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FORMAL APPEARANCES
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I blow into my palm and check my breath. I can still smell the alcohol beneath the mint. I spray the peppermint again. Four more times. I do another test. I think the smell is gone. Maybe my nose is used to it. I shouldn’t be drinking so early in the morning, especially when I have an appointment with my Elite representative Frank Welker. But...whatever.

The cab parks in front of the Tel-Com building. I pay the driver, grab my saddlebag, and step onto the sidewalk. I look up through sunglasses at the monstrosity of Midtown. I double check my black pants and short sleeve button down shirt and realize I’m wearing too much black. At least my leather jacket is a dark brown. Maybe they won’t even care. I did shower and wear a bra for this so I shouldn’t come off as a total bum.

Inside, Frank Welker stands by the lobby couches. He’s a tall, older guy with gray hair perfectly combed back, but his face seems younger like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Miranda, a psychic friend who lives in the Tel-Com building, insists that Welker’s in his early sixties. She might have mentally projected into the room with the personnel files and verified it like she does for CIA and FBI assignments.

Welker approaches and frowns. It’s confirmed: I am a mess. The shower and bra didn’t save me a damn bit. I take off my sunglasses and smile. He flinches.  The eye drops must not have gotten all the red out of my eyeballs. 

“Miki, are you okay?” he asks.

I slip my sunglasses into my inner coat pocket. “Yeah, never better. Why you ask?”

His mouth opens, his head moves around like he’s searching for the right words. 

“Am I dressed okay for this?” I ask. “You said it was a formal meeting but I didn’t have any skirts so...”

“You look fine, but...yeah, you’re fine,” he says. “How are you doing otherwise?”

He must be asking about Corey. He’s been dead over a month now. Except for one quick assignment, Welker gave me some time off so that I can get my head together. Instead, my head has been falling apart even more. I’ve been drinking and hiding out in my bedroom most of the time. But when he called up yesterday and said he had a special assignment, one that needed my specific talent, I couldn’t say no. Ask any guru on getting your life back together and they’ll tell you to fall back into work patterns. I haven’t been painting or accepting any comic work, so this is the best offer I could get myself moving on.

“I’m good,” I say. “So you want to tell me what this is all about? When I asked you where the assignment was you said that it was local and not with any law enforcement.”

“It is and it isn’t. Sort of.” He glances down at his shiny black shoes.

“What is it?” I ask.

“I don’t know the specifics. I was asked to bring you in for a special meeting with the Board. That’s it. From there I will get my orders.”

“The Board?”

“Of Tel-Com.”

Why the hell would the people who finance Elite want to meet me? Now it dawns on me why Welker’s nervous about my appearance. If I look like crap then I must have a crappy work ethic. At least in the eyes of the suits. Screw ‘em. I’ve been with Elite a short time and only had a few assignments, but I have a good success rate so far.

I straighten my back. “I’m ready when you are.”

Welker smiles, says, “Okay,” and leads me to the elevator.
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THREE
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I stand next to him in the elevator car. He swipes his ID card through the console and presses for the 72nd floor. I’m surprised it’s not the highest floor. I would have figured that the Board of Directors for Tel-Com would be on the 130th.

We ride up in silence. Welker’s cologne wafts up my nose. I search out my distorted reflection in the metal door while I tap my foot and cross my arms. How can Welker stand so still and quiet? I pray that the door will open now and someone will come in and start a conversation or listen to music on their phone or something, but no. We must be on an express ride to uncomfortable silence.

When the doors finally open, Welker leads me out. A normal office environment greets us: a main reception desk with a secretary and rows upon rows of cubicles behind her. Welker turns right - ignoring the people ignoring him - and leads the way. We go down a hallway and pass numerous closed doors. We finally stop at one, not the last one, and he knocks. It opens. A man glances at us. He’s a little younger than Welker, brown hair short and feathered. He of course wears a suit and nods to Welker. When he looks at me, Welker says, “I’ll wait for you out here, Miki.”

Okay. This is weird. Welker always accompanies me when meeting with cops or agents and not just because I’m sixteen. He’s anal and wants to make sure everything runs smoothly with the psychics. But it’s not like they’re planning to kill me. Right? I can handle a couple of greedy, corporate monkeys.

I step inside and the guy closes the door. A conference room. Directly across are wide-open windows that let in the May sunlight. We’re so high up I can see clear across Uptown. I could just jump out the window and land in Harlem. A super long table forms a smile in front of the window. Behind me is a screen for the small video projector installed on the ceiling. Three people sit behind the table. They each have two seats between them and their own water pitcher with a glass. Two men in expensive suits and borderline retirement age. They’re probably richer than God. To be honest, they look like twins. Not only do they wear dark colors, but they have matching tan Caucasian skin, graying hair combed with a left side part, and sit with their hands folded on the table. The only difference between them is that one wears a blue tie while the other has a red one. The woman seems like a mirror image of the men. Also dressed in a gray suit. Although I can’t see under the table, I bet the skirt goes down past her knees. Her hair isn’t white though. She definitely dyes it brown, which doesn’t match her age-worn face.

“Please step forward,” Red Tie says.

I move closer to the inner curve of the table, letting it engulf me. The window shines so bright that it silhouettes the three people. I still can’t make out all the details of their faces. If I knew the color of their eyes I wouldn’t feel so intimidated. It would make them seem more human.

I stand and wonder if I should place my saddlebag on the floor. I decide not to and readjust it around my body.

“Michelina Radicci, correct?” the woman says.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You have been with Elite for a while now?”

“Yes.”

“And what is the talent that we hired you for?”

I flinch.

“Do you not understand the question?” asks Red Tie.

“I do. I just thought you knew the answer to the question,” I say.

All three remain quiet. I sigh. “I have the ability to experience another’s pain or death.”

“Where have you acquired this ability?” Blue Tie asks.

At Target.

“I don’t know,” I say.

“No one in your family has the same ability?” the woman asks.

I try to remember my entry application. Did I mention anyone in my family in the questionnaire? My Grandmother had it when she was alive and now only my uncle Tony and I have it. I’m pretty sure I didn’t mention them.

“No,” I say. “Not that I know of.”

I sense them smirking. Do they know the truth? How would they know? Or maybe they act this way with everyone to feel superior.

“Do you enjoy your work with Elite?” Red Tie asks.

“I do, considering...”

“Considering?”

“Considering that I have to face killers and scumbags and be killed by them.”

One of them clears his throat.

“I see. We understand that you have been using the drug Novalexia to help block the pain of your visions,” Blue Tie says.

“Yes.”

“And you feel the drug has helped?”

“Yeah, so far. Dr. Thompson has been great, too.”

“And we’ve helped you understand your ability?” asks the woman. “As it relates to you physically and socially?”

“Um. Yeah. Yes.”

I sigh and shift the weight on my feet.

“Are we boring you, Michelina?” Blue Tie asks.

“Sort of.” I say.

“There is that crass attitude that is mentioned in her report,” Red Tie says. “She might not be cooperative.”

I rub my eyes, hoping to fight off a headache. “I was told that you have an assignment for me,” I say. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m getting a little impatient to hear what it is.”

“True, there is an assignment, Michelina,” says Blue Tie. “One that needs your specific ability.”

“The assignment is in the strictest of confidence and frankly you are an outsider to Elite.”

Meaning I’m not one of their stable psychics like Miranda Cohn and Gray Delisle who live in the Tel-Com building. I’m not part of the Tel-Com family. If they’re trying to get me to sign my life away then they can screw that idea. I had a hard enough time trying to emancipate myself from my parents, and they were stealing all the money I made from my art.

“One of the main things I like about working with the group is that I can help the victim when others can’t,” I say. “If you have something for me, I will use the best of my ability to see something that will help catch anyone who killed or abused someone. And if you’re worried that I’m going to go outside the building and talk to people, then I say you’re wasting you’re time. I don’t talk to anyone. Not even my family. If you want my help, then I’m here to help.”

All three heads turn to each other, sharing a mental message probably. 

“Then we shall proceed,” Red Tie says.
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CHANCE
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I step out of the conference room and into the long hall. The guard at the door tells Welker that he’s next. I’m to wait outside. It happens so fast he can’t even sneak in a question, and I know he’s dying to ask me how it went. 

As I wait, I pace and pull my phone out of my jacket pocket. I open the email app and then remember I can’t get service inside the building. I put it away and hope that Welker doesn’t take long. I sit on the floor, lean against the wall, and count the seconds.

After what feels like hours, Welker comes back out of the conference room. I stand and face him. 

“So what’s the story?” I ask.

“They don’t like you,” he says

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“They still want you for the assignment. Between you and me they don’t seem to have a choice. We don’t have anyone with your ability and they need it.”

“Fine. So where do we go? Where’s the dead body?”

“Here,” he says. “In the building.”
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THE STAGE AND THE SHOW


[image: ]




Welker takes me down to the 23rd floor. We pass more offices and doors and end up in a large amphitheatre. Circular rows of theatre chairs are positioned around a 50-foot stage. The space must be three floors high. At the top I can make out a glass encased booth where someone would project films or narrate or something. Maybe they’re going to project a video of the victim on the screen. I’ve done it before. Dr. Thompson feels it might have to do with the digital/magnetic transference. But would I be able to pick it up while its plastered on a huge screen?

We walk to the center stage.

“This is it?” I ask, placing my bag on the floor.

Welker sighs. “This is where they told me to report.”

“These people are friggin’ weird.”

“Shhhh.” His brows connect in anger.

“What? It’s true.”

He points around the room and then his ears. Is the room bugged? Are they listening to us? So they don’t know that they’re crazy?

The door on the opposite side of the room opens. A man in a white lab coat enters. He’s tall and chubby, straining the seams of his clothes. He wheels in a large metal box, about the size of a coffin. A weird feeling stirs my stomach. 

“No way,” I whisper.

Using a ramp built into the stage, the lab man pushes the box up and parks it next to us. He turns to Welker.

“Is the talent ready?” he asks.

“Um, I’m right here, you know,” I say. “Don’t have to talk like I’m not.”

Welker throws me a look that he usually saves for Gray: behave. “She’s ready,” he says.

“Is the body in there?” I ask.

“Yes,” the lab guy says.

“Then why can’t I feel anything? I should be in a vision by now.”

“The case is steel and concrete-lined. Any ether or magnetic transmission is blocked.”

I step up to Welker. “Can we have a minute?”

Welker and I stop at the edge of the stage.  I stand close to him in hopes that the chubby lab guy doesn’t hear us.

“Don’t tell me that all this doesn’t strike you as weird. Why isn’t the body at a morgue? Where are the cops? And since it’s in the building, why isn’t Dr. Thompson here?”

“Tel-Com is the client.”

“So the cops let the company take the body and do what it wants with it? Is this person a family member of an employee or something?”

“I can’t say.”

“You can’t say or you don’t know?”

Welker rubs his eyes and shakes his head. The poor corporate drone doesn’t know. “Are you going to complete the assignment or not?”

The lab guy stands and stares at us. His expression is blank. I notice that he’s wearing khaki pants and a light blue button down shirt underneath his coat. Without it he could fit in the company cubicles. Does he even work in the medical field?

“Yeah, I’m going to do it.” I move closer to the metal coffin and place my hand on it. I get nothing. No impressions or images. The body can’t be prepared like this for my benefit. They don’t want any kind of psychic to be around it. What is there to hide? Who the hell is this person? “Let’s get this shit started.”

“Do you need a chair or something?” the chubby lab guy asks.

“No,” I say. “I’m sure you’ll catch me if I fall.”

Welker nods his head. I don’t think the lab guy caught my sarcasm.

He takes out a key and opens three latch locks that run down the front of the case. He glances at me one last time to see if I’m ready. I sigh, nod, and watch the lid. He lifts it. At first I’m not even sure if it’s human. It lies on its side and is totally black. The top and bottom of the body press to the wall of the box as if it’s straining to curve into a fetal position. The smell of burnt flesh rushes up...

...fire...I’m screaming... smoke...my skin sizzles...aching in my muscles...I try to fight it...to move against my body...through the flames...mechanical movement...face...a young Asian girl...she screams...stuffed bunny...fresh streams of blue fire...I scream...until...tightness in my heart... black...

I grab my head and gasp for air. I remain on my feet. Welker moves to catch me. I wave him off. The chubby lab guy closes the lid. I step off the stage, sit in a theatre seat, and hug myself. A chill runs down my back. The latches click back into place.

“Are you okay?” Welker asks, kneeling.

“Yeah. I think so. She was...burned.”

“Shhh. Don’t say anything. Save it for the report.”

He always says those words after I have a vision, but this time I feel like he doesn’t want to know what I saw. Like it will drag him down into trouble he doesn’t want.

I nod. “The report. Right.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SKETCHING AND PAINTING
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I get out of the cab and walk to my West Street condo building. Alyssa waits in the foyer next to the glass door. Today the thirteen-year-old runaway is wearing a skirt, ripped fishnets, and yellow flannel shirt under her biker jacket. Her hair is green on top, grown out like mine since I shaved it last month. Grandpa says we could be twins if Alyssa wasn’t so pale or had a Chelsea cut before. She packs her sketchpad into her stuffed pack and stands.

“Sorry I’m late,” I say, getting my keys out from my leather jacket pocket.

She shrugs. “It’s cool.”

I unlock the main door and hold it open for her. “Things would be easier for you if you accepted a key.”
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