fALLEN 

 

 Working at a bakery is not the most glamorous job in the world. It has its moments, like any job, but what makes it interesting are the customers. Take for example Mrs. Crumb, who purchases French bread for her French poodle. Or Mr. Agyle, who buy a dozen dinner rolls every week; to practice his juggling. And there's Mr. Brushstroke, who insists that marble cake makes him more creative. Then there was Horace Wilson.

 

  Horace was a cantankerous old sort. Always bitter and sarcastic. I'd be as polite as possible when I waited on him, but his demeanor never changed. I wondered why he acted the way he did, and last month I found out. And when I put the pieces together, it chilled me to the bone.

 

  I work in an old neighbourhood, which the city is trying to modernize. The first building to go was the old Bouliver Hotel, just last week. It use to stand directly across from the bakery. It had been closed for the past 69 years. There was some mention of it shutting down due to family problems, but I never knew much about that. Heck it happened over 40 years before I was born! I never really noticed before, but every time Horace was in, he would pause to stare at that old relic for several minutes. You might think that would be something one would pick up on right away, but you don't know Horace! Whenever he came in I would busy myself with other matters until he's ready to come to the counter with his purchase. Any time in the past if I tried to start a conversation with him or even made eye contact, he'd rant and rave and cause such a ruckus about privacy and minding my own business. So I learned to ignore him until he was ready to pay for his purchase. Even then he’d go on about how outrageous prices were in "this day and age", not like the  "good old day", as he put it. I did attempt to explain about rising costs and the like one time, but that got me another lecture that made my ears tingle, and probably the ears of the rest of the customers in the store too!

 

 But this day was different. Things were quiet at the store, nary a customer. It might have been due to the fact they were tearing down the old hotel next door. The street was blocked and the noise was very loud. But Horace, of all people, made his way to the store at his usual time. But on that day his face was ashen and I swear there was a slight tremble in his stance. He wandered around the store for a few minutes, then just stopped and stared out the large picture window, looking past the breads and doughnuts hanging there,  watching the old hotel.

 

 "Think they'll build anything else there?"

 

I was startled. His voice was surprisingly calm. And he was initiating the conversation!

 

"Um, I think there was some mention of a parking lot complex or mall," I ventured, nervous as to what might follow.

 

All I heard was a slight grunt that acknowledges I had spoken.

 

Silence.

 

" I use to live there you know," he said, never taking his eyes off the hotel. " My father ran it."

 

"Really?" I replied a little more at ease.

 

"Back in the 30's, when I was a boy. I'm 82 you know."

 

"Congratulations."

 

Horace continued to stare out the window. He sighed heavily, and his shoulders sagged.

 

"My younger sister and I use to play jacks on the patio behind the dinning room. I always won."

 

"Really? I could never get the hang of the game."

 

"It's simple really. You just have to be quick. And I was quick. I could run like the dickens. And my hands were just a flash when it came to jacks."

 

 He sighed again. "She's gone you know."

 

"Who's gone?"

 

There was a slight irritation in his response, "My sister."

 

"Oh. I'm sorry to hear that."

 

"She was only eight you know."

 

"Oh. It's been a while then has it?"

 

"Yes."

 

He pushed the French bread slightly to the side to get a better look at the hotel. The dozers were moving in for the kill, as the wrecking ball took its first mighty swing. He flinched at the first impact.

 

"She beat me you know."

 

I was shocked. "She beat you? Who?"

 

"My sister. At jacks. "

 

"Oh," I replied, not really sure were he was going with this.

 

"I didn't like that. I didn't like that at all."

 

Silence again. I had no idea what to say. It was like waiting for a ticking time bomb to go off. I was sure he was going to lose it any second and start ranting. He started up again.

 

"I got back at her though."

 

"You did?" I asked.

 

He nodded his head, and then his whole body trembled as the wrecking ball struck the hotel again. "I took her favorite toy, a stuffed purple elephant and hid it on her. Then I stood behind the big plant in the hall so she couldn't see me. When she came looking for her doll, I waited until she picked it up. Then I ran out and pushed her!"

 

He started to sob. "She fell down, she fell down..." he moaned.

 

He wiped his tears with the sleeve of his plaid sport jacket, and then turned from the window and stared at me for a moment. His mouth trembled, but no words came out. He started to cry again, then headed out the door and left.  I heard him say, "I'm sorry, I'm so sorry," under his breathe as he went. A slight chill came over me. I got the feeling there's was more to the story, but I didn't think Horace would be back again to tell me. The following day the missing pieces were filled in.

 

I brought in the morning paper and sat down to give it a quick glace over, while finishing my coffee. The front page hit me like freight train.

 

"Skeletal remains found at bottom of elevator shaft of Bouliver Hotel."
 

The coffee turned cold in my mouth. I read further.

 

“The remains of a young girl in her pre-teens were discovered yesterday during the demolition of the Bouliver Hotel. They are believed to be 8-year-old Melissa Wilson, who went missing in 1935.  The remains were found encased in cement at the bottom of the elevator shaft that was added to the hotel in 1935. From the position of the body it is thought the young girl fell from a floor above while the worker's were filling the base of the shaft with concrete.  No search for the girl was conducted in that area, as the last sighting of Melissa placed her outside the hotel in the park with her brother Horace. “

 

I sucked in my breath. I started to reach for the phone, and then the following line caught my eye.

 

“The discovery ended a mystery, which has plagued the Wilson family for 69 years. Sadly, the only living relative, Horace Wilson, passed away last evening without the knowledge of what happened to his baby sister. The tragedy resulted in the closer of the hotel almost 70 years ago.”

I put down my coffee. My whole body was shaking. I didn’t open the shop that day; I didn’t do much of anything. What could I do after all? Who would believe me? 

  So I went back to my quiet life of making buns and biscuits, trying to forget about Horace and his story. But things aren’t the same. Mrs. Crumb had to put her French poodle down. Mr. Agyle’s given up juggling, and Mr. Brushstroke moved to Paris to pursue his painting. There are new customers everyday since they built a new mall where the old hotel once stood.  They come in quickly and leave just as fast. No time to talk. You know what…I think I prefer it that way. 
 

