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Dedication


In memory of Trae Michael Young


7/25/2000 - 7/25/2000


I don’t know what type of man you would have grown up to be, but I have no doubt you


would have put the forever in someone's best friend.


Forever the keepsake of my heart. 
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I acknowledge that the land I live and write my stories on are the traditional homelands of the Puyallup and Nisqually Tribes, and on lands with deep significance to other Coast Salish tribes. Coast Salish people have lived on and stewarded these lands since time immemorial and continue to do so today. We recognize that this land acknowledgement is one small step toward true allyship and we commit to uplifting the voices, experiences, and histories of the Indigenous people of this land and beyond.
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Reading is for enjoyment, so as you turn each page, I encourage you to take care of yourself if you are triggered by any of the following topics: panic attacks, OCD, homophobia, physical assault (off-page), death of family members, murder, blood, gore, vomit, religious cults, descriptions of cult activities, mentions of child labor, and difficult family dynamics. Please note that all intimate acts are consensual. 

Your mental health is more important to me than your purchase. Please return this book for a refund if any of these topics are triggering.
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Chapter 1




Oh, hello! I didn't even see you there! I do apologize. 

I've been so busy planning for my next murder that I can barely focus on anything else.   

But now that you're here, I imagine you have so many questions. Questions like how will this story end? Will the detectives catch me? Will I die in the end? Intriguing right?

Oooh… now I bet you are wondering who I even am? Who this serial killer possibly could be? Your neighbor? A coworker? The stranger sitting across from you at your local coffee shop? Or, how about what makes me tick? Isn’t that the million-dollar question everyone wants to know?   

People have been fascinated by serial killers for decades. Why do we kill? Is it because we love the sight of blood? Maybe. Is it for power? Possibly. Or is it about notoriety? The last is always my favorite theory.   

If you believe what the psychologists say, then you will buy into their ideology: "we were starved for affection, abused by our loved ones, or bullied at school." Yes, I am doing air quotes right now, in case you were wondering. They think this is our way of getting the attention we never received as young children. All of these are common threads for sure, but many people come out of the same horrible and disgusting situations and enter society as relatively normal adults. So, how do you really explain how or why someone becomes a serial killer?  

I won't keep you wondering because you have been very patient already. It's not complicated really.   

Why do we do it? We do it for love. That's it. Nothing more and nothing less.  

The power, fame, blood, or to finally feel extraordinary—all of that just comes with the brand "serial killer." But haven’t we all found a love so strong that it has created the ultimate shift within our minds and souls? Love. Now that is why we do it. 

I get it. You're invested now, and you want to know more about me. What made me different? What made me trip the line? What made my internal fuse fizzle to the end of the bomb that finally exploded inside me and made me take my first victim? And then my second?  

Or maybe the real question is what will make me decide I am done? Will it be when I’m caught? Maybe I will just get bored and decide to open a little bookstore or coffeeshop and live out the rest of my days in peace.

I mean, it certainly won’t be because the police catch me. I sound cocky, don’t I? You are probably thinking, all the great ones think they will never be caught. But they are not me.  

I am here to tell you that I have created the ultimate plan. No, more like a strategy. Yes! A strategy. You see. I am not a monster. Truly, I’m not. I am a builder. A creator. An artist. I believe in mercy; I don't want to hurt anyone. I want to give them peace, you see. I am a savior.  

Keep following me. I promise you won't hate me by the end of this story. You might actually love me a little.
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Chapter 2




“Brake! Brake! Agggaaah! Hit the fucking brakes!” I threw a forearm in front of my eyes while pointing at the biker over Lorraine’s shoulder with my other hand. The rider appeared out of nowhere in my peripheral vision and scared the hell out of me. “Are you kidding me? You almost killed that guy, Lorraine.”  I lowered my hand to calm my racing heart.

Okay, Millie. You can clearly see that the biker is okay. He is leaning on his bike, spinning his pedals backwards, waiting for the light to change.

I could still hear my heart pounding in my ears as the terrifying images began to burst into my thoughts, one after another, like someone threw firecrackers into an unexpected crowd. I had no escape from this moment, so I dropped my head into my hands. My energy shifted quickly from a seemingly calm morning bus ride to a chaotic thought loop that was quickly spiraling out of my control.

Bus speeding… Biker crossing… Biker… Bus…

My stomach started to turn as the bile entered my throat from the gruesome images that flashed into my mind.

Please don't throw up. Please, not on this bus. Bus speeding… Biker crossing… Biker… Bus… Bus screeching… Biker hit… Screaming… Blood… Biker dead.

Stop. Stop it Millie.

I could feel the temperature in my body start to rise. I rubbed my hands down my jeans to dry the sweat.

I need to call Mickey.

I checked the time on my watch. 7:48 a.m. Too early.

"I can't look. Is he dead? Is he going to be okay? Lorraine? Lorraine!" I raised my voice to get her attention. I needed her to tell me that man was going to be okay. 

Lorraine's booming voice shook me back to reality. “Millie, yes, he is completely fine. He is twenty feet away from us. Now will you please take your goddamn seat, girl. I will not tell you again. Sit your ass down. This is a city bus, and I don’t take kindly to passengers who don’t follow my bus rules. Especially the ones who have been riding my route for the past twenty years. Besides, these bikers have their own lane these days. It’s even painted green with a concrete barrier between us. What is your damn problem today?”   

I tried to regain my composure when I looked from the biker to Lorraine. Then I wrapped my arms over my stomach to settle the churning and took my seat.

I attempted to downplay my sudden outburst. “I'm sorry. I'm running late for my private investigator test, and you’re driving like a maniac! Plus, I don’t have time to explain to a traffic cop that my bus driver is more interested in texting with her wife than keeping these potential road rash rebels safe.” I pointed anxiously to the biker, who was now taking a swig from his water bottle. 

That went well. Note to self: when trying to downplay an outburst, don't call your bus driver a maniac.

Lorraine calmed her voice and looked at me with sympathetic eyes. "What kept you from getting to my earlier route this time, honey?" 

I hated these kinds of questions. It's hard when everyone who was close to me knew I had OCD because when I messed something up, they always had a recommendation on how I could have done something different to fix myself. I decided to answer her honestly anyway.

"I wasn't sure if I turned off the coffee pot or unplugged it after I got to the bus stop, so I had to go back to the condo to make sure it was, in fact, off and unplugged.” I paused and tapped my chin. “Okay, I had to go back a couple of times, and by the time I got back to the bus stop, your bus had already come and gone, so I had to wait for the next one." I opened my backpack to double check the coffee pot was still in there.

Wait for it… wait for it… and here it is. 

"You know honey, you could take another bus. I am not the only bus driver in this city. Also, have you thought about making yourself a list to check off before you leave the house so that you wouldn't forget to do anything?"

Brilliant! The solution to all my problems. It's not like I haven't tried everything under the sun to make this overwhelming feeling go away.

"I’ve told you a million times, you are my one and only bus driver, but otherwise great idea, thanks for the advice, Lorraine." I smiled at my friend.

"You're welcome, honey. Now stay in your seat." Lorraine's eyebrow raised with a nod.

My head dropped lightly against the cool metal bar in front of me, I took a deep, calming breath. I alternated between looking out the window and staring at my watch while I waited for the time to turn from 7:59 a.m. to 8 a.m. At the top of the hour, I leaned forward and pulled my phone out of my back pocket, went to my call log, and selected my brother’s name from my recent calls. He answered on the first ring.

"Still kicking," Mickey mumbled with a big yawn. "Hey, be on time, I want to talk to you about something tonight. It's important. We need to talk about Mom and Dad. This conversation is long overdue, and you know it, Millie." Mickey sounded serious.   

I ignored his comment, and replied, “Just making sure you're still alive. I'll see you for dinner this afternoon." I tapped End on the call.

I glanced up when I heard Lorraine say my name. She was talking to me through her own reflection in the oversized mirror above her head.“ Are you seriously still trying to become a private investigator?"

Here we go again. Always a lecture about my life.

"Come on Millie, do something real with your life! You’re a smart girl. You have a college degree in all that computer stuff, a family who loves you, and great friends. Why not just find a real job and a nice young lady, and stop with this nonsense? Honestly, how many times have you taken that test?”  Lorraine shook her head.

These conversations made me feel more defeated with every second, I shrugged instead of responding to Lorraine. I let her voice fade into the background and turned my attention to the passing buildings as I pondered her question. I honestly couldn’t remember how many times I had taken this test, but I knew today would be the day that I passed. Lorraine was right, though. I had a lot going for me: family support, friends, a college education to lean on when the right job came available. But I still had dreams of my own that no one seemed to understand.

I looked back at the front of the bus, and I took a chance with my question. “Lorraine, what if I pass the test today? Have you considered my offer?”

"Millie, I've been doing this bus thing for a long time. I have good benefits. I don't think I can quit and be your administrative assistant for your PI business. Sweetie, I love that you have all these dreams, and you know I have supported all of them since you were a little girl." She giggled. "Remember when you first started riding my bus? You were twelve and you wanted to be an archaeologist, and you spent all summer at that camp in Montana?”

“Yeah, I remember that. I found dinosaur bones. Then, when I found out that they planted them, I wrote to the governor, the FBI, and the President of the United States. The camp director finally gave us our money back.”

Lorraine laughed at the memory at the same time she turned the big steering wheel clockwise onto Cherry Street. “Right, and you’ve tried every part-time job while you were in college to figure out who you wanted to be as an adult. You've been a bank teller, a scuba diver, a train conductor at the zoo, a rat catcher, a food critic, a junior park ranger, a professional mourner, and a spider-safe slayer, whatever the hell that is. I think my favorite was when you were seventeen and you met your first girlfriend, what was her name? Jenna? You two decided you were going to open a tiny town just for lesbians. I told you I would be your city bus driver.” She cracked another smile.

“I told you before, there aren’t enough eco-friendly exterminators in the Seattle area; spiders are a very important part of our ecosystem and deserve to live. Anyway, you’re still going to do that, right? Be my bus driver for my lesbian city?” We locked eyes. I wasn't smiling.

She shook her head and broke eye contact. “Are you serious? Look Millie. I want to support everything you do. I really do. When you graduated college, I thought you were going to do something real with your life. You had plans to change the world. Now look at you. You have probably waited every damn table at every damn restaurant in this city. Millicent, it’s time. You are thirty-two. It’s time, honey.”

Whenever Lorraine called me by my full name, I knew she was serious. It's not like I didn't try to get a job in my field. Forensic computer specialist roles weren’t exactly a dime a dozen. I still applied every time one came up. Me and one-hundred other applicants. I had a job. Waiting tables wasn’t using my degree, but it was steady work and the tips were really good. I wasn’t ashamed of the work I did. It just didn't feed my soul. 

What she didn’t seem to understand was that I had wanted to be a detective, just like my grandpa, my dad, and my brother. So far, I spent my entire life doing what everyone else expected of me.

My brother told me it was too dangerous and that women were more likely to get killed in the line of duty. Sexist. I think he just doesn’t want his little sister to outshine him.    

We came from a long lineage of strong, proud Italians. Michael, or Mickey as everyone calls him, is really a big softy. And I will deny I called him that if ever confronted. He is good at his job, but he’s also part of the boy's club. Well, sort of. More like they let him think he’s part of the boy's club. It doesn't matter either way because that club doesn’t have room for Mickey’s little sister, Millie. So, I am going to get my PI license and make a difference my own way.

If I could just pass the damn test.   

My stop was in one block. I reached up and pulled the line to signal for Lorraine to pull over, even though she knew where I needed to be dropped off. We’d done this routine thousands of times, and she’d never missed my stop. I just liked to make sure it stayed that way.

I looked out the window to see the little sparks flying from the friction of the electric bus cables like a small fireworks display. When the bus stopped, I shuffled past some seated passengers and skipped down the steps.

“Get a real job, Millie.” Lorraine called as I jumped onto the concrete and ran toward the hotel where my test had surely already started.

I'm trying. I really am.

There was something about stepping off Lorraine’s bus into the crisp November air that immediately made me feel rejuvenated. I took a deep breath and watched my breath form into a light fog as I exhaled.

I am safe.

Stuffing my hands in the kangaroo pocket of my hoodie, I looked both ways before rushing down the street. 

“Brrrr…” I mumbled. Turning the corner, I bumped into a police officer, spilling his coffee down the front of his shirt.

A cop. A sign. A definitive sign that I am going to pass the test this time.   

“What’s your hurry, young lady?”

“Sorry officer, I am on my way to outrank you.” I saluted him, spun around, and slammed into a woman handing out fliers. Her fliers flew into the air, floating back to the pavement. I didn't even look at her. I grabbed a flier, slid it into my bag, and kept going. "Sorry lady. I am running late to change my future."

"There is no future. It's all happening soon; the King Tides are coming. Help…" Her voice became softer as I put more distance between us.    

Pretty sure she was one of Noble Pines's followers from that group out on Blake Island. They have been around for years. Harmless people, but annoying as they were constantly asking for donations of money, food, or something else for their cause. But whatever the cause, I wasn't interested. These religious groups needed to stop preying on others. It was getting a little ridiculous.    

Blake Island was 1,127 acres of densely wooded land and five miles of saltwater beach that was only accessible by boat. Not many people went out there unless it was to camp. I think the isolation was why they chose to set up their little village there. The state tried and failed for years to push Noble Pines and his followers out, but for one reason or another, they found a way to stay.  


      [image: ]“Mille, the test has already started. You can’t go in there,” commanded the officer, who quickly swiped away the sign-in sheet before I could put my name on it.   

“I am only seventeen minutes late. Come on, let me in,” I pleaded.   

“No.” he stood up behind the sign-in table, holding the clipboard close to his chest.   

“I’m going in there, whether you want me to or not.”

“You are not going in there, Millie.”   

I walked backward toward the door. “You wouldn’t want me to scream, would you?” I reached behind my back and turned the doorknob.   

“You know, you might actually have a bright future in this line of work if you could just pass the test.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and pushed the door open with my hip. "Jerk."   

Nobody looked up from their papers when I entered the room. I walked over to the desk quietly and grabbed a test off the top of the pile. I strolled down the aisle to find an empty seat at a table next to another person who was concentrating so hard that they didn’t even notice when I sat down. They were chewing on the end of their pen, still on their first question. I nudged their elbow.

“Good luck.” I smiled. They turned toward the window and covered their test with their arm.   

I studied the exam. There were fifty questions, and I had about one hour to finish. I contemplated going against my morals and answering the questions according to the way the government thinks I should answer them or answer them the way I knew was right.

Here we go!  I firmly settled into my seat.


	Can private investigators arrest people? Yep, lock ‘em up!   


	Can private investigators access private information? Yep. How else will I lock ‘em up?  


	Can private investigators wiretap or bug a person? Yep. See answers to questions one and two.





It was important that I had the freedom to do my job as a private investigator with little interference from the police or anyone else. So, in similar fashion, I answered the next five questions.   

“Thirty minutes remaining, folks. Thirty minutes,” the overseeing officer called out.   

I leaned over to speak to my deskmate, Cinnamon Haskins, according to the name on the test.

Interesting name.

“Cinnamon, what would you do if someone was cheating on their wife? Would the PI a, follow him into the hotel, b, wait for him outside, or c, confront him before he goes into the hotel?”   

“Shhhh! I will not help you cheat, lady.”

“It’s not cheating. We are partners on the same team,” I reminded Cinnamon.

“What the fuck are you talking about? Leave me alone.”

I turned away and blew out a deep sigh.

Okay, I don't need help. I totally got this. Let's think this through. Logically, if the said husband is thought to be cheating on his said wife, then, of course, you would want to gather all the FACTS and all the EVIDENCE. I would obviously follow the said husband, break into his hotel room, hide in his closet, and record everything. Then I would share all the evidence with the said wife. Case closed. No matter the outcome.”

I didn't even realize I was mumbling until my desk partner hushed me.

I raised my hand and cleared my throat to get the test proctor’s attention. 

“Yes, Ms. Myles?” She asked with two fingers placed firmly on the bridge of her nose.

“I have a question. May I ask it?" I continued to keep my hand raised.

"No Millie. This is a test. There are no questions. I tell you this every time you are here."

"Oh, okay, then I am just going to pick the first option because I am pretty sure the husband did it." I smiled proudly and went back to my test. 

"Millie, please keep your answers to yourself. Fifteen minutes left, people. Fifteen minutes,” the test proctor yelled out.

Shit, I have well over half the test left. I started to color in the little circles.

I am going to fail this test again.

When the test was over, Cinnamon gripped the metal around the rubber wheels of their wheelchair, pushed back from the table, and jetted out the door. I dropped my test off at the front of the room and ran to catch up.   

“Cinnamon! Cinnamon!” I called out. “Wait up! I just want to talk to you for a minute.”    

I stopped abruptly as I saw the wheels whip around and race back toward me. “It’s Cici. I don’t go by Cinnamon. Yes, it’s my legal name, but please don't call me that. It's triggering.” They gave me a hard look. “I just feel like a Cici. I'm just me. Look, what I am trying to say is that I am non-binary. I go by they/them, okay? I hate my legal name.”

I moved back slowly to show I was a safe person, which seemed to calm Cici a bit. I smiled as I took in the details of their appearance. I could see what they were saying. I admired their long pudgy nose, rocky brown eyes, and long brown hair, which was pulled back in a ponytail. I felt the beautiful uniqueness and energy that defined them as a person, not a gender.

When they stopped speaking, they turned their head to see me still standing there. I was hoping they would find some comfort that I didn’t bail on them, but despite my best efforts to elude a calming vibe, they became even more irritated.

Cici threw their hands in the air in frustration. "Why the hell am I telling all of this to you? I am trying to get my name changed, but everything costs money. Getting my PI license is my biggest priority right now." Cici gave an expressive exhale. "Again, why am I telling a complete stranger all of this?" They snapped, shaking their head and turning to wheel away again.

“Cici wait. It’s okay. I think we could really benefit from each other. I am trying to get my PI license too.” 

“Really? Is that why you were here today? I thought maybe you were selling rain squeegees for driveways. Not interested.” They continued to wheel down the street.   

I stood there, stunned at their temperament and sarcasm, but then I realized they gave me a great lead. "Is that a thing? Squeegeeing driveway services?" I called out after them.
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Chapter 3




"Mickey!" I burst through the old rusty screen door. 

Startled by my explosive entry, Mickey jumped out of his recliner and raced over. "Millie, what the hell is wrong? Are you okay? Are you hurt? Bleeding?" He started to assess my forehead and then my arms. 

"Huh? No, I'm not hurt. Well not physically, anyway. But my feelings are charred to little burning bits of ash." I hurried through the living room into the kitchen, hoping if he knew I was dying inside, he would go easy on me for failing my PI test again and then maybe he wouldn't bring up our parents.

"Look, Soda Pop. If you are going to tell me you didn't pass your test or that another girl broke up with you, save it. Just save it all. I have zero empathy. I keep saying this is a waste of time, all this PI business. Detective work is a man's job. I have seen so many women get hurt in the line of duty. I don't know why I can't get this through your head. You should be behind the scenes in technology or research, like in a lab where it's safe." He walked back over to the stove to stir his spaghetti sauce.  

I could feel the redness creep through my cheeks. In an attempt to remain calm and not snap at my brother, I reminded myself that we'd never seen detective work in the same light. His misogynistic views had always held me back from exploring my dreams.

Sometimes I hated that people could tell we were related. "I can't believe how much you look just like your brother" the teachers would always say in school. I knew it was true. We both shared the same dark amber eyes and thick head of dark, raven-black hair, although Mickey sported a bit of salt and pepper in his these days. To say it kindly, we're a bit soft in the middle, which came from our love of the amazing bread that Mickey liked to make every Sunday. We affectionately called them our bread bellies, and I wouldn't give mine up for the world. Take me as I am, I say. I stood a good head taller than my brother, but I wasn’t sure which side of the family I got my height from. Someone out there definitely did me a solid because I had nowhere near as much body fuzz as him.   

Mickey said I took more after Mom's side while he took after Dad’s. He thought I mostly looked like my sister. I wouldn't know, I guess. I never met my parents or sister. Well, at least I don't remember meeting them. It made Mickey sad when I said things like that. He took it so personally, like I spat on their graves. He wanted me to remember them like he does. I only wished I could.  

Mickey raised me after our parents and older sister died on a trip to Italy. I was only two years old, and Mickey was eighteen. Mia, our older sister, who was four years older than Mickey, was attending college abroad in Milan, where we had family ties. My parents went to visit her and while traveling, they were in a horrible car accident. Mickey stepped up and raised me. If it wasn’t for him, I would have ended up in foster care. I owe him my life.  

It was the mid-nineties, and his entire world just imploded with one phone call. "Your parents and sister are dead," the voice said on the other end of the line. He said that Dad had called at eight that morning, but Mickey was dealing with me. I was crying because I didn't want to get dressed, and he claimed that if he had answered the phone, he might have prevented the accident. Maybe he would have delayed them from leaving the hotel, and they never would have died. Two hours after the missed call, Mickey got a phone call from a stranger telling him our family was gone. Suddenly, he was an eighteen-year-old boy with a mortgage in West Seattle and his two-year-old little sister to raise on his own.

Now, I have to live with the fact that because I was throwing a fit that morning, my parents and sister were dead. I started calling Mickey every morning at eight sharp to make sure he was still alive because I could never live with myself if I was responsible for him dying too. 8 a.m. is the time Dad called Mickey, so 8 a.m. is the time I will always call Mickey too. No one else in my family can die because of another missed call. 

Mickey had just graduated high school and was starting college for his criminal justice degree to become a cop like our grandpa and dad. Even though it was a lot of work, Mickey got his college degree and a job with the Seattle Police Department, all while raising me. Mickey had no social life; he spent all his free time with me. We had no money, so he gave me our older sister's 1980s toys: a Cabbage Patch doll, a Glow Worm, and some My Little Ponies. But my favorite toys were a Strawberry Shortcake doll and Grumpy Care Bear.  

On weekends, we played Atari video games like Pac-Man, Donkey Kong, Q*Bert, and my all-time favorite, Frogger. Mickey would always let me win. For movie nights, Mickey would gather the blankets and pillows, and we’d watch the same three movies while eating popcorn and candy: The Karate Kid, The Terminator, or his most treasured, The Outsiders. Mickey said our lives were like that movie because the parents also died in a car hit by a train and the big brother had to raise the younger siblings, just like us. That's why he started calling me Soda Pop; it was the name of one of the boys from the movie. I haven't seen it in years.


      [image: ]I strolled down the narrow hallway toward my old bedroom to call my roommate and best friend, Trae. The house felt so eerie, like I was walking through a time capsule. Mickey never bought new furniture so everything was exactly the way our parents left it. The only new additions were my school pictures that lined the long hallway.  

I tried to call Trae twice, but he didn't answer, so I left a message. "Hey there bestie, I'm spending the night at Mickey's but will see you when you get home from work tomorrow." I tapped End on the call.

I will give him four minutes to call me back. 

There was a familiar pit in my stomach when Trae didn't answer. I bet he was mad at me. I could feel it. He was probably letting his phone go to voicemail. I checked my watch.

Okay four minutes is up.

I called a third time. My knee bounced rapidly while I listened to his recorded greeting again and waited for the beep. 

I felt slightly more panicked this time. "Hey Trae, I know there must be a hundred reasons you're not answering your phone. One, you decided to work, two, you are on a date, three through ninety-eight, you are mad at me. Please call me back." 

I let out a long, nervous sigh.

I hope he’s not mad at me. He always answers my calls. Why didn't he answer? Seems odd. Maybe I left the kitchen a mess, and he is super pissed. Wait! That's it! He knows I didn't pass my test, and he is mad about that. Breathe it out Millie. You aren't thinking logically. How would Trae know you failed your test? Fuck, he knows. He knows, and he is going to kick me out, and I will have to live with Mickey. I really don't want to live with Mickey again. 

Logically, I knew Trae was with his boyfriend, Jeremy, and his friend, Beth, tonight. It was weird that he didn't answer my call, but he was fine. Right? When I closed my eyes, I could see him laughing with Jeremy and Beth while they ate dinner. 

"Soda Pop!" Mickey’s voice snapped me back to reality. "Trae just called the house phone. He said he's at Jeremy's and his cell phone only has one percent battery and he will call you later. Dinner is almost ready."

I closed my eyes and nodded my head.

Of course. Trae never takes his charger over to Jeremy's. I'm going to buy him an extra one to take with him next time.

I placed my hand on my chest and took a few deep breaths to slow my heart rate. It took me a few minutes to gather myself before walking back down the hall to the kitchen. I didn’t tell Mickey when I spiraled like that. He would just want me to go back on those awful meds or see another therapist who would tell me the same things I've heard a million times before.

I passed the family room that Mickey pretty much lived in. I think he slept on the stained yellow couch because you could barely make out the floral patterns and most of the stuffing had gone flat. He had moved the old grandfather clock, which left a reverse shadow on the green shag carpet.  

Almost to the kitchen, I shut the creepy basement door that led to the laundry room. I don't go down there. It's just full of our parent’s and sister's boxes. Mickey doesn't get rid of anything.  

I offered to help him go through all that stuff. It would be nice to donate some of it, but he kept saying "maybe next summer when it's warmer." Then summer came and he said, "it's too hot down there so we can tackle it in the winter when it's cooler." I eventually quit offering.

When I entered the kitchen, Mickey was setting plates and glasses in our normal places at the table. He still owned our parent’s same steel-legged kitchen table that once had a bright white tabletop, now chipped and dingy. The red vinyl chairs had duct tape covering the cracks. I often wondered why my brother never married or made more of a life for himself. He said he was too busy raising me, which made me feel guilty that he thought he still had to take care of me. I've had my own life for years. He was making excuses not to move on.

"Trae told me when he and Jeremy arrived at Beth’s apartment for dinner, she wasn’t there. He said to feel free to eat the chocolate turtle cake he made in the fridge. He sounded upset.“ Mickey tossed a broken piece of bread in his mouth as he arranged the garlic bread in the basket. “How is Trae doing? Has he heard anything from his parents?" 

Odd, that doesn't sound like Beth at all. Why would she ditch Trae like that? They had been friends since college, and they almost never missed a Sunday night dinner together.

"Yo! Earth to Millie." Mickey snapped his fingers in front of my face. 

"Stop it!" I swatted at his hand. "I don't know why you keep asking me that. You know Trae’s parents kicked him out of the house when he was fifteen. If it wasn't for his grandma taking him in like she did, he would probably be unhoused or worse," I reminded him.

"Well, he did get that nice condo when she passed away." Mickey set the bread basket in front of me. The savory smells made my stomach growl.

"And we got this beautiful mansion when our parents died," I teased, picking at a piece of the purple floral wallpaper that was curling from the wall.

Mickey sat across from me, so I quickly made the sign of the cross, grabbed a piece of bread, placed the buttery garlic side onto my tongue and bit down.  

"Millicent, what the fuck?" Mickey said in his thick Italian accent. 

"What?" I garbled and turned my palms up, shrugging my shoulders. 

"You know we pray before we eat. Put the fucking bread down and say grace." He pointed to my plate. 

"Sorry. Bless this food; let's eat. Good? You good? We good? Can we eat now?" I pointed to my mouth still full of food.

With a big sigh, Mickey surrendered. "Yeah, we can eat. So, how did the test go today? How is work going? How's your girlfriend doing?” Mickey rapid-fired all his questions.

I followed suit and, in rapid succession, I answered. "I'm pretty sure I failed the PI test again, the restaurant is great, and my girlfriend broke up with me. Anyway, what was that about Mom and Dad?"

"Seriously, Millie," Mickey whipped his napkin onto the table. "What happened this time? You know what? Don't answer that." He threw his hands in the air. "I don't even want to know. You just sit there with what happened. Actually, no, you go to your room and think about why you can't pass a test or keep a relationship and don't come back out here until you come up with a solution on how to fix this."

We stared at each other.

"You know I'm not going to do that, right? Go to my room and think about what I just did? That is not going to happen, because I'm THIRTY-TWO FUCKING YEARS OLD, MICKEY!" I shouted the words in my thickest Italian accent. A glob of spaghetti slid off my fork and down my front. "Shit, every fucking time!" I wiped the red sauce from my white shirt. 

"Okay, okay." He pushed the air down with his hands, signaling me to calm down. Then he stood and went into the family room. A minute later, he returned and slapped a printed copy of a job posting down on the table. 

"What is this?" I picked it up and looked at the job title which read, Property and Evidence Control Specialist.

"It's an opportunity to do something a little behind the scenes and get you out of waiting tables someday. I got you an interview tomorrow if you want. I know the manager. She's a friend of mine." 

Looking over the job responsibilities, I knew this was my dream job. I could feel the excitement building as I read each duty description.

Calm down, Millie, you don't have the job yet. Let's check these off and make sure I'm qualified. Of course I'm qualified! I am a Myles!

Property and Evidence Control Specialist Job Responsibilities: 


	Sign in/out evidence to lab staff for testing – So basically, I need to know how to sign my own name and make sure others know how to sign theirs. CHECK. 


	 Sign in/out evidence to be submitted as court exhibits – Same! Sign, sign, sign.  


	Maintain accurate physical and digital copies of evidence inventory – I do have a computer science degree. 


	Must follow all laws, rules, and guidelines of the unit, department, and state. "Who's a rule follower? This girl." I said, pointing at myself. 





Job Qualifications: 


	May have to climb, walk, stand, jog, bend, crawl, but mostly sit for long periods of time. – Sounds like an agility course. Fun.  


	Must be able to lift 50 lbs.– I was a farm hand for a day, throwing bales of hay for horses. Maybe I could demo that?


	Must take a polygraph test. – Shit! Need to practice. 


	Must pass a drug test. – Easiest test I will ever take! 


	Must wear a uniform. – Promise?  





Desired Qualifications: 


	Exceptional Computer Skills – Again, degree. 


	Be willing to testify in court – Just doing my part. 


	Touch items of an unpleasant nature – Ask more questions. 


	Drive a forklift – Oh, hell yeah!





"Mickey, what time should I be there? I really want this job. This job has my name written all over it." 

"It's very part time, Soda Pop. It's only a couple random overnight shifts during the week, so you will still need to keep a couple of shifts at the restaurant. You will be on probation for ninety days. If you do a good job though, they might hire you on and then who knows. It could lead to something full time with benefits and a pension."

I didn't want to disappoint Mickey, but this wouldn't be a permanent gig. It was just until I got my PI license and started my own business. When I had graduated, I couldn't find a job because no one was hiring. Mickey told me he would help me find something but never did. Trae landed a job before he even graduated with the same degree as me, only he was a senior software engineer. He coded video games for a living, but his true love was being an amateur inventor, building robots for fun. I loved seeing all his inventions. I wished he could do it full time. Maybe someday we would both be able to live out our dreams exactly how we were meant to.

I rolled my eyes at myself. Really the only thing Mickey was missing was a little house in the burbs with a wife and kids. "So, what time should I be there?” 

"Be there at four. The day manager, Officer Palmer, is doing a split shift. She will meet you in the lobby. Now, how about some dessert?"  

Mickey collected our plates and put them in the sink. Next, he grabbed the milk out of the fridge, then the Strawberry Quik canister from the cupboard. "You deserve a special treat after the day you had. I will make us some strawberry milk."  

I shook my head as I watched him grab a spoon to pry the lid off the old tin canister. I don't know why Mickey kept using this old metal box when they offered nice, clean recyclable plastic ones, which I guess he did buy, but he transferred the powder back into that old rusty one. 

And he thinks I'm the one who isn't willing to grow up. 

After our dessert, I went back to my bedroom and shut the door. I sat in the squeaky old swivel chair that didn't match my little white desk and made me feel like a giant now that I was in my thirties. I swung back and forth while listening to the whining sound with every turn of the chair’s metal springs. As I twirled, I reminisced about that seventeen-year-old girl who found her true self in this very room.

The first time I kissed a girl happened right here. Her name was Jenna, and she was my girlfriend. I thought we would be together forever. This room was like our little house, and we decorated every inch of it together, including the purple walls. I did a full rotation in my chair, taking in the entire room until I stopped in front of a faded rainbow flag. I smiled, turned to the left, and got a little teary staring at a glow-in-the-dark mushroom poster. I giggled when I saw the sign next to the poster that said, "Eve was framed." Damn, we were good together. Jenna was happily married to her wife and living down in California with their two kids. 

The old chair wobbled when I aligned my body in front of my desk. I closed my eyes and inhaled the smells of old musty wood as I opened the desk drawer. A piece of splinter wood poked my finger when I stretched my arm deep into the space. The pain was worth the reward when I pulled out the small red tin box. There wasn't a lock on it or anything. It's not like Mickey ever came in here. As far as I knew anyway.  

I opened the creaky, rusty lid slowly, exposing my prize possessions. On top was a little baggie of rolled joints. I kept them in case I had a weed emergency. I set the baggie aside. Next, was a necklace that was my mom's. It had a dark red ruby with diamonds wrapped around the outside. Mickey said it was very expensive. Then there was my dad's pocketknife. Ironically, it had a train carved in the ivory bone.

I stood up and took the box, leaving my parent’s stuff and emergency weed on the desk, and plopped onto the bed. There was also another necklace called a Cornicello. I held the trinket in the air and let the little gold pepper sway back and forth. It was my sister's and supposed to be good luck. I could probably use some good luck. I sat forward and snapped the clasp around my neck, laying my hand flat over the necklace. I felt her presence with me for a moment. It was nice.  

Lastly, one by one, I pulled out my collection of Garbage Pail Kids playing cards, each wrapped carefully in airtight Ziplock baggies. I placed Hip Kip, Sticky Ricky, and then my favorite, Leaky Lyndsay, onto the bed. I set aside the rest.  

"Millie, come out here. You have a visitor," Mickey yelled from the family room. 

Ha! Trae could tell I was having a bad day. Best friends can always tell when you need them without you even having to say the words.

I chuckled, walking down the hallway, but then I stopped dead in my tracks. "Cici?" 

"I need your help." They didn't look happy.
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Chapter 4




"Cici, are you okay?" I rushed over to them. 

"I’m fine. I just need somewhere to stay tonight and maybe a bit of whatever smells so hella delicious." Cici wheeled themselves towards the kitchen.  

Mickey and I looked at each other with shock and curiosity. Then, we shrugged and followed them into the kitchen. He went to the fridge and pulled out the leftover containers while I created a space at the table for Cici's wheelchair.

"Seriously, what's going on? How did you find me? I mean, don't get me wrong, I’m not knocking your PI skills. I mean, sure they're probably great. Outstanding, in fact. It's just, I’m not an easy person to find—"

"Your address was on your test paper. I copied it down while we were sitting together. You seemed harmless for the most part." Cici looked me over, possibly questioning their first assessment of me.

"I am harmless," I mumbled when I heard the microwave beep, so I hurried over to take the hot plate of food from Mickey. I nodded toward the family room, signaling for him to leave us alone.

Mickey gave me one of his stern big brother looks and whispered, "We are going to talk about you using my address, Soda Pop. No more. I told you. We are going to talk about Mom and Dad too, you hear me? No more excuses." He pointed his finger at my chest before he turned and walked out of the kitchen.

I set the plate in front of Cici. "So, what's going on? Why do you need a place to stay tonight?"

"Oh, it's really no big deal. There is a minor rat infestation in my apartment building, and we aren't allowed to stay there while they are taking care of it."

Cici was shoving food in their mouth like they hadn't eaten for days. It certainly made me suspicious. I was starting to wonder if there might be more to this story. I decided to tread lightly on what could be a very sensitive topic. Very lightly. "How long have you been unhoused and without food or drink?"

"Oh, so it's like that? Okay, so I show up here with a duffel bag, in a wheelchair, needing a place to crash for a while and shoving food in my face, and suddenly, I'm an unhoused starving person? Screw you, Millie."

"Well in my defense, you did show up here with a duffel bag, in a wheelchair, needing a place to crash… wait, for a while? I thought you said just for tonight. Cici, I don't live here. This isn't my house. I live in a two-bedroom condo with my best friend, Trae. We live in downtown Seattle, in the Pioneer Square neighborhood."

"Great. I can't wait to see our condo. Are we sharing a room? Are you sleeping on the couch?" Cici put their fork down to wipe their mouth with a napkin.  

I thought about this for a minute. "We do have a little den-like room with a futon. I guess you can sleep in there. Trae used to game in there, but now he uses it mostly for his herb and vegetable garden."

The garden was an amazing room. I only went in there when Trae had something new to show me because I was afraid of accidentally breaking one of his robots or killing one of his plants. Even though the room got a decent amount of light, he had these purple grow lights that he rigged to turn on automatically when the natural light went too low for his plant babies.

Trae had a passion for cooking breakfast foods, dessert, and sometimes dinner, so he grew all his own veggies, herbs, and fruits. He built and programmed tiny robots that he called his "bot boys" to take care of the garden. He mentioned something about machine learning. Apparently, the more they gardened, the more they learned. The little robots were obsessed with the plants. It was actually a bit concerning.  

Cici seemed excited by this prospect. "I love plants! We are all going to get along great. I will even help with the rent. I'm not a freeloader. When can I see my new place?" 

“Er, tomorrow, I guess.” All I could think about was how pissed Trae was going to be that I was bringing home another unhoused person. 

For some reason, I was struggling to make eye contact with them, so instead I chose to continually flick the broken piece of plastic that circled the outside of the kitchen table. "So, you have a job?"

"Of course I have a job. I'm an investigative journalist for The Seattle Times. I told you my apartment is infested with rats, and I need a place to sleep. Look, I'm new to the area. I just moved here from Portland six months ago, and I don't know anyone. When we met earlier today, you seemed like a fairly normal person who wouldn't murder me in my sleep. I've seen a lot of stuff over the years in my line of work. I have to be careful." 

"I am normal." I reminded them as I picked up Cici's dishes from the table. "Would you like some dessert?"  

"Sure, I have a huge sweet tooth. I will eat about anything when it comes to desserts." 

Cici didn't disappoint when I placed the same dessert Mickey made for us in front of them.  

"Oh my gosh, Strawberry Quik. It's been forever since I have had one of these, and I love this Smurfs glass! I used to watch old reruns of this show as a kid." Cici turned the glass to see all the different characters. "Look! There is Papa Smurf, Brainy Smurf, and Grouchy Smurf. Look, look! There’s Smurfette! Man, I had such a crush on her." 

"Really? You did? A little blue gnome? A crush?" I felt a little concerned for my new friend.

They backtracked. "Well, I was like eight. How big of a crush can a kid at that age have, really?"

We shared a long stare until I decided to break the awkward silence. "Right, not big.” I changed the subject. “So, your job sounds amazing. Do you like, help the police catch murderers and drug dealers?”

"Well, no, not yet anyway. That’s why I'm trying to get my PI license. I want bigger stories. I keep getting assignments that involve boring stuff like tax evasion and money laundering. The closest I got to drugs or murder was an accountant who shot his partner when we leaked the story about them giving illegal tax breaks to city officials. But of course, that story got pulled right from under me with the first drop of blood."

"That sucks, Cici. I’m really sorry. Do you think you passed the test?" 

"Probably. It wasn't hard. You?"

"I don't think so. I never do." I grabbed Cici’s empty glass and put it in the sink. 

“Why haven’t you passed it? It’s a pretty straightforward test.”

I thought hard about how to answer Cici’s question before I responded. “Because the multiple choice answers are not aligned to how we must dutifully resolve the crimes that are placed before us.”

“Yes, they are. The answers are exactly the way we are to resolve situations that are presented to us, according to state law.” Cici confirmed.

“Yeah, no Cici, not really.” I shook my head and gave them a stern look. 

“Okay, this could be why you haven’t passed the test yet. Look at it this way: they are giving the test again in a few months so that gives you more time to study. The right way. I’ll help you," Cici offered.

"Do you want to join my PI business?” The idea just popped in my head and out of my mouth with little to no consideration that it might be too forward.

"Look, Millie. Like I said, I'm getting my license for my job. That's it. I have full-time work. I mean, you don't even have your license, a business location, a business name, or what every PI needs: clients."

I made a mental checklist of everything Cici just said so I could write it all down later. "Thanks for the advice. I’ll show you where you’ll be sleeping. You can have my room after I clean up a few things. I will take the couch tonight. I'm glad you found me, Cici."

"I might regret saying this later, but I'm kind of glad I found you too." Cici backed their wheelchair from the table. "Now show me my room."

Mickey stopped us in the family room. "I don't mean to interrupt, but Millie, I just got called in. There was a, uhm, a situation downtown." He was being purposely vague to not alarm Cici.

I looked over at Cici, who seemed confused but didn't ask any further questions. I knew what he meant. There was a murder downtown, and my brother, the big, bad homicide detective was called in to investigate.

"Okay, be safe. I will call you tomorrow," I promised before showing Cici to my room. I decided to take Mickey's room since he'd be gone. 


      [image: ]I stood in the hallway staring at my phone, waiting for the minutes to tick by. Once the time turned from 7:59 a.m. to 8 a.m., I went to my call log and selected my brother’s name from my recent calls. He answered on the first ring.

"Soda Pop," Mickey said quickly followed by the biggest blow off ever. "Look, I can't talk now. I will call you later." The phone went dead. 

Cici and I entered the kitchen to find that Mickey left out breakfast for us before he went to work. There was a choice of three cereals sitting on the kitchen table: Captain Crunch with Berries, Corn Flakes, and Apple Jacks.

"Hungry?" I handed Cici the Tony the Tiger bowl and kept the Captain Crunch bowl for myself.

"Oh my gosh, it's like living in some eighties childhood home here." They giggled while checking out their bowl. 

"What do you mean?"  

"All this old stuff. It's like I entered an eighties time warp." 

"Mickey just doesn't feel the need to buy new stuff when the old stuff isn't broken." I felt a little judged.

"It's not just your brother. I slept in your room last night, remember?" 

"Oh, you're talking about the Cabbage Patch and Rainbow Bright dolls in the closet? Yeah, same story. Mickey gave me all that stuff. He just likes things the way they were when my older sister and parents died. They died in a car wreck with a train overseas. It all happened when I was two years old, so I don't remember any of it. Mickey raised me." 

"Damn, rough start to life. I'm sorry."

"Like I said, I don't remember any of it. It was a lot harder on my brother. Mickey thinks I'm traumatized and wants to have this big emotional talk about it. I avoid the conversation at all costs. I don't know why he suddenly feels like it's a good idea. Well, I kind of know why, but I'm fine." I poured cereal into my bowl and continued.

"Mickey's a homicide detective with the Seattle Police Department like my dad and grandfather. I think that is why he doesn't want me to follow in his footsteps or to even get my PI license. Mickey thinks it's too dangerous, so I got my computer science degree with a minor in forensics, but I can't find a job around here, and I can't leave Mickey. So, I have been serving tables until I find a job."

Cici sat there and took this all in. "So, this is why you stay around Seattle? To take care of your brother?"

I finished drinking the milk from my cereal bowl, which slid down my chin and onto my blue shirt. "Every fucking time," I mumbled. I stood up wiping my face and headed to the sink to rinse my dish. I stood there for a moment, blotting the milk off my shirt with a kitchen towel, not exactly sure how to answer that question.

"I think so, yes. I mean, he never married. As far as I know he never dates either. He just goes to work, comes home, and watches old reruns of Knight Rider and MacGyver. Mickey doesn't drink or smoke like other detectives. He just sits at home, waiting to retire. Kind of sad, don't you think?"

"Super sad. I can see why you stick around." They said with a pouty lip. 

"Not to change the topic, but we should figure out what our plan is for the day. We can take the forty bus across the West Seattle bridge into downtown. Then, I typically take Lorraine's bus to my condo in Pioneer Square. Which bus do you take to work?" I pulled out the bus schedule from the drawer. 
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