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Her coffin-shaped nails bit into the palms of her tightened fists as Amira tried to calm her jittery fingers, but to no avail. She couldn’t place the blame on her usual red-eye coffee with the double shot of espresso that she had each morning on the way to Social Theory class. She had skipped the daily ritual to ride downtown with her sister, Jasmine. It wasn’t unusual for Amira to borrow her sister’s car for job interviews now that she was in her final year at Briarwood College. Although that wasn’t the reason this day. After Jasmine had begrudgingly agreed, Amira dropped her off at work, then made haste out of downtown Clover City just as traffic in the commuter lanes seized up and horns blared behind her. She had not shared anything about her plans, and Jasmine didn’t ask. She could never mention Claire or her work at Gladstone. Why start another fight with her sister over nothing?

Once she made it onto the interstate along the lakeshore, the road opened before her. Outside of the city limits, the morning fog lifted above the sprawling landscape, and she arrived at Cedar Heights Estates in record time. As she approached the entrance of the affluent community, she couldn’t help but admire the lush greenery that surrounded it. The perfectly manicured lawns were dotted with colorful hydrangeas, rhododendrons, and viburnums, while tall white pines and weeping purple birch trees provided shade and privacy. She parked and checked her watch. Plenty of time.

She stepped out of the car and inhaled a deep breath as if the city congestion had settled in her chest and at long last, she could expand her lungs to their full capacity. Even the air smelled expensive. Only five minutes had passed since that liberating moment, and now she stood frozen, staring at the Tudor home that sat regally on the quiet street. Its dark timbered facade was adorned with intricate stonework, and the steeply pitched roof featured gabled dormer windows that added a touch of charm to the already impressive exterior. It was funny how she had not bothered to find a photo of the place when searching for directions online, as if she would know it once she got there. How long had she been standing there? She checked her watch again. Yes, exactly five minutes that seemed like hours, overshadowed by the sudden twinge of regret.

She unfolded her fingers, revealing the balled-up piece of ink-stained notepaper. The clamminess of her palm had caused the blue ink to bleed through, so the tiny handwriting was barely legible. Although Claire Stewart was somewhere around seventy-five years old (no one knew for sure), her penmanship was remarkably strong and her attitude even more so. Amira peeled back the folds of the note and checked the address again.

312 Pierpont Lane.

“Yeah,” she whispered. “This is the place.”

The local HOA was probably responsible for the freshly cut lawn billed to the owner or legal representative, Amira surmised. However, it could not conceal the fact that the house was abandoned. She took a step toward it, and another sense of panic washed over her. As beautiful as the house looked from the street, at closer inspection, everything was off. The clematis and trumpet honeysuckle had overtaken the wrought iron lamp post near the front entrance, and the planters were overflowing with weeds. The paint had puckered along the edges of the wooden window frames, and the shutters rested askew, rattling against the stone sills with each breeze from Emerald Lake.

“What am I afraid of?” She approached the threshold of the front door and announced to herself, “I can do this.”

She gave a quick glance over her shoulder and wondered if she should try the back door instead. But from the looks of things, that would be a riskier chance for her to get caught if she rounded the yard, as that side of the property faced the rest of the cul-de-sac. Caught?

Health aides running errands for the residents of Gladstone Nursing Home, although frowned upon, were not illegal. If that had been the case, Amira would have been fired months ago. She peeked around the yard again. The only witnesses were the disheveled swan topiary and a garden gnome face-planted on the earth. Claire asked her to handle this, gave her written instructions, and the key to her house. So, if anyone stopped her, she had proof that she was not trespassing. But no matter how much she tried to convince herself, the knot in her stomach drummed one note: that this was a mistake, and it was too late to back out. Trapped in a promise. She took another deep breath and another step forward.

“Just get it over with.” She shoved her hand in her jeans pocket, pulled out the key, and stepped over the stack of uncollected newspapers on the stoop. She used the back of her sleeve to clear a circle on the small window in the apple-green oak door and peered inside. The foyer was covered in shadows, and the interior wall blocked the view of the rest of the first floor. She put the key into the antique brass lock and tried to turn it. It wouldn’t budge. She caught a glimpse of a dark SUV approaching from the circular lane, lowered her head, and twisted the key with all her strength. Finally. As soon as she felt the deadbolt give way, Amira rammed her shoulder against the door, forced it open, stepped inside, and closed it behind her.

Immediately, she staggered backward, braced herself against a nearby console table, and choked back a gag reflex that caused the muscles in her abdomen to convulse. She tried to identify the horrendous odor that attacked her senses: a mixture of rotting fruit, mildew, soot, and the unmistakable clawing sweet floral fragrance that many of the Gladstone residents radiated profusely. A headache crept up between her eyes and centered a tight grip on her forehead. She hesitated until her body acclimated to the stifling atmosphere and the vertigo faded. Upon exiting the foyer, the grandeur of the home struck her. The hardwood floors creaked underfoot, and the intricate wood paneling on the walls exuded a sense of old-world warmth and comfort. A grand staircase, also made of hardwood, led to the upper floors. To her right, a spacious living room beckoned. The large windows, covered in draperies resembling the tapestries in the Chambers Museum, blocked the natural light from flooding the room. Even without illumination, she was impressed with the elegant furniture and intricate details. A fireplace stood at the center of the room, its mantle adorned with ornate carvings.

She blinked to clear the tears and held up the note again. Although she knew the words by heart from reading it a dozen times, now that she was standing inside the strange house, she didn’t want to leave anything to chance. She flipped the note over and squinted at the instructions on the back, tilting it to match the angles of the room.

She followed the tiny drawing of the floor plan into the massive living room with the fireplace, then to the left down the short hall about fifteen feet, and opened the door to the room starred on the paper. Here is where the instructions ended. But Amira knew exactly what she was looking for and spotted it right away. With each step, her breath became shallow puffs. She squared herself and put the note back into her pocket. Then, gently wrapping both hands around the brass funeral urn positioned at eye level on the bookshelf, she lifted it toward the only splinter of sunlight in the room and read the embossed script on the side:

Galen Stewart

Faithful Servant, Husband, and Friend

With one swift move, Amira stuffed the urn under her blouse and leveraged the object under her left forearm to hold it steady against her stomach. She pulled from her back pocket the handcrafted envelope made from a torn piece of a brown paper bag, tightly wound with plastic wrap, and placed it where the urn had rested. She glanced at her watch. Oh, no. Jasmine would be waiting.

Amira spun around and, disoriented, rushed out of the wrong door. She raced toward the stream of daylight at the end of the hallway and found herself in a formal dining room. The long wooden table was set with fine china and silverware, and the crystal chandelier above cast a soft kaleidoscope rainbow over the room.

As she continued trying and failing to course-correct through the spacious home, she discovered a cozy den with plush armchairs and another fireplace, and multiple bedrooms and bathrooms, each more luxurious than the last. A thick layer of dust and cobwebs adorned every scene, the carpet stiff underfoot.

At last, she reached an enormous galley-style kitchen with high-end appliances and sleek finishes that seemed untouched. Unlike the rest of the house, the kitchen was in pristine shape and undoubtedly was the source of that pungent aroma that caused the dizziness at her entrance, along with, for good measure, the stench of sour milk. The pans and dishes were spotless and arrayed in perfect order, the pantry stocked and clean. Then there was the stove. The oven door was broken off and propped against the cabinet, the steel grate and internal walls torn out and strewn across the countertop, as if an alien womb had exploded. Wires dangled out of the opening just above the beautiful tile. Wow, what happened here?

Jasmine’s ringtone chimed in her pocket, and she came to herself, scurried out of the side door near the back of the kitchen, and pushed the door closed, not stopping to notice if it latched.

She let the call go to voicemail and moved as quickly as possible, dashing along the uneven slate pavers around the side of the house toward the hedgerow where she had parked. She popped the trunk open, placed the urn on an old beach towel, and carefully swaddled it before stashing it inside her backpack. She zipped it closed and shoved it between the car seat and designer rain boots, then slammed the trunk lid, double-checking that it was secure. Finally, she took a deep breath of fresh air and steadied herself for the drive back downtown to meet Jasmine for an early lunch and return the car. Afterward, she would have just enough time to finish up this errand for Claire and get to her afternoon Holistic Gerontology class if everything went according to plan.

Traffic officers directed Amira through a chain of detours as a result of the Clover City Transit workers’ strike. Disgruntled drivers and maintenance crews stood in solidarity in a line along West Yonge Ave that snaked around City Hall and the Ravenwood Municipal Center. The parking spaces in front were crammed with orange barrels and security officers. Thankfully, Amira knew a shortcut through a drainage tunnel to reach the underground garage. She flashed her sister’s VIP parking pass, and the guard waved her through. She descended into the darkened concrete levels, maneuvered the car into the designated space for Public Health Director Jasmine Cooper, and glanced around the pillars and vehicles, heeding Jasmine’s warning that vagrants and professional pickpockets made their rounds in the centuries-old structure. She retrieved her backpack from the trunk and hoisted it over her shoulders just as her phone chimed again.

“Where are you?” her sister’s voice shouted through the speaker. She was on time, but Jasmine was always annoyed with her lately.

“Hi, Jazz. I’m here, under the building.” She jogged toward the elevator, hoping it was not out of service again. “I just parked, and I should be—”

“Meet me at the Fat Cat. I’m starving.”

“Okay, I’ll be there in a sec.”

Amira held her nose in the dank elevator and squinted as the bright sunlight broke through just as she ascended above ground. She stepped out of the glass enclosure into the courtyard, proceeding from the southwest side of Ravenwood Municipal Center.

The lunch crowd had swarmed the bank of food trucks parked along the pedestrian greenway. The sun beat down on the bustling city street as a group of office workers spilled out of the towering glass buildings, eager to bask in the warmth and grab a bite to eat. A faint aroma of sizzling meat and savory spices wafted through the air, drawing their attention to nearby food trucks. The vibrant colors of each truck’s exterior popped against the gray concrete backdrop. Menus were scrawled in bold lettering, featuring a variety of tantalizing options. The crowd eagerly chatted among themselves, each voicing their preferences, making jokes about who had the biggest appetite, and excited about the specials and new additions.

Behind the counters, vendors welcomed them with broad grins, hands moving deftly as they prepared their orders. The sizzle of meat on the grill and the hum of chatter filled the air, creating a cheerful ambiance that was a welcome break from the usual office drudgery.

As everyone received their meals, they dispersed to find a sunny spot to enjoy their lunch. Some settled on the steps of the nearby fountain, while others gathered at a nearby park. They savored each bite of their food, sipping on cold drinks and laughing as they shared the latest office gossip, sports scores, and caught up with each other’s lives. For a brief moment, the hustle and bustle of the city faded away, replaced by the simple joy of good food and fresh air. They soaked up the sunshine, content and rejuvenated, grateful for this moment of respite in their busy lives.

Amira spotted Jasmine standing next to their cousin Rafael, her long braids pulled up and wrapped into a bun, fanning herself with a menu in one hand, while the other cradled her growing baby bump. Rafael’s food truck was unmistakable with the bright, smiling black cat and the cloud of steam rising from the grill. Amira hurried up the drive, ducking through the crowd and streaking between double-parked cars into the street while the backpack bounced and pounded against her spine.

“What took you so long?” Jasmine said, leaning against the side of the truck and snacking on a bag of cashews.

Amira greeted her cousin with a hug and stepped to the front of the line with Jasmine.

“Hi Raffie, let me have the—” Amira tipped her backpack around to unzip the wallet compartment, but the weight shifted, and it fell to the ground with a thud.

“I got you, girl. Don’t worry about it,” Rafael said. “Grab a seat. I’ll bring it over.”

“What’s in that thing? I thought you had a job interview,” Jasmine said.

“Nothing, Jazz.” Amira grabbed a bottle of water from the counter and walked over to the only empty bench near the cascading water feature that offered a refreshing spray at the rising end of summer humidity. She brushed away the crumbs from the previous diners and waited for Jasmine to be seated first. “I have one scheduled this evening. There’s a job fair on campus. Lots of opportunities. I’m guaranteed to get something, they say.” She took a sip of water to wash down the lie.

“Well, somebody needs to say, ‘Hired!’” Jasmine peered over her sunglasses to accentuate her directive and disappointment.

Rafael brought their lunch boxes filled with their favorites and headed back to his truck. Jasmine positioned herself under the only shady spot on the bench and began to squirm. The metal slats scorched her bare legs. They tucked napkins and paper plates under her for relief. Amira lowered the backpack on the bench between them.

“I’m sure I’ll find something this time.” Amira stabbed at her creole shrimp salad and noticed her sister had devoured half of her meal already.

“Is this your second lunch or your third breakfast?” Amira tried to lighten the conversation by teasing her sister, but it was an honest question.

“Mind your business.”

“I know you’re eating for two, but seriously, sis. You might want to slow down.”

“You might want to tell me what’s in your bag.” Jasmine gave her a side-eye. “And don’t lie to me.”

Amira reluctantly unzipped the side of the backpack and pulled down the beach towel to give Jasmine a glimpse of the contents.

“What is that? Wait, is that what I think it is?”

“One of the residents asked me to do her a favor.”

“A favor? With that? Sounds creepy.”

“These are her husband’s ashes and—”

“Don’t tell me.” She turned away. “Amira, don’t say it.”

“It’s nothing weird. She wanted me to scatter them over the water. You know what they say about Mirror Lake.”

“Superstition. I don’t believe any of it.”

“To be honest with you, I can’t say that I do either. But it’s important to her. She believes it, and that’s all that matters.”

“Listen, I don’t know why you get mixed up with those people out there at Gladstone.”

“Don’t call them ‘those people.’ They’re just like everybody else and can be very sweet.”

“And violent.”

“Sometimes. A few of them get restless, but it’s not as bad as you think. I don’t let it bother me. I can handle it. Just like a regular job.”

“I see. You’re carrying around some dead guy in your bag. And you say that’s a regular job thing. Seriously, Amira.”

“Listen, it was a simple request. And it means the world to her. What harm is there?”

“Okay, you don’t want to see that something is wrong with it, and I can’t make you understand that. Fine. Where are you taking Mr. Whoever?”

“Stewart. I’m going to walk down to Jacob’s Marina after we finish eating and just sprinkle his ashes over the side of the boardwalk.”

“You could save yourself the trip and just dump them in there.” She pointed to a sewer grate in the street.

“Wow, how can you say that?”

“What difference does it make? He’s fish food either way.”

“I can’t believe you’re acting like this.”

“You can’t believe how I’m acting?” She laughed and stood up. “Listen, hurry up and find a proper job and get away from those people before you get caught up in more foolishness.”

“Nothing bad is going to happen.”

Jasmine pointed her finger. “I didn’t want you to take that job in the first place, you know. I can make some calls to Dr. Patel at Serenity Medical Systems. They always have openings, and I’m sure that I can get you on. Better pay and benefits.”

“First, there are always openings because of the burnout problem with their staff. Nineteen-hour shifts are nightmares. Besides, I like where I am. At Gladstone, I know I’m making a difference. Relationships are more important than money. How you feel inside, right? It makes me feel good.”

“Please,” Jasmine rolled her eyes and stabbed her fork into the buffalo chicken mac and cheese bowl, shoving a heaping helping into her mouth.

“In my Medical Nutrition Therapy class, they taught us how to recognize stress eating. I think that might be going on with you.”

“Oh really? Is that your professional opinion?”

Amira lowered her voice. “I’m just saying it’s something to consider.”

“Okay, fine. What’s your recommended treatment?” Jasmine raised her voice. “Maybe that you get on my nerves less and cover more of the household expenses, for starters. How’s that?”

“I was trying to be helpful. Once I graduate and pass probation at Gladstone, I’ll get full-time hours. Then I can pitch in more. It’s only a few months away.”

“In the meantime, we’ll have to figure out how to pay the light bill with your good feelings.” She grabbed the box lunch from Amira’s lap and stuffed the remaining shrimp into her mouth. Then she walked away, shouting, “And my gas tank better be on full or I’m never going to let you borrow my car again.”

“I’ll come back and fill it up around four o’clock.”

“Not around four. Be here on time. Do you hear me? Oh, never mind. Why do I waste my breath?”

Amira watched Jasmine shove her way through the crowd and disappear into the City Hall employees-only entrance. She pushed back her tears and the sick feeling that always followed a confrontation with her sister. The despair was a witness that everything Jasmine said was true, but she couldn’t deny her dream. It was not to be just another employee number































































































































































































































































































	Whole-grain cereal or oatmeal. A bowl of cereal will have to do this morning.

	Eggs. She added cheese and mushrooms.

	Greek yogurt with honey to make it more palatable.

	Fresh fruits. She kept bananas on hand, peeled, and sliced the dark ripe one.

	Whole-grain toast with almond butter.

	Smoothie. This was her favorite part, so she made two with the remaining bananas.
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