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Into the White
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I do not know where I am. Sort of. I am at home. My new home. Mikis condo. I grunt and scream and try to say the words in my head but they will never come out. At least not that way. I cannot speak words. Only write them. So instead I pound the couch. I pound my head. I stomp the floor. I feel my face flush red. Tears run down my cheeks. All these thoughts speed through my brain. All these sensations. But most of all anger.

Please calm down Miki says. I can hear the fear in her voice. Scared of me or what she might do.

I cannot calm down. She does not understand that I have no control right now. I go through control all day. I hide. I mask. Try to pass myself off as normal and neurotypical so I do not have to suffer the annoyance and sympathy in peoples voices and faces. 

Maybe this is a way for me to finally let loose and show Miki how I am. Who I am. She will hate me for it. She appears sad and worried. She must be feeling pain. My explosion is hurting her even though I am not touching her. But does she think I am having fun. Does she think I want to do this. That I want attention and love. I hope not. It is not about that at all.

I do not break her paintings or the television or the furniture or the wall. I use what little control I have to harm myself. No. I am not doing it on purpose. It just feels right like there is nothing else in the world to do. I pound my head as if to get the computer right again. Is that not what you are supposed to do when something is broken. You hit it over and over. Maybe your hand is not hard enough and you need a door or wall or rock.

And just like that it stops. 

I am on the floor. Legs flat and out. Hunched. Exhausted. 

Miki stands a few feet away. Still. Staring. I am not looking at her face but I do not sense any anger from her. She probably feels sorry for me. Sad for me. Maybe sad for herself. I am quite the disappointment. She went through all that trouble to find me and to save me and this is how I am. A voiceless flappy hand girl who rocks and does not act like normal girls. Mistaken as stupid by strangers. Yes. She has to be disappointed in me and her choices.

She moves closer and kneels at my side. Her hand touches my back. I flinch. It feels heavy. Abrasive even though she has soft skin and my t shirt is between our skins. She pulls it off and says Sorry.

Miki stands and walks away.

I wish I could pinpoint the one thing that sets off a meltdown. But it is never one. It is always a group of things. Masking to the world. The harshness of sounds collected. Memories of what people said or did to me years ago or even today. Expressions. Tones. The daily feeling of alienation.

A sob overwhelms me. Exhaustion. I cry into my hands and rock back and forth and cross my legs.

I sense Miki kneeling next to me again. Here she says. She holds a glass of almond milk in my favorite Hello Kitty tumbler. I take it from her and wrap my lips around the straw. The sweet creaminess goes down and the chill calms me. Like ice on a swelling. Yes. That is me. A swelling. A wound under the skin that can not pop.

I love you Miki says. Its okay.

I nod and drink. I love her too but I am unable to say it now.

Miki sits her butt down and crosses her legs.

I am not sure how long we stay there but it feels like a while. I take comfort in that she does not mind doing it.

**
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Prudence finally sleeps in bed, maybe for a while. I hope tonight she sleeps until her alarm goes off for school. She needs the rest. Sometimes she doesn’t sleep the night. She wakes me up too early in the morning with her puttering around in the condo. Never on purpose. She tries to be quiet but she also has a bad sense of volume. She might bang a chair or blurt out a loud laugh. But for now, due to her light snoring I heard while laying behind her in the bed, she’s asleep.

I drop on the couch and into the silence. Nothing to clean up tonight after her meltdown. No broken furniture or holes in the plaster walls. Mostly she hit her head with her hands. Fuck, did it kill me to see her do that. It wasn’t a shock. I’ve seen her meltdown before. One time we were at the mall at 33rd Street and she, I guess, couldn’t take it anymore. Right there in front of the GAP she turned furious and pounded her head and paced around. People moved out of her way, scared, probably thinking she was on drugs. Some people flashed me expressions of embarrassment or sympathy. Some even threw shade as if I wasn’t controlling my child. They probably thought she was another thirteen year old having a tantrum. 

They have no idea. Meltdowns and tantrums are two different things, from what I read and experienced. Prudence wasn’t demanding something. She was expressing something. With the sounds and lights and crowds and me talking, she later told me. The next day I got her a pair of noise-canceling Beats she can wear. And she has. Sunglasses too when we’re inside with fake lighting. Sunlight doesn’t seem to bother her from what she tells me.

I’m so exhausted. I knew taking in my sister would be a big change. A big challenge. I do love her. She’s so funny and sweet and helpful and independent. But she is also sensitive to the point where she can not take the world. I feel for her. The world does suck. This city sucks. I want to help her, make things easy for her. But I guess no matter what I do, I can’t control everything, as was the case tonight.

As far as I know her day went fine. She ate most of her dinner. Said school was okay. She did all her homework on her own without me to push her. We watched Mr. Robot before bed and then...

Wait. I did ask her if she wanted to brush her teeth now or later. Then she melted. Could that have been it? I try not to tell her what to do. Always phrase my demands into questions so she feels like she has control of when she wants to do things. But maybe she saw through it. She saw and heard the demand in my questions. Questions disguised as demands that I bombard her with all day from morning until night.

“Shit,” I mutter.

I feel like an ass. Even after reading all the books and talking to her neurologist I still don’t feel ready. Sometimes they’re right with their explanation of her but wrong on how I should handle her. It feels like riding a bike after a bunch of years and falling flat on your ass. Over and over again.

Yawning, I tilt onto my side and curl up into a fetal position. I mentally chastise myself for a while until I fall into a deep sleep.

**
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The clock on the night table reads 435. I still have 90 minutes left until the alarm goes off. It seems like I wake up the same time every morning. I wonder if there is a reason. Perhaps a murder happened in my bedroom long ago at that time. I saw that in a movie.

I lay in the bed and stare at the white ceiling. Waiting. I do not hear anything but the hiss and clang of the radiator. My eyes stretch in their sockets and try to catch a ghostly happening. Like if my body is still the ghosts will do something.

Nothing happens to my disappointment. If only one of my collectible Hello Kitties or DVDs could fall to the floor. Better yet if they could fly through the air. Yet not break. I try not to be too disappointed if nothing happens. If someone was murdered here in this room then chances are I would see the killer and victim reenact the murder. Or maybe the ghost killer would mistake me for the victim. Yup. That would be fun.

Sighing and stretching. I get out of bed and slip on my Hello Kitty slippers. I swing open the door. The knob hits the wall. Was that too loud. Miki always says I am too loud. 

In the kitchen I drop in two pieces of toast and take out the butter so it can soften a little. As the timer clicks and the coils turn red in the toaster I sit on the stool at the island and drop into the ether and the internet. I check out the headlines on my MSN account. Of course it is not attached to my real name. Mostly political and celeb stuff in the news. Nothing interesting. 

I check my email accounts. Nothing but spam. No old friends from back at Elite. They have been quiet since we were rescued and sent to foster care or their original families. Oddly even my old hacker friends have been a no show.

Nothing holds my interest this morning so I back out into cyberspace and chill. Darkness and stars. But they are not stars. The bright white orbs in many shapes are ports. At least I call them ports. They lead to servers and wifi waves and darknet nodes.

A black flickering to my right. A little bit down. Almost a rumbas. Since I had discovered I can do this many years ago I have never seen a black flash in space. Is it a port.

My curiosity overwhelms me and I pull myself over to it. Ports and waves move past over and under my head. A little closer to it. It is blurred and peppered with gray. Not at all sharp like the crystal or metal lips of regular ports. I wonder if it would feel soft going in like the others. Did some hacker create this. Is it part of the darknet or is it something that no one knows about. A sliver of joyful excitement sparks in me knowing that I discovered something new.

I suddenly feel a pull. No. Ports do not pull. Sometimes when I enter one they may suck around me as if it were a throat swallowing but they do not have a gravitational pull. 

I turn around and try to fight against the increasing force. I am not scared but I am anxious. I know nothing can hurt me out here. But something about this black port does feels off.

Frantic now I try to get away. Something grips my rear. I am part way into the black port. It is soft like a regular port. Still no pain. No fear. But now I am annoyed. I am supposed to break into the port. Invade it. This one is inviting me in. Making it too easy.

Cyberspace disappears. White surrounds. Shimmery. Endless.

A scream breaks through and slices down my spine back in the real world. I cannot tell if it is male or female. Could be an animal. Whatever it is it makes my heartbeat increase. Am I finally getting scared.

In the distance three people sit cross legged in a triangle formation. I can not make out much but it looks like they are paler than the white around them and have red hair in various lengths. Maybe even naked or wearing white clothes.

A wave crashes into me. I’m underwater. Deep. Endless. The push and pull so strong that I release myself to it. I inhale and feel water warm my lungs. Salty and thick. No. Even in the real world. That can not be.

It cannot hurt me. It cannot hurt me. Nothing here can hurt me.

Suddenly a shove. Like the butt of a log pressing into the small of my back. It pushes me against the water so hard that I feel like I am danging. A few times I choke on the liquid. In the real world I have to tilt my mouth to clear the path.

I stop. 

Above my head. A figure. Like the others in the white space before but he has no hair. He also wears a black suit and a white shirt. I am close enough to see that he is sick. Maybe his kind is supposed to look like this. His shallow eyes peer out of his skull and his mouth opens in anguish. He reaches out. To me. Whispers break through the water and fill my ears. I do not understand the language. Then again I only know a little Spanish. It is definitely not Spanish.

I stretch closer to him. He needs help. I want to help him. And try to make his pale and thick knuckled fingers touch me.

An explosion behind him. The water ripples harshly. A thousand screams of pain. Some invisible force grabs him around the waist and pulls him back to the explosion. His arms and legs flap with the velocity. Then the flames consume him. Green light shouts out from the red and yellow fire that licks slowly.

I scream and fall off the stool. 

My eyes open. I look around the kitchen as my heart pounds up my throat. The toaster. The chair. The refrigerator. Miki still dressed in last nights clothes. 

Are you all right she asks. What happened.

What did happen. I was just sitting at the kitchen island and waiting for my toast and then....

I shake my head. I cannot remember. But something did happen. I feel it. 

Maybe you fell asleep and fell out of the stool she said.

I glance at the toaster. The timer is done and the coils are dark and the toast is slightly brown. If I was asleep then how come the ding of the toaster alarm did not wake me up. I rarely sleep that deeply.

Might as well get ready Miki says. No sense sleeping for twenty minutes. You want to shower first.

**
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“Most of the time I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing.”

I’m not much of a cook. Never was. But when Prudence came into my life I had to learn more than heating frozen dinners in the microwave. Something I had been doing since Grandpa disappeared a few years ago. I can’t cook like that for Prudence. I could but why try to live up to a standard I could never reach? She loves her junk food like anyone else and sometimes she eats breakfast for dinner and vice versa. But I’m trying to be as grown up as I can at eighteen. Today a pot of water boils up some noodles and another simmers with a jar of sauce and meatballs.

Gray Delisle breaks into my personal space at the stove and hovers his acne-scarred nose over the sauce. He wears his traditional baggie jeans that hang off his skinny butt low enough to show off his red plaid boxers and a long sleeve cotton shirt that is thankfully not tight to enhance his bony chest. His curly red hair fluffs out except on the sides where he cropped it. He wears black leather gloves to hide his psychic ability which is to see into the past when feeling surfaces. 

I’ve know Gray since I started at Elite when I was sixteen. He was twenty-two. We worked together on a lot of cases. We saved each others lives numerous times and been there for our families. Since the dismantling of Elite he has been living with his wife, who he was separated from for a bunch of years, and his son, Justin. To make a living he got a regular job in a warehouse, loading produce into trucks that come in from boats. He hates it, or so he keeps saying. It sure hasn’t given him muscles so he may not be working that hard at it. But the hours are good. He works early in the morning and gets off before noon. Plenty of time to be a good dad with his son who is still in school. Also, since there aren’t many jobs for psychics (unless you join a carnival or go to Vegas) and he doesn’t have a high school diploma, this was the best he could find. 

So yeah. Gray is the closest thing to a brother.

“Damn, you make all this yourself?” he asks.

I flinch and shove his face away from the food.

“Blow your nose in there, why don’t you,” I say.

He laughs, holds up his gloved hands, and walks back to his stool at the island.

“Like I’m sick or anything,” he says.

“You don’t have to be sick,” I say. “The steam can make the mucus come up out of your nose. Happens to me all the time.”

“So is your snot in there now?” he asks.

I sigh.

“To answer your question: no. Everything is store bought off the shelf.”

“Even the balls?”

“Hell yeah. These are turkey balls. You can buy them already rolled.”

“Why would you do that?” he asks. “I mean, is it such hard work to make balls.”

“If you don’t shut up I’m going to kick you in the balls.”

He laughs. 

“Shit, girl. Then how am I going to grace you with my world wisdom on parenting?”

I stir the sauce to keep it from burning to the pot and roll my hand at him to get him talking. Gray’s son is also a psychic. Justin can experience peoples’ pain, just like me. So any advice he could give me might be worthy considering the source.

“Right,” he says. “Now. Don’t expect to know what you’re doing. I don’t mean because she’s psychic or autistic. Just the fact that she’s human. You were a pain in the ass when you were her age, weren’t you? And it probably had nothing to do with your ability.”

“At thirteen I was touring around with my mom and doing art shows and making five to six digits a sale,” I say. “I would not classify that as an average thirteen-year-old lifestyle.”

“Yeah, but I’m sure you were a pain in the ass,” he said. “You’ve been one since I met you.”

I shrug. Grandpa always said he had a hard time with me when we lived together after I emancipated myself at fifteen. I was drinking like crazy and staying out all night. Prudence is nothing like that. But Gray brings up a good point. I wasn’t a pain in the ass because of my psychic ability, of how my brain was made, I was because of my parental drama, the usual growing up issues, and the art world.

“I suppose it could be worse,” I say. “But...I don’t know. Her autism is difficult to figure out, making her difficult to figure out. I understand that’s how she is. It’s part of her personality. You can’t get rid of it and if you did she wouldn't be the same sweet, smart, and caring girl. Well, maybe she would be but it would be different.”

“Yep.”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I feel like a shit for having these feelings. For having the frustration. She is not a burden. She’s not broken. I love her. She’s everything to me now. Maybe I’m the broken one.”

“Never thought you thought that about her,” he says.

I nod.

“Just. I want to help her.”

“Never thought that you didn’t.”

My phone in my back pants pocket chirps. I check the screen to see an update from Prudence.

“That her?” he asks.

“Yeah. She’s the next stop on the bus.”

I turn off the burner under the sauce and seal the lid. The pasta has another few minutes.

“City bus?” he asks incredulously.

“Hell, no,” I say. “The school has a bus that drops kids off when they stay after. The aid on there makes sure she enters the building. She has a group science project she has to finish this week. So you know...”

“Damn. I never did any of that shit when I was her age. She’s one smart girl.”

“She is” I say, smiling. “Proud of her. One day she’s going to surpass me. Do something important for a lot of people.”

“Well, at least she has a low bar to reference,” he says.

I smirk and give him a one-finger salute.

**
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After dinner with Gray and Miki I go to do my homework. She did not ask me to start and I did not wait for Gray to leave. Which might be a bit rude of me. A small part of me wanted to wait until he left. I love to hang out with him. He is Mikis best friend and he helped rescue me from Elite. He says the funniest things all the time and tonight was not any different. Plus I love to see Miki and him bicker. It makes me feel like a part of something. Like a part of a family. 

No. The reason I start my homework on my own is to get into a routine. I go through many of them during the day but starting homework was never one. Maybe because when they tutored us back at Elite they never gave us homework. We did everything with the teacher in the room. Our time alone after school was our time. If I start this routine up maybe I can ease the fighting that goes on around her. Maybe it will relax me too. Give me some stability. Though what will I do in the summer when I have no school.

So to their shock I bring my dish to the sink. I had no leftovers to throw out or sauce to rinse off. Sauce drives my mouth insane and makes me nauseous. Even the meatballs were dry. Yet I can eat pizza. Maybe because it has little sauce or the cheese overwhelms it. Weird.

Homework is light. A worksheet packet for Language Arts. I have no trouble with it and do not have to cheat like I do with math. We had finished reading The Giver. The worksheet asks a lot of analytical questions. I think the teacher will assign us an essay later.

During my work Gray knocks on my door and says goodnight. I hug him and kiss his cheek that needs a shave. It feels like a cactus. Plus those red whiskers hardly enhance his already troubled face.

Afterward I find Miki cleaning her studio. I notice a new canvas. An image of a woman holding up her hands in defense and a shadowed figure attacking with a knife. It looks like the womans pov. Is it a vision from when she worked with Elite. An image from the many violent deaths she witnessed. Maybe painting them out exercises them. Maybe she will use them for a new show.
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