared, he lowered his book, to purposely make eye contact, reaffirming his commitment. 

	Contessa in turn felt his stare deep in her soul and like every time before, after Lazlo made a meaningful effort to lovingly retell his version, she sighed a deep breath of relief, quietly whispering, ‘a perpetual dream’. Although she was content with his interpretation of their first encounter, she realized that the details did change slightly, sometimes it’s May or April. The devil is in the details. But she was fine with the deviations and was truly ok with it, just as long as he made the effort to repeat the story she offered him many, many years before. 

	It was an ordinary evening like every other - nothing really changed. Even the hands on the grandmother clock struck in precision, tracking their nightly routine. Hanging over the decommissioned fireplace in the Vér household, their life was very regimented. Contessa made sure not to falter in keeping time, right down to the second. 

	The antiqued walls within the century-old building held up well over the years even though the paint seemed to peel along the crevices that met the ceiling. The pale pistachio green was the same shade throughout the apartment but added to the charm which made it feel like time stood still. The vaulted ceilings with molded plaster gave off an elegant feel as though royalty may have wandered through the hallways a eons ago. 

	This was their home and Contessa felt no need to change any aspect of their surroundings. It provided them with comfort she could never find in any other living quarters in the city. 

	Lazlo never complained and she often wondered if the backdrop reminded him of his distant homeland, a lifetime ago. The apartment seemed to have a regal, yet turn-of-the-century feel. The dimmed lights through the apartment added to the gothic feel that flowed effortlessly from room to room. Identically every window in the apartment was well draped in the heaviest navy-toned velour, that practically touched the ceiling and brushed the uneven floor in certain spots. The solid brass rod that held its weight was tarnished but was thick like a lamp post to support the bunched-up fabric. The drapery was scooped aside halfway down the wall and gathered by a thick tasseled rope that was wrapped around equally stern solid brass lion heads curtain knob. The thick and majestic material was anchored back just enough to reveal another layer. The equally thicker than usual vintage sheer was intricate and appeared to be woven by hand, comparable to the finest Italian lace. The dense material only allowed for a vague hint that there was an outside world beyond the windowpane if you drew the sheer back. Other than that, artificial light was all the Vér’s needed to keep their world secure. 

	Contessa rose from the dining room table, keeping a keen eye on the clock on the wall across from the adjoining living room. Time was always well orchestrated. 

	Lazlo stood up and stretched his arms toward the ceiling and let out a slight groan, as he titled back his head causing this thick black head of hair to tussle about. He then rubbed his satisfied abdomen with both hands, methodically up and down as though he was coercing his supper to work its way through his system. He looked over to Contessa, 

	“Always a delicious reggeli, almost as delectable as you… szerelmem,” he stated in appreciation, knowing it was cleanup time. 

	In return, her face slipped a slight and courteous smile and her eyes twinkled in appreciation. Her hands were busy gathering up the few dishes they used during supper. Like a well-oiled clock pendulum, it was the same repetitive motions, the same dining ware they used night after night that Contessa ferried back and forth from the kitchen– full…empty…full…empty. Almost step for step, Contessa knew the distance between the dining room and the kitchen – 18 was the number. Everything ran better when it was predictable. 

	Their life was very similar to the mechanisms that churned inside the time piece that sat on the wall overseeing the apartment. She was content to watch the man she loved continue to lounge on the chesterfield, doing his ‘research’ while she tended to the chores that made their relationship successful. 

	She never complained or raised an eyebrow that she was the one in charge of the menial chores. Lazlo was from an older generation where, unfortunately, the woman’s place was in the kitchen. This was regardless of her equally supporting the household through her own career. It was just the two of them and she would not have it any other way. Lazlo was happy, occupied and above all safe…. for the time being. 

	Carefully carrying the dishes off into the kitchen, Contessa placed the dirty dishes down on the kitchen island, but she didn’t notice the extra amount of bloody drippings left over on the plate that swirled over the edge of the dish, splattering on the white tile surface. The red liquid trail pooled into the grout crevices and caught Contessa’s eye. As she realized what it was, her only concern was that Lazlo did not ‘clean’ his plate as he normally would and left quite a bit of residue. 

	‘Shit’ she uttered under her breath. Her first thought was whether he consumed enough of his medicine or not since its value surpassed that of gold. Then she wondered if he was not feeling well, to actually leave so much sauce on his plate. 

	Her mind started to question if it was worth putting back? 

	‘Do you remember the first time we met?’ 

	The question kept pulsing in her head. She was sure of it, his answer was definitive, patterned and she felt the heartfelt meaning as he recited it earlier, just before supper. He was ok. She knew it but when unrehearsed moments like this showed up, unpredictable deviations from their ‘normal’ she could not help but worry. 

	She did not know how long she had with him; she had hoped for a lifetime but then again, 10 years prior, she never thought for a second that she would be an obedient spouse of her own making. After all, Lazlo was the man of her dreams…. the love of an eternal lifetime. 

	She shook off the feeling of regret and paranoia. Being a trained physician, she knew that she should know herself better but her well-balanced judgment was off. 

	She peeked her head around the corner of the kitchen, undetected, to see Lazlo in his usual spot on the chesterfield. He was grossly engaged in his mammoth book he was obsessed with. He was happily distracted into another world; she could see his concentration hinging on every word his mind was devouring. He looked intense. 

	She took her glance off him long enough to peer upward to the clock – 7:30 pm, two hours left. Moving back into the kitchen, Contessa opened the fridge and brought out an even bloodier container. Methodically placing it on the counter, she peeled open the corner so as not to disturb the contents from spilling out. She brought Lazlo’s dinner plate with leftover red juice to the lip of the refrigerated container and poured in what was left. 

	Being frugal with his medicine was crucial. The smell of distilled raw meat marinating in its own bloodied gravy filled the air the moment she lifted the lid off. It was an indiscernible smell that always seemed to linger for an hour or two every time she had to prepare his food. A weaker person would have started to gag from the rotten and grotesque scent; However, Contessa had become immune to the pungent odor. 

	Once she completed the safekeeping of the leftovers, she continued to rinse the dishes off in the sink behind her and slid them into the dishwasher rack, which would be ready in the morning to empty once she returned from work. In her stocking feet, she seemed to effortlessly prance around the kitchen; cupboard to cupboard, taking out containers and filling them with snacks and food for the night shift. 

	The last preparation was for the protein shake that Lazlo loved to drink. It was a beneficial drink that seemed to sustain his hunger and quenched his thirst. 

	Finally, there were the two main ingredients from the back of the fridge to create his drink of choice. Contessa was in a rush to ensure she kept them on their schedule and placed the containers in the fridge without taking inventory. 

	With all the dishes cleared and their night snacks packed and ready to go, she huffed a sigh of relief, leaned over and grabbed the tea towels to wipe her hands. She instinctively straightened her dress, patting down spots that were out of line, adjusted her breasts to ensure they were well represented sitting up high to expose her cleavage and milky white ample skin exposed on top.   

	Contessa turned around to face the mirror and reevaluate her reflection to make sure every part of her was well represented. She fluffed out her natural curly, tangled hair to make it appear longer as she tucked the sides behind her ears. She rubbed away the black mascara from under her eyes that seemed to falsely add black circles. Her face seemed unusually pale, but she blamed it on the lack of sunlight. Some days, she felt like a shell of her former vibrant self. Yet on the inside, she felt frantically fulfilled. 

	Giving herself a final, confident smile of approval, she made her way into the living room. It was serenely normal for the married pair to enjoy some quiet quality time together before heading off to work. 

	Often, they would lie side by side on the deep green chesterfield that conveniently fit both bodies comfortably and sometimes they would be across the room from each other, just as long as they were together in the same room in peaceful contentment. 

	Every moment they had to spend in each other’s company was precious, and as a result, Contessa refused to own a television to waste their time and their minds. She took solace in the relationship to keep her company, which is why she insisted on both taking night jobs. The world was a strange and evil place to exist. It was easier living life this way to prevent any foreseeable danger, which included avoiding the general population by day. This was a good enough arrangement for her. 

	Again, she focused briefly on the clock - 7:45 pm - then Contessa walked over toward Lazlo. Gliding her right hand along the top of the couch, feeling the luxurious texture of the fabric brushing at the tips of her finger didn’t sway Lazlo. 

	She was like the moth to his flame. 

	Contessa could be married to him for 1,000 years and her attraction would never falter. His concentration was unwaivered as she took her place alongside the back of the couch with her arms spread out to catch her balance. 

	he stood behind him and leaned over to kiss his left cheek. 

	In response, he gently placed the bookmark on his page, closed the book and slid it to the side to ensure it was delicately wedged between himself and the couch cushion. Reciprocating her tender kiss, he turned his head, so his lips were squarely on hers, passionately pressing into her mouth to distract her. 

	She was mesmerized by his touch as usual. 

	“AAAaaHHHhh”!! Briefly their lips unlocked as she let out a squeal. 

	He had reached around with his long stealthy arms behind her waist and pulled her up off her feet landing her effortlessly in his lap. Playfully she giggled as she tumbled, swinging her legs over his head to dangle over his legs. All the while, Lazlo had a very steady hold on his prize. 

	Instinctively, she wrapped her arms around his neck and continued to kiss his mouth. Moaning slightly from the contact, she was getting aroused as she pressed her breasts against his muscular. Their chemistry was always undeniable. 

	In turn, Lazlo, who was equally captivated and hungered for his wife, his hands firmly grasped around her waist, like a python squeezing its prey. Her left hand started to move down and gripped his right shoulder, then his hard bicep. 

	With every dart of her tongue, she squeezed her hand on his body then moved it downward searching for the buttons. 

	The desire was intense. 

	Lazlo could feel his lust well up through his veins - every follicle, every muscle was erect. His mind was a void - all he wanted was Tessa. His left-hand slide effortlessly from her waist up her back and firmly placed itself at the back of her head, bracing her so that his mouth could linger on hers, his tongue searching for her tongue in intoxication. He couldn’t get enough. He moaned in appreciation for her sweetness, her pheromones, Contessa’s essence filled all his senses. He craved her and needed to feel every part of her. 

	With her held tight in his embrace, his right hand rushed to caress her exposed knee then slid up under her dress. His fingers pressed against her inner thigh, to then pull her legs apart. She let him have his way with her body. Her legs complied, she didn’t fight against his urges, as she let her knees drop apart. 

	His hand found its way to her lace panties, as he traced his fingers along the wet crevices that were pressing against her swelling labia; she moaned in excitement as he fondled her harder. 

	In response her hand found its way under his shirt, rubbing his hard nipple and then slid further down and around grabbing onto his shoulder in approval as her nails dug slightly into his flesh. It wasn’t often that they made love in the living room, but Contessa knew that she needed to satisfy him before she set him loose on the world for the evening, especially when she was not with him during the night shift. It was a sort of peace of mind knowing his desires were looked after. 

	Contessa’s body was under his control, as she spontaneous wiggled with pleasure every time his fingers caressed her clitoris and then with his thumb pressing her hard waiting for her to cum, his fingers slid into place, penetrating her slit. Contessa was lost in pleasure as she attempted to release a moan. 

	Lazlo lifted his face off hers long enough to watch her as he made her climax. Her eyes were closed as she was panting from the exhilaration, her breasts were heaving, as the gyration caused her dress and bra strap to slip off, exposing bouncing breast and protruding nipple. But it was something else that had Lazlo enticed. 

	With her head still firmly held by his left hand, her auburn hair swooped back to uncover her throbbing neck vein, coursing with blood, beating wildly in response to her manipulated orgasm. 

	He was mesmerized, captivated and reduced to something more superior to sexual intercourse. A primal need took over. Enchanted, he was still manually orchestrating her erotic symphony with his right hand that was almost impaling Contessa, with a soft whimper escaping her open mouth. 

	The whites of his eyes were quickly replaced with a pool of red. Lazlo felt the need to strike as he lowered his mouth to her supple neck, his tongue searching out the sweet pulse that was beckoning him to feed. 

	Suddenly, Contessa realized what was happening…. again. She had lost herself momentarily, hypnotized by his control and losing herself to his enticing touch. 

	She stopped panting as her thoughts were replaced with panic. She could feel his teeth starting to take hold of her neck, his other hand stopped its penetration as he was slipping into a primitive trance. 

	She gulped in reaction, quickly remembering how to deactivate his thirst. It was a technique she had learned years prior while tending to the animals in Dr. Schellenberg’s lab. 

	With her right hand, she raised it behind his left earlobe, rubbing her nails around the crevice where the ear drum meets his hairline, then began digging her nails into the helix part. After a few seconds, that seemed to send a signal. His teeth stopped pressing into her neck, his other penetrating hand lifted out of her vagina, resting back on her thigh. 

	The hot moisture that formed from the swells of rapture now became cold beads of panic sweat formed on her forehead dripping into her hair line. Lazlo relaxed his embrace of her head and pulled his face away from her exposed flesh. He looked straight into her eyes, and gave her a tender, loving kiss on the lips. 

	His eyes returned to their crystal blue state, with impeccable healthy white sclera. 

	Instantly, Contessa felt the need to cover up her exposed bosom, sliding her misplaced bra and dress strap firmly back on top of her shoulder, she straightened out her dress with her other hand, patting it in place. Her hair was disheveled from the evening tryst as she regained her composure realizing how close she came again to succumbing to Lazlo’s carnal urges, which had only happened twice before. ‘Too close’ she thought to herself. 

	She offered him a kindly demure smile as he pulled away from his kiss, “Szeretlek,” he whispered to her as he held her chin, to gain her attention searching her eyes for validation. 

	She pulled his left hand away from her face, pulling it as an open palm to her chest with both hand pressing it into her chest with full validation, 

	“I love you too, my love.” 

	 

	As fast as the near-death experience came and went, Contessa looked once more at the ever-judging clock on the wall – 8:10 pm; It was time to get ready for work. 

	She slid down off Lazlo’s lap, her socked feet touching the hardwood floor which felt relieving yet chilling. Her skin was normally cool to the touch, but her face and her skin were still flush from the encounter. The night air in the apartment was evident as it raised goosebumps across her skin. 

	She proceeded to walk to the opposite end of the room where the row of windows began. The grandeur of the apartment was never lost on Contessa. Being raised by a single parent in a meager two-bedroom apartment in the West end, she was made to appreciate all the opportunities in life, even being ‘gifted’ the apartment as part of a generous wedding present from Dr. Schellenberg. 

	However, there were always strings attached to anything concerning the good doctor and every day that was becoming a reality. 

	The regal windows almost connected the floor to the 18 feet tall ceilings. There was no feeling of suffocation in the old-world apartment that felt like it was designed with royalty in mind. Each of the 10 windows that surrounded the living area and connected the dining room were about three feet apart and had been retrofitted with modern three pane glass at some point to modernize and insulate the apartment more efficiently, but it did not take away from the appeal. It was evident that some brilliant architect, at some point, saw it best to open up the walls for the ‘open’ room concept that made the loft feel more appealing to buyers during the 90s. 

	Contessa, in unison, walked from each of the windows that were ornately covered in triplicate. First were the black-out roller blinds, which were far from old-world and discreetly hidden at the top of the window coverings controlled by a beaded string. Contessa fumbled for each string behind the heavy curtain and pulled each blind firmly into place behind the intricate hand-woven Italian sheers. 

	Once extended down, she ensured no sunlight could penetrate their slumber by pulling each heavy navy curtain drawn tightly shut, although due to climate change, Winnipeg was considered to be a dismal, dreary climate in most seasons. 

	One by one, she made her way to each window ensuring daylight could not make its way inside come morning. At the last window she stopped, just for a moment. She pushed the sheer aside and took inventory of the city below her. From the 8th floor on a clear night, the landscape below seemed to mirror the dark night embracing the star-filled skies. She gazed out, lost in a moment as she couldn’t help but wonder how her world might have appeared in another lifetime, had she not met Lazlo. 

	She envisioned a similar night, years prior in a castle chamber situated on a cliff staring out into the darkened realm, halfway across the world after she first encountered Lazlo, a night similar to tonight when he almost, intentionally, took her life. 

	As always, Lazlo was oblivious of Contessa’s routine, chalking it up to a part of her routine, the chores that she liked to busy herself with. His attentions were once again fully on his book, studying every page with unremoved concentration, absorbing the knowledge he craved almost as much as he did for his beloved Contessa. “Frrt…Frrrt…Frrt…Frrt, zip…zip…zip…swish…swish,” was the sound that echoed through the hollow apartment as the shades were being drawn. 

	Once the main living area was sealed up, she peaked into the study that held one window to the outside world. Although she hadn’t been in there for days, possibly weeks, it was always good to double-check that the shades were drawn shut. She would hate for the ghosts of residents’ past to play games with her. 

	Making her way down the hall, Contessa couldn’t help but feel like she was being watched. She walked to the spare bedroom, which was in truth the one that she did sleep in on a regular basis. Contessa simply thought that separate bedrooms were good to have for those ‘nights’ when Lazlo was snoring. But in reality, it was more for her safety…. his safety. It also allowed her to get legitimate sleep without needing to worry about what state her husband might be transforming into. 

	She carefully, opened up the door. It creaked slightly as the old wood of the antique door seemed to weigh heavily on the wrought iron hinges. She peaked inside, felt along the wall for the light switch. She flicked it on to reveal a tidy room housing a single bed with a floral pink comforter with matching thick window dressings that were closed tight. Reassured, she backed out of the room after turning the light switch off. 

	She continued with her rounds. Ensuring that all windows were now impervious to any light that would come the next morning for their arrival home after their shift, Contessa wandered off to the master bedroom to change for work. 

	The room temperature felt cool on the skin and visually appeared pitch black as the walls were painted in a deep forest green tone. The color of the walls was irrelevant as the room had no windows, with only artificial light to show true color. 

	She switched on her lamp on the nightstand, providing just enough light to find her closet. Carefully, she ran her right hand along the meticulously hung uniforms and pulled out her pre-hung work attire, removing it from the hanger and placing it on the bed behind her. 

	Next was her husband’s closet as she inched closer to the slide the door open, which made a slight grinding noise along the track that echoed throughout the cool bedroom. She then selected his wardrobe, which was also as well pre-hung; pants, shirt and belt neatly assembled on the dry-cleaning hanger. 

	With his wardrobe she was always oddly more careful in how she laid his clothes on the bed. She respected his clothes as opposed, which were newer to wantonly thrown on the bed and started to change into her own clothes. 

	Without a warning, a sound or a footstep, Lazlo took a spot behind her undetected. 

	As she slid off her sweater, Contessa could hear the tiny charges spark from the static electricity as it rubbed against her dry skin. With her arms above her head, her hair was swept up becoming tangled in her top, leaving the nape of her bare neck exposed. 

	Lazlo could no longer resist the sight as his eyes grew larger by the second with anticipation. 

	Before Contessa could dislodge her head, Lazlo brought his mouth to her skin and began to tenderly kiss every inch of visible abdomen as he knelt in front of her. 

	Raising his mouth just enough, he made his intentions known. 

	“AHHH”, she gasped, as at first, she flinched to his unannounced touch. Knowing it was her husband she let her guard down and decided to enjoy his seduction as she continued to remove her top. Now that he had time to digest his food laced with the medicine, she wouldn’t have to worry about Lazlo getting out of control, as he did earlier. 

	It was all in the timing; she should have waited a little longer to entice him. 

	“Only a true man finishes what was started.... for his woman he shows his love,” he announced in a deep throaty, passionate whisper, continuing to hold her hips with his hands as he firmly steadied Contessa whose knees felt weak from being caught off guard. 

	She started to relax and relax her posture, deciding to enjoy his seduction as she continued to untangle herself from her dress and threw it on the bed. She ran her fingers under his polo shirt by way of the nape of his neck, scratching her nails along his skin as she enjoyed his moist lips caressing and pressing against her body. 

	She grabbed the collar of his shirt and started to instinctively pull upward. He raised his arms upward into the air for her to disrobe him. 

	Lazlo was naked from the waist up, and although the room was barely lit his physique was very prominent. His body was lean yet muscular and sculpted even though he had never taken part in any form of weight training. There were scars that covered his back from battles long gone, but the definition and contour of his pecs and abs made him a beautiful almost perfect creation. 

	In appreciation, Contessa ran her hands over his shoulder and toned biceps massaging every muscle. The entire time she kept a vigilant eye on the clock to ensure that they were not running late for work. 

	Contessa never refused Lazlo…… on anything, especially when it came to making love. Between working nights and sleeping close to twelve hours or more a day, Contessa knew their time together was limited and very, very precious. 
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	1 AM – LUNCHTIME, WEDNESDAY

	The staff room was dead quiet, as Lazlo strolled through the doorway with his 

	   research book tightly held in the crook of his right arm, which was also carrying his 

	     lunch bag. He surveyed the room and was glad he would be alone. Most of the

	     staff were spooked by the basement. Lately, the others opted for the all-night diner    

	     across the street to fuel up on coffee to get through the rest of their graveyard shift. 

	     He was accepted by them and had been invited often to join his coworkers but 

	     preferred his own company and to read by himself. 

	This particular tiny break room was, bare minimum, 20 x 20 feet in total. It consisted of mismatched floor tiles that looked like they came from a low budget 60s film with indiscernible stains that were already manufactured in the pattern but wasn’t. There were two tables with four chairs each – all a mismatched set that looked like some cheap manager snagged up during a curbside giveaway weekend only to go ahead and pocket the furniture budget that was to fund an opiate addiction. There was a fridge that doubled as a petri dish, with its dilapidated friend the microwave, sitting on top, that only worked if you hit it real hard along the sides. The acoustic ceiling tiles above seemed to be missing a tile every other row. The tiles that were still firmly in place either had questionable water marks or forgotten Christmas tinsel and birthday streamers still wedged into the metal cross beams. 

	Lazlo’s favorite and most eye-catching accessory were the pest control boxes in each corner. They used to be hidden but the custodian wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack and would always neglect to position the traps discreetly behind stacked cleaning supplies or the trash can. Needless to say, no one really ate in this room. 

	As usual, Lazlo took a spot on the worn-out grey leather couch nestled along the far wall of the break room. He took a quick look around and smirked with approval at being alone, then released an elated sigh. All he wanted to do was sit in peace and enjoy his late-night snack, lovingly prepared by his wife. Contessa made all their meals, especially his snacks for work. He always sat alone. It was his preference.

	Lazlo finished eating and took the opportunity to stretch his long legs out on the couch and using the cushions, propped himself up at a 45-degree angle, with his head resting on the arm cushion. His hands held his book against his diaphragm, which blocked his view of the majority of the room. 

	About 20 minutes into his half-an-hour break, the door to the staff room swung open. It was very uncharacteristic at that time of the night. Lazlo lowered his book just enough to peer over the top of it to see who entered the lunchroom. 

	It was Bennett, the new employee. 

	He was anything other than quiet or respectful. He lumbered like an elephant stuck in a one-stall bathroom. He casually gave Lazlo a slight nod of his head in recognition of his presence. In response, Lazlo gave him a slight grin, but more of an annoyed, strained expression as he returned his focus to his reading material. 

	“Whatcha reading?” asked the young man who was loudly slurping from a can of coke, taking an uninvited seat across from Lazlo, then pulling the bargain chair closer as though he was permitted. In deep concentration, Lazlo missed the question, looked up from his book and in his heavy accented dismissive tone, asked,  

	    “What was it that you had said?” 

	The young man cleared his throat, 

	“<ahem>Your book, there. Whatcha reading about?” Lazlo lifted his book with it still clutched with both hands, raised his very long pointer finger and tapped at the adjacent cover without uttering a word. Bennett tilted his head to read the words, caught the title and spoke it out loud with a confused look on his face;

	’14th - Century Reconstruction of the Hungarian and Romanian Empire’ 

	“Hmmm, pretty deep stuff. Is that a university course you’re taking?” Bennett genuinely asked. By this point, Lazlo was a little better than frustrated as the clock on the wall said 1:25 am. He only had 5 minutes left on his break. 

	“No, it is not a course…it tis HISTORY!” he lashed back, and then ‘BOOM’ slammed the book shut to illustrate his displeasure in their exchange. 

	For a moment, this caught Bennett off guard, as he cringed from the book being slammed together. There was tension in the room, and for as simple-minded as Bennet was, he finally figured out he wasn’t welcome and decided to leave.

	“I gotta split. See ya around,” Bennett said without looking back, then left the room as fast as he entered. 

	“Idiot!” Lazlo muttered under his breath. 

	He stroked his hair back out of his face to regain some composure. His nostrils were flaring and his pupils were dilated. His first reaction was to throw his treasured reading material at the boy. He had no patience for ignorance or incompetence.  Lazlo appeared as a quiet man who generally kept to himself. He could be gregarious, charming and friendly. However, he interacted with very few people and liked to guard his private yet mysterious life. 

	That was one of the many personality traits he shared with Contessa. They took pride in keeping to themselves, while keeping the outside world a safe distance away. 

	With a huff of disappointment, he looked at the clock above the doorway, and his break time had come to a close. Lazlo started to pack up his food container lying in his lap and threw it in a plastic bag. He inhaled the calm he felt in that room just by being alone and hoped the rest of his shift would be quiet enough so he could pick up where he left and read his book at his desk. 

	He extended both of his arms, holding the bag and the book high up, clutched in each hand, to give a good stretch so he wouldn’t stiffen up, which tended to be a constant issue with him. He shut his eyes for a split second to soak in the nothingness that he rarely experienced aside from sleeping. 

	With his eyes closed, he sensed something was off. He heard a buzzing somewhere in the staff room. The room held a continual stench of reheated leftovers and steamed vegetables like broccoli and cauliflower that wafted from the microwave on the fridge. 

	Standing still, his eyes remained closed, but the eternal vision of the staff room was ever clear, where the motif was an ill-fated charcoal grey paint job decorated with an 80s deco wall border 12 inches from the ceiling. The room also shared some outdated plastic plants that were once a vibrant green, stashed in every nook of the room, and looking like they hadn’t been dusted for decades. 

	His eyes flashed open to catch one of the fluorescent bulbs burning out and wincing to a dead charge between the ballasts. He threw it a stern and disapproving glare, then ‘POP’ the entire circuit burnt out. 

	The noise stopped.  Then the remaining bulbs in the fixtures died out as well, causing the northeast corner of the room to dim slightly. 

	Now it was time to head back to work. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	WEDNESDAY – 5 AM, HOMETIME

	 

	Another nightshift concluded, it was 5 AM, Contessa was enroute to Lakeside 

	     Personal Care Home & Long-term Hospice Facility to pick up Lazlo. 

	always cognizant of the sunrise, she had a bit of a lead foot as the approaching dawn always made her anxious that something would cause her to be late for Lazlo’s pickup.    

	Contessa religiously took the same route every day and timed it, knowing she would get there in approximately 10 minutes. 

	She knew every traffic light, every bus shack, every round about and especially every stop sign that she conveniently would roll through because no one was around that time of morning. 

	In her trusty 1974 blue duster, Contessa made her routine drive. The cold night air caused plumes of smoke to curl out of the dual exhaust at the rear of the car. It screeched, then lurched to a stop alongside the curb in front of Lazlo’s work. It was a reliable car but desperately in need of some TLC, including an oil change and a brake inspection. Lazlo was far from mechanical and since it was always Contessa’s car, she would never bother him with such trivial things. It was on her to-do list. 

	From a darkened doorway around the corner from the Lakeside PCH front entrance, Lazlo discreetly made his way to the parked car. His shadow eerily cast along the hood of the car like a bird swooping in to take hold of its prey in a fluid motion. 

	Removing his knapsack, he hopped into the passenger seat. Once their eyes made contact, she flashed him with a coy smile, as though it was the first time they met. The relief in knowing she arrived in time caused Contessa to release a contented yawn as she rubbed her eyes. 

	Tenderly, Lazlo pulled her hand away from her face and raised it to his mouth. He suavely greeted her with a gentle kiss to the back of her hand, squeezing his lips against her skin in sincerity. Demurely, she gave him an approving smile. He always made her feel like a lady.   

	With her passenger secured, time was of the essence. Contessa put the car into drive, pulled out of the facilities driveway and into the main roadway. 

	Contessa cleared her throat in preparation to speak.

	“How was work tonight, my love?” keeping an ever-watchful eye on the road ahead. Lazlo released a yawn and gave a slight stretch.

	“Slow it was - no one departed – a good night which it makes.” He answered in his rough accent. Contessa discreetly released a sigh of relief. Lazlo watched the scenery pass by, trying not to nod off as slumber was pulling at his eyelids. 

	The houses and trees seemed to dot the street in unison. Repeating one after the other in a loop, the grey trees lined the boulevard as their bare branches bowed over the traffic below. The brittle, exposed branches flapped in the wind, casting shadows from the streetlights that looked like elongated skeletons. The houses that were set further back from the street would start to blend together in a hypnotic motion, as though the scenery was trying to entice Lazlo to drift off and close his weary eyes. His arms were neatly folded against his chest, cradling himself in safety. Lazlo fought hard to resist the urge to sleep as his eyelids grew heavy and fluttered to stay open but within minutes, he was gone. The rhythmic motion of the car, the hum of its engine along with the drone of the tires against the pavement, set the tone. 

	As the car hit a pothole, the rhythmic motion was disturbed enough for Lazlo to jar awake. Frantically, his arms became unraveled, as he reached forward for the dashboard instinctively, but there was nothing within his grasp. 

	     

	His eyes were wide open as he found himself sitting comfortably in a coach. Calmly, he poked his head out the side of the confining window to get a better view. 

	He was no longer driving with Contessa! 

	The coach was guided by a team of four black stallions focused in a strenuous gallop. The smell of the fresh dirt filled his nostrils as it was musty and wet on the trail. The horses muscled legs pounded the hooves hard into the ground causing loose dirt and mud to fly with every impact. The horses were breathing hard to keep up with the team’s gallop, steam rising from their flaring nostrils, but they didn’t miss a beat. The black coats were glistening in the moonlight, a combination of sweat and dew as twilight was about to break.  Lazlo could hear the drumming, echoing effect of their hooves working into overdrive to get them to some unknown destination. Steadily, the coach dragged along. 

	Lazlo’s attention was brought back to the inside of the carriage as he realized he was not riding alone. 

	He looked to the seat across the way to find what looked to be a young woman wrapped up in a red cloak, and even though he wasn’t able to completely make out all her details, it was very obvious she was scantily clad underneath a cloak. It was dark inside - the only light to guide his eyes came from the few bursts of unbroken moonlight between the tree branches. 

	At first, he assumed it was Contessa, but he was wrong. 

	Lazlo’s eyes were able to focus better, the woman’s beauty came into full view, and he could not take his eyes off of her. 

	The mystery woman instantly locked eyes with him.  

	She had long dark curly hair that was loosely piled on top of her head with a red ribbon. She stared directly at Lazlo, not speaking a word. She pursed her lips and her left hand rose up to untie her hair ribbon. It unleashed a wave of bouncy curls that draped over her shoulders, all the while Lazlo’s stealthy grey eyes locked onto her stare. 

	The woman was unable to break away from his trance. 

	Her lips were blood red in sync with the rest of her heavily made-up face.  

	Keeping a steady gaze, she untied the strings that kept her cape closed. Provocatively, the young woman untied the sash that keep her cloak gathered at her neck, and once released, it slid off her shoulders revealing the skintight bodice, sheer stockings attached with garters. The cape dropped onto the seat around her.  The woman continued to sit still, exposing her near-naked body. She was adorned in a skintight corset, so tight it looked as though she had been sewn into the outfit with lace and frills. It was obvious the woman was barely able to draw a breath from the tight lingerie with every inhale, she appeared to pant, causing her exposed cleavage to heave up and down, trying to bust out. 

	On first glance, it looked as though she had been wearing a costume, replicating outfits from a couple of hundred years ago, maybe more. 

	Then the girl opened her mouth, trying to talk, but Lazlo could not hear what she was saying. Lazlo was enticed to keep watching as she was putting on a show of seduction. 

	He realized this was not a vintage costume. 

	The woman ran her hands along her tight corset down the length of her abdomen, feeling the satin that was as tight as a second skin. Her fingers continued to run down to her hips as she caressed the exposed skin between the corset and her sheer stockings. Her gaze was unwavering. 

	She continued to use her hands as she watched him, Lazlo watched her rub her legs, going from the outer thigh, making a very provocative motion to her inner thigh. 

	Slowly, the woman unpinned her knees, pulling her legs apart with each hand on each knee and her legs spread far apart, exposing her bare labia to him.  Lazlo was captivated. The seductress continued with her immobilizing stare, and without skipping a beat, she knew what Lazlo truly desired as her hands slid back up toward her heaving breasts. 

	Without removing her stare from Lazlo, one by one, she unbuttoned her tight corset. As every button popped open, it relieved the pressure, and her bosom jiggled. 

	Lazlo was starting to grow excited and wanted to touch this beautiful young creature. His conscience held him back, even though his carnal urges were uncontrollable. 

	It all seemed so real, yet inconceivable. 

	Finally, the young woman was on display, naked with the exception of the garter belt still around her hips, attached to the garter straps and stocking.  Her stare remained fixated on Lazlo as the carriage bounced over the rough terrain and the only noise was the pounding of the horse’s hooves. Her loose, flowing hair was the only thing covering up her supple flesh. Her heaving breasts revealed erect rose-colored nipples with every inhalation as she was getting sexually excited trying to seduce Lazlo. 

	She now seemed to be in a trance. Instinctively, she rolled up her tresses and neatly swept them aside, behind her back. 

	Calmly she stretched out her arms, holding an inviting pose for Lazlo to join her on her side of the carriage. Lazlo felt he had seen this girl before and couldn’t hold back.

	Suddenly, the carriage grew dim, as the girl was now out of sight. 

	It felt as though they traveled through some sort of tunnel. 

	Within moments, slowly, light began to creep back into the cab, revealing the seductress once again. 

	However, she was now covered from head to toe in blood. She continued to hold out her raised arms, beckoning for Lazlo to take hold of her as though nothing was wrong. 

	Her locks of hair were now drenched in sticky red congealed blood. Her skin was rapidly dissolving, revealing muscle tissue, veins and organs that started to dissipate within seconds of being exposed. The face that was supple and full of makeup moments ago was now eroding, appearing to become stretched, then melted off her skull. The once undaunting and seductive stare was replaced by exposed eyeballs dilated in horror and missing the protective eyelids as they seemed to sink into the back of her head. The corroding organs disintegrated into blood soup, which ran down and filled the coach floor. 

	Lazlo witnessed her ghastly disappearance but was unable to comprehend what he just saw. 

	Within moments she was dead and all that was left was her skeletal remains slumped against the carriage’s purple velour seat now saturated in thick blood and organ pudding.   

	Shocked by the escalated sight, Lazlo let out a gasp as he threw his head back to keep his sight off the girl’s remains. Years of working in the morgue had never prepared him for this.  

	Instinctively, he brought his feet up on the seat, as her ever growing pool of blood seemed to fill up the coach. He closed his eyes trying to make sense of what he had just witnessed. 

	He could feel the carriage bounce around and shake violently, causing him to flinch his eyes open. However, this time Lazlo was back in the car, safely seated in the passenger seat next to his wife. A wave of relief swept over him knowing it was just a dream, although it felt so real. Contessa noticed Lazlo was awakened by the rough road. 

	“Love, I’m sorry. It’s such a bad road this morning. Winnipeg and its famous potholes,” she explained, although Lazlo never once questioned her driving ability. 

	He continued to stare blankly at the road ahead, trying to make sense of his dream. Moments went by, yet Contessa could sense something was wrong with him. 

	He wasn’t his normal self. 

	“Just relax my love, we’ll be home soon. Then you can get a good day’s sleep,” she reassured him and reached over to stroke his arm to further the point. He seemed tense, more so than normal. Out of the corner of her eye, Contessa kept a watchful check on the horizon and the approach of the dawn’s morning light that was expected to appear shortly. It was always a race with daybreak on the way home from work most mornings. 

	 

	Once at home, Contessa immediately went into the kitchen to prepare them a light breakfast to share before retiring for the day. It was always best for Lazlo to have a bite to eat to tide him over for his 12-hour slumber. Routine was of the greatest importance and Contessa made sure of it. Although she put out food for both of them, it was primarily for Lazlo, whereas Contessa herself barely ate…...she barely slept for that matter either. Yet she wouldn’t have her life any other way. 

	Again, keeping a watchful eye not just on the clock, but she discreetly peered out the kitchen window’s closed blind to see exactly whether or not the sun was going to make a weak appearance among the forecasted clouds. 

	As she waited for the microwave to warm up the liver sausage and horseradish wraps, a particular favorite of her husband’s, she couldn’t help but think of their car ride home. Lazlo seemed very distant after he woke up. She was always concerned.  

	‘Beep…Beep…. Beep’, alerted the microwave. 

	The ghastly smell of hot liver drifted out of the microwave as she opened the door. She was immune to all the repugnant smells in all the different concoctions she had prepared for him over the years. She was willing to do whatever was necessary to adequately feed her husband and make him food that curbs his appetite no matter if the meat was tartare or raw flesh. 

	Quickly looking over her shoulder, she couldn’t see or hear Lazlo come out of the bathroom yet. She went into the fridge and reached for the red bottle labeled organic ‘beet juice’. With only the fridge light to guide her, she carefully unscrewed the lid and stuck the syringe into the opening and drew up a full dose. Again, she lifted her head from the open fridge door and peered down the hall. Still no Lazlo. She pulled the heated-up plate of food closer to the fridge and discreetly injected the medicine directly into the liver that was wrapped up in a pita shell. 

	Contessa released a sigh of relief as she did every morning after successfully spiking Lazlo’s food. It had been years and so far, she had not been caught. But then again Lazlo was a slave to routine, primarily instilled by Contessa. He knew early on that the kitchen was her domain and to avoid crossing her path. 

	This made it very convenient to lace his food every day without any detection. But still she knew what was at stake and had to be careful. The real trick with his medicine was the mixing part, as the powder had to be combined thoroughly with a blend of water, meat blood and beet juice, to allow it to dissolve before she could inject it. She always ensured to make a batch that would sit at the back of the fridge in the ‘beet juice’ container. The actual 225-gram container was hidden in the spice cupboard, marked ‘cream of tartar’ as the loose powder closely resembled that spice.  Then there was the part of the formula concerning the longer the raw meat sat in its own blood in the fridge, it allowed for better absorption once injected. Better absorption allowed for the effects to linger longer. 

	This was no exact science as there was limited testing prior to giving it to her husband. It was all calculated based on Contessa’s trial and near errors as there wasn’t an instruction book on how to properly drug her husband. 

	With the food injected with the serum, she then tossed the used syringe into the nearby garbage can, sticking it underneath some used packaging and other garbage she previously had put in so as to conceal it.  Contessa turned around to seal up the jar of ‘beet juice’. Raising the container to take a closer look at it before discreetly hiding it in the back of the fridge, she noticed the half litre jar was almost empty; that wasn’t good. 

	Contessa reached up and opened the door to the spice cupboard by the stove. She needed more medicine and knew there was only enough powder for one or two more batches of serum. She again removed the container marked ‘cream of tartar’ to quickly gauge the weight, as the container felt close to empty. She then placed it back, hidden behind a bag of sugar. One jar of medicine usually only lasts a month, maybe two at best.  

	She looked up, Lazlo was perched in the doorway with his forehead resting on his bent forearm above his head. He was always silent in his movements and quick. She was surprised and didn’t know how long he had been there watching her. 

	“My Love, I’m too tired to eat, let us just retire.” He declared as he ended his sentence with an intense wide-gapped yawn that he tried to cover with the back of his hand. 

	Startled, Contessa maintained eye contact as she closed the fridge door. She didn’t skip a beat, reached over for the plate of food, and walked around Lazlo scooping her left arm around his waist to guide him. He in turn followed her lead to the dining room. 

	“Don’t be silly my Love, you must rest with a full stomach, we don’t want another incident,” she insisted. 

	Contessa was making reference to a sleepwalk episode Lazlo previously experienced that could have been potentially life threatening. On that particular night of his adventure, he refused to eat their morning supper. It could have ended tragically. Contessa had awoken in the middle of the day for some odd reason and noticed that Lazlo was not beside her in bed. She frantically searched the apartment, but he wasn’t there! She then realized he somehow managed to leave the apartment even though all the locks on their apartment door were tightly secured and in place. She ended up finding him in the storage locker in the basement of the apartment block, huddled naked in the dark. She had quickly escorted him with a blanket to cover him up and guided him back to the apartment. 

	That experience left her frustrated, angry and confused, not with him, but with herself. The next day she asked him not how he got downstairs without unlocking the door, but why he went to the basement. Lazlo told her that he dreamt he was at work in the morgue, which also was in the basement of the facility he worked at. Contessa thought it was his inner hunger that woke him up in search of food. 

	 

	After their morning supper, Lazlo and Contessa turned in for the day. However, while lying in bed of the blackened bedroom, Lazlo was wide awake and having a hard time falling asleep. Normally, this wasn’t the case. He was restless as his thoughts remained focused on the mystery girl he had dreamt about on the car ride home. 

	He tossed and turned but couldn’t make sense of the vivid detail and color of all the blood. The more he thought about it, he became aroused at the vision of the naked girl, lying in wait. Given the fact that it was rare for Lazlo to have dreams, it caused him to be very curious and confused. 

	His first instinct was to awaken Contessa and make love to her to stop his mind from searching for the mystery girl. However, he knew how tired she was and even though he was aroused, he knew it wasn’t the right time. Also, he did not dare share his vision with Contessa. The last thing he wanted was to have her think she was living with a monster. There was no aspect of the dream that was sanely describable. 

	Lazlo respected his wife so much that he didn’t want her to become afraid of his thoughts or consider him a sexual deviant.  Contessa satisfied all his lustful needs, never denying carnal advances. However, he knew that if he mentioned the dream that he had in the car, she instantly would infer that this hallucination was the type of tainting and illusion, brought on by the others, in the outside world. Lazlo would never interrupt their peaceful existence or risk losing his true love. He knew that quietly, he would have to live with this odd ‘fantasy’, hoping that it wouldn’t occur again. 

	 

	Silently, he remained in the darkness, wide awake. The only light within the bedroom came from the glow of the alarm clock. He turned to face it, as the blue number read 10:54 am. He had a long time to go before 5pm. 

	Lazlo got up and sat on the edge of the bed, trying to be quiet, not wanting to 

	awaken Contessa. 

	Casually, he rose from bed and decided to go to the kitchen for a glass of juice. As he walked down the hall, he suddenly became aware of a voice whispering in the study. 

	At first, he assumed Contessa might have left the radio on, as she sometimes did to block out any unwanted day-noise from the street below. But as Lazlo came closer to the room, he could distinctly hear a woman’s voice, not music. It was Contessa’s voice whispering yet arguing with someone in a serious tone. 

	The bedroom was always so enclosed by darkness; he hadn’t noticed that his wife was not on the bed with him, even though he was aware that sometimes she would sleep in the other room. He remained motionless outside the study’s doorway, trying to listen and understand the one-sided conversation. 

	“No, I tell you it works……don’t…<she paused for a moment>……. because there is no point!!!!...…” Contessa disagreed with someone on the other end of the phone. She was trying to keep calm, not wanting to wake her husband. With a pause in her conversation, she could hear the floorboards in the main hallway creak. 

	‘Lazlo’s awake!’ was her first thought, as the worn floorboards gave away his presence as it normally did in response to someone’s weight resting upon it. 

	Without saying goodbye to the other person, Contessa abruptly hung up the phone. She knew Lazlo was listening and started to panic over how much of her conversation he may have heard or understood. 

	Calmly, she brushed the hair out of her face and got up from the desk. She walked to the study’s doorway but found no one on the other side. 

	Instantly, she assumed her mind was playing tricks. Contessa went to the same spot in the hallway notorious for squeaking and re-enacted the creaking noise by stepping on the guilty spot several times to ensure that she was not hearing things. It was an old historic building with rebuilt suites; however, the floorboards confessed the true age that no amount of paint or refinishing could ever conceal. 

	Now she definitely reinforced the fact that Lazlo had been standing in the hallway, just moments previously. She had to confront him about this; to prevent any suspicions he may have had from eavesdropping. On the off chance she was wrong, she didn’t call out to him in case he was sleepwalking again. Instead, she went from room to room searching for her husband. 

	Finally, she reached the kitchen to find Lazlo standing at the counter, pouring himself a glass of vegetable juice. 

	“Couldn’t sleep?” she asked him. He casually looked up from his glass, to make eye contact. He had a vacant expression, as he ignored her question at first and took a sip from the glass and let the refreshing cool liquid quench his thirst. 

	“Ahemm,” he cleared his throat to speak to her.

	“No, and it is obvious the same is for you!” he finished drinking the contents, as he was referring to her mysterious phone call. She approached him at the counter and slid her hand on top of his, caressing it and trying to get some positive recognition. 

	Harshly, Lazlo put his glass back on the counter, watching Contessa for her reaction trying to make eye contact. She flinched as the empty glass nearly broke from the deliberate crash landing on the countertop. However, her hand remained faithfully on top of his. 

	“Sorry my love, I forgot to mention that Embeth called at work, earlier this morning. I was just returning her call,” she explained with an earnest expression on her face. In turn, she searched his eyes for acceptance of her explanation like a punished child. 

	The name Embeth seemed to soften up Lazlo’s stance, as she was a favorite of his.

	     “What is wrong now with your sister? Do I need to speak with her?” he asked in a 

	     concerned tone. 

	“No, my love, it was about Leland’s treatment. That’s all. She needed medical advice,” she replied. Lazlo was now turned in her direction, with a more approachable, softened demeanor and felt that this was a reasonable explanation. 

	However, he had no use for Embath’s estranged husband Leland, sick or not. 

	“You know, it is his family she should let deal with him. Your sister is being used; she needs to get on with her life. If in reverse, the situation, that man would have nothing anymore to do with her. That is for sure!” Lazlo said as his accent became thicker as he filled with emotion when expressing his concern for his sister-in-law, as well as his dislike for his brother-in-law. 

	Contessa felt relieved that her explanation sufficed, although she had lied to him again. It was best he did not know the truth. 

	Out of the corner of her eyes, she noticed the one shade in the living room was glowing white from the morning sun moving to the south end corner of their block. It was the one spot out of the entire apartment that didn’t have coverage from a neighboring building. 

	It was time for both of them to return to their windowless bedroom until sunset. 

	“Come my love. You look exhausted, let’s go to bed,” she instructed as she entwined her hand with his and led him to the hallway towards their bedroom. 

	She was fatigued, feeling weak and a bit shaky from her own lack of sleep. Although she had been working nights for the last several years, some days it was harder than others to adjust. 

	As the couple made their way into their guarded sanctuary, Contessa allowed her lover to lead the way, ensuring she was last to enter their bedroom. Once inside the room, she secured the door to prevent any ounce of daylight from seeping into their slumber.

	 


 

	BREAKFAST SUPPER, WEDNESDAY EVENING

	 

	Later that evening, Contessa and Lazlo were awake and continued with their 

	     nightly routine as they sat passively in the living room until they had to get ready for 

	     their night shift. Lazlo was positioned on the rug, leaning back against the couch 

	     contentedly reading his history book and making notes on a pad of paper he kept 

	     on the floor by his leg, as he went along. 

	Contessa sat on the opposite chaise, not too far away under a bright lamp to help her clearly see her task as she was mending a stack of random clothing in need of repair. Suddenly, the silence was broken by a question that seemed to come out of nowhere.

	“Children: Have you ever not thought a child we maybe should have? How you say, start the family?” Lazlo asked as he had contemplated asking this question time and time again.   

	Being caught off guard, Contessa felt her heart skip a miscalculated beat. She always had some trepidation about that ‘Question’. She quickly looked up and accidentally stuck the needle through her finger, as she was in shock.

	“Aaaggghh!” she shouted out from the pain of the needle prick. Quickly, she put her finger in her mouth to sooth the sting as well as hide any visible bleeding. That was the last thing she needed before work. 

	“What? You want to have babies? Where is that coming from?” she demanded in a muffled tone with her finger still in her mouth.  

	Lazlo felt
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