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Prologue

March 1938

“It’s an open and shut case, Adam,” my police contact Tommy Shane said to me. His red hair and florid features proclaimed his Irish heritage, and his strong jaw his honest character.

We were sitting on a park bench across from his precinct, where I’d bribed him with a hot dog and a soda from a local vendor.

I contented myself with a big salty pretzel, enjoying the first warm day of April along with a number of children playing in a nearby playground.

“How so?” I asked. “His brother—my client—swears up and down the man you have isn’t the type.”

“You should know better—that there is no special type,” the detective said as he rubbed his sore leg, a legacy of his Great War service. “Four colored guys in a room playing cards, one of them was a sore loser, loses his cool, they argue, he pulls a gun and shoots the big winner. That was it. Two witnesses, one gun with fingerprints, and Big Mike—a known numbers runner for an uptown gambling mob—shot. As far as the police are concerned, case closed. Your client’s brother, Jonathan Dumas, was the obvious killer. Even with the other two being not the most upright citizens, the fact is Dumas’s fingerprints were on the gun we found where he tossed it in the trash on the way out of the building.”

“Seems a foolish mistake, Tommy.”

“People in a panic make foolish mistakes, Adam.”

“Why can’t I see my client’s brother?”

“The shooting victim was Big Mike Johnson, a numbers runner for Queenie Saint Clair.”

“That’s why you wouldn’t let me see him, Tommy?”

“We’re holding him incommunicado. Queenie Saint Clair has a big reach. She doesn’t like it when somebody messes with her people. You know the rumors that she had something to do with Dutch Schultz’s checking out? She’s kept the Italian mob out of Harlem by herself.”

“Afraid she might take her own justice before the courts get a chance to?”

“Exactly.”

We watched the kids playing for a few moments, and I threw some pretzel bits to some pigeons who started to squabble over them.

“If I can get Madame Saint Clair to hold off until I do some poking around, will you get your superiors let me see Dumas?”

“I don’t see any point, but of course.” My friend leaned in and lowered his voice. “You don’t really wanna go up there to stir things up in her territory, even the mob gives her a wide berth—and you’re the wrong color to be annoying her.”

“Not all of me,” I joked. I rose and tossed the last of my pretzel to the birds.

“You heard that Hitler annexed Austria, right?”

“Yes.”

“You think it will satisfy him and calm things down over there?”

The pigeons were flapping wings and tussling over the pretzel. One of the larger ones tried to take off with it.

I quoted Socrates. “‘There is no greater disaster than greed,’ and it seems that humans haven’t learned it any more than those pigeons.”

“Speaking of greed, just watch yourself up there, Adam, it’s a whole other world across a Hundred and Tenth Street.”

“You know I like to explore, Tommy. I’m a man of many parts.”


[image: ]



“You at the wrong address, whitebread,” the well-dressed negro in the lobby of the apartment building said. He stepped up to block my way to the elevator.

“Hell, you in the wrong neighborhood, big fella,” his sharply dressed sidekick added.

Both men were tall, muscular, and young, but both men were wrong. I was exactly where I wanted to be, 409 Edgecombe building on the corner of One Hundred and Fifty Fifth Street in Sugar Hill, Harlem, New York. It was a thirteen-story apartment building, alternately called “Harlem’s house of celebrities,” and renowned for being where the fashionable intelligentsia of the colored community lived. A painter whose work I rather liked, Aaron Douglas, even resided there.

I smiled and simply said, “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but I am exactly in the right place. I’m here to see Madame Stephanie St. Clair about an important issue.”

“Well, she ain’t seein’ no pasty giants,” one said to me. Though shorter than my seven foot two by a foot, he was sure of himself. He was also wider than his partner, though again, nowhere near my near four hundred pounds. He showed plenty of muscle under his well-tailored suit but no outline of a shoulder holster.

“I would very much appreciate it if you would give her my business card.” I pulled out one of my cards that simply said Adam Paradise, Private Investigations.

Both men laughed when the thinner of the two tore it from my gloved hand and ripped it up.

The smaller man made to push me, his intent clearly to force me out of the lobby, but my creator, Doctor Frankenstein, had built me with the finest of synapses and muscles. It was as if the guard moved in slow motion, so I was behind him with one hand on his shoulder, squeezing hard enough that he grunted in pain.

The second guard did reach for something in his jacket, most likely a knife, but I stopped him with an open-handed slap to the side of the head. It dropped him to his knees, semi-conscious.

I squeezed the man I held and pointed him toward the elevator. “Why don’t you escort me up to the lady’s apartment, my good man. I’m sure you know the way.”

He only grunted in reply but moved to the elevator, hit the button, and when we entered pressed the floor for Madame Stephanie St. Clair’s apartment. He led me directly to the door.

“You ignorant, cracker,” my prisoner said. “Don’t you know what happens to folks who cross Queenie?”

“Shakespeare said, ‘Ignorance is the curse of God, Knowledge the wing wherewith we fly to heaven.’ I think I’ll fly today.” I dug my fingers harder into his trapezius muscle, causing him to hiss.

“Knock calmly and announce yourself,” I said. “And be wise.”

He knocked vigorously. After a moment, I squeezed again, and he added, “It’s me, Ethan, Madame.”

There was a moment, then a female voice with a slight French accent called out, “I’ll get it, Abdul.” The sound of a lock turning, followed by the door opening, and the numbers queen of Harlem stood before me in all her glory.

She was a colored woman of middle age with well-defined features, intelligent eyes, and an almost mystical aura about her. She wore an exotic, golden dress with a crimson turban wrapped around her head.

Her look of surprise at seeing me holding her guard quickly morphed to stony determination.

“Who?” she hissed.

“No one to be afraid of, Madame St. Clair,” I said in French.

“I fear no one,” she shot back instantly in patois. Behind her was a lavishly appointed living room decorated with modern, colorful furniture and art on the walls.

At that moment, a handsome colored man, a decade younger than the madame, stepped from a doorway across the living room. He was dressed in a lounging robe. I assumed he was the called-for Abdul. In his hand was a pistol pointed at me.

“I am sure you do not, Madame.” I ducked to step through the doorway, releasing the disgruntled and embarrassed guard as I did. I also removed my hat.

“I’m sorry, Madame,” Ethan began, but she cut him off with a sharp look before she fixed her eyes on me. There was no sign that my size or my facial scars intimidated her at all, but that was no surprise. This was a woman who ran the profitable gambling enterprise called “The Policy,” an illegal lottery that could be played for as little as a penny, which also provided banking services for her negro community when no white banks would. She’d brought pressure against and exposed a number of crooked police as well, so even the authorities left her alone.

Queenie Stephanie St. Clair had faced down the Italian mob and the infamous Dutch Schultz, who wanted in on the numbers business of The Policy. He had forced out or taken over any others who ran it in Northern Manhattan.

It was even said she sent a telegram to the gangster after he had been shot, just three days before he died, that reportedly said, “As ye sow, so shall you reap.”

She was a legend for her fierceness, which my special vision allowed me to confirm.

As a consequence of how I came into existence—life from death—I saw not only the living, but the essence of those who had lived. Not as recognizable human images, but as translucent shapes. The manner of death seemed to determine the shape and color of these forms, and they seemed attached to those that they interacted with in life—both positively and negatively.

When I looked at Madame St. Clair, she was enveloped in indigo and black-tinged forms. This is a woman who has taken life—or ordered them taken, I thought. But there were also golden and amber phantoms, which told me she had done much good for people as well.

Thomas Aquinas believed that human nature is essentially good, with humans oriented towards perfection. In my time back amongst civilization, I’ve seen it is a complicated mix of both good and bad, even when people try toward St. Thomas’s perfection. The lady was such a complex mix.

“Madame, I’m here to talk to you about the recent death of your numbers runner, Mister Mike Johnson.”

“Why?” She waved Ethan away from me, I suspected to give Abdul a clear shot at me, though one could hardly miss someone of my size in the confines of the room.

“I know you have no faith in the police,” I continued in French. “And as such, you know they make mistakes.”

This brought a laugh from her that very much could have come from a much younger woman.

“My name is Adam Paradise, and I represent the man that the police have arrested.”

“You’ve come to beg for mercy?”

“No, nothing so futile. I’m simply asking for you to stay your justice until I can find the actual culprit. I believe the man the police have in custody is innocent.” In fact, I was gambling that my instincts about my client’s faith in his accused brother’s innocence were based on reality and not wishful thinking—a common trait I’d noted in humankind. Such wishful thinking was the whole basis for The Policy and numbers business. Faith and hope.

“You think you ask a small thing, big man.”

“Didn’t Marie Antoinette say, ‘It is the small things that make life pleasant’?”

She laughed again, the bubbling laughter of the unconcerned. “I like your moxie, whiteboy; okay. I will take no action for twenty-four hours, but I have a policy and everyone knows it.”

“Understood, Madame. And thank you for your graciousness.” As I turned to leave, I noticed a painting hanging near the door. “Is that an early Monet original?” I stepped closer to study it. “I saw an exhibition of his later work in Marseille three years ago. Truly lovely—you have very good taste.”

I gave a slight bow, leaving her with a stunned expression as I walked out.
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I was able to get Tommy to talk his superiors into allowing me to see the arrested man face to face, once I convinced him that Madame St. Clair had declared a sort of truce.

My actual client was Leroy Dumas, a negro who worked as a shoeshine “boy” at Pennsylvania Station, though he was a handsome, bald man of forty. He had become a very good source of little bits of information.

He sat beside me, across a wire-screen barrier in a police station from Leroy’s younger brother Jonathan, the incarcerated man. It was the first time I had seen the thirty-five-year-old, lighter-skinned than his sibling, but with the same handsome features and bright eyes. Now there was suspicion in those eyes.

“I didn’t do it,” Jonathan said. “The cops just wanted a patsy to pin the robbery on.”

“But you admit you were in that card game before the shooting?”

“Ain’t no point talkin’ to this cracker,” Jonathan said to his brother. “He just the same as—”

“Mister P ain’t no sellin’ banana oil, Jonny. He can help.”

“Bushwa,” Jonathan snickered.

“He’s my friend,” Leroy said quietly but with the authority of an older sibling. “And this is his business. Tell him.”

“Sure, I was playin’ cards,” Jonathan admitted, but kept his eyes on his brother. “Danny, Chicken Jones and Big Mike. I was losin’ heavy and when I went tap, I left to see if I could borrow some money from a friend to keep playing.”

“And?”

“And that’s it. I left. Next, I knew, the cops were kicking in my door and Danny and Chicken said I shot Big Mike.”

“They said they found Jonny’s fingerprints on the gun just outside the apartment where Mike was shot,” Leroy said.

“It was my gun, yeah,” Jonathan confessed, “but I’d left it in my coat when I went out to find money. Nobody I could reach had any scratch, so I went home, got drunk, and went to bed.”

I knew he was speaking truth about the murder, at least, for no phantom forms of the dead circled him, no accusing shades, only ancestral echoes of loved ones past on. He had never killed anyone.

“So that means one of those two men is the probable killer,” I said aloud. “Unless someone else entered the picture after you left, and both men are doubly lying.”

“Just like that, you believe me?” He looked astonished.

“Yes. Let’s just say I’m good at reading people—I have an…outside perspective.”

“I told you he was a friend, Jonny.”

“Where are these two likely to be found, Jonathan? Any usual hangouts?”

The prisoner was able to tell me several of the more popular environs where the two men could be found. So, I stood up.

“I think I have all I need to find some resolution for you, Mister Dumas.”

“That’s it?” the prisoner asked. “You’re just going to ask them to tell the truth?”

“Yes,” I smiled.

Both brothers looked at me with stunned expressions.

“I can be very persuasive,” I tipped my hat. “Trust me.”
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The two individuals who were the others in the high-stakes poker game, Danny Miller and Josiah “Chicken” Jones, had fairly regular habits, several bars, and a pool hall that they frequented. I had a time factor, so I went to the bars first, spreading money liberally to bartenders, with the result that I was told I might find both men engaged in a game of pool at Hank’s Billiards and Snooker Hall.

The location was a squalid basement establishment on One Hundred and Thirty First Street in Harlem. It was doubtful if the sun’s light touched its dirty front windows for more than an hour on a good day, as I had to step down four stairs to enter.

A heavyset and rough-looking Chinese man, seated on a highchair by the door, regarded me with a stony gaze. He had a Billy club on a lanyard in easy reach beside him.

I felt the eyes of most in the room shift my way as I entered. That was not unusual considering my height and scars, though the hardened types who filled the dim room were assessing me not with fear, but whether or not I was a potential opponent.

The pool hall was thick with cigarette smoke, had a small bar to one side, and a half a dozen snooker and pool tables placed around the room under a printed tin ceiling. Dangling lamps over each table left much of the room in shadows.

It was an unusual mix of rough types, even for New York, though predominantly negros, but also Orientals and Occidentals in a remarkably unsegregated congregation, even for the cosmopolitan metropolis of New York.

Adding to the unique atmosphere of the place was the number of translucent phantoms that swirled through the room. There was a history of violence written in those shapes; many in that basement were death dealers. The question was whether the two men I was looking for were among them.

I had received descriptions of both of the suspects, but I imagined just asking for them at the bar would get me nowhere. So, I simply stepped up, took a seat on a stool, and ordered a beer.

“Active night?” I asked. “Or the usual crowd?”

The bartender, a thin Chinese who showed a tong tattoo on his left arm, looked up at me with annoyance. “Same as always, ’cept you.”

He reached under the bar, and I’m sure he pressed some sort of button, for a few moments later, a door at the back of the room opened. A Chinese woman dressed in male attire of waistcoat, shirt sleeve, and trousers, and sporting an eyepatch on her left eye, posed in the doorway for a moment before crossing the room to walk directly toward me.

Though she barely topped five feet, her presence was palpable in the room with all the tough types she passed giving her deference. She stepped right up to me.

“What brings you into my place, high pockets?” she asked in cultured English.

“You are Hank?”

“And you are?”

“Adam Paradise,” I stood up and offered a hand, which she did not take. “I’m here looking for two gentlemen.”

“You ain’t gonna find no gentlemen here,” she snickered. “You don’t look like any cop to me.”

“Private,” I said. “I would like to talk to Josiah Jones and Danny Miller.”

“I respect the privacy of my customers. I like a quiet place.”

“Only to talk.”

She stood contrapposto and was about to speak when a voice from the back of the room called out, “Hey Chicken, a sawbuck says you can’t make that shot.”

Hank’s head snapped around, and she sighed.

“Excuse me,” I said. “I promise not to disrupt things too much.”

I crossed the room, skirting several tables in play, aware that the Chinese woman was following me. At the last table, near an exit door, a tall negro bent over lining up a shot.

He certainly fit his nickname. Jones was skinny in the extreme with a long neck, a large Adam’s apple, and a shock of hair that stood up like a comb on his head.

Standing with him was a beefy white man wearing a derby, suspenders, and rolled-up shirt sleeves while puffing on the stub of a cigar. “Ain’t no way, Chicken,” he said. “Greenleaf himself couldn’t make that shot.”

The bent-over Jones gave a snorting laugh, then, seemingly with no effort, pulled back his pool cue and tapped the cue ball. It bounced off a second ball that then collided with two others and sank still a third ball across the table.

“Dang!” the cigar smoker exclaimed. “You suckered me, ya scrawny two-bit—”

Chicken laughed. “Pay up, Hogan, or we can try for double or nothing next game.”

The one called Hogan dug into his pocket and slapped five dollars down on the pool table. “You shucked me clean.”

Chicken snatched up the money almost faster than the eye could follow and faced the watching half dozen spectators. “Anyone else care to try me?”

“I’d like to talk to you, Mister Jones,” I said. He turned and visibly recoiled at the sight of me.

“Wanna try your hand, big man?” He grabbed a piece of chalk and worked it on the end of his pool cue.

“Actually, I just want to talk, ask you some questions.” Indigo shapes hovered over this man like so many of the others in the room, but there was no way for me to tell if one of them was the freshly dead Big Mike’s phantom.

“About what?” He looked to the diminutive Chinese woman now standing beside me with a questioning glance.

“The matter of Mister Mike Johnson—”

Before I could finish my sentence, the man swung the thick end of his pool cue at my head, but I had sensed his muscles tense and put up my left forearm to block it. The cue broke over my arm as I shot out my right hand to palm his face.

I lifted him off the floor and held him dangling.

“That was not very nice, sir,” I said calmly.

The room was suddenly silent except for the whimpering of Chicken Jones.

“If you promise to be nice, I will let you down.” When he made mumbling noises that sounded like “okay, okay,” I released him. He dropped to the floor, his legs giving out on him, so he went to his knees.

“Sorry about the cue, Hank,” I said, rubbing my left forearm. “I’ll pay for the damage.”

She picked up the broken end of the cue and looked up at me with disbelief. “No problem,” she said in a quiet voice. “There’s entertainment value in it.”

Chicken Jones regained enough composure to snarl at me, “I ain’t gotta talk to you, freak.”

“Not true.” I said, “But if you only speak the truth, then we will have no issues between us.”

“Hank,” Chicken said, “you ain’t gonna let this guy brace me in here, are you?”

“No.” She looked up at me and shook her head. “Take this out into the alley, high pockets.”

“No!” Chicken yelled as I grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him to his feet. “You guys can’t let this guy roust me. Larry, Hogan!”

I looked around the room, but whenever I met the eyes of any of the denizens, they looked away. Even the cigar-smoking Hogan took a step back.

I walked Chicken out the exit door. We found ourselves in a narrow, trash-strewn alley.

“I ain’t sayin’ nothin’,” he said. “I’m no squealer.”

“I know you already ‘squealed,’ as you put it, to the police and accused Jonathan Dumas of killing Big Mike.”

“Well…uh…he did.”

“No, he did not.” I slapped him gently. “Try again.”

“I swear I told the truth—you can ask Danny—he saw it.”

I slapped him with more vigor, and a wet stain appeared on the front of his trousers.

“Where can I ask Danny?”

“He’s got a flop a couple of blocks from here,” the terrified man said.

“Then let’s pay him a visit.” I chose not to head back through the pool hall, so dragged the skinny man down the alley to come out onto One Hundred and Thirty Second Street.

“He better be home,” I said with a slight edge to my tone, “or all I have to keep myself occupied is you.”

He whimpered at that and nodded his head vigorously. “He will be, he will.”

The few people on the street at that hour reacted as most New Yorkers—a quick glance, then looked away with a “not my problem” attitude.

Soon, we stood before the second-floor doorway of Danny Miller, the other suspect for the murder of Big Mike.

“Knock and act normally, Chicken.” I had a hand on his neck from behind and gave him a little squeeze to let him know I was serious.

“Hey, Danny, it’s me, Chicken,” he called after he knocked. “I gotta see you.”

There was a curse from inside, and a moment later, the door opened inward.

Danny Miller was a squat, muscular negro wearing only an undershirt and trousers, without shoes. His hair was slicked back into a pompadour, and he wore glasses.

I shoved Chicken forward so that he collided with Miller. Both men flew back, and I ducked under the door frame, kicking the door closed behind me.

“What the hell,” Miller yelled as he tumbled backward but kept his feet. His eyes went wide at the sight of me, then I saw him glance to a dresser across the room, on which sat a pistol.

He darted toward the gun, but I cut him off and back-handed him, sending him flying across the room to land on his folded-down Murphy bed. He bounced back to his feet and came at me in a football player tackle with enough force to drive me back into the edge of the dresser.

I slammed an open hand down on Miller’s back that drove him to his knees.

At the same time, Chicken had gotten to his feet and started for the door.

“Stop there, Chicken, or when I catch you, I will not be happy.” He froze in place.

I grabbed Miller by his hair, pulled him to his feet, and threw him back to the bed again.

“Sit with him,” I ordered Jones. He rushed to comply.

“What is this?” Miller asked. Then he made a face, sniffed, and looked over at his companion. “Did you—oh man, get off my bed.”

“Stay there,” I said forcefully. Chicken was torn, so compromised and slid off the bed to sit on the floor.

“I ain’t got no money if this is—” Miller began.

“No, Mister Miller, this is not a robbery. It is a reckoning.”

The dark shade swirling around both men complicated things considerably. Both had taken lives, but were any of those phantom shapes the essence of Big Mike Johnson?

“What are you talking about, cracker?” Miller asked with no fear in his voice.

“One or both of you killed Johnson. You are going to tell me here the whole story.”

“You’re crazy, Jonny Dumas shot him. The cops arrested him.”

“Arrested, yes, guilty, no.” I smiled, took off my fedora, and set it down on the dresser by the pistol. I saw Miller’s eyes glance to the gun but then back to me when I reached into my jacket to remove a few sheets of paper and a pen.

“We was there, we saw him shoot Mike,” Miller said. He gave a sidelong glance at Jones, who was looking down at the floor. “Tell ’em, Chicken.”

“Yeah, yeah, what Danny said. We saw it.”

“I can see you are both not understanding me,” I said. “One of you shot Big Mike. Both of you lied. Before we leave here, you are both going to write out the details.”

There was a moment of stunned looks from both of them, then Miller laughed. “You are out of your mind, white boy.”

I took a step forward and asked Miller, “Are you right- or left-handed?

He looked at me, confused. “Left. What the hell does—”

Before he could finish his sentence, I reached out, grabbed his right wrist with my left hand, and with my right hand smashed down hard on his forearm till I heard the bone break.

He screamed and grabbed the damaged limb.

“Now you are both going to write out your account of what happened, exactly as it happened.”

“He did he did it,” Chicken yelled, scooting away from the injured Miller. “Big Mike caught Danny cheating and was gonna beat him up and so I ran interference and then he grabbed the gun from Jonathan’s coat with a handkerchief and shot him three times. I didn’t kill him. I didn’t kill him.”

“Shut up, you traitor. He broke my damn arm.”

I threw the papers and pen down by them. “Now, both of you write that down, or I’ll break some other things.”

Chicken couldn’t write fast enough, and even Miller, with a little more prodding, eventually wrote it out. When they were both done. I took the papers, folded them neatly, and put them in my jacket.

“You know that ain’t gonna hold up in court,” Miller said. If looks could burn, his hate would have set me aflame. I smiled.

“Oh, I don’t expect you to hold up in court. This isn’t for the police.”

“Blackmailing us?” Miller laughed. “We ain’t got squat.”

“You really don’t understand,” I said. “You’re both going to turn yourselves in to the authorities and confess.”

“What are you, nuts?”

“No. These copies are for Madame Saint Clair.”

They both gasped.

“If you don’t seek the protection of a nice cozy jail cell, you know there is nowhere you can hide from her.”

“You can’t do that,” Chicken whined.

“At least in custody,” I continued, “you have a chance. You might even get a good lawyer who will get you off on some technicality so you can leave the country.

Chicken was crying now. Miller got silent. They both knew I was correct.

I made a phone call from a communal phone in the hall and requested a squad car to pick up two confessed killers.

I accompanied both of them to the street, where I put them in the black-and-white with the word that Detective Shane was looking for them.

On the way home, I found an all-night florist and sent a dozen roses, along with their written confessions, to Madame St. Clair, just to be sure.
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Jonathan Dumas was released the next day.

I received a very nice thank-you note and a box of expensive chocolates from Madame St. Clair. The note said simply, “My policy is always to pay my debts. Merci,” signed with a kiss.

Josiah “Chicken” Jones turned state’s evidence, and Danny Miller was charged with first-degree murder, but never came to trial, as he was found hanging in an isolation cell a whole two weeks after being taken into custody. It was ruled a suicide.

Chicken was killed in a hit-and-run accident while hiding out in Brooklyn shortly thereafter.

It seems Madame St. Clair maintained a very strict adherence to her policy. Very strict indeed.


Chapter One

Can you truly die if you have not been born?


Chapter Two

October 1939

“Adam Paradise,” a voice in the void called to me, “you have to help me. Free me.”

“Who are you, where are you?” I called.

It made no sense. I should have heard no voice, ever, for—to save my friends Vandoma and Nico Kalderash—I had thrown myself on a hand grenade that sent metal shards coursing through my body, ripping up my insides. The resulting explosion should have killed me.

I should be dead.

I was neither birthed by a mother nor did I know the love or tender guidance of one. Instead, I was created by a driven narcissist, Victor Frankenstein, who was attempting to thumb his nose at mortality and be the mote in God’s eye.

Like a lump of clay without even the name of God on my forehead or some construction of Lincoln Logs created in the semblance of humanity, I was a scarred, seven-foot-two being with mismatched hands and limbs. A mere image of a man. But, had I the substance, the soul of one?

Had I ever truly been alive and had I died, how is it that I could contemplate these circumstances? How could I hear this voice?

Was it a consequence of my unique experience that now I moved through the darkness of my own mind, the shape of which is a void? And in my existence in that void, I contemplated why, always why?

For a timeless time, I existed in darkness, yet I was aware time was passing. Then, as if a veil were lifted from my eyes, I became aware that I was standing on a strange flat plain I knew as the Realm Between. It was a place that the wise Roma woman, Mother Kalderash, told me was where souls not ready to move beyond to the great outer void that so many call the afterlife, existed.

Did it mean I was ready to pass on? Or could it be that this was my final fate since I had only been a simulacrum of life to begin with? Was I to walk alone for an eternity of nothingness?

Schopenhauer postulated that “mere existence would satisfy us in itself and we should want for nothing,” while Descartes’s view of existence was “I think therefore I am.”

Neither thought was a comfort for me.

“Save me, Adam Paradise,” the voice echoed again.

The bleak sky above the rolling, featureless plain around and before me was not filled with clouds or birds, but instead with the amorphous, multicolored shapes of a million, million beings that swirled and flowed from horizon to horizon. I knew they were the souls who had not gone on from this place to whatever waited beyond.

When I wandered the frozen wastes of the Arctic after my creator died in my sight, I’d hoped to simply cease to be, to blink out of consciousness and end the constant deep agony I felt with every waking moment. From the instant of my first thought, I had experienced only the pain of rejection, a deep longing for acceptance, and an ache to find my place in the world.

Was I one of those souls above, trapped and waiting for the moment of release that could return me to my first moment or before; to my source of creation, to my oblivion? Or whatever came next in this landscape of limbo?

Did I even have that option to go beyond as a once living being could? Did I deserve release? Could there be expiation for the sins and violence of my time among the living? I had been called creature and monster, and in my early actions had justified those appellations.

When I returned from the Frozen North, I had tried to make amends, to give meaning to my consciousness and purpose to my existence.

But had I? Was it enough?

Because of the unique circumstance of my creation, when I had walked on the face of the Earth, I had been able to see the translucent shapes of those who had been born and then died in the natural course of things. Even those I had killed.

While I saw them only as amorphous, colorful shapes and not the actual images of them as they had been in life, I knew they had been living beings.

These apparitions had even included the flowing, dark shapes that had swirled around my assembled limbs—for I was composed, assembled, of half a dozen, or more, of the rightfully dead.

In the Realm Between, those translucent, component shapes did not encircle me, so I walked truly alone for the first time. Solitary as I had not been since my first moment of awareness.

While before I had not felt complete, I had also not felt true loneliness.

Even in the Arctic wilderness for more than a hundred and sixty years, I had been accompanied by the shades of my spirit parts. There too were the shades of the dead mariners who had inhabited the frozen whaler where I found refuge.

Even with the books I found there that taught me of the world outside, I was not alone, for I had the worlds that the words imparted to me. I eventually found the need for more knowledge of those worlds so illuminated. It was that which compelled me to return to the environs of man, not out of loneliness but with the simple desire to be more complete. To find understanding, to answer so many of the “whys” that haunted me.

Now, I felt true loneliness for the first time.

On Earth, in the city known as New York, I had found something I did not even know I was looking for—community. A limping policeman who let me enjoy, by proxy, his loving family. A quick-witted, knowledgeable bookseller whose thirst for information rivaled my own. A kind fellow who, unafraid of societal norms, had discovered his true sexuality. And a courageous, hunchbacked Roma woman who, at first, sought out my help as an investigator in my guise of Adam Paradise. Then, even knowing my full history and the horror of my creation and past, she accepted me for who and what I was.
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