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The Space Between

(This story follows Book 1, A Black Deeper Than Death)
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I sit on the park bench at Pier 26 and try to block out the image of me killing Chris Chandler. I sip a bottle of whisky hiding in a brown paper bag. The liquid burns down my throat to my belly. It warms me from the cold February wind, which has no problem cutting through my brown leather jacket. But it doesn’t do a damn thing about getting the image of Chris falling back over the balcony and dropping to his death.

“Fuck.”

I wipe the tears from my eyes and sniff the watery mucus back up my nose.

A couple of skaters around my age enter the playground. Two of them climb up the metal dome and sit on top with their boards while the third stays on the bottom and tries to do some flips. Every time he lands, metal slams wood, setting off a shock wave of sound. They glance my way, checking me out. I wear my sunglasses so they can’t tell if I’m looking at them or not. I sort of am, but not for the reasons they think.

The third skater has long dirty blond hair and wears a denim jacket covered with punk pins and drawings. I wonder if he has the tats to match on his skin. With his Chuck Taylor sneakers pressed to the board, he pushes himself at top speed and makes a jump for the bench. I brace myself. The board coasts down the wooden seat. When he reaches the end, he jumps, flips the board, and tries to land on it.

Tries being the operative word.

...concrete slams my elbow...pain travels up my neck and head...skull cracks...clenching teeth...shout out the pain...

The skater lies on the concrete and moans. We both rub our elbows even though the pain in our heads is much worse. The other two dufuses laugh above him.

“Aiedyn go boom,” Skater 1 says.

“Do that shit again,” Skater 2 says. “Fucking priceless!”

Aiedyn pushes himself up and rubs his head. His other hand flips his friends the finger.

I don’t know how the kid takes the pain. My throbbing skull makes my eyes water, like I want to pull the damn orbs out. I stand, pocket my bottle, and walk to the short gate that leads to the street. As I pass Aiedyn, I mumble, “Fucking idiot.”

“What?”

I stop and turn to him. He smiles, too stupid to know he did something wrong.

“I said, you’re a fucking idiot.” I stare hard into his eyes. He has to sense it even though he can’t see mine.

His smile fractures a moment, then he picks it back up. “What’s your problem? Weren’t even bothering you.”

“Wanna know what my problem is?” I ask. “Your stupid looking face.”

I turn and walk away as his friends laugh.

**
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I live on West Street in a condo. The building used to be a factory/warehouse. Then some guy with money converted it and stuffed it with rich people. I’m one of them. I bought this place last year with the money I make painting. My Grandpa Blaise also lives with me. He works and offers to pay the taxes every month. He doesn’t have to, but I let him do it anyway so he can feel like he’s pitching in. He also does the cleaning and cooking. He’s like the parent I never had. Seriously. But I won’t get into my parents now.

Tonight Grandpa makes ravioli with meatballs. Three places are set at the table. 

“Corey didn’t leave any messages?” I ask.

Grandpa shrugs his hairy shoulders sticking out of his tank. He still wears his bus driver pants. “No. He wouldn’t leave one with me anyway.”

He’s right. Grandpa and Corey don’t get along well. Corey says it’s because he’s gay, but I’m not convinced that’s it. Corey’s been living with us for almost six months now. He’s my age, sixteen, black, so thin that he can get away with wearing skinny jeans, and my best friend in the world. Only a month after meeting him I asked Corey to come live me.

(“Like as a sex slave?” he asked.

“No, idiot. Like as a friend,” I said.

Corey was living on the streets or with whatever married guy he could sell sex to for the night. He’s from South Carolina and ran away to New York after his uptight father kicked him out.

Corey twisted his face in thought a few times and said, “Okay. But the first sign of hetero sex and I’m out of there.”

“Yeah right,” I said.)

He’s been living with us ever since in his own bedroom. Also he went back to high school and helps me out as an assistant with my painting. Mostly he builds me canvases. He’s also been home every night for dinner, no matter what kind of dirty looks he exchanges with Grandpa.

(“No way am I forfeiting a free meal over that man,” Corey said.)

After diner, I hang out on the couch and watch television with Grandpa. He glances at me from time to time. Probably wondering why I’m not out at some bar. After what I been through with Christ Chandler, his mom, and Katherine Moore, I really don’t want to be around any one. I don’t watch the movie much. I’m too busy keeping track of the time. To stop my obsessing, I take out my cell phone and surf the web so see if the Yeah Yeah Yeahs are coming back to New York soon. Corey’s been talking about seeing them live forever. 

At 8 PM the door opens. Grandpa and I look over the couch to see Corey coming in and placing his school bag on the floor. He catches us staring and says, “What? Is my fly down?”

Grandpa turns back to the television. 

I kneel on the couch. “Where have you been?”

Corey walks over. “Out. I had a date. Sort of.”

“A date?” I ask. “Like you swapped fluids and groped each other?”

“Miki!” Corey laughs.

Grandpa stands. “I’m getting ready for bed.”

When he goes up to his bedroom loft and closes the door, I walk up to Corey. “Seriously, what’s going on?”

“I met the cutest guy,” Corey says.

His smile is so wide. The kid looks like he won the lottery or something.

“W-what’s his name?” I ask, trying to smile back, hoping he falls for my false emotion. “You didn’t finally meet Hal Hartley and confessed your love to him, did you?

“Oh, my God. No. I can’t stand his movies.” He hangs his peat coat on the coat rack. “Seriously, his name is Rory. And I think I’m falling in love.”

Great. And I’m falling into hell.

**
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I sit at my drawing table and sketch, brainstorming for a new canvas. I start on a face. A male. He’s flying back. Shock on his cute face. A balcony behind him. 

Shit!

I throw the pencil down and jump off the chair. 

I pace the work area, my boots slamming the hardwood floor. I scream out. Why not? Corey’s at school and Grandpa’s at work.

I stop in the middle of the room and close my eyes. I hear nothing but the sound of traffic and the hissing of the radiators.

Chris’s face appears on the back of my eyelids. He smiles, the kind he’d give right before he’d kiss my neck.

I open my eyes, grab my jacket from the rack, and leave the condo.

**
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I walk to the edge of Pier 26 and sit on a bench that faces the river. I find it odd how the deck turns from a boardwalk to tiles at the edge. But, whatever. I pull the new bottle of whisky from my jacket (I finished the other one last night) and turn on my MP3 player. A mix of Slowdive and My Bloody Valentine runs out of the buds and into my ears. I close my eyes, sip the whisky, and try to keep from crying.

**
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Half the bottle is gone. I better save the rest for later. I think the guy at the bodega is starting to get suspicious of my fake ID. I pocket it and open my eyes. I sense someone at my side. That skater kid. Aiedyn. He focuses his eyes on the river. The skateboard rests on his lap. He wears sunglasses and a winter coat today. I should have done the same. The wind is so brutal coming off the river.

I turn off the music and take out the ear buds.

“Should you be in school?” I ask.

“Shouldn’t you?”

“I don’t go to school?”

“Neither do I,” he says. “Sometimes.”

A pause.

“You’re not homeless,” he says. “At least you don’t smell homeless.”

I spot the smirk on his face.

“Same for you,” I say.

“Judging by the leather jacket you’re wearing, I’d say you’re rich. Parents probably don’t care if you’re in school or not.”

“Yeah. I’m one rich bitch.”

“That’s cool. Sometimes I wish my parents wouldn’t care where I am.”

A pause.  My hand wanders to the bottle resting inside my jacket pocket.

I stand and walk away. He doesn’t call after me or ask where I’m going. When I reach the exit of the Pier, I take a swig from the bottle.

**
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Rory and Corey sit on the couch. I squat on the easy chair. Grandpa is still at work. The boys just came home from school. So far Rory has been okay. He shook my hand and smiled at me and told me what a cool place I have. Rory’s white and a few inches taller than Corey. He wears brown cords that make him look chubby. He’s not. The kid’s just as skinny as Core. He also wears a thin green sweater that somehow matches Corey’s shirt. Hmm. I wonder. Planned coordination?
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