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Chapter 1: MILLICENT COPLEY
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THE HOUSEFLY BUZZING past Bianca Copley Smyth for the third time was certain to meet a quick death if she got the chance. An ugly piece of flying black flesh, she refused to give it the value of her attention, at least directly. With important guests at her dinner party now all seated, facing it might draw attention and cause alarm. After all, there were expectations to meet and standards a single, disgusting fly could easily destroy.

The dining table gleamed with crystal goblets, ornate china and polished silver flatware and the guests... Not as cultured as they pretended to be. Secretly, Bianca loathed the A-list crowd of the city’s finest insects, here to pay homage to a fancy meal and to her, yes her, born into wealth, disgraced by scandal, and now back working to the top of the heap. She had her mother to thank for this predicament. God! Mother and her damned money...

How the fly found its way into Bianca’s posh Manhattan penthouse gave her another thing to worry about tonight. Before that, it was the police. Perched on the bobeche of a freshly cleaned crystal chandelier, the annoying insect had visited a few guests before making its way to the candelabrum. Of all the nights...I’ll be ruined, Bianca imagined. Glaring right at her, the bug rubbed its filthy black arms together giving her a spell of queasiness. She plotted squashing the nasty thing—swatting it down, gathering it up in a napkin and grinding its little black body into a paste. How the hell did this fifty-pound bug get in here? Like a stinking cigarette, she stubbed out a passing thought that dead flesh tends to attract flies. How the rotten critter circled and swooped unabashed was offensive, a personal attack. Assuredly, one of the guests must have brought the wretched thing in a bag and set it free. They hate me, the freaks...They’re out to ruin me. This was the first time she remembered a fly getting into the apartment. With air-conditioning, the windows always remained shut. A trip through the lobby, an elevator and down the long hallway, flying insects are normally shed from a body long before arriving at the apartment. Even the maids knew better than to open the windows. Worse off, her mother Millie was certain to blow a gasket if she caught wind of the slightest intruder disrupting her perfectly planned affair. No one crossed Millie without dire regret, not even a bug.  

The fly was off again, weaving like a drunkard toward the most important food critic in the city, Daniel Barleson. Dear god...No. Bianca held her breath until she nearly fainted as it buzzed close to his head. Thank God for small miracles, he didn’t so much as flinch.

Daniel had once given a poor food review simply because he spotted a cockroach scurrying across the sidewalk ten yards from the entrance to a new restaurant, a proprietor once claimed. Bianca found it ridiculous, at the time. She couldn’t imagine any building in New York City not getting a visit from a roach. Crowding her busy mind came a hundred terrible things Daniel might say should he spot that fly and God forbid, it lands on his plate.

The fly took a sudden veer to the left and disappeared down a hallway for now. A slow exhale, Bianca willed her frayed nerves to calm, but that would not come easy. With the fly gone, worse things were there to raise her anxiety meter. If the cops were coming, they should have been here by now... Laying her pale hand on the dining table, the black colored glass burned cold against her skin. “Is the air-conditioner set too low?” She asked her husband, Reed.

“I’m comfortable. Why? Are you getting a chill?”

“No chill, but the table feels like ice. I just thought...” Reed could have held her hand and felt how cold it was, but he didn’t. Once the final plates are cleared and the guests disperse, he will pay for his fixation with Daniel... 

“You’re already picking the night apart and it’s hardly begun,” he said. 

In times past, he was her rock, but no longer. He was becoming a bumbling old fool. After a short huff, Bianca returned to fretting. At least the table setting is beautiful, Daniel cannot deny me that...If on this night she were to fall from grace, the meal had better be flawless. Except for an annoying housefly, so far it was.

The dining room was the crowned jewel of the apartment, each setting perfect with warm light reflecting off the gold-rimmed goblets. When filled with wine, the glasses cast halos in both deep reds and pale amber. Like a symphony the crystal glasses would sing as guests tapped the stems down on the hard surface. Some tried to be gentle about it, but not Daniel. His glass clunked loudly as it hit the table. Break it, Bianca willed. Then we’ll see your pretty face with those perfectly plucked eyebrows turn red with embarrassment. 

Bianca’s gaze drifted. Like a scream of murder shattering the moment, the dance of candlelight stopped cold in the eyes of her mother, Millicent Copley. She was glaring right at her. Diverting again, she pretended to study the Greek key pattern of red and black in the porcelain plates, anything to avoid the piercing look. There was no escape. With a head full of regret and despise, she then shifted to three large crystal vases for reprieve. Fresh cut stems bled just the right amount of green into the throats of the white Calla lilies and yet those eyes came clearly through the largest vase. She could never escape with mother in the room. Millicent’s eyes appeared in the glass table next, shining like an animal in headlights. Next, Bianca turned to a serrated carving knife, her own face appearing pale and morose. My lips are too red, and my eyes look bloodshot. The realization that she was drowning in fear had come too late. She thought she was stronger than this, ready for that long-awaited reintroduction into the societal echelons of grandeur that her mother insisted she be.  The police will come...I know they will. They will come again and drag me off in chains as they did when I was younger. Only earlier, while making the final arrangements for the dinner party, did it hit her hard that her lover was truly dead. Seven freaking years since the last death, why now?

Bianca knew what pain the tabloids could cause, the hounding, the ugly names called by naive strangers in the street who knew no better than what the papers fed them. She could not bear the thought of what lay ahead. Manhattan monster, Spider, Viper, the Grim Reaper, they’ll eat me alive. On and on the labels flooded into her mind until her neck wrenched in a giant knot of nerves.

“What’s gotten into you tonight?” Reed asked.

“We have a bug.”

“You think someone is spying on us?”

“Worse,” Bianca whispered. “A fifty-pound housefly.”

Reed eyed the foyer and turned with a scowl. “Let it go...no one here is giving stars for a dinner party. It’s a social event, Bi. Smile and stop staring at the door like you want to escape.”

If anyone were to understand the disaster a simple house fly might cause, it should be Reed, or so Bianca thought. Ignoring her husband, she stared at the front door again and the real distraction came to mind. No police...nothing yet...The shift will end soon, and the homicide detectives will have gone home for the evening. To continue with the party seemed such a ruse at this point. Once the court of gossip columnist feasting at her table discovers the reason for the last-minute change in tonight’s chef, she knew they would drag her back to the lowly life of a fallen celebrity. She was powerless to stop the inevitable. Why are they being so nice? Certainly, someone must know about the affair, how could they not. However, nobody knew. Despite being the perfect host, the impending fall from grace had already gripped a hold on her. Mother will never forgive me...  

Classmates shunned the gangly child with dark eyes, buckteeth, and a nest of frizzy black hair that Bianca was in her youth. She grew into her beauty and despite the family wealth, the ever-darkening cloud of unexplained deaths that followed her, would keep her an outcast. Then, inexplicably, it all ended.  It took seven years to build back her status amongst society’s elite. With grace, charm and huge charitable donations, she slowly won the hearts of those that would make her famous for no better reason. However, loving her did not come easy. It didn’t help that her mother could be a drunk with an abhorrent temperament. At times, most of the time honestly, she still resented Millicent Copley. Eyeing her now, she was stubborn as ever, strong as an ox with not one thread of compassion for anything but herself. 

A few guests away, Daniel Bartleson whispered to his boyfriend Jacoby Mickelson, the society columnist. Strange how the white marble floors echoed every word said, but not Daniels. Glancing sideways, with his teeth grit, he gave Bianca a half-hearted smile. 

I will have my day, and they will praise me, she hoped. Damned gossips... 

While preparing for the dinner, a Frances Bacon diptych at the head of the table gave just another reason to worry. “It’s gruesome...it will serve only to remind them of the past,” Bianca had warned her mother days before. “It doesn’t belong in the dining room.” 

“Nonsense,” Millie had replied. “The saturated orange and bloody reds play well against the mocha walls. Besides, they found you innocent. Don’t start conjuring old ghosts.”

More voices echoed in the stark room, that of Katherine Watson commenting on the art. “The paintings seem appropriate,” she had said, sniggering. With that, Bianca realized her fears had come true. Damn mother...why must you be so stubborn?  The Basquiat would have been more appropriate, Bacon’s work reeks of death and dismemberment.

A service of wine came. Across the table, Millicent pressed the bottle down, assuring the waiter filled the glass well beyond halfway. 

Bianca pondered the considerable amount of security it took to move the priceless works from the Estate. With all the money in the world, mother should have cared more about my guests and me...I simply asked for a different painting. Finally giving into eye contact, Millicent straightened and gave a confident smirk. Tonight, she wore her finest puce-colored Channel, with a persimmon-colored blouse underneath the jacket. It looked better when Aunt Cleo wore it... Mother Millie was resourceful, frugal and shrewd. Slyly, that was how she garnered her finest possessions. Much of her art collection came from desperate men—frauds who wanted to avoid prison by paying off debts. Millie tended to collect wicked men like prized souvenirs, Bianca believed. Just like her date for the night, Joe Menke. He seemed no different from the many others, a gigolo clinging to the arm of a wealthy shrew. 

Bianca searched for compassion she would not find in Millicent’s grey eyes, just a frigid emptiness that mirrored the vacancy in her own heart. Throughout her life, that was all she ever found in her mother’s eyes, distant, dead emptiness. 

Reed gripped a clammy hand onto Bianca’s knee, saving her from another flood of bitter memories. The support felt quaint. However, it would not be enough to buoy their fragile marriage, not after tonight. Nothing will when he finds out...

Dimples highlighted a reassuring smile. “You need to take pride in what you’ve done,” Reed said. “I’m certainly proud of what you’ve put together.”

“Sure,” Bianca said curtly, chasing Reed’s hand from her leg. Always the psychiatrist, never the husband...What he was doing touching her in the first place had her confused. He hadn’t laid a finger on her in a year, oddly since about the time she met chef Peter. Oh Peter, if you were here now making love with your food, how better tonight would be...

Until last night, Peter Roget was an upcoming star in the culinary world. Bianca tracked back to the time they met at one of the many fund-raising events she had supported. A square-jawed stout man, unlike her lanky husband, his piercing eyes glowed like sapphires in firelight that evening. Thinking of him now, it was not her first attraction. It was his food. Later, she discovered sex with Peter. It was better than his cooking and that was saying a lot.  

With her mind on Peter and his rapid rise to celebrity status amongst the city’s culinary scene, she reluctantly had her mother to thank. Most of the time she despised Millie, but not for achieving the fame she craved. She feared her mother, but in her weakest moments, Millie always came through. Tonight, as reluctantly as she would admit, she needed her the most if she were to come through unscathed.  

Millicent Copley ensured that the most important society columnist, Jacoby Mickelson would make an appearance. An arrogant man, known for avoiding the nobodies, her money all but guaranteed that he would write a generous article in the column. No journalist dares write bad things about Millie; despite the bruising they were sure to take. When mother did not get her way, her purse strings always worked well as a noose. An unforeseeable glitch. The society writer brought the food critic as his date. Bianca knew Daniel Bartelson had tangled with Millie before. Unlike Jacoby, money had no influence on him. His presence not only had mother on the edge, but she was also drinking heavily. Yet somehow, Bianca felt what threads had kept her together until now began to fray with each sighting of that damned housefly and not Millie. 

Hands twitching, she willed her foot to stop tapping as the food arrived at the table. A few micro greens had drifted during transportation, leaving her yearning to straighten them before presentation. Peter would never have allowed the food to look so messy. Four smartly dressed wait staff gathered behind the guests. In perfectly orchestrated unison, they placed the first dish. The substitute chef used the plates as Bianca suggested, small, square, and elevated by a high black rim underneath. It’s how Peter would have done it... The amuse-bouche of cured salmon, creme fraiche, pickled beet gelée and lemon salt hinted of a pleasant meal ahead. Daniel looked pleased, from what Bianca could tell with a coy glace. Her mind had now split between watching Millie, guessing Daniel’s response to the food, and worrying about the cops arriving. If that fly reappears, I’ll crack...

Bianca knew better than to wait for all the guests to finish before she finally took a bite. If the food tasted off, she would send it back, but not today. They could serve poison for all she cared. However, that was not the case. It was perfection. A flawless bite. As she ate, the well-balanced acidity mingled with essence of habanera pepper and gently warmed the back of her palate. She wet her lips with the wine but refused to drink. Right now, she needed wits more than calmed nerves.  

“I could kiss you,” Reed said after resting his fork. 

And I could vomit, Bianca wanted to say. Instead, she smiled and said, “Thanks dear.” 

Bianca could not abide the stare-down Millie had begun with the food critic. A tap, tap, tap to the side of her plate went ignored. So, help me God...If mother drinks herself into a snit tonight, I’ll take a steak knife and cut out her eyes. The aberrant behavior was likely punishment for addressing the dinner invitations with “and guest”. It gave no leeway on how to prepare for an unexpected guest like Daniel. 

Millie was never one to leave party guests to chance. Her invitations were strict. With a predilection for selectively gathering certain socialites in a room, she loved to watch as they consumed each other like hungry rats once strong drinks took charge. Unlike her mother, Bianca’s vision of a great dinner party was all about preparation, calculation and just the perfect amount of intrigue. Not knowing who might show up on someone’s arm would normally have added interest to the typically boring slough of snooties as she called them. With the death of her star chef the night before the event, this was not the intrigue she anticipated, but a complication.        

Food tastes insipid when senses are dulled, and the mind is allowed to drift. Like a gull swollen after a day of feasting on dead herring, she only pecked at the appetizer course. Meanwhile, a prosaic discussion about the first course had begun, sending her mind back to Peter. In a bed of crisp white sheets, he rolled his hardness against her sex, his furry chest delighting her nipples as he writhed. Already she missed him. 

A whisper from Reed brought her back to the table. “He’s damned near as good as Peter.”

“Not...even...close,” she whispered back. 

Minute by painful minute, a platinum wristwatch seemed to freeze between the ticking seconds. If there was any discovery to be made, certainly the police would have come by now. However, the anxiety would not let up. Over the years, Bianca had learned that calm waters could harbor dangerous things. The leaches and snakes in this world of groveling celebrities, they only disturb the surface—friends in other venues, but not tonight, not with mother present. She was the enemy, waiting and plotting, filling her belly with wine and her mouth with poisonous words. In this murkiness is where the real danger lays, those things swimming silent and unseen. After the police, Millie’s tendency for shocking outbursts while drinking too much, posed the worst threat. A few reporters took mother’s bouts as a challenge, others melted under the pressure like spun sugar in the rain. Two pre-dinner cocktails, two and a half bottles of wine had lit the fuse for what was certain to become a tempest of ill behavior.  

An orderly procession of staff came to reclaim empty dishes.  

Bianca cleared the last morsel from her plate and followed the service into the kitchen. Feeling an urge to head off conflict before it reared into a disgusting eruption, she knew Reed would follow. Seeing him, a lanky-framed creature clutching to the dinnerware reminded her of a praying mantis grasping a struggling grasshopper. If he breaks one more of the Rosenthal, I’ll have good reason for a divorce. She had warned him before. Why can’t he let the staff do their job? Not that he was careless, just accident-prone. 

Bianca cornered Reed away from the chef. As the man plated the next dish, her mouth flattened over gritted teeth. In hushed words she confided, “I don’t think Millicent cared for the burrata with roasted red pepper coulis.”

“She said nothing,” Reed replied. 

“The dish was weak. She’s a meat eater,” Bianca came back. “You know how mother is...She can’t help herself especially after cocktails and wine. Mark my words she’ll be making snide comments before the fish.” 

“Maybe the critic has her tongue bridled tonight.” 

“Not likely. Did you notice how she took in air as she chewed? Not enough to look like a cow chomping, but the delicate gasps mean trouble. Inhaling helps enhance the senses. Her mouth twitched after the cheese and that’s when I knew...”

“Now Bi, let’s not assume,” Reed started. He reached for her shoulders to give her a hug just as he had the first time when she was his patient at the clinic. However, this time she shied away. “Bi?”

“I can’t afford to have greasy handprints streaking the silk right now.”

“I only meant—” 

“I know, I know, but did you see the way Millie played the Jewish card with ‘Yusef’ tonight. Until now, she’s always called him Joe.”

“Relax Bianca, it’s just a meal.” 

Reed was right, usually, at least during their psychotherapy sessions. With an overly analytical mind, she obsessed over small details. However, that was a long time ago, back when she was determined to discover who or what was behind all the deaths that surrounded her. Everything had changed since then. How did I ever let a bi-sexual man talk me into marriage? It was a mistake...he wanted to study me, not make a home where love and happiness abound. He was easy to get along with, but she could never love him the way she did Peter.  

Back at the dinner table, Millicent had not taken her eyes off Bianca once she sat. The stones of worry in her heart were growing heavier, moment-by-moment. She too was now gasping, unable to catch her breath as she ate. If there were to be a knock on that door by the police tonight, she calculated thirty minutes or less if it came at all. She prayed silently, God please make it tomorrow and not in front of all these important people. Beyond nervous, she nearly toppled a crystal, Saint Louis goblet. A fortunate save kept the splash of Pinot Grigio off the cream-colored blouse. That makes two saves for the silk tonight. 

Once again, Reed tried best to bring calm. “Hon, you’re doing just fine.” A gentle rub on her arm raised hackles when it should have soothed.

“It was a mistake inviting Millie to the dinner party,” Bianca confessed. “Just look at the way she’s drinking and plotting...she’s going to burst at any moment.”

“Stop obsessing. You don’t know that—” Reed started before a glare cut him off.  

“Her nose is red as cherry pie and that’s not good. Something is brewing in that stubborn skull of hers, I can sense it.”  

Reed leaned close and said, “Fine, I agree, but what to do?” He held a water glass in front of his mouth. “Had we not desperately needed her connection to the replacement chef, our little event would create more embarrassment than social respect.”

Staff filed into the room. The smell of roasted fish wafted from hot plates as they stood to present.  

After the bowls were set, Bianca could not contain the alarm she felt. A bed of more red peppers, grilled this time, finally broke her mother’s silence.

“God please,” Millie said after the chef explained the dish. “Tell me there’s not a piquant sorbet in the works and if there is, it will be the last meal you cook in this city.” 

The food critic gave a playful snort. The chef stood firm, mouth flat, lips turning white, the same look Bianca saw earlier while he butchered the lamb.

Bianca dismissed the chef with a curt thank you. She agreed with her mother about the red peppers. There was no need to serve them twice in one meal. “Where did you find this chef?” she asked Millie. “The institute?”

“Bellevue?” Millie replied sharply. Clenching her fist around a fork and knife, she brutally started in at the fish, stabbing, knifing, and stabbing again.   

Bianca turned, hoping not to appear like those tacky guests that whisper behind their hands and told Reed, “Thank god it was her choice.”  Hesitantly, she took a bite of the fish and the strain building in her neck eased. A deep inhale to fill lungs that were gasping earlier, she released the air with a soft, cooing sigh. The succulent sea bass was perfect. A paper-thin crust of golden perfection, the white flesh all but melted in Bianca’s mouth. Not too soft and seasoned to delight. The sweet flesh balanced better than she had expected with the bitter char on the peppers. A hint of Chinese vinegar and finishing salt carried the slightest whisper of white pepper to the back of the palate. The replacement chef is good, but he’ll never replace Peter, certainly not in bed, he’s a fat slob in comparison, she pondered. 

Tick, tick, tick...Ten minutes left until the bewitching hour would end the potential of a surprise by the police. After another successful dish, Bianca felt safe enough to have the wine. Millie certainly had. She was deep into her fourth glass when a dam of emotions burst. 

“Are you blind?” Millie yelled at the waiter. “My wine glass is empty, here.” 

In the break between the fish and the first entre, Millie had turned sidesaddle in her chair. The grilling of guests had begun in earnest. Thank God, she has her legs crossed. That skirt is far too short for a woman of her age, any woman, honestly. Bianca observed. At the slightest parting of that dress, she vowed to cut the wine service off. Please be wearing panties tonight, please oh please, mother. 

Reed knew Millie as well as anyone. “Brace yourself,” Bianca whispered. “It’s coming.” 

“Oh glory.”  

Millie was in the face of a man to her side. “I’m sorry I missed a proper introduction during the aperitif.” 

Bianca cringed as her voice carried above all other discussions. Her sensitivity to mother's conversation with the stranger had all but washed away fears that the police could still arrive.  

“Prometheus,” the unknown friend of an invited guest, proudly declared. 

Millie’s brow lumped with an unattractive knot between her eyes, a sure sign of trouble. Bianca nodded no, but mother was back to ignoring her. Like a raptor watching her prey, she held a steady glare, hoping some how it would break Millie from this poor man. It did not. 

“Prometheus...is that a declaration or a title?”   

“Prometheus the artist,” The man said confidently, as if she were to know him by sight. His golden, curly hair looked like a mess, falling unkempt across his shoulders. Lonesome eyes were soft and green. Too many braded wristbands made his arms look fat. The tunic he wore with a striped tribal pattern only added to a bohemian appeal, or not—a contrived look for this crowd. When he spoke, his robust cheeks reddened to nearly purple. 

With a name like Prometheus, Bianca thought the artist was too young for such pretension, but not for naïveté.

“Well of course you are,” Millie chuckled. “You must be accustomed to this kind of abstract torture.”

Millie’s boyfriend, Yusef Menke invited himself into the conversation. “You paint?” Joe asked. 

The absurd questioning prompted another order for wine from Millie. “Dear, ignore Joe. He thinks all artists paint,” she said. With elbows on the table, she created a barrier from the boyfriend and asked Prometheus, “What did you think of the lamb fries hors d’ oeuvre with the remoulade? I noticed you seemed to favor them during the cocktail.”

Prometheus adjusted from one cheek to the other in his seat and smiled. “I’m not familiar with lamb fries?”

“The crunchy ball of meat with dipping sauce,” Millie said, winking at Bianca. 

Prometheus gulped his wine. “I thought they tasted great.” Releasing the glass, a film of sweaty handprints marred the pricy crystal. 

Where are you going with this, mother? Bianca wanted to ask, but a part of her wanted to see the man squirming. After all, he was just the guest of a friend and not important to her. Oh, he’s shy. 

“It simply takes the words right out of god’s mouth,” Millie said, sniggering. A hearty thump on the back forced Prometheus against the table, rattling the flatware. “I take it you’re a gay artist despite what your girlfriend of tonight might think?” 

Prometheus was beyond purple now. “I’ve not made any declarations here.” 

“Well, you weren’t shy about downing those lamb’s balls, were you?” Millie paused to gulp her wine before pressing on. “I can spot a cream puff a mile away. Take that plump little food writer down the way for example. He’s here with his boyfriend and not shy to admit it. You should take note before you hurt a girl.” 

“I heard that mother,” Bianca snapped. Her voice was loud enough for everyone to hear, but most resisted turning. 

“I only meant it with love...dear,” Millie said. She smirked, drained her glass, and smirked again.

Prometheus was not the only one who had turned colors. A rosy pink had bled into the porcelain cheeks of his date. 

Bianca thought back to the embarrassment she suffered as a child at the hands of bullies. For certain Mother Millie was bullying the boy, but Bianca refused to feel sorry for the man. Had Prometheus not proclaimed he was an artist; she might have stepped in to save him from the attack. She figured his skin would need a bit of callusing if he were to survive in a city where critics abound nearly every ten feet.

“I liked the fish, and that roasted pepper was a mouth full of surprise,” Prometheus said. He returned a quaint smile to the table first and then to Millie. 

Now Bianca was uncertain if the man liked the grilled vegetable or not. Maybe this one is clever after all...

A palate cleanser arrived. The refreshing green apple, mint and lemongrass sorbet was the perfect prelude to the grilled lamb that followed.

Sulking, Joe Menke picked at the accompaniments to his lamb. A piercing screech drew looks as he scooted lentils across his plate with the blade of a knife. He ate like a camel too, Bianca observed. For a moment, she had all but forgotten the food critic with his silly, little bowtie and potbelly stretching the buttons of a pink, seersucker jacket. 

Millie forked the lamb and sawed off a bite. After chewing, she gave an approving nod. “Delicious.” She then gave a few choice words to put an end to Joe’s rude chomping. “Mouth closed dear. You’re spoiling the experience.” 

Joe swallowed with a gulp. He pointed a fork at the food critic and then barked, “She’s right about the lamb you know...She’s always right about her lamb.” 

Bianca sat up alarmed at Joe’s boldness. Raising arms and yelling, no, no, no, would draw too much attention, skewering him with a knife would too. Please mother, put that petulant gigolo in his place, she wanted to cry. All her mother needed to do was give the word and she’d slap him red. 

Despite the drinking, Millie was lucid enough to take control of her date. With a grip, she tightly mingled his arm with hers like a mother throttling a spoiled child.

Joe returned to pouting. 

When all had calmed, Bianca chewed a morsel of the lamb, bites hardly large enough to dimple the jaw. The taste was pleasant. Time’s up, the police won’t be coming, she realized. The last of the tension in her neck released. She felt the eyes that had studied her every movement until now had begun to relax as well.

“What kind of business are you in,” Prometheus asked Joe his voice echoing in the marble room.”

“I work.” 

The indignant response drew observations and not just from Bianca.

“Don’t pay attention to Joe,” Millie repeated. “He just gets a little nervous around the creative types. He simply doesn’t understand them.”

Bianca felt urgency in her bladder. If Millie could control her liquor like her men, I’d feel comfortable leaving the table, she thought, but that window of safety had closed long ago. Just then, Millie helped herself to more wine.

“I apologize, I didn’t mean to pry,” Prometheus told Joe.

Millie gave a harrumph loud enough to startle nearby guests. “Lamb testicles are never a good substitute for a pair of your own,” she said. “As an artist, never kowtow. It’s your job to shatter images and push those god-fearing religious types to the brink. Honestly, I think you excited Joe in a way he’ll deny...I can feel him swelling now.” 

Millie’s nightmarish behavior had grown to an inconceivable point for guests of this caliber. Bianca had to stop her. “Mother,” she exclaimed, her voice rising to a near scream. “Not at my table.” She was red now, angry hot. A hate-filled glare drove Millie’s hand away from Joe’s crotch.

Millie brushed off the slight and began to address people at her side as though they were weighing in on the drama now taking place. For all Bianca knew, they were. They will never forget this night, not while mother is at her best.  

“She hates the fact that Joe is her age,” Millie said.

“Millicent,” Bianca snapped.

“You know how that makes me feel,” Millie replied.

“Mature?” Binaca retort. 

Millie rolled her eyes and returned to the wine. 

“Keep her in line,” Bianca said to Reed. The added pressure had become too much for her bladder to bear. Stomping her way across the floor, the sound of high heels clacked on the marble floor all the way to the bathroom. A mirror above the sink reflected watery eyes, but she refused to cry. A chance encounter with a camera phone or prying questions kept the tears in check. She was no better than her mother—raised to be empty, cold to the loss she felt for the dead chef—if only until the party ended. No lingering, God knows who mother is after now. 

The fly had returned. It circled behind Bianca before landing near her hand on the marble sink. Like a cat, she pawed at it and missed. She gathered a hand towel and tracked the pest down, swatting and whirling about as it swooped and dodged. She locked the door and continued the pursuit. Not at my dinner party...The fly landed on the toiletries and Bianca swung, sending a bottle of moisturizer across the room. Attacking again, she wounded the insect, but not enough to keep it from flying. It was on the mirror flicking hind legs to straighten its wing when a fresh white towel came down with a thump. Bianca pressed the cloth into the mirror until she felt a pop. The dead critter left a streak of yellow ooze as she slid the cloth to the basin. “Rotten little scamp.” After carefully opening the towel, she plucked up the squashed speck of black and then rolled what was left of the fly between her fingers. After a quick scrub-up, she left the room on a march, smiling.   

By the time Bianca returned, Katherine Watson had become the focus of Millie’s sarcasm. While passing behind her mother’s chair, she caught the last of a comment to Prometheus about Katherine’s short husband. “He’s a dwarf with a big mallet if you know what I mean. After years of pounding, he’s crippled the poor woman and now she walks like a bowlegged sailor.” 

Prometheus chuckled like an old, sniggering friend. Bianca wanted to squeeze Millie’s neck until the vertebrae cracked. Instead, she removed the full bottle of wine sitting near her glass. “Enough for tonight,” she whispered. At her seat, she gave Reed a disgusted huff. 

“What?” Reed shrugged. 

“So much for taking control...”

Plates of cheese, dessert, fruit and coffee came. Gathering in cliquish clumps the guests were well into consuming each other with their snide whispers and slighted glances. Most remained pleasant despite Millie goading them into uncomfortable conversations.

A knife chimed against a goblet with a tap, tap, tap. Katherine Watson spoke up. “Let us give a hearty thanks to our gracious host for sharing her home and providing this remarkable feast.” 

“Thank you for joining us on our special evening,” Bianca replied. 

After a round of clapping, a few guests returned to their seats to finish the last of their coffee. Others formed a line and began congratulating Bianca. She despised them the most, the phonies hoping for a miraculous endowment of fame to pass on to their blighted souls.  These bitches have no life...it’s a freaking dinner party, not an awards ceremony.

“I don’t know how you keep up with all the charity work you do,” Katherine exclaimed. “The parties alone would put me in my grave.” 

Bianca smiled and wanted to tell her she did nothing more than fill people’s pockets with money. Instead, she said, “It’s all for the greater good.” While glancing at the fraying collar on Katherine’s floral dress, Millie’s head began to jerk oddly behind her. In times before, she learned that after one of their horrific battles the twitch was a warning of worse to come. “If you would excuse me, I owe Prometheus an apology before he leaves.” The artist and his date were gone before she reached the door. However, getting rid of Katherine and her phoniness was a covert alternative.    

With dinner ended, the time of quiet awkwardness came or the pregnant pause as Bianca called it. Had the guest been younger or been mixed with a few singles willing to work their way up the ladder though deeds best left for the bedroom, the dinner party would take a slanted turn. Not tonight, however, Bianca would see to that...With one exception. Daniel Bartleson. The flirting between the wait staff was certainly not discrete. Bianca knew better than to chance a critical review and that is why she handpicked tonight’s help. The availability of single, hunky men could not help but bolster a good review. She was back to resenting society makers. If I’m the killer they make me out to be, then I should like to poison them all at one giant dinner party and end this charade.

When Daniel Bartleson approached to say his goodbyes, he offered just what Bianca expected to hear, praise. “What a magnificent meal. The sea bass was sublime, quite possibly the best I’ve tasted in years,” he started. “I would—”

“—what would a critic like you really know? Millie said cutting the man off before he could gush. “I’ve followed your reviews. Tell me, when did you start incorporating umami and unctuous to describe food? Do you realize how unbiased that sounds? It’s like saying my cheeseburger was a balance of the finest meat. Well...What sort of meat? Horse, pig, chicken? Furthermore, what kind of balance? Perhaps a ratio of cheese to meat or meat to bun? If you’re going to write something, make it precise and important. Nobody wants to read a list of the foods we ate in your article and not understand the experience. What happened to writing simple, comprehensive descriptions like delicious with a clear reason why it tasted delicious? Like, the Kobi burger was succulent as opposed to dry and just the perfect amount of sweet ketchup, tangy pickles and sharp cheese. Would it kill you be so simple? Umami, for God’s sake...”

Daniel folded his arms and inhaled deeply. “I disagree. Umami is a perfectly appropriate word for the fifth sensation of taste, the other four being salty, sweet, sour and... bitter,” he said, lecturing. 

Millie came to a stand on wobbly legs. “Not when you use it out of context. It becomes nothing more than a natural enhancer like MSG.” She clung to the back of a chair for support. “We know how mediocre chefs use MSG to make banal food taste better, now don’t we? Unintelligible use of highfaluting words in a food article only serves to confuse people into believing you’re intelligent.”

Alarmed at the sight of her positive review spinning down the drain, Bianca stepped close. “Mother, I’m warning you.” Feeling overwhelmed with panic, she turned to Reed who gave a helpless shrug.

Scowling like an angry alley cat, Millie tore into Daniel. “I’ve eaten at your so called three-star establishments and could not complain loud enough. Truth is that most forgotten holes in the wall sever better food without the enhancers.”

She’s going to ruin everything. Attacking a food critic is a surefire way to point out the obvious; the meal was a failure. How could she be so dense? Bianca came to the writer’s defense. “Mother, enough...and you wonder why I’d rather you not come to my dinner parties.” Fighting Millie in her drunken condition was a mistake and she knew it. It only added fuel to her already raging rant. 

“If you’re going to dabble in the miss society column you need a real critic and not this type of grousing-up-the-food-chain, for-a-line-on-miss-things-page, crap,” Millie told Bianca. 

Bianca turned to Daniel with apologetic eyes, “I’m—” 

“Save your breath,” Daniel interrupted, “I’ve dealt with armchair critics before. Social networking has empowered everyone into declarations of expertise these days.”

“Not true, a real critic has mature taste you can spot a mile away. A solid food review is not like posting a cute puppy picture,” Millie said. “Your problem is not your taste it’s your contemptible alliance to those worthless folks with the pedigree and no talent. Who gives a fuck if you’ve studied in France at the finest schools and trained with the best chefs? Those things mean nothing if you have bad taste. Your column does nothing more than elevate disgusting food from these celebrity-humping restaurateurs into a cattle-call for every person with ageusia in town.”

The badgering did little to dissuade Daniel. “I stand by my reviews. My palate is honed to the highest standards of taste and enjoyment.”

Bianca gave a sharp squeeze on Millie’s elbow, and she jerked away, nearly toppling the chair. 

“Honestly, who calls a chef a genius? Ingenious food combinations maybe, or clever, but no one is inventing a better nuclear bomb here, or the first solar-powered passenger jet.”

Bianca forced her way between Daniel and Millie. “He liked the food, now stop. You’re embarrassing me. It makes you look foolish.”

Reed finally stood at Bianca’s side. He suggested a brandy to Daniel and offered to escort him to the den.  

Millie had gone all night without attacking Reed. Bianca considered it a record. “He’ll suck your cock you know...I’d be careful, creampuff, he’ll give you a rash,” she said in a throaty voice. Reed did not turn. “He’s been staring at you all night,” she added. 

The latest outburst had the last remaining guests clamoring for the door.  

It took Joe Menke to pry the wine glass from Millie’s hand. Afterward, he failed while attempting to escort her to the foyer. “We’ve got other things we could be doing...in the bedroom,” he finally said. 

Millicent, the ever-proud lioness, marched right into Bianca’s face and said, “I told you to get this place cleaned up before the guests arrived and you failed...you failed miserably.”

Bianca stepped back to avoid the stench of too much booze. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

Quick as a wink, Millicent snatched something out of the air. With a menacing grin, she held her fist in front of Bianca’s face. “I have a fly,” she claimed. “A filthy, disease carrying fly.”  

Impossible, Bianca thought. Certainly not in my apartment. One fly was more than she could bear, but the thought of a second had her spinning. “You’re lying.” 

“Open your mouth, then.”

“I will not.”

Millie then appeared lucid, as though she had never swallowed a drop of liquor all night. “Do it now if you think I’m lying.” 

“Fine,” Bianca said. With anger and defiance in her eyes, she opened her mouth wide and stood her ground. 

Millie pounced. She stuffed her entire hand over Bianca’s mouth and pressed her jaw shut. “That’s what you get for calling your mother a liar.”

Bianca could tell the bug was not the size of the one she had murdered earlier in the bathroom. This one was juicy fat. The roof of her mouth and tongue began to tickle with the beating wings of an insect fighting to get free. Gagging, she spat, choked, and then finally expelled the fly in a foamy pool of coffee-tinted spittle on the black glass table. “Get out, get out now,” she cried.   

Millie gave a laugh and trotted out the door, arm in arm with Joe.

Too horrified to speak, Bianca stood frozen for some time, but not because she nearly swallowed a fly. Her mind was disturbed, stirred up from a place so deep and so dark that she dared not linger beyond just a glimpse. She could not recall the last time her mother had physically touched her, not even for a casual hug. The moment Millie covered her mouth, she exchanged more than just a fly. Somewhere a chamber in her soul burst open. At first there were shadows in twilight and putrid smells, old fingers pawing at pale, young flesh, the workings of something evil. Death was there too. In the reverie jarred up from her childhood, she now knew how a man bound to a wheelchair met his death down the steps at a subway station. Slowly unraveling, there were more illuminations, treacherous things that she was not ready to face. She pushed him, and as he went, screams echoed all the way to the bottom and then stopped. In darkness, she followed. All the lights were out...Where are the lights? With a knife, she cut out a souvenir from his flesh and... Bianca was shaking. She needed to tell someone, but not Reed. She could never tell Reed, no one actually, not yet at least, maybe never. I must be certain of what I saw. 

Reed touched her shoulder, and she turned cold. “Are you okay?”

"What a complete disaster,” Bianca snapped. “They’ll ruin me; destroy everything I’ve worked so hard to build. They hate me...Hate me! Someone brought those flies into this house for one purpose...to make me look bad.”  Near to madness, she looked to Reed for support, but couldn’t ask. “Don’t you have anything to say other than to grunt like an ape?"

“You’re exaggerating, Bi. A few flies are not the end of the world.” Reed then gave a playful snort. “Did you notice how Millie's support bra looked like girders on the Hindenburg tonight? Now that’s a disaster.”

He was right. Mother spilling out of the bra was a worse image than spotting a few flies. Moreover, that escort she brought for a date, well...Bianca felt overwhelmed with confusion and hurt, but never let on. "Neanderthals would be proud of you," she told Reed. She wanted to laugh, give-in to the attempt to break the tension, but she was ready for that long-anticipated cry now. She owed it to herself, even if she had to wait for a private time in a hot shower to do it, she would. She missed Peter, but above all, she was scared. 

“What the hell did we just go through?” Reed asked. 

“We survived a night with Mother,” Bianca replied. “That is not a task to be taken lightly.” 
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Chapter 2: A ROOM IN THE COPLEY MANSION
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JOE MENKE JERKED A pillow over his face to extinguish the blinding light coming from the bathroom. The sound of a pulsating shower ferreted out his hangover, striking a sharp pain in his head as the water beat, beat, beat against the glass door. Too much wine, doused with brandy and a cigar, had numbed his angst the night before when Millie was at her worst. He was paying for it now. The predawn shower seemed vengeful, a spiteful way for Millie to get even for the incoherency he displayed during a late-night attempt at sex. After a rare overnight invitation at the Copley mansion, he struggled to adjust to Millie's early morning ritual. 

Cringing as he yelled, "It's still dark outside. Come back to bed." The raw nerves in Joe’s brain now pulsed in time with an increased heart rate. "Millie?" His feet slapped flat on the cold marble floor, echoing hollow in the sterile bedroom. At the window, old draperies hung like thick carpets from twisted metal rods. He cracked a side open, searching for signs of a sunrise. The rude glare of brightly lit skyscrapers pierced through the black, shrinking him back into the room. Its too goddamned early. Eyeing his pale reflection in the dark glass, black hairs trailed from his chest down to where they billowed above his flaccid manhood. "Not your fault, Joe Junior, just too much liquor," he mumbled. “Milllliiieee”, he called on the way to the bathroom where she showered. Eyeing, her backside flickered through the glass like an impressionist painting as she scrubbed her aging flesh. Joe could not explain his lust for older women, not to his friends and certainly not to himself. The wiring just felt natural. Since college, he had an indescribable lust for the company of older women that girls his age simply failed to fulfill.

“Yeeessss,” Joe sighed as Millie spread her legs. The washcloth left a trail of soapy bubbles across her back as she moved it around to her crotch. Vigorously scrubbing, a low moan followed. With sudden awareness, she whirled about. Instead of reacting with fear, she began to chide. "Christ, Joe! What the hell did you think you were going to get?"

"The way you were going at the plumbing, I thought a plunger was in order," Joe said, giving his dick a squeeze to make it seem firmer than it was. He half expected a fearful reaction from Millie, but as always, she remained cool and in control. Nonetheless, the stubborn response roused Joe Junior to half-mast. 

"For god sakes, I've taken my pleasure already. Had you been a minute earlier maybe, but now you'll just make me late for the feeding." 

"Feeding?" 

"At the zoo," Millie said. An old fashion water faucet sang to a halt as she turned the knob. Using her hands like a squeegee, she brushed the excess water from her body to the point she was nearly dry. Nonetheless, she snapped her fingers for towels and Joe responded. The first towel she wrapped around her wet hair and dried her body with the second. "I've been watching them feed the big cats since they arrived." 

"We could skip it today and sleep in," Joe suggested. "It's still dark outside." Millie's hand felt warm and inviting against his chest before she forced him away from the bathroom vanity. 

"I'm up for the day and I won't miss my cats."

"Do they always feed this early?" 

"Of course, they do. You certainly can't have the animals going into the viewing cage with blood on their fur. It'll send the kiddies screaming for their mothers. The morning feed gives time for them to clean up before they go on display." 

Joe gave a hesitant nod toward the shower. "Mind if I go along?"

"Wash up, but if you're not ready in five minutes, I'll leave you behind." 

Five minutes came and went. On a dash out the door to keep up with Millie, Joe sifted fingers through his hair, attempting to wring out the wetness. No matter what he did, with the mid-summer humidity it was bound to look stringy all day. Ahead, the traffic had stopped with the light and Millie was nearly across when he caught up. With a hangover still pounding in his brain, they were halfway into central park before a barrier of trees muffled the endless stream of cars back at Fifth Avenue. Thank God for foliage. 

Joe cleared his throat hoping to slow the pace, but Millie remained steady and silent on her march toward the gate. "With Central Park’s history of violence, don't you worry about someone dragging you into the bushes or following you home?" Joe asked, goading her for any semblance of conversation.

"I've never shied from forceful sex acts, but you already know that. Twice attackers have tried. That was some time ago back when knives were the preferred weapon for a mugging. I have a scar...” Millie opened the palm of her hand exposing thin, callused lines of white flesh where the knife had done its work. 

"What became of the assailants?" Joe asked. 

"Both died," Millie said, boasting. "Earl schooled me in defensive combat. I found his training against an attacker a bit flawed though. You should never use a sharp blade to drive a man back. The adrenaline is too strong. The first guy hardly felt the stab to his gut, nor the slice across his arm. However, the one to his windpipe put an end to his advance. I carried a screwdriver after that. On a second encounter, one punch to the chest put the next man on the ground."

"Earl was your husband?" Joe asked.

"Ehrlich Wietzer was my father." 

At the zoo, Millie directed the way through the employee’s entrance. While approaching the holding cage, the primates became restless, whooping with chattering cries. A stench of wild animals conjured memories of times Joe had spent at his grandfather's farm in the Hudson Valley. There, cattle and sheep pens smelled like the gorilla cage, a mixture of frothing beasts and raw dung. Just when I thought, steaming sewer grates and the homeless were the worst smelling things in the city.

Closer to the snow cat pen, Millie's stride changed to a stalk as though she had transformed into one of the leopards. She stopped at a shank of horseflesh and began to sniff. The bloody bones protruded across a white, plastic tub and to his astonishment, it looked as though she might like to take a bite.

Joe too felt an animalistic stirring from within. It had him gnashing teeth at the scent of the blood. From the cage, the roar of the leopardess raised hackles on his neck, bringing him back to the reality of how vulnerable he truly felt.     

"Millie," said a man dressed in navy blue zookeeper coveralls. "Who's this man?"   

His face was shadowed in the hallway just beyond the reach of the dim overhead lights. Then a clenched fist appeared, twisting a bloody knife. He came at them quick, his dark skin glistening with sweat, his heavy boots thundering hard on the damp cobblestones. Joe glanced back down at the passage whence they had come, past the cages and aging brick walls. With a steady heartbeat pounding in his empty stomach, he felt like retching and might have, had Millie not stepped in front of him. Wide-awake and regretting it, he wished he had stayed in
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