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TWO STEPS
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“This is crazy,” Azul says. “How could your father not have told you about this? Or your mother?”

We sit in the basement under his electronics repair store in the lower east side. Of course he has the comfortable chair while I try to find relief on the metal folding one. Three desktops and two monitors flash screensavers in front of him while junkie devices that run on electricity surround us in the dim space.

“Knowing my father, he probably didn’t tell her,” I say.

“Having a child outside of a marriage is a big deal. At least to me it is.”

“Yeah. But he had this one while married to my mom. Plus he was still locked up at the time and doing that OCCT experiment I told you about.”

“I guess I could see why he kept it a secret. He probably didn’t want to think about that period of his life since it was so bad.”

“I doubt it was all bad,” I say. “He did get some while he was in there.”

My father also stole a lot of money I earned during the early part of my art career. The whole time I thought it was for selfish reasons but he was stashing it away for Prudence Radicci, my recently discovered long lost younger sister. I dropped the complaint recently; an act that I’m sure would further confuse my mother if they ever find her.

“It looks real.”

Azul rubs his thumb over the paper and the raised seal at the bottom.

“It is. I verified it. She was born in Manhattan twelve years ago. I even saw her foot prints on file,” I say.

“Was there a social security number? Usually the mother registers for one at childbirth.”

“No. I asked about it. They encourage the mother to do it, but it’s not required right away.”

“She could have done it afterward. Did you check...”

“The social security index? Yes. Nothing.”

“So what would you like me to do?”

“Can you check the restrictive records? Government, law enforcement, shit like that? Maybe even poke around for the mother? So far I haven’t found anything about her but...I don’t think I’m supposed to if she was involved with OCCT.”

No, Azul is not a cop, although he works with an FBI agent in baiting pedophiles on the Internet, he is a former black hat hacker who spent his childhood stealing money from banks with my father and uncle. Now in his early twenties he’s strictly white hat. Poking around government sites isn’t unethical for him as long as he doesn’t change information or steal.

“Sure,” he says. “What are you going to do?”

“Make a few calls and talk to a few people.”
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PAST RELATIONS
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In the cab on the way home to my condo on West Street, I call Sharon’s cell phone. Luckily I didn’t catch her in a meeting or in court. I ask her to send me a copy of the lawsuit against my parents.

“Sweetie, are you drunk?” she asks. “You dropped that matter.”

“I just need the addresses of my parents, where you sent the subpoenas and paperwork.”

“Your father’s was a bust, as I told you. It’s like the man fell off the Earth. I think your mother’s went to a PO Box in Jersey City. No one signed the return receipt card so it came back.”

“Can you send me the PO Box address?”

“What’s going on, Miki?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you going to make amends with your mother?”

In a way I should. She had no idea my father was skimming money from my art earnings. She must have been pissed that I accused her of it even after all she went though managing my art career as a child. 

“No. But I need to speak to her about something. A heredity issue.”

“Your mother doesn’t have a psychic ability, I don’t see how she can help you.”

“Nothing to do with that.”

“Female issue, huh?”

“Sharon, please.”

“Hmm. All right. I’ll have Jacob forward a PDF to your email today.”

“Thanks.”

“Almost anything for you, sweets. As you can attest to,” she says. “Have you been working?”

“Sketching. Ideas have been brewing.”

“Good girl.”

I disconnect the call and stare out the window the rest of the ride across town. The driver lets me off in front of my building. I walk up to the double glass doors and pull my keys out when my cell rings again.  The number comes up blocked. I open the door and answer the phone.

“Hello?”

“Michelina Radicci?”

I walk through and step up to my mailbox.

“Who’s this?”

“I represent Mr. Bradford Weisz. He would like to meet with you.”

I drop my keys before it hits the hole and feel the world spin.
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ASSURANCES
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I find myself sitting alone on the couch in the lobby of my building. I hold the phone with both hands. The blocked caller is still connected. The world slows down, but I’m overwhelmed with the feeling of being pulled to the Earth. Like gravity is sucking me into deep shit.

“Are you feeling all right, Ms. Radicci?” the caller asks. “Maybe you should take off your jacket.”

My jacket? How does he know I’m wearing one?

I turn to the glass doors. A man with his hands in his pants pockets and a blue tooth device in his ear stands outside. He wears a glossy gray suit with matching black shoes. His light brown hair is shaved tight as if he used the number one attachment on the clippers. He’s good looking, in his mid thirties maybe, and has icy blue eyes, like unnaturally light blue. I wish he would smile, to ease the nervousness in my stomach, but I’m not so lucky. 

“Who are you?” I ask.

“I told you who I am.”

“Why does Weisz want to see me?”

“I can’t tell you.”

I walk closer to the door and try to find bulges in his jacket. I can’t see any but that doesn’t mean he’s not armed. He could still shoot me through the glass door.

“So Weisz expects me to get in a car with a man that I don’t know for no reason?” I ask.

He nods.

“I assure you that you will find it in your best interest to come with me. I promise that I will not harm you during transport, during the meeting, and when I return you.”

The man removes his suit jacket and spins around. People walking up and down the sidewalk glance and make odd expressions at him. He pulls up his pant sleeve to reveal his ankles and then unbutton his cuffs to show off his forearms and the tats covering them.

“If it makes you feel safer, we can take public transportation,” he says.

I bite my lip. Yeah, I know it all seems suspicious. I should be suspicious. But there is something about this guy that I trust. If he says he’s not here to kill me or to bring me to harm, then he must mean it. God, I hope he means it. I hope I’m not so stupid.

“Alright. I’d feel more comfortable if I know your name, though. What do I call you?”

“My name is Ryan Fisk.”
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I step out through the glass door. Ryan Fisk backs away and buttons his shirt cuff, covering his arms before I can inspect the tattoos I noticed before. Instead, I peek at his collar and the tips of the black tats that tease out. 

His jacket on, he asks, “May I request the same from you?”

“You think I’m armed?”

I grip my saddlebag strap tighter.

“Considering your history, what you are capable of, is that such an unusual request?”

What the hell does he know?

“I have a knife with me.”

He nods.

“Shall we take a cab?”

“Are you buying?” I ask.

He smirks.

“I’m buying.”

Fisk walks to the curb, onto the street, and between two cars. He holds his hand out and waves a cab down. I step closer as the yellow car stops in front of us. He opens the door and motions me in.

“After you,” he says.

I slip past him and enter the cab. I slide across the seat, press to the door on the other side, and prop my bag up like a shield. The driver, wearing a turban on his head, maybe one of those Sikh people that are confused for Muslims, turns to Fisk who sits down and closes the door.

“Where to, sir?” the driver asks.

Fisk gives him a midtown address. The driver nods and starts our trek. Fisk sits calmly with his hands on his lap and stares out the window. He reminds me of the yuppies that occupy the city who feel they can take whatever they want with the right amount of money. But underneath his nice suit I know he’s filled with hate for others not white. 

“You’re awfully nice to him,” I say.

Fisk shows me the confusion on his face.

“You’re a skin, right?” I ask, raising my voice a little higher. “A skinhead.”

“Correct,” he says matter of fact.

“And you were nice to this man. Why?”

“He’s performing a service. Why shouldn’t I be nice?”

“Isn’t he someone you don’t want around?”

“Yes. I believe he should be in the country where he came from or in a separate part of this country. But the current laws allow him to be here at this moment in time. If we ask him, he may feel the same way.”

I look over at the driver. The man makes no sign of listening to our conversation.

“Driver?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“At times, do you wish you were back home in the country you came from, or in a separate part of the country with your people?”

“Excuse me?”

I repeat the question. He peers at me through his rear view mirror.

“I miss my home, yes. But I love it here.”

“No one treats you badly? No violence?”

“There is violence all over the world. Not only against me. No. I love it here. I love the people even though they are not the same as me. We are all brothers and sisters.”

Ryan Fisk stares out the window. I wait for him to say something. The driver, seeing I’m not going to speak either, focuses on his driving.

“You’re freakin’ weird,” I say.

Fisk smirks.
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ASSHOLE LECTURE
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The cab drops us off in front of the skyscraper on 50th Street. Large, shiny metal letters spell out Weisz Tower across the awning in front of the door. Fisk pays the cab, wishes him a good day, and leads me through the revolving door. We blend in with the suits and skirts that enter and exit the lobby. We cross the polished tiled floor, past the security desk where people sign in and out, and to the hallway where the elevators reside.  We stop in front of a set of doors with no one around. Fisk takes a card from his wallet and swipes it down the reader on the wall. The doors open and he shows me inside.

I stand next to him as the doors close. He remains still, not pressing any buttons. Not like there are buttons to press. From the middle up, mirrors cover the walls. The lower half is covered with a soft red material - velvet? – and gold metal trim separates the two.

“Who decorated this elevator? Elvis?” I ask.

He glances over and raises a brow.

“What floor are we going to?” I ask.

“Top.”

This must be Weisz’s private elevator. Oooh, don’t I feel special.

The bell rings and the door opens. Fisk leads me down a long hall filled with doors on either side. At the very end, he stops at one and presses a button below an intercom. A beeping noise pops out of the speaker.

“It’s Fisk, sir,” he says. “I brought Ms. Radicci as you requested.”

A camera bolted to the wall above the door adjusts to aim at us.

The speaker releases a slight buzz. Fisk opens the door. We enter a large office as big as my apartment. Back against the picture window that looks out to Central Park and Harlem, a man sits at a large wooden desk that reflects the light. To the right, a sitting area with a wet bar and couch. To the left, a massage table. In between, nothing but space. A waste of space.

We walk to the desk. Weisz appears to be in his early sixties. His slightly orange skin hosts a broad fake smile and unnaturally white teeth. His blue eyes focus on me as he stands and comes around the desk. He offers his hand.

“Michelina Radicci,” Weisz says. “So pleased to meet you.”

I shake it. His grip is loose so I tighten mine. He doesn’t seem to mind.

“Uh, huh,” I say.

“I am a big fan of your work. I believe you had a showing in one of my galleries here in the city.”

I did. Then when I found out who his son was I had them taken out despite the loss of money. 

“Yeah. For a short time,” I say.

“Outstanding. Please, have a seat.”

I sit in the chair. Fisk plants himself on the couch and crosses his legs. Weisz opens his hands.

“Would you like something to drink?” he asks.

“No, thank you.”

He smiles and takes the chair behind the desk.

“How is your art going, Ms. Radicci?”

“All right, I guess.”

“I assume you have been hard at work. Preparing something new.”

This guys looks too happy to be talking to some seventeen-year-old art chick. Fisk messes with his cell phone, minding his own business. Maybe I will leave this office alive. But something definitely feels up.

“Why am I here?” I ask.

“I invited you, of course. And you accepted.”

He glances over at Fisk who nods.

“Why did you invite me?” 

“I want to discuss my son with you. You know Ethan, don’t you?”

“I’ve never met him.”

Weisz smiles and sighs. I can’t but help to stare back at him, to see if there’s anything behind that expression.
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