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It Wasn’t Supposed To Happen Like This
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People always ask a writer where they get their ideas and inspiration for their stories. Ideas and inspiration are easy. They float around inside your head or in front of your eyes and all you have to do is catch them. Write them down. Some are good and some are bad. Some are stolen from other works of fiction or media with the intent of adding our voice to them. Sometimes they don’t pan out as you wanted. Sometimes it does with little to great success. And sometimes, a bunch of them come together to form something familiar and different for the world. The latter was how it happened for A Black Deeper Than Death.

Back when I graduated from film school, I went to a party at a friend’s apartment in New York. A group of friends and I who I spent four years making movies with talked about making a feature together. It was a big dream for young minds. We would pool our resources and make something cheap to kick-start our careers. That was how we were trained to do it. On our own. Do it yourself. We never allowed others to give us permission. (A training that would be key to my indie publishing.)

We decided on a slasher movie since they were cheap. Now, this was six months before Scream brought the slasher back in the late 1990s. The Hollywood slasher film was dead except for the shot-on-video underground or classy thrillers determined not to be marketed as low-class horror. Could that be why we never went through with it? Or was it the large amounts of alcohol that killed off the memory cells? Fortunately, I wasn’t drinking and I remembered. That summer I wrote a script called Snakedriver. 

Snakedriver had a group of punk/gothic teens going up to a cabin in the woods to kill themselves in a supportive group setting. But a killer stops that plan and knocks them off one by one. Is the killer one of them or a mythical creature in the New Jersey woods? 

The final girl’s name was Miki. She was an empath. She experienced other’s death and pain. This psychic ability helps her figure out who the killer is and save herself in the end.

Miki’s psychic ability is specific to me. I grew up in the New Jersey suburbs. Back roads and woods were aplenty, as were animals and road kill. For some reason, whenever I passed a dead, squashed animal on the road I shivered as if I was experiencing something. No, probably not their death. Maybe some kind of sensitive empathy for the poor creature. But a writer never uses the truth in the story. They use a lie to tell the truth. They ask, What if? What if I experienced the animal’s death? What if I experience a person’s death? What if I experience their murder?

Jump ahead ten or a million years. I was sitting in bed eating breakfast and watching the weekend news with my wife. They ran a story about a child artist. A boy not even ten years old was selling his art for large sums of money. Today, I can’t remember the kid’s name. I never wrote any of the details down. But their life sparked a What if? I filed it away with the other ideas.

Probably the nail in the coffin that inspired me the most was Dario Argento’s Deep Red. This Italian giallo movie came out in 1973. Previously, Argento wrote and directed three other giallos and became wildly successful. He was known as the Italian Hitchcock. He also became creatively tapped. His fourth film would be a historical comedy about Italian fascism called The Five Days. It was different and cleared his creative pallet. The Five Days also cleared the way for Deep Red which became the staple of the genre.

For those who don’t know, giallo means yellow in Italian. Back in the sixties, a publisher released specific mystery books with a yellow covers. Like the noir period of American literature and film, these mysteries had rules and tropes. The stories were mysteries. The deaths were violent. Lurid sexuality was a must. The killer was revealed in the last few pages of the story. Dario Argento brought these tropes to his previous giallo films but never crystallized them until Deep Red.

The story of an American jazz musician who witnesses a murder of a psychic in Italy fascinated me. Not only for the way the mystery was plotted but for what it said about art and sexuality. I wanted to make a story like this. I wanted to grab people right away and drag them through a maze until the very end where I would drop them on the floor in either relief or rage.

These are the core ideas that made A Black Deeper Than Death. These ideas sparked my imagination and created this little devil inside me that wanted to trick reader’s perception. I had so much fun writing it. It was a nice break from the contemporary stories I told before and also different from the horror novels I wrote in the past. My main character experiences something right away and actively tries to fix it, unlike the standard horror novel where evil attacks the main character through most of the book and the character does nothing until the last part. It also took everything I loved in entertainment: horror, mystery, and young adult themes.

Fortunately, I wanted to do it again.

Oddly, it turned into a series.

As you have read in this introduction, I tried not to add any spoilers. Maybe you’re new to the series. If you are, thank you for being here and I hope you enjoy not only the revelations within each story but that we have a long relationship. If you are a long-time reader of the series, thank you for sticking around. I would not be in this position without you.

M.E. Purfield
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Surly Girly

Book 4
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FORMAL APPEARNACES
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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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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
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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.”
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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.”

“If I take a key I’m spending one night, then two, and all of a sudden you have a live-in and that’s not what I want,” she says.

I met Alyssa last month when Corey died. She was a skinhead who ran drugs for the scumbag leader of a group of Aryans called America Strong. The scumbag, Ethan Weiss, is currently catatonic in a hospital. Since Alyssa discovered what her hero really stands for, she’s been spending most of her time hiding out at my place. She doesn’t want to run into her old skin friends on the streets. 

Also, I let her use my art supplies to paint. I’m glad to do it because she kicks ass on canvas. On one hand, I wouldn’t mind if she lived with us until she got her shit together, but on the other I don’t feel right taking in a new homeless kid so soon after Corey’s death. I do worry about where she spends her nights, though. She assures me that she crashes on her friend’s floors or couches and there’s nothing sexual going on. I try to take her word for it and keep an eye out for physical signs in case I don’t pick up any psychic visions from her.

We enter my condo and hang our coats up on the rack. One side of the hall has a door to my bedroom while the other is Corey’s. The hall leads to a wide-open space where the kitchen, living room, and working area lay claim. Just next to the kitchen is a staircase to Grandpa’s loft bedroom. He’s at work this time a day, driving a city bus.

Alyssa goes over to the canvas she’s been working on and pulls the sheet off. She’s almost done with a city-scape point-of-viewed from somewhere in Central Park. I remember going with her that Saturday, the first spring day that actually felt warm. We sat on the grass and sketched for a few hours. We talked little. She’s not much of a conversationalist especially when I try to get into her past and her family. I know that her family lives in Brooklyn. That’s it.

“Is it okay for me to paint today?” she asks. “You don’t need to use the easel?”

I open the windows to let in some cool air. The nights have been so cold that the condo has still been running the heat. “All yours. I need to sketch anyway.”

She nods and gathers the paints from the black metal shelves against the wall.

I sit down at my drawing table and take out a fresh sketchpad and a composition book. Normally, I write out what I saw in a vision first but this time I start with the sketches. I begin a wide shot with flames in the foreground. But as I close my eyes, concentrating on the silence in the room, I compose shapes between the flames. Sparsely placed trees and lights from buildings in the distance. In another drawing a girl’s face. She’s horrified and with Asian eyes. There’s too much smoke to get details, but I can sense that she’s young. Maybe eight or nine. A dark shape on her right cheekbone. Maybe a birthmark. One arm hugs a stuffed bunny while the other swings down like she’s trying to do something. Maybe she wants to help the burning person. Based on her anguished expression I can tell she didn’t light the victim on fire. Or maybe she did and it was an accident. 

On another sketch, I spot something in the sky. Between the flames and the clouds, I make out a tram on a wire in the sky. Also a bit of city skyline. If this person died in New York, there’s only one area that would have a tram: Roosevelt Island. 

The fourth sketch has the asphalt ground on one side and a pair of shoes a yard away. I can make out combat boots with pink laces and jeans. It’s not the little Asian girl; the legs seem bigger and thicker. But they’re definitely female from the tightness of the jeans and the dragon patterned stripe going up the side. 

Just to the left and even farther back, hiding in the shadows made by a park bench, I can see my old friend. The Creepy Old Man who haunts my visions. He’s on his hands and knees with his arms out and his nails grating the asphalt. A gooey-like smile stretches across its droopy, gray-skinned face. I’ve been seeing this thing in all my visions that involve the pain or death of others. 

I’m not sure if it’s real, but it could be. During my first assignment with Elite I learned that the Creepy Old Man left fingerprints on a television at the site of a murder. But the prints belonged to a dead woman named Merriweather Williams who faked her death many times before. Could she be involved again? Maybe she left prints on the asphalt where the Creepy Old Man was kneeling? 

I lean back in the chair and rub the cramps in my hand. I’ve been drawing for three hours. Alyssa is gone. I didn’t even hear her leave. She probably saw me so deep into working she didn’t want to bother. I wander over to her painting and admire how she blends the sky. Even though the original picture has a blue sky with white clouds, she added her own colors, mixing purple, orange, and white. Like melted cotton candy. It makes me notice how hungry I am. 

I still have a few hours until dinner and Grandpa isn’t going to be home until late. He mentioned this morning that he’s seeing Uncle Tony in prison today for his monthly visit. 

I decide on a microwave dinner, eat, and then start the written part of my report until Grandpa comes home.
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SECRET ULTIMATUMS
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“And how did your meeting go today?” Grandpa asks.

We sit at the kitchen island where he eats the Chinese take-out he bought from down the street. I share some of his sweet and sour chicken. He wears his bus driver uniform pants but his shirt lies on the back of the couch. The only thing on top of him is his white t-shirt that shows off his dark Italian skin and white-haired shoulders.

“It was okay,” I say, chewing a piece of red chicken. “They had a special assignment for me.”

“Oh. What kind?”

“Can’t say. You know that.”

He sighs and sips his glass of red wine. “More secrets.”

I know he’s referring to more than what I do with Elite. Last month when Corey was in his coma I disappeared for a week. Grandpa never found out that I was stalking Ethan Weiss for what I thought he did to Corey. Turned out some other psycho was responsible. Grandpa said he understands why I disappeared and shaved my head, under the impression that I needed to be alone to deal with my pain. But he still wants me to tell him about it. Sometimes, I feel he doesn’t trust me. Maybe he shouldn’t. But I just can’t tell him the truth. Maybe I can’t face the truth.

“How is Uncle Tony doing?” I ask.

“He’s fine.”

“Did he ask about me?”

I’m expecting a no since the last time Uncle Tony and I spoke ended on bad terms. I kind of blackmailed him into giving me information on where to buy a gun. He resisted and I threatened him. I still feel like shit about it.

“No,” he says. “He didn’t. Which is odd.”

“Oh?”

“I mentioned you to him and he just looked out the window and changed the subject.”

Uncle Tony must be really mad.

“Is there something going on between you two that I should know about?”

“No.”

Grandpa places his fork down and aims his dark brown eyes at mine. “You’re keeping something from me, Michelina.”

I smile, lean back, and hide my shaking hands under the island. “What do you mean?”

“You won’t tell me where you were that time with Corey, you won’t tell me why you shaved your head, and you won’t tell me the truth of why you broke the wall in the hallway.” I told him I broke it the night I found out Corey was dead. Truth of it is I broke it when fighting with the real bastard who killed Corey. “Now you’re keeping secrets from me with your uncle. Your family.”

“I swear I’m not.”

“The rope is getting thinner and thinner, my dear granddaughter. I know you have control of your own life, and you have the law on your side, but there have been things going on that I do not like...that scare me. I’m starting to think that I may...”

I glare up at him, hoping he can’t see my heart beating hard or the fear in my eyes. Is he threatening to move out? He can’t. He’s the only family I have left.

“What?” I ask.

He takes and deep breath and exhales. “Never mind.” Grandpa takes his glass of wine. “I’ll clean up later.” He stands and walks up to his bedroom. 

I grab the wine bottle and bring it to my room. I type up my report on the computer and try not to make too many drunken typos.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


COPY RIGHT


[image: ]




The next morning I print out my report and email an attachment to Welker. I put on my best pair of pants and shirt and inspect my face in front of the mirror. I appear better than I did yesterday when I faced the Board. Maybe because I didn’t do too much drinking. Maybe I shouldn’t have done any. 

In the kitchen I make some breakfast - Pop Tart a la mode – and wash down my daily Novalexia pill with coffee. Grandpa isn’t around. He probably had an early shift and was out of the house by 4 AM. I’m sure he doesn’t want to see me anyway. I wonder what kind of plan he has, how he’ll try to reel me in. Shit. I don’t need to be reeled in. My life is just fine. I’m happy. Sort of. At least happier than I was before. I think.

I chew my breakfast and place the pictures and report into a folder and stuff it into my saddlebag. Ready to go, I leave the condo and walk out onto the street.

I don’t call a cab. Instead I walk down a few blocks to Kinkos and make copies of the sketches. One of the weird things about working for Elite is giving up my original drawings. I’m not used to it. That is, not without getting paid for them. Then again I am being paid for my time and psychic ability. Sometimes more than I would selling a painting. Maybe I’m just being stupid. Too much of an art snob.

I make the copies at the machine and then grab a cab for Midtown. Welker waits for me in the lobby of the Tel-Com building. He holds a cup of coffee from the cart down the street and approaches. We shake hands. He doesn’t react to my appearance, not like he did yesterday. I guess I do look better.

“Got your email,” he says. “Thanks.”

I pull the folder out and hand it to him.

“No. You hold onto that,” he says.

“Don’t you need to give it to them?”

“You’re going to present it.”

“Oh.” I frown. “Great.”
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The burly guy at the door from yesterday shows me into the room. I walk up to the curved conference table. Red Tie, Blue Tie, and the Woman are back where I left them. If they weren’t silhouetted with the sun shining so bright behind them I could see if they were wearing the same clothes as before. Probably are. 

Red Tie says, “You have your report, Ms. Radicci?”

“Yeah.” I pull the folder out and walk over to the table. I place it in front of Red Tie and get a whiff of his hundred-dollar cologne. He opens the folder and flips through the papers. 

“Only one copy?” he asks, shit and vinegar in his voice.

“I...didn’t know. Was I supposed to make copies for all of you?”

The burly guy at the door walks to the table. Red Tie hands the report to him. He leaves the room. I stand and wait. I think they’re staring at me; it’s hard to tell with their faces shadowed. Goddamn, can’t one of them small talk with me? They must have taken a class on that while getting their masters in business or something. I feel like they want me to put on a show. I lower my saddlebag to the floor and cross my arms. Show’s over.

The burly guy returns and places the copies of my report in front of each board member. Thank God. I feel the invisible force of their stares lift off my skin like a Brazilian waxing. For the next few minutes they wade through the pages.

Blue Tie lowers his copy and glares at me. “This is very thorough, Ms. Radicci.”

“Thanks,” I say.

Should I smile?

“Your talent is quite vivid,” the Woman says.

I slip a grin in. I might as well be proud. Not like they can do what I do.

“It was difficult with the smoke and flames,” I say, “but I think I was able to get a good depiction of the little girl. Just wish I could have gotten the other person standing there.”

No one answers.

“So, um, who is she?”

“Who is who?” Blue Tie asks.

“The little girl.”

“We can’t answer that.”

“Did she set the person on fire?”

Stares.

“Is she in trouble?” I ask.

Red Tie gathers his report and taps the bottom edge of the papers on the table. “Thank you for your help, Ms. Radicci. We will supply payment for your time this Friday.”

The door behind me opens. The burly guy in the suit waits. So that’s it. Swap, switch, thank you, bitch. I pick up my saddlebag and leave the conference room. Welker waits outside. He pockets his phone away and approaches me as the door closes.

“How did it go?” he asks, flashing me his bright white teeth.

“I feel like a cheap whore,” I say.

“What?”

“They took my work and kicked me out, pretty much.”

“But they were happy with it?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

He places his hand on my shoulder and gives it a gentle squeeze. “You did good, then. Go home. Enjoy the rest of your day. Looks like spring is finally here.”

“But who is she?”

“Who is who?”

“The little girl I saw.”

He looks to the wall, his face stiff. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know or you can’t tell?”

“Listen, Miki. I was asked to bring you in for this special assignment. It’s not part of my workload. I’m not heading it. I didn’t even open your report. I just forwarded it. So no, I don’t know. And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you because they want complete confidentiality with this. Understand?”

I understand that the little girl looked scared. I understand that she had nothing to do with lighting the person on fire. I understand that Elite and the Board are hiding something.

I don’t like it at all.

“Yeah,” I say. “I understand completely.”
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A CYBER SEARCH
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I arrive home by 10:17 AM and turn on my computer. I do a search for Roosevelt Island, fire, murder, and body. As I expect, it brings up the hits I need. It seems that last week Carlos Rivera was walking his dog up East Road by the park at 9:15 at night when he saw a ball of flame and heard screams up ahead. Rivera called the police and the fire department on his cell phone. When the police arrived, they found an unidentified body. A later article stresses how the body was cooked through like a well-done burger. Police didn’t even find any accelerant for the fire. No cans of gasoline or matches or lighters. It’s as if the body was placed in the microwave and set for one hour.  

People in the neighborhood couldn’t believe what had happened. Many residents were quoted saying how the neighborhood is basically quiet and peaceful. There has been a share of shootings, robberies, and drug related crimes, but this kind of murder rarely happens. Although, one article states that dental records will identify the body none of them reveal the ID of the victim. Also, none of them mention a little Asian girl. When Carlos Rivera found the body no one was around. She probably ran away. Chased by the 3rd Person with the boots.

I sit back and stare at the screen for a moment, spacing out at an article. Why did Elite and the Board need me? Was it to see something? They didn’t seem surprised or interested in what I saw. So maybe I’m confirming what they already know. I still get the feeling they’re interested in the girl more than the body. Maybe I was used to verify her location. So how do they find her? Is she still on Roosevelt Island? Trapped? Or does she live there. The murder is a week old from today. If they’re interested in the little girl and if they know who she is then they would have the resources to go to her house and pick her up by now. Or maybe she’s missing. A runaway.

I do a search on missing children. Lists of sites run by organizations and law enforcement that help find missing, exploited, and abused kids fills the screen. Checking out some of them I discover that they have database searches of current missing kids. I use the filter to search between ages 7 and 12, Asian, and in the New York area. One site gives me over twenty pages of kids either missing since that age or currently that age.

“Holy shit.”

I knew that a lot of kids go missing, but I didn’t think it was this many. Why isn’t the media on this? Why aren’t there pictures all over the city or on television or just everywhere so that they can be found? Money, I guess. And laziness. Maybe no one gives a shit other than the families. How can you make money on finding missing kids, right? 

The next few hours, I snack on chips and scan pictures. So many Asian girls but what’s notable about mine is that I think she has a birthmark on her right cheekbone. I find a few that almost match. But after comparing them to my sketch they actually don’t fit the bill. 

I do this the rest of the day, going from site to site. Sometimes I play with the ages. Sometimes they specify what kind of Asian (Korean, Chinese, Japanese, even Hawaiian) and I have to check them all out. The only thing I accomplish is straining my eyes and back.

The smell of chicken Parmesan pulls me out of the bedroom and into the kitchen. Grandpa stands at the stove and cooks vegetables, wearing his uniform pants and white T-shirt. I approach him, hug him, and kiss his cheek. He smiles, nods, and says nothing. I guess all is forgiven for now. I stretch out on the couch, flaring the ache from my healing ribs that were kicked in last month, and rest my eyes for a few minutes.

Grandpa and I small talk at the island during dinner. We both skip the wine. It seems to simmer the tension between us. He asks me if I’m working on any paintings. I tell him no. I’m not in the mood to paint. But Alyssa has been painting enough for the both of us. At least someone is using them. I tell him that I’m toying with the idea for a series of paintings based on the images I’ve seen for Elite. He nods his head again and tells me how that’s a great idea. It might be good for my soul and my transparency with Grandpa, but would Elite let me get away with it? I did sign a confidentiality agreement when I first joined them. Maybe I would have to fudge the images a bit, hide the identities of the killers. Be cool if I could give the victims’ families part of the sales.

Anyway, I’m far away from doing anything like that now.

After dinner and dishes, Grandpa and I sit on the couch and watch an old Sean Penn movie called Bad Boys. By the time it’s over, he’s fallen asleep and snores to high heaven. I turn everything off in the room and grace a blanket on him. He might spend the rest of the night on the couch. Normally, Corey would be doing this with Grandpa and I would be out at some bar or show somewhere. I hug myself, walk to the bedroom, and try to push thoughts of Corey out of my head for a while.

Back on the computer, I continue my search, sip from a bottle of whiskey, and click away. After an hour my eyes droop and my wrist aches. I’m definitely going to get carpal tunnel syndrome.

I take a moment to rest my eyes. I cross my arms and breathe deep.

The clock radio blasts classic rock. 

I lift my head up from my arms on the desk and flinch to the sunlight streaming through the open blinds and the pain in my ribs from moving too fast. I must have fallen asleep. Ugh. Hate when I do that. Something about sleeping in the clothes you wear all day icks me out.

I stretch out my arms and legs and glance at the screen. A tiny thumbnail of her face on the bottom corner of the screen shines out like a beacon. I click on it for a larger image. It’s her. She’s smiling, but it’s definitely the girl I’m looking for.
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KATHLEEN CHRISTINE KASEM


[image: ]




Her name is Kathleen Christine Kasem, aka K.C. Kasem. She’s been missing since last year. She should be twelve by now. The post says she’s Japanese and from Queens, NY. That’s it. It’s not much, but at least I have a name. 

I switch to a search engine and type her name and Queens. I expect a few links, but not a few hundred. From what I gather reading the articles, Kathleen Christine Kasem went to the park one Saturday with her older sister Ling Kasem. Ling states that she was talking to her friends while her sister was playing on the jungle gym with some other kids. When Ling called her to go home, Kathleen was gone. At first, Ling wasn’t upset about it. The park is big and there were a lot of kids around playing in the sprinklers and home from school for the summer. After Ling searched everywhere she panicked and called the police.

Cops questioned all the people they could at the park but no one had seen the little girl. It’s as if Kathleen Christine Kasem disappeared in front of everyone’s eyes. Of course the girl’s parents, Ming and Wai Kasem, were distraught. The press ran a few pictures of the middle-aged couple in front of their house. Mr. Kasem’s face appears like he had been crying for years. Ming’s is solid and supportive, but not totally unemotional. I can tell he feels horrible by his eyes, which appear glassy and fragile; he’s probably a traditional strong male and didn’t want to show his emotions to the press.

Police believe she was kidnapped and did all they could to find her. The tragidy struck again. A few weeks later, Ling Kasem disappeared, too. Authorities don’t believe the sixteen-year-old girl was kidnapped since clothes were missing from her bedroom. The press hints that Ling Kasem was a bit of a troubled girl, always in detention and arrested for shoplifting. Maybe she couldn’t handle the stress of her sister disappearing and ran out. I wonder if they blamed her for Kathleen Christine Kasem’s kidnapping.

The later articles are follow-ups, growing smaller and repetitious on facts. Then, a month later the Kasem house burned down. The fire was so bad that it spread to the neighboring homes and apartment buildings. When they finally extinguished it only two people were found dead: Ming and Wai Kasem. The fire burned so hot that their bodies were cooked through. Although no devices or flammable liquids were found, investigators believe someone started the fire. Ling Kasem is the only suspect. I can’t find any articles on her arrest. She must still be out there.

I sit back in my chair and rub the ache in my wrist from using the mouse so much. If I understand the articles correctly, it sounds like they think that Ling had something to do with Kathleen Christine Kasem’s kidnapping and murdered her own parents when suspicion was focused upon her.

Seems doubtful. But I guess possible.

I pull out the copy of the sketch with the older girl’s legs wearing boots. Could the feet belong to Ling? Maybe the two girls are pyromaniacs and have something going on together. Maybe their parents were abusing them and they had to escape and things went too far? But why would they burn someone on Roosevelt Island in such a wide-open space for the world to see? Someone’s bound to catch on that both the body at Roosevelt Island and the Kasems were cooked right through. Or maybe not.

I print out a few articles and go out to the kitchen for breakfast. After coffee and a bagel with cream cheese, I take shower to wash the rank smell off and dress for the day. It would make sense - that if they were running from the law - they would go away from New York. Far away. Instead they went from Queens to Roosevelt Island. Why and what was so important on the Island that they would not leave New York?

I need more information. More than what the Internet can reveal. There’s only one person I know who can get it and he’s in the Lower East Side.
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I take a cab to the Computer Repair shop on the East side of Ave A. I step inside with my saddlebag stuffed with printouts and sketches close to my side. The store is small and narrow. There’s only one aisle and both sides are crowded with various kinds of electronic devices from desktops to laptops to blu-ray players to flat screen televisions. A customer, an Indian man, stands in front of the counter that also acts as a glass display case. A digital camera sits between them. The middle-aged counter monkey with salt and pepper hair looks up at me from over his glasses. He nods, remembering me from last time.

“He around?” I ask, not wanting to name names in front of the customer.

The counter monkey nods again and asks the customer to wait a moment. He disappears into the back. The Indian guy glances up and down at me, trying to figure out what makes me so important to interrupt his business. I cross my arms and ignore him.

The counter monkey returns and tells me to go see him. I walk around and through the doorway, leaving him to take care of his customer. I move through a storage/office space until I reach the narrow doorway at the back. I push it open and take the weary wooden steps down to the basement. Computers of all kinds are either on black metal shelves or piled on top of each other. Through a maze of desks and tables I walk to the desktop that Azul works on. He’s not fixing it. He’s probably chatting with another pedophile in a chat room. On his spare time, he works with the FBI and Ethical Hackers Against Pedophiles. 

He smiles and stands up. “Miki, my baby!”

Azul takes me into his arms and squeezes me against his green plaid seersucker pants and purple tank. Today his tightly curled hair sticks straight up in a Latino ‘fro. He’s been dressing like this since he was a kid working for my dad on computer scams.

He releases me and plants a kiss on my cheek. We exchange pleasantries and jokes for a moment until he finally asks what really brings me by.

“Oh my God,” I say. “You think I just came here for something other than to see you?”

“Are you finally accepting my marriage proposal?”

“Uh, no,” I say. “Besides, I’m sixteen and you’re twenty two.”

He smiles. “Then you must need something.”

“Okay. I do.”

His face turns serious as he rests his skinny butt on a desk. “I’ve been thinking, Miki. Maybe you shouldn’t come around here for that anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“One time you get involved with a chick who fakes her own death like she changes underwear and end up in some serial killer’s home, then another time you ask me about some buildings and one of them blows up. Plus, the police find some meth lab down there. What is it this time?”

“It was PCP,” I say. “I swear. No killers and no guns and no explosions.”

“I’m worried about you, Miki. I can’t help but feel responsible.”

“Azul, it’s a little late to be my father, don’t you think?”

“Someone has to look out for you.”

“I can take care of myself.” I cross my arms to hide the anger shaking them. God! Has he been talking to Grandpa? I don’t even think they know each other. I take a breath and exhale hard. “This one is different. Someone’s in trouble. A girl.”

“You mean abduction kind of trouble?”

We sit down at a small table. I take out the papers from my bag and start off the story of Kathleen Christine Kasem’s kidnapping and end with my assignment with Elite. I had never told him about the group before, but he does know I have a psychic ability. He also knows my Uncle Tony has it, too.

“So all the trouble before was related to this Elite Group?” he asks.

“Sort of. Not the buildings last month.”

“Uh huh.”

“I don’t need much. I just need to check out the arrest record of Ling Kasem. Arrest records should be easy, right? On the Internet they keep advertising how anyone can get them.”

“They are if you have the money and the authority for a background check on someone. But this girl is under eighteen. Those will be harder to get.”

“But you can get them since you work with the FBI and the Pedophile Hackers thing?”

“Not for minors.”

“Shit.” I turn my head and try to suppress a grin. “So you can’t get the info. It’s too hard for you to access.” 

“Whoa whoa whoa. I am one of the best hackers this country has to offer. State law enforcement files are child’s play. I’ve been into those since I was nine.”

I reveal my hopeful face. “So you’ll do it?”

He picks at the dead skin on his nail. “To help the little girl, huh?”

I nod.

“Shit. Okay.”

As I sit and hang out, Azul plants himself at his computer and runs a few programs that fish for easy passwords to hack into the law enforcement database. Security companies often urge everyone with something to hide from the public to use complex passwords, ideally with numbers or jumbled words or phrases. But the average person rarely thinks like that. We live in a password-protected world for everything; from our email to retail site accounts and to memorize them all would be insane. So people pick something easy like a pet or a child or a spouse. The program will go through all the possibilities and make a list with the user names.

“I’m in,” he says ten minutes later.

I move my chair next to him.

“So search for Ling Kasem, right?” he asks.

“Please.”

Using a detective’s username and password from a precinct in Queens, he pulls up her file. We review her arrest record. The first page shows her mug shot. She’s different from the picture that the newspaper ran. Here, one side of her head is shaved and the rest is swept over with various rainbow colors. She wears a black t-shirt and a heavy chain around her neck with a padlock connecting the ends Sid Vicious style. 

Azul clicks to the next page with the arrest summary.

“This girl has sticky fingers,” he says.

Ling has been arrested five times for shoplifting. Most of her busts were in Manhattan. All were chain stores, no mom and pops. The girl has ethics. She only steels from companies that can afford the loss, not from real people who put their livelihood into their business.

I notice that one of her arrests a few months before her sister disappeared has a name with it. Victoria “Tory” McCullough was busted with her. They positioned DVDs around a store and filled booster bags; those foil-lined bags that keep the tagged merchandise from setting off the alarm at the entrance. Unfortunately the booster bags weren’t that good and the alarm went off. 

“See if there’s an address for Victoria McCullough,” I say.

Azul does a search and her arrest record with all her stats pops up. I copy the address down in my mini sketchbook and ask him to print out her picture. He does. I kiss Azul on the cheek.

“You are so the best.”

“Uh huh,” he says. “So are you planning to go talk to this girl?”

“Definitely.”

“You need back up? This chick seems tough. Has a few disorderly and assault charges attached to her.”

“Nah. I’m gonna bring my body guard with me.”
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I lift up the mattress to my bed and pull out the Walther I bought last month. From the closet, I take out the box of bullets and load the clip. I keep the chamber empty and the safety on. I don’t plan to use it. It’s just for show. But you never know. Sometimes a gun gets answers better than saying please.

I take out my phone and call up Gray Delisle.

Gray answers the phone. “Oh, no. What did you get yourself into now?” 

“Ha ha.” 

“I just saw you a few weeks ago on that last assignment and the last time you called me on my cell was to pick you up in Bumble Fuck, New Jersey where you got your ass kicked,” he says. “Still haven’t told me what went on down there.”

“Jeez, you’re the second person today who’s told me how predictable I am.”

“Take it as a sign.”

“So are you busy?”

“It’s Friday. Gonna search and hook up with a fly woman.”

“That is if she can find a babysitter.”

“Ouch.”

“I need your help. A ride.”

“You paying for gas?”

“Of course.”

“Where we going?”

“Just get your ass here and I’ll tell you.”

I give him my address and disconnect the call. After I pack up my bag, the door buzzer goes off. I check my watch. It’s too early for the mailman to deliver a package. Then again I haven’t ordered anything recently.

“Yes?” I say into the box as I press the talk button.

“It’s me. Alyssa.”

I buzz her in and leave the door open for her. I’m ready to go as she enters the condo. The runaway is wearing jeans today. When she slips off her leather jacket, I spot a vintage Evil Dead T-shirt over a long sleeve purple shirt. 

“You’re leaving?” she asks.

“Yeah, got an appointment.”

“Oh. When will you be back?”

“I’m not sure. Why?”

She looks around the apartment.

“You scared to be alone here?” I ask. “No one’s going to bother you. My grandfather won’t be home until five-ish.”

“No. It’s not that.”

“You think you might steal from me?”

“I already feel like I’m stealing from you.”

“Listen, it’s okay. I trust you.”

She stares at her feet and nods her head.

“You sure there isn’t something else?” I ask.

“I have some sketches I want to show you.” Her eyes avoid mine. On purpose? I doubt that’s the real reason she’s acting weird. Or is it? I can remember being her age and needing approval from someone older on my own art. God, was I hopeless back then. I smile.

“I’ll be home for dinner, the latest. Be here and I’ll check them out. Okay?”

She picks up her bag and walks to the work area. “Okay.”

I feel like I should be poking and picking at her to get her to talk, but Gray should be here soon. I sigh and leave the apartment.
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Gray’s car pulls up in front of my building. It’s a black, two-door piece of shit Ford, but Gray takes good care of the engine, from what he says. It must be true, the guy goes everywhere in it. I never hear about it breaking down. Not only did he pick up my broken ass from New Jersey that one time, he drives his four-year-old son around the city on weekends. I hop into the front passenger seat and spot him a fifty-dollar bill. His red eyebrows, which match his red cropped hair, connect while he stares down the bill. 

“Oh man, you really gonna use my ass today,” he says.

“Don’t worry. I will totally make it worth your while,” I say, placing my bag between my feet on the floor.

“So where to?” he asks, lowering the hip-hop coming out of the speakers.

I tell him the address in Hunters Point, Queens.

He shifts the car into drive and says, “I really can’t wait until you get a car. Shit, even your license.”

“I have a license.”

“A real one. Not one of those fake ones you use to get drunk on.”

I ignore that last line and tell him what I’m up to as we make our way to the Queens-Midtown Tunnel. 

“Uh, excuse me for being the idiot here - I only have a 10th grade education and all - but why the hell are you not telling Welker about this? Maybe Elite can use this info to find the girl. That way I don’t have to ruin this fine Friday afternoon playing Driving Miss Daisy.”

“Because, I’m not positive that they want Kathleen Christine Kasem found.”

“Bullshit. Sounds like they do.” He slows the car as we get in line to enter the tunnel. “More like you don’t trust them and you think your shit is holier than Hell.”

“Yeah, well, that too.”

“Man, your parents really screwed you up on trust issues.”

I bite my tongue a second time and flip him the bird as the car enters the tunnel and leaves Manhattan. 
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This time of day the traffic is light. Once we hit Queens it doesn’t take us long to find Victoria McCullough’s address on 45th Street. I tell Gray the number and instruct him not to stop in front of it. 

“Yes, Miss Daisy,” he says.

I punch him in the arm and then look out the window. Victoria lives in a small brick and wood house with a porch. All the houses on the street match. It’s like the guy who designed them had no imagination and made one set of plans for all of them. Shit, even the colors are similar. 

I tell Gray to go around the block and back onto 45th. I point an empty spot out to him. He slips right in. It’s a good one. I can see the house. He turns off the engine and crosses his arms.

“Now what,” he asks. “Just so you know I’m not going to knock on the door.”

“I wouldn’t think of it.” I open the door. “And don’t go through my bag.”

Before he can respond, I close the door and rush across the street before a car can hit me. I slow down onto the sidewalk and stroll to the McCullough house. The street is quiet with a few people around. It doesn’t seem like a bad neighborhood. 

I climb up the steps of the wooden porch, pass the worn and weather-stained furniture, and ring the bell.  The door opens and a pear-shaped woman glares through thick glasses. She wears tight black leggings and a T-shirt. A few lottery scratch-offs stick out of the breast pocket.

“Yes?” she asks.

I get the feeling she wants to smash my face in. I shine my brightest smile and ask, “Is Tori home?”

“She’s still at school.”

I check my watch. It’s almost 2:30. Why didn’t I assume that she would be in school? Oh, right. I haven’t been to school in years.

“She should be home soon,” the woman says.

“Okay.” I turn to leave.

“Who are you? I don’t recognize you.”

I stop at the steps and continue to smile. “Miki. I just started hanging out with her.”

Before she can ask me another question, I rush to the sidewalk and away from the house. I turn the opposite direction of the car and circle the block. Gray chews his nails as I return to the seat next to him.

“She’s still at school,” I say.

“So now what?” he asks.

“Duh. We wait.”

And we don’t wait long. Ten minutes later I spot Victoria McCullough walking home from school. She wears a Catholic School uniform. Is it mandatory to wear the skirts so short? I don’t think it adds any class to have such high white socks. Anyway. She comes down the opposite direction and turns to her house. The pale-skinned girl with her long black hair tight in a tail enters the house.

“Gonna try again?” Gray asks.

“Not quite.”

I continue to watch the house and Gray continues to sigh in boredom. By 3 o’clock, Victoria runs back out. Dressed in ripped jeans and some rock T of a band I can’t make out, she stops at the sidewalk to catch her breath. I spot the anger on her face. A fight with her pear-shaped mom? She then looks down both sides of the street. Maybe they fought about why I came around the house. Victoria shouldn’t have any friends named Miki since it’s rare with girls. Mom probably confronted her about it and Victoria was being truthful and stressing she didn’t know who I was. The girl stops scanning the street and walks in our direction.

I slam myself to the floor of the car. Gray laughs and jolts back like I’m going to spit on him. 

“What are you up too?” he asks.

“Shut up and tell me where she’s going. But don’t look at her,” I say.

“Yeah, I’m not going to say how wrong that sentence is. Want me to shut up and talk and then tell you where she’s going without looking. Uh huh. Sure.”

I keep quiet and wait. Gray says, “Okay. She turned the corner.”

“Let’s go.” I open the door.

“Go? I can’t leave my car here. I don’t know if the sweeper came by yet.”

I stand outside the car. “I’ll pay for the ticket. C’mon.”

Gray locks up and follows me down the street. I verify which way she went and spot Victoria a few yards ahead. I lead Gray across the street. He doesn’t give me much lip, but I can tell he’s getting impatient. The streets slowly turn less residential and more business. Traffic builds along with the walking pedestrians. 

Victoria stops at the corner and greets a dark-skinned girl dressed in tight black jeans and short midriff denim jacket over a low-cut top. The chick’s boobs are bound to fall out and cause a car accident. 

We stop. The other girl hands Victoria a Dwayne Reade shopping bag and then hugs her. Together the girls walk down a cross street. Gray and I continue behind them until they enter an FYE. Through the window I can make out that it’s a CD and DVD store. 

“They going shopping, huh?” Gray asks with sarcasm.

“C’mon, we’ll wait for them there.”

We cross the street at the corner and sit on a bus stop bench. I keep my eye on the store and check my cell every minute like I’m waiting for the bus. Gray scopes out the young mommies pushing their strollers down the sidewalk. He smiles and nods hello. Some of them blush and some ignore his brazen flirting.

About fifteen or twenty minutes later, Victoria and the other girl leave the store. From this distance, I don’t hear any alarms. No one chases them out. The bag seems bulkier, heavier. Gray and I follow them down the street. Most likely they’ll need someplace to unload the booty they stole from the store. 

The girls walk a few blocks. They laugh, point at people, and sometimes lean in close. They pass a few kids who wave and try to start a conversation, but the girls are all business. They don’t stop until they reach an apartment building. The dark-skinned girl rings the buzzer. They enter through the glass doors. 

Gray and I stand across the street, cattycorner from the building. 

“So what now?” he asks.

I check my cell. It’s a little after four. My guess is that the mom keeps Victoria on a tight leash since she has an arrest record. She should be home for dinner or risk getting her ass handed over for dessert.

My cell rings. Speaking of tight leashes, Grandpa’s number pops up on my caller ID. I sigh and slip the phone into my back pocket, letting into voice mail. I should really go home and play good little girl, but I feel like I didn’t accomplish anything by just following Victoria McCullough. I need to talk to her, get a sense of my next step.

It’s then that she comes out of the apartment building. Alone and empty handed. She checks her watch and walks back in the same direction she came from.

“This is what we’re going to do,” I tell Gray.
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Alone, I follow Victoria McCullough home. She doesn’t side track into a store or a fast food joint. She probably has to return home for dinner, do homework, and stay off the streets. She turns the corner, her house just a block away. 

“Hey, Tori,” I call out.

The dark-haired girl turns, smiling. Confusion covers her face as I step closer.

“Do I know you?” she asks.

“I’m Miki.”

“Miki?” She shakes her head. “Oh. You came to my house today.”

“Yeah. Got a minute?”

She checks her watch. “No. I gotta get home. Besides. I don’t know your ass.”

“We have a mutual friend,” I say. “Ling Kasem.”

Victoria crosses her arms and turns away, about to run. But Gray stands in front of her, trying his best tough man pose. “Where you going, girl?”

“I have to go.” She backs up onto a lawn in front of a house. Gray stays close behind her in case she tries to run. I approach her.

“I know. This won’t take long.”

“No, it won’t. I’m leaving. And don’t bother me, either.”

She fakes a dive at Gray’s side. He moves the wrong way. Victoria dashes around him and onto the sidewalk.

“Okay. If you don’t feel like talking then I can do all the talking. Maybe I can tell your mom where you just were. She may be curious about the apartment you dropped all those DVDs from FYE at.” She stops walking, her back to me. “She may want to know where you got the money to buy all that stuff. And why you’re not bringing it home. You did buy all that, right?”

She turns around and wrings her hands. “You don’t understand. I have to be home soon. My mom will kick my ass if I’m not.”

Jeez, this girl is more scared of her mom than the cops.

“Help me out and I’ll make sure we’re done soon. I don’t want you to get in trouble. I just want to help Ling.”

She checks her watch again, and says, “Fine.”
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We go to the corner of her block so that Victoria can sprint home when I’m done with her. I meant what I said. I don’t want to get her in trouble. She can do fine on her own. Gray and I stand on either side of her. He takes out a cigarette and offers her one. She shakes her head. Probably because she doesn’t have time to mask the scent. Gray lights one up, then offers me one. I pass for now.

“You’re good friends with Ling?” I ask.

“Yeah. I guess. She was cool.”

“Run grifts together?”

“Grifts?”

“Scams. Stealing.”

She shrugs. Then, “Yeah. She’s really good at grafting receipts.”

“Grafting receipts?” Gray asks.

“Yeah, she can take a receipt from a store that someone used to charge on their card, then take another one from the same store that someone paid cash,” she says.

“Then she would graft the word cash onto the credit card receipt and get cash back for a large purchase,” I say.

“Wouldn’t she have to have the same merchandise to return it for cash?” Gray asks.

“Yeah. K.C. would help her,” Victoria says. “They were doing that for a few months. That little kid got some sticky fingers.” A sweet smile stretches across Victoria’s face.

“Why?” I ask.

“They needed money. Duh.”

“For something on Roosevelt Island?”

“How do you know about that?”

“Kathleen Christine was spotted there last week.”

She steps back and gives us both the once over.

“I know you can’t be a cop,” she says, pointing at me. “And you’re definitely not a cop. Look like some wanna be Mack Miller freak,” pointing to Gray. “Who the fuck are you two?”

“It’s a long story. But I think Kathleen’s in trouble. I want to help her.”

“Was she kidnapped again?”

“I hope not. I’m trying to find out. Maybe the people that did are after her, trying to hurt her.”

“Ling didn’t talk much, you know. Not outside any scams we were pulling. I mean, look at what she’s been through and all that. K.C. getting kidnapped and her parents blown to shit and all. But she did mention a name. Some guy named Wanga. She never met him, but she heard that he’s someone who could help her. She kept saying how she had to get her and K.C. out of the city.”

“Couldn’t she just take a cab or bus out?” Gray asks.

“No shit, right?” Victoria says. “But she was all sneaky and such. She was always looking over her shoulder and never letting K.C. out of her sight. She always looks for cameras on the street. Like the city was watching her or something.”

“Is this Wanga on Roosevelt Island?” I ask.

“I think so.”

“She say anything else about him. How we can find him?”

“I did ask her how she knew this guy could help her. She mentioned he’s into importing and exporting. I don’t know. She really didn’t say much. Maybe she didn’t trust me.”

Victoria looks at her watch. She sighs hard.

“Okay. Thanks, Tori,” I say. “Go.”

She turns and runs down the street. No good-bye, no good luck, no nothing.

“So what now?” Gray asks.

“Miki!”

Victoria stands in front of her house and waves her arms. “One more thing,” she shouts. “She mentioned baby clothes.”

Before I can question her, she runs up the path to the porch of her house.

“Baby clothes?” Gray asks.

“Fucked if I know,” I say.
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Back in Gray’s car, we drive to the city. Since the traffic is so heavy, I call Grandpa and let him know that I’ll be home soon. I explain that I’m with a friend and we’re hanging out in Queens. He seems satisfied. Grandpa doesn’t question me about it. Maybe because I’m telling the truth and I don’t sound like I’m lying. It’s refreshing. I don’t have to deal with a racing heart after hanging up the phone.

As we wait to enter the tunnel, Gray asks, “Think this Wanga has anything to do with the burned body?”

“I don’t know. It’s possible that this guy didn’t become the safe haven they counted on. But those other pair of feet don’t seem like a grown man’s.”

“Maybe baby clothes means a store or something. Like one of those Babies R Us deals?”

“Possibly.”

“I guess we’re going to have to check out Roosevelt Island next?”

I smile at him. “We?”

“Shit. How can it not be we? I gotta know the ending to this story.”
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THE SAME, BUT NOT
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Grandpa sits at the table and eats. He turns to see me enter the condo and makes me a plate of chicken parm with pasta. The food smells so good that my mouth waters and my stomach growls. I kiss his cheek and thank him for saving me a dish. I notice there isn’t wine on the table. I pour a glass of water and sit down as he places the dish in front of me.
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