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Chapter 1
The forest lay still beneath the dark California evening sky.
The wind blew through the leaves, creating music and eventually a song, joined by the drip-drop of the rain. For many it was a great night to stay inside, cuddle up in front of the TV, and spend quality time with loved ones.
A perfect night to kill, Richard Martin thought as he watched the young woman in front of him run for her dear little life. A perfect night indeed.
Her dark hair glimmered in the moon’s light, illuminating the path leading him toward her. She was in high heels and ran very poorly over the patches of moss and dead twigs. He didn’t even have to pace; it was actually more of a brisk walk. Plus, he liked giving them some space; it usually seemed to give them a sense of hope, which in turn led to an even more surprised expression the moment before the big event. The Grand Finale.
He gazed at the young woman’s short skirt and her exposed thighs that he would soon cut open, precisely twenty seconds after he slit her throat. That was always a need. A need so deeply imbedded in Richard’s mind that it seldom left him much choice. He had to do it.
Slit the throat first.
Oddly enough, he related it to what had seemed like an insignificant event from his childhood in the Park Avenue apartment where his nanny had fed him gummy bears while they watched Sesame Street. She told him only once, but it had lasted a lifetime.
“Bite the heads off first,” she said. “That way they don’t suffer as much.”
He had loved her as if she were his own mother, and since his actual mother was off somewhere getting her nails done or gossiping with the girls at the country club, it had worked out perfectly.
Seeing the two together, most would assume the nanny was his older, slightly slutty-looking sister, but to Richard she was his mommy. That was, until she met a man, got married, and had a son of her own. She left Richard behind in an instant.
The thought of tracking her down crossed his mind. It would have been the grandest finale of them all. A nice bookend.
Killing the nanny would have been great and rewarding on so many levels, but he knew he wouldn’t be able to go through with it. For some reason, random was his cup of tea.
It wasn’t like he minded killing people he knew—he would have loved to—but it just didn’t work. Richard tried killing his own secretary at Smart Tec, but as they lay in bed and he reached for his knife to slice her delicate neck, Richard froze. If he killed her, who was going to do all his side work the next day? Who was supposed to file away his paperwork using the blue sticky notes like she did? It had taken him three months to train her, and he certainly didn’t have the energy to go through stacks of resumes, interviews, or even interns to find the right fit. The thought turned him off so badly, his penis went soft.
“What’s wrong?” she had asked.
“You’re too fat,” he had answered and got off her, disappointed in himself and his impotence.
Ironically, she quit the next day. Apparently, being called fat was frowned upon by the mentally sane. He tried another time with the local grocery sacker but all in vain. If he killed her, who would sack his groceries? The pimply 15-year-old boy with the braces and sweaty palms? Who knew where those hands had been? Richard had been 15 once and he knew exactly where those hands had been, and he did not want them touching his fresh produce. Therefore, the girl lived to see another day.
He sped up; his victim was getting too far away for his liking.
He studied her as she began to wheeze, out of breath, straining more and more.
She was probably in her early twenties or so. Originally, he had his eyes on a different vessel, but there was just something special about the girl running a few feet ahead of him screaming.
“Why are you doing this to me?”
She awoke his carnal being when she sat down a couple of chairs away from him in the bar. Alone and just the right age. Her brightly colored scant clothing shouted to him:
“Come. Take me.”
She looked like she was waiting for someone. But after two and-a-half drinks that someone still hadn’t shown up and she was getting annoyed and impatient. She walked over to the door and just as she was about to leave she turned her sweet face and glanced back over the room, biting her lower lip.
“I want you to follow me,” her voice whispered to Richard, or so he imagined.
He granted her wish and shadowed her for five blocks before he allowed her the acknowledgment of his presence. At first, she started jogging, looking over her shoulder—scared. Then the jog escalated to a full-fledged run, which made Richard’s face break out into a wide smile.
She’s heard of me.
Even if she didn’t pay that much attention to the news, the idea of him was in there somewhere. Implanted in her subconscious mind by the media.
“Please leave me alone,” she managed to get out between the tears and gasps for air.
By now, she was truly exhausted. Her hands reached out to the trees to give her the support she needed to continue her escape. This only excited Richard Martin more; he could almost hear the silent crack the skin made when the knife penetrated.
A couple of yards ahead of him, the girl suddenly stumbled and fell. She held her ankle in pain and cried out in fear like the pitiful creature she was. Richard slowed down but let her know he was coming by allowing his black boots to crack down on the fallen dead twigs. As he came toward her, she looked up at him, pure fear in her eyes. Each and every step he took was one less second she had to live and he could tell she knew it.
“Wonderful,” he whispered as he pulled out his friend, lover, and companion, Walter—the double-sided blade.
“Please…please,” she cried.
Richard let out his standard laugh followed by his routine:
“Shh, now; don’t cry.” He stepped onto an odd collection of moss and twigs. Time froze momentarily as Richard looked down at a big X, spray painted in bright red beneath his feet. Then the ground around him collapsed, and Richard tumbled downward.
Confused, Richard looked around at the man-made dirt hole. Its four walls had been meticulously smoothed out, so that nothing—no one—could escape.
The pit almost resembled an old-fashioned animal trap but without the spears. Spotlights hanging from the trees suddenly turned on, all directed right at him. Richard squinted, looking up at the girl hovering over the edge of the hole like a ghost.
She smirked at him as she played with a black ring hanging around her neck in a chain.
“What…what…what…” he stuttered.
“What…what.. what; you gonna cry?” she imitated in a taunting and childish voice.
Richard started to panic. He jumped as high as he could to grab onto something…anything…his heart pounding in his chest. The girl laughed at him. Yes, she laughed at him. That bitch! Richard stood still, watching her silently, wondering why his seventh wasn’t covered in her own blood at that very moment.
The girl pulled up an electronic device and pushed it to her throat, then grabbed a bright pink cell phone. She dialed a number as she gazed down at him.
“Cozy down there?” she asked with a deep, dark voice, giggling as if she were Satan himself. The device was masking her natural voice. Her face turned serious. “I’ve found something for you in a pit seven degrees south of the community pool in Garrison Forest.”
She hung up and began packing her things, glancing down at him like he was a penned animal. “The police should be here soon. I’d love to stay, but—” she paused for effect, “—I really don’t want to.”
Richard searched for Walter maniacally, but to his disappointment, found her dangling the knife over the pit.
“Oh, I think you dropped something,” she mocked.
Richard Martin jumped for the knife like a dog leaping for a bone, knowing he’d never reach it.
The girl let out another amused laugh and placed Walter close to the edge, but still out of his reach.
“Good luck to you,” she said and waved as if they’d been lifelong friends now parting ways.
As he heard her disappear into the woods, Richard fell to his knees.
“FUUUUUUCK!”
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire Dubois smiled as the man’s scream echoed between the trees. She let the mist of the pine scent fill her lungs, enjoying the sweet taste of victory in her mouth, as she moved quickly, not wanting to be anywhere near when the cops got to the scene. Other than that, she had no worries. He wouldn’t mention anything to the police. To be outsmarted by a victim was deeply embarrassing and interfered with the sense of power they usually got from killing. A man who had spent his entire adult life murdering and raping the “weaker” sex would never admit to it.
Sapphire zipped up her jacket; the Beverly Hills evening wind had kicked up. She stood in front of her mother’s mansion for a little while before sneaking through the front yard. She never had to worry about her mother, who took sleeping pills powerful enough to knock out an elephant. Julia, however, would wait up if she noticed Sapphire was gone.
Climbing the vine leading to her room, she gracefully slid in through the window, closing it carefully behind her. She took off her cheap clothes and slipped on the four hundred dollar silk pajamas, her mother’s personal shopper had given her for Christmas.
Scooping up the cast-off clothes, she climbed onto her dresser, reached over the velvet canopy, and opened the flap leading to the attic.
Up in the attic she found her folder filled with newspaper clippings and neatly placed a “Seven” sticker on the front. A bittersweet feeling came over her, as it always did when she finished a case, like reading a really good novel where you longed for a happy ending, but felt almost melancholy once it was over. She patted the folder and shoved it in with six other identical files.
Sapphire had started her little hobby two years ago and felt she was making headway. This one had been different, though, much harder than the other six. She had had to hang out in too many bars and wear too many cheap outfits before she finally stumbled onto him.
She closed the flap, climbed back down into her room, and crawled into her giant, fluffy pink bed filled with stuffed animals, ready to dream about what and who the coming day could bring to indulge her hobby. Her unusual fascination.
Sapphire Dubois raised her hands up in the air and clapped the lights dark.
* * * * *
 
 Shielded by the trees, he stood at the top of the hill and looked down at Sapphire as she disappeared into the darkness. He hummed his most precious song, feeling the excitement and power knowing what would soon take place. Soon Sapphire would know that she wasn’t alone and that someone was watching her every move.



Chapter 2
Sapphire woke to the sound of escalating moans alternating with thick pounding slaps. Her mother’s shrill voice reached a peak and ceased, the sounds of a man following her lead. Then it stopped. They were done.
Thank God. Sapphire thought about going back to sleep but the embedded image of her mother getting pounded in the gym adjacent to her room—by God knows who—was too nauseating. Maybe it was Sven, her mother’s new aerobics instructor. He had no idea that anyone who engaged in sexual activity with Vivienne was sure to be fired within a day or two. Poor bastard.
Sapphire jumped in the shower, letting the water awaken her cool memories of the previous night. Hopefully, she’d find another one soon. The sooner the better. She would go crazy if it took her more than a week or two to find the next guy…or girl. Sapphire wasn’t one to discriminate.
* * * * *
 
Detective Aston Ridder glared at the narrow apartment. He wondered how the hell such a clean, bright, newly-remodeled place could be all that, and yet a shithole at the same time. His old apartment downtown had been three times the size and three times cheaper. Six hundred and fifty a month compared to this claustrophobic dungeon for close to three grand.
Aston opened the window to light a smoke, fighting the urge to call his old boss and beg to be transferred back. What use would that do? Old Wendell’s mind was made up. Now Aston wasn’t worth jack. Visibly he was just fine, but he couldn’t chase anymore.
Aston had been pursuing two relatively insignificant drug dealers up to the rooftop of a two-story crack house. He had just made them drop their knives, kick them over, and was right in the middle of reading them their Miranda’s when it happened. Like a good cop, Aston kept his eyes on the perps while walking backward to pick up the knives. It was somewhere right in the middle of: “You have the right to consult an attorney before speaki—” that Aston took one step too many and stepped right off the building.
He fell two stories and cracked his leg in three places. The perps got away, and Aston hadn’t been able to handle heights since. Whenever he got near them after that day it was the shakes, cold sweat, dry mouth: the whole shebang.
In his day, Aston had chased an excruciating number of true criminals, gang members, and a fair share of murderers. He had lived through gunshots, knife wounds, and death threats from people whose own mothers feared them. Yet, because of one simple misstep he had now become someone who couldn’t keep up with the downtown criminals anymore. Chief Wendell wanted him off the street for a while, until the leg healed. Except there was one tiny problem: the damned leg never healed properly.
Even though all his colleagues nodded to him in sympathy, he knew they all made jokes behind his back as he had become the famous cop-who-stepped-off-a-building.
The day the chief called for him, Aston already knew what was coming. He was being transferred. To where, was the question? Burbank? Hollywood? No, too much action. He knew it would be somewhere calm, where grandmothers played bridge, where children played in safe clean streets without a worry in the world, and where the American dream still lived. Just the thought made Aston sick to his stomach.
When he sat down in front of his boss, the chief had hummed, trying to sound as casual as possible. His plan was obviously to pretend it wasn’t a big deal, hoping that Aston would feel the same way.
“Um…” the chief had started tapping his fingertips together. “I have some great news for you.”
“Do you? Do you really?” Aston made no attempt to hide what he knew. The chief ignored him.
“You’re gonna be a detective, Officer.”
Aston’s face dropped. Had he said detective? No, not possible. Aston caught a glimpse of himself in the window behind the chief, realizing he looked like someone who’d just had a stroke and half his face was paralyzed. “Say what?”
“You’re gonna be a detective,” the chief repeated.
Aston had been wrong. He stood up just to sit back down, just to stand back up with a wide smile. That was until the chief added a faint mumble, “In Beverly Hills.”
Aston stared at him for a long time in complete silence. There it was, just as he had expected: the transfer. Aston had no idea how long he had stood there in silence before the chief opened his mouth again.
“You okay there? You haven’t taken a breath for over two minutes,” the chief said holding a precautionary finger over the intercom in case Aston would snap.
Aston filled his lungs with air, letting the oxygen reach his brain. “You transferred me.”
“I might have, yes.” The chief cautiously watched Aston who sat back down.
“What excuse are you using, huh? My desk work not good enough for you?” Aston stood again and paced. “I’m off the street. I’m not a liability for anyone, am I?”
“No, but quite frankly, Officer, you’ve always been a bit of an ass.” He made sure he had Aston’s attention before continuing. “And nowadays, you’re pretty much a major ass.”
“Of course I’m an ass. I’m stuck at a desk all day, while you got people like the we-share-one-braincell-brothers out on the street!” Aston motioned to the twins sitting at their desks—frozen—staring at Aston and the chief as he hurried over to close the door.
“The door was open, you know,” the chief said with a sneer.
“I’m sure they already know they’re stupid. They’ve been idiots since they were born; it shouldn’t come as a shock.”
The chief sighed and sat down on his desk in front of Aston. “This is just how it is, Aston.” He put a hand on Aston’s shoulder. “And trust me when I say, you’ll be happier up in Beverly Hills doing nothing on the street than being here doing paperwork for the rest of your career.”
The chief stood up and held his hand out for Aston, somewhat hopeful. Aston stood and shook the chief’s hand firmly.
“With all due respect, Chief…screw you.” With that, Aston was gone from the only life he’d ever wanted.
Aston kicked the fridge shut as he opened a beer, letting his eyes sweep across his Beverly Hills studio.
“Fuck me,” he sighed and took a swig of the most expensive bottle of domestic beer he’d ever had. He noticed a pigeon sitting on his new windowsill, bobbing its head, cooing at him.
“Fuck you, too,” he added, figuring the pigeon knew it was a Beverly Hills pigeon and probably thought higher of itself than all other pigeons in L.A. County.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire let her fork drag across her plate, creating a high pitch squeak that she knew her mother would hate, as she was most definitely hungover.
“Sapphire!” Vivienne shrieked.
Sapphire smiled to herself then noticed Julia staring at her with a warning look.
“I’ll make the eggs if you make the pancakes,” Sapphire said, moving toward the refrigerator.
“What, you trying to poison us? Sit down.” Julia smiled.
“I can cook, you know.” Sapphire glanced over at her mother and stepfather—breathing hard through his oxygen mask.
Julia laughed and pushed Sapphire out of the way to get to the fridge. “Like what?” she asked with her usual Latina attitude.
“Poptarts. Popcorn. Anything that involves a microwave or toaster really.”
Julia chuckled and smacked Sapphire on top of the head with the spatula, sending her back to her seat.
“Don’t meddle with the help, dear; it’s what we pay them for,” Vivienne mumbled from behind her magazine.
For a second, Sapphire caught a glimpse of sadness in Julia’s eyes as she scrambled the eggs. Julia had been with them since Sapphire was about five; she couldn’t even imagine how empty and lonely her childhood would have been if Julia hadn’t been there.
She played around with the idea of a life without Julia and ended up back in 1998. For a second Sapphire was there, on a brightly lit stage in front of other parents, students, and their siblings. She gazed down at two empty seats in the second row with signs on them, the first reserved for Mr. Dubois and the second for Mrs. Dubois. Before she started singing Annie’s “Tomorrow,” that minute on stage had been the longest of her life. She felt as if every single person in the room stared at those empty chairs. Why the hell her mother couldn’t just have declined, instead of doing that to her, Sapphire would never understand. Then, at the worst moment of her life, or so she felt at that age, Julia came sneaking through the dark room up to Sapphire’s seats. She gave Sapphire a discreet wave before she sat down and then, Sapphire sang—badly—but sang nonetheless.
That same scenario had happened so many times that if it weren’t for Julia’s uniform or Hispanic accent, teachers and parents of Beverly Morris School would have thought Julia was Sapphire’s mother.
Sapphire smiled at Julia now more than a decade later; as always, Julia saw her smile even when facing the other way.
“What es it, more jooce?”
“If I need juice, I’ll get juice,” Sapphire snapped. She hated how Julia always made herself more of a housekeeper than a member of the family.
Vivienne, on the other hand, had no problem with that. She held her cup over her head without taking her eyes off the magazine. “Refill.”
Julia hurried over with the coffee pot and refilled the cup. Sapphire looked over at her mother, annoyed.
“So, Mom, did you have a good time this morning?”
Her mother looked over at her with big eyes, then back to her husband, Charles. “I…ah…don’t know what you’re talking about…I slept so…”
“That’s weird; I could have sworn I heard some strange noises coming from the gym.”
“Oh, yes. Now that I think about it, I did have an early morning workout.” A pause, then, “While we are on the subject, we might have to get rid of Sven.” She patted her husband’s hand as he looked at her with ninety-two years of life and experience.
“Wrrrr gghtt,” he started, trying to form a sentence.
Vivienne looked away, bored, and went back to Vogue. “Don’t try too hard, dear; rest your vocal cords like the doctor said.”
Charles let out a sigh and went back to staring at the empty plate in front of him.
At times, Sapphire felt sorry for him. His wife was a cold-hearted bitch. He was a millionaire but too old to enjoy the money. Last but not least, he shat himself every other hour. Vivienne was supposed to change his catheter and diaper, which, of course, she didn’t.
“He’s hungry,” Sapphire said.
“He already ate some; he’s full.”
Sapphire gave her mother a defiant look and walked over to sit by Charles. She ladled up some food on his plate and began feeding him.
“Well, you change his diaper then,” Vivienne snorted.
“Or…I’ve heard about these people who come in and do that for you in exchange for money. They’re called nurses.”
Vivienne put down her magazine and stared at Sapphire. “You know how I feel about that; they steal and Lord knows what else they’ll do.” She put as much of a hand on Charles as she could bear without throwing up. “And I just don’t think I can trust anyone but myself to take care of my boo boo.”
Charles slowly moved his other hand to place on top of Vivienne’s. As soon as she realized it, she pulled away hiding a disgusted face. Sapphire watched her and knew it was all bullshit. Vivienne’s fear wasn’t for Charles’ health; it was in losing his money. If Charles had a nurse, he might fall for her, divorce Vivienne, and give all his hard-earned money to his new wife when he passed. Sapphire knew her mother was crossing her fingers, hoping he would croak any day now.
Julia turned to Sapphire and snapped her fingers. “Oh, Chrissy called. She says meet at the club at two not one.”
Sapphire smiled a thank-you to Julia, but cursed herself for making plans with her so-called best friend.
“You wanna come see the new chair on the dick?” Julia asked, mispronouncing deck.
Since neither Julia nor Sapphire gave a rat’s ass about Vivienne’s home decor on the ‘dick’ it meant, “I have something to tell you.”
Julia closed the door behind them on the patio. She was smiling from ear to ear and bubbling with excitement.
“What’s up with you?” Sapphire smiled at her.
“Guess,” Julia demanded.
“Gerardo and Jaunita finally did the nasty?” Sapphire asked jokingly. It wouldn’t be the first time Julia had announced exciting news about her favorite soap opera Los Amigos.
“No.” Julia rolled her eyes.
Sapphire’s entire body turned cold. No, not now, not yet, she thought, taking a deep breath. “He proposed,” she knew she sounded like she was announcing a funeral.
“Si, si!” Julia jumped up and down and hugged Sapphire for a long time, longer than Sapphire usually preferred, but after all, it was Julia.
“W…when?”
Julia’s smile suddenly disappeared, replaced with a concerned head tilt.
“What es that face?” Julia asked, sounding angry.
“What face? This is a normal face.”
“Sapphire, you’re over twenty-years-old now. You don’t need me now. I’ll always be in your life, but you don’t need me to take care of you.” Julia gently grabbed Sapphire’s arms like she used to do when Sapphire had done something wrong as a child. “You have to understand me…”
Sapphire broke out of her grip. “I understand perfectly, and I’m not a child, so don’t treat me like one.”
“But you act like one. I think…I hoped you will be happy for me.”
“I am and it’s would…past tense.” Sapphire looked away. She couldn’t stand the look she knew was being returned to her. “I have to go.”
Julia crossed her arms and turned her back to Sapphire, like she always did, to hide the fact that she was upset.
Sapphire reached for the glass door and froze. In the glare of the glass Sapphire saw something up on the hill: the shape of a person, half shielded by the bushes, staring down at them.
She turned around abruptly and peered up at the foothill. There was nothing—or more precisely—no one. She must have imagined it.
Sapphire wasn’t an idiot. She knew perfectly well, that extreme paranoia automatically came with the job. However, as she left the mansion, the tiny hairs on her arms and neck still stood alert. Her gut told her to look over her shoulder, but she was determined to not give into the delusions that she knew were only figments of her imagination.
What Sapphire didn’t know at the time, was that her body was warning her of something yet unseen. Silently pleading for her to hear its message. Danger!



Chapter 3
Aston was greeted by his new colleagues as he walked through the hallway of the—in his opinion—overdone Beverly Hills police station. The floors were too clean, the smell too fresh, and the people too friendly. His new chief of police, Anderson, led him into an elaborate presentation room at the end of the hall. Other officers, detectives, and sergeants followed.
Aston tried to sit down, to remain invisible from the group of spoiled “policemen,” but Chief Anderson pulled him up to be displayed in front of the group.
“Ladies. Gentlemen. This is Detective Ashton Ridder; he transferred over from the downtown district.”
“It’s As-ton, actually.”
“Right,” the chief said. “Astein.”
Aston stood quietly, irritated, deciding to let it go and reminded himself that the chief would get it eventually; they always did.
The group looked at him. The men with respect, the women with sexual curiosity. They gazed directly in his eyes, each and every one smiling shyly, like schoolgirls. Aston had been told several times that his eyes—clear blue—were his most attractive feature. If his eyes were extra sparkly today, he’d probably end up sleeping with at least one of them by next week. Which suited him nicely, he definitely needed some relaxation.
As he wondered what a stuck-up Beverly Hills chick, pretending to be a cop, would be like between the sheets, he noticed Chief Anderson staring at him.
“Floor’s yours, Detective.” Chief Anderson ushered Aston to the middle of the room.
“Um.” There was a long pause, and then Aston cleared his throat. “I’m a man of few words.”
The force looked at him, waiting for him to continue.
“Questions?” Aston added.
“O-kay?” Chief Anderson arched his brows, turning his head to the men and women. “Questions for Detective Ridder?”
To Aston’s delight, the room was dead silent. Then an attractive woman raised her hand.
“Officer Moore,” Chief Anderson acknowledged.
Officer Moore cleared her throat, holding Aston in her gaze.
She probably wants me, Aston thought, giving her a mental eight out of ten.
“We’ve had some major issues with four-eighty-eight as of late. What’s your take on it, Detective?”
Four-eighty-eight? Is she kidding?
Code four-eighty-eight. Shoplifting. Loss. Aston looked at her for a while, trying to get over what she just asked him. That was their biggest issue?
Pathetic. “Well…” Aston started, about to say something stupid, when Chief Anderson interrupted.
“Last year we had hundreds of thousands of dollars in loss. The stores, like Gucci and Prada, won’t put in more security because they don’t want their high-end clientele feeling spied on or as though they have something to be frightened about.”
Aston knew he couldn’t get away with a simple agreeing head nod. “It’s a serious matter that I’ll definitely look into.” Or not.
The chief nodded and held his hands out.
“Alright, I guess that’s all. Oh, fundraiser ball this Friday.” Chief Anderson eyed Aston quickly up and down. “Remind me to send my tailor your way.”
Aston looked down at his washed out jeans, T-shirt, and sports jacket. What the hell was wrong with his clothes?
He looked over at Officer Moore who gave him a shy smile before looking down at her notes.
Correction. She definitely wants me.
* * * * *
 
 “Waiter…Waaaaaiter!” Chrissy’s voice cut through the restaurant in the Beverly Hills Country Club filled with everyone from rich to filthy rich to disgustingly wealthy.
Sapphire covered her face in humiliation; her friend believed that her scone was in fact an American scone and not French like the menu had stated. The poor waiter came over with clasped hands, a low head, and a worried look. Chrissy explained about the scone, like someone retelling a painful childhood memory.
“Would you like me to bring another scone or would you prefer something else, Ms. Kraft?”
Chrissy sighed loudly to make sure the next table could hear her.
“What I wanted was a French scone. Has your chef ever even been to France?
“Um…I…” the waiter started.
“Because I have. J’adore Paris,” Chrissy added. Americanizing every syllable. It happened to be the only phrase she knew in French.
“So a new one then?”
“It’s too late; you’ve ruined my morning. Congratulations. I’m not paying for it. Do you understand?”
The waiter nodded, bowing away. While Chrissy was busy holding her mouth in a pouted snort, Sapphire took the opportunity to roll her eyes. Chrissy came from one of the ten infamous families that had ruled America since the 1700s. She could definitely afford to buy her scone, whether she liked it or not.
“That little rat. See how people try to walk all over you if you don’t pay attention, Saph?”
“Mmm, the nerve.” Sapphire worked hard to hide her sarcasm, wondering how she could live through another year of Chrissy’s friendship without blowing her own brains out.
“He was looking at my boobs too; did you see? Like he could ever have a chance.” She paused, looking down at them, and added, “Then again, who wouldn’t? They’re fabulous.”
Chrissy’s full name was Christina Kraft, as in Kraft dairy, coffee, pasta, Kool Aid…the list was endless.
Sapphire and Chrissy had been friends since they were sixteen. Six looooong years for Sapphire, probably not so much for Chrissy.
By comparison, Chrissy was better than many of the others. Yes, she was an extreme case of spoiled brat, but she also had something the other candidates for the role of Sapphire’s best friend didn’t have.
They first met at Winchester Private Academy where Sapphire’s mom had put her for the remaining years of high school. It wasn’t that Sapphire wasn’t doing well at her old school, but she suspected (rightfully so) that Vivienne wanted time away from her daughter.
She was shipped miles away to a place where the rich put their kids for whatever reason they wanted. Supposedly for the best high school education in the country.
At that time, Sapphire already knew she wanted different things than the other kids. She knew she craved something more than a life in the lap of luxury, but she also knew that for her plan to work she would have to create a persona that would never be suspected, never even considered for the destiny that lay ahead of her.
One night, like most, Sapphire tossed and turned, trying to sleep in her pimped out dorm room. She had to practice and sleep was no longer an option, so she climbed out of bed and wandered the dark hallway filled with glamorous paintings of famous women from the past who had attended the school. She reached the chancellor’s office at the end next to the bathrooms.
She had two tools back then—a hairpin and a nail file. Sapphire began fiddling with the locks. It took her about seven minutes longer than she would have hoped, but then she was in.
The office lay still, dark, and hauntingly silent. Sapphire’s heart pounded hard against her chest from pure excitement. She walked around the chancellor’s desk, letting her hand slide over the expensive ebony wood. Slowly, she sat down in his chair, hearing the leather crackle.
That was it. That was all she wanted to do—to see if she could get in and out undetected, leaving no trail of evidence. She enjoyed her victory for about five more minutes before she decided to leave.
When she carefully closed the door behind her, Sapphire could feel that something was off; something in the hallway was different. A light escaped from the bathroom. In the doorway stood a girl with curly blond hair, staring at Sapphire, mouth hanging open.
A quick thought flitted through Sapphire’s mind. This would screw everything up; getting caught breaking into the chancellor’s office would mean expulsion. Expulsion would mean a record, a record would mean she existed as a criminal of sort and that she had tendencies to do criminal activity. She thought about knocking the girl out, she knew she could.
The girl bit her lip, looked at Sapphire, then let her eyes slide across the hallway.
“I won’t say anything, don’t worry.” She nodded to Sapphire to keep going.
The hell you won’t. Sapphire shot the girl a look of doubt and took her hand off the doorknob, discreetly wiping it free of prints with her pajama sleeve. She turned her back on the girl and walked all the way to her room before she looked back over her shoulder. The girl was gone, probably off telling security.
That night Sapphire didn’t sleep at all, she lay awake listening, waiting for the sound of campus security at her door. When hours had passed and nobody came, Sapphire created a scenario where she’d go to class and then in the middle of lunch the cops of Winchester came, marching toward her in front of the whole school.
Her alarm rang as she lay there with open eyes staring at the ceiling. Unwillingly, she got up, got dressed, and went to class. No one gave her sly looks, no one talked behind her back … no more than usual … no campus officer came to bring her in for questioning. Nothing.
Lunch came and still nothing. That’s when Sapphire saw the girl sitting a few tables away from her eating sushi. She looked up and saw Sapphire staring at her, picked up her tray, and came over.
“Is this chair taken?” the girl asked, flipping her curls back with one swift neck move. She didn’t wait for an answer but sat right down. “What are you eating? My sushi sucks; wanna trade?”
Six years later there they were. Not one word had ever been spoken about the night at the chancellor’s office, and no questions were ever asked. Sapphire smiled at Chrissy, looking at her slightly more styled curly hair and her thousand dollar sweats. Loyalty was exactly what she had been looking for in a friend and Chrissy, though intensely annoying, was just what Sapphire needed.
“So, Saph, remember what I said about Dirk and the charity ball coming up?”
Sapphire did what she always did in the world of 90210 when she needed to buy time to figure out what to say or do and still manage to look girlishly in character: she smeared on a blob of red cherry lip gloss.
Dirk. Dirk. Could be one of four guys Chrissy had been seeing lately. She never really listened to Chrissy’s problems, as they weren’t actual problems. She put an extra layer of lip gloss on and still had nothing, so she went with the next best thing.
“Sure.”
“Well, I can’t go with him. He went to Prague; his dad’s company was accused of child labor or something like that. I don’t remember.”
“So?” Sapphire could tell where it was heading.
“Well, I can’t go stag. It’s embarrassing, and I’ll be bored.” Chrissy milked a pathetic attempt for a concerned expression.
“Mmm.” Here it comes.
“Hey, you can go with me!”
Damnit. “Sure. Of course.” No normal twenty-something in her circles would ever turn down a charity event. It was a chance to show off your money and haute couture, all while using phrases like, “It’s for a good cause.”
“Great. I’ll get us a table at that new Japanese place for Friday at six, so we can eat before. Charity food taste like …well, charity.”
“Sounds great,” Sapphire said clenching her jaw. Friday night was her mixed martial arts class. She’d been looking forward to it for days. Why did Chrissy always insist on bringing her to those things? It wasn’t like she didn’t have other options. Women, men, and everyone in between lined up to go to any event and be seen with the young heiress.
“Hey, look who it is,” Chrissy shouted as she ignored the waiter dropping off the check and apologizing for the inconvenience.
Sapphire turned her head then closed her eyes quickly. Maybe if her eyes were shut she’d become just as invisible to others as they were to her. She opened them to see Chrissy raising her hand to wave. Sapphire grabbed the arm before she could think. “Don’t.”
Chrissy looked at her, bewildered. “It’s your boyfriend. Did you have a fight?”
Sapphire unwillingly looked over at John. He was throwing down bill after bill at the center of his table, accomplishing two things at once. One, he was doing it standing up so that everyone, including people who weren’t at his table, could see him paying; and two, making everyone at his table feel small because he always tipped twice the amount of the check when people were around. Otherwise, the waiter or waitress was lucky to get a few cents.
“Yes, we had a fight,” Sapphire lied. Thanks for the suggestion, Chrissy.
She and John had been dating for about six months, and Sapphire was so extremely bored with the man that Chrissy was a relief compared to him. If there were an award show for douche of the year, John would win it. Again, he was a part of her Beverly Hills persona, not a personal choice.
When John and his friends slipped out of the restaurant, Sapphire let out a sigh of relief. Chrissy looked at her. “What did he do?”
Sapphire quickly weighed her options as she put on a third layer of cherry lip gloss. If she made up something, it could get back to John. Chrissy had slept with a handful of his friends and played tennis with a few of their girlfriends. If she didn’t make up something, Chrissy could catch on to the fact that Sapphire couldn’t stand John. To outside people, there was no reason for her not to be madly in love with him. He was handsome, rich, and…well, that was really it for requirements.
“I dreamt he cheated,” Sapphire said remembering a friend of Chrissy’s having a fight with her fiancé once for the very same reason. It was the stupidest thing Sapphire had ever heard, therefore, the perfect thing to say to Chrissy.
Chrissy nodded in full support and opened the checkbook to see the balance at zero. Sapphire saw her friend hide a smirk.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire Dubois was considerably beautiful by most who saw her, dazzled by her dark hair and vivid smile. He, however, saw her for what she really was: ugly.
Behind those brown eyes he could see the devil himself reflecting back. Evil seeped out of her pores and sin came out of her mouth every time she spoke, as he knew her words were all lies.
There she sat, unaware of how close the game was to beginning. It was just a matter of time now before he would let her know he existed. Let her know, that he knew what she really was.
Once it begun, she would be a part of him forever. She would add to his purpose.
He peered down by his feet where the girl lay. Duct taped, gagged, and bound, she couldn’t do anything but look at him with those petrified and pleading eyes. Sweat and tears had pasted strands of hair to her cheeks and she was both dirty and bloody from the struggle.
The tape over her mouth was sucked in and out with every hyper breath she took.
As he bent down to grab her, muffled cries of panic escaped her mouth.
No one would know why the girl would suffer. No one, but Sapphire Dubois.



Chapter 4
Aston’s ass itched like crazy. The tux, of course, made it worse. He walked up to the bar avoiding the passing trays of champagne.
“Any brewski?” he asked, more hoping than asking.
The bartender pinched his mouth shut tight, probably to hold back laughter. He shook his head.
“Didn’t think so.” Aston leaned over the bar looking at the selection, knowing it was highly inappropriate.
“That vodka over there any good?”
“Normally it’s seventy-five dollars a shot.”
Aston looked from the bottle to the bartender. “I didn’t ask for the price. I asked if it was tasty. Jesus…just pour me one.” Aston contemplated walking over to the Rite Aid a few blocks away and smuggling in a six-pack of Sam Adams. He opted not to, being his first week and all.
Instead, he took his glass of what he figured must be liquid gold for that price and leaned his back against the bar as he scanned the ball.
The room was lit up with artsy candles, and the walls were decorated with large fake golden badges. On a stage built for the special occasion a string ensemble played music that would put even the most hyper human to sleep. He noticed officers, civilians, and women…attractive women wherever he turned his head. Nothing like the charity parties at his old station. The following were missing: Hot dogs. Hood rats. Kegs. Bills under twenty dollars. Neighborhood pimp bribing the station to leave his hos alone. Cheese Whiz.
Aston admired the naked back of a woman in a red dress across the room, tilting his head to the side as he realized that there was something familiar about that particular naked back, but he couldn’t place it. The woman who he was staring at turned around and looked straight at him. The naked back belonged to Officer Moore. She grabbed a drink from a tray and looked like she was considering walking over to him.
Aston turned away, pretending to converse with the people next to him…the chief and a young guy with a face covered in pimples. He was green, without question. The poor bastard would remain green unless he transferred out of Beverly Hills.
“Yeah, that’s great, Chief,” Aston jumped in and let out a loud laugh as he glanced back at Officer Moore working her way toward him. He turned back to see the chief and the pimple staring at him, eyebrows arched.
“What’s great, Detective?” Chief Anderson asked, his expression odd.
“What you just said. Hi-larious.”
“I was telling Officer Harry here, that my wife struggled with cancer for two years. She nearly died.”
“Oh.” Aston wished he could pull his gun out of the holster, go back in time, and shoot his foot before it had reached his mouth. Since that wasn’t likely to happen, Aston mumbled that he was stepping out for a cigarette…leaving Chief Anderson and pimple face looking after him.
Outside Aston pulled a cigarette from his pack and lit it.
“So this is where you’re hiding.”
Aston turned to see Officer Moore standing with a bitter face and arms crossed, tapping an index finger to her elbow. Aston frowned, thinking desperately of a good excuse.
“You’ve been avoiding me…Detective.” She said the last part so coldly, Antarctica would have faded in comparison.
“Avoiding you?” Aston repeated, buying time without any luck. “I’ve…been busy; you know, new job and all.”
“I’m two doors down from your office. You pass by me every time you go out for a cigarette. So fourteen times a day.”
“Er…look, Angela, it’s not you…”
“No, it’s not me. My name is Angelica.”
Angelica. Crap! He knew that. “We both know this can never be; we work together and…” he paused. “There’s a reason why they say don’t dip your pen in the office ink.”
For a second, he thought she was going to slap him, which would have been fine; he’d been slapped by women more times than Brett Favre had retired. He was used to it.
“You know what the worst part is, Aston? Besides the dodging and the walking in the other direction whenever I come near,” she paused. “You poked me with a hanger to wake me up the morning after we made love.”
Made love? Aston did a lot of things. Making love wasn’t one of them.
She let her anger grow. “A HANGER!” Then came the standard slap. She got Aston right across the ear, leaving him with a slight ringing sound as she marched back into the ball.
Had he poked her with a hanger to get her out of his bed? Yes. What’s so wrong with that? What would she have preferred? A fork? Aston finished his smoke and waited until the ringing completely stopped to go back inside.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire looked around, beyond bored. The Beverly Hills police—what a joke, she thought. It wasn’t as if they actually fought crime. Maybe the occasional removal of a homeless guy nicely escorted to downtown L.A. and dumped there for the LAPD to deal with.
Uncomfortable as hell, Sapphire pulled down on her black strapless Dolce & Gabbana dress for the eighth time as she waited for Chrissy, who had been in the bathroom for the last fifteen minutes. Who would snort coke at a police charity ball? That’s right. The one and the only—Chrissy.
Tired of waiting, Sapphire headed to the bar in search of something to make the time pass.
“You got beer?” she asked the bartender, though she already knew they didn’t. Before he could answer, she caught the look of a man looking extremely uncomfortable in his tux. He was gazing at her from the other side of the bar.
“No beer,” he said. “Just disgustingly expensive vodka.” He demonstrated the disgustingly expensive vodka in his glass by downing the last swig.
Sapphire laughed. She looked at him and two words came to mind. Two words she never would have thought to say—even to herself—ever: ruggedly handsome. With eyes that swallowed her whole, the man moved toward her, not so smoothly.
“Can I buy you a drink?” he asked, eyes glistening.
The bartender raised an eyebrow. “It’s an open bar.”
“You do know I carry a gun.”
The bartender abruptly went to get two more vodkas.
“Do you have a name?” he inquired. “I’m Aston.”
“Ashton?” Suddenly Chrissy stepped in front, stealing Aston’s hand from underneath Sapphire. “Christine,” she offered.
“It’s As-ton,” he said and Sapphire caught an annoyance in his voice.
Sapphire backed away some. She wasn’t about to compete with her friend. Chrissy had used her full name, which meant she wanted to sound like a grown woman, and which also meant she was very interested.
When it came to men, Sapphire always faded in the presence of Chrissy. Not that she normally cared, but this time, surprisingly enough, a sting of jealousy hit her. In her mind she dropped an elbow on Chrissy’s head.
Aston smiled at Chrissy as he watched Sapphire pull away. “What’s your friend’s name?”
“Sapphire.” Chrissy tossed it out so quickly you’d think she was throwing out the garbage.
Sapphire motioned to Chrissy to wipe her nose. There was no white powder there—this time—but Chrissy believed her and wiped her nose frantically. Sapphire smiled. Every so often she’d do that…just for kicks.
“Are you new here? I haven’t seen you around at other charity events, and I go to all of them. I’m a very giving person,” Chrissy declared.
Liar. Chrissy only went when she wanted to meet men, knowing only the richest of the rich got invited to certain events. Not because Chrissy was in any need of a rich man. Unlike Sapphire, she was not attracted to men who weren’t in the disgustingly wealthy category.
“I just moved here. I was transferred from downtown and…” Aston began.
Chrissy’s smile disappeared quickly, and she discreetly wiped her hand off on her dress.
“Oh, you’re with the police; how’d I miss that?” she said dryly, eyeing Aston up and down. “Saph, I’ll be over by the check signing.” With that, Chrissy was gone, leaving Sapphire and Aston alone again.
“Let’s try this again. Aston,” he said, holding out his hand.
“Sapphire.” She took his hand and froze. Rough hands. Not silky smooth like the Beverly Hills men who hadn’t worked a hard day in their lives, like John’s baby-bottom smooth manicured hands. This was the first time Sapphire had felt rough hands. “So why did you transfer?”
“It was a demotion in the disguise of a promotion. I’ve already put a request in for a transfer though. Hoping to get out of this hellhole within a few months.”
“Most people wouldn’t call Beverly Hills a hellhole.”
“No? What would you call it?”
“I didn’t say I; I said most people.”
Aston laughed and his eyes sparkled. They held each other’s gaze for a long time until the bartender came back with their drinks. Aston looked over at them without any desire to grab either.
“You know where we can get some beer?” he said, not expecting an answer. “My place.”
* * * * *
 
 Aston looked at the sun rise over Beverly Hills while he lit his cigarette and cracked open the window. He didn’t want the girl to wake up from the smell. Not because he cared about some rich little princess’s beauty sleep, but the less she slept the more he’d have to deal with her. He had a good two hours before he could use work as an excuse to get her out, even though he didn’t start till nine o’clock.
I can get used to this, Aston thought, letting the smoke fill his lungs. Sure he’d miss the street action and the adrenaline, but hooking up with young rich women, finally having his shield, and going to parties all day long no matter how boring they were, that, he could get used to.
The young woman turned in her sleep and let out a quiet moan just as Aston turned to look at her.
When he first spotted her at the bar the night before, a strange feeling arose from his stomach. Indigestion, most likely, but the feeling was also accompanied by a strong urge to take her home. Not someone, but her, specifically.
With one last glance at the girl, Aston turned back to the window and wondered who she might be. Maybe a billion dollar heiress. Perhaps the daughter of a famous lawyer or movie producer. Either way, a rich chick born with a silver spoon in her mouth and butlers to wipe her ass. He tried hard to recall her name. It was something stupid. Diamond or Jewel. Sapphire?
Yes, Sapphire! Come on.
Typical rich folk. He laughed to himself, louder than intended.
“Hey,” she mumbled, opening her eyes and pulling on the cover to wrap it around her.
Damnit. “Hey.”
“What time is it?”
“Six A.M. You can go back to sleep if you want to.” Please go back to sleep.
“I’m already awake, so…” she sat up, letting her eyes sweep across his stacks of unopened moving boxes in the morning light.
“So, do you live close by?” He asked. Had Aston not been who he was, this question might’ve been put into the category of polite small talk. Of course, Aston didn’t do polite small talk, and the question was merely one in a series which was meant to make her realize she was not welcome and needed to leave a-sap.
“Up there,” she pointed out the window and towards the upper mansions on the hills. “One of the perks is the view. If you go to one of the lookouts I swear you can see all the way to Orange County.”
“I don’t do heights,” he said, in case her plan was to lead the conversation somewhere it definitely shouldn’t go.
“Alright.” She smiled at him. Why, he had no idea, but it looked so sweet and genuine, Aston almost wanted to do the deed again. He refrained; mixed signals were no good in situations like these.
“How’d you sleep?” she asked, jumping up and wrapping the entire sheet around her.
“Good, like a rock,” Aston said, meaning bad…had a clingy girl pasted to my back all night.
Twenty awkward minutes and several of Aston’s strategically placed questions later, they stood by the door in silence. Aston was just about to open the door and boot her out when she cleared her throat.
“Do you wanna get some breakfast or…?” she asked him.
“I don’t really eat breakfast…I’m one of those people,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t look above the fridge where several packs of his All Bran and Raisin Bran cereals sat next to his pre-prepped breakfast bowl. Mostly because he didn’t want her to figure out he was lying; partly because she’d know he was irregular.
She stood there silently for a minute looking down at the floor, like she wanted to say something.
Aston leaned forward and reached for the doorknob. She must have thought he was leaning in for a smooch because she kissed him. He didn’t kiss her back and she seemed to realize that she had misinterpreted him. She pulled back so violently that she knocked over a stack of boxes.
He watched, somewhat entertained, as she scrambled to get them back in place.
“Um,” she said as her cheeks blossomed up in red. “So…”
“I’d take the stairs,” Aston interrupted. “There’s this annoying guy who hangs out in the elevator and insists on pushing the buttons for you.”
She looked him in the eyes for a while, a strong gaze, almost cold, as if she just now realized Aston’s intentions. Then she laughed, more to herself than to Aston.
“Bye,” she said and left.
Aston closed the door, a little confused but happy to have gotten rid of last night’s entertainment with such grace. One chick had stayed at his old downtown apartment for twenty-three hours, despite his well-chosen questions. At least this one got it, eventually.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire moved down Rodeo Drive, avoiding eye contact with anyone that crossed her path, especially the crowds of tourists snapping pictures outside of the famous boutiques. She was wearing last night’s dress, old smeared make up, and her hair up in a messy bun. Her eight-inch high heels dangled from her hand. It was the first time she had done the walk of shame, and it would definitely be the last.
Her car was parked by the police station, and she still had an entire restaurant block ahead of her.
She could still feel the heat on her cheeks from before. She had kissed him. When his lips didn’t return the favor, she realized he was only leaning in to open the door. She exhaled hard, trying to rid her mind of the embarrassment and last night’s act.
The stubble from his five o’clock shadow tracing along her face till his lips reached hers. Their bodies together in one motion. Their eyes meeting for a second and Aston, almost surprised, grunted from pleasure.
Their bodies relaxing, leaning into each other. Then suddenly, he had tensed up and his demeanor changed dramatically. He shot out of bed. Sapphire hadn’t been sure what to do. She had heard of pillow talk, but assumed they were supposed to lie with their heads on the actual pillows.
It was bad. Well, it was really good, but the fact that it was really good was bad.
She wished she would have left once it was over, but she didn’t. For unknown reasons, her body hadn’t left the apartment.
Perhaps there was something that she had never been told about sex. Perhaps after the act the two bodies pulled towards each other like magnets. Except her body seemed to be drawn toward him and his body seemed to magnetize more toward the edge of the bed.
Being over twenty and still having her virginity intact wasn’t something Sapphire preferred to share with people. She wasn’t a prude or religious for that matter, she just never felt the urge for anyone.
At one point Sapphire thought she was a lesbian, then realized that option number two was even less attractive to her than option number one.
When she saw Aston, it was easy. She didn’t think; she just followed the animalistic part of her brain. A part she never thought she had. Desire was something very strong, if you’d never felt anything like it before. And she hadn’t, especially not with John.
She and John had dated for over six months and during that time, Sapphire had become a master of avoiding the act. Every time she was going to spend the night at his place or he at hers, a sudden conflict had managed to arise just in time.
Chrissy, Sapphire admitted, had been gracious about the whole thing, exercising the very reason why Sapphire had picked her in the first place. Chrissy knew she was a virgin, but that was it. Even her own mother assumed she had already been with numerous men. That was revealed in a stomach turning conversation Vivienne had insisted on having with her.
Her mother had come up to her with a strange expression.
“Darling…” Vivienne said, letting her hand fiddle with the eighteen karat locket hanging down in her cleavage.
“Yeah?”
“What do they like nowadays?”
Sapphire was about to ask: “What does who like now days?” When it became clear what her mother was asking.
“Mom, for Christ’s sake!” Sapphire jumped off the kitchen stool looking for the fastest escape path. Unfortunately, Vivienne managed to block it.
“But…young men are different from what I’m used to, it’s very hard to tell what they want and when they want it.”
“Mom, stop!”
“They seem more anally fixated. Does that sound right to you?”
After that, Sapphire couldn’t remember much. As a defense mechanism, her brain had deleted the rest of that conversation.
It was then that Sapphire realized what she was expected to be like, even at fifteen.
The minute she got to the police station and slid into her car, Sapphire noticed something was wrong. Besides being devirginized and brutally used, there was something worse. Something was missing from her Range Rover.
Her eyes were drawn to the rearview mirror. Empty. Where was it? Sapphire bent down searching the floor for it.
May 20, a few years back, Sapphire sat on a rock outside Winchester Private Academy.
The day before, Vivienne called her to tell her about the new art piece she’d bought. In the middle of the conversation, Sapphire heard a register cling shut and Noah, Vivienne’s personal shopper exclaimed, “Thank you, Darling.” Her mother was calling from Beverly Hills, not from the road or the private jet.
“Are you at the mall?” Sapphire asked bitterly.
Her mother scoffed. “Of course I’m at the mall; where else would I be on a Thursday at noon?”
“Oh, I don’t know, my dear Mother…On your way to see me in Winchester for my birthday?”
On the other line, all she heard were quick breaths, her mother realizing that she’d forgotten her daughter’s birthday yet again and working on a lie to fill the nasty crack.
“Well…don’t you remember?” Vivienne said. “We changed it last week, didn’t you get my e-mail? It’s typical of the Internet; I’ll have them put in one of those new high speed things right away when I get home.”
Sapphire remained silent. After so many years Sapphire should have known better than to believe that her mother would show up for her birthday…for anything really. It wasn’t necessarily that she wanted to spend her birthday with Vivienne and her entourage, but she definitely didn’t want to spend it alone. Chrissy was her only friend, and she had taken off for a family emergency, aka, ski trip the week before and wasn’t due back until the coming week.
“I would take the jet right now, darling, but I already agreed to attend a gala tonight, you see.”
“Can’t you send the jet for me?”
“Um…well…go spend some time with your friends. I can Fed-ex over some birthday pot, hmm? What would you like? How about some Bubba Kush?”
“No. It’s fine.” She hung up.
So there she was, sitting alone on a Goddamned rock on her seventeenth birthday…until Julia’s car pulled up at the entrance of the school. She thought she was hallucinating from wishful thinking, but it was definitely Julia.
“I left as soon as she came home from the mall,” Julia said as Sapphire ran up to meet her with a big hug. “She tell me to go and get her tampons and I say ‘yes, of course Mrs. Dubois, right away Mrs. Dubois’ and then I just kept driving.”
“You drove through the night? Won’t you get in trouble?”
Julia shrugged like it was nothing and pulled out a white chocolate cake, Sapphire’s favorite. “Es not homemade; I didn’t have time.
They set up in the empty school hall dining room. Julia looked around astonished.
“This es the cafeteria? Looks like es for kings!” she exclaimed. “I forgot the gift at the casa, but I got something for you at the store.”
Julia pulled out a little round package, a bundle of newspaper. Sapphire took it and undid the masterful wrap.
It was a vending machine Batman ring. Every morning before school when Sapphire was younger, Julia would turn on the Batman cartoon for Sapphire to watch while she prepared her lunch.
“E stupido machine. It took me twenty minutes to get this one; it kept spitting out Superman, Green Lantern, more Superman; no Batman.”
“Thank you, I love it.”
“Well, es better than nothing.”
They spent the next day walking around the small town of Winchester and watching old movies at the local theater. It was still to this day, the best birthday Sapphire had ever had.
Sapphire put the ring on a chain and only wore it for special occasions. Very exclusive special occasions that involved serial killers and their entrapment. It was her lucky token, and whenever she wasn’t off hunting California’s most wanted she hung it in her car as a reminder of her adventures. Specifically, from the rearview mirror.
Now it was gone.



Chapter 5
Her butterfly kick was so powerful that the mitt flew out of her trainer’s hand and slid across the floor, all the way to a janitor, who stopped it with his foot and threw it back to Sapphire.
“O-kay…” Marco said as Sapphire handed him the mitt. “Storing some aggression today, are we?”
“Sorry.” Sapphire grabbed a towel to wipe her arms.
“It’s all right; just try to relax. Don’t use your anger to fight. Channel it and you’ll strike gold. How do you think Asians who practice MMA live to be a 120-years-old? They’re stress free.” Marco nodded to her, but more so to his own speech.
“Is that true? They really live to be 120?”
“No, I made it up. But it sounds good in theory, doesn’t it?”
Sapphire smiled at him. Marco was the best trainer she’d had so far, probably the youngest too. He was the tall, dark, and handsome type, adding muscular into the mix. Most girls’ wet dream. Most, but not Sapphire’s.
Still, she would miss him when they got to their last session…which had to happen sometime soon; she had already been with him way too long.
Marco had no idea that she was probably already a black belt by now. She wasn’t sure though; she never really kept track of the requirements. What she did keep track of was which personal trainer she went to and how long she’d spent with him or her. A person who obtained a certain level of skills within martial arts was registered with the government as a deadly weapon, and therefore, always watched in one way or another. If Sapphire was watched, it would be impossible for her to stay unnoticed. Instead, she set out to appear like any ditsy 22-year-old rich girl, not someone who had the knowledge and skills to take out a man three times her size. Of course, that was never what she set out to do. It was merely plan B in case plan A fell apart.
“You ready to go again, Mary?” Marco asked, standing ready with the mitts.
She looked at him, wondering what would happen to her plan B if the killer were trained like Marco. Would she still be able to take him down, or would she be added to the number of body bags, figuratively speaking of course—a killer hardly ever used body bags.
“I’m ready,” ‘Mary’ said, in her character-tailored voice. Mary Smith, she thought, had been the perfect name for a college student from a middle class background. If any questions ever came to Marco, he’d name the most common first name in North America, along with the number one most common last name. Brilliant. She smiled to herself.
When their session was done, Sapphire felt like she had gotten out most of the anger from what happened the night before. It could never happen again. Around Aston, she had forgotten who she was, and more importantly, who she wasn’t. She had become an ignorant girl for a day, just like Chrissy and her friends.
As she paid Marco with ‘Vivienne’ cash, leaving no paper trail, Chrissy texted her again. Sapphire didn’t have to look to know what it said, the same as all the others.
The first text read: Went home w him didn’t u, u dirty skank?
She didn’t answer, not because the dirty skank part offended her—it was apparently her generation’s way of displaying affection—but she wanted to forget about it all. Erase it from her mind as easily as pressing delete.
The second text: If he was silverware, would he b oyster, salad, or entree fork? Lol ;)
“You’re really coming along.” Marco slid the money into an envelope.
I better be coming along after two years of training.
“I’ve still got a lot to learn,” she replied with a smile. “Actually, I think I’d like to train more than once a week. See you on, say, Monday?”
She was almost at the door when Marco lightly grabbed her wrist.
“Or…” he said. “We could discuss some moves over lunch. Are you hungry?”
Sapphire weighed the option for about a second. The morning with Aston had left a bad taste in her mouth, and now that she was no longer a nun, Marco could have a different appeal. Was she attracted to him after all, or was it just revenge on Aston that she wanted?
She realized going out with Marco could end up one of two ways. The dinner meant more to Marco than it did to Sapphire, which would lead to awkward training sessions later. Or, the dinner could go great and Sapphire would find herself drawn to Marco, and one thing would lead to another. He would eventually want to see where she lived and would find out that she wasn’t a middle class college student, but an upper class rich girl who had never worked a day in her life and—oops—her name wasn’t Mary.
With that conclusion, Sapphire shook her head. “Sorry, I have to study. Big essay coming up.”
“All right, maybe another time then?” He held her gaze.
Out in the parking lot, the fifty-fourth image of Aston and the previous night hit her. Her jaw tightened and her eyes narrowed as she tried to shake off the collage of memory flashes that played in her mind.
Usher’s annoying ring tone—that Chrissy had insisted she just had to have—interrupted her thoughts of the bastard who’d stolen both her virginity and self-respect in one night. The caller ID showed that it was John, her “boyfriend,” and she felt horribly guilty. Although she knew John had “cheated” on her several times, it wasn’t the person Sapphire wanted to be.
She had to talk to someone, and there was only one person she knew who was sworn to secrecy.
* * * * *
 
 Aston drank his overly bitter coffee slowly, dragging his fifteen minute break to its fullest. He sat in the station’s cafeteria, which looked more like a five-star restaurant. He flipped the pages of the LAPD report he was holding and stopped at a sentence, grinding his teeth. He had hacked into the LAPD database and downloaded a few of their latest cases to see what he was missing. It wasn’t really stealing, just considered bad taste. After all, they were still part of the same county. Same county…different world.
“Son of a…” Aston yelled, then opted not to finish the sentence; the cafeteria lady had already scolded him once for cussing about the overly bitter coffee.
The LAPD had gotten a case of the infamous California serial killer catcher. Aston noticed that his grip had tightened around his fancy paper cup and the coffee was now being forced to the edge.
According to the newspapers, which printed misinformation more often than people thought, the LAPD had found the Double Blade Killer just a couple of days after Aston got transferred to Beverly Hills. What the paper hadn’t mentioned, the report now revealed. An anonymous caller sent the police to Garrison Park where, in a manmade pit, he was waiting for them. Handed to them on a platter with parsley garnish.
Though this was the first case in L.A.’s jurisdiction, Aston had been studying the cases since they first started appearing two years back. There was no official statement to the public, but existed by word of mouth, traveling from department to department. The fact that a man out there somewhere had started taking the law into his own hands, capturing murderers before the police even had any suspects, was humiliating. The police kept it hush-hush, of course. The media tended to screw things up. Either they printed misinformation or people bombarded the stations with fake leads, so the media was only told about one out of one hundred cases. The Serial Catcher, as he had been unofficially named, would remain under the radar until the day they caught him.
Aston had missed having his hands on the actual case, being able to get all the information and interrogating the killer himself. Whether it would have worked or not, at least he would have gotten a shot at it. Knowing his old chief, swamped with drug dealers, killers, and other earthly matters, he wouldn’t do more investigation than needed. He’d be happy someone handed them a serial killer for free.
Oddly, all seven men in custody refused to reveal the truth of how they’d been captured. Not an honest word had been said since the ordeal started.
Lies had been plenty, but not a single true word. “The Butcher” who had roamed California eight months earlier said he was chased into the hole by a group of men, seemingly agents. A multiple rapist and strangler said he just fell into a hole and wouldn’t tell the Santa Clara police why they had been sent to the scene by a phone call. He then changed his story and told them he called. The list was endless and all stories were the same, but different enough to be bullshit.
Aston, however, had his own theory. He believed that the men, these tough murderers who thrived on putting out someone else’s life by their own hands, were embarrassed. Why, he had no idea yet, but he was convinced that he could have cracked the case in a week if only he had the opportunity to get his hands on it.
Only he didn’t get the opportunity, he got Beverly fucking Hills and a life worth of piss. The guy had been in his district while Aston’s ass had been planted on a velvet pillow.
This was the case Aston had dreamt of bringing in for the past year, and now it had slipped through his hands. He wasn’t ever going to get another opportunity; it wasn’t like the dude would visit Beverly Hills any time soon.
Back home, in downtown, cops let the fishes back in the ocean to catch the sharks. Here the sharks were the size of fishes and the fishes came in the form of jay walking.
Within a second, the false I-can-do-this feeling he had that morning from canoodling the rich girl had completely washed away.
“Detective!” Chief Anderson came toward him in a half run.
“Yes, Chief?”
“We’ve got a Twelve-Twenty again off Beverly Drive. I want all men.”
“I’m on it,” Aston said, restraining from throwing his coffee into the chief’s face.
Aston quickly gathered his team and took off to remove a soiled homeless man from Urth Café.
This would be talked about all day, and if the others got really excited, even the next day.
* * * * *
 
 “Forgive me father for I have sinned,” Sapphire said, trying to suffocate the chuckle arising in her throat. It was too late—it got out.
“Sapphire,” Father O’Riley greeted her through the wall with a slight Irish-American accent. “Is it necessary to laugh every time you say that? I’d rather you wouldn’t say it at all then.”
“I can’t help it. I’m sorry; it just happens.” Sapphire squirmed in the uncomfortable confession booth and peered at Father O’Riley through the square net that prevented them from seeing each other fully.
“Did you do it again?” he asked.
Sapphire fiddled nervously with her nails and sneered.
“Don’t sound so enthused,” she said quietly. “Aren’t you supposed to call me ‘my child’ or something like that? Doesn’t seem kosher to call me by my first name when it’s supposed to be anonymous.”
“Did we not have the kosher-is-Jewish conversation just last week? But, fine. Did you do it again, my child?” Father O’Riley repeated.
“Never mind, now you sound like a pervert; let’s just go back to Sapphire.”
“Seriously. I’m sure you’re not the only atheist waiting for confession. What’s up?”
She paused, trying not to offend her confidant more than usual. “I did, but that’s not why I’m here.”
“You know I don’t condone what you do, but I have to say from what I read in the newspaper you did a very good job. It was you who handled the Double-sided Blade fellow, wasn’t it?”
“Good? Really? More like spectacular.”
“One of the deadly sins is pride, you know.”
Another laugh escaped Sapphire.
She found the church about a year ago by accident, after capturing her third killer. It was raining hard that night, her beloved crap car had stalled out and part curious…part bored, she went into the church across the street to wait until the rain stopped so she could fix her car.
The church had been completely empty, lit only by candle. She worked her way to the altar and stood gazing up at Mother Mary. The big idol. Had Sapphire been religious, she would have preferred to stare at the statue of a slightly dejected woman with a tilted head than a more depressing one of a bleeding man nailed to a cross. She didn’t understand how looking at that all day long would bring anyone peace.
She heard something off to the side. It stopped, held, and repeated. She stood still for a moment until she realized that someone was snoring in the confessional. She snuck up and listened, realizing it was the priest asleep on duty.
The rain stopped, allowing Sapphire to leave and go work on her car. Except she didn’t. She waited until she could no longer ignore the little devil on her shoulder and stepped into the confession booth.
In the booth, she smiled to herself before she raised her voice.
“So anyway!” she blurted out. The snoring came to an abrupt end, and she heard the man in the next room snap out of his sleep with a gurgling sound. “What do you think I should do, Father?”
He sat silent, then said with a doubtful voice, “Three Hail Marys and six Our Fathers?”
She held back her laugh, about to bust him by asking him to repeat what her problem was but stopped. She didn’t know where the need came from, but it was there. Sapphire cleared her throat. “I caught a killer today.”
Father O’Riley sat silent again. Sapphire could hear his thoughts working on how to begin his sentence, so she cut in.
“Is it true that anything you’re told is completely confidential? Otherwise you’ll go to church-jail or get excommunicated or something, I mean, if you spill the beans?”
“Worse,” he said. “I’ll burn in hell for eternity. So, yes, anything you tell me is in confidence and will never be spoken to another.”
“Sweet.”
That was how Sapphire ended up a few hours away from L.A. once every week or two—give or take. Sometimes she came for advice, other times to unburden herself.
“Did something happen, Sapphire?” Father O’Riley sounded worried.
“Is it cheating if you don’t necessarily care for the person you’re with?”
Father O’Riley coughed. “Yes, I’d assume so. Why? Did you cheat on somebody?”
“Well, technically, I guess. We aren’t really…I mean he’s this arrogant ass…”
“Who, your boyfriend, or the guy you cheated with?”
Sapphire let out a clear sigh, letting him know that he was annoying her.
“Can I ask why you are with this man if you don’t like him?” Father O’Riley asked.
“Because he’s who I’m supposed to be with—according to everyone else.”
Her life had been hell until she finally started “dating” John. Chrissy, Vivienne, along with everybody and their mother had tried to set her up. She had to go on so many dates, with so many sociably accepted men, that she finally just decided to pick the one with the tiniest brain. During her six months with John, she had cancelled one date every single week, by telling him she had the cramps. He bought it, every…single…week.
“Ah. And you don’t want people to believe you’re different because you are?” Father O’Riley said.
“Something like that.” Suddenly she felt herself lose the urge she’d had to go to Father O’Riley in the first place.
“I think you know the answer yourself. You’re here because you feel guilty; are you not? Most people come to me because they feel their souls might be in danger. Is that what you feel?”
“Why do you always have to make everything about my immortal soul? This religion thing is really a fixation of yours, isn’t it?”
“Well, I am a priest.”
“Can’t a girl just have a simple question about whether or not something is cheating? You really annoy me sometimes. I have to go. I’m supposed to meet my friend at the country club in an hour, so…” She stood and looked at her watch.
“I think you want to make sure you are not like your mother, correct?” Father O’Riley asked.
She sat back down. “You think I am?”
“Well, I’ve obviously never met your mother, but from what you tell me, she doesn’t really seem to care about the people in her life.”
“I care.”
“Your life is full of people whose only purpose for you is to use as an illusion. This boyfriend is part of that, is he not?”
Sapphire frowned; he was annoying her more than usual today. “I have to go.” She got up and grabbed the door.
“Sapphire.”
“Yes?”
“See you next week?”
“See you next week.”
Sapphire left the church feeling even guiltier, which had been the opposite of her plan. She wanted Father O’Riley to side with her instead of a selfish prick he had never met. Then again, deep down she knew he was pretty much right. It was just hard to admit. She didn’t care about John, but being anything like her mother was the last thing Sapphire wanted.
She got into her car wondering who Father O’Riley really was. He was particular about not talking about himself during their sessions. Like a psychotherapist, he directed everything she asked about him back to her. Before she’d actually seen him face-to-face, she’d asked him if he was a redhead, since he was Irish.
“Would you have a problem if I was a redhead?” he replied.
The fact that she knew nothing of the man who knew everything about her hadn’t bothered her until now. She spent the rest of her drive back to Beverly Hills trying to shake a feeling similar to the one she had in a dream where she suddenly realized she was naked in public.



Chapter 6
A jolt of adrenaline hit Aston when he hung up the phone. A case. A real case. He grabbed the suit jacket he didn’t need, considering it was 87 degrees outside, but knew the chief would hassle him. He’d already pulled Aston aside asking why his head detective never used the suits they had tailored for him.
“The pants ride up my ass,” Aston answered. The look on the chief’s face was not good.
“Look, it’s standard for detectives everywhere to suit up; it’s not what you like to call a Beverly Hills thing. Humor me. I’ve been fairly tolerant with your snide comments and constant sarcasm, given the fact that you’re still adjusting. But one thing I can’t stand is unprofessionalism.”
“How am I…”
“What were you wearing when you responded to Ms. Streisand’s call?”
“I don’t really remember, maybe…” Aston started.
“Washed out jeans and a T-shirt that said and I quote: ‘I don’t take shit, I don’t give shit, I’m not in the shit business.’”
Aston laughed at the memory of his own T-shirt and Chief Anderson’s face got harder. “I’m sure they’d never tolerate anything like that at the LAPD either.” Chief Anderson pointed at the door to his office, ending the conversation.
A few days earlier Aston realized, if he pushed the chief’s buttons enough, he might get the chief to back his transfer request with a recommendation, just to get rid of him.
On his way out of the station, he managed to convince Chief Anderson that he didn’t need a team and that he used to eat things like this for breakfast at his old station. The chief shrugged.
“Fine, but you’ll get Barry Harry.”
Barry Harry, the unfortunate bastard, popped up next to Aston with a smile. It was the pimply guy right out of the Academy.
After a long silent drive, Aston said his first words to Barry as they stopped at the country club’s valet.
“Get out of my car.”
Aston cringed. He was surrounded by the crème de la crème of rich. He watched with distaste as they played golf, rode their horses, and schmoozed with each other about the latest important event in their lives. One golf club alone could buy food for a whole village in Africa. Not that Aston was an especially giving person, but he was certain that if he had their money, he would be…most of the time. Well…at least during the holidays.
A butler-ish man with white gloves opened the doors to the dining room for them. Aston looked from the gloves to the butler.
“It’s eighty-seven degrees outside and you’re cold?”
The man looked at Aston, confused.
“I’m not cold, sir,” he said and motioned his arm toward the very back of the room where a crowd had gathered.
“Ah, warts.” Aston winked.
The butler stared at him in silence for a while. “She’s right over there, sir.”
Aston’s adrenaline jumped to a high. A real case. Thank God.
Then he saw her.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire went to the country club that afternoon, totally oblivious to what was about to go down. She was meeting Chrissy for a thirty-five dollar cup of coffee at their usual table. Sapphire had told Chrissy that she’d be running a little late, so Chrissy decided to show up even later. She explained, without a trace of humor, that she was the one who was supposed to be fashionably late, not Sapphire.
As Sapphire sat waiting, she listened to a message John had left on her cell. He had called her a total of four times that day, which was a lot, considering that they only talked or saw each other once or twice a week. Sometimes, if Sapphire got really lucky, even less.
“Hey, it’s me,” he said, assuming she’d know who it was. “There’s something we have to do tonight. I need to see you, so I got a table for us at Mastro’s Steakhouse at seven.”
Douche move number one; Sapphire was a vegetarian.
“Wear something nice. The paparazzi have been following me around all day.”
Douche move number two and three. He assumed Sapphire wouldn’t wear something nice unless asked to, and he believed the paparazzi were there for him. It had never dawned on John that he often went to hot spots that celebrities also preferred. Like a true douche, he’d shield his face or pull his designer jacket over his head to protect himself from the flashes of the cameras, when they were actually aimed at the latest reality star a few feet away.
“…All right, so call me later then.”
About to command her phone to delete the message, Sapphire caught the last of it.
“Oh, and don’t call me before two, I’ll be golfing.”
Crap!
As she reached for her purse, about to dart out and head straight for the parking lot, he appeared, looking more douchey than ever in his plaid golf wear and white hat. He saw her from across the room and waved, then turned around to say something to his fellow golfers, among them, two ex-presidents and Warren Beatty, and moved toward her. His look was peculiar and his walk not as douchey as it normally was. Sapphire’s brain completely froze. What was it that he wanted to talk to her about? Quickly, she scrolled to the worst-case scenario.
“Hi, sugar plum. You look beautiful.”
“And you look…” She mumbled the rest as she sipped her coffee.
He sat down, uninvited, and tapped his fingers on the table. “I’m glad you came to see me. But I’d rather do this tonight.”
“I didn’t—”
“But since you’re here, I guess it’s as good a time as any.
John dug in his pocket and Sapphire felt like throwing up; she knew what was going to happen. And it was wrong. Wrong, wrong, wrong. The last conversation John and Sapphire had was a week earlier, and John had gone on and on about marriage and how they weren’t getting any younger. Sapphire hadn’t put much weight on the conversation, since she knew she would not be marrying John.
Now he was going to do it. He was going to pull out a ring, get down on one knee, and ask her to jump on board as Mrs. John Vanderpilt III.
John’s hand slid out of his pocket, and he handed her an iPod. “You forgot this at the Stinkin’ Rose last week.”
Sapphire stared at the iPod, relieved. “Oh, thank God,” she blurted out. She grabbed the iPod and felt her whole body relax.
John took a deep breath and looked straight at her. There was more, apparently.
“I’m sorry, but this isn’t going to work out.”
“What?” she asked, though she heard him very clearly.
“It’s just…I’m getting older, Sapphire, and I can’t dilly dally around with you forever.”
Sapphire took a deep breath, relieved.
As John stared at her, she realized she was probably supposed to be upset. Upset for real, not this-is-a-minor-inconvenience upset. It was probably what was expected of her, given the situation. She wondered if she could squeeze out a teardrop or two if she pinched herself really hard or jammed a fork into her leg. John shook his head, looking guilty.
“I’m sorry, muffin-drops.”
Sapphire silently gagged, while John kept shaking his head, pretending to have empathy for her. “It’s not you. It’s…your inheritance.”
Ah, yes, here comes the classic; It’s not you, it’s… Sapphire looked up at him just as she was about to reach for the fork. “What?”
John sighed impatiently, like it was a bother to even continue the conversation.
“I’m a Vanderpilt, Saph. A Van-der-pilt. And I’m worth, let’s face it, more than most people in this room. You’re only at what? Twenty-five? Thirty mil? I have responsibilities, you know. Things might have been different if you were at least…at least at six or seven hundred mil; then we could have talked marriage.”
Again, Sapphire counted her lucky stars, hoping she wasn’t smiling as much on the outside as she was on the inside.
“I love you, Sapphire. You know I do. But sometimes love just isn’t enough.”
“I understand,” Sapphire whimpered in a sad, pitiful voice.
“You’ll be all right, kid. You’ll be all right.”
“Oh, God,” Sapphire added and wiped her dry eyes with the Egyptian cotton napkin. John looked at her and a thought seemed to enter his brain. Sapphire knew, because it didn’t happen very often with him, so when it did, it even took John by surprise.
“Would you prefer it if we had some breakup sex?”
“No, John. It would just be too…unmanageable,” she said being 100 percent honest for the first time during their relationship.
John nodded. “I understand. Goodbye, Sapphire.”
“Goodbye, John.”
Sapphire lowered her eyebrows and stared after John in the saddest possible way she knew. When he turned around to look at her, she blinked and looked up into the ceiling as if she were about to cry. John held a supporting fist up to her, saying be a trooper, then disappeared around the corner.
“And scene,” Sapphire said and took another sip of her café au lait.
She had a full three minutes to enjoy what had just happened. It hit her that she could probably ride that puppy for at least six months until everyone started setting her up again. Playing the dumped girlfriend, that was too hurt to even look at another man, was perfect.
“Ms. Dubois.” The waiter’s voice cut like a knife through the pleasant thoughts of never having to spend another second with John Olof Vanderpilt III.
“Yes?” Sapphire smiled at him. Mostly because she knew none of his other customers barely so much as looked him in the eyes.
“A package arrived for you.”
He held up a box, no bigger than a three-pack of microwave popcorn.
“Thank you.”
Sapphire took the neatly wrapped box as the waiter disappeared to refill someone’s afternoon glass of Dom Perignon.
Weird, Sapphire thought, wondering if her mother had decided to buy her something expensive and send it to the country club to flaunt in front of fellow trophy wives. Or was it Chrissy? Sapphire peered around and saw that her friend had just arrived and was busy flirting with Roger Moore’s married son by the bar’s lounge. That meant it wasn’t Chrissy; if it had been, she would have stood behind Sapphire at that moment so that she could hear the “ooohs” and “aaaahs” and feel like she did a good deed and everyone knew of her generosity.
She unwrapped the bow and tore through the card—her first and last name delicately written in cursive handwriting.
Of course, she thought.
John. It was his I-feel-guilty-gift to heal the wounds of the oh-so-painful breakup.
She opened the lid to the box and looked inside.
No, definitely NOT John!
Cold sweat spread over her entire body as the stomach-turning content in the box stared back at her. This couldn’t be happening.
The female finger lay on top of a bed of cotton soaked with blood. The fingernail polish was black and the ring decorating the finger belonged to Sapphire. It was her Batman ring.
She knew she had to close the box quickly before anyone could see it, but she was unable to move. Her body and her mind were no longer connected.
A high-pitched scream filled the room and everything stopped. No silverware scratched porcelain. No orders of à la carte dishes were being made. The bussers and waiters busy pitter-patter across the floor had ground to a halt.
For a second, Sapphire thought she was the one who had let the scream inside her head out. It wasn’t.
It was Chrissy. She had snuck up behind Sapphire as she was opening the gift, probably curious to see who on earth would choose to send Sapphire something and Chrissy nothing.
Close the box, Sapphire; close the goddamned box, she ordered herself and managed to get the lid back on. But it was too late.
“Oh my God! It’s a finger! Somebody call the police!” Chrissy waved her arms and ran back and forth in the dining hall like a maniac as the box was taken away by a gentleman sitting nearby.
“No…wait. It’s a phony. A joke…” Sapphire tried to explain, but nobody was listening to her. The finger-in-a-box was passed around from horrified person to horrified person, each and every one letting out a nauseous sound at first peek.
* * * * *
 
 He watched her through his binoculars and smiled. When she had opened his package, the look on her face was priceless. His smile got even larger, spreading from ear to ear as he thought of what he’d do to her now that the game had started.
Soon she would hang. He would clean her of her sins and free humanity from her evil doings. He would punish her, the way she deserved to be punished.
He wished he could stand there and watch her all day long, but as soon as people inside started to reach for their cell phones presumably to call the authorities, he knew it was time to leave.
Longing for the day he’d torch the life out of her eyes, he stepped down from the rock on the hill, put away his binoculars, and joined in behind a man in sweats, blending in on the jogging trail perfectly.



Chapter 7
After she was told the police had arrived, somebody brought Sapphire a blanket, whatever good that would possibly do.
Most people who received a box containing a severed finger would not draw the conclusion that Sapphire did. But most people weren’t Sapphire. Most people didn’t dedicate their lives to studying serial killers. She knew exactly what it meant.
She knew the finger was female judging by both texture and size. Considering the black nail polish, the finger belonged to a young woman. She put the woman in her twenties.
The ring was never worn, never seen, never brought out except for when she went hunting. Somebody knew who Sapphire was, what she was. Somebody knew what she did and had cut off some poor girl’s finger to send her a message.
Shit! Sapphire couldn’t breathe. Some woman was either dead or being kept alive with a missing finger, maybe the first in a series of “gifts” that were about to be sent as time went on. All because of Sapphire.
The nausea hadn’t gone away and wouldn’t go away until Sapphire caught the guy with her own hands, and this time she wouldn’t just follow her normal routine; she would find him, kick the crap out of him, and find the girl before it was too late.
She was worried about the police, but not to the point where it could screw things up. After all, they were the Beverly Hills police.
Then the cops walked in and her mood dropped, if possible, even more.
Aston looked at her, and she could tell he was debating whether to acknowledge the fact that they knew each other or pretend he didn’t recognize her.
“Ms. Um…Dubois, we’re here to…” he started, apparently going with the second option.
“Aston.” Sapphire stated as a greeting and blew his cover. She clapped her hands together. “Oh, you must not have recognized me. It’s okay; I get it all the time. I look completely different with my clothes on.”
The other cop looked from Sapphire to Aston, who stood frozen in place.
“Barry, take the finger to evidence.”
Barry ran off with the finger, trying to fight off the curious and upset Beverly Hills folk.
Aston and Sapphire moved into the empty cigar lounge next to the dining hall.
Sapphire wasn’t sure if she should feel more or less nervous that Aston would be the cop interrogating her.
“Is there anyone you know who might have done this?” he asked, turning on a recorder.
“Well,” Sapphire started, “I made some pretty bad enemies out on the tennis court, and you know how those trust fund babies can be, dangerous and loaded with weapons. Cutting off people’s body parts left and right.”
Aston stared at her blankly.
“Of course I don’t know anyone who might have done this,” Sapphire spat out. “Look around; these are the people in my circle.”
“No. Of course. But things aren’t always as they seem. Can you think of any connection you might have to the finger. I mean the person attached to the finger? I mean…previously attached.”
“No.”
Aston took some notes and Sapphire gazed at him. Uncomfortable, he took off his suit jacket and the muscular tone of his arms showed though his shirt. Though he let his shoulders slouch, he almost reminded Sapphire of the cartoons she watched as a child, where the superheroes’ bodies were shaped like inverted triangles. He wasn’t a body builder, just very well built.
“Does the ring have any significance to you?”
Sapphire slouched in her seat and played with her cell phone to give him the impression that she was simultaneously bored and relaxed.
“No. It’s like, what? Superman or something?”
Again, Aston took notes without saying so much as a word. Not so much different from that morning when Sapphire had to drag every sentence out of him.
“Tell me about your daily routine? What does your life look like?”
“Isn’t that stuff you should want to know before you sleep with someone, rather than after?”
Aston stopped the recorder and looked at her with serious, and, unfortunately, sexy eyes.
“I think we’d just better stick to the facts of the crime here today.”
Sapphire half nodded, half shrugged, then crossed her arms and leaned back in the chair. After Aston deleted the section from the digital recorder, Sapphire explained to him how she liked to tan, how she loved shopping and having dinner with her friends, and enjoyed watching Brad Pitt movies. Even the bad ones.
“Okay. So it’s rare that you spend time outside of Beverly Hills?”
Sapphire scoffed. “Eh, yes. Not if I can help it,” she lied and lied well, totally forgetting about their past conversation.
“I thought you said you agreed that Beverly Hills was a hell hole?”
“And I thought you said we should just stick to the facts of today,” she said. “But fine, I lied and I thought what you said was weird. Why would anyone, in their right mind, want to leave Beverly Hills’ borders on purpose?”
An hour passed and Sapphire answered question after question with answers leading nowhere. When Aston finally turned off the recorder and flipped his notebook shut, Sapphire stood, happy that it was over.
Aston lit up a cigarette and Sapphire grabbed her purse.
“You can’t smoke here. Cigars only.”
“Beverly fucking Hills,” Aston muttered, stubbing out his cigarette. “We can provide you with twenty-four-seven surveillance for you and your family’s protection, if you’d like?”
“Thanks, but no.”
Aston looked confused. “It was a rhetorical question. Of course you need to be watched over.”
“So you’re saying I’m obligated to be under surveillance? It’s a law?”
“No. But, look…I understand that you live in this perfect little world where nothing bad ever happens, and I’m sorry to be the messenger here. This person cut off someone’s finger, put it in a box, and sent it to you. I wouldn’t take it too lightly.”
I can take care of myself just fine, you idiot, Sapphire thought, pretending to get upset. “I’m just really scared right now.” She shook her voice on purpose, as if she was about to cry. “I just don’t think I could handle being surrounded by men reminding me of what I’ve seen.”
“Fine,” he said, annoyed and without any compassion. “But don’t do anything rash, like go on vacation or leave the country. Here’s my number.” He handed her his card.
Sapphire wanted to laugh. Now he wanted to give her his phone number?
“We’ll be in touch,” Aston said and stood up, starting to leave, then stopped in his steps. “Figuratively speaking.”
“Jackass,” Sapphire mumbled as she swung her purse to her shoulder and headed for the door.
* * * * *
 
 When Aston pulled out from the country club, something bothered him immensely. Something wasn’t right. It wasn’t just the fact that he had forgotten Barry in the parking lot—it was something else. The girl.
There had been something odd about her. Granted, he thought, it could just be the fact that he used her high and dry the night before and she was still feeling emotional about it. But Aston felt there was something else too. There were no physical signs or traits that showed she was lying, but that was the feeling he had. She wasn’t completely telling him the truth.
What a spoiled rich chick would have to do with someone cutting a person’s finger off was beyond his understanding, but he knew it was more than just hate, obsession, or even lust. The finger was sent to her as a personal gift, a personal message.
“Batman,” he mumbled to himself as he avoided looking at Barry in the review mirror, running after the car and waving his hands like an idiot.
She had known nothing about it, or so she claimed.
He knew what he was going to do would be frowned upon by the Beverly Hills PD. But what the hell, Aston thought. It wasn’t as if he gave a flying rat’s ass about his new job and second of all, he had just gotten a real case. He wasn’t about to let it go that easy.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire stood in the attic staring at the collage of articles on murder victims from the last couple of months. She had to find the killer, and fast. The person whose finger had been severed might still be alive. There had to be something, some news that would lead her to him. Her new obsession.
Her stupid ringtone rang for the twelfth time in four hours; Sapphire sighed and for the twelfth time said: “Reject.” To Chrissy’s call.
“Shit. Shit. Shit,” Sapphire spat out as she flipped through the L.A. Times looking for a sign of something or someone new, but there was nothing.
Body parts. Body parts. Body parts. Over and over again Sapphire had gone through the connections.
Her pink iPhone, that Chrissy had forced on her, vibrated as her friend left another voicemail probably wanting to go somewhere public with Sapphire so that she could get the attention as the supporting friend.
“Voicemail-speaker,” Sapphire ordered her phone. It was more to let her mind rest than actually wanting to hear what Chrissy had to say.
“Oh, my Gooooood, Saph…like seriously; I’m like totally mad at you right now and like…I think, yeah, you’re shocked and stuff, but it’s soooo not cool to reject my calls like that.” A moment of silence, then her tone switched. “So any whoooo, I was gonna go get a pedicure and I think it’d be good for you to come along, because you always neglect your feet—”
“Delete.” Like she had time to worry about her feet.
Body parts. Feet. Feet. Damn you, Chrissy. Feet. Shoes. Shoes!
Sapphire sprang toward the wall frantically running her hands across it to find what she was searching for. That was it.
Thousand Oaks, California, about two months ago. There were three articles in her possession that hadn’t made sense until now. She found the first, ripping it off the wall.
* * * * *
 
 Aston let the watered-down coffee run down his throat and cursed Starbucks for the millionth time.
His car was parked and masked by a tree: the perfect spot for watching the mansion. When the chief had asked him to take south side patrol, Aston had said yes with a dazzling smile. So dazzling that the chief got suspicious.
“Why so excited about the south side all of a sudden?”
“I like the south side. I’d patrol there all day long, every day if I could.”
The homes of the richest of the rich were on the south side, meaning they couldn’t just have any average police Joe patrol the area; they preferred sending someone higher up.
“I’ll get right on it,” Aston said and headed for the door, with no intention of getting right on anything except north side district fourteen.
Now, there he was watching the mansion of a woman he had slept with and kicked out of his apartment with no further notice than a minute or two.
He aimed his binoculars at her window, feeling like a perv watching Sapphire undressing, lights on, close to the window. For a second he thought about looking away, but figured it made no difference since he had already seen her naked.
She pulled off her top to reveal a tight stomach with a hint of a six-pack. How had he not noticed that before? Granted, he was pretty drunk then and could barely tell her ass from her tit.
As an awkward feeling grew in his gut, he pulled away the binoculars, wondering why a high class society girl that age would be in such good shape. Then he realized she probably had a personal trainer, nutritionist, and everything else that came along with the lifestyle. Pilates and yoga had given her a slender and muscular body while Aston had gotten his form from lifting heavy shit and running after crackheads and unexpectedly fast hookers in high heels.
He brought the binoculars back up to his eyes and saw Sapphire sit down by the window, looking out, her face empty and her eyes sorrowful. Then the light in the window below went out and Sapphire stood up. Aston expected her to put on some girly PJs and was confused as she pulled on a black spaghetti strap top and black tight pants. She used the ledge of the window to draw on a solid pair of black boots.
“What the hell?” he mumbled to himself.
His binoculars followed her as she opened the window to throw a backpack down to the ground. Then she started climbing down a vine. She did it smoothly, as if she had done it every day of her life. He lowered his binoculars and watched with bare eyes as she took off on foot down the street a few feet, then jumped into a white Range Rover. When she was far enough away, he started the engine and crept after her.
Ten miles beyond the L.A. border, her car merged off the freeway. He let his foot off the gas, slowing down behind her as she took a sharp right turn into an old worn down gas station. Aston pulled off to the side of the road and watched her expensive Range Rover disappear behind the tattered building, knowing there wasn’t a chance in hell he’d miss her when she came back out.



Chapter 8
Sapphire parked in her usual spot behind the questionable port-a-potty a yard from the gas station and jumped out. She approached the beaten-up Volkswagen held together by duct tape and sheer will, and smiled.
“There’s my baby,” she mumbled, giving the rusty old door three kicks and a knee to open it. She never bothered locking it. Never needed to. Sapphire had been looking for the perfect car to let her blend into places that were a far cry from the streets of Beverly Hills. And there, while following a lead into the Chula Vista junkyard, it sat in line about to be crushed into a cube by the big gaping mouth. Keys still in the ignition.
The lead fell flat, but Sapphire stuck around until after hours and managed to get to the Volkswagen. She spent twenty minutes trying to open the doors, beginning to understand why someone would have left it there in the first place. Finally she took a broken-off rearview mirror from a totaled car next to her and smashed the window, climbed in, and drove off in her very own first car. Well, her very own first car not paid for by mommy dearest.
Was it stealing? Probably. Was it at the bottom of the list of all the illegal things Sapphire had done in the past few years? Definitely.
She left the gas station and merged back onto the freeway as unwelcome thoughts of suffering women missing their fingers entered her mind. She turned up the radio and focused on one thing only. Her destination.
* * * * *
 
 Aston had a choice to make. He could stay where he was and keep waiting for the Range Rover to appear, or he could drive up to the gas station with the risk of exposing himself to see what the fuck was going on. It had been an hour since she turned into the gas station. For one hour, Aston had stared at the gaping exit, waiting. Two cars had left the gas station, but not the Range Rover. His greatest weakness as an officer had always been patience—or lack there of—and that wasn’t about to change today.
Aston pulled into the gas station’s empty parking lot. Where had she gone? Aston lit a cigarette and circled the area, avoiding looking in the rearview mirror. The last thing he wanted to see at that moment was his own confused face. After his cigarette, Aston stepped into the Quickie Mart to question the clerk and refill his emergency vodka stash in the glove compartment.
“The young woman who came in here about an hour ago…where’d she go?” Aston flashed his badge at the clerk, a thirty-something blond California kid with spiked hair and hazy eyes.
“I dunno, dude,” the clerk responded.
“Did you see her come in?”
The clerk’s eyes looked straight up at the ceiling without moving his head. After ten seconds of long silence Aston thought the guy might have had a brain aneurism but finally realized he was just thinking.
Aston snapped his fingers an inch from the guy’s face and brought him back to life.
“Yeah?”
Aston took a deep breath refraining himself from punching the guy. “Was there a young woman here an hour ago?”
“Uuuuh…yeah; definitely, man.”
They went back and forth for another five minutes until Aston decided to jump over the counter and review the security tape.
He rewound until the Range Rover popped up on the screen and circled around, disappearing behind a port-a-potty. Sapphire came out from behind the bathroom and walked up to something that had once been a car. She abused it a little, then opened the door, climbed in, and drove off.
“Son of a bitch,” Aston said surprised, almost impressed.
“Right,” said the clerk, nodding at Aston with a smirk.
“I’m gonna take this tape.”
“Cool.”
Aston jumped back over the counter and grabbed his vodka. He dropped a ten and moved toward the door.
“Hey,” the clerk called behind him. “She comes here like a few times a month.”
“Do you know where she goes?”
The clerk’s eyes darted from side to side for a bit. “Who?”
Aston stared at him for a few seconds, then left.
* * * * *
 
 After an hour on the 101, Sapphire yawned for the twentieth time and rolled her windows down to let the cool evening air hit her face, hoping it would help her to stay awake. It had been a long day; she’d been dumped, got a chopped-off finger in the mail, and was on her way to find the perpetrator all in the span of sixteen hours. Her eyelids were getting heavier and heavier. The red tail lights from the cars in front of her combined in a blurry mess until it all finally merged together and became nothing but a dark mass.
* * * * *
 
Drip. Drip. Drip.
The sound was overwhelming. Loud at first, it was all she could hear when she slowly came to. How many times had she gone in and out of consciousness? How many times had she realized where she was, then blacked out, just to wake up and do it all over again?
She knew she was tied up, but why, again?
One second her body felt as though it was burning up from the inside out, the next her teeth were clattering from an unwavering cold. There was thirst too. She was so thirsty that her tongue was swollen and her gums were dry as sand.
Maybe, she thought briefly, she was sick. Some sort of flu that was accompanied by the permanent feverish state she seemed to be in. Maybe she was at home, in her bed under her wonderfully plush comforter. But why the ropes again?
No, that wasn’t right. There was no drip drip drip in her bedroom. The noise sounded like it came from a dripping faucet.
Oh water! She wanted water.
Then she was slipping again, back into the darkness—so tired.
Just as the blackness was about to swallow her, something brought her back. Slowly the pain flared in her, growing until it was sharp and present. Originating from her hand, it climbed to her arm and onward to her mouth. Somehow, all that blind agony only escaped her in the form of a weak whimper.
The terrible pain seemed to sharpen her mind a bit, and she started to remember fragments and pieces of what had happened. Hadn’t she been in her car and then—
Then came the footsteps. Down the squeaky staircase they went. Loud and firm. Him announcing his presence to her. Everything came rushing back to her all at once. She didn’t know why she was there, but she knew where she was and it was hell.
Panic. Thick, all-consuming panic shot through her, and her otherwise slow and impish heartbeat escalated rapidly. Boom…Boom…Boom-Boom-Boom!
His steps where closer now, almost right by her.
Her eyelids felt as heavy as bricks, and she had to struggle to open them and look up at him even though she knew when she lay eyes on him, it would all be real again—not just some horrible fever-induced nightmare.
“What do you want?” She didn’t want him to know how she feared him, but her voice quivered automatically in his presence.
He laughed, circling around her like a hawk over its prey. “What do I want?”
She knew something bad was about to happen.
“It’s not about what I want. It’s about what he wants.” He played with something in his hand, but her eyes were too weak to focus on it.
“Why me? Please, just let me go; I didn’t do anything,” she begged, now crying.
He took an aggressive step toward her, pushing a cold blade against her cheek. “Why you? Why you?” he spat. “Because you are the disease that is wrong with this planet. Sins. Sins. Sins!”
His breath was close enough to warm up the skin on the side of her face, making her whole body tremble.
“Disgusting. He gave you it all and look at you. Full of sin. How many men have you fornicated with? Hmm?”
She whimpered as he dragged the knife lightly over her face.
“I’m saving you, you slut! I’m here spending my time so that you, a dirty little whore, can get salvation. Clearing you of your sins for the other side.”
Angrily, he quickly untied the rope behind her, letting her hands free. Before she had time to even think about moving, he tied her down to the arm of the chair. “It would be nice to get a little appreciation every now and then!”
She clamped her jaw shut, and suddenly, temporarily, the fear was gone; anger replacing it. She was angry at him, angry because she was powerless. “Then just kill me! Get it over with!”
He stood up straight and looked at her. “I would. I really would. But you, my darling…” He walked over to a small desk, by the dripping faucet of the moldy basement and set the knife down on a piece of fabric.
She held her breath watching the blade and once again she was shaking; scared to do anything to make him pick it back up.
“You are not just any sinner. You are part of a bigger plan. God gave you to me in the form of a piece. You should be honored. But don’t worry, I’ll send you to him when we’re done.”
“Done with what?” she whispered.
He turned around to face her, a meat cleaver in his hand.
Her scream suffocated in her throat as she stared at her hand, covered in dried blood and missing a finger. Then he raised the meat cleaver and a flash of silver followed.



Chapter 9
Sapphire’s hands were shaking uncontrollably. It had all happened so fast. She had closed her eyes for a second and when she opened them again, there was a blinding light and the blasting horn of a semi. She swerved off the road and into a ditch. She tried to start the car, but her body wouldn’t move. She was paralyzed.
Perhaps Sapphire had convinced herself it was something she could do. Someone else was hurt or dead because of her and her actions, and Sapphire knew it. She had gone over and over it in her mind since the package arrived, and there was no getting around it. She could feel it in her bones. The girl had been taken for one purpose only. To fuck with Sapphire. She was in over her head, and her heart was racing so fast that she could hear her pulse like a drum in her ear.
She felt like a silly girl with a silly hobby. What had she been thinking? That she was some sort of superhero? That she could swoop in and save the world? Truth was she couldn’t. Truth was that she had no idea what she was doing; she had stumbled her way through the adventures and usually ended up lucky.
What was happening now was real and she wasn’t prepared for it. Maybe her body was trying to tell her something. To call the cops and tell them what she knew. To quit her ridiculous hobby once and for all.
Then what? She’d lie awake at night staring at the custom designed canopy above her like she had before. Hollow inside as her days revolved around mindless people and their mindless new things. While everybody around her was obsessed with living extravagantly and living well, all she could think about was death.
Then there was the girl. Sapphire had started something and now she had to finish it. Now wasn’t the time to stop. Now was the time to find him before the situation got more out of control.
“Start the car,” she commanded herself and was able to let her shaking hand wrap around the key. “Start the car, Sapphire.” She stared at her hand until it obeyed her. The engine roared and Sapphire put the pedal to the floor, fighting her way out of the ditch and back onto the road.
There was only one thing she could do to fix it. Find him and do it soon.
* * * * *
 
 Aston typed in the registration for the third time and got the same result. Nothing. The car had been toast at a junkyard and come back to life. A normal twenty-something Beverly Hills socialite wouldn’t be caught dead in a rusty old Volkswagen. So what was her agenda? Why was she disguising herself and sneaking out of her mansion in the middle of the night?
“Detective.”
Aston pushed ESC and spun his chair around to face the chief, who stood with a somber look, his arms crossed over his Gucci suit.
“Chief, to what do I owe this pleasure?”
“Cut the crap, Aston. Where were you last night?”
Aston shot off a dazzling smile as he casually scratched his head. “I was en route…as they say.”
“Really? Because I just checked the GPS trackers and guess what?”
“What?” Aston knew he was fucked but was trying to buy time until he could master up a great excuse.
The chief took a second to suck in a mass amount of air through his nostrils, then flopped down a folder in front of Aston. A long list of his car number’s past routes and escapades stared back at him.
“Hmm,” Aston said, raising an eyebrow.
“You were halfway to Thousand Oaks, for Christ’s sake!”
“That’s not south side?”
The chief put his hands up and strangled the air in front of Aston, trying to get a sentence out.
“You…you…south side…I…I.” He clenched his teeth and threw his hands up, holding them like claws. He reminded Aston of someone, but he couldn’t pinpoint it.
“You…just…can’t…this…” the chief continued.
Aston slapped his own knee and pointed at the chief in relief.
“Tom Hanks. League of Their Own,” Aston burst out. “That’s who you look like. Whew, that would have bothered me all day.”
The chief blinked at him, dumbfounded.
“Are you crying? There’s no crying in baseball,” Aston imitated and chuckled.
The chief took another deep breath and backed up, closing his eyes. “I’ve been the chief of police of this station for fifteen years, Detective. Never in those fifteen years have I ever…ever given up on anyone. I tend to believe in people, believe that they can change and be the best version of themselves.” He paused. “We may not be as exciting or have the best and most interesting cases here, but I do take pride in my work and I expect my employees to do so too.”
“Chief…”
“Shut up, Aston. I’m backing the transfer you put in. I heard about the position in North Hollywood; maybe you’ll feel more at home. They’ll hardly care about your leg. They’ll take anyone, from what I’ve heard.” The chief turned abruptly, about to walk out. “By the way, whatever investigation you were doing right there,” he pointed at the blank computer screen, “wasn’t authorized by me. So I suggest you get back to work. I need someone to go down to Christian Dior.”
“Who’s he?”
The chief stared at Aston, annoyed. “Dior. Christian Dior?”
“Send Barry to go see him.”
“He’s been dead since the fifties.”
“Then I really don’t understand why we have to see him.”
“It’s a store on Rodeo. I need you to dress in civilian clothes and see if you can defuse some possible situations.”
“You want me to do loss prevention? Loss prevention! I’m a detective, for crying out loud. Not even officers do loss prevention. They have people for that.”
“Last night one of my best men escorted Hilary Duff to get a Brazilian wax because she was convinced her usual bodyguard tries to sneak peeks.” He tilted his head “This is Beverly Hills, Detective, and you’re here for now, so suck it up.”
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire held her breath, not moving a muscle. One peep, one loud breath, and he’d know where she was, which would ruin everything. She was taking a leap of faith stepping out of her comfort zone. She had to improvise, turning an old slaughterhouse into a trap, and trust that he would follow where she led. Hanging from various places in the room were hooks that once held animal carcasses.
This time there was no pit for him to fall into and nothing to save her in case the plan didn’t work.
She could hear his footsteps.
Sapphire had looked over the articles a dozen times, but the day before, Chrissy had made her see it all. The first article mentioned the woman shopping with a friend just a few hours before she went missing. Her body was found in an alley by a public shopping street. Her feet were bare and her shoes nowhere to be found. The second and third victims’ stories were similar. The papers had stated that the police were searching for a perp with some sort of shoe fetish M.O. However, after spending years shoe shopping with her mother and Chrissy, Sapphire had learned that they lived in a world where accessories meant status. There was one brand that existed that was so hard to come by that even Chrissy had to fight to get a pair of pumps. The only brand of shoes that would incline an everyday woman who had stumbled upon a dead body to steal its shoes before she proceeded to call the police. Chi Chi.
As far as Sapphire knew, only one store in Thousand Oaks carried Chi Chi. She marched into that store dressed in designer clothing. As she pretended to look at a pair of Chi Chi’s in a display case, she was eyeing a salesman who was eyeing a woman who, in turn, was eyeing a pair of yellow pumps. The salesman was overweight—no, very overweight—and sweaty. Sapphire didn’t like to use the word fat, but after all, he could possibly be a serial killer, so she allowed herself to call him just that, fat.
His size surprised her. A high-end store like that back in L.A would usually staff people who looked like models; then again, most of them actually were models or actors working in unglamorous jobs as they awaited their big break. As far as she could tell, he was the only male working there. The likelihood of the killer being a woman was about twenty to one.
In order to sneak into the back she needed a distraction, so she decided to knock over a shoe rack in the shape of a golden foot, perfectly pedicured, holding thousands and thousands of dollars worth of footwear. It worked like a charm; two saleswomen and the one salesman came running in pure panic, the scandal of the season.
“Oh my God, Oh my God,” one of the saleswomen cried out as Sapphire made her way over to the staff quarters. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Nobody panic!” the woman continued in panic.
The staff quarters were neat, organized, and smelled of fresh leather. Sapphire dug through schedules and paperwork from a filing cabinet as she watched the staff on the security camera screen run around, yelling at each other in a frenzy, picking up shoes as if they were newborn babies.
She looked at the papers and found that she had been right; there was only one male sales agent, and his name was George Rath. His address was written in a blurry mess on the bottom of his employee information.
She turned to the screen to discover that the mess she had created was neatly put back together and the salespeople were making their way back, blocking her way out. She had two choices. She could scale the wall and reach the tiny ceiling window, pry it open, climb through, and hope she’d hit the ground ten feet below without breaking her legs. Or she could pull down her pants and sit her ass down on the employee toilet and act confused when the crew entered. She knew there had to be more options, but with only seconds to spare, it was all she could come up with.
The sales crew entered to find an empty room.
Sapphire hung out the window on the other side. She dropped to the ground and stood to find all her bones unbroken, then stepped right onto a cactus.
After two minutes of jimmying the lock, Sapphire opened the window facing the fire escape to see a disgusting mess of pizza boxes, rotting food, clothes, newspapers, and half-empty non-fat yogurt cups.
“God.”
She decided it was safest to breathe through her mouth from that point on and entered Rath’s apartment. She began to search the place trying not to step on old slices of cheese and crunchy potato chip crumbs all over the floor.
She gagged, picking up a piece of old toast that was covered in mildew and smelled like vomit. She flung it across the room to get it out of her nose’s reach. Normally she would have avoided being so reckless, but there was no way Rath would notice any change in the mess, and she hoped he’d never get an opportunity to. The man was as sloppy in his killing profession as he was at home, leaving bodies lying around like his half-eaten yogurt tins.
Sapphire tended to go by one simple rule when it came to exposing a murderer. If the evidence wasn’t obvious and staring her in the face, she had the wrong guy. It took her only an hour to find what she was looking for.
She stared at a box filled with locks of hair…five different locks, meaning five different women. A blond, a brunette, a red head, one black, and one gray. The man was a collector, like most killers.
George Rath cleared his throat and Sapphire was getting irritated as her leg was starting to fall asleep. He was taking forever.
As soon as he crossed the mark she had chosen, she would be able to make her move. She was desperate to find out if he was her man or not. She had reentered the store several times wearing different wigs and sunglasses, hoping that one of the hair colors would befall his taste. When she put on the blond wig and entered the store again, she got his attention. She had lured him out, and then he had followed her to the slaughterhouse, believing he was the hunter.
As soon as she got to the slaughterhouse, she removed the sunglasses and wig hoping to get a genuine reaction of recognition from him. It had to be him. It had to.
It was the first time she had done anything like that…get so physically close. She didn’t have a pit, and he was too heavy to trap in anything else, leaving her little play room.
George Rath picked up his speed, feeling safer in his environment. Everything was still and Sapphire counted down to make her move. Three. Two…
Suddenly, Usher’s song played, filling up every inch of the silence, bouncing between the walls of the vast space.
Sapphire’s whole body stiffened, the phone ringing loudly in her pocket. She swung out from her corner and found George Rath on the other side looking confused. In a flash, the confusion quickly turned into anger or satisfaction; she couldn’t tell which.
He launched toward her as she turned to round kick him in the face. He fell to the ground, nose first. He moaned and rolled over, then looked up at her and Sapphire shot him with a tranquilizer gun. She didn’t mean for the dart to end up in his crotch but felt pretty good about it once it happened.
Lacking a stun gun, she had stolen the tranquilizer from a vet off Sunset. She hoped it would do the trick. The label said it would be enough to tranquilize a large riding horse. However, Rath was fat. Maybe even fatter than a large riding horse.



Chapter 10
When he woke up, he was dangling upside down above a gigantic meat grinder. He looked from side to side, his face as red as a tomato from all the blood that had gathered in his head.
It hadn’t been easy, but with some elbow grease and a wheelbarrow, Sapphire had gotten him up there. She had improvised and done it well. But she decided to save her pat on the back for later. She had only just started.
Sapphire stood a few feet away, head level to him on a metal ramp, holding the controller to the meat grinder in her hand.
“Hi,” she said and tilted her head along with his.
“What the fuck!?”
“Yes, why don’t you take a few extra seconds to deal with your situation,” Sapphire suggested. “Let me start by thanking you for the wonderful gift.”
Sapphire hoped she sounded more confident than she felt. Truth was she was terrified. Terrified she would find out what she already knew. Something so obvious, it was almost embarrassing.
“What the hell are you talking about!?” He swirled, spun, and thrashed his body around, trying to get out of the chains she had wrapped him in.
“Riiiight.” Sapphire pushed the big green button on the remote and started the meat grinder below him. Its sound was loud, overpowering, and had the perfect intimidation factor. George Rath looked down in sheer panic and Sapphire smiled at him. “Where is she? Is she alive?”
“Who?”
Sapphire demonstrated her index finger for him, and then pushed the arrow down button. The chain began lowering him.
“Stop! Stop! Stop!”
“What? I can’t hear you!” Sapphire joked as she shook her head and leaned her ear closer to him.
“I don’t know who you’re talking about, you crazy bitch!”
The disappointment was overwhelming. Sapphire took an extra second before she pressed the up button and shut off the grinder. It wasn’t him; she knew before she started searching for him, but she wanted it to be him so badly, she had done a damn good job playing make believe with herself. She had conjured a suspect out of thin air.
Usher’s annoying voice once again interrupted her at work. She picked it up and looked at the display. Shit! She’d missed her lesson.
“You, shush. Or I’ll drop you in the meat grinder,” she warned Rath. “I’m so sorry, Marco.”
Silence on the other line, then he took a breath. “Are you okay?” he asked. “I mean, was there an emergency or…”
“Heeeeelp!” George Rath shouted and Sapphire quickly held the phone to her chest to drown out his voice. She turned on the meat grinder for a quick second, which immediately shut him up. Sapphire brought the phone back to her ear, giving Rath a warning look.
“Yeah, I was at work and my boss hit his head pretty badly, so I had to take him to the emergency room. That’s him in the background; he’s delusional.”
“Oh, is he okay?”
“Yes, he’s fine now, as long as he doesn’t do anything sudden,” she said staring coldly at Rath. “I’ll still pay you for the session.”
“How about you make it up to me by buying me dinner?”
Sapphire felt a sting in her heart for him. He sounded so hopeful.
“Um…I have to go, but I’ll definitely see you on Friday, right?”
“See you on Friday.” He was trying to not sound disappointed but didn’t do a very good job of it.
Sapphire hung up and looked at Rath.
“Fine, I believe you, but what about all those women?” Sapphire turned on a recorder and set in on the floor next to her. A puzzled expression took over Rath’s face.
“Wha…what women?”
It was such a bold-faced lie; even George Rath knew it. Sapphire tilted her head, expressing how she felt. She turned the meat grinder back on and lowered the chain.
This time she dipped him almost all the way down before letting him come back up.
“Okay! Okay!” he screamed.
Sapphire rewound the recorder and started it over. Rath was silent again and Sapphire dipped him two feet.
“There were four…”
Sapphire dipped him another foot.
“FIVE! Five women. I killed them. I killed them!”
Sapphire turned off the machine and the recorder. “Good job, buddy,” she said as if she were talking to a child or a dog. She wiped the recorder free of prints and set it down with a note that said: Play Me.
“Are…are you gonna let me go?”
“Yes, just like you let all those women go when they asked you to.”
Rath stared at her, his eyes big.
“Oh, that’s right, you didn’t.” She snapped her fingers then looked at the time. “So you’ve been hanging upside down for about forty-five minutes, your face is getting purple, and I’d say you have about five more minutes before you pass out. The good news is when you wake up, the cops will be here to take you down. Yay.”
George apparently didn’t feel like it was a yay moment. He squirmed in his chains terrified. “You can’t leave me here!”
“Mmm, I’d love to stay and hold your hand, but I’m a little busy today, Georgie.”
Sapphire picked up her voice-altering device and made her standard phone call. Rath stared at her like they always did: confused, angry, and shocked. It was understandable though. He, like all the others, expected to have the upper hand, to get to do what they dreamt of at night and what they did best. Suddenly and unexpectedly, the tables were turned and they were now the victims.
As she walked off, Rath’s panicked screams came on cue. Sometimes, Sapphire felt as if she was dealing with the same person over and over again. They were all monsters. However, even monsters had lives. Daily routines and things they liked to do, besides killing. The minute she walked away, she knew they realized nothing was ever going to be the same. They would never kill again. They’d spend the rest of their lives in a small cell and never get to sleep in their own beds again. Their loved ones, if they had any, would find out who and what they really were. All that combined was what panicked them.
The volume of his screams abated as she made her way down the ramp. For a second she thought she heard sobbing. It didn’t surprise her; it wouldn’t be the first time she had made a grown serial killer cry.
“I’ll tell them what you did! Hey!” he screamed. “I will!”
“Sure you will,” Sapphire said and left.
Outside, Sapphire leaned against the building allowing the emotions she couldn’t show in front of Rath to come out now.
Rath wasn’t the guy, so who was? Sapphire had no clues, no leads, nowhere to even start. Meanwhile this girl could be out there somewhere, slowly bleeding to death or worse. Hopefully she was still alive. Hopefully it wasn’t too late.
Sapphire tried hard to shake the guilt off, but it lingered, taking hold of her heart and twisting it until it throbbed. Slowly, she exhaled then pushed herself away from the wall.
* * * * *
 
 John was lying naked on a silk 2000 thread count sheet, the Heinz heiress wearing nothing but panties on one side of him and a well-known Victoria’s Secret model fully nude on the other.
The Heinz girl was worth above and beyond the amount his father had quoted and was perfect marriage material. The Victoria’s Secret model was there just for the fun of it. So why wasn’t he happy?
“You got any coke?” the model asked, sliding out from the bed.
“In the fridge,” he answered.
She disappeared to the kitchen and the Heinz girl turned on her side meeting his eyes.
“So my grandfather’s birthday is coming up and my father wanted to invite you and your family to the yacht.”
“That’s nice,” John said in his father’s voice.
“We’ll pop in right before all the old farts go home and then we’ll party.”
“That’s nice,” he said again, staring at the ceiling.
She was exactly what he needed to please his father, but somehow it didn’t seem like enough. He couldn’t stop thinking of Sapphire. She was simple. Different from the girls he grew up around. She never asked him what he was thinking, nor did she ever complain about gifts, affection, or anything else in the relationship. She was always satisfied with whatever he did.
The model was standing naked in the doorway with the can of coke in her hand.
“This is a coke!” she exclaimed. “Could you even begin to imagine my face on a ten-foot billboard with coke-stained teeth?”
John ignored her as thoughts of Sapphire kept spinning in his head. He hated how he had hurt her and he hated his father for making him break up with her. She was perfect. Though they never actually had sex, it didn’t bother him that much. Sapphire wasn’t the sharpest tool in the shed when it came to his little slip-ups with other women. He had been able to go and have sex with whomever he wanted and then have dinner with Sapphire, watch a movie, or just chill. With her, he could be himself.
“Hellooooo.” The model held out her arms.
John snapped out of it and looked over at her.
“Sorry, I forgot you were here.”
* * * * *
 
 Aston looked at the man sitting in front of him in the plush chair, holding a box of frozen dinner to the top of his head. The food belonged to the modelesque female store director and was her lunch. Aston was surprised. Who knew that Beverly Hills women ate frozen dinners for lunch? Or ate lunch?
“Egen, I donit ondirrrstand,” said the angry man in such a thick French accent that Aston hadn’t been able to understand a single word.
Twenty minutes earlier Aston had spotted the man about to stroll out of the Christian Dior store without paying for the items he had put in his purse. As Aston saw the man approach the exit, he had sprung to action, pulling out his gun and screaming at him to stop, as he would to any criminal.
“Don’t move!” Aston yelled and aimed his gun straight toward the man who looked over his shoulder terrified.
Unfortunately, the people in the store did not seem to be as accustomed to firearms as Aston was. A mass panic broke out. Anorexic mothers grabbed their bulimic daughters. Grown men hid behind mannequins. Old ladies swallowed their jewelry. Store clerks screamed, “I’m too young to die,” in hysteria.
Aston could have taken his badge out, but he didn’t. Partly because he didn’t want to waste the time, but mostly because rich people running amok was the funniest thing he’d ever seen.
The man who stole the items realized how close he was to the door and made a run for it.
Since Aston wasn’t technically allowed to shoot someone for stealing, he lowered his gun, much annoyed, and took off after the thief, feeling his bad leg tightening with every step. He continued the chase hopping on his good leg and dragging his bad one. Fortunately, the man in front of him was not a downtown Los Angeles thug and ran like a sissy. Unfortunately, the man in front of him wasn’t a thug at all. He was the CEO of Dior, taking samples home to his wife. Aston learned this only after he caught up to the man, slammed him on the ground, clanked him in the head with his gun, and dragged him back into the store to make him return the items.
“I donit ounirrrstand,” the CEO repeated, shaking his head in bewilderment. The chief had been forced to come down and stood next to Aston and the store director, pale-faced and in complete shock.
“On the behalf of the entire Beverly Hills Police Department I apologize, sir. This is inexcusable and…I…my deepest apologies,” the Chief said, holding his hand over his chest. “Detective, perhaps you should say a few words,” the chief added in a more serious tone.
“Well,” Aston said. “With all due respect, I did try to stop someone from stealing from your store. I didn’t know who you were; all I saw was some guy stuffing things in his purse and not paying for them.”
“Et’s not a purse,” the CEO said, with that offended French look. “Et’s a andbag.”
“Well, either way, if you choose to look at it from a different perspective, I kind of did you a favor.”
The CEO looked at him. The chief looked at him. The store director closed her eyes and shook her head.
“Je polled a goun on me. Je hit me in the ‘ed. Je shed be fired. I cod be did,” the CEO stared at Aston angry.
“I’m sorry…” Aston said, looking right at the CEO, who nodded. “I could not understand a damn word of what you were saying.” He looked at the other two. “Can you blame me, really?”
The CEO got up and cussed at him in French before he got too dizzy and had to sit down again.
“Je!” the CEO said and pointed at the chief. “He apologizes or JE fire im! I will go to ze magazines. Oui?”
The CEO crossed his arms, waiting impatiently. The store director looked over at the chief, anxious to get the mess cleaned up. The chief peered over at Aston with a look that said one thing: This is your choice. Grovel and stay…or go. Going would mean Aston lost the finger case, which although not very high profile on its own, was very intriguing. There was something drawing him to it, something that made him think about it first thing in the morning and right before he fell asleep. The chief had put in a transfer and it would only be a few months before it hopefully passed through. Then Aston would be free to return to a wonderful life full of crime. Then again, a few more months of Beverly Hills made eternity in hell feel like a pot of piss in the ocean.
For the first time in Aston’s life, he apologized. And it was to a snotty French guy with a defrosting box of mashed potatoes and Salisbury steak on his head.
“I am…sorry, sir. Truly, truly sorry.” Aston held his hand over his chest like the chief had done and after a thoughtful moment, he nodded.
“Je wil pay forrr ze damaghes and I can perk wherre everrr I vant in Beverrrly ’ills. Oui?”
“Wee.” Aston and the chief said and nodded in unison. It was a good deal for the guy; finding parking in Beverly Hills was a bitch.
As they walked out of the store, Aston’s phone rang. It was Barry letting him know that the lab results had come back on the finger, along with the prints.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire came home to find her mother out cold on the chair in front of the pool in a bikini. The half-filled red wine glass dangled between her fingers as she slept face down in the chair cushion. Sapphire thought about splashing a handful of water in her face, then thought why poke the passed-out bear, so she left her mother there under the setting sun and went inside.
In the living room, she found Charles parked facing a wall and immediately rolled his chair around toward the TV. He smiled at her. “Hhhhrrrmmm,” he said.
“Don’t worry about it.” She sat down next to him and flipped the channels for him.
“Rrrrp,” he said and she stopped at the Discovery Channel. She sat there for a while as Charles’ eyes drifted in and out of sleepiness watching the machinery of World War II.
She took the green Gucci blanket off the couch and wrapped it around him. “Good night, Charles.” She kissed his forehead and he let out a sigh.
Even before his stroke a few years ago, from which he lost seventy-five percent of his bodily functions and put him in a wheelchair, Sapphire and Charles never had a father-daughter relationship. Because he was always at the office or away on business trips, he seemed more like an absent grandfather. Nevertheless, she really did care for him. More than she cared for Vivienne.
Sapphire went to the kitchen to get some water. She stopped in the doorway and watched Julia singing along to a song on the radio as she mopped the floor. Julia could rarely ever get the lyrics right. The song on the radio was The Final Countdown, one of Julia’s favorites.
“Es a fire downtown!” she belted out and dipped her mop into the bucket.
Sapphire smiled. She never had the heart to correct her.
“Hey,” Sapphire said and smiled cautiously. She still wasn’t sure where she and Julia stood.
Julia stopped singing and went back to mopping without even shooting Sapphire as much as a look. “No hablo Ingles.”
“Ok, I get it, you’re mad. I really didn’t mean—”
“Es okay,” Julia interrupted and pushed the mop around, but the lines on her forehead said no, es wasn’t okay. Es wasn’t going to be okay until Sapphire agreed to do the unthinkable.
“Julia. I want to meet him,” Sapphire lied. “I want the three of us to go to dinner and I want to get to know him.”
Julia stopped mopping and smiled at Sapphire, then switched to a stern look. “I don’t want no guilty dinner.”
Sapphire leaped over to her and gave Julia a tight hug. “No, I want to. I do. I’d love to.”
Julia hugged her back and patted her cheek.
“Hey!” Sapphire said, excited. “You’re almost off, so put the mop down and I’ll make some popcorn and we’ll pig out and watch the Stephen King marathon that’s on tonight.” She ran over to the kitchen cabinet and pulled out a ten-pack of Julia’s favorite popcorn, Triple Butter. Sapphire smiled, she really needed this. Julia was the only person on the planet that could make her feel better right now, whether she knew what Sapphire’s problem was or not.
Julia watched her and tilted her head. “But we have seen them all a million times.”
Sapphire shrugged and put the popcorn in the microwave.
“That is exactly why it’s so fun. Of course we know that Kathy Bates is going to hobble James Caan. You’ll say, ‘she’s gonna hobble you!’ And I’ll say, ‘kick her in the face!’ And then you’ll go ‘aaaah, she hobbled him again! Every time.’”
“Sapphire…”
“Do you want Coke or Fanta?” Sapphire said going through the fridge.
“Sapphire…”
“Or Vivienne’s hundred proof anti-aging serum.” She sniffed the medicinal bottle and pulled back quickly from the overpowering scent of pure alcohol.
“I’m having dinner with Antonio.”
I know. Sapphire turned to Julia, smiling big. “Okay. Well, rain check.”
Julia hugged her again and grabbed her purse. “I’m so happy about the dinner, Sapphire. You have no idea how much it means to me.” She turned, practically radiating with joy. “I just know you’ll love him.”
Doubt it. Sapphire smiled and stood in her spot until Julia was gone and she heard the door in the front door close.
Vivienne appeared at the door of the kitchen with a bird’s nest on the left side of her hair and a line of red lipstick smeared from her mouth up along her cheek.
“Hello,” she said, nodding at Sapphire and making her way unsteadily to the fridge to pick up her bottle of anti-aging hundred proof. She left as soon as she came and Sapphire was alone once again, along with the unwelcome thoughts.
She went to the attic and spent the rest of the night there staring at the wall of articles, pictures, and notes—anything that could lead her to him, and in turn, lead her to the girl.
* * * * *
 
 Aston skimmed through the pictures of young women reported missing in the last month. The lab results from the finger had come back indicating female, age approximately twenty.
The chief entered his office with a cup of coffee in his hand, peeking at the screen in front of Aston that was searching through a database of millions of people. “You’re going on what, sixteen hours?”
Aston nodded, removing the blondes from the picture pile, one after one. The tiny hairs on the girl’s knuckles were a shade darker, indicating a brunette of sort. So he could remove all blondes, redheads, and the list of colors in between.
When the chief placed a hand on Aston’s shoulder, his body tightened. Something was coming. Since the day before at Dior, the chief had been overly friendly with Aston, acting like they were in a bad buddy-movie from the eighties. Aston was not Axel Foley. Although much more handsome, according to himself, Aston wasn’t nearly as lovable and patient as Eddie Murphy’s character in Beverly Hills Cop.
“A little bird told me you don’t have any plans for Thanksgiving,” the chief started.
Who in the hell said I didn’t have plans? He had specifically told people his plan of buying a frozen turkey dinner, watching football, and getting shitfaced at home by himself.
“My wife would like to invite you to our Thanksgiving dinner. No pressure—you don’t have to accept,” the chief continued, giving him a look that told him the opposite.
Kill me now, Aston thought and nodded a smile to the chief.
“Oh, maaan,” he said very convincingly. “I’d love to, but I’m working on Thanksgiving.”
“I’ll rearrange your schedule; you can work the morning shift and come over at three.”
“Great,” Aston said, disappointed.
The chief cheered him with his coffee. “Great. And you’ll get to meet the kids.”
“Kids. Great.”
Please don’t show me the pictures.
“You want to see some pictures?”
After the twentieth cell phone photo of the chief’s son, Dylan, Aston was about two seconds away from taking the phone and shoving it up the chief’s ass when something changed in the room.
The computer screen’s green “match” word was blinking. A driver’s license had been found.
“Oh, thank God!” Aston rolled his chair up to the screen, happy to avoid the potential phone-in-ass situation.



Chapter 11
Sapphire screamed as her head hit the ground. She arched her body and kicked up with the help of her palms bent backwards, landing back on her feet with a swift motion. She attacked with a kick to the side and an attempt for a foot to the stomach.
Marco grabbed her foot and twisted it to the left, making her body spin right back down to the floor where she started.
“You can’t attack like that. You’re angry; you’re not thinking,” he said, looking down at her, offering her a hand.
Frustrated, she let him pull her up. “Let’s go,” she said, making herself ready.
“No. You’ve attacked thirty times and you’ve failed thirty times because you’re in the wrong frame of mind.”
Sapphire strained to breathe and stared at him, determined, her hands resting on her knees. Yes, maybe she was taking her frustration out on poor Marco, but she needed to release it somehow. That girl, dead or alive, was Sapphire’s responsibility. It was all she could think about whenever she closed her eyes at night, whenever she opened them in the morning.
With a yell, Sapphire attacked again, leaving him no choice. They danced around for a whole three seconds before Marco took her arms, creating a straightjacket, and pushed her up against the wall. His breath suddenly changed and his body pushed closer to hers. Marco’s eyes moved down her face stopping at her lips, then back up to her eyes, clearly telling her what he was thinking. He blushed, pulling away, embarrassed. “Class dismissed,” he mumbled, threw her a towel, and moved toward the door.
“Marco.”
He turned around with mixed emotions of hope and pain in his eyes. She knew what he wanted her to say, but she couldn’t.
“Still on for next time?” She didn’t want to lose him. He was a great trainer, and she enjoyed being around him.
“Yeah.” He looked at her for an extra second and then shook his head. “Why did you sign up for intermediate? We both know you’ve trained before.”
Sapphire froze. What in the hell was she supposed to say? If Marco ever tried to register her as an MMA fighter, he’d find her name and social security invalid.
“Maybe I’m just a natural.”
Marco laughed, giving up. “Right.” Then he was gone and Sapphire’s phone rang.
“Crap,” she mumbled and reluctantly picked up. “Yes?”
“This is Detective Ridder from the Beverly Hills police department. We met…”
“For God’s sake, Aston, I know who you are. I’ve seen you naked. What do you want?”
A few seconds of silence on the other end of the line.
“We would like you to come in to answer a few questions. Officer Harry’s also on the line so that you guys can set up the time.”
“Hello,” said a second male voice—awkwardly.
Oh God! Sapphire closed her eyes in embarrassment and forced out a greeting. “Hi Barry. How are you?”
“Fine, thanks.” Barry Harry cleared his throat.
“So what is it about? I already answered a bunch of questions. I just kind of want to put it behind me.”
“It’s necessary, Ms. Dubois,” Aston said and then left her alone with Barry.
Two hours later Sapphire showed up at the police station and saw Chrissy step out of her car, looking at herself in a hand-held mirror. She let go of her narcissist complex for half a second to notice Sapphire standing at the top of the steps, staring down at her.
“Hey,” Chrissy said, nonchalant.
“What are you doing here?”
“Well, somebody—I won’t name names—refused to pick up her phone, so I followed you here. You going for the finger thing?”
“You followed me around all day?” Sapphire asked, a little nervous and a lot creeped out.
“Ew, no. I’m not a stalker. I was doing my nails and I searched your phone app that I’ve told you about like a billion times, and…”
“What are you doing?” Sapphire stopped as she realized Chrissy was following her inside.
Chrissy looked at her with big innocent eyes. “I’m coming with you, silly. Emotional support.”
“I don’t need any emotional support. I’m answering questions. That’s all.” Sapphire moved toward the main desk hoping to lose Chrissy, but she was right behind.
“This is very hard for me, you know,” Chrissy said. “It’s very traumatic what I saw happen to you. I need to be sure that I’m okay.”
“You’re not even gonna be allowed in, Chrissy.”
Chrissy scoffed. “Please, my family basically owns this place.”
* * * * *
 
 Aston stared at the two girls sitting in front of him, especially the one who wasn’t invited. He let his eyes slide across the lavish, over-welcoming interrogation room. An interrogation room was meant to make people uncomfortable: a table, two chairs, and one lamp. Not color-coordinated couches, plants, a snack bar, and an espresso machine. Most interrogation rooms were designed to make people get the sense of jail and their claustrophobic future unless they complied. It was meant to intimidate. As intimidating as an espresso machine was to Aston’s progressing ulcer, it was not terrifying to anyone else.
“I’m sorry; who are you and what the hell are you doing here again?” he asked the one who wasn’t invited.
“I’m Chrissy Kraft…K-R-A-F-T,” she emphasized. “We just had a conversation with your chief of police and he approved me being here. He and my grandfather are very close.”
“You do know that you guys have met before, don’t you?” the one who was invited cut in.
“Okay, just…whatever,” Aston said, starting the recorder. “The finger was severed when she was still alive so that’s a positive sign.”
“Eeew,” Chrissy said, disgusted.
“We managed to ID the fingerprint.” Aston ignored the annoyance from the other side of the table, looking directly at Sapphire, her expression showing no sign of anticipation.
“Okay?” she said.
He brought the picture to the table, placing it in front of her. “Do you recognize this girl?”
She leaned in to see, squinting her eyes.
“Never seen her in my life,” Chrissy said, shaking her head.
Aston turned to her, annoyed. “I was asking Ms. Dubois.”
Sapphire stared at the picture for a while as Aston tapped his pen against the table, hoping, waiting.
“No, I have not.”
It was obvious she wasn’t lying. Aston rubbed his eyes, tired and disappointed.
“Shelly McCormick. Upper class family in San Diego. Reported missing last week.”
“When was the last time anyone saw her? Did anyone witness her disappearance?” Sapphire asked. “I mean…you know…isn’t that what cops should know?” She pouted her lips together and put on lip gloss that stunk the room up with a cherry scent.
“No. All we know is that she was on her way to class and never made it. Her car was found a few miles from her house, wiped clean.”
“Of blood,” Chrissy explained to Sapphire.
“Of prints,” Aston said trying not to strangle her. “We’re still looking for witnesses. What we need to know now is your connection with her. With Shelly McCormick.”
Sapphire shook her head. “I wish I could help.”
“Oh my God! I just totally figured it out.”
Aston and Sapphire turned to Chrissy who was so excited she slapped Sapphire’s shoulder.
“When I was in elementary, I had a friend named Mackenzie Shelton. We used to call her Mac, but I always thought that SHELLY for SHELTON would be another good nickname for her. So Shelly was a close friend of mine and now Sapphire is my best friend. Shelly got jealous, changed her name, had plastic surgery, chopped off her own finger and sent it to my new best friend to say, ‘Hey don’t you hang out with Chrissy or I’ll chop off my other finger.’”
Aston stared at her. Sapphire stared at her.
“Booom!” she added and smacked her hand down on the table.
Aston took a deep breath to calm himself down. Find his inner Chi. Find the path back to nonviolent thoughts. “Get the fuck out!”
Chrissy looked at him, insulted. “I’ll have you know…”
“I don’t give a shit; get out before I shoot you in the face!”
Chrissy stood up and grabbed her purse. “I’m going to leave now. I don’t like your tone.”
When she slammed the door shut, Aston turned to Sapphire and they shared a silent moment.
“Look, I honestly don’t know,” she said.
Aston studied her face so that he could read her reaction to what he was about to ask. He shut off the recorder and locked eyes with her. “So I was out by the gas station off the 101 by Ventura the other day.” Nothing. No reaction. “And it’s funny; I thought I saw you there, and you were in this beat-up, piece of crap car. But you own a white Range Rover; isn’t that correct?”
She looked at him, a little confused. “Yeah? What were you doing out there? There’s pretty much nothing but the gas station.”
“Getting gas.”
“To go where?” Her eyes narrowed and the way she looked at him actually made him feel guilty for following her.
“We’re not talking about me, are we? I know it was you. Now could you be so kind as to tell me why you went out in the middle of nowhere to switch the car Daddy gave you for a shitty Volkswagen that does not seem to be registered to you?”
Her eyes moved to the recorder. “Why is the recorder off? Is this not official?”
Aston didn’t answer; he just kept his eyes locked to hers. Mainly because he didn’t know what to say.
“Then I guess it wasn’t official business when you followed me to the gas station either? Which would mean that you were doing unofficial business on duty,orjust plain stalking me.”
Damnit.
Aston laughed awkwardly, because again, she had painted him into a corner. “Unofficial or not…” he started.
“It is an intrusion of privacy. Are we done with the relevant questions so I can go?”
“Yes,” Aston sighed, reluctantly.
She got up and confidently made her way to the door. He knew he shouldn’t have said anything. Now she knew he was watching her and would be more careful with whatever in the hell it was she was doing. He needed to play it cool from this point on. Apologize and act like it was a closed chapter.
“I’m watching you,” he said instead.
Sapphire stopped at the door as she held the knob, then ripped it open and slammed it shut behind her.
“Happy Thanksgiving!” he shouted, but she was already gone.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire clenched the steering wheel so hard her knuckles were turning white. She let go and slammed it with a fist.
“Uuum, sooo…you wanna come watch me get a facial or…something?” Chrissy asked.
Chrissy had left her own car at the police station and forced herself into Sapphire’s. She actually jumped in as the car was in motion. The girl did not ever take a hint.
Sapphire turned to Chrissy, about to throw her out of the moving vehicle. Instead, she veered to the right, cutting off a silver Mercedes that blasted its horn, and pulled up in front of Urth Cafe off Beverly Drive.
“No, I don’t want to go and watch you get a goddamned facial! Can you ever get it through your thick brain that people other than yourself have problems? They may not be as severe as Jennifer Aniston stealing your hairdresser or Giorgio Armani refusing to design a personal dress for you. God knows the starving children around the world feel sorry for you, Chrissy! We’ve been friends for what—six years—and there was not a day out of that half decade where I didn’t think: grow up you stupid, ignorant, spoiled, self-centered, coke-sniffing brat!” She reached over Chrissy and opened the door. “Get out!”
Chrissy stared at her, her bottom lip starting to shake like a crying five-year-old. Her eyes watered and she opened her mouth several times to speak but couldn’t. She got out of the car, slammed the door closed, her oversized Gucci sunglasses sliding crookedly down over her face. She marched off in her ten-inch heels and bumped into John Malkovich without apologizing.
Suppressing the building feeling of guilt, Sapphire drove off. Every word had been true, and she had been holding it in for way too long. Chrissy had it coming, and hopefully, the moment of truth would keep her far away for good.
If she needed to find a new friend to make her seem normal to the outside world, it would have to be someone who didn’t make her want to stab herself in the eye with a fork when they went brunching.
On the upside—excluding the fact that she just had the same cop who she slept with say ‘I’m watching you’—the girl was alive and Sapphire knew exactly what to do next; she finally had a plan.
She would go to San Diego ASAP and retrace the steps of Shelly McCormick. She would find Shelly and prevent something worse than a finger to lie on her conscious.
Heading home to change, she drove by the market and saw all the decorations, reminding her it was Thanksgiving, and she felt the urge to veer into oncoming traffic. As it turned out, she wasn’t going to San Diego at all, she was going to be forced to attend Vivienne’s fake we’re-a-big-happy-family Thanksgiving dinner.
“Great,” Sapphire said as she pulled toward Vivienne’s house and saw the caterers running in and out with food and decorations.
* * * * *
 
 Aston was seated between the chief’s five-year-old son, Dylan, and ten-year-old daughter, Gia, at the dinner table for the Thanksgiving feast. The five-year-old stared at him with a finger up his nose, and the daughter complained repeatedly about the cranberry sauce having lumps in it.
“They’re not lumps; they’re cranberries,” the chief’s wife, Mona, replied for the hundredth time.
“They’re good for you,” Aston chimed in. Wasn’t that the sort of thing you were supposed to talk to children about? Health, pacifism, the dangers of teen pregnancy, those sorts of things.
Gia looked him up and down and pouted her lips together in a snort. “Screw you.”
Aston wasn’t shocked by the words that came out from the ten-year old; he raised his eyebrows and nodded. Worse things than “Screw you” certainly came out of his mouth when he was ten.
“Okay, then,” Aston said and nodded to Mona as she passed him the mashed potatoes.
“Apologize to Uncle Aston immediately, Gia, or there will be no dessert whatsoever,” the chief ordered.
Uncle Aston?
“Sorry, Uncle Aston,” Gia said reluctantly and continued to finely separate the cranberries from the jelly substance with her fork.
“Just Aston is fine…really,” he said.
“Uncle Aston, may I have some milk, please?” Dylan asked politely.
Aston took a moment and then passed the carton of milk. Dylan stared at it, then back at Aston, waiting.
“Oh,” Mona said. “Would you mind pouring it for him? He tends to spill.”
Aston frowned and poured the kid his milk. There had been a weird vibe ever since he had set foot in the chief’s cottage-like home. His wife had welcomed Aston as if he were the long-lost family member and said, “It’s so nice to finally meet you. Harold talks about you so much.”
“Who’s Harold?” Aston asked.
Mona laughed heartily and slapped him lightly on the arm, assuming he was joking.
The chief, aka Harold, had come downstairs and greeted Aston with a smile. When Aston reached out for a handshake, the chief walked right past it and gave him a long three-second hug.
If Aston were ever to hug, which was rare, it was a quick one-second hug. Maybe two, if it was someone like his grandmother, but even that was stretching it.
When the chief suggested they watch the football game, Aston was relieved. Football and beer left very little bonding time. But, the chief didn’t shut up at all, talking all the way to half time. Though Aston attempted to tune him out, the chief forced him to listen to the following stories: growing up in Savannah, deciding to become a police officer, meeting his wife, the death of his father followed by the death of his mother, the birth of his oldest followed by the birth of his youngest. Aston could swear he heard something about erectile dysfunction in there but opted to ignore it.
“Thanksgiving has always been my favorite holiday. How about you, Aston?” Mona asked, passing him the stuffing with a warm smile.
“Sure,” Aston lied, trying to ignore memories of childhood Thanksgivings involving a drunken father passed out and a microwave on fire. As a six-year-old, Aston didn’t know the Thanksgiving dish covered in aluminum foil, that his neighbor Mrs. Nielsen had brought him, couldn’t go in the microwave.
“So, Aston, how are you adjusting? It must be a big change coming from the downtown district to the calm streets of Beverly Hills,” Mona continued.
Aston laid a spoonful of green bean casserole on his plate and passed it to the chief.
“Well, so far all we’ve gotten is a severed finger. Downtown I dealt with murderers, rapists, drug lords, drug dealers, prostitutes, domestic violence. And that’s just a Tuesday. One of my last cases was a man who climbed into bedroom windows while the whole family was sleeping and murdered them one by one, using nothing but a kitchen knife. Like this one,” he said, demonstrating with the knife the chief had used to carve the turkey. “He’d usually start with the children.”
Aston noticed that the mood in the room had changed. There was no scraping of the plates, no drinking, or passing of turkey. The chief glared at him and Mona sat frozen, a fork full of potatoes up to her open mouth. The chief’s daughter looked like she was about to vomit and the five-year-old stared at Aston with tear-filled eyes and a shaking bottom lip. Then the tears rolled down his cheeks and he screamed.
“Mooooooommyyyyyyyyyyyy!”
Mona was quick to react. She scooped him up from the chair, took him to the living room, and turned on a kid’s show starring a sponge in a catholic schoolgirl uniform. Aston looked around at the rest of the party, confused.
“Was it something I said?”
Then, like saved by the bell, his cell rang.
* * * * *
 
 Smelling like vomit, Sapphire stood in front of the mansion staring out into the vast space in front of her.
Maybe it had been her fault. She had hoped and wished for a way out of Thanksgiving dinner and there it was. It had arrived like a genie and made her wish come true. Now, for the first time in years, she wished that she was sitting inside with Vivienne, Charles, his brother Gary, plus family. But she wasn’t. She was standing outside, waiting for the cops to finish going through the house, hoping they would not find her attic and reveal the fruits of her secret life.
The fact that Aston had been following her and was close to stumbling onto her other life had stressed her out, but what she felt right then and there was worse. Life was slipping through her fingers like grains of sand and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
Uncle Gary and his family had arrived just in time for Vivienne to smuggle the caterers out through the back door. She had been running around like a maniac sipping merlot and driving Sapphire crazier than normal. Her mother always got nervous when Charles’ brother was coming to visit, and this time around she’d been climbing the walls.
Gary was about twenty years younger than Charles and a lot clearer, both in body and mind. He was very attentive to the needs of his older brother and Vivienne had to pretend, whenever he came to visit, that she was too. Sapphire would usually have enjoyed her mother being tortured, but not that day; she had too much to think about.
“Happy Thanksgiving!” Gary shouted when they came in through the door.
“Happy Thanksgiving!” Vivienne had shouted back, eager to please.
“Mmmrggg,” Charles replied.
Gary hugged his brother, looked him up and down in the wheelchair to determine health and wellness, and then turned to Sapphire looking surprised.
“You’ve gotten so big! How tall are you now?”
“I’m five-five; haven’t really grown since I was twelve.”
Gary laughed and mussed her hair. Then in came his wife, Heather. She was young enough to be Gary’s daughter and beautiful enough to be Miss Universe. But she wasn’t; she came in third in Miss USA once and that had been the end of her pageant days.
She and Vivienne stared at each other as they did every time they met, eyeing each other up and down, searching for anything—crows feet, a failed nose job, sagging breasts—anything to put themselves at an advantage.
“Vivienne,” Heather said. “Delighted,” she added, giving Vivienne the tips of four fingers to lightly shake.
“Heather,” Vivienne replied and mumbled something that sounded like “always a pleasure.”
Heather ushered her daughter, Petunia, in. She was the same age as Sapphire and wearing a fur coat, leather gloves, a big smile, and shoes that were no doubt made from baby seals. Until recent years, Petunia had been Sapphire’s archenemy. Behind the big smile and the well-educated words, there was pure evil—Sapphire was sure of it.
“Sapphire! Darling!” she called, giving Sapphire a long hug and a few air kisses meant for her cheeks.
They sat down in the living room where Julia served them goose liver appetizers. The conversation was polite and civilized as always. Vivienne fussed over Charles to show what a good and loving wife she was. Heather shared her opinions on plastic surgery to hide the fact that she had some. Petunia talked about Somalia’s devastating situation, and Sapphire died a little inside for every second that passed.
“So, Sapphire, still no plans for the future?” Gary asked, cutting off all other conversation.
Sapphire looked up at them all as she tucked a napkin of squashed goose liver under the couch pillow.
Finding and capturing the west coast’s most wanted serial killers.
“Um…no…no, nothing yet. Any day now,” she said and crossed her fingers jokingly.
“My Petunia recently became the head of charity for the Aid for Young Organization,” Heather said loudly.
“Sapphire’s a vegetarian.” Vivienne said equally loud but with no effect. It was true but nothing to be proud of, unless they had been at a PETA fundraiser. “And she is about to be engaged to John Vanderpilt III, you know, heir of—”
“Actually, we broke up,” Sapphire said, knowing she just tripped her mother. “And I’m only a semi-vegetarian. I still eat fish and poultry.”
After a moment of silence, Vivienne broke out in laughter.
“No, they didn’t. She’s joking,” she said, smiling. “It’s a joke. Cocktails, anyone? JULIA! COCKTAILS!”
When it was time for dinner, Vivienne stood at the far end of the table like the perfect hostess.
“Dinner will be served in a moment, so if you will all have a seat…except for Charles, of course…he’s already sitting,” Vivienne said nervously, smiling at Charles in the wheelchair. Julia served the food, sneaking in an encouraging pat on Sapphire’s back.
“Still hanging out with the help, I see,” Petunia commented. Then she looked at the rest of the company and smiled. “Not that I mind. I love Mexicans. They’re pretty much like regular people.”
Sapphire watched in awe as the rest of the party nodded their heads in agreement. She heard Julia in the kitchen slamming pots, probably pondering on whether or not to spit in Petunia’s wine glass.
“So, how are you doing?” Gary asked Charles, reaching out to pat his arm.
“He’s doing just lovely, one day better than the next. Happy, happy, happy,” Vivienne said, and then chugged her cocktail. “JULIA…REFILL!”
“Roffk,” Charles said and everyone nodded.
Julia came out and poured Vivienne her refill. She put down a glass of wine next to Petunia and took her old one away.
“Enjoy,” Julia said to Petunia and Sapphire caught a hint of a smirk on her lips.
Sapphire started cutting Charles’ food and feeding it to him when Vivienne stole the fork from under her.
“Thank you, sweetheart, but he likes it when I do it. He’s used to it.”
Sapphire could have sworn Charles looked at her and rolled his eyes, but she wasn’t sure. Vivienne struggled to get the food into Charles’ mouth and got half on his cheek.
Sapphire leaned back in her chair and looked toward the kitchen watching Julia pack up her Thanksgiving dinner into a Tupperware box. She threw on her jacket as she was texting, a smile on her lips. Julia turned to wave at Sapphire then was out the door.
Sapphire’s stomach turned as she chewed her turkey. Since Thanksgiving had always been Vivienne’s way of showing off to her husband’s family, it was the type of holiday that Sapphire and Julia never spent together. Julia would be busy serving the guests and Sapphire socializing. Once the guests had gone home and Vivienne had passed out, however, she and Julia had played cards and eaten leftover sandwiches, ever since Sapphire was a little girl. It was the only thing that got Sapphire through the big day. This Thanksgiving would be the first time Julia wouldn’t be there when it was all over.
“Stupid Antonio,” somebody mumbled. It wasn’t until she saw everyone around the table staring that she realized it was probably she who had said it.
Petunia sipped her wine, holding the glass away from her to look at it. “Hmm, a tad too dry for my taste.”
“Honestly, though, Sapphire,” Gary said. “I think it’s time you start considering what it is you want to do with the rest of your life. I mean, there is certainly the family business. I’m sure Charles would love to have you there.”
Heather choked on her carrot and Petunia’s face whitened.
“Mmmm,” Charles said.
“I…I haven’t really thought about it.”
“Well, think about it. Petunia is going to do her charity till sometime next year and then she’ll come into the family business. I’m not getting any younger and I’d like to retire sometime in the near future. My greatest wish would be for the two of you to be ready when I cannot oversee it anymore.”
Oh, dear God, he wants me to work together with Petunia in an office for the rest of my life.
When an idea struck her mother, it was evident. Vivienne’s eyes popped out and she looked up as if she could see the future play out on a white screen somewhere in the distance. Sapphire knew exactly what her mother was thinking. Not only would she inherit all of Charles’ current money, but her daughter would own 49 percent of his company.
“Honey…” Vivienne whined to Sapphire in a sugary-sweet tone. “You’re not really doing anything; why don’t you go over there and feel it out? How’s this week? This week is great, yes?”
“That’s a lovely idea,” Gary said.
“I don’t think she’s interested, Darling,” Heather said, her fake smile directed at Sapphire. “The Dubois family business is very demanding after all.” She was implying that Sapphire wasn’t really a Dubois by blood, or adoption for that matter, but merely by a legal name change. She did the implying without actually implying it of course. It was an almost invisible stab, which only Sapphire and Vivienne could feel.
“Yes, I don’t think it’s for her. Is it, Sapphire?” Petunia chimed in.
Part of Sapphire wanted to say yes just to screw with the two money-hugging bitches, but the other part couldn’t breathe the mere thought of working there.
“Sapphire.” Her mother pinched her hard on the arm. “Say something.”
“I…ah…”
The doorbell’s ring echoed between the floor and high ceiling of the mansion and Sapphire was saved.
Vivienne stood, dabbed her mouth with the napkin, and excused herself. Her heels clicked over the floor as she disappeared to answer the door.
Gary opened his mouth to continue the conversation and Sapphire sprung out of her seat. “I should go help her…open the door.”
Sapphire made her way through the hallway but heard nothing: no mumbled voices, just silence. Then Vivienne’s horrified scream.
Sapphire didn’t run, didn’t stop; she just kept going at the same pace as before because she already knew what it was. Vivienne was holding a neatly wrapped package in one hand and the lid belonging to it in the other. She turned to Sapphire, her eyes rolled to the back of her head, and she went down on the floor with a thump. The box slipped out of Vivienne’s hand and the contents rolled out on the floor.
Sapphire followed the small trail of dark blood that led to a severed hand missing a fifth finger. The hand was cupped as if clinging to something. Sapphire kneeled down and pried open the closed hand as far as she could. In its grasp lay a small white angel—a ceramic angel, no bigger than a thumb. It wasn’t the traditional angel; it was different—personalized somehow. Sapphire swooped it up and put it in her pocket just as the rest of the dinner party arrived at the front door. As soon as the police got there a sudden nausea struck. Sapphire ran out the door, hand over her mouth, and vomited into her mother’s award-winning roses.
So there she was, smelling like vomit and waiting for the police to find it all.
She let the angel slide between her fingers. The first thing he sent her was a token that belonged to her. The second thing he sent her was not hers, had never been owned by her, and had no significance to her whatsoever. Which meant…it belonged to him.
She hadn’t thrown up because it was a severed hand. It wasn’t that her family saw it. It was that it wasn’t what she had hoped for. Before, Sapphire had wanted the girl to be alive so that she could find her, save her. When Aston told her that the finger was cut while she was alive and that they could presume that she still was, Sapphire had struggled not to show her relief. Now she realized that somewhere out there, Shelly McCormick was alive and being tortured, having limb after limb cut from her body. A slew of gruesome images zoomed through Sapphire’s mind, and she felt the turkey dinner rise from her stomach again.
Under normal circumstances, Sapphire went to bed every night knowing that not only did she not hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it, but she also spared countless future young women from horrific and grisly deaths. Because of Shelly, that was no longer the case.
Sapphire leaned over the prized roses and puked her guts out once again.
* * * * *
 
 Shelly’s swollen eyes darted across the room; there was no way to escape. That was it for her; it was where she would die. The ropes tied around her were too tight. Her body was too weak. There were too many factors against her escape and she knew she couldn’t do it. She was underground. There were no windows and she could smell the mildew growing around her in the dampness. The dust particles tickled her nose, but she had so little strength that she couldn’t even think about sneezing. How long had he been gone? A day? Two days? Three hours? She had no idea. Time did not exist in this basement, only fear.
Fear and thirst. She was sure, or at least pretty sure, that he hadn’t given her any water because it was always at the back of her mind; awake, asleep or somewhere in between, water was what she wanted.
Shelly peered over at the leaking faucet, wishing she could make her way over there. It was so close, yet so impossible to get to. The constant dripping sound only made it worse, as though it was mocking her need.
Although, perhaps he had given her some water at some point; she was still alive after all. Or perhaps she hadn’t been away that long? Maybe only hours…or minutes.
Somewhere outside, a car drove slowly through gravel until it finally parked. Drifting in and out of the dark, Shelly felt as though she recognized that sound as though it was something she’d heard a few times before.
The stretches of coherent moments where getting fewer and fewer. Mostly she was gone now, away somewhere in a dark mass of unawareness.
How long she’d been awake this time she didn’t know, but at least for the most part, she knew what was going on; it wasn’t always that she did. There were a few things her lucid mind bounced between over and over again like a broken record. Sometimes it was her wonderful life: her friends, her family, her school. Then other times it was the question of how all that ended and how she came to be in this horrible basement. Then, at times, there was this smell she would focus on, an awful pungent stank that came from below her. Sometime in the past, she might have figured out what it was but other times not. This time, she didn’t know.
Her arm was hurting badly. But why was that again? She was forgetting, slipping away once more.
Then it happened…the sounds. His sounds.
She wasn’t always sure in which order they came, but those sounds of his would pull her out from the deepest darkest corners of sleep. There was the sound the keys made when he took them off the hook outside the door, a creaky old door opening and closing slowly as if he was being careful, then the staircase’s creaks. Finally there was the breathing, as if he was excited or energized.
He stepped onto the basement floor watching her with a smirk.
Immediately, Shelly’s body went into uncontrollable trembles. Her unruly heartbeat pounded hard against her chest again. His presence was the worst she ever felt. He almost seemed non-human: evil to his very core. She never knew what he would do, what would happen to her, or if she’d even be alive once he was done.
Shelly looked up at him, trying so hard to keep it together, to keep that face strong and heedful, but the way he looked at her now was so frightening that all she could do was tremble more violently. She was so scared, more scared than ever before.
His look told her one thing: Today, you will die.
Warmth slowly spread from in between Shelly’s legs and out over her thighs and down on the seat of the chair which she was tied to.
His eyes moved from her face to between her legs, then to the floor where her urine dripped down.
Though she knew she shouldn’t, Shelly felt the shame of her action and stared at the floor as well so that he wouldn’t see it in her eyes. There on the floor, now mixed in with her own urine, was vomit: the origin of the awful smell.
She didn’t remember throwing up, but it must have been her, maybe more than once. There was blood down there too and a lot of it.
“God will forgive you,” he said, disgust tainting his voice. “He will forgive you because I will clean you of your sin.”
“What sin?” she asked as loudly as she could, but her mouth was so dry it barely came out. Maybe, she thought, she could ask him for water. Maybe, just maybe, he’d give it to her.
He bent down and grabbed her arms, letting his fingers dig into her skin. “What sin?” he hissed. “That’s the worst part. None of you understand what you do wrong, and I try and I try and I try. No appreciation!”
When he let go, she shook so badly that the chair started vibrating. It was going to happen now. She was going to die.
“Please…” She whispered, desperate.
“Shhh…” He patted her cheek and she turned her head to escape his disgusting touch. “It’ll all be over soon, then God will greet you.”
He raised his meat cleaver and Shelly’s mind sped through the images of her family. She didn’t want to die; she wanted her mother, her father, her little sister. She just wanted to tell them all how much she loved them all. She wanted to be home with them at Sunday breakfast. She wasn’t ready to die!
He drew and breath and then…
Nothing. No pain. No vomit. No sound. She was dead. Or was she? She heard footsteps moving away from her. She opened her eyes just as the creaking of the stairs stopped and the door shut.
She had been given something. It wasn’t mercy; she knew that. She had looked into his eyes many times and knew there wasn’t a merciful bone in his body. She had been given a chance.
The knot around her arms suddenly felt looser, and the room suddenly seemed as though it could easily be broken out of. Whatever reason made him leave so abruptly, she thought, was so that she could get a chance to live.
With whatever little she had left in her, Shelly would now fight to stay out of the confusing darkness, fight to stay conscious.
She would fight to break away.



Chapter 12
Sapphire stood in the middle of her pink and purple room surrounded by police, some sort of CSI dusting everything, including her stuffed animals, digging around in every crescent and corner. Vivienne stood next to her, sobbing into a Kleenex; Aston barked orders to make sure the job got done right.
Her relatives had gone after the police took their statements. Her cousin had been shocked and hadn’t said a demeaning word since the hand arrived. Sapphire’s aunt had popped Valium like a mad person, while her husband had been very calm and methodical. Vivienne hadn’t stopped screaming until Sapphire slapped her. Given the fact that he couldn’t speak, Charles had been even quieter about the whole thing.
The attic flap was covered by the velvet canopy Vivienne set up above her bed years ago so that Sapphire could feel like a sultan when she slept. She found the attic by accident while searching for a place to hide when she was fifteen and supposed to attend her coming out party: an event set up for upper class societies to show off their daughters and release them to the world of young rich men. Perhaps that wasn’t the actual reason, but Sapphire assumed it had to be that or something equally idiotic.
She had climbed one of the poles of her four-poster bed wearing a white wedding-like dress with so many bows and layers of fluff that she looked like a giant cupcake. When she got to the top of the canopy above her bed, she saw the attic flap. As Vivienne and a crowd of guests searched the house for her, Sapphire had sat up in the empty dust-filled attic waiting for the event to pass. Now her entire life was up there. Every piece of material she had collected, everything she was proud of and meant the world to her was at the verge of being taken away.
One of the CSI women placed a small ladder next to her bed and dusted the bed poles from bottom to top. When she got to the fourth and last one, her eyes moved up to the canopy and focused on it. She reached her arm out to touch the ceiling and Sapphire could feel herself disappearing; her existence as she knew it was about to be destroyed. She would become an empty shell again, just like she was before that night when it all started.
“All right, let’s pack it up for the night!” Aston’s voice rung through the air: the call of a knight retreating from battle. The woman pulled her hands back immediately ready to go home.
Sapphire let the air fill her lungs. She had been resuscitated. She had flat-lined and been brought back to life. She wanted to scream for joy, but didn’t…probably would be considered slightly suspicious.
As the crew of invaders left one by one, she, Vivienne, and Aston stood by the front door.
“I was just so scared,” Vivienne sniffled, leaning on Aston’s chest for support.
Aston glanced at Sapphire and then gave her mother a few pats on the shoulder and pulled away. “We will find the perpetrator; don’t worry.”
“Bye, Detective,” Sapphire said and went to open the door for him. Her body blocked him from going anywhere but out.
Aston put a hand on the door and smiled at her. “Oh, I’m not leaving. I’m grabbing my overnight bag from the car.”
Sapphire stared at him, hoping he was joking.
“I’ll be staying here with you until the matter is resolved. Your mother requested the full observation and protection of the police department.”
Sapphire glared at Vivienne. Of course you did.
She was furious and worried about how to handle her future endeavors with a nosy detective two feet behind her at all times. She was on a tight schedule and the cops would just slow her down. On the other hand, she thought, compared to being exposed, this was just a minor inconvenience and she would not let it get in her way. “Of course.”
“There is a bedroom for you, right across the hall from mine,” Vivienne said and Sapphire gave her mother a cold stare.
“That won’t be necessary,” Aston said and turned directly to Sapphire. “Officer Harry and I will be sleeping in shifts so that we can keep an eye on you…every single second of the day.”
You bastard.
* * * * *
 
 Aston sat on a chair outside of the girl’s bedroom, listening. There hadn’t been a sound for nearly an hour and she had probably fallen asleep. Or was she gone? Had she climbed out the window again?
Aston twisted the handle and pushed the door open. It was too dark to tell if she was in her bed or not, so he got closer.
As he moved deeper into the room, the luminescent moonlight came through the bay window. The window was latched and sealed from the inside. He turned his head to the bed already knowing she was there. There was no reason for him to linger, but he did.
She was sleeping soundly, looking so peaceful and soft that he was frozen in place, watching as her chest slowly rose and fell.
She looked perfect, beautiful as her hair framed her face, and he had a sudden urge to touch her. Not in a perverted way, just to take her hair and bring it behind her ear. She seemed so fragile, as if she needed his help. Not like when she was awake.
“What are you hiding?” he whispered.
Sapphire let out a sigh and turned in her sleep. He knew that sigh. He had heard it before. The night she came home with him.
As soon as he wondered whether she was naked under the covers or not, he knew it was time to go.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire woke up, not to the sound of her mother having sex with the aerobics instructor, but to the smell of coffee and pots and pans getting slammed around in the kitchen below.
She took a quick shower, pulled on a pair of designer jeans, a spaghetti-strap top, and went downstairs. Usually she brought her Target and Walmart clothes with her to change in the car later. That day, considering who was downstairs, she wanted to look as innocent and normal as she could, meaning no bags of any kind, except for her tiny purse. In her world, normal meant wearing a five hundred dollar pair of jeans as knock-around clothes. The day before had produced a whirlwind of emotions, and even though Sapphire knew it had all happened, a small part of her hoped it had been a dream. When she saw Aston sitting by the counter with a cup of coffee and a steaming breakfast in front of him, that part of her was shut up. Officer Harry sat next to him stuffing himself with French toast.
Sapphire forced herself not to smile. Aston looked cute. His face was scruffy from lack of shaving and his eyes were tired.
“Good morning,” he said, his baby blues peering right into her soul. Sapphire looked away knowing they possessed the same ability to destroy as Medusa’s did.
Julia was standing by the stove, wiping sweat from her forehead as she turned the bacon. Sapphire shot her mother an annoyed look. Julia had enough to do around the house every day, and it wasn’t her responsibility to cook breakfast for extra people.
Julia and Sapphire’s eyes met and for a second she knew exactly what Julia was thinking. What the hell is going on?
Vivienne stood at the other side of the counter watching as Aston ate, batting her eyelashes.
“Do you like it? My own special recipe.”
“No it’s not; it’s Julia’s,” Sapphire muttered and poured herself a cup of the freshly brewed coffee.
Vivienne gave her a cold look and turned back to Aston. “I love watching a man with a good appetite.”
Sapphire glanced over at Charles in his wheelchair parked in the living room in front of the TV.
“In that case, I think you should feed your husband since I assume he hasn’t gotten any breakfast yet,” she said and went to bring Charles into the kitchen.
When Vivienne made no effort to comply, Julia rolled her eyes and gave Sapphire a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon. Sapphire fed Charles, one forkful at a time, and studied Aston. Today was the day she would find a lead to the girl and he would not get in her way. She had racked her brain all night but couldn’t come up with a single plan to get rid of him. Now she would have to wing it.
She poured her coffee into a to-go cup and added extra creamer. When she grabbed her purse, Aston stood up, ready to go with her.
“Isn’t it his shift yet?” she asked innocently, nodding to Officer Harry.
“Yep,” Aston said and followed her toward the back door of the kitchen.
“So aren’t you going to switch?”
“Nope.”
She assumed he might do something like that, so she didn’t let it bother her. “I have to go oversee my future career today. All very boring. Business.”
“I’ll follow you there,” Aston said and smiled evilly.
Right as Sapphire was pulling out with her car watching Aston jump into his, Julia knocked on her window.
“What’s going on? Your mother tells me nothing, but something about body parts in the mail. I get back from Antonio’s and there’s a bunch of police.” Julia waited for an answer with worry in her eyes.
Sapphire didn’t know what to say. What could she say?
“I really can’t talk right now,” Sapphire said and shifted to reverse.
Julia looked away for a second and stood silent. “You remember tonight, si?”
“Yes, absolutely.” Crap! The dinner with Julia’s fiancé was that night. Now, because of Aston, Sapphire had to find a way to go to Charles’ office building, lose Aston, get to San Diego, and back before the dinner: a dinner she didn’t want to go to in the first place.
“Sapphire,” Julia said, just as Sapphire had started backing out. “Be careful.”
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire scanned a yellow skirt for the twentieth time and knew it would piss off Aston. He was getting agitated, starting to pace instead of just standing there and watching her shop.
On her way to see Charles’ brother, she hadn’t been able to shake Aston; he had hung onto her like a leech. He had waited for her as she stepped into the massive building, and he had watched her from the hallway as she went into her uncle’s office. Apparently, Gary had gathered everyone who was anyone in the conference room. Thirteen powerful men and a few women sat around an oval table staring at her as they walked in.
“What is this?” Sapphire asked as Gary ushered her through the room.
“These are the people who’ll be working for you, when you take over.”
All eyes turned to Sapphire.
“If I take over.” She passed out a smile to each of them but got none in return.
He motioned her toward the seat at the head of the long table and as she sat down, some of the people closest to her smiled, but the minute they thought she looked away their smiles fell, and their expression turned to contempt. Not that she could blame them. These people had spent their entire lives working at that company, killing themselves for years trying to move toward the top. They knew they’d be forced to watch as Petunia, a young inexperienced woman, waltzed in and was handed the position without any particular effort other than being born into it. Now, to them, it might not only be Petunia, but also Sapphire. Two young women, who knew nothing, could do nothing, and would steer their future from that point on.
Gary went on about the company, using a Power Point presentation, showing picture after chart after graph after boring statistic.
Every now and then, Gary cracked a joke about stocks, math, or some inside business lingo, and the thirteen men and few women eagerly laughed as loud as they could to please him. Sapphire didn’t. It wasn’t funny.
She sat silently trying to imagine herself there. It was close to impossible, like looking into an alternate reality where Sapphire was a normal person who wanted normal things. Is that what her life would be if she chose not to proceed with her hobby? Suits, charts, cash flow, and a room full of people laughing at all her bad jokes. It was exactly what she was supposed to be and supposed to want to be.
“Oh my God; just fucking buy something,” Aston moaned.
Sapphire had spent the last hour in one section of one store on the third floor of the Beverly mall. Boring as hell, but it would be worth it.
Aston sighed and she tried hard to hide a smile. He was on his third cup of coffee and hadn’t slept all night. It was going to be a piece of cake.
She grabbed a few items of clothing, whatever was closest to her, and took off toward the dressing rooms. Aston followed. The dressing room clerk held her hand up stopping Aston from moving through.
“Your girlfriend is going to have to manage it alone. You can’t go in there.”
Sapphire turned around and smirked at Aston.
When Sapphire opened the dressing room door just three seconds later, Aston was right behind her. “I thought she said you couldn’t come in!”
He flashed his badge and gave a cocky smile. “You’d be amazed how many fucking times I can get a table at a restaurant with this.”
“Isn’t there a law against that?”
Aston shrugged and rubbed some imaginary smudge off his badge. “Probably.”
“Fine, just wait there until I’m done.” She pointed to the cushioned island in the middle of the dressing room and Aston plopped down on it, then leaned his head back, and let out a sigh of comfort.
Sapphire went in and out of her booth four times wearing the exact same purple sweater and asked Aston which one he liked best.
“I don’t fucking know; they all look the same!”
The fifth time Sapphire came out wearing the same sweater, Aston’s eyes were closed and his breathing more shallow. She waited in the dressing room a few extra minutes until she heard him snore. She put her own clothes back on, lay flat on her stomach, and pulled herself to the dressing room next door. Fortunately, it was empty. She lay down again and slid to the next one. Unfortunately, it was not empty.
She froze, half in and half out between the two booths, staring up at an overweight lady putting on a two-piece swimsuit that was five sizes too small. The lady looked down at Sapphire, her mouth forming an O. “Can I help you?”
“Er … you mind if I cross your booth to the next?” Sapphire whispered.
“I kind of do, yes,” the lady whispered back. “Why are we whispering?”
“Eh … you see that guy sleeping on the island?”
The lady stood on her toes and peeked out, nodding.
“It’s my…my ex and he is… mean. Very mean. Abusive, some would say and he’s stalking me.”
“You want me to go call security?”
“No…because…because…” Sapphire looked around the booth for inspiration. There was none. “Because, there’s a part of me that still loves him and I don’t want to send him to jail?”
The lady stared at her blankly for a few seconds, then looked as if she was going to break out in tears. “Those damn men; we’ve all been there,” the lady said. “You run, honey. Run.” She gestured toward freedom and one of her boobs popped out.
“Thanks,” Sapphire whispered and crawled to the next empty booth.
At the last dressing room she stood up, opened the door, and snuck out. Aston would still have been able to see her, had he been awake. She slid behind the clerk and took off to the escalators.
* * * * *
 
 “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Aston shouted as he drove down the freeway slamming his hand on the dashboard.
When he had woken up, he had no idea how much time had passed. He waited for a little while and then decided to knock on her dressing room. “Hey! Are you done soon or what? I’ve had five gallons of coffee and I need to take a leak!”
No answer. He’d knocked again—feared the worst—and opened the door to the empty booth. Had someone snuck by and taken her? He was the lightest sleeper in the world and normally he would have woken up if somebody passed by that close to him. He had even stretched out his legs so no one could get past him. He scanned the booth for any evidence of what might have gone down. Then he saw it. The clothes that she had brought in were hanging on the hooks and the tag of a flower dress was staring back at him with two big letters. XL.
Aston may not have been an expert on women’s sizes, but he knew Sapphire was not an XL; she had never intended to buy any of the clothes. She had duped him.
Aston left the dressing room, got slapped by a crazy fat lady buying a bikini, and went to the parking lot. Sapphire’s car was gone. He cussed out loud at people passing by while he located his car and took off after her, without any idea where she might have gone.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire got to San Diego in record time. She sped down the 405, barking commands to her voice-controlled phone. Immediately, it googled the McCormick family, then read back the information it found to her, like any good assistant. However much she hated it when Chrissy and her mother pushed new “have-to-have” things on her, she had to admit that the newest iPhone had come in handy more than once.
Soon, the iPhone connected her to Mr. McCormick’s business upon Sapphire’s approval, from where she managed to con his personal secretary into giving Sapphire their home address and did so by pretending she was a scatterbrained art collector who was dealing with Mrs. McCormick but had lost the address. It wasn’t too difficult; the secretary was a blabbermouth and seemed to thrive on other people’s business.
“Did you hear about their daughter?” she asked Sapphire. “It’s terrible; she’s probably dead. They are still hoping. Mrs. McCormick is crushed. Hasn’t gotten out of bed since her daughter went—”
Sapphire hung up. She didn’t want to hear about how the mother felt. She had a hard enough time coping with how she felt. All she wanted to focus on was finding the guy who did this, and in turn finding Shelly before any other body parts arrived.
Around noon, she found the house and parked down the street from it. She scanned the McCormick’s beautiful manor. It wasn’t a mansion like Vivienne’s. It was a home.
The father was still at work and if the secretary was right, the mother was in bed. Now all she had to do was find Shelly’s bedroom and break into it.
Sapphire hunched down and ran along a gray wall leading to the backyard. She scanned the windows, looking for anything that would signal a college girl’s taste. In one window there was a cat staring at her as if it knew her intentions. Another had roses planted along the edge and in the glare of the third she thought she could see a poster of Zac Efron. Not really her age group’s normal taste, but she wasn’t one to judge. The room was on the second floor, and to Sapphire’s delight the window was cracked open.
She found a ladder behind a shed in the backyard and set it up in front of the window, but it was about three feet too short for Sapphire to climb in. She jumped to reach the windowsill, and her legs accidentally kicked the ladder out from under her, crashing to the ground.
She stopped and listened. No voices or footsteps checking on the noise. She unlatched the window and tumbled inside.
The room was bright, covered with High School Musical trinkets, a scent of cookie dough lingered throughout.
Sapphire looked at the size of the bed and then at the easy-bake oven sitting in the corner. Shelly apparently had a little sister.
She peeked out into the hallway and could see another room across from it. Through the open door, she could see high school memorabilia on the wall. Sapphire raised up and tippy-toed across the hall noticing a row of pictures of the happy family framed along the wall. Sapphire stopped at one of Shelly with a sparkling smile standing with her family outside Magic Mountain. Why had he chosen her to get Sapphire’s attention? They had a few things in common, sure. They both came from rich families and they were the same age, same body type. They looked like they could probably be related. But Shelly had something that Sapphire didn’t: a normal life and a family who loved her. A family that Shelly, at least as it appeared in the photos, loved back.
That was when Sapphire realized she wasn’t alone. Mrs. McCormick was in the bedroom just five feet from her, and Sapphire was standing in front of her open door.
She peeked in to make sure Mrs. McCormick was actually sleeping and noticed the tissues…the mountains of tissues throughout the bedroom…and two jars of what she assumed to be sleeping pills on the nightstand.
Sapphire couldn’t even imagine what the mother was going through. The stabbing guilt in her chest grew and she let it, as she deserved to feel every bit of it.
When she got to Shelly’s bedroom, the more she saw of Shelly’s life, the guilt grew stronger. For the most part, her bedroom was like any other rich girl her age. She touched a stack of books on a bookcase. Most of them were law books. One labeled pro bono. Plenty of kids that came from wealthy families wanted to become lawyers. The job came with money, status, and a chance for politics. Someone who chose pro bono was someone who wanted to be a lawyer because they actually wanted to help people.
Wonderful, Sapphire thought almost annoyed. She was not only responsible for the girl being taken away from family and friends, but now she had also deprived the world of a freaking saint.
Sapphire looked at a collage of pictures of Shelly with a group of friends from childhood to college. This girl was loved, happy, and based on a college curriculum filled with advanced classes, smart. She was perfect and she didn’t belong in Sapphire’s world.
Sapphire went through everything, but it led nowhere. Photos, notes, teachers, friends: nothing out of the ordinary. Then she found Shelly’s iPad stuffed in her bookshelf.
She sat down on the bed knowing she should never ever, under any circumstances, get comfortable. Getting comfortable got you caught. Sapphire had never been caught, and she assumed it was because she never got comfortable.
She clicked her way to Shelly’s journal and went to the last posting:
November 18.
Got an A on my final essay. Took Miriam to Applebee’s to celebrate and some sister time. Then class, then practice.
Sapphire looked around and saw a cheerleader outfit neatly folded on a cushy chair facing the window to the street.
Didn’t want to go with Emma and family on Sunday, but had no good excuse (Sorry, Emma). After a 45-minute ride, it was boring like I expected. Don’t think her family wanted me there. Only thing her mom said was that I wasn’t Catholic, since I wasn’t born Catholic.
Blah, blah, blah…something about a smelly guy sitting next to her. Sapphire scrolled to the end.
Short conversation with the father or whatever he’s called. Pretty nice. Asked if I liked it. I said no—didn’t want to lie to a holy person. He said well it’s a boring crowd and laughed. Father O’Riley was actually kind of funny.
Sapphire stared at the page. Father O’Riley. There were at least five billion Father O’Rileys in the Catholic community; it couldn’t be hers. It couldn’t. She had come to San Diego to search for the common denominator between herself and Shelly. Now that she found one, she wanted nothing more than to look away.
She did some quick math in her head. Her Father O’Riley was about two hours away from L.A. and Shelly’s was forty-five minutes away from San Diego. Their churches would be in the same town. Most small towns did not have two Father O’Rileys, no matter how many Catholics they had. Then there was the angel. The angel sent to her in the severed hand.
The iPad slipped out of Sapphire’s hands and hit the floor.
“Miriam? Is that you?”
Shit! Sapphire leaped toward the window. As she opened it, she heard Mrs. McCormick getting out of bed.
In her peripheral vision, she could see Mrs. McCormick come out of her bedroom and stop in the hallway.
“Shelly!” Mrs. McCormick panted.
Sapphire scampered out the window without looking back.
She could hear Mrs. McCormick running toward the window. Luckily, Shelly’s room was right above the garage and Sapphire could use the roof to get down.
“Shelly! Come home!”
Sapphire’s feet hit the ground and she took off. Mrs. McCormick’s sobs followed Sapphire to her car, even after she was out of earshot.
* * * * *
 
 She didn’t even notice that her fists had started bleeding as she pounded on the door. She was too pissed, too filled with rage.
“Come out! Open the door!” Sapphire backed away from the church door, out of breath and with a throbbing migraine. She had been clenching her jaw since she left San Diego.
“Where is she!? Where are you keeping her!?”
She was furious. Furious with Father O’Riley. Furious at herself for putting everything at risk, including an innocent person’s life, by opening her mouth to anyone. She kicked on the door and could hear it echo throughout the vast space inside.
She grabbed a broom and went for the window just as an old man, the janitor, opened the door. He looked at her with big eyes.
“What on earth are you doing?”
Sapphire froze broom in hand and caught her breath. “I need to see the father.”
“Well, he usually doesn’t respond well to being struck with a broom, so why don’t you put it down.”
Sapphire dropped the broom on the ground. “It’s an emergency.”
“Well, the church is closed. The father, however, you can find at home.”
“Where does he live?” Sapphire asked so rapidly she was surprised the words came out at all.
The janitor raised his eyebrows and tilted his head slightly. “Not his home, your home. Pray from wherever you would like and he will hear you.”
“Not that father, your father!”
“My father’s dead.”
“Father O’Riley!”
“Ooooh. That father is on vacation.”
“Where?”
“He’s at a monastery. Just left a few hours ago.”
“What monastery?”
“He didn’t say.”
“Fuck! Fuck! Jesus Christ, son of a…”
The janitor looked at her, snorted, and closed the thick doors shut.
“No, wait! I’m sorry! I’m…” Sapphire leaned her head against the closed door.
Of course it was Father O’Riley. He hated what she did. He knew what she did, and he was bound by his position not to expose her. This was what he had done to stop her, to teach her some sort of lesson.
She had no recollection of the drive home whatsoever. Her mind was in a complete haze.
It was over. Father O’Riley took a vacation, which meant one of two things; he had killed her and took a vacation to take care of the body, or he was moving her somewhere to finish her off. Without a doubt, it would be someplace that was sacred to him.
Either way, Sapphire was too late and the realization stole her breath away, sending her into hyperventilation.
In the middle of trying to find a bag to breathe into, Sapphire’s phone rang; it was Julia. She let it go to voicemail and played the message on speaker, hearing an annoyed Julia say they were waiting for her at the restaurant.
As soon as the initial spike of the profuse panic settled down and became more of an intermediate panic, Sapphire was able to take a deep breath and turn her car around.



Chapter 13
Sapphire veered right on Olive, past Walt Disney Pictures’ humongous studio as she made her way toward downtown.
Today the drive to downtown Burbank annoyed her. The choice of restaurant annoyed her. It wasn’t Julia’s favorite, but Antonio’s. Julia didn’t even like sushi. She liked burgers and greasy Chinese food; ironically she wasn’t big on Mexican food.
When Sapphire walked into Tomo Sushi, the chef raised his knife straight into the air and smiled.
“Welcoooome!” He held the smile and the knife, waiting for her to reply. She didn’t.
She scanned the restaurant for Julia’s face. The place was small and intimate. The walls were caked with taped-up dollar bills featuring handwritten greetings from happy customers: Ginger+Tom=Love, Tomo Rocks, Happy B-day Chuck.
Julia was smiling at Sapphire, waving her over to the table at the far end, though Sapphire made no effort to rush over there.
Antonio looked like a normal guy: average height, average built, average face. Nothing special about him as far as Sapphire could tell. In fact, he was kind of un-special-looking. Perhaps Julia needed glasses. Sapphire, however, didn’t need glasses; her vision was twenty-twenty.
Little pieces of white napkin were spread all over the table…which meant Julia had been ripping them apart…which meant Julia was nervous.
“I ordered a bottle of sake,” Julia said as Sapphire sat down. “Es okay, no? Something else? Wine? Cerveza?”
“It’s fine, Corazon,” Antonio said, his accent almost American, then placed a calming hand on top of Julia’s. Her shoulders sank down a bit, and her body lowered a little more comfortably into the seat.
Antonio turned to Sapphire, gave her a shiny smile as he pushed out his chair, and stood halfway reaching his hand out.
“Sapphire,” he said overly delighted. “You’re all Julia ever talks about. It is so nice to finally meet you. Put a face to the name.”
Screw you. “Likewise.”
Sapphire smacked her hands together, impatient to get the night over with. “Should we order?” She waved at the waiter.
“Antonio already ordered; he says we have to try the special rolls,” Julia said and shook her head to the confused waiter.
“Hmmm.” Sapphire raised her eyebrows disapprovingly and pretended to scan the menu.
“Is something wrong?” Antonio looked from Sapphire to Julia, unsure.
“No. Nothing. I just thought men stopped ordering for women in 1920 when we got the right to vote. That’s all.”
Julia’s smile faded drastically and she looked over at Antonio. Antonio, however, broke out in laughter. He sounded like a horse when he laughed. Did Julia really want to deal with a man for the rest of her life whose laugh sounded like a horse?
Antonio wiped a laugh tear from his cheek.
And he’s a crier.
The waiter put down a small bottle of cold sake along with the rolls. Julia went for the sake first. She poured herself a shot and took it in record time.
“So, Sapphire, I heard you like Britney Spears,” Antonio said.
Sapphire looked over at Julia and frowned. Yes, she had pretended to like Britney Spears…when she was ten. It seemed like the correct thing to do. Ever since then, every Christmas and every birthday, Julia would get her the latest CD or a poster. Even at the age of sixteen and well past the Britney Spears stage, Sapphire would smile and fake a happy thank you.
“I do grip work at the studios and last week we had her on a show.”
Antonio pulled up a small crumpled up napkin with coffee stains on it and handed it to Sapphire.
To Sapphire, Love Britney Spears
“Sorry about the coffee stains. I didn’t expect to run into her and when I did, I had to wrestle my way through four bodyguards to get to her. The napkin was all I had.”
Sapphire didn’t want to like him, but the gesture was so sweet and he was so excited about it that she couldn’t hate him a hundred percent anymore. The hate meter dropped to a solid ninety-two percent. The look on Julia’s face told her that she hoped the autograph would seal the deal.
“Thank you. It’s great,” Sapphire said reluctantly.
The rolls were good…really good. Probably because Sapphire hadn’t had time to eat that day. Also, it was nice to sit there having dinner and pretend like she wasn’t responsible for the torture and death of an innocent woman. Antonio ordered a second set of rolls, a few pieces of sushi, and sashimi. Julia turned to Sapphire and smiled as the food arrived.
“Sapphire, we have something to ask you.”
“Mhmm,” Sapphire said, cramming a piece of squid into her mouth.
“Will you be my maid of honor at the wedding?”
Half way down her throat the squid got stuck and Sapphire coughed. She took her glass of water and chugged it. When she put it back down she still couldn’t breathe, and she was pretty sure the squid had already gone down. She gasped for air as she reached for Julia’s glass of water and chugged that one too.
When Antonio ran over to pat her back, she saw it: hanging around his neck, a cross with a unique design.
She stopped coughing and stared at it.
“You okay?” Julia asked, worried.
“What is that?” Sapphire said nodding to the necklace. “Is that a Catholic cross?”
Antonio looked down at his cross and nodded. “Yes, my whole family…”
His voice drowned out as Sapphire could see all the pieces come together like a puzzle in front of her. Father O’Riley couldn’t have done it alone. He was in his early sixties and although a bit plump, he was as fragile as a dry twig. How could he have broken into her car, kidnapped a young woman, and carried her around? He would have needed help. How did he know where Sapphire would be all the time? Sapphire had never met Antonio before, but he had been in her house dozens of times to pick up Julia. Maybe even in her room. He knew she’d be at the country club because Julia told him. He knew she’d be at home for dinner at Thanksgiving because Julia would have mentioned it. The Batman ring was a sacred bond between her and Julia, the person she loved the most in the world.
“Tell me, Antonio,” she blurted out. “How is Father O’Riley doing?”
Antonio looked up at her with an odd expression. “Very well.”
“How did you guys meet again, the two of you?” She pointed an accusing finger between Antonio and Julia.
“We ran into each other at the Ellen DeGeneres show and…” Antonio started.
“Of course you did; tickets that I told Father O’Riley I bought for Julia. And you just happened to be there.”
“Well, I work there, so yes, I happen to be there from nine to five every day.”
“Sapphire, what are you saying?” Julia said, a tone of urgency in her voice.
“Where is she, you fucking psycho? You killed her didn’t you?”
The other guests at the restaurant got quiet and turned to look at their table, but Sapphire couldn’t care less.
“Who?” Antonio asked, confused.
“You know who I’m talking about. Don’t play stupid. Tell me where she is!?” Sapphire stood and slammed her palms onto the table.
“Sapphire. Sit down.” Julia ordered.
“You can’t marry him! He is a dangerous psychopath, and he’s using you to get to me.”
“What?” Antonio looked at her as though she was the insane one.
“You son of a bitch, I’m gonna get you. I’m gonna get you both! If you hurt Julia I’ll kill you; do you hear me?”
Julia stood up and slammed a fist onto the table. Sapphire got a look that she had only gotten a few times before. Once when she was nine, playing on top of the pool cover, and two or three times when Julia had caught her smoking or drinking in her early teens. “Outside. Now. Now!” Julia pointed to the door. Even though Sapphire was an adult, the child in her followed the orders and made her way out with Julia following, cussing in Spanish.
They stopped in the alley behind the restaurant. Julia stared at her in silent anger until she drew a deep breath. “What es wrong?” she asked in a calm yet firm voice.
“I know it sounds weird, but he’s dangerous. He is Catholic, and there is a Catholic murderer running around.”
“He es Puerto Rican. You show me a Puerto Rican that isn’t Catholic. I’m Catholic, Sapphire. Do I kill people too?”
“He knows Father O’Riley and he is involved in it.”
“I don’t know what Father O’Riley you’re talking about. But the one he knows is my priest from when I was a child. You’ve met him, remember?”
Sapphire stood still, unable to speak. She had met him, she suddenly remembered. A few years back and it wasn’t her father O’Riley.
“But…But…,” Sapphire stuttered.
“You…you and Antonio are the most important people in my life. You know this, but you couldn’t even try to be a little nice to him—the man I’m marrying. You act like a child.” Julia’s eyes glossed with tears.
“Let’s be real here. You know just as well as I do that when you guys get married, you move out, have kids, and that’s it. Where do I fit in?”
“What do you want from me, Sapphire!” Julia raised her hands helplessly. “I’ve been there for you since you were five. I have to move on. I have to have a life!”
“You’re my only family and now you’re getting a new one!”
“Family? Do family lie to each other, Sapphire?”
Julia locked eyes with Sapphire, and her insides turned cold…like icy needles pricking her all over her body.
“That’s right, I know,” Julia continued. “You sneak out in the middle of the night and you come home in the morning. You climb up the vine. And what es this finger stuff? I wait and wait for you to tell me and then I have to ask your mother. Two years ago, you tell me everything. Now, you tell me nothing!” Julia walked up to her and held her shoulders. “Have you even seen yourself lately? I can see something es wrong. What es it? Tell me!”
Sapphire stood quiet and didn’t know whether to be relieved, worried, or sad. Julia knew she snuck out but not why. She knew Sapphire was keeping secrets, but not what they were, and it was hurting her. Sapphire shook her head; even though she wanted to tell her everything, she couldn’t.
Julia stepped away and wiped away the tears streaming down her cheeks. “I was seventeen years old when your mother hired me as live-in help, Sapphire. I walked in thinking it was a good job for a year. Maybe after that, when I saved up some money, I would quit and become a nurse, maybe meet someone, have a family.” Julia’s eyes locked into Sapphire, and she smiled through the tears just for a second. “You know what happened? I opened that door and found this wonderful little girl inside: this lonely little bambina who cries and cries. My heart breaks, so I take her in my arms and I think to myself: ‘I will not let go until I know she es okay.’ One year goes and I think maybe I’ll leave by next Christmas. Three more years go and I think: maybe only till she’s in high school. Then I wake up one day and you are twenty-one, almost never home, most of the time not even talking to me about things anymore. Then, I’m lucky enough to meet this wonderful man, and I fall in love. Don’t you see that it’s time?” She paused again, watching Sapphire. “I’m not telling you this because I want you to feel bad. I’m telling you because I want you to understand.” Julia clapped her hand over her own heart and her voice broke. “I love you like you’re my own daughter, Sapphire, and I always will. But don’t you see I have to do this?” Julia looked at her for a long time waiting with hopeful eyes. “Say something, please.”
She didn’t know what to say. Julia was right; of course she deserved a life, but all Sapphire did was stare back at her. Somehow, she managed to feel simultaneous compassion, guilt, and anger towards Julia, which resulted in complete silence.
After giving Sapphire another few seconds, Julia shook her head and turned around. “I’m staying with Antonio tonight.” Her voice was cold yet tainted by pain.
When Julia left, Sapphire jumped in her car and was just about to back out of her parking spot when she caught her own image in the rearview mirror. Instantly, she understood what Julia had been talking about.
The ghostly girl staring back at her had pale, almost white, skin. Her eyes were bulging with anxiety and were accompanied by dark, raccoon-like circles underneath.
Sapphire drew a breath and leaned back in her seat.
Her life had been so neatly planned out and now Julia hated her, she was being stalked by the detective who popped her cherry, and she was sent gruesome gifts by a priest whom she trusted. Then, of course, at the top of her cataclysmic list: Sapphire was responsible for the torture and death of Shelly McCormick.
The thought was so unbearable that the only thing Sapphire could do to deflect it was to put it all into Father O’Riley.
If it was the last thing Sapphire did, she would find him and make sure he got put away in such a deep dark hole that his own God wouldn’t even be able to find him.
* * * * *
 
 Aston sat in the kitchen of the gigantic mansion and looked at Mrs. Dubois as she played with her locket that hung down over her big fake boobs. She winked at him again, as if to ensure the first two winks were not accidental.
“I love men who serve their community,” she said and let her index finger and her middle finger walk across the kitchen counter toward him.
“And I love…juice,” Aston said, raising his glass of OJ and taking a swig. He had to be careful with what he said; so far, she had managed to turn three of his responses into sexual innuendoes.
“I would just love to try some of your juice,” she said and her eyes landed on his crotch. Her walking fingers made a beeline toward his chest.
Aston wasn’t a prude when it came to the world of dirty talk, but the woman in front of him took the prize, making him slightly uncomfortable. He moved away, reaching for a banana in the fruit bowl—then realizing what clever puns Mrs. Dubois could come up with—grabbed an apple instead.
“Your daughter…have you ever noticed anything odd about her behavior?”
At the mention of Sapphire, Mrs. Dubois pulled back, her face blank, and refilled her glass with wine.
“Of course. Sapphire is not the way she is supposed to be. She didn’t come out the way she should have.”
Intrigued, Aston was now the one leaning over the counter. “How so?”
Mrs. Dubois sighed and sat down on one of the stools. “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed. She is not like other girls her age.” She took an impressively large chug from the filled-to-the-top glass of red and looked at Aston with bedroom eyes. “Enough about her and more about us.”
“No. What do you mean she is not like everyone else?”
“Well, she pretends she likes shopping, but she doesn’t. Someone with her status should be out at all hours of the night with hot celebrity men, but she isn’t. Behind it all, she is obviously…” Mrs. Dubois paused and took a deep breath. She was having trouble expressing the next part. “A tomboy.”
“A tomboy?”
“She was adorable as a child, always following me around, mommy this, mommy that. I was her hero.”
Aston could see warmth in her eyes for the first time since he had met her. She played with the locket around her neck and opened it up to show him a picture inside of Sapphire at four or five.
“Unfortunately, she didn’t understand that grown-ups need their alone time too, and that I couldn’t always have a child hanging around my legs when I had important things to do. Eventually she grew up and stopped being so needy.”
Aston looked at the picture of Sapphire and wondered what Mrs. Dubois’ definition of important was.
Mrs. Dubois closed the locket with a loud snap and went back to her wine.
“So who is Sapphire’s…” Aston started.
The front door slammed, and a few seconds later Sapphire appeared in the kitchen. She was pale and looked tired as she walked past them both to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of water.
“If it isn’t the magician herself,” Aston said, crossing his arms.
“What are you talking about?” Sapphire cracked open her bottle.
“The disappearing act you pulled at the mall really deserves a standing ovation.” He clapped his hands and mouthed “bravo”.
“You really need to stick with the detective, Darling. We don’t know who is out to get us. What was so important that you felt you needed to leave the poor man?” Mrs. Dubois said without any concern in her voice.
“What are you talking about? I was at the mall all day; you fell asleep, I tried to wake you up and when I couldn’t, I went to shop some more.”
“Nice try, but your car was gone,” Aston said.
“I moved it to meet Chrissy for lunch at the food court on level five. Then we went shopping again. Then I had dinner with Julia and her fiancé. Call and check if you don’t believe me. Either way, I’m going to bed.” She disappeared upstairs before Aston could reply.
“Well, I guess it’s just you and me,” Mrs. Dubois said and winked for the fourth time that evening. “Wine?”
* * * * *
 
 Shelly rubbed the rope that held her captive hard against a jagged part of the old wooden chair. She was so close. The thick rope and its strong fibers had already started separating. She’d heard them snap, little by little.
She needed to work faster; he could be back anytime now.
Unless he’d come when she was out, he hadn’t been back since the day he left so abruptly, and she was starting to hope he might never.
But hope didn’t belong with the new Shelly; it was a part of the old Shelly. The new Shelly dealt with action and action only, and with that came logic. Logic which told her that there was a possibility that any hour, minute, or second, she would hear him make his way down the steps which made those god-awful noises.
Shelly stared over at the dripping faucet as she struggled with the rope, and the horrible thirst took over again. It would be the first thing she would do when she got loose. She would drink until her stomach was full, then she’d run up those stairs and be free.
Squeak!
The sound came from the staircase.
Shelly froze, her heart pounding again, the trembles returning. She held her breath, waiting for his footsteps to follow.
Squeak!
Again, Shelly stared up toward the wall that hid the staircase, trying to breathe, trying to swallow the repulsive fear.
Then something in her fearful state of mind sparked. There was wind outside; the strong kind that came just before a storm arrived. Wherever she was, the building was old, and the wind could easily make the house sound as though it was alive. Maybe she had already realized this—perhaps many times.
Shelly’s shoulders relaxed a bit and she tightened the rope in her hand again, rubbing it. Right now she was good: fully conscious, but soon she might not be. She had blacked out many times in the middle of trying to get the ropes cut, then woken up forcing herself to remember through the fever what it was she was supposed to do, and started rubbing the rope against the chair again.
She needed to stay focused, work harder, faster, before he returned.
Soon it came, and she wasn’t aware that it was happening at first, but slowly it grabbed her attention.
The dazed thoughts, the heavy eyes, the wonderful, comforting darkness that brought such blissful ignorance. It felt so nice as it came over her: a blanket of warmth wrapping around her, removing every fear, pain, and sorrow from her conscious mind.
No! Shelly thought desperately clinging onto any smidge of lucidness that was left. Not now. I’m so close. The rope was almost ready to snap completely.
The warmth grew rapidly, eating away her solid thoughts piece by piece.
Maybe she’d just close her eyes for a second, just to make the heaviness go away. Maybe she would just…
* * * * *
 
 Aston was awakened by a blood-curdling scream. He had no idea how long he had been sleeping, just that he certainly didn’t mean to fall asleep. He had been exhausted and had sent Barry home even though it was his shift again. He flew out of the chair parked outside of Sapphire’s room and yanked the door open searching for the perp.
The dark room was empty except for Sapphire. He ran up to her and stopped a foot from her bed. In the glow of the light from the street lamps outside, he saw that her neck, face, and chest were covered in tiny beads of sweat. Her eyes were pinched shut, and she tossed her head from side to side.
The best thing would have been to just walk away. She was having a nightmare and that was all. It wasn’t Aston’s problem. He could go back to his chair, stare at the foo foo painting on the wall in front of him, and try not to drift off to sleep. But he didn’t.
Aston placed a firm but gentle grip on her wrist and spoke as softly as he could. “Wake up.”
Sapphire opened her eyes, catching her breath as her eyes searched the room, landing on Aston and his hand on hers.
“You were screaming. I came in because I thought someone was here.”
“I was screaming?” Sapphire sat up and rubbed her eyes with her free hand. Her eyes met his and slid down his body toward his hand.
He realized he was still holding her. It was warm and felt nice, like two pieces of a puzzle fitting perfectly together. A calm that Aston had never felt before came over him, and he didn’t want to let go.
“Sorry,” he mumbled, taking away his hand and making it useful—running his fingers through his hair. “You have a bad dream or something?”
“I guess so.”
They looked at each other, and there was a moment where it seemed as if everything else—who he was, who she was, and why they were there together—faded away. He knew she felt it too, and he knew if he didn’t pull away, he’d be in deep shit. He also knew that at that particular moment he didn’t care. At that moment, he would prefer being in deep shit with her. Last time he felt that way was the night they spent together. It had freaked him out, and he had spent the last few weeks pretending it didn’t happen. Now he was giving into it. Not because he wanted to but because he had to.
She was the one who pulled away. She adjusted her blanket and her eyes strayed from his, refusing to go back. “Thanks. I’d better get some sleep,” she said coldly.
“Right…right.”
He walked out of the room and sat down in the chair with one word in mind.
“Fuck.”
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire had been waiting for hours and she was getting impatient. Where was he?
Aston had finally given up his shift to go home and get some sleep, and she had left her TV on the loudest possible volume, locked her door, and climbed out the window. She hadn’t had time to go all the way to the gas station to get her Volkswagen so the Range Rover had to do. Barry had been very easy, unlike Aston.
Aston. She instantly felt guilty for even thinking about him at a moment like this and for even feeling things about what had happened the night before. Who the hell did he think he was? The way he had looked at her. The way he had touched her. It felt so genuine. Too genuine.
He is an ass, she reminded herself so she wouldn’t go down that road again. But it was becoming harder and harder not to go down that road. As much as she tried to tell herself that she didn’t want to be around him, deep down she knew she was lying to herself. Truth was she had never felt as good as she did when he was there. When he touched her, her whole body relaxed, and for the first time in her life she felt safe. She rolled her eyes to herself. A life vest was supposed to make you feel safe. Your seatbelt was supposed to make you feel safe. Having great coverage on your car insurance was supposed to make you feel safe. Men were not!
Sapphire looked at the time, ready to march in and find O’Riley, beat the crap out of him, and find out who else was in on it.
Though she had been horribly off with Antonio the other night, one thing still held true: Father O’Riley was too old and too fragile to have done it alone.
She snuck into his church, found his address, broke into his house, and found a note by his phone that had the name of a monastery. A few hours after that, she made it to the address, which was a few miles south of Big Bear.
The monastery was remote, and she hadn’t been able to figure out what he was doing there yet. Taking off for an actual vacation as he had called it, in the middle of making Sapphire’s life a living hell, didn’t make sense.
She used a crowbar to open the passenger door and hid in the back seat of his car. His car alarm screamed out for him for over fifteen minutes. Inside the car, the sound was mind-numbing and she had to put two fingers in her ears to try to drown it out.
“EEEEEEUP EEEEEEUP! OOOOOOI OOOOOI OOOOOI! WA WA WA WA WA!” The alarm howled, and then started over for the hundredth time. It was the longest fifteen minutes of her life.
She was starting to worry. Nobody, not a single person, had come out to check on the disturbance. Then finally the thick doors of the rectory opened and Father O’Riley’s face peeked out. He rolled his eyes, realizing it was his own car, and marched out to the green Toyota with his keys in hand.
Sapphire glanced at him through the back window before scooting farther down. Looking at him, never in a million years would she assume he was a killer. He was about her height, his face and belly jolly like Santa’s. His eyes were blue and always managed to look genuinely kind. He had lost most of his hair and had tried to shave his remaining hair off to look less balding—making him look even balder. He looked like the neighbor that everybody on the block loved. Not Sapphire’s neighbor—unfortunately she lived next to Charlie Sheen—but a neighbor nonetheless. Not a murderer: not to Sapphire and certainly not to the congregation who held him in such high regards.
Sapphire had seen him in action once. She’d come in for their usual bi-weekly confession, but the church was packed. The crowd, a group of exceptionally devoted Catholics, gazed up at him during his sermon as though he was something extraordinary.
Sapphire sat down in the pew next to a couple of kids and their mother who was sporting a big, Kentucky Derby sized yellow hat. The woman would sob uncontrollably every time Father O’Riley opened his mouth.
To them, his words were angelic, and he himself, was something close to divine. Sapphire, however, knew better. She’d heard him fart in the confession booth once, and there was nothing divine about his gas. To her, Father O’Riley was something much better than godly; he was human.
Outside of Julia, who was the one that taught Sapphire to be different, the people she grew up around in Beverly Hills strived for one simple thing: perfection.
Being surrounded by people who believed themselves to be perfect despite their true human nature was like being surrounded by Barbie dolls. Sure, their exteriors had a flawless symmetrical beauty, but if you dissected them, you’d find nothing inside but hollowness and the absence of a heart. Father O’Riley was—like Julia—the complete opposite. He’d laugh wholeheartedly with Sapphire without any concern of how it sounded—even snorting at times. He’d ask her how she was and then genuinely care about the answer…or so she though until now.
“EEEEEEUP EEEEEEUP! OOOOOOI OOOOOI OOOOOI! WA WA WA WA WA!”
Finally, Father O’Riley opened the door and slid in the driver’s seat, the alarm still blaring.
Sapphire hunched as far down behind his seat as she could.
“I hope you rot in hell, you cheap piece of crap. You’ve caused me nothing but trouble,” he spat and turned on the car. The alarm finally halted and the silence was music to Sapphire’s ears.
Just as Father O’Riley turned to see the dent in the passenger side door, Sapphire pulled up her gun.
“Drive.”
Father O’Riley froze and his eyes slowly moved to the rearview mirror. When he saw her, his body relaxed. “Sapphire?”
“Drive.”
He turned slightly to look at her. “I know you think stuff like this is hilarious, but this isn’t what I consider humor.”
Sapphire jammed her James Bond toy gun into the back of his neck. “Eyes in front. Drive. Now.”



Chapter 14
Other than Sapphire’s directions, not a word was spoken until they got to the cliff overlooking the dry California forest lying beneath. She motioned him out of the car and tossed Father O’Riley a rope, directing him to wrap it around his waist and then the tree behind him.
“What are you doing, Sapphire?”
She stayed silent. She kept the gun aimed at him as she took the remainder of the rope and tied it tight around another tree two feet behind the first, making it impossible for him to get loose until the cops came.
“Sapphire,” he said calmly. “What on earth are you doing?”
“This is not about me. It’s about what you have been doing.”
An odd expression fell over Father O’Riley. He stared at her trying to figure out what she knew. “I think you are confused.”
“I think you didn’t expect me to find out as soon as I did. I think you can drop the charade now to make it easier for the both of us. What did you do with her?”
Father O’Riley’s eyes filled with panic. “How did you know?” he whispered.
Sapphire tried to swallow the sadness that gripped her chest. Yes, she had believed it was Father O’Riley, but a part of her had hoped she was wrong. Over the past year, she had grown to trust him more and more, and she had felt as if there was an unspoken bond between them. Obviously, she’d been the only one.
“Oh, please, you left tracks all over the place. I went to her house and your name was in her journal.” Sapphire could feel the tears burn at the back of her eyes. “How could you do it?”
She and Father O’Riley locked eyes and to her surprise, his were full of remorse.
“I…I…it just happened. I just felt like something wasn’t right for a long time and one day I just acted on it. I knew it was wrong, but it was the only thing I could do to make the world make sense again.”
“I really didn’t want it to be you,” Sapphire said holding back the tremble in her voice.
“I know I’m heading straight to hell for what I’ve done.” He shook his head, going into some sort of panic. “I’ve ruined everything; the Lord will never forgive me, in this life or the next. This is the sin of all sins and I justified it somehow.”
Sapphire hated that she felt bad for him. When she read his name in the journal, she imagined him like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Now she realized it wasn’t like that. He had been Dr. Jekyll all along. The same man she had poured her heart out to. It made it so much worse. She wanted him to be evil. Being purely evil was the least he could do for her given the situation. At least curse at her and tell her how he wanted to kill her.
“What did you do with her?”
“Oh, please; do we really need to go into the details about it?”
“Was there another man involved?”
Father O’Riley looked up at her and the tears ceased momentarily. “Of course not! What kind of sick bastard do you think I am?”
They looked at each other. Something was wrong.
“Did you or did you not send me body parts?” Sapphire asked and held her breath.
Father O’Riley’s face wrinkled in confusion and disgust. “What? What are you talking about?”
“What are you talking about?”
“The woman I had sex with. The reason you brought me out here. Which frankly surprises me. You aren’t exactly the epitome of religion.”
Sapphire held her gun aimed straight as she stared at him, now a little less sure. “Please. You expect me to believe that?” She sneered, actually starting to believe it.
“What? Why would I lie about such a horrendous thing?” His eyes sought out to her in confusion.
Rapidly, Sapphire walked up to him. She let the gun lead the way and didn’t stop until the barrel pressed against his forehead. “You’re lying! This is some sort of sick game, where I’ll relax and be all ‘oh thank God, it’s not you!’ and then I’ll let down my guard and you’ll be all ‘sucker, now I’ve got your gun.’” She squeezed the trigger lightly. “Admit it, or I’ll pull the trigger…One!”
“Which part am I supposed to admit to? This is very confusing, Sapphire!” Father O’Riley yelled in panic.
“Two!”
“Don’t shoot! I slept with a woman but that’s all. There were no body parts that got chopped. I can’t even cut my own finger without passing out for the love of Mary.”
“THREE!”
“Oh dear!” Father O’Riley pinched his eyes shut and a tear trickled down his cheek as he started mumbling. “As-I-walk-through-the-valley-of-the-shadow-of-death…”
As she watched him rant on, Sapphire’s whole body relaxed. It was as if somebody had been squeezing her lungs and now let go, allowing them fill up with air again. If Father O’Riley was innocent, it could mean one thing: Shelly McCormick was still alive.
Sapphire exhaled, opened her arms wide and hugged Father O’Riley tighter than she had ever hugged anyone. “Oh thank God, it’s not you!”
Father O’Riley stood in shock for a while, just blinking as Sapphire began to untie him. He looked down at the gun in her hand and snatched it from her. Sapphire looked up at him as he held it in his hand. He tilted his head and then peered at her with a look of wonder. “Why does it say double O seven?”
* * * * *
 
 Father O’Riley drove Sapphire back to where she had parked her car while she summed up the past few weeks. He listened carefully and looked horrified as she shared the gruesome parts.
Sapphire remembered how good it felt to be able to talk to someone about it all. Especially now. When she was done, he sat silent for a minute or so, just shaking his head.
“I wish you would have come to me. I know I’m not much of a help with these things, but at least you wouldn’t have carried all of it yourself,” he said with such worry in his voice that he sounded like a concerned parent. “I wish you would consider going to the police. They could take care of it all if they had your information. A girl’s life is at stake here. This is not the time to be playing your game.”
“I have considered it. Trust me. I’ve captured eight serial killers by myself. I’ll get to him before they do.”
Father O’Riley turned down a dirt road and her white Range Rover came into view.
“I think you’re getting a God complex,” Father O’Riley mumbled.
“Speaking of which. Back in the woods, it seemed like you thought you deserved to die there for a bit. Just because you canoodled someone?”
“Sapphire,” he said, his tone very serious. “In my line of work, canoodling someone is the worst thing you can do.” His hands squeezed the wheel tightly. “That’s why I took my vacation. I needed to make a decision.”
“About what?”
“About whether to come clean or not, or just resign and let God deal with my sin instead of the church.”
He pulled up behind her Range Rover and sat, staring down at his own chest. “I know it’s not much to you,” he said. “What I have done is…is disgracing my whole profession. My faith. Breaking celibacy as a Catholic priest is…I do not deserve my title anymore.”
“I think you are being a little overdramatic,” Sapphire said.
“No. I am not.”
“Tell me about the woman. What’s she like?”
Between the guilt and anxiety escaping every pore of Father O’Riley’s body and soul, he now looked up and there was warmth shining through. He closed his eyes and smiled as if reliving something. “She is…perfect. She’s a widow and a wonderful mother of three, and she is just the purest, most giving human being I’ve ever met. Not only did I disgrace myself, but she can’t even come to church anymore because of the guilt. I gave up everything for twenty minutes of temptation of the flesh. Like some horrible addict.”
“First of all—gross. Second of all—you didn’t just give it all up for twenty minutes of hoopla. You’re in love. It’s clear.”
Father O’Riley looked at her like the thought had never even entered his mind. The words seemed to bring him instant comfort. Then the guilt returned.
“My love is supposed to be with God and God only.”
“Screw God. Doesn’t he have enough love from all the other millions of people around the world? He’s going to get hubris.”
Father O’Riley smiled softly in a thanks-for-trying-but-no sort of way. Sapphire opened the broken passenger door and it made a high-pitched squeak. She looked from the door to Father O’Riley with big innocent eyes. “I’ll reimburse you for that.”
“Hey!” Father O’Riley yelled before she could close the door. “That girl, Shelly, I think I remember her. She came in last week with the Calado family. Sweet girl, reminded me of you. Well, not the sweet part.”
“Yeah.” Sapphire lingered by the door. Then she fished the angelical ceramic statue out of her pocket and handed it to Father O’Riley. “Does this mean anything special? I looked up a bunch of angels but none of them look like this one.”
Father O’Riley turned the angel in his palm, studying it. “It’s Michael. A rare version of the Christian Michael.”
Sapphire must have looked dumbfounded because Father O’Riley explained. “Saint Michael. Michael the Archangel. You know, as in sent down from God to protect man.” He gave it back to her, and she put it back in her pocket. “Come see me if you need to.”
“I will.”
“Be careful.”
“Yes, Mommy.”
Sapphire got into her car, waved at Father O’Riley, and headed back to L.A with something she didn’t have when she left home that morning: hope.
There was a large possibility that Shelly McCormick could still be alive. However, with that realization came a much more urgent question: For how long?
* * * * *
 
 Aston pulled up to the mansion and yawned. After a solid six hours of sleep, he woke up before his alarm rang and couldn’t stay in bed. He had a quick bowl of Raisin Bran and shot out the door without even showering.
He found Barry giggling to Dharma and Greg on the big flat screen in the Dubois living room.
“What the fuck are you doing? Where is everyone?”
Barry flew off his ass and stood straight up in front of Aston, like a soldier to a general.
“Mrs. Dubois is at Pilates. Mr. Dubois at a physical therapist and she is in her room.”
The Dubois housekeeper walked up to Barry with a tray of homemade pizza rolls.
“Here you go,” she said and prompted him to take the plate.
Barry stood still, staring at Aston with big eyes, scared to even glance at the pizza rolls.
“Did you just have her make your lazy ass snacks on duty?” Aston asked in a cold voice.
“No?” Barry said, looking like he was about to burst into tears. “Yes…yes, I did,” he added shamefully and hung his head.
“Get the fuck out.” Aston pointed toward the door.
Barry eyed the pizza rolls. “Can I—”
“No.”
Barry headed toward the door, self-loathing, as Aston nodded a thank you to the housekeeper and stuffed a handful of the pizza rolls in his mouth. “Mmmm,” he said approvingly. Then something hit him. “Barry. How long has she been up in her room?”
Barry looked from Aston to the housekeeper and back to Aston, worried.
“It’s not a trick question; just answer,” Aston said, a growing suspicion in his gut.
“Seven, maybe eight hours.”
“Crap!” Aston ran up the stairs toward her room. He grabbed the handle—the door was locked. A commercial jingle blared from the inside.
Barry showed up behind him as Aston knocked on the door.
“When was the last time you checked on her?”
“Two hours ago or so.”
“What did she say?”
Barry Harry scratched his head, uncomfortable. “She didn’t say anything per se; the TV was loud, so she didn’t hear me knocking.”
“You stupid son of a…” Aston mumbled as he picked the lock with his tools. The keyhole made a click and he opened the door to an empty room.
Barry stood in place with wide eyes. “I…I…I…” he stuttered.
“Get the fuck out so I can clean up your mess.” Aston had to restrain himself from punching Barry in the face for the second time that week. The first time had been back in the station’s break room when Barry stole the last good grain from the bagel box.
Aston watched as Barry made his way down the Dubois’ staircase, expecting the boy to break out in tears. Sometimes he made Barry cry, but it wasn’t on purpose. Well…most of the time it wasn’t on purpose.
Two minutes later Aston was in his car, driving toward the only place he could think of. The old gas station.
* * * * *
 
 He stood over the hills and watched with humor as the second officer left the mansion. He had been waiting for this moment for days. He was about to cut the girl’s head off when he realized he wanted to do more. The souvenir he had picked wasn’t good enough. The first item belonged to her, a representation of what she was and what she had done wrong. The second was a representation of him and who he was. He hadn’t figured out what he was going to do for the third one quite yet and had lain sleepless the night before trying to come up with something. Then he thought it needed to represent what was to come: a token of her future punishment.
“Go to her home,” came a voice.
“Thank you, my Lord,” he replied.
Now he knew what to do. The token would be taken from her house. After, he would finish Shelly off. Wrapping up the trilogy once and for all, he would put the head on Sapphire’s bed.
He hadn’t expected her to get away from the officers as much as she had managed to. The body parts had been sent in public so that she wouldn’t be able to exclude the police.
He made his way down the hill and walked up to the mansion when he saw someone in the window. Immediately, he saw what God’s actual plan for him had been. He wasn’t there for a souvenir at all. He was there to make sure she would suffer so much more. It was all perfect. God had laid it all out so flawlessly for him.
He rang the doorbell and waited patiently, hearing its music echo inside. As the sounds of footsteps walking across marble floor grew louder, so did his smile.
The handle twisted and the housekeeper opened the door.
“Yes?” she said, wiping her hands on a dishtowel.
“Hello, Julia.”
* * * * *
 
 Aston drove down the 101 listening to classics from the sixties on the radio when he decided to switch channels after the second run of the same Beatles song. A man reading the news in a monotone voice came on. Aston was about to switch again when something caught his attention.
“Monday evening, police in Thousand Oaks found a man by the name of George Rath hanging from a meat hook at the old slaughterhouse. He had recorded a tape of himself confessing to the murders of five women whose bodies had been found in the area over the past year.”
“Motherfucker,” Aston said, shaking his head. It was the pattern of the Serial Catcher, and the Thousand Oaks police had chosen to overlook it or were too stupid to see it. Then he remembered Julius Capelli.
Capelli and Aston were partners for about three months at the downtown station before Julius transferred to the Thousand Oaks district. He and Julius had one obsession in common…the Serial Catcher. For a second Aston thought about abandoning his original plan and heading to Thousand Oaks since he was already going in that direction anyway. Then he saw something on the opposite side of the freeway heading toward L.A.
A white Range Rover. Luckily, it was rush hour and the traffic on the other side was barely moving. He twisted his body around awkwardly—he was at the wrong angle to see the rear license plate, but what he saw instead was good enough. Long dark hair on the driver’s side.
Aston swerved to the right, cutting off a Jeep Wrangler that laid angrily on the horn, and he headed for the next exit.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire knew something was wrong the minute she stepped into the mansion. It was too quiet.
She knew her mother was off with her “Pilates instructor” because it was Friday, which also meant Charles was at therapy. The kitchen was empty and the TV was on a Dharma and Greg marathon, which was odd because it was four in the afternoon.
Every day, Julia took her break at 3:59 on the dot, grabbed a cup of coffee, and planted her ass on the couch to watch the newest episode of her soap, Los Amigos. Although, ironically, they seldom acted like they were just amigos.
“Hello?” she yelled. Julia must have called in sick and stayed at Antonio’s. Of course she did; she was still mad at Sapphire. Knowing Julia and how hurt she had been, it would take Sapphire a long time to get back on her good side.
The back door slammed shut.
Sapphire moved toward the sound and could see mud tracks on the white marble floor leading up to the door. They weren’t Julia’s. The tracks belonged to a man. Aston’s most likely.
The front door squeaked as it closed and the sound travelled through the house and up to Sapphire.
“Hello!” Aston’s voice rang loud and clear—Sapphire’s entire body tensed up.
She yanked the back door open to see a shadow of a person jump down from the top of the tan stonewall surrounding the mansion’s rear.
She picked up the pace, moving to where the shadow had disappeared. She knew it was him. She knew it to her core and there was no question about it. Something caught her eye as she passed the pool…something that didn’t belong. A solid dark mass at the bottom of the pool.
The mass took the shape of a person with dark black hair floating.
“Julia!”
Sapphire dove into the pool without a second thought and swam to the bottom of the deep end. She opened her eyes in the heavily chlorinated water and came face-to-face with a pale Julia.
Sapphire grabbed Julia’s body and kicked with her legs, but as much as she pulled and as hard as she tugged, they weren’t going anywhere. The chlorine was starting to hurt Sapphire’s eyes and her vision became blurry. Something was attached to Julia’s leg. Sapphire reached down and felt it. It was rope, strong rope that had been wrapped around Julia’s leg multiple times. The rope was attached to a cement block, the kind they had around the pool area to build a bogus tropical-looking waterfall.
Sapphire tugged on Julia again and could feel herself getting lightheaded. She knew she should go up for air and dive back down, but she couldn’t leave Julia. She struggled until she finally untied all the rope and got Julia up to the surface.
She gasped for air and swam with Julia to the pool’s steps. Once above the water and without the deceptive light of the pool, Julia’s face was tinted light blue and her lips were a deep purple.
Sapphire screamed at the top of her lungs as she struggled to get Julia up to the edge of the pool. She could hear herself speaking but had no idea what the words were. She could hear the water in the pool splashing back and forth from the motions, but nothing else. It was as if she was wearing earplugs and a hand was clenching her heart in an iron grip.
She got Julia up on the ground and held her in her arms as she cried.
“Move out of the way!” Aston appeared out of nowhere and pushed Sapphire to the side. He began giving Julia CPR.
Sapphire sat there for what seemed like forever, waiting for something to happen, holding Julia’s cold hands in hers.
“Please don’t die,” Sapphire repeated over and over, hoping that if she said it enough it would make everything all right.
“Come on,” Aston said as he pumped Julia’s chest.
All Sapphire could focus on were Julia’s purple lips. Every second felt like an eternity; a million images went through Sapphire’s mind. Images of Julia putting on her red lipstick for her first date with Antonio and how she smiled in excitement. Images of Julia standing uncomfortably in the midst of a crowded audience filled with the Beverly Hills upper class as Sapphire finished first in the 400-meter sprint. Julia reading to Sapphire at bedtime. Julia not leaving her side when she had mono at the age of seven. She was the solid object in Sapphire’s otherwise abstract world. The only person who had ever loved her even though it wasn’t biological; Julia was her mother.
Aston suddenly stopped CPR and pulled his hands away.



Chapter 15
Sapphire had a particular recurring dream that came from a memory…a memory that always started with young Sapphire blowing out the candles on a cake Julia had baked for her.
When Sapphire finally closed her eyes and felt the comfort of sleep taking over, she wished for that dream. So that she could see Julia. Talk to her. But she didn’t dream of her eighth birthday that she had spent with Julia. She dreamt of nothing. A dark nothingness of sleep was all she had. As if it was all she could bear. Nothing.
Antonio woke her up. He was standing above her holding two coffees. She yawned, cracked her neck, and sat upright in the chair where she had curled up to sleep.
“How are you doing?”
Sapphire didn’t know how to answer, so she just took the coffee hoping it would be disgusting. She didn’t deserve good coffee. It was neither good nor bad, so she allowed herself to drink it.
Antonio pulled up the matching chair next to hers and sat down. He turned his eyes to Julia. She looked like an angel lying on the bed of white with her dark hair curling around her face. Tubes and needles stuck out of her body connected to machines and IVs.
When Aston had pulled away, Sapphire thought that was it. Julia was dead and her life would never be the same. When Julia coughed up water and started breathing, Sapphire cried from relief but realized quickly after that something wasn’t right.
She remembered flashes and pieces of Aston pulling her into the back of the ambulance and sitting her down next to Julia on the stretcher. Though she was breathing, Julia’s eyes remained closed. In the ambulance and all the way to the hospital, they remained closed. After several hours, the doctor finally came into the waiting room and explained that Julia had been under water for approximately fifteen minutes. It cut off so much oxygen to the brain that she was now in a coma and the next forty-eight hours were critical. If she woke up, the doctor couldn’t guarantee in what condition it would be.
“How could I have let this happen?” Sapphire said, not letting go of her grip around Julia’s hand.
“You didn’t let anything happen. Things just do,” Antonio answered, letting his eyes rest on Julia.
“How can you be so calm?” she asked, almost annoyed. Since he arrived, he had been calm as a cucumber. He had arranged for Julia’s belongings and even brought Sapphire’s car to the hospital so that she could leave if she wanted to.
“I have to pretend so that I can ignore the fact that it feels like someone is ripping me apart on the inside.” Antonio turned to her and for the first time she could see it in his eyes. Pain. An inhuman amount of pain.
“I’m so sorry, Antonio. I’m so sorry…I just want to make it right. The dinner. She was so hopeful about it and…that was the last time I saw her. We had the worst fight and I said the most selfish things.”
Antonio shook his head. “People have fights. You didn’t know what was going to happen, so don’t put that on yourself.”
“No. It’s not just that. You don’t understand. It really is my fault. She is lying here because of me.”
Antonio locked eyes with her and for a second it looked like he believed her. He opened his mouth to say something when someone knocked on the frame of the open door.
“Can I talk to you for a minute?” Aston asked, nodding to Sapphire.
They walked out of the hospital and sat down on a bench. Aston lit up a cigarette as an older woman was rolled by in a wheelchair with an oxygen tank attached. She and the nurse gave Aston a dirty look, but he didn’t seem to care.
“Look, I know what you’re going through is hard, but you have to understand, I know you’re not telling me something,” he said, his face stern. “You have to tell me before anyone else gets hurt here.” Aston’s eyes met hers and they were sweet…full of compassion. He hesitated a few times as his hand hovered above hers, moved to his hair, his knee, back over her hand, and then finally into his pocket. He changed positions as he sat on the bench, resulting in his leg touching hers. Making it look like an accident.
Sapphire sat silently as she contemplated it. Was it time? She obviously wasn’t good enough to catch the guy, and Julia, her Julia, was hurt because of it. Obviously she couldn’t tell him what she did, but where was she supposed to start then?
Her chest felt heavy and it was getting hard to breathe. She felt trapped in her own skin, unable to break loose.
“I…ah…I…,” she whispered, her voice unsteady. She couldn’t seem to form any solid sentences, even in her mind. “I don’t know anything,” she heard herself say.
The compassion in Aston’s eyes disappeared in an instant and his leg drew away from hers. He stood up, frustrated, shaking his head repeatedly. “You…you stupid fucking brat! Do you not understand the situation you are in? Your housekeeper was just drowned and who knows who else is next! You have no choice. You have to tell me, or I can’t help you!”
“She wasn’t my housekeeper!” Was all Sapphire could get out. The guilt, the hurt, the pain, the anger, and the sadness all became one and Sapphire had to do something. She couldn’t bear to be herself anymore. She had to get away from them all: anyone who reminded her of Julia.
Aston watched her and she could tell a new train of thought hit him. “Fine. Let’s go inside. Unless you want to go somewhere?”
“No. Nowhere,” Sapphire said and walked inside, formulating a plan to shake Aston.
* * * * *
 
 Aston’s car was parked in the best place possible for his plan. He had been waiting for about fifteen minutes and was getting impatient. He was starting to doubt his intuition.
He made it clear that he was going to the bathroom and specifically told Sapphire to keep her ass in the chair expecting her to take the opportunity and do the opposite.
The elevators opened and Aston smiled. “Excellent work, Detective,” he told himself since no one else was around to give him credit.
Sapphire looked over her shoulder a few times before she managed to get to her car. She jumped in and drove off.
Aston crept after, determined not to lose her this time.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire closed the door to the Volkswagen and started walking toward the dingy bar down the street, stopping once to give a toothless homeless man ten dollars.
“Jeshush lovsh you!” he yelled after her.
The bar was crowded by the kind of downtown people who didn’t care that the tables smelled like vomit and the floor like piss. The sound of sappy country music escaped an old jukebox at the far end of the room, skipping in its track every so often. The place was a dump and exactly what Sapphire needed, because it was exactly how she felt right about now.
She sat down by an extra sticky spot by the bar and ordered a beer from the wonderfully bad-mannered bartender.
“Mary?”
Sapphire heard the name being called but didn’t react, just kept her eyes peeled on the nasty-looking beer that the bad-mannered bartender was pouring her.
“Mary! Over here.” It was Marco, sitting by himself in a booth on the other side of the bar.
At first Sapphire thought about bolting out of there. She didn’t want to be around anyone who knew her. Then as she glanced at Marco she realized he didn’t know her; he knew Mary. She’d stay until she finished her beer and that was it. Maybe he could take her mind off them all. Julia, Shelly, even Aston, that bastard.
“Marco,” Sapphire said and got up just as she received her beer.
“Come sit with me!” He said, patting the space next to him in the booth.
Sapphire sat down by him and was immediately hit by his intensely masculine and welcoming cologne. He smelled re-he-heally nice. Unlike Sapphire who had a pretty severe case of vending machine coffee breath and whose grubby clothes reeked a bit of hospital and incurable self-hatred. “What are you doing here?”
“Me? This is my hangout. I live just a few blocks down.” He looked at her with his dark brown eyes and Sapphire felt a little tingle in her stomach. “I’m glad you’re here, actually. I kind of wanted to explain myself for before.” He paused, tapping his finger to his whiskey glass. “I…I just don’t want you to think I ask all my clients out. Because I don’t. Just…Just you. So don’t think that. Do you…think that?” He was nervous and it was adorable for a guy who appeared so tough on the outside.
Sapphire shook her head at him, suddenly feeling a smile draw on her lips for the first time since Julia went to the hospital. It felt good. Unauthentic? Hell yeah, but good. “No, I don’t think that,” Sapphire replied. “But I do think we should order another round.”
* * * * *
 
 Aston ordered a Captain and Coke as he watched her from the other side of the bar. His first drink had gone down quicker than expected. He knew he could leave. He was, to be honest, somewhat disappointed when he found out the truth about Sapphire. In his mind, he had created all sorts of scenarios about what Sapphire did when she snuck out of her house. That night it all came to a big fat belly flop.
He had heard about people with her issue before and was pretty sure that it was considered a fetish nowadays. Rich people who dressed down, went to the city slums, and found it exciting to have sex with people below their social status. After all, she had sex with him. He was below her class and apparently, she went down to the low-income areas, met up with men, and seduced them.
He was appalled, and for the life of him, could not figure out why he didn’t leave the minute he realized it. He felt angry, betrayed almost. He didn’t want her to be what she was.
The guy, who looked like some sort of UFC fighter, gently touched Sapphire’s cheek to remove an eyelash and Aston cringed. Suddenly he felt nauseous and looked down at his drink. The Captain was apparently not agreeing with his stomach at all.
“Give me a beer,” he told the bartender.
When he turned back, Sapphire was sipping from her drink, smiling and laughing. For someone whose non-housekeeper, as she claimed, had almost drowned and was in a coma, she didn’t seem to be in very much pain. Not that he didn’t believe she was upset. He knew she was; her reaction had been more than genuine. She simply seemed like someone else.
The grossly handsome guy next to her looked at her as if she was something to eat. For some reason, Aston wanted to walk over, pull out his gun, and shoot the guy in the knee. Or balls. Aston watched him and realized something. Could it be that the perp he was looking for was one of her sexual encounters? Someone who had been scorned and was retaliating against her? It made perfect sense. The guy she was sitting with now was new, and there was an obvious want coming from him, so he was not the guy. Aston scanned the room for someone other than himself watching them. After a 360, he landed back on Sapphire and saw the grossly handsome guy lean in for a kiss or to whisper something; Aston wasn’t sure.
He took a peanut from the wooden bowl in front of him, still in its shell, and tossed it across the room. It hit the man point-blank in the eye and he screamed. Aston ducked down till he knew it was safe to come back up and found the bartender staring at him.
“Is that your girl or something?”
“No. I’m just watching her.”
The bartender raised his eyebrows as he polished a beer glass with a ketchup-stained rag. “To each his own, I guess.”
“Not like that. I’m a cop.”
“O-kay,” the bartender said, not believing him.
“I’m a cop. I’m not a perv. I’m a cop. Go stand somewhere else.”
* * * * *
 
 They received their shots from the waitress and Sapphire took hers before Marco’s had even left the tray.
“What’s up with you?” he asked, dabbing his eye with a napkin from the flying peanut.
“What do you mean?”
“You seem…distant. It’s okay, Mary. I mean, if you’d rather not sit with me.”
“Hey, my name is Mary, and Mary wants to be here,” Sapphire said, hoping it would make sense to him.
“All right?” He looked at her, with honest worry in his eyes, and she felt bad.
“Did you grow up in L.A.?” Sapphire asked, giving it more of an effort.
“My mother and I lived all over California,” He stared into his drink.
“Why?”
Marco’s demeanor suddenly changed and he became uncomfortable. He drew his finger around the edge of the glass, creating a high-pitched tone. Over and over again. “Before I was nine, my mother had a steady job, a beautiful home, and she and my father had a good, solid marriage. We were a family and I remember everything being very…happy.” Marco scooted a little closer to her and she could feel his body heat against her leg. “One day, my mother caught my father cheating. Turned out he had mistresses all over town. Young women, half my mother’s age.”
“Oh,” Sapphire said, for lack of another word.
“My mother had a mental breakdown after leaving my dad. And then her and I just moved from place to place.” After a pause Marco looked up at her and smiled. “Well, anyway. Want to get out of here. Like I said, I live just a few blocks away, off Wilshire.”
When Marco ran his fingers through his hair again, Sapphire glimpsed a black tattoo on the underarm of his triceps. As the tattoo disappeared back under his t-shirt, her eyes moved from his triceps to his biceps, and then she looked away. She was, against her will, starting to feel attracted to Marco. Or perhaps she wanted to be? With him, the straining claws of Sapphire Dubois’ life seemed more distant. Like another life. As good as Sapphire had created her, Mary did not have any living flaws. Mary’s life was simple. Manageable.
She wished she could stay Mary for a while until the storm passed. What was to say she couldn’t? Nobody knew where she was and now that Julia was not there, would anyone care? Perhaps she could remain Mary forever. She looked at Marco and smiled. “Let’s take your car. Mine’s a piece of crap and the heater is broken,” she said and slammed down her second shot.
Marco smiled at her and grabbed his jacket. “Just let me use the bathroom and then we’ll leave.”
Sapphire walked over to the door and waited. Somebody behind her opened the door and a cool breeze hit the back of her neck. A chill went down her spine and goose bumps stood up on her arms.
A hand was placed over her mouth and an arm wrapped around her neck and pulled her out the door.
She was dragged around the corner to the dark alley out back before she managed to elbow her assailant in the ribs and follow up with a throat chop. She turned around as his grip loosened and Aston fell down on the ground.
“Aston? What the hell!”
Aston coughed and drew in air. He looked up at her angrily, slamming his hand onto the concrete trying to breathe.
“What the hell, you!” He finally said between the gasps and stood back up. “How’d you know how to do that?”
“I think it’s a little sad that you don’t know how to block that. Do they teach you nothing at the academy?”
Two days ago, she would have panicked that she just showed an officer she had training. But not that night. She was slightly buzzed from the drinks and she didn’t care.
“What are you doing here, and why did you drag me out like that?” she asked.
Aston suddenly looked guilty, then angry, then strangely calm. “I didn’t want you to risk going home with one of your little sex buddies tonight; there’s still someone after you. And he could be watching you so I wanted you to leave without causing a scene.”
“One of my what?” Sapphire stared at him.
“The jig is up.”
“The jig? Really, Aston. The jig?”
“Cut the crap. I know what you do, why you climb out at night.”
Sapphire doubted it, so she went ahead and held out her hands in question, telling him to lay it on her.
“It’s a fetish; I’m sure it has a name, but I don’t know what it is. Upper class people go slumming for lesser men, more dangerous men. Kind of like you did with me.”
Do not laugh, whatever you do, do not laugh, Sapphire thought, knowing that when opportunity knocks on the door it is not the time to laugh so hard you drop on the ground. “Please don’t tell anyone.”
“I won’t. It’s not really anybody’s business but mine.”
Sapphire must have looked surprised because Aston got slightly panicked. “As detective of your case, that is. I will need a list of all the men you have slept with ASAP.”
“It’s going to be a loooong list,” Sapphire said, enjoying the look on Aston’s face that followed. They stood there for a few seconds, and then Sapphire motioned back toward the bar.
“I better get inside. I’m kind of with someone.” She turned around and started walking toward the door.
“You shouldn’t be on dates.”
Sapphire stopped and turned. “Why?”
“It’s not safe with someone after you. Get in the car.”
Sapphire tilted her head. “Aston. Fuck off.”
“I bet you ten thousand dollars you’ll be in my car in thirty seconds.”
“First of all, you don’t have ten thousand dollars. Second, didn’t you just try that?” she said, patronizing.
“Last time I wasn’t prepared. Now I am.”
They stared at each other, waiting to see who would make the first move.
Seventy-one seconds later, Sapphire sat in the passenger seat of Aston’s car with her arms crossed over her chest. Aston started the car and backed out.
“Oh, don’t be such a sore loser; I’ve had years of training,” Aston said and lit up a cigarette.
She wasn’t a sore loser; she had lost on purpose. She didn’t dare let her full skills loose on him. To keep up the act, Sapphire decided not to speak to him until they got back to Beverly Hills. She looked over her shoulder at the bar behind them getting smaller and smaller by the second. She felt bad for Marco, who was probably wondering where in the hell she had gone. She didn’t want to text or call him with Aston two inches away, so it would have to wait.
“So,” Aston said, glancing at her. “That guy you were with…what’s so special about him? He looked like a dickwad to me.”
“What are you, jealous?” Sapphire mocked, breaking her vow of silence.
A pitiful I’m-offended-laugh came out of Aston’s mouth, followed by two more just like it. “Tssss, jealous,” Aston repeated. “He looked like a dickwad, that’s all. If you looked up dickwad in the dictionary, his face would be the primary example. It’s textbook.”
“Maybe I just have a tendency to go for dickwads,” she said meaningfully.
“Yeah, apparently,” Aston scoffed then must have remembered that they slept together because he frowned.
Sapphire leaned her head against the window and looked at his police radio.
“It’s raining again,” Aston said and looked up at the drops hitting the windshield. “They say there’s a storm coming.”
“Really? You want to chitchat about the weather?”
“No. I guess not.”
Sapphire reached out and pushed a button on the radio.
“Unit three-four-eight to Kinko’s: Elm Drive,” a voice called out.
Aston shot her an annoyed glance and shut it off just as the windshield was hit with a larger spatter of rain. He blasted the heat, and Sapphire found herself getting more and more tired. Every time the car passed a street lamp the tiny spots of water on the windshield lit up like glistening diamonds. Sapphire watched it, hypnotized.
Suddenly she heard a click. Aston turned on his recorder and set it down on the dashboard. “You can start giving me the names of your…sexual encounters,” he said.
Sapphire yawned. “Well, first there was Aaron Albright,” she said. “Billy…Barf.”
“Barf?”
“Ricky Ricardo.”
Aston pushed stop on the recorder and looked at her. “You’re fucking with me, aren’t you?”
“Yep.”
“I’m doing this to help you, you know.”
She leaned her head back and could feel her eyelids get heavier by the second.
“Thomas…” she said without thinking. Her imaginary list had gone over to her real list. Perhaps Aston was onto something. Perhaps a list of her previous encounters wasn’t a bad idea. What had happened to Richard Martin for example? She had been so busy that she had forgotten to follow up on his trial to see how it went.
“Thomas? Thomas what?” Aston asked.
Thomas Broker was her first. She could feel Aston’s eyes on her, though hers were closed. As she thought of her first, she allowed the sweet feeling of sleep to consume her.
* * * * *
 
 He let the drizzle of the cool evening hit his face as he stood outside waiting for God’s voice to speak to him.
“Finish it. Finish it now.”
He got in his car and made his way toward Glendale, where the girl would be waiting for him. Tonight would be the night she would die. Tonight would be the night she was forgiven.
* * * * *
 
 Shelly’s dark mind burst out of the deep hole and up toward awareness.
Her eyelids were so heavy that she couldn’t bear to open them, but her mind slowly started to puzzle pieces together. What was it she was supposed to do?
Whatever it was, she had a feeling she was supposed to do it fast, or she wouldn’t be able to do it at all. It was a horrible thing knowing that there was something very important you had to do but not remembering what?
She needed water really badly. Could that be it?
Somewhere in the distance a car pulled in, its wheels struggling against gravel. A sound she recognized, but she wasn’t sure why. They didn’t have gravel in front of their house, did they? They had a paved beige driveway like everybody else on the block.
Why was she feeling this unbearable amount of stress? Was there a test she needed to study for? Or did she have a deadline on an essay?
Shelly could feel time running out, but she was so tired and there was this comfortable darkness that was tugging at her telling her to just give in and let everything else be.
She almost did, until a repetitive sound brought her back.
Drip. Drip. Drip. Her tongue was thick, her gums dry, and that sound was so tempting.
Shelly fought her way through her mind’s dense fog and put all the strength she owned to force her eyes open.
When she did, everything came crashing into her: him, the basement…the rope! She was almost done.
Quickly, Shelly grabbed a hold of the rope and started rubbing it against the chair. As fast and hard as she could, she let the rope slide up and down against the jagged wood.
Snap! The rope unraveled and the pressure from where it had been strangling her arms disappeared; she was free.
Water! She needed water.
Right before she took her first step, she realized her feet were numb. Numb from sitting in the same position for what, days? Weeks?
Slowly, she managed to get two toes to move and then eventually the rest of them. She wiggled her feet around, stressed, knowing there was no more time to spare.
She got out of the chair that she had grown to hate and set her feet down on the concrete, finding it not only cold, but sticky. The floor around the chair was completely red, blood reaching every which way from the point of origin in the middle where she’d been sitting.
Shelly took one step and found that her legs were not strong enough to carry her. She tumbled forward but managed to grab onto the sink with her hand before she hit the floor.
Weak, Shelly pulled herself up and reached toward the dripping faucet. She turned the handle and a stream of cold, never-ending water blasted out through the tap. Before her mind had even given the go-ahead, Shelly’s body had already lowered her head, tilted it, and her mouth was already in the water: wonderful, thirst-quenching water.
She drank and with every chug, she felt her body and mind get a little bit stronger. Not a lot, but perhaps strong enough to carry her out.
Finally Shelly started her escape, stumbling like a child learning how to walk as she made her way through her prison.
Her knees shook the entire way, and by the time she made it to the staircase, they felt like they could buckle under her at any moment. Her body was so weak that she had to pull herself up using the old rickety railing just to climb the first step. From under her, her knees shook and her feet felt as though they were attached to 40-pound cement blocks. That staircase might as well have been Mount Everest because it took her forever to get to the top, dragging one foot behind the other. When Shelly finally reached that last step, she stopped right before she touched the handle. In her mind, she’d thought that she’d be strong enough to break down the old door, but she realized there was no way. Her trembling hand couldn’t even grab the handle with full strength.
Then the familiar sounds came back…washing over her like an ice-cold ocean wave.
His footsteps. The jingling of the keys. He was right outside the door.
She slid behind the door and held her breath as she heard the old familiar creak.
He stood there, lingering at the top of the stairs as if he could feel that something was wrong. He wouldn’t be able to see that she was gone until he came down the stairs and turned the corner.
Everything that Shelly had felt in her life before and had labeled as fear did not come close to what she felt at that moment. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. If he were to look behind the door, she would not be able to do anything to defend herself. She was paralyzed.
“Oh, Shelly?” he called in a suspicious tone. Just as she knew his every sound when he entered, he probably knew every sound she made. Now he wasn’t hearing any of them.
He took his first step down the staircase and slid his hand lightly along the railing. Usually, he shut the door carefully behind him. Distracted by the silence, he must have forgotten, because he left it wide open.
Shelly stood still, trying to regain what little control she still had over her body. When he was halfway down, she knew she had to go, or she’d miss her chance to escape and surely this time he would kill her. Even if it hadn’t been his plan today, it would be now when he found out she’d tried to get away.
Keeping her eyes on him, Shelly moved cautiously, sliding her body towards the door’s opening as quietly as possible. Sideways, she slipped out the door, still holding her breath, convinced he could hear her pulse pounding as loudly as she could.
Tears fell down Shelly’s cheeks as she unsteadily made her way through a hallway. Around her, every window had been covered and nailed shut by plywood.
Two wide double doors appeared in front of her, only a few feet ahead. She wished she could run, but she knew she couldn’t; if she tried she would fall. To only be able to take one small step at a time when she knew he could fly up those stairs and come grab her at any second left her in indescribable panic.
At a snail’s pace, she passed a room to her right. A dusty old cross with Jesus was hanging at the front of the room. Old pews that no one had sat in for years. Cobwebs and religious artifacts hung from every wall. It was clear that she was in an old abandoned church.
A loud noise rose from behind her just as she reached the door handle and yanked it open with all the energy she had left. Behind her, she heard the creaky sounds of the stairs and she knew she had no choice but to run. She took off into the parking lot, pleading for her legs to carry her.
Not a person in sight. Not a house. Nothing.
Shelly heard cars somewhere close but couldn’t see them. With fear and adrenaline pumping through her, Shelly ran as fast as she could, one leg slowly starting to work and the other limping after.
She found the road and ran out to the middle of it. A small white car in the distance was heading in her direction and she waved her arms at her savior.
That’s when she knew she wasn’t alone.
“Heeee…,” she tried to scream.
He wrapped his arm around her neck, grabbed her by the mouth, and dragged her back inside.



Chapter 16
She woke up in a haze. Aston had opened the car door and let the cold in. Sapphire sat up and yawned as she shuddered from the cool wind.
“Just getting a pack of smokes. Be back in a second,” he said and shut the door.
Sapphire looked around; they were halfway to Beverly Hills at a gas station off the freeway. She turned his police radio back on but heard nothing. Sapphire watched as Aston went inside and saw him through the glass as he waited for his pack of cigarettes. His eyes searched around his environment, stopping at Sapphire. He gave her a little smile, then looked self-conscious and turned back to the counter to stare down intensely at it.
When he got back to the car, Sapphire watched as he knocked the pack of cigarettes against his wrist before opening it. He glanced over at her and his eyes lit up. “What?”
“Nothing.” Sapphire shook her head and looked away nonchalantly. Nothing, she repeated to herself, reminding herself. It seemed it was something she had to do often in his company. Remind herself. Not to stare. Not to follow urges. Not to feel.
Aston placed his hands on the wheel and smirked. “You drool when you sleep.”
“I do not.”
“You do. You drool an insane amount. I’m surprised you don’t have to sleep with a bib with the amount you drool.”
“You have no proof.”
“I don’t need proof. I saw it just now and I saw it…” Aston’s voice died off. The words never spoken lingered in the silence of the car. The night they had been together was now vivid in both of their minds.
Aston cleared his throat. Perhaps about to say something, perhaps to fill the awkward silence.
A voice broke in from the radio.
“Two-four-six-one,” the voice called out and Aston grabbed the radio mouthpiece.
“This is two-four-six-one.”
“We just got a call from the Glendale police. They got a call that matched the description of Shelly McCormick off Chevy Chase and Pine. The witness was driving by and saw a young woman standing in the middle of the road. He looked away for a second to turn his stereo down and then the girl was gone. Do you want me to send a unit?”
Aston and Sapphire looked at each other, and then Aston pushed down on the mouthpiece. “I’m about five minutes away from the Glendale exit.” Aston hit the gas and they took off. As they got back on the freeway, he reached his arm backward and let his hand search amongst a mess of paperwork and coffee cups until he found what he wanted. He rolled down the window and stuck a siren onto the roof then turned it on. The siren blared as Aston got up to 120 MPH. Sapphire couldn’t talk. Couldn’t breathe. She was scared that if she did anything, the opportunity would pass and Shelly would be lost.
Within ten minutes and with the help of Aston’s siren, they were on the road where Shelly had been seen.
They both saw the white church towers peering up behind a wall. The bell tower and a few of the upper windows were covered up with large plywood pieces.
She and Aston glanced at each other and he veered into the right lane heading towards it. Just as they were a few yards away a car pulled out from the church’s parking lot and peeled off to the right.
“What are the odds that someone is at, what looks to be, an abandoned church at five in the morning?” Sapphire asked and was pleasantly surprised at how nice it felt to say it aloud to someone instead of having it as an inner dialogue with herself.
“Exactly,” Aston said as he took the siren from the roof turning it back off.
“What are you doing? Why not just chase after and pull them over?” Sapphire asked.
Aston slowed down and started creeping after the car at a decent speed.
“Two reasons,” he said. “If you were a kidnapper slash killer, what would you do if you had a body in the trunk of your car, dead or alive, and a cop tried to pull you over?”
“I’d probably make a run for it,” Sapphire said, slightly annoyed with Aston as she watched them pass the boomed up old church.
“Second. What if he already moved her, and what if he just did a clean of the place and was heading toward her new location right now? If we caught him, he would never admit to kidnapping anyone, and she would be left for dead somewhere.”
They followed the car another four, five miles before they finally watched it pull into a dead end.
* * * * *
 
 Shelly cried as he sat her down in the chair she hated so much. She shook as he tied her up with the ropes that had strangled her arms for so long. Through her tears, she looked again at the room she had spent all those hours in. If the walls could speak, they’d speak of fear, sorrow, and despicable actions.
“Can’t you see I’m only trying to help you?” he said, frustrated. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a wrapping.
“What are you doing?” she whispered, afraid of the answer.
“I’m making you my final present.”
Shelly cried hard, choking on her sobs. “For who?”
He smiled and stroked her cheek. She pulled back, disgusted to her very core by his touch. “For someone very special. Someone who needs to be taught a lesson.” He backed away, studying her as if he were a painter and she, his canvas.
“You have to excuse me for being a little disorganized, but we have to move fast before anybody finds you. I was in such a dilemma, where should I move you? Where do I have time to go before you die from blood loss? Which will be soon. Then God spoke to me and said you should be cleaned of your sins in his house.”
Shelly did something she knew she would regret. “The only voice in your head is your own. You’re fucking crazy.” Then she spat him right in the face.
He wiped his chin and stared at her with cold, dead eyes as though he was above her. “Forgive her, Father, for she knows not what she does,” he said in a monotone voice. In his hands, he held a metal symbol. He clasped the symbol with tongs over a flame from a lighter until it turned red. He let go of the lighter and walked up to Shelly with the hot material.
“What are you doing?” she asked feeling the familiar panic again.
“I thought of a necklace at first. Then I thought, too much jewelry, and that this will be more understandable. What do you think?”
He didn’t wait for an answer but held the tongs out and put the sizzling metal to Shelly’s neck. She screamed, feeling the blood in her neck boil and her flesh melt. Just as she thought she’d pass out from the intense overwhelming pain, he stopped and pulled away.
“Pardon me; I left my tools in the shed upstairs. I’ll be right back to cut off your head.”
He disappeared and Shelly closed her eyes. She had nothing to do but wait and try to ignore the pain. Wait for the end. When he came back, it would be the last time she had to hear the creaking of the door and his footsteps coming down the staircase. It would be the last time she would wonder in fear what would happen to her. It would be the last time she was his prisoner. Soon everything would be over.
Maybe this was right, she thought, maybe she should die. What life would have awaited her if she had managed to escape?
Would she be able to sit there on Sunday mornings at family breakfast and pretend like none of it ever happened? Would she be able to grab a drink with her friends and laugh at all the stupid things they laughed about?
Compared to what was happening to her at that moment, everything else was insignificant or ignorant. She felt like she knew more than everyone else, like she had somehow been invited to another world where they could never go. She would hate them, yet simultaneously envy them all for what they didn’t know and hadn’t experienced. She would have to live with her disfigurement that would remind her of nothing but him. How would she ever be able to see life the same way? Trust anyone? Look into the eyes of her beloved little sister Miriam and say she believed in innocence? She loved and missed her family, but had she returned, she would not have returned the same.
It was better this way; she knew that now. She had only one request that she dared to wish while she waited. She could feel herself dying and her body giving up. That was how she wanted to leave her life. Not by his hands, so that he would not be given the satisfaction.
Then it started. The footsteps to the door. The jingling of the keys. The lock and the opening.
Her breathing sped up; she knew she was seconds away from the end, and she started hyperventilating.
Let me die right now before he gets his hands on me, she thought and started to feel herself drift away.
As the footsteps made their way down the rickety stairs she grew increasingly more lightheaded. The only sound she could hear was the one of her own heartbeat, and the room started to sway from side to side and objects warped into odd shapes and colors. A sudden darkness appeared from the corner of the room, growing and growing as it made its way towards her.
Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him entering. But, she realized quickly, it wasn’t him at all. Instead of the man who had stolen her life, a different man and a woman her age appeared from behind the wall. They stopped and stared at her. The young woman looked at her with pain in her eyes.
“Oh my God,” she heard the young woman say in a faraway voice. She leaped toward Shelly and the man followed. As he came closer, she saw a shiny golden emblem attached to his belt. He was a cop.
* * * * *
 
 He watched from a darkened corner as the cop carried Shelly out. Sapphire followed him and just as they walked out through the door, she turned around. He felt like she was looking right at him, even though he knew she couldn’t see him. Then she turned and followed the cop.
He grew angrier with every second that passed. He had seen the car pull into the parking lot through a crack in the plywood when he went for his tools. He watched as Sapphire and the man looked around and went inside, and hid as they made their way to the cellar door. They had taken all his work away from him and Sapphire would surely be punished for it.
* * * * *
 
 Aston and Sapphire had watched as the car they were following stopped and a mother and her two little girls stepped out. The mother was talking on the phone, frantically and holding a road map upside down. She had been lost, and only drove into the church’s parking lot to turn around. As soon as they realized their mistake, they made their way back to the church and found Shelly.
When Sapphire first saw Shelly tied to that chair surrounded by a pool of blood, malnourished and tortured, she felt sick to her stomach. Besides from just the unnerving amount of blood, the floor underneath Shelly was also covered in vomit and stunk of urine. Sapphire was staring at her own creation.
They left for the hospital just as the police arrived at the old church and began ransacking the place. Sapphire would have killed to get her hands on the evidence there and cringed as she realized the police would leave her little, if anything at all.
Now Sapphire stood next to Aston and watched as Shelly was rolled away on a stretcher down the hallway of Glendale Memorial Hospital surrounded by medics and doctors. It was then, finally, that a huge wave of relief hit her and suddenly, she knew, without a doubt, that Shelly would be okay. She was safe, alive, and that was all that mattered. At last Sapphire could breathe.
“Mrs. McCormick. We have Shelly. She’s lost a lot of blood, but she is alive,” Aston suddenly said into his phone.
Sapphire leaned closer. Close enough to hear what was said on the other side of the line. There was a long silence, then cries: a mother’s worst fear dissipating.
At that moment, Sapphire vowed to herself that she would catch him. Not Aston. Not any cop. She wanted to do it for Shelly and for Julia. She wanted revenge so badly she could taste it. She wasn’t afraid of him and wanted to stand face-to-face to make sure he understood that she wasn’t.
Aston disappeared for a while and when he came back, he held a sketch in his hands and showed it to her. “Does this look like the symbol on her neck to you? I should have snapped a picture before they took her in, but the nurse got pissed off when I pulled out my phone.”
Sapphire looked at it. “Pretty much. What now?”
“Now you are going home. You will be under round-the-clock protection, and as soon as Shelly wakes up I’ll get what I need to nail the guy.”
“Fine. I’ll go home,” Sapphire said with every intention not to.
“But I still want that list,” Aston said and waved to someone behind her. “These officers will escort you wherever you go.”
Sapphire turned around to find three officers standing behind her.
“Don’t you think it’s a little bit overkill?” she asked, annoyed.
“Not with you.”



Chapter 17
Sapphire spent her day at the hospital with Julia, four espressos, and three Beverly Hills police officers. Julia still lay motionless and Antonio hadn’t left her side since she was brought in.
“It’s been over thirty-six hours,” Antonio said. He looked destroyed and his hands were constantly trembling. “What do I do if she doesn’t wake up, Sapphire? I don’t exist without her.”
“You should eat something first of all,” she said, mostly because she didn’t know how to comfort him, but also because she hadn’t seen him eat since they got to the hospital with Julia.
“I guess I’m a little hungry,” Antonio said and left the room with a zombie-like shuffle.
Sapphire rested her forehead on Julia’s arm as she held onto her hand. “Julia, I want you to know that I’m sorry,” she whispered and closed her eyes, listening to Julia’s breathing. “I was angry and childish and there is not another living being on this planet who deserves happiness as much as you do. You have to wake up, Julia. You have to. Not for me, but for Antonio. The man loves you more than I’ve seen anybody love anyone. Which might not be a lot in my world, but it’s worth something.”
She wiped her tears when one of the officers wandered past the doorway and stuck his head into the room, looking around.
“Just checking.” Then he moseyed on.
Despite the four espressos, Sapphire was exhausted when she got home. Vivienne stood in the kitchen pointing wildly to the fridge. Next to her stood a small Asian lady, nodding at Vivienne with big eyes.
“We keep the food in there!” Vivienne shouted.
“Yes,” the small Asian lady said, nodding.
Vivienne moved on to the oven. “We cook the food in here!”
“Yes,” the small Asian lady said, nodding.
“What are you doing?” Sapphire asked angrily because she knew exactly what her mother had done. “She’s not dead, you know! She is coming back!”
“Well, how long do you assume that will take?” Vivienne asked.
Sapphire wanted, like so many times in the past, to slap her mother across the face. “I don’t know. Isn’t the main thing that she will get better? Has she not been your right hand and done everything around the house for fifteen years?”
“What am I supposed to do? Cook? Clean?” Vivienne said, disgusted. “I need help around here. I can’t do everything by myself and if my housekeeper can’t do her job, then I have to get another one.”
The three policemen stood silent in the background as Sapphire looked at her so-called mother and boiled over with anger. “She wasn’t a housekeeper!” she screamed, louder than intended.
Vivienne scoffed and the small Asian lady looked from one to the other, confused.
“If she wasn’t a housekeeper, then what the hell was I paying her for?”
“She was there for me all the time, in all the ways you weren’t. Who do you think came to PTA meetings, recitals, birthdays, for crying out loud? If it wasn’t for her, I would have been sitting alone at the Mother-Daughter Dinner when I was twelve! Do you even understand what she gave up to be here for me? To do your job?”
Vivienne blinked at Sapphire looking shocked. Well, as shocked as she possibly could with all that Botox. How had she not known? How was it possible that she hadn’t seen all the things Julia did? How did she not know she was a terrible mother? Sapphire had never seen Vivienne speechless—drunkenly unable to speak but not speechless—and normally she would have enjoyed this long-awaited moment, but she didn’t. Her mother actually looked hurt.
“I’m sorry, this isn’t going to work out,” Sapphire said and gently led the small Asian lady to the front door.
“Yes,” the small Asian lady said, nodding.
Sapphire placed her outside the door and waved. “Thank you so much for coming.”
“Yes?” This time she didn’t nod.
Before Sapphire turned back into the kitchen, she wondered what type of scene she’d walk into. Was her mother crying? Anger Sapphire could handle, but not tears. Or maybe, she realized, tears would be good. Healthy, a new Vivienne with emotions.
But when Sapphire turned around the corner, there weren’t any tears. Vivienne had noticed the officers and was busy putting one foot behind her neck while standing on the other. “My yoga instructor says I’m a natural.”
The officers nodded in unison and applauded in awe.
Sapphire took the opportunity to escape up to the sanctity of her room. She began her search for Shelly’s symbol on the Internet and spent the next hour online, squinting at the bright screen.
Next thing she knew she woke up to the sound of her phone ringing, her face planted on the keyboard. Apparently, she had fallen asleep. Still tired, Sapphire looked at the phone caller ID. Unknown. She picked up, hoping it was Aston calling about Shelly.
“Hello,” Sapphire said.
The other line remained silent.
“Hello?” she asked again, suspicion rising within her. She could hear the other person’s shallow breath and nothing else. She sat up straight.
“Who is this?” she asked, not expecting an answer. “It’s you, isn’t it? Listen to me very carefully. I’m going to find you. I will find you and I will cut off your balls and shove them up your ass. Should you come anywhere near me, or anyone I know again, your balls up your ass will seem mild compared to what I will do to you. Do you understand?”
A crackle from the sudden rush of air, then the call disconnected.
* * * * *
 
 A naked woman with a perfectly and surgically constructed body dove into the cool Pacific Ocean from the edge of the boat.
John watched her as he held his phone to his chest. She was very angry with him. He didn’t think she could ever get angry, but now he had managed to make her furious. She had told him she would find him, cut off his balls, and shove them up his ass if he came near her again. Then he had panicked and hung up.
The party was underway and like a high-pitched fire alarm in his ear, he had long ago tired of hearing the young Heinz heiress talk about herself. Sapphire never talked about herself. She had always been devoted to listening to him, to his problems and his issues.
Six hours earlier the boat had been a high class birthday party with esteemed businessmen and respected families. As soon as they left, the younger generation brought out the strippers, champagne, coke, and other miscellaneous drugs.
He put the phone back in his pocket and saw Chrissy standing by the stern of the yacht making out with Paris Hilton. He would have been surprised, but then again, who hadn’t made out with Paris Hilton.
Chrissy spotted him and pushed the blond socialite to the side. She marched up to him and splashed her glass of Dom Perignon in his face. “I heard you were going to be here.”
John wiped the sticky champagne off his face and looked over at her. “I’m good Chrissy, thanks for asking. How are you?”
“Don’t take it so personally. It’s a best friend code.” Chrissy said and looked around. “So where’s the slut?”
“Who?”
“Please, everyone knows you’re dipping your family jewels in the Heinz market.”
“I don’t know. Somewhere inside,” he said and paused. “Does Sapphire know?”
“I didn’t tell her. I’m a better friend than that. In fact, I am such a good friend that I’m going to tell you something that Sapphire doesn’t even admit to herself. She really misses you.”
John’s heart stopped. Chrissy was, like, super smart and the puppet master of mind games and he didn’t want to fall for it, just to be made fun of.
Chrissy smiled at him slyly, grabbed another bottle of champagne, and opened it.
“Really? Because I just called her, and she said she wanted to cut my balls off and shove them up my ass.”
Chrissy sighed then flipped her hair and some hit him in the eye. It stung.
“She’s hurt you idiot. God, it’s like you went to public school or something. You dumped her at The Club, in front of everyone that’s anyone, i.e. me. She’s heartbroken and she’s totally taking stuff out on me right now. Like always, Chrissy has to carry everyone’s burdens.”
“How is she by the way?” he asked trying to sound casual.
Sadness came and passed over Chrissy’s face in a flash of a second then she chugged her drink and shrugged.
“Fine. I guess. Haven’t really talked to her for a few days; she’s stressed out. Got a finger in the mail because I have a jealous stalker.” She stood up. “Anyway, I just call it like it is. I’m not screwing with you.”
“My father wants me to marry someone like you.”
Their eyes met and there was a moment. One of those moments that were hard to pin point the exact emotions. Then Chrissy broke it off with loud laughter.
“I guess that’s the question. Are you Daddy’s little boy…or are you a man?”
“If he cuts me off, Sapphire and I would end up in the poor house with her measly 30 mil. What kind of a life is that?”
“You do what you have to do,” Chrissy said and wandered off to go smack the Prince of Sweden on the ass, leaving John alone with the few thoughts he had.
* * * * *
 
 Aston watched Shelly poke around in her mashed potatoes and felt the hunger dig through his stomach. He hadn’t eaten since the day before, and he was so hungry even hospital food started looking like the tastiest shit in the world.
“I can’t believe I’m here,” she said, confused.
“What do you mean?” Aston eyed the wrapped brownie on her tray.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said quietly and swirled her fork around in the peas, making no effort to eat any.
Even Aston knew it would be crossing the line to steal a kidnap and torture victim’s first real meal, but still… “Are you gonna eat that brownie?”
“No.” Shelly made a motion to give him the dessert, then stopped and stared at the white gauze around the stump of her arm. She sat there for a long time, a little taken back, then tossed the brownie to him with her other hand. “I’ll never get used to it.”
“Of course you won’t.” Aston said, unwrapping the treat, feeling guilty as he was using both of his hands to do so. She looked over at him, stunned, and Aston could tell he had said something wrong. “I mean…who would? You have two hands and then bam, one’s gone. How could you get used to that?”
Again, maybe it wasn’t exactly what Shelly needed to hear. “Do you have some questions for me or…?”
Aston nodded and crammed the rest of the brownie in his mouth. He dug up his recorder and a picture of Sapphire.
“First. Do you recognize this woman?”
“Yes.”
“Yes? Really?” Aston said, excited.
“Was she not with you when you found me?”
Aston’s shoulders sank in disappointment. “I mean besides that.” He decided to move on. “Did you know the man who held you?”
Shelly squeezed her eyes shut in pain. “Yes.”
Aston scooted his chair closer. “Who is he? What’s his name?”
She drew for air and her eyes teared up, as if it hurt for her to even breathe. Aston felt a sting of guilt. Had he not spent his days seeing where Sapphire would lead him maybe he could have found Shelly sooner.
“His name is Quinn Wallace.”
* * * * *
 
 “Mmmm,” Sapphire hummed after taking a sip of her truffle martini. It was more to fill out the silence. She didn’t actually like the cocktail. Sapphire had tried multiple conversation starters, but Chrissy had been slow to bite.
Sapphire had been sitting in the parking lot of Father O’Riley’s church when Chrissy rang the first time. She decided to ignore it. She got out of her car and was about to walk up to the church when she saw Father O’Riley in a violent conversation with a woman; a woman Sapphire had seen once before when she was wearing a Kentucky Derby sized yellow hat while bawling her eyes out in the pew next to Sapphire.
“I’m sorry, but I can’t give you what you’re asking for,” Father O’Riley said and looked over his shoulder nervously. “Please, I beg you, don’t cry.”
She slammed her car door closed. Father O’Riley tried to stop her but she peeled off, tires screeching.
Sapphire realized how awkward he’d feel if he realized she’d seen it all, so she was just about to walk back to her car when Chrissy called and Usher screwed her over yet again. She seriously needed to change her ringtone to something more low key.
Father O’Riley took his attention off the disappearing rear tires and looked at Sapphire.
She held her hand up awkwardly, greeting him. He waved back, looking as though he just got lobotomized.
They stood at opposite sides of the small parking lot, her staring at him, him looking like he was going to throw up.
“I should go back inside,” he said but made no effort to move.
“Maybe you should go home, you look kind of pale.”
“Okay,” he said, still not moving.
“You want me to drive you?”
“Okay.”
She took him home, without asking any questions and he seemed to appreciate it.
When Sapphire parked in front of his house, he seemed to have gathered himself a little.
“She wanted me to leave the church.”
“I figured.”
“And marry her.” He sounded shocked.
“People have wanted crazier things I suppose.”
“I told her I could never see her again. What we did was a horrible mistake, that was it.”
“Hence the skid marks.”
Sapphire looked over her shoulder, a bit paranoid and Father O’Riley picked up on it.
“What are you looking for?”
“Oh, nothing. Just these three goons that are supposed to watch over me.”
“What?”
“Cops. I managed to shake them like three times, but I think they’ve got a tracker on my car or something because they keep finding me.”
“Should I even bother to inquire further?”
“No.”
He sat silent for a bit then turned to her with a wondering expression.
“Sapphire, I’ve been meaning to ask you something for some time now. You’ve told me a lot about your mother…”
Suddenly Sapphire felt claustrophobic in her own car. The side doors seemed to come closer and closer with each passing second. Even the steering wheel in front of her seemed to be coming toward her.
“But what ab—” Father O’Riley started.
“I got to go!” Sapphire lied. “I got to go! I have to get back.”
Father O’Riley nodded calmly and opened the door.
“You’ll be fine, right? I mean, you’ll go pray or something and you’ll be okay, right?” she asked him.
“I will be. And you, this killer-fellow-problem almost straightened out yet?”
“Not even, but Shelly McCormick is safe.”
“Oh good,” he said sounding relieved. “See you next week then?”
“See you next week.”
She watched after him as he staggered up to his house and waited until he had closed the door behind him to take off.
She returned Chrissy’s call on her way back to L.A., right about the time the three cops pulled up behind her. She waved at them in the review mirror, but they didn’t return the favor.
“Drinks?” Chrissy asked the second she picked up.
“Sure,” Sapphire said, definitely in need of alcohol. She had spent the majority of the morning with Julia in the hospital and she was still not improving, the doctors wouldn’t say much, and Antonio was like the living dead.
After a shower at home and a change to a Dior dress that didn’t smell like hospital, Chrissy came to pick her up and spent most of the ride on her phone—to Sapphire’s delight. Less talking, more drinking was exactly what she needed. They stopped at Chrissy’s new favorite bar in West Hollywood and sat in silence for the majority of the time. It was actually a gay and lesbian bar and Chrissy had explained to Sapphire that it was the it place to be. “Gays and lesbians are soooo in this year,” Chrissy added as they entered.
Chrissy sipped her drink and then her eyes wandered across the room. “Who are they?” she asked and nodded over to the cop trio sitting a few booths down.
“Eh, it’s just the finger stuff.”
They fell silent again.
“So how are you doing?” Chrissy asked, a little insincerely.
“I’m good,” Sapphire lied. She didn’t want to talk about Julia. Chrissy had never understood the bond Sapphire had with her so-called housekeeper. The last thing she wanted was to tell Chrissy everything and hear Chrissy say: “So? Get another one. You can borrow mine if it’s such a big deal.”
“I’m hungry; you want to order some appetizers or…” Sapphire started and opened up the menu.
“I’m not shallow,” Chrissy said, looking at Sapphire deadly serious.
Sapphire stared at the menu. She was going for the “ignore it and it’ll go away” strategy. “Oooh, they have stuffed portobello. You like portobello, right?”
“And yes, maybe some people would consider me slightly spoiled. But they are wrong!”
“They say eating portobello mushroom is like eating steak. I suppose it’s about the protein.”
The waitress came over, ready with her notepad. Chrissy turned to her and placed her empty cocktail glass on the tray. “I won’t pay for that. I didn’t like it. Make it again.”
The waitress looked from Sapphire to Chrissy, confused. “But you…you drank it all.”
“Pardon me if I don’t feel like getting into an argument with some little waitress today. Do you know who I am? No? I didn’t really expect someone of your standing to. Do yourself a favor and run along.”
The waitress stared at Chrissy, trying to figure out if she was joking or not.
“Run. Along.” Chrissy motioned the waitress away and turned back to Sapphire “And I don’t think it’s fair for you to call me spoiled. I’ve gone to sooo many charities for those starving children in…” She snapped her fingers, trying to remember.
“Africa,” Sapphire said dryly.
“And I really don’t think you appreciate me as a friend. I’m a very good friend, Sapphire. Who gave you that pony on your seventeenth birthday?”
“You mean the pony I didn’t want?”
“Exactly. I know you so well, I even knew you wanted a pony before you did.”
“Yes. You are a very good friend, Chrissy,” Sapphire said. After the week she had, she didn’t have the energy to put any spunk into it. So the words came out like she felt them. Flat.
Chrissy looked at Sapphire, not entirely convinced, and stirred her new drink the waitress had brought. She took a deep, dramatic sigh and made the face she always did when she thought she was saying something very serious. Sapphire had to bite her lip not to laugh.
“I…I know, you don’t like all of…all of the stuff other people like. Like normal people. I know that sometimes you get annoyed with me. I know I’m not easy to get along with and I know you sometimes spend time with me against your will.”
Sapphire looked at Chrissy, a bit surprised. Was it even possible that Chrissy had figured this out on her own?
“And that’s just it. Until I met you, I never had a friend like that. Everybody has always sucked up to me because, let’s face it, I’m awesomely wealthy. But mostly people who are around me don’t want me. They want the name, the contacts, or the status.” She took a pause and for the first time in many years, Sapphire was hooked into a conversation with Chrissy.
“With you I had to try. And I thought that if I got the one person in the world who didn’t want to be my friend to be my friend, then she would be real. She would be with me for me.”
Chrissy looked up at Sapphire, slightly uncomfortable, and Sapphire couldn’t help but smile at her. Inside the rude, shallow, coke-sniffing, sex-crazed, billion dollar heiress was a little girl who just wanted a friend to love her for her. Sapphire scooted across the booth to the other side and hugged Chrissy, tightly.
“I’m sorry for what I said,” Sapphire said—and meant it.
Chrissy studied her and then nodded. “Okay,” she said solidly. “I don’t feel like stuffed portobello. Let’s get something fatty; I’m lipofreezing my left thigh tomorrow so I might as well.”
“What about your right thigh?”
Sapphire’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She looked at the display. Marco.
“Hey,” she said, pleasantly surprised.
“Hey. Is that you in there?” Marco asked.
Sapphire looked around and saw Marco through the window standing outside across the street. She waved at him and smiled. Chrissy scooted closer to her and put her face up to the window to see who Sapphire was waving at.
“Are you okay?” he asked. “You left kind of out of the blue the other night. And I didn’t want to be clingy, so I didn’t call.”
“Yes, I had an emergency. Sorry I didn’t have time to tell you. I meant to call you back; I’ve just had a lot going on.”
She watched Marco as he shrugged. “So, do you have any plans right now? Mind if I join you guys?” he took a step toward the bar.
“Don’t!” Sapphire shouted before she could stop herself. She couldn’t, under any circumstances, let Chrissy and Marco meet. Sapphire Dubois and Mary Smith would definitely not mix well. “I mean…wait. I’ll come to you.” Sapphire turned to Chrissy, giving her a look of question.
“Go. He’s pretty hot,” Chrissy said to Sapphire, dangerously close to the phone.
“Tell her I agree,” Marco said and shot them a charming smile.
“I’ll be right out,” Sapphire said and hung up. She gave Chrissy a quick peck on the cheek and shot out of the booth.
Although Sapphire’s initial reason for leaving with Marco might have been to defuse a but-I-thought-your-name-was-Mary situation, there was also an underlying motive. Sapphire actually liked Marco; he was definitely warmer and more inviting than other men whom she thought about. Other men who happened to be virginity-stealing cops. Marco made her feel calm, wanted, and like someone else all in one.
Sapphire turned towards the door just to be reminded of her lovely collection of cops.
“I’ll take care of them,” Chrissy said. “I’ll create a discreet distraction. I could have been an actress if I wanted to, you know. I was Lady Macbeth in ninth grade. Standing ovation. You go get laid.”
Sapphire waved at the cops. “Just going to the restroom,” she yelled out and pointed to the ladies’ room.
She snuck out through the back door just as she heard Chrissy screaming not so discreetly.
“Oh blimey hell! I’ve gone blind!” Chrissy yelled in a very poor British accent. “I can’t see!”
* * * * *
 
 The view from his balcony was incredible. His apartment seemed to hover over the rest of the city. Downtown L.A. lay below them in a sea of lights, the bright stars of the night gazed down on them. Brooding gray clouds floated in the distance over the foothills. Every now and then, a bolt cracked giving them front row seats to nature’s own show. Marco handed her a glass of chilled white wine and she took a sip.
Sapphire had gotten a quick tour of his apartment, which looked as she expected an MMA trainer’s home to look: posters of what she assumed were famous boxers and fighters; a punching bag hanging in the middle of his living room; and workout machines scattered across the otherwise neat home.
She leaned on the railing and he stood behind her, the front of his body pressed against her back. She closed her eyes as she savored the dry taste of the wine and found herself enjoying the moment, forgetting about Julia, Shelly, and the person who had penetrated her life uninvited.
“I have tons of clients in West Hollywood, but you’re the last person I’d expect to see in that part of town,” Marco mumbled close to her ear. “Aren’t you more of a downtown type of gal?”
“Ah, just having a drink with a friend,” Sapphire said. “She lives in that area. We had a disagreement and we made up today.”
“I see,” he said and his lips grazed her ear, sending tiny tingles down her neck.
Sapphire turned around and found Marco looking at her with warm eyes. His arms framed her into his body as he held onto the railing behind her. He made her feel safe, as if he wouldn’t let her fall. Marco leaned in and Sapphire closed her eyes to receive a light kiss. His body pushed closer to hers and bright lights from the city around them faded away as their kiss got deeper and more energetic.
All Sapphire could feel was the life she didn’t want to think of slipping through her fingers. Since he believed she was Mary, it was easier for her to believe it too. She didn’t have to worry about Julia, because Mary knew no one named Julia. Mary’s mother wasn’t actually the housekeeper. Mary’s mother was probably the all-American kind. The kind who baked, cleaned, cooked, and didn’t have sex with aerobics instructors named Sven. Kissing Marco felt good in a wrong sort of way. Not like with Aston where it felt good in a right sort of way.
Crap! Was she seriously thinking about Aston while kissing another man?
Sapphire’s phone rang and interrupted them. Pulling away from the kiss left her feeling dizzy. Marco seemed happy, and even though they were outside and it was night, it looked like he was blushing.
Sapphire grabbed her phone while Marco backed up toward the sliding glass door.
“I’ll get some more wine,” he said and smiled boyishly. He turned around, almost walking right into the glass. Embarrassed, he looked over at her and slid the door open, disappearing inside. Sapphire laughed then looked at her phone.
“Aston,” Sapphire stated. He had now interrupted her kiss twice.
“Un-freaking-believable. I put a freaking tracker in your car and those incompetent bastards still lose you.”
“I knew it!” Sapphire exclaimed.
“Where are you?”
“It’s okay; I’m fine.”
“I didn’t ask how you are; I’m not your fucking shrink. Where are you?”
“I’m on a date. Sometimes people my age go on dates. Not everyone gets the courtesy of one drink at a charity event then straight to the sack.”
It got quiet and she heard Aston light a cigarette.
“With who? The guy from the other day…what’s his name… Dickwad?”
Sapphire smiled, letting the silence speak for itself.
“Whatever; stay where you are and I’ll come pick you up. Shelly woke up.”
In the middle of taking a sip of her wine, Sapphire froze. “What did she say?”
“She gave me a name. The name.”
Sapphire waited breathlessly.
“Quinn Wallace,” Aston said and paused for Sapphire’s reaction.
“Quinn Wallace,” Sapphire repeated in deep thought. “I can’t say I recognize it.”
“It’s fine. We have a name. We have a description. It could be someone from your past. Apparently, some sort of religious fanatic.”
“Mhmm,” Sapphire said, thinking about the statue.
“He was her personal trainer. They’re working on a sketch right now. I told them to fax it to your house. So, again, where are you?”
“I’ll meet you at the house,” Sapphire said and hung up. She wasn’t feeling well, the little amount of wine she had was getting to her. She quickly scrolled her phone for a cab number. She couldn’t very well have Marco drop her off at the Beverly Hills mansion unless she completely wanted to blow her cover.
Marco came back out with a fresh glass of wine. He smiled at her and she felt horribly guilty leaving him like that again. She wondered if this was what it would be like if they were in a relationship. She would always leave him to go do her lame attempts of saving the world and he would always be left standing.
“So, what did you and Chrissy fight about?” he asked.
Sapphire took another sip of her wine, even though a sudden spinning head told her not to.
“Oh, nothing big, just…” Sapphire said and stopped. She stared at Marco who turned around to slide the balcony door shut. “I never told you Chrissy’s name.”
Marco froze and his muscular shoulders tightened. He turned around and stared at her. A peculiar look, one he’d never had before. “Well, then, I guess we’re lucky that the sedative is about to kick in.”
Sapphire looked down at her glass, watching it slip through her fingers and hit the ground with a crash. Her hands and body were weakening rapidly. Sapphire felt herself falling backward, over the railing, losing all control. The last thing she saw before she blacked out was Marco coming toward her, reaching his arms out to grab her. And then, the cross tattoo on his underarm.



Chapter 18
The freeway was wide open, yet Aston played with the idea of using the siren. He looked at his speedometer and realized there was no point. He was already going over 100 mph.
He checked his phone for the seventh time. He had repeatedly tried to reach her without any luck. A feeling had grown in the pit of his gut and it wasn’t a good feeling. Some people called it cop intuition; Aston usually called it bad gas.
When he got to the Dubois mansion, the gut feeling turned down a few notches. Her car was in the driveway. Aston realized what the feeling had been…not cop intuition or bad gas but worry. Aston couldn’t remember worrying about anyone at all since he was a little kid, worrying if his father would drink himself to death or not that night.
“Hello!” He yelled, walking through the manor. He saw Charles parked in front of the TV, sleeping in his wheelchair. Aston stopped and listened, turning down the volume.
He heard a dull pounding somewhere in the house. An even, repeated beat. He followed the sounds to the upper level. The thuds grew stronger and led him to the bathroom across the hall from Sapphire’s room.
The door was cracked open and he used his index finger to push it open the rest of the way. For the first time in his life, Aston wished he would have been blind, so that he couldn’t have seen what he saw right then and there. Mrs. Dubois in the shower, half-naked and held up by a young Hispanic man, her bare buttocks pressed up against the glass of the shower repeatedly, with each thud.
“Oh, God!” Aston yelled in disgust.
“Oh, God!” the young man exclaimed in humiliation.
“Oh, God!” Mrs. Dubois screamed in ecstasy.
Aston backed away from the door and knocked on it just as the pounding subsided.
“Mrs. Dubois! I’m looking for Sapphire. You know where she is?”
Two seconds later, Mrs. Dubois came out from the bathroom in a white robe barely covering the essential parts of her body. She might as well have stayed half-naked.
“Detective, how nice to see you. What was the question?”
Aston made a point of keeping his eyes level on her face. “Sapphire. Have you seen her?”
Mrs. Dubois waved her hand and marched through the hallway to Sapphire’s bedroom. She knocked on the door. “Darling, that handsome detective is here for you.”
She smiled at him and walked into her own bedroom to shut the door. Aston waited for Sapphire to open up as the young man came out from the bathroom with eyes as wide as UFOs, scrambling to get his socks back on. He hopped on one leg down the hallway toward his escape.
Aston waited for another second and then grabbed the handle. Unlocked. He walked in to find an empty room.
“Mrs. Dubois!”
Mrs. Dubois came in wearing a tiny kimono.
“When did she come in?”
Mrs. Dubois shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe two hours ago.”
Aston closed his eyes, irritated. “She wasn’t home two hours ago; I talked to her on the phone.”
“Well, then I guess we’re all alone, aren’t we?” She winked at him and approached.
Aston dialed Sapphire again. This time it went straight to voicemail.
“It’s me again,” he said. “Call me back now. You’re pissing me off!”
Mrs. Dubois stared at him, her flirtatious demeanor even more aggressive if possible. She moved toward him and reminded him of a lioness that he’d seen on the Discovery Channel, creeping through the grass right before attacking a gazelle. She played with the rope of her kimono and loosened it little by little, with no less grace than a stripper.
Behind Mrs. Dubois above Sapphire’s bed, something suddenly caught Aston’s eye. On the ceiling above the canopy, something was odd. He moved toward it and jumped up on the bed, forcing the canopy to the side. His phone rang and he jumped back down.
“Detective Ridder,” he said and looked out the window to discover Mrs. Dubois reflection in it. She was tilting her head to the side and staring at his ass. Feeling like a piece of meat Aston covered his backside with his free hand.
“We’re faxing over the sketch.”
“Thank you,” Aston said. He walked out of the room down the hallway to the office with the fax machine.
As he reached the fax, he turned around to see the mother of the woman he had once had sex with standing in the doorway. Not half naked. Not semi naked. Buck naked. The kimono lay on the ground below her.
For a woman her age—and even for most women half her age—Aston had to admit she looked very good naked. He stared at her breasts, looking back at him like an owl’s ogling eyes.
“I’m a confident woman, Detective. When I want something, I get it. And it just so happens I want you.”
Aston, not a nervous man by any means, suddenly felt how he assumed Benjamin Braddock in The Graduate must have felt. With that in mind—besides the perfectly shaped breasts in front of him, Aston said: “Mrs. Dubois, you’re trying to seduce me…aren’t you?”
“I certainly am.”
Aston watched her watch him as she smoothly moved over to a small office bar to his right. Naked and not ashamed of it, Mrs. Dubois poured herself a scotch and then one for Aston. She held out the rocks glass for him to take and winked.
“So what do you say; it’ll be just between you and me.”
Aston looked at the glass of scotch then at Mrs. Dubois. She moved closer to him, leaning her body against his as she swirled the drink under his nose.
Aston grabbed the glass and finished it in one swig. “Tempting. But I’m going to have to pass,” he said and set it down behind him.
Mrs. Dubois frowned, or at least attempted to frown. Her face was like her tits, smooth and fake. She took a few steps back, so comfortable in her own skin that she acted as if she wasn’t standing there, rejected in the nude.
“As I thought,” she said. “You’re in love with my daughter; aren’t you, Detective?”
Aston laughed and shook his head. “No, I’m not the type.”
“For her?”
“To fall in love,” he corrected.
Mrs. Dubois circled him once and then looked directly into his eyes.
“Mmmm,” she said with the hint of a smirk. “Sure you’re not. I’ve seen the way you look at her. The way she looks at you.”
“It’s my job to keep an eye on her…literally.”
“Really? So then, why not take advantage of a situation if it presents itself?” She motioned her hand down her own body.
“Because…maybe you’re not my type.”
Mrs. Dubois swirled her drink as Aston heard the fax machine beep behind him, followed by the quiet noise of the paper printing.
“Yes, of course I’m not,” she said, implying the exact opposite. “Good night, Detective.”
“Good night,” Aston said and turned around to pick up the fax. “Shit!”
Mrs. Dubois pulled her robe back on and turned the side of her face to him. “What is it?”
“Your daughter has been kidnapped.”
Mrs. Dubois froze in her path and her shoulders tensed. Then she turned to him fully. Emotionless.
“Well, I’m sure you’ll get right on that.”
Aston watched her leave the room and then looked down at the face of the man who had taken Sapphire.
* * * * *
 
 The candles on the cake blew out, like they always did, and Julia smiled like she always had. Sapphire was eight; it was her birthday and she and Julia were celebrating in the kitchen by themselves. Sapphire knew she was dreaming. She had been there so many times before that the whole scenario played out like a dance. A dance where she knew every step and every motion before it happened.
Julia cut the cake and served her a piece. She put a birthday hat on Sapphire’s head and Sapphire heard herself laugh. This time something was different though. The clattering of rain was heard every now and then. Sapphire looked up at the ceiling, confused; raindrops fell from it. That had never happened before. It was a new version of the same old dream.
As the cold drops hit her face, Sapphire focused on what usually came next.
“What did you wish for?” Julia asked.
“I wished I would find him,” Sapphire replied, always.
“Who?” Julia sounded concern.
Sapphire didn’t answer. She never did.
The rain turned into a downpour and the icing on the top of the cake got wet and soggy. The dream usually continued with Julia pulling out her present. But she didn’t. She stood looking at Sapphire as the rain ruined the cake. Julia mumbled. She said the same thing over and over, but Sapphire couldn’t understand her.
“What?” Sapphire asked loudly so that the rain wouldn’t drown out her voice.
“Wake up!” Julia screamed.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire opened her eyes with the raindrops hitting her face. She was outside and soaking wet. Her head was aching and it took her a few seconds to remember everything that had happened. Aston. The wine. Marco. That son of a bitch. It was him.
Sapphire looked around. She was on a rooftop, sitting upright and tied to a vent with her hands behind her back. A shadow appeared in the mist in front of her. Sapphire tugged on the rope holding her wrists together, but it cut into her arms, creating a burning sensation.
“Hey!” Sapphire yelled angrily. “Marco!”
The shadow slowly moved toward her.
“Polo,” came a sly and raspy voice.
Lightning cracked dangerously close, lighting up the sky. Marco smiled as he stood hovering above her holding a wad of rope in his hands.
“I’ve been waiting for this for what feels like so long. And now, here we are,” he said.
“What the hell is your problem? And where am I?”
Marco held his hands out and tilted his head back with a peaceful smile, letting the rain fall on his face. “The Los Angeles Church of Angels! The tallest church in the world. They say if you’re on the roof where we are, it’s as close to God as you’ll ever get!”
Sapphire tugged on her rope, kicking after Marco’s legs but he jumped to the side.
“See, there you go again, attacking with anger. What did I always tell you about that?” Marco went to get the rope and two tall boards of wood laying at the edge of the roof.
“What are you going to do to me?”
Marco seemed filled with ecstasy, as if somebody had given him a shot of endorphins, a stupid happy grin plastered on his face. “You, my darling Sapphire, will be my gift to the Lord!”
“Why? What in the hell makes you think that God would want me?”
“He gave you to me; he sent you and your sins my way, so that I could free you of them.”
Sapphire’s headache was getting worse. Talking sense into a crazy person was like trying to get Chrissy to shop at Walmart. Not plausible.
“When I first saw you, I knew there was something different about you. You said you never trained martial arts, yet you were almost a black belt. I didn’t give it much thought and then I followed you home, ‘Mary,’ and I definitely knew there was something odd about you.”
He placed a few nails in his mouth as he put the two boards together, then started hammering.
“I was going to kill you that first week just like the other sinful girls, but the more I followed you and saw what you did, the more I realized what you were.”
“Which is what?” Sapphire said, watching him nail the wood with concern. Marco grabbed some rope and tied a knot.
“Why, Sapphire, you’re the Anti-Christ, of course.”
“Mmmm,” Sapphire nodded. “And did you realize this before or after you got off the meds?”
“God put me and many other ones on this earth to punish and free all young women who exercise promiscuity. We are God’s angels, born in human form to free the world of people like you.”
Sapphire had to repeat the conversation in her head to let her brain catch up. “So you’re saying that you believe serial killers, like Ted Bundy, for example, are angels?”
“Gabriel, yes.”
“And you, I am guessing, believe you are Michael the archangel, like the statue you sent me.”
Marco laughed, amused, as if she just said something preposterous. “I don’t believe I’m Michael.” He got serious. “I am Michael. The angel of the art of war.”
“And how am I the Anti-Christ again?”
“You…you have been capturing God’s angels, preventing them from doing their job!”
“How many of the young women out there are sinners?” Sapphire was trying to step into his world to understand him, but for a sane, well…semi-sane person, it was almost impossible.
“All of them.”
“What about nuns?”
“All of them!” Marco exploded in anger and Sapphire was almost relieved. His happy-go-lucky mood had started to freak her out. Soon he calmed back down and stared up at the dark sky above them. “The first time I heard the voice of God I was a young teen.”
“Did I ask?”
“After my father was out of the picture, my mother and I started moving around. She said we couldn’t stay anywhere for too long because it wasn’t our home. The only home we’d ever had was taken away from us by my father’s whores.”
“Heart-wrenching story.”
“I was a child without a place in the world, but each and every town we moved to God gave me a church, so that I would always have a home.” He stood silent for a while.
“How many have you killed?” Sapphire asked, afraid of the number she might hear.
Marco dropped the rope and went up to her, close to her face. “See, that’s where you have it wrong. I don’t kill; I free you of your sins so that God forgives you in the afterlife.”
“Really? So this has nothing to do with your father’s young mistresses who you feel split up your family?”
Marco went back to the ropes.
“Is it possible, Michael, that you are just a human being who went through something so traumatic that you decided to take on the role of an angel?”
“God wants you to be quiet!” Marco said, his face stern.
“Why would God want to forgive me in the afterlife if I’m the Anti-Christ? Shouldn’t I be going to hell? Am I the Anti-Christ or a regular sinner? I think you need to make up your mind.”
“You’re both. Be quiet.”
“What are you building?” Sapphire asked, though she had her suspicions.
Marco smiled.
* * * * *
 
 “Yes, that’s him. Oh my God, isn’t he completely hot?”
Aston looked at Sapphire’s brain-dead friend wearing pajamas, slippers, and a green facemask. They were standing outside of her extravagant mansion. He counted to ten as he put the sketch back in the folder.
“He’s probably a deranged serial killer. His name is Quinn Wallace. Has Sapphire told you anything about him at all? Where he lives? What he does?” Aston asked as patient as possible.
“Um…nooo. I didn’t even know she was sleeping with people. Well, except you, obviously. Being her first.”
Aston shook his head; it was off subject and he didn’t want to waste anymore time. Every minute that passed could be Sapphire’s last. Yet, he had to know. “What do mean the first?”
Chrissy pinched her lips shut, indicating that she had unintentionally let something slip out.
“Um, first guy since her ex boyfriend, that’s all. So, she’s missing. Completely missing? As in ‘poof’…gone? What about her cell. Should I check it?”
Aston sighed, annoyed; he really didn’t have time to play second grade cop with Miss Fortune Five Hundred. “Yes, of course I tried her cell. She didn’t pick up; now it’s going straight to voicemail.”
He turned around to head back to his car, thinking about one thing only: Sapphire.
“No, I mean her app!” Chrissy shouted behind him.
“Her what?”
Chrissy jogged up to him and pulled up her cell phone. “I gave Saph the latest iPhone a few months back. Not that she appreciated it like usual. It’s like the whole pony thing all over again.”
“Is there a point to this?”
“Anyway, I, being a super awesome friend, loaded hers with all the apps. One of them was an app for connecting our iPhones. So that I could find her and she could find me if we got away from each other at the mall or something.” Chrissy pushed the phone into his face. She pointed at the screen and touched a few different buttons. “See, this line shows where she was. Downtown, off Wilshire.” She dragged her finger along a map, following the red line that displayed Sapphire’s route. Then the red line abruptly stopped on a smaller street farther into downtown L.A. “And then her phone got turned off at South Figueroa so that’s as far as we can see.”
Aston took the phone…no words necessary…and headed to his car.
“Um—you’re welcome!” Chrissy shouted behind him.
As he sped toward downtown, he called for other units to head toward Wilshire Boulevard. Sapphire hadn’t attempted to call anyone or use her phone at all, so she must have been unconscious. The perp must have pulled her out at their destination, found her phone, and shut it off. Which hopefully meant, that she was still in downtown L.A. somewhere around South Figueroa Street where the line on the map ended.
Aston took the freeway exit and stepped on the gas. He would get to her in time. He had to.



Chapter 19
When he was done, it was clear what Marco had been building: a cross. A wooden cross with rope tied to it to hold down her arms and legs. Then a noose was added.
“Again, if I’m the Anti-Christ, should I really be getting a Jesus type of death?” Sapphire asked, trying to prolong the process until she could somehow find a way out.
“It’s a symbol of why you died and for whom.” Marco bent down and grabbed the ropes that tied her to the ventilation system.
“So why the name Quinn Wallace; don’t you want people to know who you are, Michael?”
Marco frowned and began cutting the rope with his knife.
“That little bitch. I knew she’d rat me out. She never appreciated what I was trying to do for her. Nobody ever does. Either way, she was just meant to be a gift for you.”
He cut the rope loose and holding her by her wrist, led her to the cross neatly set up on the ground.
“Michael,” Sapphire suddenly said, her voice soft. “Thank you.”
Marco, or whatever his name actually was, stopped still holding her wrist tightly. He turned to her, surprised. “You’re…you’re welcome.”
“I really mean it. I appreciate what you’ve done for me. The gifts…” she nodded towards the cross. “This. Everything. I understand it now.”
“You do?” His voice was almost sweet, hopeful like a child’s.
“Yes, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to show you my appreciation.” Slowly, Sapphire let her lips search for his. Marco hesitated, and in that hesitation his grip loosened around her wrist. Just as Marco started to pull back from her kiss, she head butted him, right in the nose.
Dazed, Marco stumbled back a little; his hand let her wrists free and shot up towards his bleeding nose, protectively. Swiftly, Sapphire lifted her foot and sent it straight towards his stomach. Before it had even a chance to connect, Marco grabbed Sapphire’s foot and twisted it. She spun through the air and then tumbled to the ground, hitting the cement face first.
Sapphire rose to her feet as fast as she could and looked at Marco, spitting out a wad of iron-tasting blood from her mouth. Marco was angry; his eyes darkened and his expression was cold.
“Thou shall not tell lies! The devil himself is in you.” Slowly, his anger dissipated and a smirk grew on his face. “You know you could never beat me. Not then, not now. But go ahead; give me your best shot.” He wiped his nose free of blood with the back of his hand and gave her a challenging look.
Sapphire attacked and he blocked her every move. She attempted a butterfly kick, but he grabbed her leg and spun her around, pulling her entire body in his arms.
“It’s almost sad how hard you are trying right now,” he said and pushed her body away, smacking her back down onto the ground.
Sapphire coughed. The pain was excruciating, no doubt the fall broke at least two ribs.
“Aw, poor little Sapphire. You know, for being the Anti-Christ, you’re really not that bright. You actually believed we randomly ran into each other all those times. You even believed my puppy dog eyes.” He imitated his old self, softening his voice, making it sound nervous. “I…I just don’t want you to think I ask all my clients out.” His face returned to vicious. “Pathetic.”
Sapphire wheezed and squirmed on the ground, trying to get her breath back.
Marco laughed domineeringly. “Yet even after the gifts, you were so focused on finding me and watching what was in front of you that you forgot to look over your shoulder.”
She struggled to get back on her feet, holding back the one emotion that had been building: fear. The one thing Sapphire didn’t want to feel. The other core emotions were nothing, but fear, she hated.
She didn’t want to die hanging over the city on a cross, strangled. She didn’t want to die by the hands of the man who hurt Julia, tortured Shelly, and ended the lives of so many young women.
“I wouldn’t attack now if I were you; I can already tell you’re going off of emotion,” Marco said.
Sapphire held back her smile as her muddled thoughts grew clear. “Is that why you learned to fight—to hold back all that emotion?”
Marco scoffed and shook his head, but Sapphire continued.
“How did you feel when all those women destroyed your family? Or maybe it wasn’t the women. Maybe your father was just a cheating bastard and your mother wasn’t a good enough wife to keep him.”
Marco’s expression grew peculiar, but he just stood there shaking his head.
“Shut up,” he said calmly.
“Maybe your family wasn’t so perfect even before all the women. Maybe they had nothing to do with it at all.”
“They had everything to do with it. It was their fault! Their fault!”
“Whose fault?”
“Their fault!”
Marco attacked. Sapphire blocked the first two shots to the head, then grabbed his wrist, twisted it, and pulled his body downward. She sent a straight kick to his kneecap and Marco fell to the ground, letting out a scream.
“I get it now. You are such a good teacher,” Sapphire gloated, trying to hide the fact that her ribs were causing her horrendous pain. “I totally get it.”
He held his dislocated knee and curled into a fetal position. Sapphire bent down, out of his reach.
“So tell me, Michael,” she whispered. “If God is on your side, why are you the one on the ground?”
A lightning bolt cracked in the sky and struck alongside their building. The skyscraper shook and Sapphire lost her focus.
Marco kicked out his leg and hooked it up to hers. Sapphire slammed down on the ground for the third time in less than five minutes. This time she hit it with the back of her head and dark spots blurred her vision.
Marco grabbed her by the hair and held her in a chokehold. Limping, he dragged her across the roof, back to the cross.
“Do you believe me now?” Marco asked.
Though Sapphire struggled, Marco tied her body to the cross and moved it to the ledge.
* * * * *
 
 Aston pulled over where the map trace had ended and looked around. There were eight main buildings around him. Searching them all would take time he didn’t have.
The rain was still pouring down, and Aston shivered in his wet clothes. He pulled out a sketch of the symbol that had been burned on Shelly McCormick and spun it around without any result. He held the drawing, stared at it, hoping for something to jump out at him, to make sense. He had searched all over the Internet, scanned it into the computer to try to find a match, but hadn’t gotten one. Aston looked at it again, tilting it to the side. It didn’t look complete. The reason it didn’t look complete was because it was only half of a symbol. One a religious fanatic would use.
He held the symbol up toward the Los Angeles Church of Angels. Above the cross, he matched his own half with the large church emblem constructed on the side of the building.
Aston pulled down the sketch and peered up at the never ending skyscraper, taller than any other building he’d ever set foot in, even before he got his fear of heights.
“Fuck me.”
* * * * *
 
 Marco rested the cross on the edge with the help of a ladder. All Marco had to do was push it and she would fall down along with it and either snap her neck or suffocate to death.
Suddenly, the sound of a gospel singing Amazing Grace joined the patter of the rain. Sapphire turned her head as much as she could and saw Marco standing by a portable speaker hooked up to an iPod. His eyes were closed and he slowly sang along to the song. Sapphire squirmed around, trying to slither out of the ropes that held her to the cross.
Marco limped over, humming silently. He dropped the noose around her neck. The rope of the noose hung loosely from the cross.
“Sunday mass is coming in at dawn, which is in a couple of minutes. And what a sight they will come to,” he said, looking over at the horizon as if it held a secret that only he knew. “The Anti-Christ hung on a cross. I put the song on repeat so that they will all see it to the sweet sound of God.”
Sapphire panicked and pulled the ropes tied around her legs as hard as she could. She screamed in frustration and lay her head back down as the cold rain dampened her face.
“How sweet the sound…that saved a wretch like me,” Marco sang, looking down at Sapphire. “It’s time.”
“No…wait!” Sapphire yelled, but Marco might as well have been deaf. The look in his eyes told her he was on a path and there was nothing that would tear him away from it.
He took the top edge of the cross and pushed it toward the ledge drawing Sapphire closer and closer. Panic was no longer a good enough word. The feeling consumed her and she could feel her whole body shutting down. Little by little.
The rope was rubbing her wrists raw and every fiber of her being was spinning, trying to figure out a way to escape.
Marco stopped and brought up a knife from a tool strap and waved it over her. “The last detail,” he said, motioning it toward her. “I had it sharpened just for you.”
He grabbed her open palm and before Sapphire could react, he jammed the knife in, penetrating her flesh.
Sapphire screamed in anger and pain. He smiled at her and then moved around to her other hand.
“Look at you, so weak. That’s what you all are, weak. All you have to offer the world is sinful pleasure and fornication.”
“Then why train women to be able to defend themselves before you kill them? Is this really what you want, Michael, or do you want somebody to stop you before you kill again?”
Marco stared at her, wondrous. “Why would I want someone to stop me? God…God sent me to do this.”
“Maybe you’re not an angel; maybe you’re just an angry boy whose family was taken away from him. Nobody is ordering you to do this. You have a choice; it’s not written in stone.”
Marco stood, unable to move, holding the knife tightly in his hands. Sapphire couldn’t tell if his eyes were tearing or if it was the rain, but she knew what was taking place in front of her was a person struggling with his demon. He was breaking.
“Give yourself a chance to live. To have a family of your own. You can do it right. Make it all right again.”
“Give me a sign,” Marco whispered. “Give me a sign.”
At that moment, the rain stopped and the low grumble of the thunder subsided. The light of the sunrise broke through from beyond the horizon and Marco smiled at peace. He looked down at her.
“And so, the Devil tempted Jesus with the kingdom of having the world when he was at his worst. Jesus said, be gone Lucifer for I serve only God,” Marco said in a trance.
“Fuck,” Sapphire said and clenched her fist shut. Marco looked at her and shook his head.
“Jesus did it for you; why can’t you do it for him?”
“Jesus? The guy who supposedly said turn the other cheek? You should try to follow in his footsteps.”
Sapphire looked at Marco who was waiting for her to open her palm. She lay her head down on the board and exhaled, defeated. She put her arm down and let it rest fully on the board, giving up. “Okay. Go ahead.” She opened up her palm.
Marco raised the knife and lowered it in the same straight motion. A split second before the blade hit her skin, Sapphire retracted her hand, and the blade went through the wood. She quickly grabbed the handle, taking advantage of his momentary confusion.
She spun the knife around in her hand and stabbed him the only place she could reach, his arm. Twice. Marco screamed and grabbed his arm as Sapphire twisted the knife’s blade toward her arm and stuck it underneath the rope.
Marco had done a good job. The knife was so sharp she could cut the rope in two swift moves. When Marco reached for her, she used her free hand to punch him hard in the solar plexus with the edge of the knife, just like he had taught her a few weeks back. Marco gasped for air and Sapphire hurried to slice off the other ropes. She leaped off the boards and just as she was about to remove the noose that still hung around her neck a door flung open. Sapphire turned her head and Marco grabbed the knife out of her hand.
“Drop the knife. Let me see your hands!”
Sapphire and Marco watched as Aston slowly stepped out onto the roof pointing his gun at Marco. His eyes, however, didn’t quite seem like their old cocky self. They kept wandering from Marco and nervously over to the edges.
Marco put up his hands and looked over at Sapphire.
“Officer, I know this looks odd, but you have to understand. She is no regular girl,” Marco said in a hypnotic voice. “She is the Anti-Christ.”
“And I’m Jesus,” Aston said.
“Really?” Marco said, eyes big.
“No not really!” Aston spat, then looked at Sapphire. “What’s wrong with this fucking guy?” He cocked his gun. “Get down on your knees.”
Amazing Grace stopped for a second and Marco bent down. Then the song repeated and Marco stood back up and spun his body in the air. He kicked Sapphire right in the stomach and her body flew back over the edge. She heard two shots and felt something she had felt a hundred times before…the feeling of being in a dream and falling. The rush of air combined with the gaping hole in her stomach as gravity pulled her down. Except this time was different. This time she wasn’t dreaming. This time she wouldn’t wake up before she died.
The second before the rope on her neck snapped back felt like an eternity. When it happened, the rope cut off her air instantly. Sapphire’s fingers clawed at her own skin to get under the rope. Her lungs were hurting, aching for oxygen. She kicked, though she knew it would do no good, and she tried to loosen the rope, though she knew if she did, she’d fall to a certain death.
She became numb. She could hear her mouth gasping for air, but she couldn’t feel it. She could see her legs kicking from underneath her, but it wasn’t her doing. Her body was no longer hers. The last thing she saw was the sun rise up behind the hills. At first, it was small and far away. Then it crept closer and closer until the orange light surrounded her and everything else stopped existing. All she knew was warmth and peace.
* * * * *
 
 When the gunshots rang through the air, Michael, the Angel of God, felt nothing. It wasn’t until he looked down that he realized the bullets hit him right in the chest. Then the pain washed over him. The shirt he had washed for the day’s very special occasion was now covered in blood.
He had killed the Anti-Christ and once he realized he was going to die by doing so, Michael was at peace. She would no longer walk the earth and continue her unholy deeds. He would leave the world a better place than it had been the day before. She had become his essence, his very reason for existing. The item that would make a special place for him in God’s heart.
When his body folded underneath him, he felt nothing. The pain was gone, as if his body was no longer his. In truth it never was. It was merely a shell to hide his angelic wings.
The mist of the light rain in the distance melded together with the sun’s rays, creating a rainbow. The last thing he remembered of his life on earth was the light of the sun, the wonderful music of Amazing Grace around him, and the knowledge that he would soon be home with God. The music became louder and louder until it was all he could hear. Then the music stopped and there was nothing.
Nothing but a cold darkness and severe angst. All of a sudden, Vincent Parlov knew who he was and who he had always been.
* * * * *
 
 Aston raced down the stairs trying to calculate which window and floor she could be reached from. Somewhere along the way, his leg went out again, but he didn’t care. He kept going full speed though it hurt like hell.
He shot through four locked doors to get to the right window and now she was only an arm’s length away. Aston’s heart pounded against his chest as he smashed the window with the back of his gun, then looked down. He was fifty stories up and soon came the familiar shakes, cold sweat, dry mouth: the whole shebang.
After a few seconds of dread, Aston inhaled deeply, forcing his body to take back control. It wasn’t like he had a choice; it was either Sapphire or no Sapphire.
Slowly, he climbed out onto the windowsill, refusing to look down. Holding onto the edge of the broken window, Aston swung his arm out and grabbed Sapphire by the waist. She was heavy. Too heavy.
Dead weight, Aston thought, having held more dead bodies in his arms at the age of twenty-nine than anyone should in a lifetime.
From below him came sudden shouts and screams of horror as a crowd of churchgoers had arrived to see the body attached to the cross.
He braced his knee up against the window next to him and shot the rope. It snapped in half. The second the rope no longer held her, Aston leaned back and they tumbled to the floor beneath him. In the distance, he could hear sirens. His people were on their way.
Aston held her body up in his arms and removed the noose. Her lips were blue and the rope had left a red line around her neck.
He placed her on the ground gently and pressed his mouth against hers, praying that his breath would give her life.



Chapter 20
Aston lit a cigarette for the tenth time in the last two hours. Rows of expensive and inexpensive cars were parked around the mansion. He had sat there in the same spot when friends and family of the Dubois arrived from church. Mrs. Dubois had invited him, but he had declined.
“I don’t do funerals,” he had told her.
Under normal circumstances, Aston didn’t let much get to him. Now, ever since the day at the Church of Angels, his life had been shaken. His reality altered. Her lifeless face and body was all he could think about. The gut-wrenching feeling had not left him for over two months. He hadn’t slept for over two months. He just lay there night after night, staring up at the ceiling.
“Fuck me. Fuck me. Fuck me,” he mumbled as he walked to the house and rang the doorbell. He expected a maid, butler, or housekeeper and was dumbfounded when it was her.
Sapphire looked at him, with a split second of warmth before it disappeared. She looked beautiful, dressed up from head to toe, in a conservative knee length purple dress.
It was the first time he’d seen her since he brought her back to life, and he wanted to memorize the way she looked. He wanted to replace this image with the one that was constantly playing in his head.
“Is something wrong?” were the first words out of her mouth. They declared one simple thing. Outside of official business, she saw no other reason for Aston to be there.
“How was the funeral?” Aston asked.
Sapphire tilted her head at him.
“The wedding was wonderful,” she said.
Aston scoffed. “Wedding, funeral…tomato tom-a-to. Either way, the end of life.”
“Did you want to come in?”
Aston looked over her head. “Any booze?”
“Only truck loads.”
Aston followed Sapphire inside and they passed by the bride, Sapphire’s housekeeper, Julia, and her groom as they slow danced close together in front of a live band.
Sapphire closed the door behind them on the deck, isolating them from the festivities inside. She handed him one of the beers she had grabbed from inside.
“I never really got to thank you for…everything that day,” Sapphire said. “I only talked to Barry during all the statements.”
Aston had done that on purpose, he thought if he didn’t see her and didn’t speak to her, eventually the feeling had to go away.
“How have you been?” she asked.
Aston took a sip of his beer and nodded. “Good. Good…good.”
Sapphire smiled and laughed. “So I take it you’ve been good?”
Aston looked at the glimmering lights of Los Angeles below and drank his beer. “My request for a transfer came in. North Hollywood.”
Aston watched Sapphire and waited for a reaction. How would she feel about him not being around, never seeing him again?
“Oh,” Sapphire said, but he couldn’t tell if she was disappointed or happy…or neither, which was worse.
The chief had given him the news earlier that day, calling him into the office and throwing a printed out email onto the desk in front of Aston.
“So, North Hollywood. Your request went through,” the chief said avoiding eye contact. “Congratulations, Detective.”
“Thank you, Chief,” Aston got up. It was time to get back to the good life of robbery, murder, rape and drugs. What had happened in Beverly Hills had been rare; except for the occasional celebrity murder, of course, the situation wasn’t bound to repeat itself. “Goodbye,” he added and moved toward the door.
“My wife wanted you to come to her birthday bash, but I guess that’s out of the question now,” the chief said, staring out the window as he sipped his coffee.
“Well, what can you do,” Aston said and grabbed the door handle.
“Good luck in NoHo,” the chief yelled out. “I mean you’ll need it…from what I hear the streets are full of petty drug dealers, gangs, nothing like, oh, the higher cases one could be dealing with if they only had the time on their hands.”
“Chief…goodbye,” Aston tried again.
“Perhaps; a call came in for you from the Thousand Oaks department. A detective by the name of Julius Capelli.”
Aston turned again, this time interested. “What did he say?”
“He said he has a man named George Rath, and he’s certain Rath is about to reveal some pretty valid information about the man you have been looking for. Capelli wants you to come up there ASAP and lend your hand in the interrogation,” the chief said. “But, of course, now that you’re transferring, you won’t really have time for personal cases like that, will you? Not like you would…if…let’s say, a chief at a department who dealt with small potatoes gave you free range. Someone who’d look the other way and let you be wherever you wanted, whenever you wanted.”
“Free range?” Aston asked. “Why, what’s in it for you?”
“It’s no secret,” The chief said, “that many of the other districts see us as a joke. The laughing stock of the county. Last week I went to an annual dinner with all the commissioners, chiefs, etc. Usually those dinners revolve around only one thing.”
“Dick measuring.”
“Or put more delicately, a group of men and women bragging about who put whom away and how gritty it was. The Vincent Parlov case wasn’t the biggest or best, but it was accepted. This year I could actually join into the conversation. One of the boys, so to speak.”
“The transfer has already gone through.”
“I believe you underestimate how much pull I have, Detective.”
Aston looked at the paper on the desk, then at the chief. There was his old life, slightly different, being given back to him or a completely new life, with a possibility to crash and burn or to conquer.
“Chief,” Aston said and shook his head. “I’m pretty shitty at birthday gifts. Would cash be all right?”
The chief smiled. “Give her a blender; she has a thing for blenders.”
The reason he decided to stay had nothing to do with a certain someone who he could not get out of his head, he had told himself several times. The certain someone that was standing in front of him at that moment drinking a beer. He watched her intently.
“I decided to stay,” he said.
“Oh,” she said again.
Had Aston been his normal self, he would have gone after what he wanted. Instead, he felt nervous and awkward. Like some pathetic loser with a crush. Not that he had a crush. As far as he knew, he wasn’t a twelve-year-old girl with pigtails.
There was only one thing to do about it. Get her in bed again. That had to be it. Obviously, there was something he needed to get out of his system. What else could it be?
“Sapphire! Where are you?” A muffled voice from inside interrupted.
Sapphire went to open the door and Aston grabbed her arm gently. She looked down at his hand as it slid around her waist and then met his eyes. Aston let his other hand touch the back of her neck and he pulled her in. When their lips met, a wave of endorphins was released from his brain. He felt—for the lack of better words—a lot fucking better.
A loud burly laugh rang through the air, and the door behind them slid open.
They pulled away from each other and Aston turned to see a rich-looking twenty-something frat boy yell at someone inside, and then turn around to nod at Sapphire. He hadn’t seen them.
“They’re taking off,” the frat boy said.
Aston looked at Sapphire and then back at the frat boy.
“John.” The frat boy reached his hand out. “Sapphire’s fiancé.”
Aston shook the other man’s hand in shock and nodded. He couldn’t stop nodding. He nodded for what felt like an hour before he could speak.
“Fiancé,” he said, suffocating the infuriating jealousy that arose in him. “Aston. Is my name. It’s what I’m called,” he heard himself say.
“Okay,” John said, looking at him peculiarly. Then he grabbed Sapphire by the hand. “Come on.”
“I’ll be there in a minute,” Sapphire said.
John took a second look at Aston and then disappeared inside. Aston stared at the engagement ring around Sapphire’s ring finger. How had he missed that? How had he deluded himself so badly?
“So I guess I should tell you…” Sapphire started.
“Nah!” Aston spat out, searching for any conversation piece that showed how little of a shit he gave about the fact that she was engaged. “So, anyway I gotta go; I’ve kind of been working this case, so I gotta go,” he repeated. “There’s been a vigilante of sorts throughout California for the past few years. Someone has been capturing serial killers all over the state. The Serial Catcher we call him. I got this lead so…I gotta go.” How many times had he said that? Two? Three? Forty-eight?
Sapphire looked at him, raised her eyebrows, and shrugged. “Sounds interesting.”
“Yep. Yep-yep.” He sounded ridiculous.
The frat boy appeared in the doorway again. He glanced over at Aston and when their eyes met, there was a strong animalistic feel to it. A ritual between two men that was older than time itself.
“I guess since you’re not transferring…I’ll see you around,” Sapphire said. Then her fiancé took her hand and led her away.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire managed to slither out of John’s iron grip inside as she walked toward the front entrance. She would have to deal with him soon.
The Serial Catcher. It was the most idiotic name she’d ever heard. Well, besides from her own.
Sapphire managed to duck Petunia who was trying to flag her down from across the room, probably to talk her out of joining the family business again. Not that she was planning on it. It was just really entertaining to watch Petunia and Heather squirm.
Julia and Sapphire had managed to persuade Vivienne to let Julia have the reception in the mansion.
It worked out perfectly. Julia got a huge wedding reception for free, and Vivienne got to invite family, fellow housewives, and friends to witness the charitable act.
The only downside was that evil people like Petunia lurked around the manor on Julia’s glorious day.
In her peripheral vision, Sapphire saw Petunia sweep John up in her arms and scream, “Welcome to the family!”
Sapphire winced. John had shown up earlier that evening. A little bit high and a little bit drunk. Before she even knew he was there, he had gone up on the makeshift stage built for the wedding band in front of everyone.
“Sapphire! You are the love of my life!” he screamed into the microphone and the party around them had stopped. “I know what I said before but I don’t care about that anymore. I care about you. Being without you was hell. I’m here to say that I never want to be without you again!”
He took the microphone off the stand and got down on one knee.
Someone had sucked all the oxygen out of the mansion because there was none left for Sapphire to take in.
“Marry me!” John yelled and looked at her like a lost puppy that had found his way home. Had he had a tail, it would have wiggled.
The crowd around them cheered and turned to look at Sapphire. Some pulled out their cameras to snap pictures, others just applauded.
The world turned in slow motion. Mute, Sapphire did a sweep of the room and watched as her mother yelled out in excitement. Julia looked over at Sapphire surprised. Chrissy took the microphone from John.
“Yes, she’ll marry you! Totally!”
Somewhere in there the music started playing again and friends and family surrounded Sapphire, congratulating her on her engagement. Sapphire didn’t know what to do or say as John had slid the circular one-inch prison onto her finger. She wanted to yell “NOOOO!” and run out the door with her arms flaring over her head like a maniac, but she didn’t. Not in front of everyone. She would wait until they all left. She would fix it, she kept telling herself, it wasn’t a big deal, and it certainly wasn’t for the rest of her life. Once the party died down she’d simply give it back, she told herself for the twentieth time.
The minute Aston showed up, she had forgotten all about it. She had missed him, which was weird because she never missed anyone.
When he threw out the words she never would have expected, her whole body went numb. He was looking for her.
At that moment, it was as if time stopped and Sapphire got a flash into the future. A future where she and Aston were together. A future where Aston spent his days hunting down the Serial Catcher and his nights sleeping with who he sought.
She realized quickly that the kiss had been interrupted for the very best.
She was just about to tell Aston she wasn’t really engaged, when he told her. Sorting out her universe. She stayed silent because she knew they would be damned before they had even begun.
Sapphire slowed down in her steps as she came up to the front door. She watched Julia throw the bouquet to the single women of the crowd and leaned on the doorway as two of Julia’s cousins broke out into a fistfight on the lawn over who caught it first.
This was the moment she had been fearing for as long as she could remember. Julia was leaving forever.
There was no way to get out of it. Julia would leave, move out of the manor, whether Sapphire said goodbye or not.
When Julia opened her eyes that Christmas Eve at the hospital, both Sapphire and Antonio started bawling out of sheer happiness and relief. The first thing Julia did after having the whole thing explained to her by the doctor was place her weak hand on top of Sapphire’s, look her deep in the eyes and say, “Sapphire…did you Tivo Los Amigos?”
As family and friends of Julia said their congrats and good-byes, Sapphire waited. Anxiety rose within her and as much as she knew she had to do it, Sapphire was two seconds away from jumping in her car and taking off.
Then something extraordinary happened as she stood in the doorway outside of her mother’s mansion.
In the midst of the celebrating crowd, Julia’s niece, six-year-old Cameron, ran up and jumped into her aunt’s arms. Except Sapphire didn’t see Cameron, she saw herself a decade and a half younger. She watched as her young self looked over at her and waved. As she waved back, she knew she was going completely crazy.
Then she realized something. The little girl sitting in Julia’s arms was in fact a child.
Children needed to be cared for and to be looked after. Not adults. The little child needed Julia. Sapphire however, now a woman, didn’t.
What Julia had said was true. Sapphire had left Julia, long before Julia left her. She grew up the minute her dream world became reality.
She wasn’t lost anymore and what she had spent the last two years doing wasn’t a hobby, it wasn’t an infatuation, it was who she was.
Sapphire watched herself at the age of six climb down to the ground and wave good-bye to Julia. She ran right past Sapphire and in through the doorway. Then Cameron was back, spitting a piece of foie gras into the punch bowl.
Antonio noticed Sapphire and grabbed Julia’s hand.
“I think I just found your maid of honor,” he said and Julia’s eyes searched for Sapphire.
The crowd between them dissipated as they met half way. They looked at each other for a long time and Julia smiled sadly. Tears built in her eyes and she hugged Sapphire tightly. “I’ve been looking for you all day,” she said in a low voice then grabbed Sapphire by the shoulders. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she looked at Sapphire worried, like a mother. “Es okay now?”
“Yeah, es okay now,” Sapphire said honestly, smiling.
Julia took a deep breath then they hugged again, one last time. She grabbed Antonio’s hand and they waved the rest of the crowd off as they climbed into the limo. Sapphire watched them as they took off toward their honeymoon in Hawaii.
Soon after, the crowd dropped out one by one.
* * * * *
 
 He watched her out there from the shadow of his car. On the deck, she looked up at the bright stars in the sky and even though he was far away, he could tell she was smiling. Then, like at the toll of the bell, the smile faded.
She stood there at the top of the mansion surrounded by things other people could only dream of, and it seemed to be her prison. She was the fairy tale princess locked up in a tower. Though she wasn’t just a princess waiting to be rescued, she was something more.
Aston took a drag from his cigarette and let the smoke play in his lungs before he blew out a cloud of his favorite poison. He went over it all one more time. He had accused her of being something she wasn’t and she had confessed. Later, her friend reveled that he had been her first, and the image had crumbled.
A flood of images from that night and the morning after hit him. The look on her face. The blushing cheeks after the awkward kiss. When the scenes played in his head it was as if the man in there, that was such an ass to Sapphire, was someone else. Someone Aston wanted to beat the crap out of.
He couldn’t understand why she had pretended to be something she wasn’t. Once again, she remained an unsolved mystery.
He should leave her be, let her do whatever it was she did and move on with his life. It would be for the best, all his time and focus should go into finding the Serial Catcher, not fucking dilly-dallying around with Sapphire Dubois.
He tried to shoot away thoughts of the engagement, a wedding, and her body in another man’s arms. However, they persisted on staying. He knew right then, no matter how much he tried, his feet would lead him back to her.
He would be there. Watching her, guarding her, whether she knew it or not.
Aston got in his car and took off towards Thousand Oaks. After he was done there, he knew he would finally sleep. Not because he felt at peace or had resolved whatever issue he had, but because he was really fucking tired.
* * * * *
 
 Sapphire stood on the deck with her beer in hand, staring up at the stars in the night. Behind her, the sliding glass door opened, sending a rough squeak into the open space. Sapphire didn’t even have to turn to know who it was.
Suddenly and without any sort of warning, the now familiar and painful guilt tore through Sapphire’s body, and she was forced to shut her eyes.
In the few weeks that followed Shelly’s release from the hospital, Sapphire was told several times, from both doctors and police, about Shelly’s speedy recovery. She knew Shelly was okay, but in order to get true closure Sapphire took a drive to San Diego, dying to get a glimpse of Shelly back in her normal life, back to the smiling college girl in the photographs on her bedroom wall.
However, when Sapphire parked outside the McCormick’s house and raised her eyes to Shelly’s bedroom, Sapphire’s heart dropped so far, it felt as though it momentarily vanished from her body.
Shelly McCormick was sitting by her open window, her upper body completely covered by a hoodie, tightly drawn in around her face. She had this stare, this horrible empty gaze which was locked out on the street below her. Except her eyes didn’t move even the slightest when a car drove by or when the playing children ran past her house, but stayed somewhere beyond the street where there was nothing.
For hours Sapphire stayed, hoping that she’d see something from Shelly: some sort of sign of life. Despite the fact that the numbers on Sapphire’s dashboard clock kept changing, Shelly remained the same—immovable and frozen in time.
Slowly, some part deep inside Sapphire changed. Shelly was gone; left behind was this empty being whose body was free, but whose mind was still trapped in that basement. Ultimately, there was no rewrite, no way to change what had been, and no way for Sapphire to make it right. Shelly’s life was forever altered by something Sapphire had caused and from that moment on, her punishment was clear. In the future whenever her mind would wander to Shelly—intentionally or not—she would always feel the way she felt at that very moment looking up at Shelly’s disturbingly vacant gaze. In those moments, which would come and go for the rest of her life, she would feel such intense remorse and guilt that it would make her physically ill. Other times, she also knew, the pain would push her, make her stronger, more focused.
There were other things as well—some conscious, some not—similar to the Shelly-guilt that always tumbled around in Sapphire’s cluttered mind; things which she didn’t speak of and tried fiercely not to think of. Somehow, all those elusive and sometimes seemingly insubstantial things summed up to one solid force that ruled Sapphire’s life: serial killers.
Though lately, one of those things—a very prominent one—had been pushing at her ever since Julia took the first step out of her life. Now, with Shelly in there too, it was as if there was too much stuff roaming around in the already tight quarters and it had become way too crowded. To make room for the space Shelly deserved in there, something needed to go—to be set free.
When the deck’s sliding glass door squeaked closed behind her, Sapphire opened her eyes again then drew a long breath in an attempt to regain some composure.
“Mom,” she said. The guests were gone. Charles was watching TV. Chrissy was sleeping it off in her bedroom and John had left before she had a chance to talk to him. There was only the two of them left.
“Yes?” Vivienne said and took a sip of her cocktail as she walked up to the railing.
“I’m going to ask you something and I expect you to tell me the truth,” Sapphire said looking out over the distant lights. “This little game we’ve been playing for the past twenty-two years, where you don’t tell and I don’t ask needs to stop. I can’t pretend anymore.”
When Sapphire finally looked at her mother, Vivienne’s face had turned pale. Pain. Deep down to the gut emotional pain showed through her mother’s eyes. With a shaking hand Vivienne sat her cocktail down and braced herself for what she seemed to know was coming.
“Who is my father?”



Epilogue
Richard Martin stood looking up at the glistering stars of the night. The scent of burning flesh filled his nostrils and dove down to his lungs as he could feel the heat on his neck from the fire.
In the past months, he had been captured, brought to jail, gone to trial and found guilty for the murders of six young women. His greatest regret had not been that he would never feel freedom again or that he would spend the rest of his life inside a prison, but that he would never get to do the one thing that had made him feel alive. It saddened him so deeply that he would never again touch their bare necks and feel their life run out by the power of his knife. Until now, he had been depressed and thought of nothing but ending his life on the way over to San Quentin State Prison.
Two security guards and a cop had been sent to escort him from L.A. to Marin County. When he strangled the first security guard with his shackles he did it out of need, not want. He took no personal delight in ending a man’s life. It was just out of pure necessity. When the cop had raised his gun at Richard, the guard driving turned his head and missed a roadblock.
The cop fired three rounds pointlessly and the security van tipped over on its side and crashed onto plain desert.
They had been on a deserted road miles away from any city. The cop and the guard where knocked out from the blow of the crash and Richard had taken his time to pour the spare gasoline tank over, inside, and around the van. He stole the keys to his shackles and used them to bind the cop and the guard to the van. He found a set of matches in the glove compartment just as the cop was slowly waking.
Richard Martin lit the match and dropped it onto the van and soon the screams of two men being burned alive spread through the evening in the vacant desert.
He was forced to a new beginning. His life was renewed and revenge was to be given to the person who had stolen his old life away from him. Whoever she was. However she did it. He would find her and make her suffer. He would kill until there was nothing or no one left to kill on the road back to her. He would lure her out of her secret hiding place and trap her as she had trapped him.
He no longer had anything to hide. He no longer had to pretend to live a normal life. No longer would he be able to be Richard Martin. From this day forth he would be nameless like Death himself.
He took his first steps towards his new life and found his mouth to be dry. He was thirsting. Thirsting in a stronger way than ever before. As uncertain as his life would be from that point on, he knew one thing, he would not stop. Not fear. Not be satisfied until her body lay dead in his arms.
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