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THIS WAS THE NIGHT. The timing was perfect. There were no witnesses. After doing this for years, I had become quite the expert. Killing was an art. I, an artist, was a perfectionist.

Killing her was the easy part. I did not use a gun. They were noisy and clumsy. I did not murder with a knife. Though my precision was pristine. I saved that particular tool for later. I preferred poison.

It took three days to take effect. I stalked my victim to monitor their symptoms. She had been especially nasty as the mixture took hold. The way she made her friend cry was particularly inspiring.

One would think after all these years I wouldn’t get excited after a kill, if anything I got a new thrill out of each victim. Individually they brought something new to the table. I’ve killed men and women, but preferred women. They embraced their deepest, nastiest desires before death. It was as if they said, “I’m dying anyway. Fuck it.”

The night was cloudless. The quarter moon glowed bright. It turned her hair almost iridescent. She laid on the green grass in a near-death state. There still was a blush to her cheeks and a shine to her eyes. They would dull long before the police found her. I eagerly watched her last breath escape.

As the heat escaped her body, with surgical accuracy I sawed into her chest. Blood gushed from of the wound. It soaked her ripped white Mamba Brewery t-shirt and watered the ground.

This was my favorite part. I reached into her warm chest, put my gloved hand around her heart, and yanked as hard as I could. This motion stretched the veins and arteries attached to the heart. I took a pair of sharp clippers and cut through the fibers. The organ came free from the its body.

I propped her corpse against the town sign for the whole town to see. This town took everything from me, so I took from it. It was fair. It was my own brand of justice. It was the least I could do to survive, to live another life free from them. I think this next round I will travel the world.
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LIFE WAS PEACHY UNTIL the phone call. It changed the entire direction of my life. Here I was living it up in Brooklyn. I was following my dreams, working twice as hard for them, but they were well worth it. Photographer by day and sometimes night. Then bartending at Lucious in the city with my girlfriend, Grace Trudeau, to pay the bills. Life was sexy, exotic...fun and I liked it. It was nothing like Briar Ridge.

Earlier in the day I had a photoshoot. The usual spring family portraits in Columbus Park. Mrs. Darcy with her bleach blonde locks and pink cardigan. Mr. Darcy was freshly pressed in khakis and pink polo. Plus, their two little girls, ages about five and six, that reminded me of me and my little sister, Onyx, were adorable in their pink floral dresses and blonde curls. We never dressed like them for pictures, but the strong bond of a loving sisterhood was what I captured with every click of the camera.

“Big smiles,” I smiled at them to encourage what I wanted.

They all grinned big toothy smiles. A chill caught the wind and blew back their hair. The family hugged each other a little closer. I snapped the camera before the wind had a chance to die down. “Perfect.”

They laughed. The girls danced to Dog Days Are Over by Florence and the Machine. I figured Florence was more appropriate for family sessions than what I would normally listen to at work. When I get in my head and just shoot for the sake of shooting, I usually listen to Rhianna, Eminem, or sometimes Nine Inch Nails. I swayed my hips with them.

Mrs. Darcy quickstepped to me with her arms held open. We hugged. “Thank you so much, Raven. You really made this event super easy. The last photographer was a brute. Turn this way. Smile. No, not like that.” She mocked an abrasive man’s voice.

“Thank you, Mrs. Darcy. I try to be more organic and let you show the camera who you are.”

“I can’t wait to see the photos. My husband paid you. Correct?” Mrs. Darcy waved at her husband, who was clapping his hands above his head as he danced with his daughters.

“Yes, we’re all squared away. The digital copies will be sent to your email within twenty-four hours. I’ll mail the prints to you within the week.”

“Thank you.” She kissed my cheek. “You’re the best.”

“Ah, you’re sweet. Thank you” Little did I know the prints would be sent from Ohio.

We said our goodbyes. The little girls hugged me. Mr. Darcy shook my hand. I checked my phone for the time. It was 3:44pm. That gave me a couple hours to get back to the brownstone and get ready for my job at the bar.

A quick shit, shower, and shave was all I was able to get in with the time I had until my shift. I threw on a black low cut tank top with Lucious written in red cursive letter over my heart, a red plaid and pleated skirt, matching socks and black knee-high shit-kicking boots. I pulled my long hair in a ponytail. Then immediately felt uncomfortable and pulled out the hair-tie. Brown wavy hair with caramel tips cascaded down my shoulders. A touch of sinful red lipstick and some fresh mascara and I was ready to tend bar.

My phone rang. It was my mother calling for her monthly check-up. She hated me living so far away. I hung up on her. I’d call her tomorrow.

Grace was working a twelve-hour shift. She had left before I got home. Thankfully, I was working an eight. Which will easily turn into a ten depending on how big tonight’s crowd is. Saturday night in the city can get crazy.

I take a quick hop into the Starbucks, for coffee, on the corner of Fulton and Pearl, where I set up a Lyft. Ten minutes later I climbed into the backseat of a silver Toyota RAV4.

“Lucious,” the driver rattled off the address.

“That’s it.” I buckled my seatbelt.

“It’ll be about forty minutes.”

“Sounds good.”

He cranked up the volume of the classic rock station. He looked both ways and peeled out. I slid in my seat. The next forty minutes was an adventure. We drove up Adam Street and crossed the Brooklyn Bridge into the city. Then we drove down FDR to 42nd Street.

I loved the city at night; the lights, the spectacle. What I loved most of all was the people. The attitude was bountiful. It wasn’t neighborly, but they were alive like a live wire. They all knew what they wanted and charged ahead.

We pulled up to Lucious in record time. I tipped him twenty bucks. That was the nice thing about bartending. I always had cash on me.

“Hey, Raven!” Charlie, the bald bouncer who was built like a linebacker, called out to me. “I didn’t know you were working tonight.”

“A girl’s gotta pay the bills somehow. Caleb djing?”

“You know it.” Charlie held up the velvet rope. I slipped between him and it.

The heart pounding bass echoed through the closed steel door. The Pussycats Dolls’ When I Grow Up hit me like a wall the moment I entered the club. A multitude of colors strobed through smoke, bouncing off hundreds of scantily clad writhing bodies on the open dance floor. A dozen women dressed like me weaved in and out of the crowd across three tiers. It took me a second to find the person I was looking for, Grace.

Her long pink hair was pulled back in twin braids. Her bangs framed her face. She had tied her shirt into a knot above her belly button. Her pleated skirt road low on her hips, revealing her red thong. She bobbed her head as she waded through the crowd, tray in hand.

The music shifted to the haunting melody of Sam Smith and Kim Petras Unholy. It was the latest hit to grace our dance floor. Everyone got a little closer. There were hoots and hollers as the temperature in the room got even hotter.

My phone vibrated in my Disney’s Villain Loungefly bag. It was my mother again. She was being persistent. Too bad I was at work. I hung up the phone.

Grace appeared in front of me. “Hey, sweetie. Who was that?”

I tucked the phone back in the bag. “Just my mom. I’ll call her tomorrow.”

She leaned in to give me a quick kiss. Her lips were soft and tasted like vanilla. She smelled of Jägermeister. “Mmmm, did someone dip you in black licorice?”

“I wish. It would be easier to clean.” She laughed. Her hooded green eyes lit up.

My phone rang a third time. I yanked it out of the bag. It was my mother. “I should take this. Distract Mike for me. I might be a little late getting behind the bar.”

“’kay. Love you.”

“Love you, too.” I stepped back outside and answered the call. “Hey mom. What’s up. I just got to work.”

“You need to come home.” Her voice shook.

“Mom, we’ve been over this. I like living in New York. I’m not coming back and there is nothing you can say to change my mind.” I wave off Charlie after he gave me a questioning look.

“You need to come home because Onyx is dead.”

My vision swam away from me. “I’m sorry it’s noisy here. Could you repeat that?”

“Onyx is dead. She was killed.” Her voice was steadier.

“What? No. I just spoke with her last weekend. She. She can’t be...” I stumbled back and clenched the phone for dear life. It was my life line to a sanity that was fast retreating from itself. My heart beat louder than the bass from Lucious. I couldn’t even hear the music any longer. Just the sound of my pulse in my ears. I think my mother was trying to talk to me, but there was static.

I looked up and caught sight of the waxing moon as it hugged the skyline. It should have been paler because of the lights and signs. Instead, it shown brighter than I’ve ever seen it. It grew larger with every pulsating second I stared at it. My world became the moon.

Someone grabbed my elbows and guided me to the side of the building. They took me away from the moon. It hid behind something big and brick. I managed to mumble out something coherent. Or so I thought.

“Raven? Sweetie, what’s wrong?” It was Grace. I didn’t know exactly when she showed up. I handed her the phone. “Uhm, hello? Mrs. Sinclair? Hi, this is Grace. Is everything okay?”

“This was unbelievable. Onyx was only twenty-one years old. She had her whole life ahead of her. This must be an early April Fool’s Day prank. It’s not even officially spring, yet.” I mumbled.

“Oh God! Mrs. Sinclair, I’m so sorry.” Grace spoke with my mother while I fought my way back to reality.

“Killed. She was killed. Who would want to hurt Onyx?” I lived in the city. Chances were much greater of me being murdered than that of Onyx being slaughtered in fucking Briar Ridge, Ohio. Why her and not me?

The tears escaped my eyes before I had any say in the matter.

That was it. The moment I knew nothing would be the same ever again. I kissed goodbye Lucious, our brownstone in Brooklyn, my photography business -they were all gone from me. All that mattered was Onyx. The future she would never live. The children she would never bring into this world. The dreams she would have made come to life. I needed to go home. I needed to catch a killer.
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GRACE FRANTICALLY RACED around the brownstone packing for our trip to Briar Ridge; for our trip home. She ran up the wooden staircase. I heard thuds as she went from bedroom to bathroom back to our bedroom. She sprinted back down the stairs with a black duffle bag and one purple suitcase. She tossed them both on the floor in front of me where I sat on the cream chaise and thought of the when I left home.

All I had was that shabby second-hand black suitcase full of clothes, years’ worth of savings from working at my mom’s shop, and a rusted toreador red Ford Taurus. My mother forced me to leave behind all of my furniture. She said, “I paid for it. It’s mine.” It was her way of attempting to persuade me to stay. She thought if I didn’t have anything to take with me, I wouldn’t make it in the big city and that I would return home in tears. What sucked was that I was returning home in tears, but not for the reasons she thought.

That first year was rough. I had rented a closet size apartment in Queens. I sold the car to afford the Nikon D800 digital camera and all the software to start a freelance photography business. It wasn’t like I needed the car anyway. I took the subway everywhere. Photography work was scarce in the beginning. To get by, I waitressed at a filthy hole-in-the-wall bar. I survived on ramen. I was the definition of a starving artist.

It took a couple years of doing odd jobs, building a portfolio and website, before the photo gig took off. It also took a few jumping from day job to day job to pay for the necessities. I hadn’t landed at Lucious until three years ago. That was where I met Grace.

She had teal hair back then. It brought out the different shade of green in her eyes. Not that I could tell her. She was with another woman when we first. We grew our friendship. She always knew how to make me laugh. I was there for her when her then girlfriend cheated on her and the separation. Still, we didn’t hook up.

Grace bounced around from woman to woman getting the last relationship out of her system from about a year. I dated Michael, my manager, for a hot minute. He was a bartender then. When he got promoted, we ended our torrid affair. I didn’t want to be the one screwing the boss.

After one crazy night at Lucious the staff decided to go out for an early breakfast. In a town that never sleeps there was always a twenty-four-diner open. To this day I remembered what Grace ordered that morning: a western omelet, cubed potatoes and a side of bacon. She drank sweet tea. All I remembered about my meal was the black coffee. That wasn’t all I recalled. I noticed the higher turn of her smile, the dimple in her right cheek, and the way her body bounced when she let out a hearty laugh. She caught my eye and smiled. That smile melted my heart.
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