
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


 


 


Ameerah

 


 


by Rebekkah Ford

 


 


 



 


 


 


1This is a work of fiction. All of the names,
characters, organizations, events and incidents portrayed in this
novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used
in a fictitious manner.

 


Ameerah

By Rebekkah Ford

Copyright © 2015 Rebekkah Ford

Smashwords Edition

 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may
be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording
or any information storage or retrieval system, without permission
in writing from the publisher, except in the case of brief
quotations embodied in reviews and other noncommercial uses
permitted by copyright laws.

 


First Edition January 2016

 








 


Table of Contents

 


Chapter One: Present
Day

Chapter Two: 1925

Chapter Three: June
1925

Chapter Four: The
Charleston

Chapter Five: Deal of a
Lifetime

Chapter Six: Disturbing
Vision

Chapter Seven: I Kissed a Girl and I
Liked It

Chapter Eight: August
1925

Chapter
Nine: 1925 Danvers,
Massachusetts

Chapter Ten: Bandbridge Insane
Asylum—August 1925

Chapter Eleven: Dr.
Stratton

Chapter Twelve: A Living
Hell

Chapter Thirteen: Recruiting
Station

Chapter Fourteen: A New
Existence

Chapter Fifteen: The
Immortals

Chapter Sixteen:
Acclimating

Chapter Seventeen:
Volac

Chapter Eighteen:
Reenergizing

Chapter Nineteen: A New
Friendship

Chapter Twenty:
Practice

Chapter Twenty-One:
Revenge

Chapter Twenty-Two: Volac’s
Meeting

Chapter Twenty-Three: Sylis’
Discovery

Chapter Twenty-Four:
Karma

Chapter Twenty-Five:
1929

Chapter Twenty-Six: A Glimpse into the
Great Depression

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Stepping in and
Out of War World II

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Decades
Passed

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Present Day with
Derek

Chapter Thirty: Nadia

Chapter Thirty-One:
Bliss

Chapter Thirty-Two:
Fury

Chapter Thirty-Three: Derek’s
Help

Chapter Thirty-Four: Derek’s
Secret

Chapter Thirty-Five: Curve
Ball

Chapter Thirty-Six: Two Months
Later







 


 


1Acknowledgments

 


I’d like to thank Tarnya Rutheford and Veronica
Williams for helping me create two characters in this book—Aidan
Logan and Sylis Doyle. Both gals are part of my street team and
took the opportunity I gave them to come up with a character for
Ameerah’s story. They did an awesome job, and I’m grateful for
their support and friendship.

Thank you Crissy Sutcliffe, Debb Lavoie, and
Rosemary Hendry for being my beta readers and a huge support of my
books. You girls rock!

I’d like to thank my street team for your
support. I appreciate it. You’re awesome.

I’d like to give a shout out to my cover
artist Stephanie Flint, my editor Chase Nottingham, and Christina
Pollard Escue. You three were a huge help in making this book what
it is today, and I appreciate you and your dedication. You’re
awesome!

I’d like to thank my awesome formatter
Deborah Bradseth from Tugboat Design. I appreciate you and all of
your help.

I’d like to acknowledge my wonderful husband
Kevin Ford. You are my best friend, and I can always count on you
to make me laugh and give me huggles.

Also, I’d like to thank my fans. I appreciate
you more than I can say. Y’all rock!

 


 


Some birds cannot be caged, and I’m one of them.

~Ameerah Arrowood 1925

 


 



Chapter One

Present Day

 


This human had exquisite taste. I sure knew how to
pick them. I mentally patted myself on the back, even though the
truth of the matter was after my heinous death in the insane
asylum, I’d been possessing soulless humans for damn near ninety
years. I had loads of experiences in choosing the best apple in the
orchard.

The four-poster bed was lovely in the
moonlight. The bottom edges of its sheer curtains lifted off the
floor, causing the delicate fabric to ripple and bow in the center,
creating a complete circle. The cool breeze had a smoky, nutty
aroma.

The smell of fall.

I draped the black garment bag over the back
of a chair and flicked on the elegant floor lamp beside it. The
beautiful cone shade had a Tiffany-style stained art glass that
shed a warm glow throughout the room. Goosebumps rose on my bare
arms. The temperature outside was dropping. I closed the window,
pulled the blind down, and sighed. Plain and simple, I was in a
pissy mood. I wasn’t up for the roaring ‘twenties party Derek was
orchestrating for me and me alone. He knew when I was human, I was
a flapper gal and had the time of my life. He thought maybe his
little shindig would cheer me up, but frankly it was doing quite
the opposite.

A high-pitched scream issued from my purse
that hung across my body. I retrieved my cell from the side pocket
and smiled, recalling my recent trip to a swanky department
store.

While I was shopping earlier today, I noticed
the customer service attendant had paid no attention to the patrons
whose attire were far less than what she sported, which looked like
a Ralph Lauren maroon silk blouse and a black ruffled skirt. Then,
her quick, brown eyes spotted me browsing in the lingerie
aisle.

I was her cash cow.

The Armani black leather pants I wore, along
with my red Manolo Blahnik high heels, were unmistakable to one who
knew fashion. I was sure this thirty-something-year-old worked on
commission, and she wasn’t about to pass an opportunity to collect.
As she headed my way, a plastic Barbie doll smile plastered on her
face, my phone screamed as it did now. I smiled at that recent
memory and pushed the talk button with the image bright in my mind
of the horrific look the sales lady had thrown at me, and then her
doing a beeline in the opposite direction when I smirked and winked
at her.

I laughed as I brought the phone to my
ear.

“You sound in bloody good spirits,” Derek
said. I could hear the smile in his voice.

“Let’s not use the word spirit,” I
grumbled, my mood reverting back to pissy.

“Why the hell not?”

“Uh, because we are one, and we’re not good,”
I reminded him.

“Speak for yourself, love. I’m a fence-sitter
and quite enjoying it if I do say so myself.”

“Straddling the line between Heaven and Hell.
I’m right there with you,” I said, but then fell silent.

“Your troubles are getting the best of you,”
he said. When I didn’t respond, he continued. “Why don’t you slip
into that gorgeous dress you bought and come join the party? It
starts in an hour.”

I glanced at the garment bag. He knew I had
fine taste and purchased a flapper dress. My heart ached, and a
deep longing followed. It would be nice to listen to some jazz and
have a few drinks, I told myself. “Very well,” I sighed.

“Splendid.” He sounded happy. “Now, go tidy
yourself up.”

We said our goodbyes, and I got busy getting
dolled up. After my shower and drying off my shoulder length dark
hair, I curled and pinned it up. Carefully, I placed a thin lace
headband over it, loving the short, white feather sticking up its
side. The whole process took me longer than I intended, because the
next thing I knew, I was running twenty minutes late.

Shit.

I threw on my T-strapped high heels and gave
myself a once over in the mirror. A beam of light swiped across my
sad hazel eyes, reminding me, though I became a dark spirit ninety
years ago, I was considered young. Once I reached maturity, my eyes
would glow, brought on by an inflection of different emotions. Only
certain beings could catch the anomaly we somehow created when we
dwelled in the human flesh. I closed my eyes, then opened them,
focusing on my costume. The dress was stunning on this thin,
curvaceous body. The pale pink, ivory, and silver embroidered
lace-type pattern, along with the soft colors of pearl beading and
sequins, intertwined throughout the material. The fringes that were
touching my knees paid homage to the height of my existence once
upon a time ago. I needed one more thing to set off my outfit.

Red lipstick.

I applied some, smacked my lips, and grabbed
my chain beaded purse.

Twenty minutes later, I entered an
underground club called Chameleons on the outskirts of
Astoria, Oregon. Derek owned and operated the business. It was a
place where our kind could unwind and indulge in our hedonistic
ways. A live jazz band was already playing on the elevated platform
in the back. The large room had a whiff of decadence from the
rosewood walls to the fine oak bar stationed in the corner with red
cushioned retro barstools lining its length. In the center was a
dance floor, and beyond it were tables and booths. A second level
circulated the entire area where patrons sat or danced.

“Ameerah,” Derek called when he spotted me.
He motioned for me to join him at the bar where he sat with a
Guinness bottle in hand, looking dapper in his black fedora hat and
suit. “You are a vision, love,” he gushed, giving me an
appreciative look.

I offered him a weak smile and glanced
around, absorbing the entire atmosphere. It was as if I stepped
back into time. My time. I wrapped my fingers around the long pearl
necklace dangling from my neck, admiring the ladies in their fringe
flapper dresses. Some wore cloche hats, while others chose
headbands with a feather like my own. The men wore either
pinstriped suits with vests or tuxedos, setting off their black
shirts with a black or white tie. Of course a lot of them followed
suit with Derek, wearing the ever-so-popular fedora from back in
those days.

My heart bled.

If only I could return to the 1920s. If only
I ran away before my parents got their filthy claws in me and stuck
me in that horrid place. If only I had taken extra precautions to
hide my journal so my pompous, stick-in-the-ass mother wouldn’t
have discovered it.

If only–

“Ameerah?”

I blinked and turned to Derek. His piercing,
ocean-blue eyes held a deep concern. It was for me. I knew it was.
The corners of his mouth turned down, giving the unmistakable
expression of worry for a dear friend. Not wanting him to think I
lacked gratitude for his generous attempt to cheer me up, I took a
seat beside him and ordered a bloody Mary with extra olives. “I’m
fine,” I said, extracting a silver cigarette case from my purse. He
stroked a match and held it up, lighting my ciggy. I inhaled deeply
and then exhaled, blowing smoke rings in front of us. Boy, did I
love a good smoke and drink.

“You’re a terrible liar,” he said, pushing
his caramel colored bangs out of his eyes. “You know what you
need?”

“What? Salvation? It might be too late for
me, but nonetheless, I’m seeking it.” I took a sip of my drink. The
spicy, peppery tomato juice tasted wonderful. I popped an olive in
my mouth.

“No, love,” he said. “Salvation comes from
within not from without.”

“So I heard,” I said with a sigh.

“From whom, may I ask?” He raised his
eyebrows, prompting me to elaborate.

The rich tones of clarinet and tenor sax
played in the background like a scenic backdrop in a Leonardo da
Vinci painting. The atmosphere was charged with continuous chatter
and laughter. The smell of alcohol and tobacco played a familiar
cord in my heart along with the music and the hotsy totsy
outfits.

I took a long drag off my ciggy and slowly
blew the smoke up between us. “A light walker,” I said with a
smirk.

The tip of his beer bottle rested at the edge
of his bottom lip, ready to be tilted to release the firewater onto
his palate. In shock, he set it down instead. “You engaged in a
conversation with a bloody light walker?” His stared at me,
wide-eyed, mouth agape.

“Be careful what you say, Derek,” I said and
continued in a sarcastic tone. “Humans revere them as angels. You
mustn’t disrespect these heavenly beings.” I was still pissed off
about my earlier encounter with one, who interestingly enough
looked like a young Bob Dylan.

“My arse,” he snorted. He took one last drag
off his smoke before putting it out in the already overflowing
ashtray and picking up his drink. I looked at him, knowing by his
hurried gestures he was about to make a suggestion. “I propose we
go to the backroom where we can have some privacy.” He rose and
paused when I remained seated. “Shall we, love?”

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to divulge more
tales of my life or problems, but the alcohol was going down quite
well . . . Oh, hell, why the fuck not?

I caught the eye of the pretty blonde
bartender who was wiping the counter down a few feet away. “Can I
have a fallen angel cocktail, please?”

Derek guffawed, catching my snarky sense of
humor and ordered himself a whiskey and water on the rocks.

She smiled. “Of course.” She grabbed the
crème de menthe, gin, and lime, sneaking coy peeks at me while
making my drink. I caught the beam of light flash across her brown
eyes. She was a young dark spirit like me.

Derek leaned in next to my ear. “We can talk
later if you’d like to take her in the back room for a bit of
snogging. It sure would remedy your sour mood.”

I had to admit the idea was quite appealing.
Her luscious kisser was painted a dark crimson, accentuating her
pout. Her black cloche hat looked adorable on her with blonde, chin
length curls framing her round face. Yes, I could definitely have a
go with her, but now wasn’t the time. Besides, I had Nadia who was
stuck in a state of confusion in the lower world to think about.
There was no way I could get there to awake her from her
stupor—unless I overcame my issues . . . or so I had been told by a
light walker. It didn’t mean a hill of beans that I was changing my
ways. I had to fight and overcome my own demons to move on, or
accept his offer and get rehabilitated in the afterlife, which
wasn’t going to happen, not after what happened to me when I was
human.

“It’s a tempting offer,” I said to Derek.
“However, I have a story I need to tell and would like for you to
be the one I share it with.”

The bartender handed me my drink. When I took
it, her fingers softly brushed against mine. “If I can help you
with anything else, don’t hesitate to ask,” she told me, her eyes
lingering on my face. She bit the corner of her bottom lip when I
held her gaze, silently telling her I might seek her out before the
sun rises.

“I won’t,” I said with a flirtatious
half-smile, then turned on my heel to follow Derek to his private
quarters.

We weaved our way through the crowd, stopping
a couple of times for short, polite conversations with a handful of
slightly intoxicated, freewill-loving people. The night was still
young. I imagined they’d all be snockered in a few hours.

We entered a comfortable room with a
stamped-tin ceiling and plush maroon couches and chairs. On the far
wall was a miniature bar, lit by small bulbs along the top of its
black metal base. I noticed as soon as he closed the heavy oak door
how the noise from the party disappeared. We were shut in silence.
I sat in the armchair facing the loveseat where he parked himself
and placed my drink on the claw foot cherry wood end table. The
room smelled like stale cigarettes and alcohol. I loved that smell.
It reminded me of the pubs I used to frequent years ago in England
after I became a dark spirit.

“So tell me about the light walker and why
the hell you were conversing with him,” Derek said. “By the way,
rumor has it you’re quite chummy with Nathan Caswell and Paige
Reed. Is it true?”

“They’re my friends,” I admitted. When he
opened his mouth to object, I raised my hand to shut his trap. I
knew he would object to me having any friendly relations with our
enemies—the immortals who cast us out of the humans we possessed.
Nathan was the best dark spirit tracker of his kind. “Trust me.
They’re good people.”

“You’re bloody daft,” he said, shaking his
head. “You’re treading in dangerous waters, love. If Bael were to
discover you were mates with them . . . or Volac got wind of your
dealings, either one would charge you with treason and banish you
to The Sheol of Glass.”

I’d heard of that dark, swampy realm where
your only hope of escape was to have your captor release you
through the same dark ritual he enslaved you with or by a witch in
the living. Like the lower world, there were many compartments to
the Sheol of Glass. It was not one place. Bael, the oldest dark
spirit of us all, knew how to wield the blackest of magic. The
spell would be considered a deadfall, which was one of many traps
to capture a spirit. Volac, who was another ancient entity, may not
be as powerful as Bael, but he had his own tricks up his sleeve and
was not one to underestimate or provoke.

“Volac already knows,” I admitted. “He caught
me performing a ritual with Paige and Nathan not too long ago. I
wanted to show them where that bitch Aosoth was, where her black
soul went after Anwar had cast her out.” Derek was clearly at a
loss for words, because he stared at me, slack-jawed. “I don’t want
to talk about that now,” I went on. “This party tonight made me
realize I need to unburden myself by sharing my story with someone.
I would like it to be you.” I shifted in my seat and took a drink
of my cocktail, eyeing him over the rim. My stomach rolled. The
only other person I shared my tale with was Nadia—a human whom I
fell in love with decades ago. Then, Aosoth killed her.

“I’m flattered to be invited into your
confidence.” Derek popped a ciggy into his mouth. He pulled out his
Zippo from his pants pocket. When he tilted it, the silver caught
the light just so, the flat surface giving the appearance of a tiny
mirror. He flicked the top with his thumb. A short, clicking noise
fell between us. “We’ve been friends for half a century,” he
continued. “It’s no secret I adore you.” He motioned to the door
where beyond it, the party was in full swing. “But why me? Why
unload your baggage on a chap like myself?”

“I trust you, and I need your help,” I
answered. “You know some of what I endured while I was human . . .
but not all. I would like what I tell you to be kept between us,
and then afterward, I have a favor to ask of you.”

“Ask it now. There is no need for you to
pamper my ego with entrusting me with tales of your life as a
human.” He took a sip of his whiskey; the ice knocking against the
glass seemed to amplify in my ears.

I was on edge, I realized. I twisted my
fingers in my lap. When I made the snap decision to tell him the
details of my existence, I hadn’t realized how difficult it would
be to wheel myself back to that time. However, the pinching in my
gut dared me to follow through.

No, not dared.

Urged.

I opened my mouth, and in a rush I spoke
before the fear set and curdled inside my stomach. “I’ll ask you
the favor when I end my tale.” I took a deep breath and continued,
still twisting my fingers in my lap. “I need to get the story out
before I lose my nerve. I think . . . I think possibly it’ll help
me find peace. At least, I hope so.”

Derek sat back and rested his ankle on his
knee, understanding softening his features. “Well then, love, I’m
all ears.”

And so, I began my story.

 



Chapter Two

1925

 


I was born into a prominent family in 1907. My father
was a businessman who worked in the financial district of Manhattan
in New York City. He also dabbled in industrial activities such as
construction, oil, and steel. He rubbed elbows with the best of
them and invested wisely in the stock market. I was an only child,
a robot who my stick-in-the-mud, narcissistic mother would attempt
to program into her perfect offspring. She had no interest in my
needs, unless she was bored and lonely. Then, she would acknowledge
my presence to fill the empty hours where, God forbid, she might
grow a conscious if she were left without some sort of
companionship.

In 1925, I was eighteen years old.
Rebellious. I was against the exorbitant, snobbish behavior my
parents and their cronies defecated on whom they quickly determined
were lesser than them. Their eyes held a critical glint that bred
uneasiness within me whenever I had the misfortune of being in
their presence. I resented all of them for what I felt was
deplorable behavior and for treating me like an ornamental figure,
only to be displayed when it suited their personal agendas. This
was my life growing up until finally I had enough.

We lived in Washington Heights, a picturesque
town in upper Manhattan. I have to admit our house was
breathtaking. It was part Queen Anne style and part colonial
revival with a dash of Romanesque. A wide wraparound porch with
classical white columns, arches, and gambrel roofs was pleasing to
the eye. The round tower on the south side with the arched windows,
overlooking our sprawling lawn and apple orchard, was my
bedroom—very fitting considering my station in the family was
almost a reflection of a twisted fairytale story. My name, Ameerah,
should be a clue. It meant princess. Its roots were Arabic, and
though not an ounce of Arab blood ran through my veins, my mother
named me for that very reason alone. At least she didn’t dub me
Cinder-fuckin’-rella . . . but I digress.

I graduated high school in May of 1925 and
had been sneaking about all year with my best pal, Betty, to jazz
clubs to hear the likes of Louis Armstrong and Fletcher Henderson.
We learned how to do dances such as the Charleston and Bunny Hug.
We drank from small silver flasks, not giving a shit about
prohibition, but we still hid it beneath our dresses by attaching
it to our garters. We did what we could not to draw too much
attention from the authorities. We smoked and made new friends
every time we hit the entertainment scene on weekends when my
parents thought I was at Betty’s house playing cards or baking
cookies.

But then one afternoon, a week after I
graduated, the cat was out of the bag. It was my own decision of
course. I was tired of the false pretense I enacted in the presence
of my parents to satisfy their expectations on how I should behave
and dress. I decided to go to a barber and have him cut my long
hair into a stylish bob. I loved it. The natural curl to my dark
tresses brushed against my chin beneath the cloche hat I wore. I
came home that evening wearing my knee-high gold and white brocade,
drop down waist fringe dress. Though my mother had recently
graduated from the outdated and yawn-worthy floor-length dresses to
mid-calf ones, I knew without a doubt her disapproval of my
ensemble would be epic.

“Ameerah, is that you?” she called from the
kitchen when I closed the front door.

“The one and only,” I said, smiling at my
reflection in the hallway mirror. I had lined my hazel eyes in kohl
and painted my kisser in dark red, just like I always did when I
went out at night with Betty.

“Your father will be home soon. Set the table
while I finish making supper,” she said, sounding exasperated.

In our household, my mother was famous for
her theatrics. My father thought it was an endearing trait. I found
it annoying. She refused to hire a maid, even though her friends
employed at least one, claiming they were doing their civil duty to
society by their charitable contribution to hire a negro—or jigaboo
as they were known to call them—to keep house. My mother had
another perspective on the matter. She didn’t want those
kinds of people on our property, let alone in our house. They came
from the jungle, for Christ’s sake. They were aboriginals. I
detested her narrow-minded views of the black race, even more so
now that I’d seen how talented and innovative many were. It always
made me wonder how well they would excel as bankers or lawyers. If
only she knew how I envied them whenever I’d watch their
performances at the jazz clubs in Harlem and how glamorous I
thought they were.

“All right,” I answered as I stepped into our
dining room. The dishes were already stacked on the table with the
silverware on top. I proceeded to do as she requested, putting my
father’s plate in front of the captain’s chair for starters. I
could hear my mother mumbling something on the other side of the
door to the kitchen. Her image flitted past the tall, narrow,
French window beside it. I squared my shoulders and held my head
high.

She came out with a platter of sliced roast
beef, roasted potatoes, and glazed carrots. Her gaze met mine, and
she stopped cold in her tracks. Her lips parted, but no words
escaped. Then, the skin around her brown eyes tightened, and her
lips puckered. She set the platter on the table and turned to me,
her expression now dark and angry. “What on earth possessed you to
cut your beautiful long hair and dress so perversely?” She made an
up and down sweeping gesture in front of me. “You look like one of
those . . . those flapper gals. My word, Ameerah, what will our
friends think?”

“I don’t care what your high-hat friends
think,” I said with an indifferent shrug. “They’re a bunch of wet
blankets anyway.”

“Baloney,” she said. “They’re a swell class
of spiffy people. Our type of class.” The snobbery in her
voice fueled my conviction to stand my ground. I loathed how she
segregated us and others like us from those who were less
fortunate.

“Here’s a news flash for you, Mother . . .
I’m not like you or your friends. I never will be,” I
spat.

“Bite your tongue. You—”

“What is all the commotion?” My father
entered the room, looking ducky in his three-piece suit and fedora
hat. He set his briefcase down, took one look at me, and frowned in
disapproval. “What the devil are you thinking, dressing and
painting your face like some Jezebel?”

Sure, bring a character straight out of the
Bible to make a point that I found utterly ridiculous. We were
Roman Catholics but only went to church on holidays or when it
suited some twisted social agenda. My pal Betty was Catholic, and
I’d gone to church with her family more than I’d ever been with my
own damn family. Personally, I loved going to the old gothic
church, dipping my fingers in holy water, making the sign of the
cross on my chest, and looking in gross fascination upon Jesus, his
limp body hanging on the huge cross behind the altar. I always
marveled at the whole communion ritual. You ate the body of Christ
and drank his blood. It reminded me of Bran Stoker’s
Dracula. To me, the Catholic faith from priests speaking
Latin down to the rituals parishioners followed was dark and
inviting. At the time, I was ignorant about the true history of it
all. I never thought about the fate of my own soul, or if the world
would grow bleak with each passing decade.

“This is who I am,” I finally said after
squirming beneath my father’s critical gaze. “I’m a flapper,” I
proudly announced.

“Like hell you are,” he said, placing his hat
on the high back chair in the corner. His black hair was neatly
parted on the side, not a strand out of place. “You are a member of
our family and will act accordingly.”

“Well, then,” I said, “I will gather my
effects and be on my merry way.”

My mother was dishing out the food I’m sure
she would have any poor bastard believe she slaved over for hours.
She paused with a spoonful of glazed carrots and looked at us.
“Wait. Where would you go? What would you do without the allowance
we provide you?”

“I’ll get a room and work at one of the clubs
in Harlem,” I said, envisioning myself working in a cabaret where I
could possibly meet Ethel Waters or Fletcher Henderson.

My mother set the spoon down. It clanked
against the plate. I watched the color leech from her face. “Not my
princess.” She turned to my father, who was standing with his arms
tight against his chest, glaring. “Do something, Henry.”

He sighed and wiped a hand across his face.
“What do you want from us, Ameerah?” He sounded businesslike, as if
he were making a deal with one of his competitors. I didn’t like
it. I was his daughter, yet he had the air of an entrepreneur who
was forced into a corner.

“I want you to accept me for who I am. I want
to be treated like an individual instead of a prop in your puppet
show,” I countered.

My father took his seat at the table and
picked a ciggy out of its bronze case. He lit it, took a drag, and
slowly released a cloud of smoke above us. “Would you be willing to
compromise?”

I sat in the chair next to him, plucked the
butt from his mouth, puffed on it, and blew perfect smoke rings
toward him. The look on my parents’ faces was priceless: eyes wide,
mouths agape. I smirked, handed him his ciggy back and said, “I’m
all ears.”

My father cleared his throat, attempting to
recover from the shock of his daughter smoking. It was looked down
upon for a woman to smoke, yet it was okay for a man. I found the
double standard annoying and refused to live my life inferior to
the male species.

“What if we turned a blind eye to this
outlandish behavior you adopted and in return you restrain it
during the day and when we’re in the company of others in our
social standing.”

“It’s a phase she’s going through,” my mother
said to him. “I’m sure it’ll pass.”

“Indeed, Cornelia. It very well could be.” He
patted her hand and looked at me, waiting for my reply.

I quickly weighed my options. I could get a
job and a place to live in Harlem. In fact, I wouldn’t have to work
for a while. I’d been saving my monthly allowance for years. It
would get me by for a bit. Hell, I probably could even buy a Model
T with all the dough I had. The idea was quite appealing. Then, the
thought about doing a little bootlegging on the side entered my
mind. A thrill went through me at the prospect of becoming an
underground distributor of the finest hooch in town. However, if I
accepted my father’s proposition, I wouldn’t have to concern myself
with a job. They didn’t want me to—

“Ameerah?” my father said, interrupting my
mental chatter. The timbre in his voice held an inflection of
sternness I didn’t appreciate. “Do we have a deal?”

I blinked at him. “I’m not one of your
business associates,” I replied. “I’m your daughter.” I took
a drink of my water, swallowing against the unexpected tears rising
in my throat. My heart felt heavy when the realization came that he
never treated me as such. Sure, he threw endearments my way, but
his love was shown through materialistic means instead of willingly
sharing my company. Sadly enough, he and my mother only knew me
through their own tunnel vision on how they wanted to perceive
their daughter. It bothered me. A lot.

“Of course you are, dear,” my mother said in
a soft, placating tone. “We love you very much and only want the
best for you. Why do you think your father works so hard? He does
it to give us all of this.” She swept her hand in the air,
indicating to all the fine things we had, including the four tiered
crystal chandelier hanging above.

I swiped the back of my hand across my wet
cheeks. “I don’t care about what assets we’ve accumulated. I’ve
seen people who had far less than us, and they seemed much
happier.”

“Horse feathers,” my father grunted. “If
those people had the slightest opportunity to increase their
standard of living to where they could afford a nice house, they
would not only be happy, but would also have a sense of
security.”

“I don’t know,” I replied, wondering if what
he said was true. I guess it depended upon the individual. Money
and ranking high in the social network of the ritzy class would
change a lot of people. I think it would take a special person who
was true to himself, not to sacrifice who he was for the glory of
being the envy of his peers.

“You’re only eighteen, Ameerah,” my father
said and sighed, suddenly looking older than he was. “I’m making
allowances for your youth. Your mother and I don’t want you to be
subjected to a lower standard of living. We want you to get married
to a successful gentleman who can provide a comfortable life for
you and your children. I realize you can go to college and become a
teacher or a nurse, but if a woman has the opportunity to take care
of a man’s castle and the man, she should do so. Not to mention, if
they had children. To become a wife and a mother and do it well, is
the most admirable job a woman can do in this life.”

I disagreed, but I kept my trap shut. His
prehistoric thinking was beyond conversion. Women were much more
than housemaids and bottle feeders. He couldn’t figure that out and
probably never would. I dug my nails into my palms, making
half-moon impressions.

“Your father and I have something else we
would like to bring to the table,” my mother said, giving my father
a look as if to silently ask for his approval. He nodded, and she
went on. “Since you’re out of school now, we thought this would be
a great opportunity for you and me to try something new.”

I narrowed my eyes. “What?”

She shifted in her seat and folded her hands
on the lace tablecloth. “Your father has several business meetings
lined up this summer in Chicago, San Francisco, and Reno. I would
like to accompany him.”

My thoughts raced. The first one was, what
about me? I bet they never even considered taking me along with
them. I could feel my throat tightening as I questioned why they
wouldn’t want me around, that maybe they didn’t love me. But then a
second thought quickly followed. I would have the whole house to
myself. I could come and go as I pleased. I would have my autonomy.
I bit the tip of my finger to try to keep myself from smiling.

“You would keep house while we’re gone,” my
father said, not missing a beat after my mother paused. “We don’t
want any funny business here while we’re away, and who knows? We
might be home sooner than expected. As you’re already aware,
sometimes my business meetings get cancelled or cut short.
Therefore, I suggest you respect our wishes.” He gave me an
uncompromising look to emphasize his statement.

“Okay, but then what?” I asked, trying to
appear bored when really I wanted to jump up and down from the
excitement of being independent of them for the first time in my
life.

My father took one last drag off his ciggy
and snuffed it out in the copper ashtray next to his glass of
water. He didn’t answer right away. Instead he proceeded to cut his
meat. While we ate in silence, I had the distinct feeling he
already knew his answer, but he was teaching me patience. I was
fine with it and allowed my mind to wander to all the things I
could do while they were away. Basically, it would be the same
things I’d been doing almost every weekend, minus the sneaking
around. Although I could have Betty spend the night, and we’d have
the freedom to do whatever the hell we wanted.

“After this summer,” my father finally said,
“if you have conducted your behavior in a suitable fashion in our
absence, I will consider you adult enough to make important
decisions for your future.”

It’s my future, and you have no fucking say
in it, but what the hell, I’ll play along.

“What about Abraham?” Mother asked, her
hopeful eyes addressing me.

“He’s nifty and all,” I replied, “but he’s
Betty’s older brother . . .”

“The boy has a bright future,” my father
said. “He’s following his old man’s footsteps in becoming a
doctor.”

“I know,” I sighed, “but can we talk about it
some other time?”

“Very well.” My father nodded. “So do we have
a deal about your behavior and this summer?”

Oh, boy! Do we ever.

I stretched my hand across the table. A small
smile crossed my father’s face. He placed his hand in mine. “Deal,”
I said, shaking it, making a list in my mind of all the fun things
I planned to do while they were away. This summer was going to be
the bee’s knees.

But little did I know the summer of 1925
would be my best summer ever and my worst nightmare.

 



Chapter Three

June 1925

 


The visions started after my eighteenth birthday,
which was in April. Actually, I’d been having them since the age of
six, but they were few and far between. I thought nothing of them
as one would who, on rare occasions, could guess the person behind
the knock on the door. But now, the visions were coming to me more
frequently. I began paying attention to the flashing pictures in my
optical mind and thought it would be a splendid idea to write the
details in a journal. It was my way of keeping track of them and to
see if they would come to fruition. The only downside to this
gift—if you wanted to call it that—was every time a vision sprang
forth, I received a horrible headache in its wake. Whomever
bestowed this ability on me had a sick sense of humor. I could hear
the bastard now: Ameerah will have the good fortune of knowing
the near future, but she will pay a price for my generosity. She
will have an ache in her head afterward. It will be sharp between
the eyes and painful. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if there
was a devious laugh attached to that statement.

Asshole.

Of course, I could be completely out in left
field and no godly being had anything to do with it. I didn’t even
believe in a god or an afterlife. But considering the
circumstances, it certainly felt like I was being fucked with. Even
Betty, who was the only one who knew about the visions, thought the
same way.

“Ameerah,” she said while I rubbed the spot
between my eyebrows and groaned. “Whoever did this to you is one
sick son-of-a-bitch.”

I laughed, though nothing was funny. “I
agree.” I opened my eyes when most of the pain lifted. Betty was
standing in front of my bureau, her deep blue eyes flashed with
anger, then concern. Like me, she was wearing a conservative drop
waist dress, the hemline touching more than a couple inches below
her knees. The light yellow with the fabric white belt complimented
her golden locks. It was too warm to wear a cloche hat, so she wore
her bob style haircut in finger waves. “But maybe nobody did this
to me.”

“Baloney,” she said. “You know as well as I
there are other forces at play.”

I took my leather-bound journal out of my
bedside table drawer. Not wanting to mess with a fountain pen, I
decided to use a pencil instead. I wanted to jot down the vision
before it escaped me. It was nothing to be alarmed about; it only
involved my parents coming home early because of my father losing a
deal that could have been quite lucrative for him. “I don’t know
what to believe,” I mumbled.

Betty flopped beside me on the bed, causing
me to bounce sideways. I steadied myself and became hyperaware of
how being close to her made my heart race. I ignored the nervous,
excited feeling she stirred in me, like I have for the past six
months and proceeded to write in my journal.

“Well, we can change that, ya know?”

I continued to write, not wanting to lose my
train of thought.

Betty leaned closer to me, silently reading
what I wrote, her arm pressed against mine. I focused my attention
on the task at hand instead of the strange sensation in my stomach,
which was comparable to when I rode the Ferris wheel at Schenck
Brothers Palisades Park in New Jersey. It was annoying to say the
least, and I had no idea why she was making me feel this way. I had
gone on a couple dates with her older brother Abraham during
Christmas break and even kissed him a few times. He was a fun fella
to be around, and like me, he loved to go to jazz clubs, but not
once did my body react to him like it did to Betty.

Betty reached beneath her dress and pulled
out a small silver flask from her garter. She unscrewed the cap and
took a swig. “Your father is going to be a bear to be around,” she
said, smacking her lips and making a face. I put the journal away,
and she handed me the hooch. “It’s whiskey, but I watered it down
some,” she admitted.

I took a sip, remembering how Abraham taught
me how to drink the giggle water: cup the liquid in the center of
your tongue so it didn’t touch the edges. Push it up to the roof of
your mouth and swallow. The whiskey had a honey and caramel taste
to it. As it slid down my throat, a warm burning sensation
followed. I handed the flask back to her. “Where did you get
this?”

She smiled. “Abe.”

I gawked at her. “Your brother is a
bootlegger now?” I knew Abe, as we called him, loved to have a good
time, but he was a premed student, destined for great success. I
never pictured him to go against the glossy image society viewed
him as and to blend in with the shadows of law-breaking citizens
such as myself.

Impressive.

Betty’s smile grew into a grin. “He is, but
don’t tell him I told you. In fact, don’t mention it. He’s on the
dean’s list and doesn’t want to ruin his perfect record in
school.”

“I won’t say a word,” I promised, still
reeling from this bit of information.

“He’s going to pick us up at eight and take
us to a speakeasy on 53rd Avenue in Harlem,” she said.
“He knows the person who runs it.”

We’d been to a speakeasy several times, but
if this was the one I was thinking of, we were in for a treat. I’d
heard the best hooch in town was served there. We were going to
have one hell of a night.

I hopped off the bed and pulled Betty up with
me. “It’s two hours from now. We should get ready.”

“I heard the big cheese who runs it is trying
to emulate Al Capone,” Betty said, placing her pink and silver
suitcase on my bed. “Al is from Brooklyn, ya know, but lives in
Chicago now.”

I opened my armoire, where I kept all my
dresses and picked my favorite one: an elaborate lace and
embroidery swirl pattern in light shades of pearl and iridescent
beads. There were layers of fringes throughout the material, ending
an inch below the knee. “I’ve heard many sordid tales about him,
but I also heard some good ones. Rumor has it he’s generous when it
comes to charity. But regardless, he’s one fella you don’t want to
get on his bad side.”

Betty nodded. “To be frank, I’m not one to
meddle in the affairs of gangsters.” She lifted a silver and light
gray chiffon beaded dress. The beadwork was in a design of leaves
and flowers. The bottom of the dress had thin hanging beaded panels
of fabric. It was gorgeous.

“Where did you get your dress, Betty? It’s
beautiful,” I gushed, draping my outfit over my arm and touching
the material on hers. I loved the feel of the sheer silky fabric
and imagined how it would feel against my skin.

Her gaze was locked on the V-neck collar,
like she was too embarrassed to look at me. “I made it.” The corner
of her mouth lifted into a tiny smile.

I stared at her in stunned silence. I never
knew she could sew like this, let alone create such a spectacular
piece of work out of fabric and accessories. “You’re fooling
me?”

She slowly shook her head and peeked at me
from out the corner of her eye. Her smile widened. “Nope. What
you’re looking at is my latest creation. Do you really like it?”
She touched the dress with great fondness.

“Wow, Betty. Your dress is better than the
clothes at Saks Fifth Avenue. Why didn’t you tell me you like to
sew things other than a button or mending a garment?” I think I was
in shock, because I couldn’t stop staring at her.

Her cheeks bloomed a pinkish red color. “I
didn’t want you to think I was turning into one of those women we
always squawked about.” She looked up and met my gaze. “I admire
you, Ameerah,” she said, suddenly appearing shy and vulnerable.
“You’re a strong and confident person. I . . . I think I’m . . .”
Her eyes dropped to my lips, then to my face again. I wanted to
comfort her but didn’t dare. A torrent of emotions I didn’t
understand kept me on guard. “I don’t want to disappoint you,” she
finally said, looking away, although I could tell there was
something more she wanted to say.

“You’re not.” I pointed to her dress while
tossing mine on the bed. “This is the cat’s meow. It’s
brilliant.”

“Really?”

“Oh, my God, Betty. You have talent. Talent I
wish I had. Don’t ever feel guilty about something you love to do
and what makes you happy. In fact”—I turned her around by the
shoulders so she was facing me, and I looked her straight in the
eyes— “I think you should become your own fashion designer and
start up your own clothing line.”

“Like Coco Chanel,” she said, beaming.

I grinned and nodded.

She squealed and threw her arms around me.
“Ooooh, I love you, Ameerah.”

I hugged her back, feeling both awkward and
elated. She only loved me as a friend, nothing more, I told myself.
I was startled at that revelation and released my arms, taking a
couple small steps back, suddenly conscious of the crushing feeling
I felt in my gut. Then, it hit me like a ton of bricks.

I was in love with her.

But how could this be?

I was supposed to have those feelings toward
a man, not a woman. The way I felt for Betty was wrong on so many
levels. It wasn’t normal. I wasn’t normal. Maybe because my
parents lacked the ability to show me affection, I hungered for it.
So maybe I wasn’t a lesbian or in love with her. I was merely
starved for affection, any affection. I perked up at the idea. Yes,
it seemed reasonable.

There was a loud knock at the door. Betty and
I looked at each other, smiled, and bolted out of my room.
Laughing, we raced for the front door. I stumbled into her, and we
were giggling as she opened it.

“What are you two dames doing?” Abe asked,
raising his eyebrows in question.

“Betty was showing me the nifty dress she
made,” I said as we stepped out of the way so he could come in. He
looked spiffy in his black suit and bowtie that offset his white
shirt. His fedora, tilted on the side of his head, embodied his
cool, ritzy demeanor.

His charming smile reached his cobalt eyes.
“She showed me earlier. I daresay she is the talented one in the
family.”

“Stop,” Betty said, playfully smacking him on
the arm. “I may be handy with a thread and needle, but your wits
far exceed mine.”

“You need to apply yourself more,” he
answered. “Don’t sell yourself short, little sis.”

“Anyway,” she said, ignoring his comment.
“Why are you so early? We still need to get dolled up.”

“I was bored.” He shrugged. “Schmoozing with
the likes of our kinfolk is not my idea of a good time.”

“Mom and Dad had their pals over again?”
Betty asked.

Both of our parents were good friends and
associated with the same crowd of yawn- worthy people. I didn’t
blame Abe for skipping out. I would have done the same.

“Of course,” Abe replied, not hiding his
distaste for them. “Their snobbery clouds their vision of what is
truly important in life.”

“Explain,” I said, wanting to hear his take
on the matter.

“I don’t blame them for wanting the finer
things,” he said as we moseyed to the living room. He sat on the
high wingback chair while Betty and I parked ourselves on the
couch. “I want the same thing, but I’m not willing to sacrifice who
I am and become one of their cookie cutter figures in order to
appease the ridiculous ideologies of small-minded people.”

I impersonated a golf clap. “Well said. I’m
impressed.”

He reached inside his suit jacket and
produced a silver thin case. It flipped open, exposing a row of
cigarettes. He plucked one out and popped it in his mouth.

“Butt me.” I made a gestured toward the
ciggies.

“Me, too,” Betty said, leaning forward,
stretching her hand to him.

He gave us a devilish smile, handed us one,
and lit it for us. A cloud of smoke rose above us as we enjoyed
Mother Nature’s gift of the tobacco plant. I could feel the
chemicals running their course through my system, relaxing me.
Normally, a man would frown upon a woman smoking, but Abe was
different. He was for equality, a trait I found attractive. Too bad
my body didn’t react to him like my mind did.

“I’m famished,” he announced when a short
silence fell between us.

“There are cold cuts in the ice box. You can
make yourself a sandwich if you like,” I offered.

“There’s also fried chicken,” Betty added.
“Ameerah and I made some earlier. You can heat it in the oven while
we get ready.”

“You’re welcome to anything you can scrounge
up in my kitchen,” I said, rising. “Betty and I shouldn’t be long.”
I pulled Betty to her feet. “Make yourself at home. In fact, you’re
invited to stay the night if you like.” My parents wouldn’t mind, I
told myself. They were practically rooting for Abe to court me.
Besides, they’d been away for only two weeks. I was almost certain
they were having too much fun to come home this early.

“Thanks for the generous offer.” He smiled
and winked. “Food comes first, and we’ll see what the rest of the
night will bring.”

“Ameerah,” Betty whispered as we headed back
to my room. She slipped her arm around mine and leaned her head on
my shoulder. “I think you should tell Abe about your visions.”

Where did that come from? “Why would
you suggest such a thing?”

“He’s smart and might know why you’re getting
them.”

“I think he has too much on his plate to deal
with my bizarre problem,” I said, closing my bedroom door behind
us.

“He knows a lot of people.” She sat on my bed
and proceeded to take her shoes off. “I think he can help.”

“I’ll consider it,” I answered, shifting my
attention to my dress lying in a half moon position next to her. I
picked it up, suddenly feeling uncomfortable. Her presence filled
the room, coating me like an extra layer of skin. I knew she meant
well, but I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea or not. Refusing to
look at her, I went to my bureau where I kept my undergarments. The
thin elastic girdle I chose would flatten my breast and stomach,
though my midriff was already tight, flapper gals like myself
preferred our bosoms to appear nonexistent under our outfits.
“Actually,” I went on, taking what I needed and stepping behind the
ornate wooden dressing screen to give us both some privacy, “now
that I think about it, I don’t believe it would be a good
idea.”

“I was afraid you’d say that,” Betty replied.
I could hear the frown in her voice. “But really, Ameerah, you can
trust Abe.”

“Maybe so, but I want to keep it between us,
okay?”

“Sure. My lips are sealed,” she promised.

She must have been already applying her
makeup, because her voice carried from across the room where my
vanity was. I sat on the small red settee to slip my beige
stockings on, trying not to get a snag.

She gasped, making me pause. “I have a
marvelous idea.”

“What?” I hoped she wasn’t going to suggest
we ask Abe about what he’d do if he were having visions of the near
future, just to see what he’d say. It would be way too obvious.

“How about seeing a medium?” Her excitement
was palpable in the bubbly tone of her voice.

“Houdini thinks they’re frauds,” I said.
“He’s done shows debunking them and even offered to pay ten
thousand dollars to anyone who could prove their supernatural
abilities that he couldn’t mirror.” I slipped my dress on and
adjusted it.

“Yeah, yeah, everybody knows about Houdini,
but what about Edgar Cayce?”

I’d read about Edgar Cayce and his
clairvoyant abilities in the newspapers. He was a popular figure
who would go into a trance and help cure illnesses. He once said he
could see auras around people, could hear voices of departed loved
ones, and could speak to angels. I didn’t know how I felt about
those things, but apparently he was phenomenal in aiding those in
poor health.

I smoothed out my dress and did a little
shimmy, causing the fringes to swing back and forth. “Edgar Cayce,”
I replied, stepping around the dressing screen, “helps heal . . .”
I stopped short when Betty turned away from the mirror to look at
me, a tube of red lipstick in her raised hand. Her lips were
painted in it, which accentuated her pout and went well with her
golden locks. Kohl liner made her dark blue eyes appear seductive.
I noticed they were slowly drinking in my body as I was doing the
same to her. She looked breathtaking in her silver and gray beaded
dress. The leaves and flower design shimmered in the light when she
made the slightest of movements. I met her gaze. Something sparked
in her eyes. Hunger? She bit her bottom lip. A shock of heat flowed
through me. My train of thought was lost. She was staring at my
mouth, I noticed. Her chest was rising faster than normal. My heart
was pounding. Oh, God, I think I wanted to kiss her. No, this was
wrong. I blinked and quickly gathered myself. “You look ravishing,”
I breathed. There, I broke whatever spell I was under.

She sent me a coy smile. “So do you.”

I laughed, waving it off. “I haven’t even
dolled up my face yet.”

“You’re beautiful, Ameerah,” she said. “With
or without makeup.”

“I’m glad you think so.” I moved close to her
so I could freshen my face. Reluctantly, she stepped aside.
Something between us was shifting; I could feel it. Maybe it began
months ago in a subtle way. I had gone out with Abe a few times. We
even kissed and did some heavy petting. I thought about Betty’s
behavior back then. She had become quiet and reserved around me. I
remembered it clearly now. She didn’t want to talk about her
brother but would ask me how I felt about him. When I’d told her he
didn’t curl my toes, she crawled back out of her shell and things
went back to normal. At the time, I thought it had to do with the
weirdness of me dating her brother, but now I wondered if it was
something more. I severed those thoughts and filled the silence
that fell between us. “Anyway, back to Mr. Cayce. I’m not ill
unless—”

“I didn’t mean something is wrong with you,”
she quickly said. “I was only making a point.”

“Which was?”

“Not all psychics are charlatans.”

“Well, if you think it might help me, I’m
onboard.”

What the hell. What’s the worst that can
happen?

“I do,” she said, delighted, hugging me from
behind and kissing my cheek, confusing me even more with the way my
body reacted to her.

There was a loud knock at the door. “Are you
dames almost ready?” Abe’s voice rang out.

Betty released her arms, and I turned, facing
her. She was smiling. “Let’s go.” She grabbed our beaded purses off
the bed and handed me mine. I followed her out of the room,
determined to shelf the feelings she aroused in me and to have a
grand time.
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