Kiana sat staring at the sketch on her table.  The room was dimly lit and the scent of baby powder filled the hot air.  A few more gentle lines and the job was done. Kiana held it up to the light and sighed, she’d never get a house like that now.  Why am I so insistent on making myself so foolishly happy? Why do I lie to myself, Vince will never let me… Kiana wouldn’t let herself finish the sentence, she didn’t want to think about Vince, didn’t want to realize how much power he still had over her.  “Enough! I can’t let him control me!” Kiana shook her head angrily at herself, hopping down from the barstool that now doubled as her drawing chair.  She flicked off the small light that had lit up her drawings, but not without stopping and staring at all the sketches she’d done today. “All that money for college… wasted.” Shaking her head again, Kiana just walked out of the mall closet-sized room and into the main part of her apartment.  Surprisingly enough, the place was clean.  That’s saying something for a two-bedroom apartment housing six people, three of them children.  Kiana wandered aimlessly through the small hallway to the room that she and her mother shared. Marina was there all right, staring blankly at the broken television, seemingly enthralled in the black void. “Mama. Come on Mama, it’s time for dinner.  Would you like to come help me?” Kiana was standing right next to Marina’s chair, but she knew it didn’t matter.  Marina would look up and stare straight through her with those hauntingly empty gray eyes, no longer seeing her baby girl, just some person who takes care of her. “Who bathes her and feeds her, dresses her and puts her to sleep,” Kiana sighed as she undid the wheel lock on her mom’s chair and off the two of them went, straight into the kitchen. “Austin should be home soon Mama, and he’s gonna bring Adi, Gabe, and Tommy home with him.  Won’t that be wonderful to have them all here for dinner?”  Kiana tried to keep up a lively conversation with the breathing wall sitting by the table as she pulled the frozen dinners out of the freezer and started to heat Marina’s up.  She always tried to feed her mother before the kids got home, that way they didn’t have to see what no human in the world should see.  She kept busy in the kitchen, even if dinner was only going to be Stouffer’s Lasagna and some frozen garlic bread.  Kiana opened the fridge and pulled out some lettuce that was still green. “Well, mostly green anyways.” She kept prattling on and on, hoping against all reality that her mother would answer her back.  Kiana described every design that she had done today, to the very last detail, but still her mother remained staring into space, or at least into the recesses of her own mind.  “Oh, I forgot to tell you, Mama. I’ve got a job interview tomorrow! Isn’t that wonderful, I’ll finally be able to put food on the table again, without begging off of Austin.”


“You don’t beg offa me, babe.  I enjoy helping around here.” Almost as if on cue, a six-foot giant walked into the small apartment, carrying an toddler in one arm and holding a little girl’s hand in the other. “Now what’s this I heard about a job interview?”


“Oh, Austin.” What else could Kiana say?  Austin just invoked that response in women, any woman, young or old. Except for Kiana’s mother.  Kiana crouched down and held her arms out wide open for her children.  Adiana quickly let go of Austin’s hand and flew to her mother, with her twin brother Gabriel not far behind.  The three of them clung together for a brief moment and then Kiana let go. “Go put your school bags away and get out of those uniforms, then come back here and help me finish dinner.” She was met with the usual “But mom!”’s but they were good kids and whined all the way to their room dragging their plastic bookbags behind their gray and green clad figures.  Turning to Austin she gladly took the baby out of his arms so that he could take his coat off.  While she put little Tommy down in his chair Kiana continued with her story. “Yeah, I have a job interview over at Ashton Securities tomorrow.  I talked to the head of personnel on the phone today and he said that I have a job, the interview is just a formality.  So I’ll finally be able to stop leeching off of you.”


“I’ve told you this before, Kiana, you don’t leech offa me.  I enjoy doing what I can for you and the kids. And marina too.  How is she by the way? Still the usual?” Austin didn’t really wait for an answer, he just walked over to Marina and placed a big kiss on her forehead.  “Hey there nice lady, I’d like to ask your permission to date your daughter?”


“Austin!” Kiana just squealed and almost giggled as she finished dressing the salad.  “You know that’s not necessary.”


“Oh yeah. Well, I’ll ask you then.” Austin sauntered over to where Kiana was setting the table and placed his hands on her back. “Excuse me Mrs. Bra…” Austin was quickly silenced by Kiana’s hand over his mouth.


“I don’t want you to ever ever call me that name again, Austin.  I’m not Mrs. Brant anymore dammit. Get it right.” Kiana quickly pulled away from  him, the familiar teasing air was gone from the kitchen swiftly, bringing in the coldness that Kiana reserved solely for Vince.  Or had reserved.  


“That’s ridiculous, Kiana! You’re married to my brother…”


“No I’m not, Austin. Just drop it alright? Just drop it.”


“When are you going to get over this fear of him, Kiana?  He can’t hurt you anymore, if what you’re telling me is true.  But I really can’t see Vinny getting a divorce.  It would ruin his image.” Austin walked over and picked up Tommy who was starting to whimper.  “Amazing, even he can sense the difference in you, but your own mother…”


“Austin! You leave Mama out of this! She doesn’t know anything anymore, she doesn’t even recognize her grandchildren.”


“What about them, Kiana? If you go to work, who will watch over Marina and the kids? I know you, you wouldn’t dream of sending them over to Vince’s house, would you?”


“Adi and Gabe both go to school.  If I have to I’ll take Tommy to work with me if you can’t take him. Not that I think they’ll let me bring him to work with me… but it is only a desk job. I’m sure they’ll let me…”



“Forget it, Kiana, just forget it.  Shit.  What are you doing with a desk job, huh? What happened to that entire fancy architect schooling and shit? Even worse, what the hell are you living here for? You should be in a nice big house doing what you are supposed to do. I…”


“Enough Austin! Enough.  Being an architect just isn’t meant to be for me.  It doesn’t pay anymore.  This job is what I’ve been waiting for.  The money from the settlement is almost all gone.  I need this job badly.  And Ashton is giving it to me. I can’t be picky. Not anymore.  And you want to know what happened to my schooling?  Your brother. That’s what happened. You introduced me to your brother and my life ended.  Now…” The buzzer on the stove went off and the twins came running into the kitchen, grabbing their individual milk cartons from the icebox and sitting at the table.  Austin knew he wouldn’t get anywhere else with Kiana tonight, she’d clean up the dishes, feed Tommy and go to bed, after putting Marina to bed as well.  


Dinner went well, just as Kiana had hoped and Austin had thought, everything was quiet and peaceful, no yelling, no food fights, everything went smoothly.  Even after dinner the kids ran right to their homework, and later onto bed without a word.  They must have known something big was happening.  They must have known.  Kiana got Marina into her bed easily, almost like putting a child into his crib, Marina never made a sound anymore, just moved where Kiana directed her to go and slept whenever she was holding still, which was most of the time.  Kiana lay back in the bed, holding Tommy to her side.  The poor boy had never had a cradle; he’d always slept with Austin or Kiana.  His mother, Tami, wanted nothing to do with him, so Tommy had brought him here when Tami had kicked Austin out.  But that didn’t matter now.  Kiana carefully cradled the baby in her arms and drifted off to sleep, she had a long day tomorrow.

*******


The elevator rose slowly to the fifth floor, Kiana checked and triple-checked herself in the mirrored doors.  This had to go well.  Mr. Ashton himself had all but promised her a job over the phone, but first impressions.  The bing resounded through the metal casing surrounding Kiana and the doors slid open.  She stepped out slowly and walked down the long white hallway to the office at the end.  She knocked carefully on the door and then smiled up at the camera that was training its way over her face.  She heard the click of the lock and pushed the door in, to be greeted with bright white lights, a smiling woman, and white roses.  She did her best to ignore the bittersweet smell they put forth, matching only too perfectly her memories of the same kind.  She gave her name to the secretary, who was a little too old to be a mistress, but too young to be useless.  The woman told her to sit down and wait; Mr. Ashton would be a few moments.  Kiana smiled and nodded, taking a seat over by the office doors.  She’d seen this way of screening before.  Kiana knew she needed to be calm and cool, they could see everything she was doing from the security cameras.  If she acted too nervous, Mr. Ashton would know how she reacted to pressure.  So Kiana sat still, waiting patiently, gazing around her at the pure white of the outer sanctum.  There was a beep and the secretary looked up and nodded to Kiana, at that exact moment the door to the inner chamber of Ashton Securities.   Kiana stood up slowly and tugged her skirt down, don’t let them see how anxious you are for this job, Kiana. She walked through the door and smiled as Mr. Ashton took her hand and welcomed her to Ashton securities.  The older man was just bubbling with enthusiasm and energy so unlike any man of his age.  He assured Kiana that this was all just a formality, she knew how those things went.  Her credentials spoke for themselves, and her attitude over the phone had convinced him that she was exactly what the company needed to boost its image.  Kiana was offered a seat and a drink, but she declined the drink, she had to drive home.  They talked for a little while about inane stuff, and then Mr. Ashton slowly slipped in some interview questions.  


“So, Kiana, may I call you that? Kiana, how are things at home for you?  Is there anything about you that I should know that will stop you from doing your job?”


“Well, to be completely honest, Mr. Ashton, I am living in an apartment that’s too small for the people that are living there.”


“How many people are living there?”


“Me, my mother, she’s pretty nonexistent though, she’s only with me because I can’t afford to put her in a nursing home.  My two children and my brother in-law who’s crashing there with his infant son.  We fit all quite cozily in a two-bedroom apartment.”


“Children?”


“They’re ten, so they’re in school all day long.  They go to school up north in a private school that my ex-husband insisted on.”  


“An ex-husband? I wonder, Kiana. Is this anybody that I know?”


Panic set in as Kiana frantically searched for an answer to that question.  “I’d prefer not to talk about him if you don’t mind, Mr. Ashton.  It’s a very bitter time in my past and I’d rather just leave it there. Please believe me, though. He has absolutely no sway over me or my actions.”


“Well then, Ms. Kiana Davidson, I can now officially say you have a job for Ashton Securities.  Take the rest of the week off and you start on Monday.” Kiana was overwhelmed with relief, he hadn’t pressed the issue, and he hadn’t asked her about Vince.  She stood up slowly, shook his hand and walked out the door of his office, smiling softly at his secretary who gave her a very knowing glance, and then motioned her over to the desk.  “I just need you to sign your name here, Ms. Davidson.” She pushed employment documentation towards Kiana and as she bent to sign it, the older woman whispered, “I know your secret, Mrs. Brant.  I work for your ex-husband as well as here.  Keep yourself clean, young lady. Vinny wouldn’t like to hear that you’ve been a bad girl.  He just might get his kids after all.”  Kiana stared at the woman in horror.  This was one of Vince’s girls?  But she worked… ohno.  Nobody can ever find out.  Kiana just nodded and walked out the door, panic bells and sirens ringing in the back of her head, screaming at her to get out while she still can.  But she can’t. She needs this job and can’t afford to quit on the first day of being hired.  The elevator doors slid open rapidly and Kiana stepped in, ignoring the bike messenger there who couldn’t help but stare at her.  She was in trouble.  Nobody here must ever know about her and Vince.   Kiana had to keep that part of her past a secret.  What would Mr. Ashton do if he found out that her former husband had been none other than the man in charge of Brantly’s Escorts for a Night?

