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THE MAN IS RUNNING after me, gaining speed. I am breathless, I am going to faint. I hear footsteps. A curtain is pulled on a rod and bright white lights scorch my retina. I can’t see, but I hear a man’s voice with an American accent speaking slowly in English, “how are you this morning?” I mumble, “where is the killer? Did you get him?” The voice replies, “what are you talking about?” Then some one takes my arm and exposes it. Something is wrapped around my upper arm and gets tighter. I hear a whooshing sound like  somebody inflating a tire. Who is the man, and what is he doing to me? I don’t want to know. I shut my eyes and drift away.

The street is sleek from the brief rainfall, transforming the asphalt into a lard-coated skating rink. Two buildings down is the flat where I crash when leaving the Selfridge department store at 8:00 pm at the end of my shift. It’s dark, foggy, and damp as I hurry up the three step stoop. The garish blue door creaks lamentably against my sturdy push. More stairs, four flights to get to my lodging. Somehow, I evaded my pursuer and with dripping wet garbs, I enter the bleak dwelling. Shivering, I hastily change into my pajamas and wrap the thick cotton bathrobe around my thin body. In the kitchen, a glass of brandy will do me good. After a sharp look outside to the street, I draw the curtains shutting the only source of light in the living room, the one coming from the lamp post on the other side of the lane. Now, I can sit on the lumpy sofa, brandy at my lips and concentrate about what happened at Selfridge. I forgot to switch the table lamp on. I must slow down my thoughts and focus on this late afternoon during my shift in the women’s lingerie department. In the dim unlit  room, the scene I witnessed earlier takes form.

First, there are the bright lights shining on the rows and tables of elegant undergarments. The satins and silks shimmer in all their glory. Margaret, another sales associate, is ringing up a sale. A pretty woman in her late twenties is choosing a few nighties, sexy ones with pink lace highlighting floral patterns, quite the trend this fall. After she hails me, I take her to the fitting rooms. Margaret stops by and tells me she is going to the powder room. What a snob, I think, can’t she call it the bathroom or the can or even the loo? After rearranging some panties, with no customers around, I walk toward the dressing room to check on my naughty patron. Just as I am about to enter, a man runs right into me and losing my balance, I fall onto my side. Stunned, my head swivels toward the silhouette rushing between the displays, knocking some down. All I can see is a tall man wearing a canvas jacket and a black wool ski hat. What a jerk, I mumble, trying to redress myself.

Did my customer in the fitting room see or hear the guy? I wonder, approaching her stall. It is awfully quiet in there and suddenly, I am spooked. “Miss,” I call through the door, “how are you coming along? Do you need help?” She’s not responding. This time I knock on the door, shouting, “Miss, please open the door!” The eerie silence is too much for my nerves, so I take a large breath and shove the stall door open. Oh my dear God! It’s a carnage in there. The Miss is down on her back, her skirt torn apart, her panty with a Disney print of Cinderella is twisted around one of her ankles. Her abdomen is naked and she has a deep long incision running from her breast to her genitals. Blood is everywhere as though a mad morbid painter had thrown buckets of red paint randomly against the walls and the floor. The unfortunate girl’s body also is littered with it. A long knife has slit her right through the heart and like a butterfly, she is pinned to the floor while her entrails have spilled onto her legs. My head spins as I cover my mouth in a great effort not to spill my own guts. Stumbling out, I reach the cashier, “call the police!” My voice is raspy when I yell, “a customer’s been murdered!” I push the cashier wanting to help me to a chair. “No! Hurry. Call the police!” Then, I crumple on the nearest seat reserved for patrons. I am still holding my lips tight, taking in shallow breaths. I am hyperventilating. Rena has called and now brings me a cup of water. Trembling, I gulp but quickly stop. My stomach is rebelling. Anxiously, Rena stares at me, dying to drill me with questions and I sense it. I close my eyes so she will disappear.

The feeling of a bowling ball resting on my abdomen forces me to reenter  the world. With a feeble voice I shout,  “Help! Somebody!” I see between my half-closed eyelids bright neon lights and a cheap white-speckled ceiling. My gaze shifts down and to the right. Nylon curtains hung from rings on a rod. With an abstract ugly print of turquoise and mustard shade circling the space, I observe that these maddening sheets of invented fabric are hanged on all three sides. I wonder what is behind me? A wall or another distasteful panel, for I can not turn my head around, unlike the great owl nesting in the barn of my farm. “What farm?” I murmur. Then I switch back to the present pressing issue of my bowels hurting, and why it feels wet and warm around my buns. I finally realize where the pain comes from. My bladder is about to explode. I have begun to pee on myself. I squeeze hard to stop the flow and renew my shouts. Will nobody come? In desperation my hand swings to the side, and in doing so, brushes on a solid piece of plastic. I hold it to my eyes. It has on red  button and two others. I can’t see what for. But red means alert in my mind, so I push it, again and again.

Soon, a short trim black-haired young woman appears past one of the curtain walls. She has a sky blue uniform, hospital personnel wear these days? What days? “Please help, I had to go to the bathroom and I am peeing on myself,” I utter, embarrassed. “It’s alright, the woman says as she leaves rapidly and returns with a bedpan. With dexterity she shoves it under my butt. Now my pee can flow freely, what’s left of it. The feeling is ecstatic. At length I am done, and the nurse is cleaning me as another woman in blue comes in with a folded sheet. When they roll me to the side and remove the wet sheet, I realize, with no strength I can’t help at all. Both of my legs and arms are lifeless. The nurses have completed their tasks. I quickly ask before they leave, “where am I? What’s wrong with me? What day is it?” but both are in a hurry. After piling two white cotton blankets on my body, the nurses pull the curtain to get out. “ A doctor will stop by shortly,” the second stout nurse says, flipping the nylon panel closed.

Here I am left alone in the silent white brightness of the neon lights with unanswered questions, but I do feel better, and the heavy bowling ball has been retrieved by the player from my tummy. I am trying to make sense of the situation here in a hospital of some sort. My lower back hurts really bad. The dark-haired nurse has reentered and she gives me a little plastic cup with pills. She props my heavy head and helps me swallow them with a swig of cold water, for I can’t bring the cup to my lips, it’s too hard. She is gone before I can ask anything else. What did she give me? Within minutes my lids feel heavy and the light dissolves behind them.

I have a splitting headache and must have dozed off. My thoughts are muddled. Why am I sitting in darkness on that uncomfortable sofa? Getting up, my legs are weak and struggling I reach the kitchenette, turn on the light and put the kettle on. Rummaging through the cupboards, some loose tea in an unmarked tin smells of mint. When the water is ready I brew a teapot and return to the living room, turning on the table light. It is a rather uninspiring space with no appeal, a transient room as I am, I think. It has not been long since moving here, with no memories of it surfacing. In the cheap full size-mirror attached to the opposite wall, gazing at my reflection I can’t help but notice the haggard look, the ashen face, and the trembling hands barely holding on to the mug. At present, I remember. After Scotland Yard police officers came to Selfridge taking pictures and fingerprints of the tortured dead woman, a couple of inspectors asked me and all the personnel present, a vast number of questions. Then in the end, we were all permitted to go home, providing we filed and signed a statement.

By that time fatigue has overtaken the horror of the murder. 10:00 pm chimed at Big Ben when I step into the night air slick with drizzle. Only a few brave souls tramp around under black umbrellas. Wood’s Mews makes for a long walk passing rows of cheap housings. As I near my building, the few pedestrians have dwindled to none. That’s when I hear footsteps behind me. Barely noticeable, but I am aware of the soft footfall, so I increase my speed and so does whomever is behind me. My heart thundering, I look back and make out a tall man, hands in pockets, head down, covered with a ski hat. The trigger is the ski hat, the same one the fugitive wore when he bumped into me at Selfridge. Without hesitation I brake into a run and sprint down the street. The man is running after me, gaining speed. I am breathless, surely I am going to faint. But then at that moment a taxi stops a few feet from me, and a joyous happy group of youths climbs down. They are taking over the sidewalk, shouting loudly. What a boon! I use the last of my strength to continue speeding toward my flat. When I climb the steps to my door, I throw a look back at my pursuant. I don’t see him and the gay revelers are still conversing and singing in the middle of the walk. Hastily, I unlock the door, slam it shut, and once in the apartment rush to the window. I spy down the street and across it. No sign of the killer, for I am certain that it was him chasing me.

I really don’t care for tea, but I am out of coffee and I don’t want another stiff drink. My thinking process is altered enough as it is. I wonder if calling the police officer who gave me his card, Jenkins I believe, is a good idea. What would I tell him? That I know the killer is after me because he chased me tonight? I suppose the officer would not consider it possible. As for me there is no doubt. The reason is quite simple why he wants me dead. I am the only witness to his fleeing the scene of his horrendous crime. Although really all Scotland Yard has is my meager description. It is not very helpful since the murderer only has to wear another set of clothes. I did not even see his face. Meanwhile the assassin has all of the facts on me; where I work and reside. Crap, I have to move. First thing tomorrow I have to see about a hotel until finding a new flat and goodbye to my job at Selfridge, and worse... a paycheck. Good luck replacing that position as a non-marketable skill woman anywhere. Our epoch is barely out of the corseted female when it comes to employment. Well, we’ll see in the morning. I am far too wasted to think anymore. The bed and nothingness are waiting for me.
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