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The lettering etched in the frosted
glass door read “Paranormal Investigations & Rehabilitations,
Inc., Mordechai Smith, P.I.”

Bryan Riggins passed through that door
and was instructed by the bored receptionist to take a seat in the
narrow white hallway outside the recruiter’s white door with the
other applicants and wait until his name was called. He sat
uncomfortably, afraid someone would notice the bloodstain on his
plaid shirt from where Willie had shot him.

Damn you Willie! Well, at
least I gave as good as I got.

He tried to close his jacket, but it
kept gapping open, so he gave up. What was the use? The neon
advertisement had said “COME AS YOU ARE”, and none of his
competitors were interested in his condition, except for the woman
seated across from him who studied him intently. There was blood
seeping through the green paisley scarf she had tied around her
forehead. She looked vaguely familiar - Bryan thought he'd seen her
around in a few places recently. He smiled at her, and the smile
was returned.

Bryan looked around at the others. Men,
women, old, young - all in various states of attire, from the well
to do to those who had obviously fallen on hard times. There was
even a girl who couldn’t have been more than ten, wearing a plaid
skirt and white top like he’d seen some private schools
use.

Guess someone couldn’t get a
sitter.

Bryan glanced at the two adults
flanking the girl. She didn’t fit with the gruff looking old drunk
on her right – forget about private school, that guy couldn’t have
afforded the uniform. It had to be the gray-haired grandmother on
her left.

Typical. Too many kids with
crappy parents wind up living with their grandparents,
nowadays.

A flash of light reflected off the tile
floor from under the recruiter’s door. Then it opened, but nothing
came out except a man’s tenor voice.

“Martha
Bentley!”

The grandmother toddled off down the
hall, and the door closed after she entered. The school girl didn’t
even glance her way – just sat there staring at the
floor.

She has to be uncomfortable
being left with that drunk.

Bryan crossed the hall and sat where
Granny had been, between the girl and the woman with the
scarf.

“You doing okay, kid?” he
asked, but she acted like she couldn’t hear him.

"She can’t talk with you," the woman
with the scarf said.

“Oh, I get it,” he said.
“Don’t talk to strangers, huh? Grandma taught you
right.”

He glanced beyond the girl at the drunk
in case he needed to be warned off, but didn’t seem interested.
Bryan let his eyes wander up and down the hall, and soon his
thoughts started drifting, too.

I shouldn’t have killed
Willie, but what was I supposed to do? Bryan thought. I couldn’t
just let him go nuts on her like that – she didn’t deserve
it.

His attention was drawn to the door as
the light flashed from under it again and it opened.

“Bryan Riggins!”

Bryan stood. He started to ask the
scarved woman to keep an eye on the girl, but the woman was gone.
He waved goodbye to the girl, and gave the drunk a “leave her
alone” stare, but neither one acknowledged him. No one paid
attention as he walked up the hall, but then what were they to
him?

It wasn’t until Bryan reached the open
door that he noticed the young tough sitting there. Willie hadn’t
covered his wound, either.

“What are you doing here?”
Bryan asked. “I thought you were dead.”

The answer didn’t come from Willie, but
from the doorway.

“Of course – you both
are.”

Dead? Bryan thought, and as if in response, the last scene of his
life replayed itself. Willie went nuts and hit Valerie with his gun
one – two – three times.

It was just
money.

Bryan grabbed Willie’s arm to stop him,
and Willie was furious. He turned the gun on Bryan, but when
Valerie tried to crawl away he pointed the gun back at her and said
he was going to kill her. Bryan pulled out his piece and they both
wound up shooting.

I’m dead.

“We don’t really have
forever, Mr. Riggins. Please come in.”

Bryan took one last look at the
unresponsive Willie and passed through the doorway.

The
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