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Chapter 1
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Flake and I relax on the bed in the residential hotel on Academy Street. The moon is half full and shining light in through the open window. Cars drive by and honk their horns. Stereos blast club or rap music. Since we’re on the second floor, we can hear people hanging out on the sidewalk talking and smoking cigarettes. I don’t mind the smell. Although, I prefer it was weed. Flake holds me in his arms. We’re both naked in bed and under a sheet. We’re not hot. Since having sex we cooled off. He was trying to settle my nerves about tomorrow. It sort of worked. My eyes feel heavier.

When we get the money, where do you want to go first? Flake whispers.

His skin is so white and pink, almost as pink as his eyes. I want to hold his face in my hands and kiss him. Not just here in bed but in public, too. In C.H. Martin’s, in Target, in Stop ‘N’ Shop. I don’t care. If something makes you so happy, you should not care who sees it. What does it matter anyway? Making other people happy by living up to their standards and expectations, I mean. A public display of affection is not evil. More people should do it. But the average person is scared. What they’re scared about I couldn’t tell you. Life’s too short and too horrible to be scared.

Hmmm, I say. How about Myrtle Beach.

Why Myrtle Beach?

I saw it on the television yesterday when we were killing time at the mall. I can picture us laying on the beach and watching the waves and getting tan.

I’ll burn up into flames, he says.

No, you won’t, silly. I’ll rub you down with suntan lotion. 

I tried that once. I got burned like a cherry. I had to go to the hospital for sun poisoning, he says. I was staying with this family once. They were okay. They tried to accept me, but who wants a freak son after a few months. It just doesn’t work out for their big picture in life. People don’t want imperfect kids. Plus, I don’t think they were too happy with the emergency room bill I made for them.

Assholes. How old were you then?

Ten.

At least they took you somewhere. I don’t think I ever had a foster parent take me anywhere. 

I trace my finger around the ribs that ripple under his white skin.

Where do you want to go? I ask.

Where the light shines bright.

I laugh. Where is that?

I’m not sure. I saw on T.V. once that there’s a place in Russia, or whatever they’re calling it, where the sun shines all night, he said. The way the sun is positioned and the way the Earth rotates makes it do that. Sometimes it can drive you crazy.

There’s no such spot.

I swear there is. If you want I’ll take you there.

To Russia? 

Or where ever they have sunny nights.

I don’t know. How can we get there? Don’t we need passports or something? We don’t even have driver’s licenses. Do we even have a social security number?

We can figure out a way. I don’t remember any child welfare tool mentioning a social security number, he said. We’re not part of their world. Remember?

I do. I can never forget that.

**
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Later, when we’re both asleep, the door to the room creaks open. Light from the hallway blinds my adjusting eyes. He enters the room and closes the door. His stolen work boots step hard on the carpeted floor. I can smell the sweat and alcohol as he walks past the bed and into the bathroom. 

I close my eyes and lay still. The shower turns on in the bathroom. Flake snores softly. When the water stops, the bathroom door opens and he slips into the bed with us. I reach out and place my fingertips on Monk’s dark back. He jerks. He always does when I touch him. But unlike the way he reacts to other people, he doesn’t hit me. I run my fingertips down and up. He moans. Comforted, I hope.

Maybe he smiles. It doesn’t happen often but when Monk smiles it’s big and bright white and kind of beautiful even though his dark skin is scarred. It looked like clumps of chocolate pudding on his face. He’s ugly as sin. I know I shouldn’t say that about him. It’s not his fault he looks like that. His mama gave him a bath with scalding hot water when he was a baby. They took him away from his mama and shoved him in the system like Flake and me. Not that his life got any better after that for him, or Flake, or me. But yeah, I hate when he smiles. Like looking at the devil.

I ease my hand back and listen to the occasional car that drives down the street until I fall to sleep.
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Chapter 2
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I wake up to my cell phone vibrating on the night table. Crap, I forgot to set the tone again. At least, I did the alarm. I stretch out, my limbs just about making it to the edge of the queen bed. Still plenty of space to share it. God damn, Jody. Why aren’t we together anymore? Oh, that’s right. I fucked up.

Laying still for a moment, I listen to the sounds coming from the hallway through the ajar bedroom door. The floor creaks. Feet pad around. Prudy is up and preparing for school. She’s always punctual and always self-sufficient. She’ll be sixteen this July. Then seventeen and then eighteen. She doesn’t need me much now and she will need me even less in the future. That sucks. The idea makes me feel empty and lonely. What if she wants to move out when she’s older. She certainly has the money. Our father left her enough to live a comfortable lifestyle. She could work part-time if she wants. Though, I hear it’s hard for a lot of autistics to find jobs. Something to do with the interview process. Prudy is nonverbal. How the hell is she going to manage that? Probably fine if the interviewer understands. If the company or business is the kind that purposely seeks out autistics to improve their profit margin. 

Or maybe she can work for me. I know she wants to. She hasn’t said it directly but she was the one who pushed me to do this Tenebrous project. Her psychic ability to access computers and the internet with her brain would be a great asset. She’s also highly sensitive and observant. She picks up on details neuro typicals like me miss. But could I keep her from the dangerous parts of the job? Maybe. If she only does the computer stuff. If Gray and Miranda look out for her and I know they would. She is a Radicci, though. Like me, she can’t keep her nose away from risk and danger. She has to help people even if it means hurting herself.

I groan and turn on my side. The empty whiskey bottle that was on my stomach rolls off to the bed. Shit! I grab it and hide it under the blanket. What if Prudy saw it? Maybe she did already. She does wake up earlier than me. No. If she saw the bottle then she would have smashed it on my head to wake me up. 

Last night while feeling sorry for myself, I pulled out the bottle. There was not much in it. A few ounces. I finished it off in a few swigs. I bought the bottle months ago and snuck it into the house. It might be the second bottle of Jameson this year. That’s pretty good. Only two bottles in five months. I used to do a bottle every few days. So I’m not turning back into an alcoholic. Right?

Who am I kidding?

I need to stop this. I promised to stop drinking when Prudy came to live with me four years ago. I was doing great. The transition was rough. I was crabby and I had so many urges to run off to the store to buy a bottle. I held strong. I got sober. Not only for Prudy but myself. I feel better. Or felt better. Since the break up with Jody, finding my dead father in a little boy, and hunting psychos, I’ve been...it’s been too much. 

Go to a shrink, Radicci. Or go see your best friend Lorelei. She’s a recovering alky, too. She knows. She can understand what you’re going through. But like with Jody, I’ve been too scared to tell the truth to people. It’s too easy to keep things inside. Or is it?

I hide the bottle under the bed and remind myself to get rid of it later today. I have nothing planned. Gray, Miranda, and I wrapped up our last assignment a few days ago. I seven-year-old girl went missing in the Bronx. Tanaja Wilson. The cops suspected the girl’s uncle Daniel Wilson. He had a record of robbing stores and serving time in his youth. It wasn’t him. She was picked up by some sleaze in a van by the name Horacio Valdez that had been kidnapping kids in Queens. His actions were all over the news. Valdez kept the kid for about a week and returned them. Each child, boy or girl, suffered sexual abuse. The children who were able to talk stated that the kidnapper blindfolded them and was gentle. Valdez appeared to have no anger towards the children but that assumption is bullshit. You have to be angry to damage a child like that for the rest of their lives. 

Valdez had been going on for a few months and the cops were getting nowhere. The sleaze was lucky. Double lucky in that when he branched out into the Bronx, no one witnessed Tanaja’s abduction or recognized the van. 

When we started the assignment, Tanaja wasn’t returned yet and so far no one connected the two incidents. Outside of the store where Tanaja went to complete an errand for her mother, Gray witnessed the van and kidnapping in his psychic vision. On a hunch, thinking they might be connected, I was able to see a statement video of one of the kidnapped kids from Queens. The child made no description of the kidnapper but I caught a vision off the distressed child right before Valdez covered their eyes with a blindfold. We ran his picture through the criminal databases and found his identity. He served time for molesting a child and finished his parole two years ago.

We anomalously sent the information to the cops and they found Tanaja in a vacant basement apartment in Brooklyn. Valdez was not the owner of the building but the janitor. He also worked in the owner’s other buildings around NYC. 

Though Tanaja is damaged for life due to being used as a sex toy, she was returned to her family alive and the uncle was cleared. Maybe Tanaja will get through the trauma. Learn to live through the pain. Maybe not. This job can be so depressing.

I wondered why Stahl didn’t assign us the Queens kidnappings. Did she even know that the two were related? If she did, maybe she thought we should start in the Bronx where there would be less attention on us since there was no media coverage on Tanaja yet. I don’t know. Sometimes Stahl can be weird. I suppose there’s a method to her madness.
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