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TWO GIRLS AND A LOT OF BULLETS
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I step down the stairs of the library on 2nd Ave and 8th Street and soak in the environment of St. Mark’s Place. I finished my research early, just in time for lunch. Since I left Elite, my mind has been spinning with creativity. Coming to the library is the first time I left the condo in a long time. For the last few weeks I’ve been sketching freehand, trying to dig deep in my unconscious. Grandpa was starting to worry about me again. But this time I didn’t care. It’s not like I’m chasing bad guys for Elite or getting in any other kind of trouble. 

“I’m just working on my art,” I told him. “It’s what we all want, right?”

He grunted and went back to eating his dinner.

It’s half true. I am working on my art but I’m also hiding from the world. Now that I’m not with Elite I can’t get refills on the Novalexia that they supplied. The drug blocks the pain I feel from my psychic visions. So basically I’ve turned into a hermit.

Doesn’t matter in the end, though. What matters is getting back to work and creating. 

I walk down 8th and pass the bistros and bakeries that shoot out appetizing scents to lure in eaters. It’s working on my senses. This soup and bread place calls my name. Plus they have their tables on the sidewalk and I can sit and eat and watch the world go by like a true art snob. Although I doubt anyone would know that I am an art snob. Since turning seventeen last month I don’t look any different except for my medium-length straight black hair; and I still wear pants or jeans in the summer even though the heat has been suffocating lately.

Inside, I order a bread bowl of clam chowder and a bottle of water. I take my tray of food, sit on a black metal mesh chair, and place the food down on the white-stained black table. As the soup cools in the July heat, I take out my cell and call Parker.

“Hey, sexy,” he says.

“Hey, cutie,” I say. “Where are you?”

“At work.”

“Oh, good. I’m just a few blocks away.”

Parker works at Kim’s Video on St. Marks. He claims it’s just a summer job until classes at The School of Visual Arts starts up again in September, but based on the way he talks about the store, how much he loves it, I believe he’ll be there longer.

“Have you eaten? I ask. “Want me to bring you any lunch?” 

“I had something before I started. But thanks. You done at the library?”

“Yeah. When do you get off work?” 

“Not till five.”

“Perfect. I can get some sketching done then we can play.”

“Real play?”

I smile. I know what he means. Parker and I met one night at a club where we were both drunk. We had sex that same night. I also killed him, but that’s another story. Since then I’ve been putting up roadblocks about sex. Kissing and exploring is fine, but...I feel I need to know more about him before we jump into the big bang again. So far he’s been cool with it. Although, it’s only been a month.

“Sure. I can stop at the store and pick up that new GTA,” I say. “That sound exciting for you?”

“Mmm nothing says sexy than Grand Theft Auto. So bad.”

“Why you dig me, right?”

“Definitely. But, um, what about your grandfather?”

“He can play GTA with us.”

“Ha ha. Is he going to be there tonight?”

“No. He left town yesterday.”

“And he trusts you to be all alone?”

Since I left Elite, Grandpa trusts me a lot more. But Parker doesn’t know about Elite, or even my psychic ability. Then it dawns on me: Maybe that’s why I’m delaying sex. Maybe I need to see how he handles my psychic ability first.

“Of course he trusts me. Besides, it’s my condo. I bought it and pay the fees.”

‘Where did he go?”

“Visit an old army friend for a few days. Guy has been sick so I guess Grandpa’s been helping him out. Think he saved him in the war or something.”

“Since there’s no one to punch me in the face I will be glad to come over tonight.”

“Oh, I’ll punch you in the face if you want.”

“And you know what you can punch me in the face with.”

I laugh, catching the attention of a bohemian couple at the table next to mine. “Such a perv.”

“He he he.”

I promise to stop by Kim’s on my way home after lunch and then cut off the call. I eat my chowder and skim the news on my cell phone. After eating, I walk back to the bike rack at the library for my twelve-speed. I slip on my helmet, secure my saddlebag, and peddle down 8th. I stop inside Kim’s and find Parker behind the counter sorting DVDs and old VHS tapes to go back out. Seeing his boss at the other side of the counter, I sneak him a quick kiss and say, “See you later sexy.” I don’t want to get him in trouble at a job he likes so much.

Parker blushes while the boss shakes his head and smiles. A few customers glance over to see who’s so sexy.

I make my way back onto 2nd Ave and avoid being attacked by the afternoon rush of traffic. I don’t know if I’m getting better at maneuvering around this city or if the drivers are more tolerant. But I do know that I’m losing some serious weight riding this damn bike around. Plus I save some cash from not using taxis all the time.

I stop at the corner to make a turn on Houston, which can take me all the way to West where I live. I glance over to my right and notice a familiar face. She’s wearing a red flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her shoulders, a pair of cut off jeans, and dark blue Doc Martin’s. Her hair doesn’t look as long as it did the last time I saw her a few months ago in my apartment, but she does have a new blue streak in it. The last time I saw her she was coming in to use my art stuff and I was on my way out. When I realized how long it’s been since I saw her I assumed she went back home to her parents.

But I guess not.

She still carries her stuffed black backpack. Her face is worn down. She doesn’t look thirteen. Her pale slack skin surrounds hollow eyes. Is she sick? Did she catch something while on the streets? God, I hope she’s not tricking.

“Alyssa,” I call out and wave my hand, which is dumb because she’s looking right at me from across the street. Lunchtime suits walk around her, paying her no mind. She doesn’t acknowledge me. No smile. No frown. Not even a middle finger.

“Alyssa?”

She turns and runs down Houston towards westside. Is she going to my place? As sick as she looks, she better be. 

I peddle down the street after her, sticking to her side and moving against the flow of traffic. I keep calling her name, hoping she’ll stop and talk. She doesn’t. The only time she stops is at the corner of Broadway. She connects with my eyes. This time, a few feet away from her, slowing my bike down, I can see the desperation in them.

“Alyssa, would you friggin’ stop and tell me what’s going on?” I shout past the other people on the street. Some shoot me weird glances like I’m a freak.

The homeless girl runs up Broadway for a few blocks. I stick to the sidewalk and weave through the people and trucks delivering huge platforms of junk into basement entrances. She turns right onto Watts Street, continuing east. After a block, at Mercer, she stops and stands. I brake next to her. The street is quieter. Only a few walkers and the sounds of children screaming and playing. We’re in front of the Chabad Lubavitch of Soho synagogue. A modern three-level building with stained glass in the front that probably shines warm sunlight onto the rabbi behind the altar.

“Alyssa, what the fuck is going on with you?” I ask.

The girl stares at the synagogue. Does she hear me?

“Alyssa!” I shout.

She walks up Mercer, around the corner of the synagogue. I follow her. I really shouldn’t. I’m getting sick of her game. But she doesn’t look well. She may need a doctor. Last thing I want on my conscious is to read about how they found a homeless girl dead on the street from pneumonia or something.

Alyssa stops at the middle of the black metal fence. Little kids ranging from toddlers to four-years-old run around and play on the makeshift playground. They kick balls, push plastic lawnmowers that pop little plastic balls inside them, and play with a garden hose while wearing bathing suits. The caregivers, in their twenties and fifties, play or supervise the kids. 

Alyssa stares hard at them. I notice her eyes leaking. I soak up her melancholy and my heart breaks open. Maybe the kids remind her of lost childhood. At least that’s how I always feel. I try to avoid places like this. Seeing kids so happy you hope they stay that way until they grow up. 

A ball rolls up to the fence and a five or six-year-old boy chases after it. He’s one of the older kids. He wears a white button-down shirt with black shorts and suspenders. He has a cute face framed in short braided sideburns and a yamaka on top of his cropped head. He smiles and picks up the ball. He looks at me and says, “Hello.”

“Hi, handsome,” I say.

He giggles and looks to Alyssa. “Hello,” he says again.

Alyssa remains quiet. She doesn’t even smile.

The boy takes his ball and runs back to his playmates.

“Listen, Alyssa, we should get going,” I say. “Why don’t we go back to my place?”

An explosion. The ground shakes. The first thought that comes to my mind: A plane struck the new World Trade Center. But no. The explosion came from the front of the synagogue. Smoke rises out from the roof. The caregivers keep their heads together – probably from rehearsing something like this a million times – and gather the kids. Tires screech. A white van with FLOWERS ON THE GO written on the side swings around the corner of Mercer and brakes onto the sidewalk catercorner from Alyssa and me. The door slides open. Two guys wearing jeans, Doc’s, dangling braces, and wife beater tanks. One wears a wolf mask, the other a rabbit. They also hold large automatic weapons. I dive to the ground and try to pull Alyssa with me, but she’s gone. The gunmen approach the gate and spray their bullets into the playground.

...burn holes though my chest, arms, legs, head...the sky rushes by along with the asphalt...face of children...women...screaming...gaping in shock...surprise...like rapid fire...like each one is a card in a deck and someone is flipping it...as the heat drains...

A metal door closes. Tires screech. An engine dissolves as sirens grow. Slight weeping in the distance. My body aches and stings from a million bullets that never touched me. I feel like I’m going to die. I want to die. I’ve been shot before and close to death and this feels the same as last time.

A group of women stand around the bodies of the dead. Their faces slack as the long Victorian gowns on their bodies. Each one is different. Long hair, dark hair, short, tall, fat, skinny, black, white, Asian. Each one stands by a body. Each woman screams. Loud. I try to cover my ears but I can’t move my arms. All I can do is suffer the stabbing in my eardrums and watch as their jaws drop off their hinge. They shake their arms as they scream louder and louder. The dead bodies jolt so hard that they start to rise. No. Wait. They’re still on the ground. It’s a doppelganger in each body that starts to rise. What? Then from out of the sky, teenagers with leathery wings parachute down. Dressed like they’ve spent years on the streets in dirty jeans and cut offs, ripped and stained T-shirts or hoodies. Like the screaming women, one for each doppelganger, a winged kid takes the hand of each child or adult and pulls them into their arms. They carry them up to the sky. 
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