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Chapter 1
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Daryl Coolage snored behind the counter of the Gardner Hotel. The workspace was so tight that his back pressed to the key cubby and his calves rested on the front desk. The lobby, as it did after 2AM, rested into a peaceful malaise. The forty-three-year-old man with long, gray and brown hair had his flabby arms sticking out of a short-sleeve patterned shirt crossed over his chest. His face twitched in response to a sexual dream. Nothing should wake him up from it. 53rd Street was quiet and the working girls never came in this late with their johns. 

The bell on the desk dinged.

He broke out of the dream of an unrecognizable girl swallowing his groin as if shot out of a concrete block. His feet slammed the wood floor and his hands slapped his face as a pain popped in his head.

“Goddamn!”

A man stood on the other side of the desk. Mid-twenties, fairly tall, and lean in his jeans, long sleeve white, cotton shirt, and matching worn, denim jacket. His black wavy hair was almost to his neck. His face covered with a few days of black growth stared unemotionally at the bell. He shifted from foot-to-foot like a junkie filled with anxiety.

“What the hell do you want?” Daryl asked, stretching and rising from the chair.

The man pointed to the keys behind Daryl.

“Speak, brother,” Daryl said. “This is America, you know.”

The man shook his head and stabbed at the cubby again.

“Can’t talk?” Daryl asked. “Jesus! Wait. Yep. It’s about time the freaks came in, now isn’t it?”

The man stopped pointing to the cubby and looked around behind him. Daryl sighed. He wanted to piss this guy off for interrupting his dream but he seemed too out of it to give into his digs.

“You want a room? At this hour?” The small lobby was empty and no one, not even a girl, stood waiting outside the double glass door entrance. “You just get off the boat?”

The man thought about it a second and shook his head.

“Uh huh,” he said and pulled out the ledger from under the counter. A large hardcover book with names written in it, most of which were fake. “That will be fifteen dollars a night starting tomorrow. Since you checked in so late for this night I want a whole ‘nother fifteen. Not partial. That means you can check out the day after tomorrow. Got it? Thirty bucks.”

The dark-haired man pulled a wad of cash from his jeans pocket. Daryl couldn’t help but to notice, his brows rose. The man must be carrying a thousand in cash. What if he had more in his large duffle bag hanging from his shoulder.

The man looked to the ceiling, computing something, and handed Daryl seventy-five. As he signed his name into the book, Daryl asked:

“Five nights? You sure?”

Usually, the hotel clientele were johns and hookers that paid by the hour or long time residents on the needle streak that stayed until they were kicked out. This guy had no hooker with him and, although light in the feet, had steady hands. 

Daryl took the cash, slipped it into the lockbox.

“You need a kitchen or anything?” he asked.

The man nodded and swayed back and forth. 

“Okay.” He slipped one of the keys from one of the small cubbies and placed it on the desk. “Room 13C. Be neat with it. Don’t leave shit all over the seat.”

The man took the key, picking it up with his fingertips, and rubbed the jagged edge.

“Sleep tight and enjoy your stay in the Gardner,” Daryl said.

The man readjusted his bag and walked to the elevator at the back.

“Elevator’s broken,” Daryl said. “Repairman is coming first thing in the morning.”

Without turning to Daryl, the man went to the stairway across from it and started up.

Daryl chuckled and settled back into his sleeping position. He thought about how much money that silent retard was carrying and how easy it would be to steal it.
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Chapter 2
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The room wasn’t much but Enzo Noto wasn’t expecting much. He closed the door behind him and caught his breath. Sweat dripped down his face and soaked into his clothes. He never thought he was out of shape. He worked a lot of hard labor back at the Colony, work he enjoyed. Fishing, picking in the orchard, loading trucks. But walking thirteen flights of stairs would probably attempt to kill the healthiest of men. 

The kitchenette was part of the six-foot hall before it opened to the single bed and dresser. He was a bit disappointed by it. It consisted of a small metal sink, a Formica counter, and a tiny cabinet above it that had a few dirty glasses and chipped plates. Everything had a smudge or layer of dust to it. No way he was doing any cooking here. Directly across from it, an empty closet. No door, but a heavy dark green curtain that matched the dark gray wallpaper with black seashells patterned on it. He imagined the shells used to be white. Or not.

Enzo dropped his bag on the floor, draped his jacket on the bed, and carefully laid down. So far no roaches came out to meet him. Maybe they scurried when the lights came on. Maybe they would return when he turned the lights off. No way he was going to allow that to happen.

Stretched out over the bed, he listened to the sounds of the city outside coming in through the closed windows. A few voices, car horns, and delivery truck engines. Nothing compared to what he expected, what he grew up with back in Brooklyn in his parents’ apartment. But still, he appreciated how subtle it all was around him. Peaceful. Since he left the Colony he had not been able to sleep. Not on the bus or in the stations as he waited for switch-overs. Besides his anxiety about being in strange lands, he constantly thought about Britney Himes-Noto. They had gotten married a few months ago. Henry Cavendish was not only the leader of the Chatham Colony on Hilton Head Island in South Carolina but also an ordained minister. The old man excelled at making the Colony self-sufficient.

Behind his closed eyes, he pictured Britney as he saw her last. Her dark-skinned, round face smiling so bright with the sexiest pouty lips he ever kissed or wanted to kiss, her dark hair straightened and styled up, and her brown eyes that reminded him of bunnies. The night before he left, they shared their bed and went on each other longer than they were accustomed. Usually they worked hard during the day and managed to squeeze in sex before their bodies gave up to sleep. Enzo wanted to give her extra since he was going to be away for a while. Or, he could not get enough of her. Whatever the reason, she didn’t complain or ask why. 

Britney had no idea Enzo would be sneaking out of the Colony and returning to New York. He felt guilty about it. He would upset a lot of people that cared for him. People that hid him from society, from the law. Even though Enzo Noto was officially dead, the cause of death on the certificate stated suicide, there were others out there that knew it was fake and wanted what he could offer.

Rolling on his side and giving his back a break, Enzo reveled in the relaxing sensation and finally went to sleep. No roaches came out to join him. But the little boy who he calculated to be five-years-old now dropped into his dreams again, making him smile.
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Chapter 3
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Madelyn had a good Friday night walking between Willow and Walnut. The men left their late shift and found her and the other working women standing or strutting around on corners. The summer still hung tight and the October air was far from chilly. She wore a short yellow skirt to show off her legs free of scars and scrapes, not even a coin-sized bruise like the other girls tried to hide. A spangled white top tied under her small breast showed off her skinny waist and belly. Tonight her blonde hair was pulled back into a tail. She used to bun it up but it was a lot of work and Karina, her roommate, was too tired to help with it. 

Her platform shoes clanked the concrete like a sonar beacon as she paced. She made quick flashes of eye contact, never approaching the men. Always on the sly, always maneuvering them to make the first move. She knew they liked her. They always liked her. She still looked like an early teen despite being nineteen, which was a feat in its self since she’d been walking the streets the last six years. 

Madelyn didn’t have to be out here. Ms. Wanda provided for the four of them. The apartment was rent-free and a monthly allowance that covered food and utilities was left in a Jersey City post office box. But considering Ms. Wanda’s current position growing worse every day in the news, Madelyn and Karina weren’t sure how long she would be able to provide for them. So they worked a few nights a week, socked it away, and always used some to buy extra things for Anthony.

Riding the bus home, Madelyn noticed someone familiar towards the back. Besides her, the driver, and the black guy sleeping with his arms crossed there was only one other person on the bus. Madelyn wasn’t worried about the sleeping man. She knew from the small conversations that he worked in a bakery. He was always on the bus at this time.

Still wearing her sunglasses at 3 AM, she eyed the familiar guy in his mid-thirties. He stared out the window, interested in the closed stores and apartment buildings. He had tan skin and dark hair greased back. His brown suit seemed new, pressed. From where she was sitting at the front of the bus, she couldn’t tell if he was Latino or Italian. If only she could see his eyes.

He had to be a john. Yes, last night. On Locust Avenue. He only wanted a blow job against the wire mesh fence. She tried to convince him to go someplace more secluded, down an alley between warehouses or even against a parked car, but he insisted the fence was fine. No one else was around at that hour and they had a clear view if a cop car approached. She shrugged his request off. It would only take five minutes. Maybe two if she used her hands.

Madelyn’s stop came up. She rose and held onto the vertical metal bar. She said good night to the driver who she saw every night and stepped out onto the side walk. The grinding bus drove off in a trail of smoke. Madelyn noticed movement at her side. The guy stood a distance away. He exited the back door of the bus. Coincidence?

She walked down Cypress. Her building wasn’t far, just around the corner. No one else was around but there were lights on in the apartment buildings and small houses. Perhaps she could scream for help if he tried something but she never learned to count on the kindness of strangers. Her legs pumped faster, ignoring the shoes digging sores into her heels. 

Effortlessly around the corner, through the corner of her eye, she saw the guy keeping pace with her. His hands in his pants pocket, casually strolling through the Bronx. Right.

Anger surged through Madelyn. She didn’t need this shit. Where did the johns form the idea that she was something more than a paid service? His five bucks did not buy her soul. She understood that some guys felt sex was more than sex or that she was some lost girl that needed saving. Madelyn was neither. She was where she wanted to be. She didn’t need a man to save her.

Climbing the concrete steps to her apartment building, Madelyn slipped her hand into her bag slung over her shoulder and not only picked up the keys to her apartment but the switchblade. At the outer door, she transferred the knife to the other hand and stuck the key into the lock, all her attention in front of her. Her ears on alert for sounds from behind. 

The guy coasted up the stairs, rammed into her back, and pushed them into the lobby. Madelyn screamed out and dropped everything, catching herself landing on the wide set of stained marble steps that led to the mailboxes and the main stairway up.

Shifting her butt to the step, the man reached out for her neck. Madelyn kicked, flinging the platform shoe off her foot and into his face. He jerked his head back from the force and gasped out. She grabbed her keys and knife and scrambled up the stairs.

The man pulled a revolver from inside his suit jacket and aimed it at her.

“Stop,” he whispered loudly, “or I’ll blow your insides out, bitch,”

At the mailboxes, six-feet away from the main stairs, Madelyn stopped and slowly turned. Her eyes on the gun, she raised her full hands. No, this was not some john that wanted more, this was worse and it involved the others.

Smiling, the man stepped closer.

“Drop the knife,” he said, “and kick it to me.”

Madelyn followed his order. The metal clanged on the tiles. She kicked it at him, hard. The man laughed and dodge it. The weapon flew off and landed by the door.

“Cute,” he said.

“Fuck you,” she said.

“Not now, but maybe before I go,” he said. “First we’re going up to your place. I take it the boy is up there.”

Was it worth lying to him? He could always kill her here, figure out what apartment they lived in, and go up to it. This was the closest they had ever been. Telling the man the truth and keeping herself alive may give Anthony a chance.

“Yeah, he’s up there.”

“With who else?”

“My roommate.”

“Another whore?”

With her free hand, she flipped him the bird.

The man chuckled.

“I’ll take that as yes. Which floor?”

“The third. Back apartment.”

“Take me up there.”

On the third floor, the two of them panted and their legs burned as they walked down the hall. The building was so quiet that their feet sounded like industrial thunder against the tiles. Madelyn was tempted to bring him to the wrong apartment. Maybe whoever lived there would wake up and call the cops. But what good would the cops do? Again, this guy could kill her and he still might find him.

“Here it is,” Madelyn stopped at her apartment door and turned to him. Her arms tired, lowered a bit. “Now what?”

“Now, you open it.”

“You going to kill him?”

“What do you think?” 

“I think you are.”

“Don’t worry. I have to call in first. Boss wants him found. Didn’t say anything about killing him yet.”

“He’s just a little boy.”

“Open the door. My boss didn’t say anything about not killing you.”

Madelyn sighed, brought the keys to the lock, and opened the door. The man pushed Madelyn inside the spacious living room. A modern apartment was filled with a long couch, chairs in the corner, a television on the stand, and an overflowing toy box by the coffee table. Karina jolted awake on the couch, a blanket covering her long, conservative nightgown. Her round Korean face twisted in confusion as her brain broke into consciousness.

Madelyn managed to stay on her feet and keep her hands up. The man closed the door behind him and aimed his gun at Karina.

“You,” he said. “Stand next to her.”

Karina glanced at Madelyn, questioning. Madelyn shrugged, a bit bored, hopeless.

“You don’t need her permission,” the man said. “I’m the boss here. Now get your ass up over there.”
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