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Niamh Kelly dropped her purse on the hall table, tossed her house keys in the bowl waiting next to it, then raked a shaky hand through her short dark hair.

What-the-fucks swam through her brain. Eighteen months into her four-year law degree and her job, the one she relied on to pay her rent, put food on her plate, give her a life, had been replaced by a goddamned automatic checkout and inquiry portal.

Okay, being a checkout chick was as romantic a job as picking pilling fluff off her PJs, but it was a job—one where she talked to people every day, heard their problems, and mentally formulated legal arguments to solve them. It served as her personal daily practical law experience. Plus, it paid her bills, and when she walked out the door each afternoon, she was free to focus on her study.

Her best friend, Kate, bounced into the hallway, a beaming smile slicing across her stunningly beautiful heart-shaped face.

“Guess what?” Her favorite opening when she was overly excited. Think Energizer bunny on steroids. Her face fell. “Uh-oh, what’s happened to you? I’d think your granny had died, if you had one. Give.”

Niamh glanced at her, then ducked through the door into the lounge room. Kate followed. Slumping onto an ottoman, she faced Niamh where she’d dropped onto the well-worn, stretchy-fabric-covered-to-hide-its-age, sofa.

“I’m out of a job,” Niamh said, swallowing against the panic rising through her gut. “They’ve gone high-tech replacing people with self-serve. Shit, Kate. What am I going to do? You know how hard it is to find a job around here—’specially one for someone like me with no skill set except three-eighths of a law degree.”

“Geez, Nee. That’s tough. You love your job. Something will turn up. It always does—like when you met me.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to repeat that,” Niamh said wryly.

“Well, in hindsight, it was exciting when you rescued me from a handsy pervert in a dark alley.”

“I’m no hero,” Niamh dismissed. “I knew what he was like. He’d been hassling a few of us homeless women on and off so I’d learned his weak points. He must have thought you were fair game, wandering alone in that part of town.”

“Then look what happened. You came to live with me and we’ve been besties ever since.”

Three years later and Niamh still couldn’t work out how things had moved so quickly. One minute she was living out of a discarded cardboard washing machine box under a bridge in Docklands, the next in a run-down flat with Kate, a rich kid thumbing her nose at her parents’ expectations of her becoming a society princess. 

Kate was an organizer. When she’d learned Niamh was living on the street, she’d invited her home for a shower and a meal then resisted when Niamh prepared to leave.

“Stay,” she’d said. “There’s plenty of room and I could use the company.” The next morning, they’d visited the local charity shop for clothes. Kate had written Niamh a character reference then sent her off to reply to an advertisement for staff at a nearby department store. For the first time since she’d entered ‘the system’ as an orphaned thirteen-year-old, Niamh had a room of her own where she felt clean and safe.

Kate took Niamh under her wing, a personal project, using her as a model and mannequin for designs Kate created from whatever was available. She changed Niamh’s dress style from make-do charity-shop frumpery to understated elegance.  The thrift stores were still their prime hunting grounds, but they made selective purchases which Kate transformed with a belt, or buttons, or even shoe height. Simple, cheap, highly effective. Kate schooled her on posture, how to emphasize her natural beauty and how to walk in nose-bleed heels.

“You’re a natural, Nee,” Kate had declared. “Your oval face, your height, and trim figure are every designer’s dream. I can introduce you to some people.”

Niamh held back. Being Kate’s model was one thing. Being accountable to someone else, being the focus of strangers’ eyes, was another thing entirely. Working in the department store was fine by her. She was anonymous, and, at the end of her shift, she had no work responsibilities until she clocked in the next day, leaving her free to focus on her long-term life goal. Kate had badgered her to complete her high school qualification, then apply for, and commit to, a university program in law to realize her dream.

Everything was going according to plan until today.

“I don’t know what to do, Kate. I’ll have to quit school and find whatever work I can get,” Niamh said.

“Hmm. There’s no rush. If you can’t make your house contribution for a couple of weeks, I can cover you. I know you’re good for it.”

“What would our new housemates have to say about that?” Niamh worried her bottom lip with a thumbnail.

“No one needs to know except you and me. The money will go into the account as per usual.”

“You’ve done so much for me already. I hate to let you down,” Niamh said.

“Never have. Doubt you ever will. We’ll worry about this shit show tomorrow. For tonight, something exciting is happening. I’m taking you to The Tarot Playhouse.” Kate’s expression dialed up until her features were ablaze with lustful anticipation. 

“Your kinky sex club? Isn’t entry there by invitation only?”

“It sure is. In my staff mail slot today was just such an invitation—for you. I don’t know how the Emperor does it, but he seems to know everything everywhere.” Kate handed Niamh a gold-embossed white card with nothing other than, “Three of Swords.”

“I’m not sure I understand. It doesn’t have my name on it anywhere. How do you know it’s for me?” Niamh asked. 

“They never have names, only card assignments. It’s a security thing. It’s up to your contact slash sponsor to get you to the right place at the right time. Justice—she’s the matriarch on the door—will check your card and you’re in. Inside you only use people’s card names. It’s on their wristband. No outside names allowed.”

“What makes you think the invitation was meant for me? It might have been for the new guy in your department.” 

“The sticky note attached had, ‘For Niamh.’ Spelled correctly—not the usual, ‘Neev’ everybody else writes.”

“Okay. I’ll accept that, but why this card?”

“Ah, there lies the mystery. The Emperor decides the cards based on what’s happening in a person’s life. Yours isn’t such a bad card, though it’d be scary to draw it in a reading. Here, I’ll show you.”  Kate tapped on her phone, bringing up a tarot image—a grey background with a red heart impaled by three serious-looking swords. Rain wept from the clouds above it.

“Yuck. Really?” The picture triggered a visceral cringe in Niamh’s organs.

“No, no, no. It’s good. This says what you’re going through now—disappointment, betrayal, upheaval—but see? There’s no blood. That means what’s done is done, now you can get on and heal. Come out of yourself. Get on with life. I don’t know if the Emperor knew you’d be losing your job.” She ran a fingernail over her top teeth. “Perhaps it’s a reflection on your life so far—you know, abandoned when your parents were killed, shuffled from one foster home to another till you were tossed out of the system at sixteen. A shit of a life, if you ask me, but you survived it, because you’re strong.” 

Kate wiggled the phone.

“Maybe that’s what he means by giving you this card. You will conquer all of that stuff. The Playhouse can be the start of something new, wild, and exciting. Hook up with as many strangers as you like, male or female. Have a good time.”

Kate’s buoyant energy nudged the ball of unemployment panic in Niamh’s chest, but she remained cautious. “I want to be a serious lawyer in this town. How’s that going to play out if I’m identified in a free-for-all sex club? Plus,” she gathered her courage to out a secret she’d held forever, “I’m still carrying my V-card.” Her breath left her lungs in a whoosh.

“You’re what? You’re twenty-one years old and a bit.  How can you still be a virgin when you’ve been living my lifestyle for the past three years?” Kate’s eyes bugged, her jaw hit the floor.

Niamh chuckled. “No one’s floated my boat?” She left it as a question hanging in the air—a maybe reason, more fact than fiction. “Besides,” she went on, “It’s been more fun watching the guys swarm around you like you’re the only person in the world who can satisfy them.”

Kate’s mini-preen would have been indiscernible to anyone who didn’t know her as well as Niamh did.  

“In this Playhouse of yours, what’s your Tarot symbol? Is there a card that tells your story?”

“Don’t try to change the subject,” Kate said, her lips turning into themselves to create a hard line. “You are so going tonight. I’ll find you a hunky dude who will whisper the right love notes in your pearly shells. He won’t know what’s hit him till it’s too late and he’s cancelled your ‘pure maiden’ membership.” Kate twiddled her fingers in air quotes then crossed her arms in the determined manner Niamh knew well.

“You haven’t addressed the issue of future me being embarrassed by one night’s lapse in decision-making,” Niamh said.

“Pfft. Be someone different. Let me think. You should wear something sexy but not overly revealing, hmm.” Kate squinted her eyes. “Channeling our wardrobes here,” she said, tapping her temples. “I’ve got it. The outfit I wore for the Halloween party last year, except for the green face paint.  Then again, you could do that too if you wanted to. No one would think twice.”

An ant under a microscope would
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