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Part I



Death is never an ending, death is a change;

Death is beautiful, for death is strange;

Death is one dream out of another flowing.

 

—Conrad Aiken,

The House of Dust—A Symphony (1920)

 


[image: ]

Chapter One



“All right, guys and ghouls, don’t wander,” the short man at the head of the pack lifted his arms, flashing his lurid shirt without shame. Savannah Spooktacular Tours: Ghosts, Murderers, Unexplained Accidents, oh my!

A girl beside me shrieked, beer sloshing from a souvenir cup as her boyfriend ran a spidery hand up her back. I shook my head, wincing from the sudden ringing in my ears. Summer tourists, back again for more fun. River Street would be clogged with them the entire season, so I’d better get used to it now.

“Why aren’t we stopping here? Is this place haunted, too?” an older man asked, gesturing to the building tucked beside a set of stairs curling a path up to Factor’s Walk.

“O’Hara’s? Yeah, nothing happens there.” The tour guide spun to lead the group further away. “Let’s hustle, people. Next stop is Moon River Brewing, the most haunted place in Savannah!”

They headed off to their next adventure, walking past where I waited in the shade. The herd contained smaller groups, friends or family, repeating the same highlights from their previous stops. The guide must’ve been quite the actor to elicit such thrills from his audience, repeating the same recycled tales as dozens of other ghost tours. How can every place be the most haunted? Tourists were easy marks, unlike the more skeptical locals such as myself. Savannah was our home, a place that survived wars, plagues, and slavery. It took more than a scary story to impress us.

I tried to keep a straight face at their antics, but I shouldn’t have bothered. No one noticed me, as usual. Wouldn’t it be fun to be like them, oblivious to anything but the hunt for entertainment? Free from responsibility, carefree as kids on a camping trip sharing urban legends around a fire. Most people enjoyed being a little scared, so long as they stayed safe from any real danger.

No, the foolish group couldn’t irritate me today. I was minutes away from starting my new job, the first stop on the road to independence. Besides, those tourists might become my future customers. I ought to start viewing them with more respect.

Speaking of respect, what was that crack the tour guide made about O’Hara’s? Did he write the place off because there wasn’t a salacious story to share, or had the old pub lost its curbside appeal?

To me, it was beautiful—another colonial classic rising from the cobblestones. The weathered wood siding gleamed, colorless silver after taking a beating from decades of brutal storms and the unforgiving Georgia sun. Windows lined the upper level, enclosed by wrought-iron balconies, too narrow for anything other than display. The beveled glass reflected a rainbow prism that waved then winked in the warm breeze. A ramp began on the lower level, unfurling toward a tall green door with a pair of windows on either side, encased in filigreed steel bars—a fancy cage, protecting the business from uninvited intruders.

Maybe the flash of rainbow was a sign, a stroke of luck I craved before beginning this new phase. Momma said over and over that waitressing wasn’t easy. Customer service required a sparkling disposition, infinite patience, and an ability to talk to anyone. Crap, why on earth had I listened to her? Well, she’d also assured me the weak were put out of their misery quickly in this business. I’d find out soon enough.

Get it together, Clem. Breathe, smile, and prove them all wrong.

I exhaled, pasting on the smile I’d practiced in the mirror all week, and took the first steps up the ramp. Tonight was my chance for a fresh start, an opportunity to become someone new. No one at O’Hara’s knew the girl I’d been, and I’d make damn sure they never found out.
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A few minutes early, I waited in the alcove by the back door. My new manager, Grady, said Florence would soon collect me for our training session. He vanished after giving my shoulder a rote pat, leaving behind a faint odor of cheap cologne and old coffee.

Two girls raced into the nearby employee area, untying their aprons and freeing their long ponytails. I stayed hidden around the corner, reluctant to interrupt their fun. I remembered them from last week, working the lunch shift during my interview. While I waited for my paperwork to be processed, I couldn’t help but overhear them at the nearby computers.

Did you hear the crying again last night?

Oh, grow up! You can’t believe all the hype, do you?

But so many places are haunted…

Girl, there’s no such thing as a ghost. My daddy says it’s all a marketing ploy.

The conversation echoed my earlier thoughts. Ghost stories were an easy sell in Savannah with its fantastic antebellum homes, lush greenery that camouflaged the city’s modern edges, and years of unbelievable history. Sure, locals often knew better…but it was fun to imagine a host of supernatural entities in their grand tales of gothic tragedy, lurking around the city’s most idyllic locations. Some folks claimed the dark tales of violence and loss stained the city’s soul, but those were only embellishments crafted by generations of storytellers. Not all legends were based in fact.

As a kid, I was as swept away by the stories as anyone. But I grew up, maybe a bit faster than some. I learned to give precedence to real-life horrors, events running the spectrum from crappy to catastrophic. I’d survived it all, which had to count for something, and chosen to move on.

Even if ghosts were real, I didn’t have time to worry about them.

“Clementine?” A woman rounded the corner, gasping as the two young servers emerged from the employee area on their way toward the front door. “Damn, girls, watch yourselves.”

“Sorry, Florence—bye!” one of them said.

I smoothed my uniform one last time and stepped forward. “I’m here, ma’am. Ready when you are.”

Her impassive expression never cracked while she studied my appearance, maybe calculating what kind of mess the boss dumped on her. Hardly the welcome of my dreams, but she didn’t appear to hate me on sight—another auspicious sign.

“Good. You even made it on time, a simple thing some of y’all kids still don’t understand. Let’s get cracking. We can’t stand around gabbing all night.” Florence’s no-nonsense tone rang with a challenge. “Where else have you served at?”

“Nowhere, ma’am. This is my first job, but I’m ready to work really hard.” I extended a hand in greeting, a slender thing that fluttered back to my side when the gesture was ignored.

Her nostrils quivered, sniffing the bullshit behind my green enthusiasm. Wide umber eyes, a shade lighter than her skin, dulled with weary resignation. Disappointment, a reaction I’d seen before. I was clearly inexperienced, and she must’ve dreaded the energy she’d invest to override my ignorance. But that was okay, she’d change her mind. I had no intention of letting either of us down.

“Right, this is what’s gonna happen. Follow me and only do what I tell you. You’re a shadow tonight—got it?”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Don’t talk yet, just listen.” Florence began the lessons, starting with clocking me in. Drink station over here, supplies over there, trash can, handwashing sink—go ahead and use it… On and on while my brain pulsed, swallowing every word.

Plenty of time to learn, though. Dinner service was off to a slow start with only half of the tables occupied. The upper level was closed, reserved for weekends and events. A massive bar of dark wood shone, the room’s beating heart with twenty tables circulating outward. Each table, stained pitch black to conceal any flaws, absorbed what it could of the dim lighting. Same as the nicked chairs that wobbled whenever a guest shifted their weight. O’Hara’s best days may have been behind it, but the prime location on the River Street promenade kept it on life support.

“You getting’ this?” I nodded, ready to say more, but Florence cut me off with a new command. “Take this water pitcher for refills, then meet me in the kitchen.”

Untethered, I set off alone on unfamiliar waters. Content faces bobbed before me, customers who appeared to be enjoying themselves, but I had to be ready for anything. I’d learned the hard way to beware of smiling strangers, an unpredictable lot until you figured out their patterns. Florence didn’t seem to hide behind fake smiles, but I couldn’t count on these others to be as open. In the South, hospitality was the sugar coating for a bitter core of self-righteous judgment; a place where “Bless Your Heart” was either a condescending sanction or a profanity masked in courtesy.

One thing I could predict was Momma getting on my ass if I failed. I’d only graduated high school a month ago, a humiliating odyssey I was glad to leave behind. Time to step up and earn your keep, she’d warned. I ain’t coddling you anymore. Momma’s point had been crystal clear, polished by half a liter of vodka.

But she was right. A job was just what I needed. More than a way to pay the bills, a job could buy me a ticket away from her.

So far, it didn’t seem that hard. Florence said I was a shadow tonight, a role I’d relied upon my whole life. The shadows offered safety, a haven only vulnerable when struck by the light. I’d chosen to step beyond my comfort zone. A terrifying prospect, but necessary for success. I was ready to try, bolstering my natural cowardice with something resembling bravery. Time for the world to see me.

Where to begin? The scattered guests—a few couples, a flock of businessmen, and a family of five—seemed all set. Their glasses were full, except for the family table. Here I go…

As I drew closer, my palms warmed against the icy carafe. The parents guzzled draught beers alongside half-full waters. Their three kids—one infant and two young boys—were having a blast. The baby girl sucked on sugar packets, cooing at the faces which ignored her. Meanwhile, the boys scribbled on paper kids’ menus—occasionally stabbing the other with their blunt crayons. Just an average American family, whatever that meant.

“More water?” My offer didn’t register, and I questioned whether I’d spoken out loud.

“We ain’t wasting money on that,” the dad said to the mom, never glancing my way.

“I been promising the babies. They love those cartoon cars so deal with it,” the mom said, flipping through her Facebook. She snapped a quick picture of the kids before updating her status. Her fingers typed a rapid message to virtual people while ignoring her real-life family. They didn’t appear to mind, engrossed in their solo activities.

“Would you like more water?” I asked again, louder, but the parents remained entrenched in their phones.

“I want tea!” the oldest boy demanded. The shrill voice rattled my nerves, causing my fingers to squeeze the carafe.

“Water? Yeah, sure,” the mom replied absently, digging a mucus-drenched packet from her daughter’s mouth. “Stop giving your sister that sugar. What’s wrong with y’all?”

I picked up the mom’s glass, careful not to pour too fast. The little boy tugged on my apron, banging his cup against my elbow. “Hey, you! I said I want more tea.”

“Just one sec.” My eyes darted back and forth as I tried to avoid those flailing hands. His face scrunched as he continued, a hyper puppy making one last-ditch effort to win this game of tug-of-war.

Splash. And the crying started.

“Oh my God, really? Hush up about that tea. We’ll get some. And stop messin’ with that girl!” The mom dabbed the baby’s head, bright curls dribbling with icy water thanks to her impatient son. She squinted at me, lips pursed before releasing a new demand, “Can you get us some napkins?”

“Yes ma’am, I’m so sorry.”

Shit, only fifteen minutes and I spilled something. I dug through the server’s station, frantic to recall where I’d seen them. Napkins, yes—right below the to-go boxes. I raced back to drop them off. The older boy let loose an affronted wail, clutching a new smack to his backside.

Before I could mess up again, I entered the double doors separating the dining room from the kitchen. Maybe no one noticed my embarrassing scene—especially Florence, please God.

The kitchen was the opposite of the dining room’s relaxed ambiance. Loud voices battled for dominance, drowning out the salsa music from the prep area. A server and a cook argued from either side of the grill line, flushed cheeks gleaming with sweat and fingers waving to make their point.

“Look—your ticket said no sauce, and that’s what you got.”

“It’s been almost thirty minutes. Dude, this looks like shit.”

“No sauce makes it look like shit. Blame your dumbass customer. Now get outta my face!”

Florence distanced herself from the conflict, ignoring the childish bickering while adding to a mound of rolled silverware. When I approached, her clairvoyant eyes fixed to mine. “Everything good? I heard that baby screaming.”

“Yeah, well… I may have dripped some water. But everything’s fine.” I glossed over the finer details, praying she didn’t press for more.

Florence sighed, finishing her last piece. “Here, take this basket up front where we keep the menus. We’ll check on everyone, then come back to run some food.”

She didn’t speak while following me, but a spot between my shoulder blades tingled, certain her sharp eyes scrutinized my every step. The family table appeared calm again, although the crying boy and the baby still sniffled from their opposing ends. At least the one kid continued to have a great time, lost to his energetic coloring session. I understood the appeal. Art was my favorite escape when reality became too claustrophobic.

“Excuse me!” The mother waved to get my attention, as if her exclamation weren’t enough. I’d hoped to sink beneath her notice again but, after drenching her baby, I must’ve been as easy to recognize as a bandit on a wanted poster.

Florence tilted her head toward the mother, removing the silverware basket from my hands. “Go see what she needs, and don’t forget to smile.”

Trying not to grimace, I rejoined the table where the mother not so patiently waited. “Yes, ma’am?”

She passed me her son’s cup with an imperious huff. “My son still needs more tea. And where is our food? We’re going to a movie. Can’t sit here all night.”

Another stroke of brilliance, forgetting the stupid tea. “Yes ma’am, I am so sorry. I’ll fill this right up for you.”

“Everything should be right out, folks.” Florence’s voice floated from behind me, smooth as warm honey. I jumped, at first, but her authoritative presence instantly soothed the situation. “Don’t you worry, we’ll be right back.”

Her hand rested against the middle of my back, guiding me away as she whispered brusque instructions. “I’ll refill the tea. You grab that food—kids’ meals first. Hungry children get cranky fast, and we don’t need that.”

“Okay, I gotcha.”

The fight in the kitchen had ended, and the participants were back to work. New plates of food lined the expo window, illuminated by the ruddy glow of the heat lamps. I checked the ticket and compared it with the meals: two sets of chicken fingers, a bowl of mac and cheese, and—

Ding. Ding.

The sweaty cook had rung the bell, even though I stood right beside it. His muddy eyes bulged, bloodshot with belligerent mistrust. Edwin, that’s what the embroidery on his jacket spelled. I had to memorize these names before they thought I was a total idiot.

“Hey, Princess—wake up and take this shit before it gets cold. Got more coming.”

“Sure, I got it. Sorry, Edwin,” I said, lifting one order of chicken fingers. I balanced the bowl of mac and cheese on my forearm. It trembled at first, but steadied after some careful adjustment. I picked up the last plate of chicken fingers, slowly walking out.

The family watched me with a strange intensity, their irritation a palpable weight dragging my advance. The kids stopped coloring, sensing the approach of their dinners. The mom sipped her beer, glaring at my ponderous gait. The dad clutched his phone, ignoring the blare of a random YouTube video. Of course they were anxious to eat and move on. After everything, I was eager to help them so we’d all be free of each other.

Almost to the table, my wrist wobbled. The mac and cheese bowl slid, upending on the floor with a dull thump. Golden noodles oozed across the carpet, looking like nuclear worms inching away from their porcelain shell. It didn’t break, a small comfort. I froze, until the panic of the mistake slapped me in the face.

My cramped wrist rattled again after the sudden unbalance, causing one plate to tip and sending each crispy tender on a fatal nosedive. When I reached out to stop it, the other plate toppled to join the growing pile. My heart and head pounded with a hot, rising roar. This must’ve been what happened during a stroke as some delicate, essential part of the brain snapped for good.

The mom’s eyes widened, her pink cheeks bleeding to crimson.

With shaking hands, I gathered the fallen dishes. I wanted to scoop it all up, even the food, and hide the evidence…but not while they watched with those horrified expressions. The group of eyes burned into me with a heat that dried the spit in my mouth.

Finally I faced her, my stomach boiling hotter than the poison in a witch’s cauldron. “I’ll go fix some fresh food right away.”

“Yeah, you do that. And get me your manager,” she seethed through clenched teeth.

“Yes, ma’am.” I forced the words out and fled. Back to the kitchen for a broom and my manager, somehow restraining myself from running out the back door.
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“Clem, tonight was kinda rough.” Grady shifted heavily in his chair, seeming to war with himself to maintain an even tone. “But don’t let it get you down. Keep practicing. Everyone drops something when they first start. Just…try to do better tomorrow.”

I eased from my hunched pose in the opposite chair. “Thanks, Grady. I swear I won’t disappoint you.”

“All right.” A quick smile darted across his grizzled face, but it never reached his deadened eyes. “Go help Florence clean, then you can head out. Same time tomorrow.” He turned back to the computer, a passive dismissal but that was fine. I had a job for at least one more night.

I exited the office, noting the cooks’ glares. Their boisterous conversation cut off, jaws tightening into sullen sneers. I was the clumsy trainee who made them recook food, everything they must hate. Understandable, but I’d regain their fragile trust if it killed me.

Florence swept the dining room while chatting with the bartender, Raylene. The customers had left, alleviating the pressure to perform. The pair laughed with an easy, carefree camaraderie I envied. Neither woman appeared bothered by the small events that felt disastrous to me. They’d probably seen it all, worse calamities than my stupid spills which led to a well-deserved complaint.

“What can I do to help?” I bounced over with a grin, desperate for these women to warm up to me.

They stopped talking, sharing a private glance laden with hidden messages. Raylene moved to the other side of the bar with a tiny snort, and Florence wiped a sheen of sweat from her forehead.

“We’re almost done out here.” She scanned the dining room, weighing her options. “Go get a bundle of fresh towels from the basement. You remember where they are?”

I nodded. A linen delivery service stopped by every week, picked up the laundry and left clean items on a table in the basement. Even I was equipped to handle this.

“I’ll be right…back.” Florence turned to Raylene before I finished, picking up their conversation as if I’d never interrupted.

I made my way to the narrow door marked Employees Only. More than any area, the basement revealed the building’s true age. The pine stairs were worn after years of hard use, the shallow and stunted boards made for smaller feet. Hand-cut stone walls glittered, dulled only by the sooty streaks of an old fire whose blackened fingers arched from the heartwood planks. Rows of modern plastic shelves seemed anachronistic in this space constructed before the Civil War was even a vague possibility.

I’d heard about it during my interview, a select history we were required to memorize to wow the tourists. This plot first held a warehouse in 1790, which the Great Fire of 1820 destroyed. It was rebuilt into a shipping office, then became a pub after the Civil War. A series of owners and name changes later, the building became O’Hara’s—one more authentic remnant of the Old South rising from River Street’s battered cobblestones.

What the—

A noise interrupted my reverie, a rhythmic series of damp whimpers. Someone was crying, but who? Everyone else had gone home. I shivered, recalling the girls’ chat. The one claimed she’d heard someone crying, and her friend said… Impossible.

“Hello? Are you okay?” I called out, unsure—daring someone to respond while desperately hoping no one would. A sudden burst of cool air caused me to wrap my arms around my torso. The space should’ve been stuffy after absorbing the early summer heat. I was reminded of Granny telling me why someone got the shivers: that’s when a goose walks over your grave, baby.

The hitching sobs stopped. I waited, but the only noises came from my ragged breaths and the humming fluorescents. The basement storage area was well-lit, organized without space for hidden corners. I spun around one more time, but it was fine. Must’ve been the water heater or something.

I hefted the folded parcel of towels. When I turned, a hazy vision seized my limbs and the bundle fell to the floor with a thunk.

A girl stood beside the staircase.

She wavered in the air, a scratchy projection from an old-time movie—unlined jet skin, luminous eyes, and a starched kerchief that matched her spotless blue and white dress.

The hairs on my arms lifted in protest. My mouth opened for a scream but nothing came out, the cry for help lost in my throat. The assault on my stomach renewed, a geyser of fresh fire shooting up my tender esophagus. An unpleasant, but welcome, reminder I was alive and awake instead of stuck in a nightmare.

“Please, Miss, I do need help,” she whispered with heartrending sincerity, but her lips didn’t move. Before I could speak, she dissipated like smoke in a sudden breeze.

I’d lost my mind, obviously. Petrified, my stunned muscles were locked in a maddening rictus—needing to run, wanting to, but nothing worked.

Where’d she go?

“Clementine, you lost down there?” Florence called from the top of the stairs, impatience struggling with fatigue. She must’ve been ready to go home, which seemed an excellent idea right now.

“Coming,” I said, strangely calm, somehow suppressing a frightened squeal.

I held the bundle like a shield, bracing for attack, staring at the spot where I saw the girl. Her sad face flashed across my mind, shaming my initial fear. She was only a kid, asking for help…a ghost, maybe, but hardly a monster.

I kept my voice low in case Florence was still close. “I’m sorry, I wish I could help you.”

As I climbed the stairs, I talked myself back from the edge of a breakdown. I couldn’t tell Florence. She’d think I was crazy, tossing away the last shred of confidence she may have in my potential. There was no girl in the basement. Stress made the brain do funny things. Ghosts weren’t real, even in a city that thrived on its haunted history. But if there had been a girl—which was crazy, of course—then I stood by what I had said.

Who wouldn’t feel sorry for someone stuck in a basement for eternity, a scared, young girl left all alone? I’d been trapped before, severed from anything resembling a normal life thanks to circumstances beyond my control. No one deserved that fate.
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Chapter Two



When I arrived home, Momma was on the hunt again, rifling through every lopsided cabinet. Her bartender’s uniform—tattered Daisy Dukes and a scant tube top—revealed too much of her bony frame. The faded lettering was barely visible, but I’d seen it often enough to have it memorized—Belle’s Bordello, one of the worst dives in town. She’d find it soon enough, the bottle she stashed yesterday. I couldn’t help but track her recreational habits. I wasn’t nosy, just curious. Even after all these years, I never understood why she needed the booze so much.

“Hey, baby—hah! Found it,” she said, interrupting her own greeting. She waved her treasure, a jug of pre-mixed Long Island iced tea. “How’d it go tonight?”

She filled her cup with ice and liquor, topped with a splash of Coke—a hint of color, but not enough to weaken her nightly treatment. Another fun family evening, yay.

“Good. I like it already.” I opted for a mild lie. When Momma started drinking, it was best not to rock the boat.

“When you gonna make some tips? You owe me for that uniform.” She wiped her mouth after a long gulp, smearing the scarlet paint caked on her lips. Amazing how she maintained her looks despite the smoking, drinking, drugs, and whatever else. Makeup concealed a wealth of sins.

“I’m still training, so not until next week,” I reminded her, fiddling with a book of matches to avoid her piercing eyes. She never listened. Or she forgot everything beneath the hum of whatever powered her motors at the moment.

“If you listened to me and took that job at the Bordello, you’d already be makin’ money.” Momma slurped the last drops before building another drink. “But when do you ever listen? Don’t forget, we got rent in two weeks. Ain’t got time for more excuses, ya hear?”

She sauntered toward her bedroom, a drink in one hand and her cell phone in the other. A series of taps later and she was laughing with some faceless friend, always searching for the ideal companion with which to chase a high. She knew better than to ask me. I wasn’t old enough to drink, anyway. Plus, I wasn’t as entertaining as the human train wrecks she called friends.

Our relationship only grew more awkward over the years. We’d devolved from mother and daughter into roommates, sharing space and offering the occasional hello in passing. It didn’t help that she was only fifteen years older than me. Such a slight difference, but it’d been enough to cause problems. She’d never thought of herself as a real parent—sometimes a friend, if she was feeling generous. She still dressed in the same type of clothes as that young girl, a high school dropout who only wanted to have fun and piss off her God-fearing parents.

She’d nagged me to work with her at the Bordello, but I refused to enter that nasty strip club again. The place was scarier than a haunted house—sticky seats, hollow-eyed dancers, and other broken people who had nowhere left to go. If I let her, she’d make me one of those people. Someone like her, willing to trade the best of herself just to skid by and survive. That wasn’t living; rather, it wasn’t how I wanted to live.

I’d take my chances at O’Hara’s. Assuming I didn’t have another shit night, wearing out my welcome and forcing Grady to fire me.

A few thumps rolled down the hall, and Momma returned with an empty glass and a new look. She’d slithered into a skin-tight miniskirt and tank top, breezing past me to her bottle. Reusing a battered Styrofoam cup, she built another drink while an unlit cigarette dangled from her repainted lips.

“Goin’ out with the girls. I’ll be back later,” she said, struggling to secure the lid.

“On a Monday?” I raised an eyebrow, even though I should’ve held onto the reproach. Foolish to question the unexpected gift of an empty home.

“Don’t you worry about me, missy.” Her blue eyes fired warning shots as she yanked her purse strap across her chest. “You just worry about makin’ them tips. You’re nineteen now, and the free ride is over—in case you thought I was playin’.”

So many retorts popped into my head, clever remarks with sass and bite. Should’ve reminded her my life had never been a free ride, not when I had to endure her.

“See you in the morning,” I mumbled, studying an old stain on the carpet instead of pushing the issue. I didn’t want to fight. She seemed to enjoy our arguments, screaming her points over and over again until I’d beg her to stop. I didn’t have the energy for that tonight.

Momma stood, still and tense, gauging my sincerity. Her head dipped in a satisfied nod before she pulled open the front door. “Lock up behind me.”

And she was gone, off to party away her troubles with people as damaged as her. I often wondered if she did this to herself on purpose, walking the fine line between fun and disaster. Unless she hoped to slip one day, ending her miserable existence right then and there. Life was never easy for us, and anyone might tire from fighting the inevitable.

She’d been different once, hadn’t she? Hard to say. Years of pickling herself with substances wiped away her best features like turpentine on an oil painting.

I rose from the stool to turn the deadbolt. One by one, I removed the smoke-imbued cushions from the sofa and stacked them against the yellowed walls. With a heave, I pulled my mattress from beneath the rusted frame. The living room was my bedroom. I didn’t have the privacy of a door, always denied a space of my own no matter where we lived.

You pay the rent, you get a bedroom. Until then, shut up about it, Clem…thanks, Momma.

I had no plans tonight. Couldn’t make plans without friends. Unlike Momma, I’d never been able to attract people even as worthless as the ones she hung out with. No one wanted to be seen with the dirty, white-trash girl from the wrong end of Bay Street.

Momma always surrounded herself with whatever scandalous people she met at the Bordello. Like clockwork, a new man hopped in her bed every couple of months. All those people she claimed were her ride-or-die pals, until they disappeared. Maybe that happened with all addicts, lone scavengers joining desperate packs until the relationships soured from predictable betrayal or random failure. Sometimes the group didn’t change fast enough, and problem people overstayed their welcome.

Sit on my lap, cutie pie.

Nope, go away. Those memories were long-dead and buried for good. No reason to allow their resurrection because of one stressful night.

I stretched on the thin mattress after grabbing my sketch pad from its hiding spot in the sofa lining. Flipping to a clean sheet of paper, I drew the outline of a face with the nub of my pencil. Real or not, I couldn’t erase the girl from my mind.

Long and triangular, high cheekbones, and wide dark eyes filled with too much sorrow for a child—not a little kid, more like a teenager. Hard to say how tragedy might twist one’s appearance, driving it to extremes of fragile youth or faded age. Either way, she still died before being able to truly live. The forlorn expression and the quiet plea moved me. I sensed she’d seen some serious shit; I could relate. The brief appearance became a snapshot in my memory, an old-fashioned girl in a pretty dress who only wanted someone to hear her.

What happened to you?

I carefully shaded her skin with the few colored pencils I had left, rich brown with a hint of roses to her lips and cheeks. But that was only my imagination…wasn’t it? The light in the basement never touched her from that spot beneath the stairs.

Good enough for now, an inspiring image despite whatever backstory lay at its center. I hid the sketch pad again. Momma would only make fun of me, then demand to know where I got the money for supplies. I forced my eyes closed, curling against my lumpy pillow. Time to sleep so I could be at my best for tomorrow.

I’d show the world I was better than Momma, that I was worth more than the life I’d been given. This was only the start.
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The restaurant was nearly empty. Normal, they said, for the awkward time in-between lunch and dinner. I was supposed to find Florence at the start of each shift, and she would set my goals for the day. I headed to the computer to clock in, noticing the lunch waitresses were finishing their side work. We hadn’t been properly introduced, but I remembered them from yesterday and the day of my interview…the ones talking about the crying in the basement.

“Hey, new girl! Heard you had a rough one last night.” The tall blonde flashed a big, fake smile that paired well with her thick lash extensions and penciled brows. “Ready for tonight? Should be busy.”

Ashleigh, I remembered her name now. Madison was the smaller girl, her hair just as outrageously coiffed—red, instead of blonde. Both colors had the brassy, unnatural sheen that only came from a bottle.

“Yeah, I did a lot of studying. I think I’m ready,” I replied, attempting my own fake smile.

The girls weren’t impressed, staring at me with faint derision.

Ashleigh whispered something in Madison’s ear, both of them giggling while they sneaked glances at me. Probably sharing tidbits of the screwups that caused my first complaint, which the cooks surely bitched about today. Girls like them enjoyed watching someone else mess up. Crashes were more exciting than boring stretches of quiet endurance—ask any Nascar fan.

“Just try not to drop anything else, and you’ll be straight,” Ashleigh smirked, confirming my worst fears. Watch the new girl make an ass of herself—fun for all ages!

Ashleigh picked up her towel to wipe beneath the tea urns while complaining to Madison about a boy. They’d had their fun, and now it was time to pretend I didn’t exist. Twelve years of school accustomed me to such snubs. I shouldn’t have cared, but it still hurt.

My cheeks warmed from their cold shoulders, and I returned to the computer screen. The rational part of my brain repeated that they weren’t better than me, but the emotional part curled into a wet ball.

“Goddamn—help me, you idiots!” Ashleigh cried, forgetting to watch her language.

Even I didn’t take the Lord’s name in vain, not where sensitive folk might overhear. Such curses were reserved for hard-working men after a few beers, during a heated football game or a testosterone-fueled hunting trip—at least, that’s what Granny said.

The tea poured down Ashleigh’s uniform, an amber waterfall held together with simple syrup. Both girls squealed, each set of dainty hands attempting to plug the stream before it worsened. Someone must not have screwed the nozzle on right, a stroke of bad luck for them but quality entertainment for me.

“What’s going on over here?” Grady stomped around the corner, grabbing the tea urn and dropping it in the handwashing sink. A health-code violation, I believed, but I wasn’t going to be the one to mention it. “What’s wrong with you girls? Clean up this mess, and I better not find anything sticky before you clock out. Don’t be screaming like that unless someone takes a knife to you, understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Ashleigh sighed, plucking at her damp shirt with disgust. She glared at me, her smug smile collapsing into a sullen pout. “What’re you looking at, new girl? Get the mop.”

Without a word, I turned toward the kitchen. I didn’t mind helping them clean. The unlikely mishap sparked an odd but pleasurable sense of vindication. Karma’s a bitch—except when she focused her divine retribution on even bigger bitches.
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“Clementine, you seem more focused tonight,” Florence said, cautiously optimistic from my efforts. “Table four really liked you. Keep it up.”

“Thanks, Florence,” I replied, treasuring the moment of praise. I wasn’t sure what had changed. My spirits were higher after Ashleigh’s tea debacle, but it was more than that. Tonight, I felt hopeful…capable.

The dinner shift was busy, leaving multiple opportunities for disaster. The bar was packed for a Braves game, and the overflowing guests migrated to the rest of the tables. Grady almost opened the second floor, but the wait fizzled before that became necessary. A server from yesterday, who I’d barely met, decided to quit without notice. As a result, Florence and I stayed busy running all twenty tables.

Florence was a born general, though. Before I could panic, I listened to the instructions she delivered in that steady voice. She took the orders, entered the food in the computer, and I kept up with refills and food running.

No accidents, no spills, and somehow we survived. It was exhilarating to ride that surge of adrenaline, the high increasing with each small victory. I even received my first compliment—which, I prayed, found its way to Grady’s ears.

“Go ahead and take table twelve. I wanna see how you do,” Florence said, all business again. “Just focus on him, and speak up if you have any questions.”

Welcome back, Anxiety, almost thought you’d left for good.

My hands trembled as I removed a notepad and a pen from my apron. There wasn’t any reason to stress. Florence was a smart lady. She wouldn’t give me a table if she thought I’d fail.

“Welcome to O’Hara’s. I’m Clem,” I said to the elderly man, all alone but waiting patiently for someone to notice him. “What would you like tonight?”

The old man’s pale cheeks pinkened. He offered a kind smile that weaved a path through the wrinkled map of his face. “Why good evenin’, young lady. Don’t believe I’ve seen you here before?”

“It’s my first week,” I admitted, realizing I had begun to tap my pen in a rapid staccato against the order pad. I stopped, worried he’d think I was irritated or too busy to listen. He was my first customer and deserved my undivided attention.

“Flo training you?” He waved to where her and Raylene chatted by the bar. “You ain’t got nothing to worry about then. She’s an old pro. Just follow her lead.”

“Yeah, she’s great.” I couldn’t help but smile with him, more at ease by the minute.

“Well, my name’s Bill. I’ll make this nice and easy for you, Clem,” he announced with a wink. “Meatloaf, my dear. I’ll also take an iced tea—unsweetened. Cursed diabetes won’t let me drink real tea.”

I wrote every word, then tucked the pad away. “Okay, Mr. Bill. I’ll be right back with that tea.”

At the computer, Florence watched as I typed. I orientated myself and found the right buttons, receiving a pat on the back. “See, that’s not so hard. I’ll get Mr. Bill his tea and catch up with him a bit. You keep an eye on the kitchen and roll some silverware.”

“Thanks, Florence. I appreciate all your help.” Probably the lamest way I could thank her for showing such patience during this process, but I wanted to commemorate the moment. It was nice to have a reason to thank someone truly deserving.

A small smile tugged the corner of her lips, a gesture that meant more to me than any words. “Go on, then. We don’t want to keep Mr. Bill waiting.”

When I entered the kitchen, I gathered the silverware from the dish area before setting up a rolling station. I peeked at the window, but there wasn’t any food up yet. The cooks chatted, laughing over something as rap music droned from their little radio. They didn’t notice me watching as their spatulas scraped the flat top with a cheery clamor.

I rolled almost a dozen pieces before that bell started again. Ding. Ding.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Edwin called, the same cook wearing the same sour expression. “Order up, butterfingers.”

I hurried to grab the plate, flustered by the new nickname. Edwin—still chuckling at his own comment—elbowed the other cook, Jorge. Another pair sharing a private joke at my expense, probably betting whether or not I’d deliver this meal without incident.

“I got it. You can quit with the bell,” I said, curt from a flare of resentment. I blushed—where’d that come from? I was not the girl who stood up to bullies. Years of surviving, in school and at home, trained me to keep my mouth shut and take what was given before things became worse.

“Just keep it movin’, Christ have mercy.” He rolled his eyes, clearly not as impressed as I was by the spunky outburst.

The restaurant was nearly empty except for Mr. Bill and a few die-hard drinkers celebrating the Braves win.

“There’s my dinner, just in time,” Mr. Bill broke off his conversation to make room on the table top. “Thank you, Miss Clementine.”

Florence’s eyes narrowed, studying me as she waited for the follow-up steps from our training sessions. “Yes, sir—anything else I can get for you?”

“I got my ketchup and napkins, so I am right as rain, young lady.” Mr. Bill sprinkled salt on the steaming meatloaf. “I got a feeling, Flo, this one’s gonna be good.”

“We’ll keep her a bit longer, sure,” Florence drawled with easy sarcasm, but the smile on her face made it all right. This time I wasn’t the butt of a joke. Instead, I was invited to join their conversation from my seat on the sidelines.

I returned to the kitchen to finish our silverware. Edwin stepped toward the dish pit, walking under the rack of clean pots and pans. A sauté pan fell off its hook, hitting his thick skull with a distinct bong.

“Shit, how’d that happen?” He rubbed his head, staring at the pan with confusion while Jorge roared with laughter.

“Stop being such a douchebag, chico, and God will leave you alone.” Jorge wiped his eyes, getting back to cleaning the grill.

Edwin’s mottled pink face appeared sheepish after he spotted me, another witness to the odd accident. He grumbled under his breath, picking up the pan and moving on. I went back to rolling, biting the inside of my cheeks to hold back the laughter. After Ashleigh and Edwin’s incidents, Jorge’s comment didn’t seem that crazy. Maybe I had a guardian angel, an invisible friend watching out for me and smiting my enemies.

I recalled Florence’s training and left to check on Mr. Bill again. Couldn’t disappoint her now by neglecting one of her regulars. Mr. Bill finished his last bite when I arrived to ask my next questions.

“Would you care to try a dessert tonight, sir?”

Leaning back in the chair and patting his stomach, Mr. Bill shook his head with regret. “Oh, Miss Clementine, don’t I wish. Diabetes, remember?”

I gathered his plate with downcast eyes, cursing my forgetfulness. “I’m so sorry, sir. Must’ve slipped my mind.”

“Nothin’ to apologize for, my dear,” Mr. Bill scoffed. “It’s my own fault for eating too many desserts earlier in life, so now I’m forced to go without. I’ll take the check when you’re ready.”

Rushing back to the kitchen, I dropped off the plate and printed his check from the nearest terminal. Gotta pay more attention when people tell you stuff, jeez. Florence said I should anticipate guests needs, but that meant listening to them first. My slip didn’t cause offense, an easy mistake for a new server. Plus, he seemed laid back enough to forgive plenty.

Back at the table, Mr. Bill removed a couple of twenties from his tattered wallet. “Keep the change, darlin’ Clementine,” he sang, the melody turning to a groan as he struggled to rise. “And don’t get yourself down. It’s always hard learning something new, but you’ll be running with the best of them by the time you’re done training. I’ll see you around.”

What a tip—nearly three times the amount of the check! I raced over to Florence at the tea station. “Look at this, Florence. He said to keep the change, can you believe it?” I handed her the money and the ticket after she wiped her hands.

“That man is too much, I swear. Technically, that’s mine since you’re still in training. If you tell anyone about this, I’ll deny it to my dying day.” She sighed, passing me the ticket and money. “You keep the change, Clementine, after you close that tab out for me. Did real good tonight, and you deserve a boost.”

I didn’t know what to say. A small ray of sunlight pierced through the clouds I sometimes thought rented space above my head. I really could do this job.

“Now, go on. Take them dirty towels downstairs and grab the new pack.” She resumed her task, and I tucked the money away for safekeeping.

“Hey, Florence?” I paused by the door, a little anxious to face that room again and whatever else might be waiting. “The girls said something the other day about some noises in the basement. You ever hear anything, like someone crying?”

Florence’s mouth tightened in a slash of displeasure. “Clementine, ain’t nothing down there but supplies and linens. Some of the girls here don’t have much in their brains but overactive imaginations. Don’t pay them any mind, and
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