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To found family


Chapter One

Earnest Ink

I work without speaking because that’s the way I prefer it. The vibration of my machine, the softer buzz of the fluorescent lights overhead, the tap of my foot on the pedal—it’s the best music in the world.

When I hit a ticklish spot, the girl I’m working on gasps, jolting in my chair.

“Don’t move,” I say. And then, with a salesman’s false cheer: “Almost done!”

The girl is sweating down the crook of her neck. She’s got silver glitter paint on her eyelids and cheeks, a new fashion trend I just can’t quite get behind. Under my lights the mix of perspiration and makeup looks like a blurry constellation.

She wanted a bee inked onto her collarbone, one of those tiny honeybees you find on good tequila bottles. Easily done, and she met the cash requirement. She’s eager, nervous, and breathing in and out in little puffs.

I can’t remember her name, but that’s fine. Customer relations is Eric’s job.

There’s another kid leaning over my glass counter, watching eagerly as I work. “Does it hurt?” he asks. “When the magic happens?”

The bee’s fat yellow thorax wriggles from side to side as it begins to wake, fighting the pressure of my needle, hungry for life.

“It looks like it hurts,” the kid says. I ignore him.

One minute more and—thanks to my peculiar magic—this bee will fly free.

I’m perched on a swivel stool, a wet paper towel in my hand to wipe away ink. It’s too hot in my studio, even with the industrial fans whirling overhead and the door propped wide open. Evening light slants in through the door and the north-facing, floor-to-ceiling window panes that look out onto West Forty-Sixth. It’s muggy, too warm for New York in October, and all of Hell’s Kitchen is wilting, including my client.

“What does it feel like?” the kid demands. He’s leaving greasy fingerprints on the surface of the glass as he strains to get a better look at what I’m doing. I study him out the corner of my eye, wiping sweat off my nose with the back of my wrist before it drips on my customer. He looks like one of the street punks who have taken to running in packs near the cruise terminals, sleeping in old, abandoned cargo containers and panhandling up and down the marina.

He’s skinny and tall, hair dyed an unsettling violet and styled into spikes all over his head. He’s got a silver ring in his septum and more hoops in his ears; his eyelashes are coated with purple mascara to match his hair. Green glitter paint sparkles on his lids. His T-shirt and jeans are torn and dirty, and he’s got a pack of black-market cigarettes rolled into one sleeve against his upper arm.

“Tattoos hurt. The magic bit? Not so much. Now get off my counter; you’re leaving streaks.”

That’s from Eric, working customer relations from behind the shelter of our gigantic, old-school cash register. The register’s solid brass and built like a tank, and Eric keeps pepper spray and a butterfly knife in the drawer with the cash just in case. Eric hates people in general, and New Yorkers in particular.

Before the draft he was an intern at a law firm in Connecticut. He wasn’t on the front for more than six months before he contracted Cascades fever and was sent home on medical discharge to die. While lying in bed one day, he saw me on TV and decided he could make good money as my receptionist and bodyguard.

Eric didn’t die. He got better, found his way from Connecticut to New York, crossed the border on a military visa, and stayed. I hired him because he knows how to sell an idea, keep a tidy client book, and break an assailant’s neck with one arm.

“Sorry.” The kid jerks away from the countertop. I lean back over the girl in my chair. He clears his throat. “I mean, how would I know, right? I’ve never seen magic before. Except on TV. And you can’t believe everything you see on TV. Some of that shit just isn’t real.”

He’s got a barely noticeable accent, a strange softness to his vowels. I think he must be Canadian, and I’m surprised. Most of the Canucks still left in the city keep to themselves, living and working south of Wall Street in a homogenous neighborhood known affectionately as Little Montreal. From what I’ve heard, they’re a close-knit, fanatically private, mostly wealthy group of people, and it seems unlikely one of their kids would take it upon himself to break with tradition and trade real family for the rat pack running rampant on Pier 88.

The girl twitches and giggles when I wipe her collarbone. A lazy breeze sneaks in through the door, along with shouts and muffled laughter. It’s tourist season, and outside Earnest Ink, the sidewalks are busy with gawkers from out of town. Mostly they just take selfies under my sign. If they’re stupid enough to come in without plenty of cash in hand, Eric chases them out.

I’m guessing the street punk spent his last handful of dollars on the cigarettes rolled in his sleeve, so I’m not sure why Eric’s letting him linger.

“This particular ‘shit’ is real as it gets,” Eric drawls while I smooth petroleum jelly over skin. The ointment’s pleasantly cold. The girl shivers.

“Can I come closer? Just a little? I want to see.” Without waiting for permission, the kid bends over the counter, resting his elbows on the glass.

Eric shifts languidly behind his register but doesn’t chase him off. Bee Girl is our last appointment of the day. Eric’s bored and probably hungry, and maybe that’s why he lets the kid stay—for entertainment. But he doesn’t really want to have a conversation. Probably he just likes the look of the kid’s hair and eyes. Eric’s in his early twenties like me, but he acts ten years older. I think it comes from seeing the front line and living to tell about it. He dresses like a runway model in secondhand Chanel suits and 1990s-era Givenchy. He keeps up on the latest city fashions with an eagerness bordering on obsession, and reads literary classics with equal enthusiasm.

“Okay,” I answer without looking up from my work. “But maybe don’t talk so much. It’s distracting.” I smile apologetically at my client, but she only giggles more. Cheap wine has dyed her lips indigo. I test my machine, squeezing the trigger. It vibrates under the pressure of my fingers.

“You him?” the kid asks eagerly. “Hemingway? The thaumaturge?”

I nod. Hemingway’s my surname. It’s what I’ve gone by since I escaped Ketchum, Idaho, for the big city.

“Huh.” He sounds reluctantly impressed, but he doesn’t take the hint to shut up. “Did you really do Arctic Fox in their hotel room before their last show?”

Eric snorts. Bee Girl blushes pink under her paint. I check my ink cup to make sure I’m not running low before working the foot pedal again.

“Matching ink, all six of the band members.” It hadn’t been a very exciting job. They’d been specific and unimaginative about what they’d wanted and too stoned at the end to react much when the sailors’ swallows I’d inked onto their biceps spread their wings and took flight, swooping a few inches into the air, tethered by an invisible thread of magic to tattooed flesh. “Photos in the red book, there. Take a look.”

I hear him open the book and flip through. The tattoo machine sends vibrations through my bones and the girl’s, together.

“How much, eh?” the kid asks. “For a small one?”

“You’re not old enough,” Eric retorts. “Come back in a few years and then we’ll talk.”

“I’m sixteen!”

“Law’s eighteen in Manhattan,” I say over the buzz of my machine. “I never break it.”

“It’s a stupid law… Are you sure you’re him? I expected someone…taller.” He’s so lanky he reminds me of a brilliantly plumed stork.

“License is right there in the window,” Eric replies, examining his fingernails. “And rules are rules, so take off and come back when you’ve grown pubes.”

Eric can be a real bitch, but I don’t mind. Life can be a real bitch, too.

The kid takes his advice and leaves, stomping his way out of the studio and into the stale afternoon, bony shoulders hunched.

 

We close shop later than I’d planned. After Bee Girl we get a walk-in, a grunt with a Platinum MasterCard in his wallet looking to celebrate turning forty. He wants his badge number done on his pectoral in typically boring Gothic script. It’s the sort of thing I can easily freehand, and it’s not every soldier who lives to see their fortieth birthday, so I nod Eric’s way, and he swipes the grunt’s card. Like Bee Girl, the soldier sits sweating in my chair as I work. He flinches beneath my needle, flexing his fingers and crumpling the week-old newspaper he’d been reading while he waited for me to clean and reset my machine. His bare chest is muscular, the flesh pitted with small scars and dusted with freckles. He’s not large, but he’s solid after years in service. There’s gray in his close-clipped beard and sprinkled throughout his buzz cut.

He closes his eyes. Eric leaves his refuge behind the counter, crosses the studio, and firmly shuts the front door. A moment later I understand why: thunder rumbles, shaking our windowpanes. A gust of sudden wind blows a funnel of flower petals along the sidewalk. The muggy gray sky splits open, and late evening becomes a twilight deluge. Pedestrians shout and scatter for cover. There are three more stories above Earnest Ink—the industrial penthouse I call home, one midsized loft rented by a geriatric busybody, plus a floor with older apartments we use mostly for storage—but I can hear the rattle of rain on the building’s roof through the radiator pipes.

“Summer in the city,” my client says, smiling grimly, as another bout of wind throws a spatter of rain against the windows. “Wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

I refrain from pointing out we’re closer to fall than summer. Weather on the island in early autumn is always a crapshoot. But he’s not wrong—I wouldn’t trade it for the world.

The bell above the door jangles a warning just before it cracks wide enough to allow the scent of wet city—industrial soap over old piss, cut grass, ripe produce, and motor oil—into the studio. The newspaper pages blow out of the grunt’s grasp and onto the floor, making him swear.

Grace slips in with the wind, ruffled and half-soaked, then pushes the door closed and puts her back against it as though to brace against the storm. Her cheeks are pink from the wind and rain; she’s got a smear of yellow glitter paint on her chin.

“Jesus,” she says over the buzz of my machine. “It’s like the Amazon out there.”

The grunt in my chair muffles amusement, making me wonder if he’s seen the actual Amazon. It’s possible he has, probable even. The seven-digit badge number I’m etching into his skin begins with a three, which means he’s been specially trained for off-continent work, which explains how he’s got enough credit on his MasterCard to afford my services.

Grace stoops to gather up the scattered newspaper and pauses as she catches sight of the headline emblazoned across the front page in a large font: East River Ripper Strikes Again!

“Fuck,” she says. “Have they found her body yet?” She folds the paper, shaking her head. “I can’t believe he snatched her in broad daylight. Bastard’s getting bolder. Bet the shit’s really hit the fan in the mayor’s office.”

“Client,” Eric chides Grace.

The grunt in my chair starts to sit up, then freezes when I remind him: “Keep still, please.”

“Sorry.” But he smiles at Grace. Everyone smiles at Grace; she’s just that sort of person.

“Don’t you worry, miss,” he promises. “We’ll get him sooner or later.”

Taking a good look at my client, Grace arches one brow in silent surprise. I get her astonishment. Most grunts would rather spend their reserve on black-market sweets or cigarettes or a show—costly old-school comforts, escapism. The guy in my chair is maybe one of three military I’ve inked since I set up shop in Hell’s Kitchen.

“Sooner might be better,” she says. “Like, this one’s week ran out two days ago, and I bet her body is already in the river. Another couple of months and he’ll be looking for his next grab.”

Emotion flushes the grunt’s bare chest and throat. His skin grows hot beneath my hand. He’s not smiling any longer, but he keeps his mouth shut instead of rising to Grace’s bait, which earns him points in my book.

“Hemingway.” Grace blithely switches subjects, ignoring Eric’s pointed glare. “Why are you still working? It’s Friday night. We’ve got a place to be. You promised.”

“Almost finished.” I pause and glance up, watching fondly as she struggles to repair the damage the wind and rain have done to her elaborate updo. She’s traded her day kit for a black tank, purple tutu, rainbow tights, and black boots. More yellow glitter paint sparkles on her mouth and on her cheeks.

“Don’t rush,” Grace says, meaning the opposite, before throwing herself onto the comfy red velvet chaise I keep on hand for visitors and afternoon naps. She takes out her mobile to check the time. Thunder rumbles. Rain on the glass makes it seem like the studio is under water. “Not like Pink Jones will play Cleo’s again any time soon. And please God let the rain keep the paps away.”

I look down at my client. He stares back, concerned. His irises are so dark they’re almost black except for flecks of rust. He’s big enough, and strong enough, to crush me into chalk if he decides I’m taking advantage. There’s a lot of money between us, and at this point there’s no going back. When I’m finished he’ll have his own piece of real-life magic: Gothic numbers floating in the air a few inches above his skin like some sort of futuristic hologram.

“Wouldn’t dream of rushing,” I promise, smiling reassurance. “It’s like the sign over the door promises: Earnest Ink. I take perfection very seriously.”

Total BS, but he buys it hook, line, and sinker. They always do.


Chapter Two

The Ripper

When I’m finally finished and we’re cashed out and closed up, it’s dark outside. Eric waves a terse goodbye and makes for his apartment on Fifty-Second, head bowed against the wind, Gucci raincoat flapping. Grace is sulking pointedly without making a sound. I’m immune to her dramatics. Grace and I used to have sex before we decided we’re better off as friends. We no longer live together, but we see each other almost every day. I know her moods as well as my own.

Most of the time, we’re good for each other.

Grace is a theater major at AADA when she’s not working her father’s Chelsea art gallery. She’d sell her soul for even the smallest role off-Broadway, but she lacks the subtlety needed for that lucky break. Grace overacts everything; even her orgasms are a production. After a while it’s enough to wear a person out.

It rains on us all the way to Cleo’s, but luckily the club’s not far. Two blocks east of Earnest Ink, we leave Hell’s Kitchen for the more massive city skyline near the lower end of Central Park. Here it feels like all of Manhattan is under construction, scaffolding and blue builder’s wrap covering many of the skyscrapers from top to bottom. It’s late enough in the evening that the nail guns and jackhammers and generators have gone quiet, but a flock of long-necked industrial cranes loom in the rain, lit from the bottom by white security spotlights casting strange shadows over the pavement.

The sidewalk on both sides of Eighth Avenue is crowded with pedestrians heading home from work or out for dinner or to market. The shops that used to stay open twenty-four hours a day close at nine, an hour before curfew stops the subway from running. Yellow cabs inch north along the wet street, nose to tail. Their windows are mirrored for privacy. Even close-up I can’t see the drivers or their fares behind the silver glass, but I do see my reflection staring thoughtfully back: short dark hair, eyes too large in a thin face. Raindrops are beading on my eyelashes and on the oversized, vintage Pink Jones hoodie I threw on hours earlier before leaving for work. The band’s logo—a long-nosed, cartoonish armadillo smoking a large blunt—is reflected in reverse across my chest, its one eye closed in a perpetual wink.

I glance away. Grace, several steps ahead as usual, slows to grab my hand and tug me on, turning sideways to keep her tutu from getting squished in the crowd. She thinks I don’t know she’s wearing it because of me. It’s a subtle reminder of things past, her ballerina princess accessory against my brooding dark jeans and black boots. Grace might mock paparazzi and autograph hounds, but she likes to show me off whenever we’re out because my fame usually gets her free drinks and food.

Grace, for all her family’s old money, can’t keep a penny in her bank account.

Cleo’s is midtown’s worst-kept secret. Located in the recently renovated basement of the Plaza Hotel, the club’s so new it’s doubly shiny and clean in an immaculate city. The club’s owner, a retired Los Angeles movie mogul, has enough clout to bring in acts from all over the country, interstate travel visas be damned. He must be greasing more than a few palms at the Port of Entry, but nobody on either end is complaining, and Cleo’s keeps landing all the best bands.

At the back of the Plaza, on Fifty-Ninth Street, Manhattan’s precurfew crowd has morphed into a well-behaved mob. Half of midtown has turned out to catch a glimpse of Jones or her mates. Undeterred by the wind and rain, people press up against temporary bollard barriers put up outside the club’s entryway. A handful of on-duty grunts linger, wary of trouble, but the looky-loos seem content to stand in the weather, mobiles in hand, taking snapshots of Cleo’s flashing sign and breaking occasionally into snippets of the band’s latest hit.

Grace’s fingers tighten on mine. I squeeze back, struggling to pull my hood up one-handed and disguise my face. I catch a flash of violet out of the corner of my eye: it’s the street kid from earlier in the day, the one who left fingerprints on Eric’s counter while he made fun of my height. He’s crammed up against one of the barriers, squeezed between a group of starstruck girls wearing head-to-toe faux leather and Pink Jones ribbons in their hair, and a grim woman with a press tag around her neck and a camera in her hands.

Catching me looking, he shows me straight white teeth in a wide grin. The rain has done nothing to subdue the garish color in his hair.

“Hemingway!” he shouts, loud enough to be heard over the weather, the muted rumbling of the crowd, and the angry horns of yellow cabs one street over. “Are you here for work or to see the show? Hemingway! Are you gonna ink Jones?” He laughs at his own joke.

Curious faces turn in our direction. I dip my chin, but it’s too late. A hundred flashbulbs go off, turning raindrops into tiny stars. Dazzled, I blink. Someone else yells my name. People in the crowd clap and stomp their feet. The grunts peer in my direction, mouths and eyes flat beneath their visors.

“Who is that?” Grace wants to know as she pulls me hastily out of view, down several steps off street level toward the club’s recessed door. “Do you know him?”

“Just some street kid who came into the shop earlier,” I answer. “Never met him before today.”

Grace gives me a look but doesn’t reply. Off the sidewalk, we’re out of the rain. I don’t recognize the bouncer watching the club’s door, but he recognizes me. His eyes widen a fraction before he remembers to guard his expression. He’s afraid of me, reticent as he checks our IDs and then stamps our hands for entry.

Not everyone in the world appreciates thaumaturgy. Most people are still becoming accustomed to it. And plenty more use magic as an excuse for hate.

Inside Cleo’s it would be pitch-dark except for the rainbow strobes, flashing disco balls, and an eight-branched octopus chandelier suspended over the red-lacquered bar. The regular DJ, hidden in an alcove behind the stage, is playing a fine Pink Jones mash-up ahead of the opening act. The club is packed, the floor so tight it’s become a single mass of people expanding and contracting like some sort of multicolored amoeba. Everyone’s laughing and shouting, coming down or going up after a long week. There’s a mist in the air, pumping out from above the stage to keep the space cool. Despite the press of bodies, it’s ten degrees colder inside Cleo’s than outside in the rain. Relieved, I push back my hood and let the mist coat my face.

Grace heads straight for the dance floor. I head straight for a drink. The bar’s a cluster-jam of thirsty people, but I manage to squeeze my way through. Danny’s working the left corner, and two more guys I know by face but not name tend middle and right. All three are wearing black-and-red leather to match the lacquered bar. The strobe lights flash in their eyes.

New York State lowered the drinking age when they reinstated the draft. Maybe the mayor thought allowing sixteen-year-olds alcohol would take the sting out of conscription, or maybe he assumed with the borders closed, booze would be hard to come by. He didn’t count on bathtub gin or Brooklyn homebrew.

I’m solidly legal, but even if I weren’t, very few people in the city refuse me something I want.

When I catch Danny’s attention, I order three shots of hooch straight up, no chaser. I slam the shots back one after another while Danny smiles and shakes his head.

The person nursing a glass of red wine near my elbow grins in appreciation.

“Oh, honey,” they say just loud enough to be heard over the din of Pink Jones’s trademark bass. “You’ll be feeling that in no time.”

“Not me.” I lean in close so they can see my grin. “Alcohol and I have a friendly relationship.”

They’re dressed head to toe in tight black satin except for a striped scarf hung loosely over their shoulders. They’re cute as hell in an Eartha Kitt sort of way, all long legs and stacked heels. I’m betting when they slide off the stool, they’ll be at least a foot taller than I am.

They grin back before finishing their wine in one elegant swallow. “Care to dance?”

“Love to.”

I can’t help glancing across the dancefloor, searching gyrating bodies until I find Grace in the crowd. When I pick her out in the pulsing light, she’s already attracted a group of colorful admirers, butterflies drawn to a promising flower. She’s laughing as she dances, arms above her head and long hair coming down around her shoulders. I’ve no doubt she’s forgotten me completely.

“Nice tutu,” my new companion says, following my line of sight over the edge of their glass. “You two a couple?”

“No.” The hooch has hit my empty stomach hard; I’m suddenly light-headed and giddy. “Not anymore.” I’m grinning stupidly, but I don’t care. “I’m all yours.”

 

It’s two in the morning and long past curfew before Pink Jones calls it a night and we all pile out of the club and onto the pavement. It’s still raining. I make sure Grace is safely in a cab toward Chelsea. She clings to my neck as I ease her into the back seat, whispering affectionate nonsense into my ear. But the rain’s soaking through my hoodie, and I need to piss badly, so I push her off and give the cabbie her address before slamming the car door.

After Grace’s cab peels away from the curb, I stand in line to wait for my own. Much simpler to walk back home, but nobody walks after curfew. The grunts have cleared the crowd from the bollards, and now they stand watchfully on either side of the cab queue. The cars pulling up to the curb are painted white instead of yellow: curfew cabs, the drivers having completed the special training needed to ensure every after-hours fare makes it home safe and sound. Like the soldiers standing guard, the men and women driving the white taxis are armed; they wear collapsible batons on snap-chains around their necks. When telescoped out, the batons are nasty and solid as a lead pipe.

I stare up at the sky as I wait, getting rain in my eyes. There are no visible stars above Manhattan, only high-rise windows flickering from bright to dark and back again, and the spotlights illuminating sleeping machinery. In the early morning hours, when the rest of the city sleeps, alcohol is my best friend. I love how soft it makes me feel. I adore the wobble in my step as I finally reach the edge of the queue and duck into a white cab. The driver studies me in the rearview as I slide into the back of the car.

“Where to?” He repeats himself twice before I hear him past the post-concert ringing in my ears. He’s trying to decide if I’m drunk enough to cause trouble. He needn’t worry. I moved halfway across country to avoid trouble. I fish the stiff plastic curfew card out of the back pocket of my jeans and pass it up. He slots it into the dash and waits until the readout flashes a friendly green.

I’m a safe fare. Still, he doesn’t relax. He’s thinking my face is familiar. He’s worrying he’s seen it before, in grainy black and white, on one of the many fliers tacked to the wall in the company break room. He’s worrying I belong on Rikers.

But he can’t kick me out of the car; the flashing green dash says I’m good.

“Five hundred West Forty-Sixth,” I answer quickly when his reflection in the rearview turns dour. I’ve been sitting without speaking just a little too long.

The cab lurches away from the curb. I close my eyes, seeing strobe lights and rainbow flashes against the backs of my lids. Pink Jones’s dolorous lyrics and upbeat synth play on repeat in my skull. I smile, remembering Grace dancing like a mad creature at the foot of the stage, all crushed tulle and wild hair with glitter paint streaking her face. Her enthusiasm was contagious. My feet hurt from stomping, my throat from screaming.

I don’t own a mobile phone. That doesn’t stop me from collecting numbers. In the front pocket of my Pink Jones hoodie reside an assortment of paper scraps—corners of cocktail napkins and business cards.

People give me their digits. I don’t think they really expect I’ll call. I think they do it just to say they did, to pretend they’re flirting with danger.

We pull up outside the studio entrance. Earnest Ink glows fluorescent blue above the door in vintage neon tube. The sign cost me a fortune—almost nobody bends glass anymore—but Eric found a supplier upstate willing to repurpose some old tubing and made it happen. I griped about the cost, but I didn’t really mean it. I’ve got plenty of money, and as far as I’m concerned, Manhattan could do with a neon resurgence.

I pay the driver, and he returns my curfew card. The wind has let up but not before it blew a pile of trash up against the foot of my building, sodden hamburger wrappers and newspaper pages and torn flower petals sticking to the brick. Loose trash is a no-no on the island. The street sweepers have been neglecting our corner, or maybe the storm’s blown over a trash bin. Either way, someone will pay a hefty fine unless the garbage is gone by morning.

I scuff it away from my door with the toe of my boot while I fumble with my keys. The cab squeals off into the morning. Ionized mercury gas buzzes blue over my head.

The studio’s as we left it, quiet and dark, my machine sleeping, the ancient cash register a solid monster keeping watch from the counter. My head swims pleasantly as I secure the door. I’m sorely tempted to sprawl on the velvet chaise, sleep off the drink there on the ground floor instead of braving our rickety elevator to the penthouse, but I know better. I’ve succumbed before and woken up with a stiff neck and aching back for my sins.

The elevator is concealed behind a black curtain at the back of the studio. It’s got old carpet on the floor and even older mirrors on the walls. I cue the top floor and rock on my boot heels as it rises, whistling Pink Jones and stealing glances at the guy whistling back from the elevator walls. When I’m drunk enough, I can admit he’s not bad looking despite the butchered hair and narrow chin. His eyes, although too large, are kind, and his hands are graceful, and his shoulders are wide enough to be solidly masculine. The bulky concert hoodie hides any evidence of binding; his jeans hang on narrow hips.

I pass okay. Mostly no one ever looks twice. I don’t close my eyes anymore when I brush my teeth in front of the bathroom looking glass.

The elevator opens onto my floor where there’s yet another door for security reasons. I fumble my keys before I can fit the one I need into the lock. I lean on the wall as I bend my knees, groping along the carpet. The wall is papered with cabbage roses and rough to the touch, peeling in places. The carpet shag is so deep, my keyring is lost in plush gray fiber. Or maybe it’s the bathtub gin making the distance between my fingertips and the floor seem too far.

I’ve almost hooked the ring between my thumb and pointer finger when Thom yanks the door open from inside. Off-balance, I fall across the threshold into our foyer, then laugh like a loon. Thom backs up. She doesn’t like to touch people if she doesn’t have to. She’s too self-contained for anything like human contact.

“Christ, Hemingway,” she complains, hands on hips. “Keep it down or you’ll have Harcourt calling in a complaint.”

“I won’t.” Thom’s always worrying, but nothing ever wakes our second-floor neighbor. Elderly Ms. Harcourt sleeps like a baby, probably because she’s deaf in one ear. “Anything on?”

It’s my standard greeting because it’s the one she responds to best. Say hello or good morning or what’s for dinner and Thom pays no attention at all. Ask her about the web of string and paper tacked to the loft’s northern wall and she perks right up.

“Nothing yet,” she says grimly as I shut and bolt the door. The loft smells of Chinese food, which means she’s ordered in. My stomach growls response. “It’s been quiet.”

She switches her glare from me to the old police scanner she keeps on our kitchen counter. Thom’s military, but before the draft, she was aiming for a scholarship to John Jay and a degree in forensics. She’s scary smart and would have made the NYPD proud if the world as we knew it hadn’t ended.

Now she works the Port Patrol a.m. shift six days a week, searching boats and barges for self-evacs—refugees fleeing the volatile Eastern Seaboard—before they’re allowed to dock, or dragging people out of the Hudson if they’re desperate enough to jump ship and swim toward shore in their bid for the safety of Manhattan. It’s physical work, and most nights she comes home exhausted and sporting new bruises and old chilblains—desperate people don’t pull punches and the Hudson’s cold—but it’s after Thom hangs up her uniform that her real work begins.

Her brain work: the crime scene tacked up all over the brick wall. Newspaper clippings and Polaroid snapshots, “Missing” posters, names and dates and other snippets of esoteric information written on brick in white chalk, and strings of colored yarn connecting each data point. Thom’s murder wall is exactly like one of those crazy collages you see in old detective movies, only the wall’s large enough that she’s pasted it all against a hand-sketched white chalk map of the island, allowing each data point its corresponding place on Manhattan.

Originally, I’d planned to hang something modern and colorful on that wall, but Thom claimed it the day she moved in, and I’ve become resigned to our gruesome East River Ripper accent wall. I even drew the map; it’s some of my best work, completely in proportion.

“Too quiet,” Thom continues as I kick off my boots and pad across our badly distressed wood floor and into the kitchen. “Five years, fifteen vics, and his MO never changes. He always drops them on the seventh day. There should be a corpse by now.”

“So there’s no body yet.” I root out a plate from our mostly empty cabinets, snag the remnants of Thom’s dinner from the fridge, and dump leftover Szechuan shrimp out of a carton. The room’s still slightly off-kilter, and I’m very pleased with myself for no reason other than I’ve found greasy food. “Maybe, you know, that’s a good sign.”

I’d give Thom a grateful hug for ordering in, but she wouldn’t find my tipsy affection welcome. So I grin at her instead.

Thom’s taller than I am by a few inches. She’s also ripped as fuck. Grunt work has made her strong, given her muscle in places I didn’t know muscle grew. She’s required to keep her hair cut very short for safety’s sake; when she’s off-duty she covers her dark fuzz with a tattered red beanie. The beanie belonged to her twin brother, Rafe Castillo. It’s all of him that Thom has left. That, and Rafe’s missing person’s poster tacked on our murder map above the East River Bikeway.

With Thom, it’s not just brain work for brain work’s sake. My roommate is hunting her dead brother’s killer. Has been for the past five years, two of which she’s spent living with me.

“It’s not a ‘good sign,’” Thom says coldly. The icy inflection is more for the Ripper than for me, though I know she finds my detachment frustrating.

Serial killers are not my thing. I’ve seen enough violence to last me. I don’t need to go looking for more. But I understand what finding and stopping the Ripper means to Thom, so I don’t take offense at her glares. For Thom, it’s personal.

I carry my plate over near the windows, collapsing into one of several overstuffed secondhand chairs we keep scattered about the loft.

“Maybe he’s dead,” I suggest helpfully. I pick out bits of shrimp from rice with my fork, one small morsel before the next. If I chew each bite one hundred times, I’ll fill up quicker.

“Maybe your latest grab—” I wave my fork at the murder wall, and at the newest photograph in a collection of many. “—what’s her name, Christy Spears? Maybe Christy went all batshit on his ass and he fell in the river. She’s military, right? Bet Christy’s got some jacked Houdini-type skills and escaped herself before the Ripper could get to work.” Going by just her picture, Christy’s delicate and blonde and doesn’t look strong enough to fend off a Chihuahua, but she’s a trained grunt, which means looks are deceiving.

Thom’s dark brows rise. “Then where is she now?”

“Halfway to Alaska if I were her. Or, you know, anywhere it’s not a million degrees and raining.”

“Shut up.” Thom perches on the arm of my chair, a safe six inches away. Her brown eyes are fierce in the loft’s mellow light, her face flushed dusky. She smells like sweat and the Hudson, even though she’s changed out of her uniform and into jeans and a bright flannel shirt. “You’re drunk. You’re stupid when you’re drunk.”

I mumble agreement around a mouthful of rice. She’s not wrong.

We sit without speaking and stare out the windows at the rain. Thom’s a good roommate. She doesn’t care that I’m still finding my way, an awkward phoenix out of the ashes, and I don’t care that she’s obsessed with a killer who snatches young men and women from the Upper West Side, mutilates their bodies, and dumps their broken corpses in the East River.

Okay, maybe I care a little.

Because the mayor believes the East River Ripper is the result of thaumaturgy gone wrong. It’s not the first time it’s happened, after all. Some people just can’t handle being different. Me, I’m pretty sure normal is overrated.

Which doesn’t mean I want the Ripper to keep killing. Or that I don’t get stomach sick every time a new victim pops up on Thom’s murder board. But I can’t help thinking he didn’t ask for magic any more than I did, and I can’t help wondering what he was like before it found him.

Did the magic make him a killer, or did it only make him more of one? Nobody knows, least of all me. Sometimes wondering makes me feel hollow.

“You’ll get him,” I tell her, and I believe it. Catching the East River Ripper has been Thom’s obsession for so long, I can’t imagine our penthouse without the murder wall. I’m not the type of person who believes in setting goals, but not just for Thom’s sake, I’m determined to see this one through. “Okay, probably not in time to save Christy Spears, maybe. But you’ll get him.”

Thom doesn’t reply; she’s too busy watching the rain fall.

 

I eat until my stomach stops growling, and then I head for bed. Thom doesn’t appear to notice when I dump my dishes in the kitchen sink and exit our living room for my adjoining apartment. I had a door cut in the wall when I decided to combine the penthouse and the next-door maintenance room.

Despite the mass of electrical and plumbing works in one corner, my apartment’s perfect—ten by ten with loft ceilings and southern exposure. There’s a mattress on the floor, one of those roll-away portable hanging bars for clothes, a bin for shoes, and three more bins for tubes of paint and my brushes. Unused canvases are stacked in neat piles on the rough plank floor. A large easel near the one rectangular window waits upon my free time.

The paintings hung on the brick walls are finished: cityscapes, studies of birds or trees, people in the park, stormy gray water in the Hudson, and flowers and barbed-wire fences near Wall Street. When Thom goes rambling over the island on her one day off, I sometimes tag along, sketchbook and pencils in hand. She’s looking for a murderer. I’m looking at the way afternoon light falls across a person’s face as they stare out over a sea of yellow cabs and mirrored windows, or at the dimples on a sycamore trunk, its bark like silk where it doesn’t fold over into darker lumps.

I’ve got a good eye. Almost ten years working in the tattoo business has refined my hand and my palette. Landscapes and portraits are different beasts than stencil design, but I’m not bragging when I say my canvases pass muster. I’ve sold several through Grace’s family gallery, brokered eagerly by her starstruck father. I’m careful enough to use a pseudo, and nobody in the fine art world makes the connection. Grace’s father won’t spill my secret.

He’s not allowed. He signed a nondisclosure. I have a good lawyer.

Unlike my ink, my paintings don’t come to life, though I keep trying. They’re static canvas and acrylic. I’ve composed a hundred different paintings a hundred different ways, tested a hundred different mediums from charcoal to watercolor to oil and back to my favorite heavy acrylics. I could paint one hundred different sailors’ swallows and, unlike those I’ve inked across the biceps of certain famous drummer, not a single bird would take flight.

They’re just ordinary paintings, and when, every so often, I get a money order with my name on it mailed from a posh address in Chelsea, I take pride in knowing I made that money on my own, through hard work.

Still, I can’t help wanting more.


Chapter Three

Labor Day

I said not everyone in the world appreciates magic. Some people, they’ve got good reason to fear it.
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