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Prologue 
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WALLY DAYTON HUDDLED in the cool gloom of the underground parking garage. The air was ripe with the musty smell of damp concrete and the sweet yet pungent mixture of motor oil and gasoline. The time had just passed 1:00 am on a muggy, mid-August night, and although the air was stale, Wally welcomed the quiet isolation of his adopted hideaway. 

Originally, he had stumbled across the cool, damp shelter of the apartment building’s parking garage in early July. A welcome respite from Ottawa’s heatwave and from the harshness of street life. In the wee hours of the morning, he’d sneak in after a car passed through the open door and make his way to the lowest of the three levels. Here, he discovered a small, shadowy alcove located across from where only a few cars parked. A concrete wall on one side and a large support pillar on the opposite side added to the cozy obscurity of what Wally came to dub as his man cave.

Tonight, a passing shower had soaked his wild, wiry mane of fiery-orange hair. On the downtown streets and alleyways, his hair was the one feature that made him stand out amongst the rubbys, the addicts, and the destitute. It didn’t take long before he was given the nickname Beaker. He honestly didn’t mind being named after a Muppet character. Besides, he preferred no one on the street knew his real name, except, of course, for his best bud, Earl.

Spindly legs outstretched and bowed back resting against the concrete wall, he began rifling through the pockets of his tattered khaki jacket.

“Where are you?” he muttered, frantically digging. Finally, he fished out a bottle of Grant’s whiskey from his inside pocket and held it up to his face. “Say hello to my little friend,” he declared, doing his best impersonation of Al Pacino in Scarface. 

Wally sucked back a good amount of whiskey, wiped a soiled sleeve across his mouth, and released a long, satisfied breath. 

“There, that’s better. Now you just sit right here while I make myself comfortable,” he said to the bottle, resting it gently on the floor. A shiver ran through him. Damn rain chilled him right to the bone. Time for the warmth of his wool blanket. He grabbed his backpack and slid open the zipper of the large pocket, the steady buzz of the clasp skimming over the metal teeth, strangely intensifying with each inch.

Bewildered, he yanked his hand away.

But the droning continued, burgeoning rapidly into a steady hum. 

“Whoa, Wally! You been drinking too much tonight, or what?”

The hum escalated to a rumble.

“What the fuck!”

The rumble grew to an all-out roar, like a freight train speeding along rickety tracks right below his feet. 

The ground shook. Wally gaped down at his gyrating whiskey bottle, the amber liquid rippling and splashing inside the glass container. 

The deafening roar obliterated all other sound now as it reverberated off the solid, flat surfaces of the parking garage.

Wally’s eyes went wide with fear as the concrete floor convulsed beneath him. He scrambled to his feet, managing a few wobbly steps, but the intense shaking combined with the effects of the whiskey made him lose his balance. He fell back hard onto his butt, landing on the cruel surface with bone-crunching abruptness. Sharp pain shuddered through his feeble body.

The violent trembling lifted dust from its long-time resting place, flinging it high into the air, creating a choking cloud that blurred Wally’s vision and stung his throat. Fear morphed into mind-numbing panic. He fought uselessly to grasp onto something solid as the seconds crept by and the floor pulsed beneath him. Finally, from his seated position, he found enough strength to crab crawl backward until his back thumped against the wall behind him. Even though he could feel the concrete quivering against his boney spine, it provided some support, and with it, a shred of comfort.

Just beyond his splayed legs, a crack began to form. He hiked his knees up to his chest. The fissure snaked along the concrete floor, growing wider by the second. Dirt and bits of debris tumbled from the ceiling and fell onto the terror-stricken man.

Three feet in front of him, the floor gave out under the relentless onslaught of the earthquake. It crumpled into chunks and disappeared below the surface, spewing a thick cloud of dust from the gaping hole. He was momentarily blinded and left gasping for air. He screamed, but a weak croak was all that came out.

The quake dislodged larger chunks of the garage floor, each one falling away like giant pieces of a 3-D puzzle and plummeting into the hungry Earth. Wally sat petrified, watching the ravenous jaws of the sinkhole creeping toward him. He squeezed his eyes shut, turned his head away, awaiting the inevitable. 

Nothing happened.

He peeked out of one eye, saw his backpack teetering on the edge of the black hole. His eyes sprung open. He reached out in futility, but the backpack plunged out of sight, taking with it all of his worldly possessions. 

“No!” 

What was he doing? He couldn't just sit on his ass and wait for death to claim him. Suddenly emboldened, fueled by adrenaline, he clambered to his feet and tried to steady himself on the vibrating surface. The gap in the floor was at least four feet across now, the quake's thundering roar louder than ever. His wild eyes, blurred and gritty, searched the area as his panic levels soared.

Then, the rumbling diminished, the violent shaking subsided, and the advancing abyss stopped. Mother Earth had finally released her pent-up fury. Everything was as quiet as the vacuum of space now.

In the unnerving silence, Wally stood at the edge of the newly formed precipice, surveying the area. The crevice began at the wall to his right, the jagged edge semi-circling around him. At the pillar to his left, the crack made a ninety-degree turn, continuing back until it met the wall behind him. Standing on a small peninsula of concrete, his homey alcove had suddenly become a prison cell with only one means of escape; a terrifying four-foot jump to the other side.

“Damn, Wally. What you gonna do now?” 

His whiskey bottle had tipped over and rested dangerously close to the edge. He snatched it up, thankful to have some booze to quench his thirst. He struggled to remove the cap, tossed it to the ground, and brought the bottle to dirt-encrusted lips. His hands were trembling so fiercely he needed both to maintain a grip. 

He took a large guzzle. 

Then another, draining all but a small mouthful.

He had barely swallowed when the bottle slipped from his shaky grasp and fell into the yawning hole. “Jeezuz!” he cried out in dismay.

The bottle fell silently. 

Wally waited. Waited some more.

That’s more than enough time, he thought, fully expecting to hear the smashing of glass as it impacted the bottom. But no such sound came.

“This damn hole must go straight to Hell,” he said, staring in awe into the pitch blackness. 

A splintering sound erupted from overhead and to his left, jolting Wally back to reality. He squinted in that direction but couldn’t see around the pillar. A booming crunch; something large and solid falling on metal, crumpling it at impact. A renewed sense of terror welled up within him at the thought the entire building might come crashing down on top of him.

A car horn began to blare – one blast, a brief pause, another blast – reverberating over and over again. Wally covered his ears against the auditory assault. 

“I gotta get the fuck out of here!” he yelled over the din, panic no longer containable. He was driven to action by the instinct to survive. 

Gotta go! Now! 

With those words of self-encouragement screaming inside his head, Wally shuffled backwards and planted his back against the wall. He sucked in a breath, trying to summon whatever strength he could. Releasing a primal scream, he sprang forward. Two long strides, one giant leap, and now only a bottomless, black expanse sprawled beneath him. 

His feet struck the other side – just barely. His heels slammed into the floor with such force that his bones shook like the very quake he'd just experienced. Wally’s knees buckled. His back arched toward the awaiting black pit, arms spinning like out-of-sync propellers as he fought for balance. 

The fight was futile.

He stumbled back and fell feet first into the hole, arms and legs flailing wildly. 

I’m a goner! 

His right hand somehow managed to grasp something rod-like, the abrupt stop nearly yanking his shoulder out of its socket. With his left hand, he clawed at the rough edge of the concrete floor above him until he found a grip. The coarse surface ripped and bloodied his fingertips but sheer terror numbed him to the pain. 

Wally hung from the precarious perch, head just below floor level, feet dangling in mid-air, with nothing but emptiness beneath them. He looked up. His right hand was wrapped around a twisted piece of steel rebar jutting from the shattered floor. He kicked at the jagged wall with his left boot, hoping to find a foot hold. Finally, he managed to wedge his toe into a small indent.

Chest heaving, heart pounding, he tried to figure out what to do next. He reluctantly glanced down over his right shoulder. He’d never seen such darkness.

“Whoa,” he uttered. 

Two tiny beads of light appeared below. The twin points sparkled like diamonds, glowing and blinking, yet illuminating nothing.

“Hey! You down there,” Wally rasped. “I need help! Can you hear me?” He waited anxiously for a reply but couldn't hear over the incessant honking. 

Finally, Wally heard something unexpected, however faint. As weird as it seemed, he swore it sounded like a snarl. Ears must be playing tricks on me over the damn horn, he reasoned. 

Remaining hopeful rescue was imminent, he pleaded, “I need help. I can’t hold on much longer. Please!”

Something brushed against his right leg. It felt warm, solid.

“Who-who’s there?” Wally’s voice trembled, an inexplicable dread bubbling to the surface.

He felt a sharp pain in his dangling right leg, as if barbed-wire was digging into his calf. He cried out in pain, tried to shake it off. His left foot slipped out of the tiny nook. Something continued to pierce his flesh, as if the barbed noose was constricting around his leg, the sharp spines sinking deeper and deeper, ripping flesh and crushing bone. 

Gut-wrenching agony flooded his body. Warm blood gushed down his leg. 

Wally screamed in terror. He lost his grip as pain and panic overwhelmed him.

The horn blared relentlessly – long blast, brief silence, long blast... 

Wally’s fading screams echoed out of the void, accompanied by an unearthly roar. A macabre duet reverberating from the denizens of Hell itself. 

Until, finally, the hole fell silent, and only the incessant trumpeting of the horn remained.
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AT 9:37 ON A WEDNESDAY night, Emily Stone sat sipping Earl Grey tea from a paper cup in the Ottawa Memorial Hospital's empty cafeteria. The cafeteria, located one floor below ground, was closed for business, the sole source of obtainable sustenance coming from a couple of vending machines supplying hot and cold drinks and a variety of light snacks.  

Emily didn’t mind the alone time, though. As a matter of fact, she rather liked taking her break at this time of the night, a welcome respite from the bustle of a hectic evening on the surgery floor. After completing ten hours of a twelve-hour shift, her hazel eyes struggled to focus on the front page of the newspaper spread out on the table. The headline leaped from the page in large, bold lettering.

Nightingale Killer Still On Prowl

Nursing Community Gripped by Fear

“Not again. Aren’t we all scared enough?” she murmured to herself, exasperated by the press’s relentless fear-mongering. She sighed and flipped to the entertainment section. 

She heard someone enter the room. Momentarily spooked, her eyes shot up from the paper. She was relieved to see her good friend, Karen, walking toward her. Though Karen Gauthier was ten years older, Emily perceived her as a woman much closer to her own age of thirty-three. Certainly, her spirited personality was a factor. Add to the mix a diminutive frame, wavy blonde hair, and bright blue eyes, and she was a convincing early thirties. 

“Hi Em. I thought I would find you here.” 

“Hi Karen,” Emily replied, smiling. “You know me; a creature of habit.”

Karen sat down opposite Emily. “I have to say, you’re braver than I am. I don’t know if I’d have the nerve to be down here all alone knowing that nutcase is roaming the city.”

Emily responded with silence and a firm stare.

“Anyway, enough said about that,” said Karen. “I can see you don’t want to discuss it.”

Emily sighed. “I'm sorry. It's been a long day and I'm tired. I didn't mean to be dismissive. I suppose I’ve come to grips with the fact that you can’t have a conversation around here anymore without somebody mentioning the Nightingale Killer.” 

“The Nightingale Killer,” Karen repeated dismally. Then, as if switching gears, her tone lightened. “Who in the hell comes up with these cheesy names, anyway? Ol’ Florence would turn over in her grave if she knew they'd named a murderer after her.” 

“You got that right,” said Emily, smiling in spite of herself.

“So, to change the subject to something much less depressing, I couldn't help but notice you're working yet another twelve-hour shift.”

“Busy day, staff summer vacation time, so they asked me to come in early. I don't mind really.” 

“You know, Em, if you ever plan on dating again, it’s never going to happen working these kinds of hours. Unless, of course, you have your eye on a handsome doctor.” 

“Sorry to burst your bubble, but there’s no handsome doctor. I just have to get through this night, and then I’m taking a little vacation myself. I have Thursday and Friday off. Nothing but four glorious days of reading, relaxing, cuddling with my cat, and totally forgetting about being a nurse.”

“You’re not fooling me. You’ll never forget you’re a nurse. It’s in your blood. Just like it’s in mine. Let’s face it, we’re cursed. By the way, the last time I checked, they don’t call two days off a vacation; they call it a long weekend. You work too hard.” 

“Considering all the shifts I've been working lately, even a weekend is a vacation,” Emily replied with a wry grin.

“You have a twisted sense of logic; I'll give you that.” Karen’s tone softened as she leaned in and put her hand on Emily’s. “I'm leaving a little early tonight so I can drop Melissa off at home.”

“Melissa?” 

“You remember her: bright red hair, wears tattoos on her arms like sleeves, just started last month. She's got to be twenty-five but looks sixteen.”

“Oh yes. Our new orderly.”

“That's her. The poor thing just moved to Ottawa and has no family here. She's absolutely terrified at the thought of taking the bus alone at night. You can come along too if you'd like a ride home.”

Emily was puzzled. Her understanding was that Karen's son, David, had offered to drive his mother to and from work – “Until that nut job is behind bars or dead.” – she believed were his exact words. 

“Isn't David driving you these days?” 

“He was, but he's got that new job now and other things to deal with. My guess: Katrina falls into the category of other things. I know he feels bad about it because he's really scared for me. Honestly, I'm scared for me, too, but I have to let him live his life.”

“Wow,” Emily said with mock incredulity. “When did this new paradigm kick in?” David was only twelve when Karen's husband, Ron, divorced her ten years ago. Since then, Karen admittedly poured all of her motherly energy and attention into her son. A habit she found difficult to break, even though David was an adult.

“Hah. Very funny. Anyway, to get back to my question...what about it? You want a drive home? It's no trouble.”

“Thanks, but I’m okay. I have my car here, and besides my shift doesn't end until eleven-thirty.” 

“I'm sure Doctor Hadley will understand if you ask to leave early. He knows we live in the same building. It only makes sense–” 

“Please, Karen. Don’t worry about me. I swear, you’re worse than my mother.”

Karen lowered her gaze, pursed her lips, obviously upset. 

Seeing her friend's reaction, Emily added, “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to offend with the mother remark.”

Karen looked up; her blue eyes intense. “It's not that. I've been meaning to tell you something and I've been procrastinating about it for a while now. So, I'm just going to say it, okay. You remember the woman from the paper last week?” She drew a stuttering breath.

Uncertain what Karen was leading into, Emily stayed quiet, waiting for her friend to gather her thoughts.

“Her name was Catherine Dormer. She was that lunatic’s latest victim.” Karen’s eyes misted over. “I-I knew her. There, I said it.”

“Oh, my God. I didn’t realize...” Emily trailed off, astonished by the revelation and at a loss for words. 

“We took a couple of courses together a while back and really hit it off. We kept in touch through Facebook and email. I even met Cathy and her husband for dinner a couple of times. She was a wonderful lady. A great nurse, a mother of two.” 

Emily finally found her voice. “I’m so sorry. How awful.” She recalled the story from the newspaper. Catherine Dormer, the killer’s third victim, was found in a patch of scrub brush within a half kilometer of where her car was parked at the General Hospital. The hospital was located on the other side of the city, but when the news of her murder spread throughout the medical community, every hospital, clinic, and doctor's office in the city stepped up security measures.

Karen continued, “I can’t imagine what she must have gone through...” She hung her head, eyes fixing on her tightly clenched hands on the table. “I think about the hell her family is going through, how it could happen to any one of us. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you, Em.” 

Emily leaned in, gently cupping a hand over her friend’s forearm. “I’ll be fine. Really. You know I never walk to my car alone. There's a security guard patrolling all night now. I’m always very careful.” 

Karen looked up, sighed resolutely, “I know you are. I’m sorry for sounding like such a worry-wart. I guess my nerves are a little frazzled these days.” 

“Mine, too. I’m doing my best to not let it get to me.” 

“So am I. Sometimes though...it gets to be a little too much; what with that psycho roaming the streets, and Cathy’s death. And let’s not forget that damn earthquake that shook things up in the middle of the night last week. I haven't been the same since. I don’t mind telling you, the shaking woke me from a sound sleep and scared the crap out of me. I still go to bed with Depends on.”

It was a bad joke, but it had been a long day, and they were both feeling a little punchy. Like a couple of schoolgirls, the two women lapsed into a fit of giggles. If nothing else, the moment relieved the tension and put an end to the grim subject-at-hand.

When Emily caught her breath, she said, “That’s what I love about you Karen. You can always make me laugh, even in the face of doom.” 

“Glad to help. And speaking of the face of doom, I better get back upstairs before Doctor Hadley has a hissy-fit.”

Karen stood up. “You coming?”

“No, I think I’ll just finish my tea and head out in a few minutes. Hey...thanks again for the offer of a ride. It means a lot to me.”

“I meant it. It’s no trouble. And don’t be stubborn; if you’re scared, you let me know. Okay?”

“Okay...Mom.” 

Karen grinned and left the cafeteria, leaving Emily alone with her tea and her thoughts. 

The newspaper was strewn out in front of her, exposing two words from the front-page caption: Nightingale Killer. 

Emily hastily covered it up.
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FIVE MINUTES LATER, Emily finished her tea and left the table, tossing the empty paper cup in the recycle bin on the way out of the cafeteria. 

The lower-level corridors were quiet at this time of the night, the usual daytime clamor long-since concluded. Only the nighttime cleaners and the occasional visitor to the vending machines traveled the subterranean labyrinth of empty halls. 

Turning left out of the cafeteria, making a quick right at a corridor that appeared endless, she headed toward the elevators. The floors had just been cleaned and the acrid smell of disinfectant hung in the air. Her soft-soled shoes squeaking on the damp tiles was the only discernible sound as she strode along the hallway.

Not surprisingly, she felt a little spooked after her conversation with Karen, which only served to intensify the quiet of her surroundings. Emily suddenly regretted her decision not to accompany Karen. She tried to focus her thoughts on the nightly duties ahead to prevent her overactive imagination from running amok. 

Note to self, she thought, cut back on the horror novels, stick to sci-fi and fantasy.

Halfway down the hall, a noise from behind caught her attention. Her heart rate eased upward. Maintaining a steady pace, she twisted around, catching a glimpse of blue disappearing around the intersection she'd just passed. Where does that hall lead? That's right: the women's lockers. Just a nurse or orderly in hospital scrubs going to change clothes, fetch a purse, something mundane. What else could it be? Maybe it was nothing at all. Regardless, her nerves were now officially rattled.

Emily faced forward, accelerating, her heartbeat in step with her legs. She listened intently, ears attuned to any and all sounds. The hallway seemed to stretch into eternity. Finally, thank God, she was only a dozen feet from the next corner where the corridor took a right turn toward the elevators. 

There it was again. Shuffling, distant, yet unmistakable.

She glanced back. 

Nothing.

Rounding the turn now, Emily was at full stride and peeking back over her shoulder. She collided with a solid, tall figure wearing a white doctor's coat. Emily gasped, stifling a scream. 

“Hey! Watch where–” the man's voice blurted, grasping her shoulders to dampen the force of the collision. “Emily?”

Emily looked up, exhaling a breath of relief upon recognizing Doctor Hadley's salt-and-pepper beard. The expression on the doctor's dashing, middle-aged face was one of annoyance. Still, she was glad to see him. 

“Doctor Hadley. Thank God it’s you.” The doctor released his grip. She took a step back, tried to calm herself down.

The doctor said sternly, “You shouldn’t be tearing around these hallways. You could hurt someone, or yourself.” It took a few seconds to register, but he must have noticed her state of anxiety because his tone softened. “Are you alright? You look absolutely terrified.”

“I’m okay,” she said sheepishly, embarrassed her imagination had run amok after all. “I'm sorry I startled you. I was just reading the newspaper and...”

“Say no more, Emily. We’re all scared these days.” He paused, smiling reassuringly. “Considering what’s been in the news lately, it’s probably not a good idea for you to be down here on your own, young lady.”

Young Lady? Oh great, now I have a work mother and a work father. “I’m usually okay with being here on my own. I don’t know what got into me.” She actually did know but wasn’t willing to be a further cause of concern to Doctor Hadley.

“That’s quite all right. I understand completely.” He paused. “I was just going to grab a juice, so if you're–” 

“Yes, I'm fine now. Just my imagination getting the best of me.”

“I'll see you back up on the floor, then,” he said, and continued on his way.

Emily stood in the quiet hallway, listening to the doctor's footfalls fade to silence. 

An uneasy feeling settled over her, a sense she was being watched. Emily thought about turning around, taking a peek back toward the lockers, but her feet were pasted to the floor. You're being silly, she scolded herself. Just go back to work. 

The elevators were just around the next corner. She took a step forward. An elevator chimed from around the bend, the door rumbling open. Emily froze. She waited, tensing, expecting someone to emerge. No one did. The elevator door clunked shut. Her mind racing at warp speed, she envisioned a skulking figure around the corner, knife held high, waiting to pounce. 

“Hello? Who’s there?” she asked, voice quivering, eyes squinting. “Is anyone there?” 

No response.

At that moment, she strongly considered turning around. She could go back to the cafeteria, join up with Doctor Hadley, walk back with him. Okay, settle down. There’s nothing there. Stop being a wuss.  

Emily sidled up against the far wall and inched forward, eyes glued to the corner, maintaining as wide a berth as possible from the opposite wall's edge. 

A few heart-pounding seconds later, she was peering down the empty hallway leading to the elevators. She puffed out a long breath, now feeling ridiculous at her overreaction. Across from the elevators, the brightly illuminated stairwell suddenly seemed much more appealing than the clunky, confining elevator. After all, she reasoned, the exercise would be good for her. She dashed toward the stairwell, yanked open the heavy door, and shot up the stairs. 
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JOE GALINSKI MOVED furtively through the basement corridor of the apartment building. It was after 10:30 pm and dead quiet. Ideal prowling conditions. Tonight, the tenant storage lockers were his target. In them, he would encounter a variety of items that could easily be removed – given his special privileges as superintendent – and readily pawned for cash to help supplement his pitiful income. It never ceased to amaze him at the trusting nature of the building’s population, leaving their valued treasures out in the open, assuming the storage room's locked door was sufficient security, or that a puny lock would discourage theft. 

Fools!

He skulked along the quiet hallway of B3, past the utility room, and stopped at the bank of doors that housed the locker rooms. He scanned the empty hallway in both directions before peering through the small, shatter-proof window of locker room one. The room was dark but it wasn’t an obstacle for Galinski. He took out a small penlight from his shirt pocket and unhinged the tangle of keys from his belt. He calmly flipped through them, found the appropriate key, unlocked the door, and entered the room. 

He then went about his business as casually as a Walmart shopper on a Saturday afternoon. He was the super, after all, and if anyone did come along – which was unlikely – he would tell them he was on a security sweep. They would have to believe him.

If he was truly caught in the act of thieving, violence was the much-preferred option to being fired – or worse; being thrown in jail. He had already experienced one bad incident during a previous stint as superintendent when a nosy tenant surprised him while removing a boom box from a locker. The man didn't get a good look at him, and foolishly entered the locker area to confront whoever was inside. Galinski hid in the dark behind the door until certain he had the drop on the unsuspecting tenant. He used his wad of keys as brass knuckles and pummeled the man into unconsciousness. An exhilarating feeling, really. He then ransacked the room and demolished the lock on the door to make it look like an outside burglary attempt gone awry. No one had ever suspected him of the deed. He was also very certain that Mister Tenant-who-thinks-he's-a-fucking-hero would never again make the mistake of sticking his nose where it didn't belong.

The lockers at Bentley Place were a series of tight-meshed, wire cages stacked by two’s and lined up in numerous rows, filling the entire room, leaving just enough space to accommodate narrow aisles between rows. The slim beam from his penlight danced around the room as he scanned for items of value. The light flitted from locker to locker, occasionally stopping at a particular point of interest. So far though, it hadn’t revealed anything valuable. Every now and then he would interrupt the search to take a quick glance out the window to ensure the hallway was empty. If all was clear, he would return to the hunt. 

His fruitless efforts were becoming tedious and he fleetingly considered going into the adjoining locker room, but his heart wasn’t in it tonight. He decided to give another quick look around the room and then call it a night if nothing caught his eye. The tiny beam glinted off something in the locker closest to the door. Upon further inspection, he discovered the source: a small flat screen television. After the boom box incident, he was hesitant to remove items he couldn't easily conceal. His damn bum leg was a consideration, too. Nothing too heavy, he always reminded himself. But a flat screen TV! They were pretty light. How could he pass that up? HDTVs were a popular item at the pawn shop he frequented across town.

Galinski cracked open the door and scanned the hall in both directions. Empty and quiet. 

Three minutes later the flimsy lock was picked, the television removed, and the lock replaced. The spoils of his efforts now cradled firmly under his left arm, he eased the locker room door closed, hiked up drooping pants under a bulging gut, and started down the hallway, heading toward the stairwell. 

He’d only taken a few steps when the door leading from the underground parking garage swung open.
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GALINSKI FROZE IN MID-stride as a blonde woman entered the hallway and turned in the opposite direction toward the elevators. She didn't notice him. What bullshit luck! He watched the slender woman's ass wiggle provocatively as she continued down the corridor. It was almost enough to keep his mind off his discomfort, the television under his arm growing heavier by the second. She was about twenty feet away now and nearing the adjoining hallway leading to the bank of elevators. He shifted his bulk, just enough to bring his feet together in a more comfortable and supportive position. 

The keys clipped to his belt jangled. Damn!

The woman's head whirled around. She stopped, did a one-eighty turn, staring directly at him.

He had to think quickly. Say something friendly. “Evening, ma’am. Didn't mean to startle you. I was just storing this old TV in my locker.”

“Oh, I see,” the skinny blonde said, studying him suspiciously and staying annoyingly put.

He thought it would be wise to introduce himself at this point. “I'm Joe. Joe Galinski, the new superintendent.” He set the television down and started walking toward her. “Only been here for a little while but I hope to get to know as many of my neighbors as I can.” He couldn't let the woman walk away just yet. He needed to be sure she wasn't going to be a problem.

“Oh yes, Mister Galinski,” she said nervously as he grew nearer. “I've seen you once or twice around the garbage room.”

Garbage! That's what these people think of a super; goddamn garbage. In spite of his thoughts, he managed a pleasant smile. “Please, call me Joe.” Towering above the slight woman, he extended a burly arm. “I like to develop a friendly relationship with all my tenants.”

“Joe,” she repeated reluctantly, weakly shaking his hand for a brief second. “I wasn't aware superintendents were given lockers. I guess you learn something new every day.”

The bitch was questioning him. He didn't like that. Not one bit. 

“Well, supers do get lockers here at Bentley Place. We have the same crap as everybody else does.” And we crap in the same toilets, too, he thought bitterly.

“I didn't mean to offend. It's just that I've lived here for seven years and have seen a few supers come and go. I've just never known one to possess a locker.”

Galinski said nothing, leaned in, and smiled down at her. Was that a flash of fear in her eyes? He hoped so. 

The blonde glanced over his shoulder, studying the television, then squarely met his gaze. “That looks like a nice TV. You'd probably get a good price for it. Maybe you should put an ad up on the bulletin board.” 

Was she jerking him around? This woman was starting to push his buttons. “It's not working. Cheap 'Made in China' piece of crap. I'm going to fix it when I get time.”

“I see.”

Too many silent seconds stretched out between them.

“Well, I should get going. It's been a long day. It's been nice meeting you, Joe.”

“Yes, don't let me keep you.” Galinski started to turn but suddenly thought he might not have done enough to allay the blonde's suspicions. “By the way, if there's anything you ever need, anything you want fixed, I pride myself in getting things done quick and right. You know, not like that last guy.”

“Thank you very much. I'll keep that in mind.”

She hadn't budged. What was she waiting for? For him to put the damned TV in the locker? Well, maybe he should. The last thing he needed was for some tenant to post a bulletin about a missing television. He wouldn't want her to put two-and-two together and come up with him. But he'd be back. This nosy bitch wasn't going to get the best of him. “I didn't get your name, ma'am. Maybe I can make a courtesy visit sometime and take inventory of things in need of repair or in need of an upgrade. Management is always willing to replace old appliances, sinks, toilets, stuff like that. I can put in a good word, put your name on a priority list.”

The woman eyed him for a moment, then said, “I'm sorry, it was rude of me not to introduce myself. I’m Karen Gauthier.” 

She turned back toward the elevators and walked away, leaving Joe Galinski with a sly smile on his face and a television set to return.
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Chapter 5
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THE LATE-MODEL, BLACK Honda Civic pulled alongside the bullet-shaped, concrete key-post at the top of the ramp leading to the underground parking garage. Looming above, Bentley Place's twenty-two stories stretched high into the moonlit night sky. It had been built back in the late-seventies when rust-red, brick façades and gray concrete balconies were the norm. 

The muffled sound of Alanis Morissette’s Ironic filtered out through the Honda's closed windows, the lyrics to the punchy chorus a reminder that life is not without its subtle ironies.

Inside, Emily Stone sang along while rifling through her knock-off Gucci handbag. She removed a variety of items and laid them haphazardly on the empty passenger seat. The moon’s radiance provided some light but not quite enough. She reached up and flicked on the dome light. 

“Why do you somehow always end up at the very bottom?” she said, annoyance building as her search continued. 

It had just passed twenty minutes after midnight and having endured four consecutive twelve hour shifts her patience was running thin. Tomorrow was the beginning of her mini-vacation, or long weekend depending on one's point of view. Right now, she just wanted to park and get up to her apartment. 

Her plan for the time off was a simple one: wallow in the next four days by catching up on some much-needed sleep and down-time. She loved to read, more of a passion than a hobby, and had been struggling through one of her all-time favorites, J. R. R. Tolkien’s The Hobbit. Not like her at all. Normally she would sail through any book, given the time and energy, of course. Lately, she dozed off after barely completing a couple of chapters. She also looked forward to spending quality time with Pippin. Her beloved cat had made it abundantly clear over the last few days that her long absences weren't appreciated.

“Aha,” she declared as she pulled out a set of keys dangling from a leather strap. Emily recently received the key chain at the hospital; the words “Ten Years” pressed into the leather in commemoration of her dedicated years of nursing. 

She powered down the window. A rush of mild, humid air wistfully tousled her shoulder-length auburn hair. Behind the key post, a cluster of shrubs trembled in response to the breeze's gentle enticement. She leaned out of the window, inserted the key, and gave it a quick turn. The garage door abruptly roared to life. Emily descended into the parking garage as the final refrain of Ironic spilled out through the open window.


Life has a funny, funny way of helping you out

Helping you out...
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THOMAS PATRICK MACKENZIE lurked under a young maple tree near the edge of the sidewalk. A light breeze brushed playfully through the leaves, casting sparkles of moonlight over the hulking figure’s chiseled features and dark clothing. The sultry remnants of the hot day still clung to the night air and he welcomed the cooling breeze and was calmed by the rustling leaves. He felt as if nature’s soft murmur was whispering in his ear. Telling him what he must do. Telling him the time was near. 

He had chosen very well this time. Very well indeed.  

He took two cautious strides forward. 

Watching.

Waiting.

Staying patient, as the black Honda rolled down the ramp toward the gaping entrance of the parking garage. The sedan’s red tail lights disappeared from sight. He couldn’t see the garage door from his vantage point but he could hear it rumble and rattle as the mechanism raised it up. It made a dull clunk when it reached the top. 

He so desperately wanted to follow. But this was not the time. Not quite yet.

“Patience, Tommy. Patience,” he whispered to himself. He felt a surge of excitement, and then rage at the thought of having to wait. 

No! Not now! She will love him. As much as he loves her. 

In the past week, he’d observed his new love closely; at the hospital where she worked, and from this very spot where he had an ideal view of her returning home from those long shifts. It also provided a clear line of sight to the window of her fourth-floor apartment. Selecting this vantage point was a painstaking exercise, but worth every second of the effort.

Three days ago, he had followed the car into the garage on foot, all the way to the lower level. Hidden behind a
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