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SHE PULLED TO THE CURB AND PEERED THROUGH HER CAR WINDOW AT the house she had to sell. The mailbox was lying across the lawn in pieces, as if someone had taken a baseball bat to it. “Oh, come on,” Maddie said. The house was a dump. The mailbox had been one of the best things about it.


She retrieved her bag from the passenger seat, climbed out, and tugged down her dress. It was ninety degrees and humid. Her house’s best feature was spread across the earth. But she had brought her sneakers, which meant she wouldn’t have to do this in heels. She carried broken mailbox shards around to the side of the house and dumped them beside a pile of old wood and a deflated football. While she was picking clean the small lawn, she noticed two boys of about fourteen loitering on bikes outside the fence, so she straightened and waved to them.


“Bend over again,” said one of the boys. The other laughed.


She went into the house. It was dark. The walls leaned close. There was a fusty, hard-to-mistake, neglected grandma smell. But it was hers to sell, so she drew the curtains, drained the sink, and opened the back door. She set candles in strategic locations: hallway, bedroom, and a weird L-shaped space that she’d decided to call a study. These were her special candles, which she’d found after an online search for conceal stench. She checked her watch. The candles were good, but for emergencies, she had another secret weapon: a spray can labeled JUST LIKE COOKIES. It was less convincing than the candles, closer to Just Like Burnt Dirt, but it worked faster. She moved from room to room, spraying in controlled bursts.


She was staring at a dark stain in the corner of the living room when a car eased into the cracked concrete driveway. “Shit,” she said. She yanked off her sneakers, stuffed them into her bag, and squeezed her feet into stilettos. She swiped open her phone and keyed a playlist, SELL MUSIC, which was pianos and swelling strings, a little brass: classy, but also motivational. The car door thumped. She used her hand mirror to verify that nothing had gone horribly wrong with her face, then focused on reaching the front door without driving a heel through the floorboards.


The buyer was approaching the concrete front steps, removing his sunglasses, craning his neck to peer at something higher up. The drainpipe, she guessed. It wasn’t actually attached to anything. She had meant to do something about that.


“Hi!” she said, and smiled, like: BZZZT. The saying went Location, Location, Location, but at Henshaw Realty, it was Teeth, Tits, Hair—at least according to Maddie’s mentor, Susie, who’d been selling houses for thirty years and presumably knew what she was talking about. BZZZT: Head up, teeth out, shoulders back, little head tilt, hair falling to the side. She had long hair, red edging into auburn, which so far she had resisted blondifying. “I’m Maddie!” she said. “Thanks so much for coming.”


The buyer shook her hand. He was about her age, early twenties, dimples, thin, but somewhat cute. Despite the heat, he was wearing a long-sleeved collared shirt over chinos. “I’m Clay,” he said. “Wow, you’re tall.”


“It’s the shoes.”


He looked down, so she took the opportunity to turn one leg and do a little pose. When he met her eyes again, she went: BZZZT.


“You’re really pretty,” he said.


She laughed and turned to let him follow her into the hallway. Too much BZZZT. She would tone that down. “You’re lucky,” she called over her shoulder, as they entered the kitchen’s chemical embrace of cookies-slash-burnt-dirt. “We’ve had a lot of calls about this house. You’re the first to see it.” Lies. Terrible lies.


“Is that right?” He had removed his sunglasses. Strong eyebrows. His hair was a little shaggy, not really her thing, but she liked the implication, that he had his own style. Went his own way. Was possibly uniquely into falling-down, unrenovated 1960s clapboard two-bedrooms in Jamaica, Queens.


She collected her phone, which was tinkling piano noises. “Do you mind if I take your photo?”


“What for?”


“It’s a security thing.”


He seemed confused.


“It’s silly, but we’re meeting people alone, so they like us to—”


“Oh, of course. I get it.”


She raised the phone. He straightened and smiled, a little BZZZT of his own. He was kind of awkward. Beneath the dimples and the shaggy hair, she sensed a guy who wasn’t comfortable with people.


She snapped. “Done,” she said. “That goes to our office.” Where they had his details from when he’d made the appointment. He was Clayton Hors, of Ulysses, Pennsylvania. Currently living with his parents, after dropping out of Carnegie Mellon, looking to start a new life with a move to the city, thanks to, Maddie was guessing, a push from the folks. She put down the phone. “Thanks.”


“No problem. There are some bad people out there. You have to take precautions.”


“I also know jujitsu.” She did not. “So,” she said, “I really love this window. You get so much light.”


He nodded. “How long have you been selling houses?”


“About a year.” He wasn’t looking at the window. Although maybe that was a good thing: The backyard was thigh-high weeds and a quietly rotting shed.


“Is real estate your”—he searched for words—“long-term ambition?”


“Oh, I love houses.” Technically the truth. Houses, she loved. Real estate, which, it turned out, was mostly about pressuring people into making decisions, not so much. She had been wondering lately whether she’d chosen the wrong career. For a long time, she’d dreamed about acting—never seriously committed to it, of course, because it was so impractical, like saying you wanted to be an astronaut, but if she was still thinking about it, did that mean something? That she should have been braver?


“You love this house?” he said, looking at the crooked cupboards, the blotchy curtains.


“Every house has something to love. You just have to look for it.”


He smiled. A genuine smile. He had warmed up. “Well, good for you.” He headed into the living room and she followed. “Although I’m a little surprised you’re not an actress.”


She stopped, startled.


He glanced back. “Sorry. I blurt out whatever I’m thinking. Is it okay if I look around by myself? I’ll let you know if I have questions.”


“Sure,” she said, recovering. “Knock yourself out.”


He moved off. She peered at a cupboard door that was hanging by one hinge, wondering if she could fix it. Susie, her mentor, would say: Maddie, leave it. The house is shit. You can’t make it not shit. Try to dress it up and all buyers will see is that you’re lying to them. It was true, Maddie supposed. But this kind of thing wasn’t even about the buyers. It bothered her on a personal level to see something that needed fixing and not fix it.


The Just Like Cookies was wearing off, so she moved about the house to deploy a few more tactical sprays. On a pass through the kitchen, she checked her phone, because she had a boyfriend, Trent, who was supposedly going to let her know whether he would be home tonight or out with friends. Nothing.


Clay appeared in the doorway. “I’m just gonna grab something from my car.”


“Sure,” she said.


He’d pushed up his sleeves. On his right forearm was a discoloration, a patch of purple, red, and yellow all mixed together, like an injury that wasn’t healing right.


He caught her looking. “I have a dog. Goes kind of crazy sometimes.”


“Oh,” she said. What was she doing? Staring like an idiot. “I’m sorry.”


“She has a good heart. Just doesn’t always know it. I’ll be right back.”


He disappeared. She felt mad at herself. She moved to the living room and watched him open the trunk of his car. A nice one, a new black Chevrolet SUV. Rental sticker, so she couldn’t infer anything about his finances. She returned to the kitchen and her musical phone.


He clomped back inside the house. After a few minutes, she called: “Everything okay?”


There was no answer, so she put down her phone and set out to find him. He wasn’t in the hallway, nor the laundry—“laundry,” with air quotes—a tight cupboard of rusted steel and water stains. He wasn’t in the room she was calling a second bedroom, even though the only way you were getting a bed in there was upright. The hallway ran down the middle of the house; possibly they were circling each other. But if so, he was being very quiet. She didn’t think it was possible to move around this house without making a sound unless you were very intent on doing so.


When she entered the master bedroom, she found the curtains were closed. She had definitely opened those earlier. She reached to toggle the light switch, but of course there was no power; it had been disconnected months ago. In the gloom, she could make out a silver lump on the carpet: a case of some kind, possibly a toolbox. The lid was open, but it was facing the other way, so she couldn’t see what was inside.


Her phone in the kitchen fell silent.


She turned. “Hello?”


The front door was ten feet to her right. It was open. Outside was a clear, bright day. Concrete path, low chain-link fence. The road was a cul-de-sac—rare in New York, a real jewel in this house’s cardboard crown—so there was no passing traffic, but she could hear kids calling to one another, most likely the two who’d been out front when she arrived.


She had sent Clay’s photo to her office. They had his details, which had been verified before she’d even come out here. Clay knew this. The security process was on her side.


She headed to the kitchen.


He wasn’t there. Neither was her phone. That was less cool. “Hello?” she said again, more aggressively. “Can I help you?”


The outside noise fell away until she was standing in a closed-in bubble of quiet. The front door had closed, she realized.


The wind. You opened all the doors and the breeze can be strong, can blow right through, slam a door—


Only the back door wasn’t open. None of the doors were open. And none of them had slammed. They had closed so softly she hadn’t heard the click.


No breeze had blown her phone away, either.


She called: “Clay, my office has your information. They know who you are.”


She was in an empty kitchen. The drawers were empty: no knives, nothing she could see to use as a weapon. Outside, though, were those kids. The house was clapboard; if she screamed, they might hear.


She bent down and unstrapped her stilettos. Whatever might happen next, she didn’t want to face it on heels.


“Sorry.” His voice floated toward her. “Sorry, Madison, I’m here.”


She stayed where she was. “Do you have my phone?”


“I’m sorry, I needed it for a second.”


“Why do you have my phone?”


Silence.


She opened her mouth to repeat the question. He appeared in the living room doorway. She tensed. She could be hitting the back door in about three seconds. Would it be locked? Would it stick? If so, he would catch her before she got out.


“I’m super-apologetic about this. I really didn’t mean to freak you out.” His palms were up to indicate his complete lack of threat. But he was moving toward her, one slow step at a time, which she did not like at all. She could see that discoloration on his forearm: the dog bites that weren’t healing. A mix of old and new wounds, she realized suddenly. He’d been bitten over and over. By that dog he said he owned, who had a good heart but didn’t always know it.


“Can you stop?” she said. “I am actually freaked out.”


He stopped. “I’m really sorry to do it like this. I know how it looks. But I’m out of time.”


“Can I have my phone back?”


He looked pained. “Unfortunately, no.”


“Why not?”


“Madison, you have to trust me. I don’t want to hurt you. I’m here for you.” He began to edge toward her again.


“Stop. I want you to leave this house.”


“I can’t do that. I’m sorry. I need you to come to the bedroom.”


The bedroom. Where the curtains were closed. Where a silver box sat in the gloom, facing the wrong way. She was not going to the bedroom.


He ran his hand through his hair. “This isn’t going well. I’m sorry. I don’t have time to explain.”


She took a half-step to her right, just shifting her weight, and he leaned in the same direction. He was prepared to chase her, she saw. If she ran. If she tried to scream.


He said, “Please, please, just come to the bedroom.”


She began to act. Not in the way she’d been thinking about before, for a stage, or a camera—the ordinary way, like when she met clients, or buyers, and had to be a slightly different version of herself for a while. For them, she was a sparkly, chatty Maddie, who was very interested in whatever you had to say and however long you wanted to take to say it. For Clay, she would be a person who did not need to be chased. She would be that person as completely as she could, until she saw the opportunity to be a person running for her life.


She nodded.


He exhaled. “Thank you. Thank you.” He gestured, indicating for her to go past him. But that was a bridge too far, even for a person who did not need to be chased, and she hesitated. He nodded and backed away, making space. That was good. They were establishing trust. He was granting concessions, which she could abuse.


In the hallway, though, he stood with his back to the door. He gestured to the dark bedroom and she stared into his face but saw no other option. “Madison,” he said, and pressed his hands together like a prayer. “I promise, I promise you can trust me.”


She screams. Outside, the kids hear. Their heads turn in unison. Moments pass. Then they shrug and return to their bikes. It’s a bad neighborhood; there are screams, sometimes.


No. Not this. She does not scream.


But she couldn’t make herself enter that room. “Why?” she said, even though it was moot; he was close enough to seize her if he chose.


“I only want to talk. I swear to God.”


She was terrified and possibly only seeing what she hoped for, but there was honesty in his face. She was a reasonable judge of character, from the acting: You learned what emotions looked like, which parts of the face moved when a person was envious, or sympathetic, or angry. Or lying.


She walked into the bedroom. Clay closed the door behind her. A thin shaft of light split the curtains and slashed across the carpet. The silver case sat in shadow, its mouth open to the far wall.


He moved to the curtain, opened it two fingers’ worth, and peered out. Looking for … what? People, she guessed. Making sure no one was around. She reached behind her, seeking the door handle. She was only two closed doors to freedom. All she had to do was open this door, get out, fling it closed—this part was important!—so that it actually shut, and Clay would have to navigate the handle, and by then she could be pulling open the front door, and she would be outside, running, and, yes, it was a bad neighborhood, a terrible neighborhood, where there was every chance that no one would come to help, no matter how much noise she made, but it was her best option, she felt; it was far, far better than staying and finding out what was in the box.


Clay let the curtain fall closed. She tucked her hand into the small of her back before he could see. No one reaching for the door handle here. No, sir. No one who needed to be chased.


“I think we have a few minutes,” Clay said. “I can tell you what’s going on. But it won’t be easy for you to hear. I need us to give each other a chance. All right?”


She nodded.


“Can you give me that chance?”


“Yes,” she said, although she didn’t like that: the push for affirmation.


“Like you said, your office knows who I am. They have my name, my photo.” He held up his hands. “I’ve left fingerprints everywhere. Right?”


She nodded. Yes! These were excellent points. They could all agree that it would be crazy for Clay to do anything. There were security measures. Yes.


“So you can relax.”


“Okay,” she said. She was not relaxed. This situation had a long way to go before she would be anywhere near relaxed. But she was being agreeable.


He rubbed his hands together, a nervous gesture. He was still near the curtains. It was not completely impossible that she could get out the door before he reached her. “I’m just going to tell you. Madison, I’m not from this world.”


Oh, God, she thought.


He came toward her. At first she thought he meant to take her hands, and that jolted her to her senses, because for a moment there she’d been snagged on the preposterousness of what he’d said: I’m not from this world—like, what did that mean, exactly, in what sense? But now she realized: the crazy sense.


The photo at the office didn’t matter. The fingerprints didn’t matter. He believed he was from another world.


“I’ve traveled here for you. Only for you, Madison.” He hesitated. “How do you feel about that?”


She felt like vomiting from terror. But she said, “I’m … confused.” Her tone was level, almost curious, and that was good; that was exactly what she wanted.


He glanced at the curtain again. When he next moved to the window, she was gone. She should have run the first time. “Of course you are. And scared, I bet. But you can trust me.”


His face was hangdog, and here it was again, this weird insistence on her approval, even though he had all the power. It might be something she could use. For whatever reason, he cared what she thought, and if she were smart—if she didn’t push too hard—she might be able to find a way to turn that against him. I need us to give each other a chance, he’d said. Maybe she could make him give her a chance.


“I … do feel like I can trust you,” she said. “I don’t know why.”


His reaction was bigger than she’d expected: His loud eyebrows shot up and his mouth dropped open. “Really?”


“Yes,” she said, rowing hard. “I felt that when we met. Maybe you remind me of someone I know?” No reaction. That was a swing and a miss. But he was waiting, his expression expectant, offering her another pitch. “Or … maybe we’ve met before.”


Whack. A solid hit. His face lit up. “When do you think we’ve met?”


Oh, Christ. “I don’t know. There’s just … something.”


“When?” he said again.


“College? High school?” But these were bad guesses, she saw. Not even close. She did something very brave and took a step toward him, i.e., away from the door. A small deposit toward the hope of a future return. “Or something deeper. More spiritual.”


He exhaled shakily. “You’re right. We have met before. But not in this world.”


She nodded. Yes, of course, that’s probably it.


“All this …” He gestured to … the room, the curtains? No, no: the world, of course. “It’s a drop in the ocean. There are more worlds. More than you can count. They look the same but they’re not, not if you pay attention. And you’re in all of them. Everywhere I go, you’re doing different things. Every time I leave, it’s to find you again.”


He gazed at her. She felt required to ask a question. He’d just told her there were a bunch of worlds; of course, of course, she would have questions, if she took that seriously, and was not devoting most of her brain toward figuring out the location of the door handle. She said: “Why?” He didn’t answer, and she thought maybe that had been a bad question, but no, it wasn’t that: He just wanted her to figure out the answer. “In these … other worlds … are we … together?”


He gave a rueful smile and shook his head. But that was the right answer, she thought. That was what he’d wanted her to say. “Sometimes I can’t even get to see you. Sometimes I can get to you but it doesn’t work out. There are people trying to keep us apart. People who move, like me.” He glanced at the curtains again. “They’re getting close.”


She was interested in that: in people who wanted to keep them apart. She would like to meet them now, if that was at all practical. “Why do they want to keep us apart?”


“It’s complicated. I’ll explain on the way.”


On the way. For a long moment she tried and failed to imagine what on earth that could mean. Then it hit her: His box was a portal. Inside would be a car battery or a dead opossum that he’d convinced himself was a transdimensional travel device, and he would hold her hands and ask her to close her eyes. Then: Kazam! They would be in another world. Which would look the same, according to him. So, very conveniently, there would be no evidence of whether they’d traveled. But all this was fine, Maddie realized, completely fine, because after that, he would want to leave the house, and then she could run.


“On the way to where?” she said, widening her eyes, like: Interdimensional travel, how amazing.


“I have a hotel room,” he said.


Ah.


They said never let yourself be taken to a secondary location. That was where you got murdered. But she had to get out of this house. She would go with him, but not get in his car. “All right,” she said.


He smiled. “I still can’t believe you recognized me. That never happens.”


She smiled back.


“I mean, never,” he said.


She felt a touch of ice in her throat. Her smile felt welded to her face.


“You know, I love you, Madison. In every world. Even when you don’t love me back.”


“We should go,” she said, “before those people arrive.”


“Can I ask you something?”


She nodded mutely.


“Can I hug you?”


She said nothing.


“It’s just, it’s been so long. It kills me to get this close to you and not touch you.” He spread his arms.


She revolted at the idea. She could shove him, she thought. He was standing in front of the silver box; she could move in for the hug, then push him over the box.


She moved toward him. She didn’t know if she could really shove him. It was fine in theory, but dudes were always a little faster and stronger than you expected. It was easy to forget, but occasionally there was a situation, a game of mixed basketball, a guy getting out of hand at a party, which made you realize: Oh, shit, they are quick.


He spread his arms. His disfigured forearm caught the shaft of light and she saw it clearly: a mess of older scar tissue and newer bruising, a red scab that couldn’t be more than a week old. None of it looked like it was made by a dog.


She stopped, unable to make herself approach any closer. He stepped forward and gently put his arms around her. She let it happen. He exhaled noisily. His cheek rested on her head. “This is nice,” he said.


She could see over the lid of the case. She had been right earlier: It was a toolbox. It had levels. On each was a different kind of knife. It was a box of gleaming metal and pain. She saw a space, as if something belonged there but was missing.


She began to tremble. “Shh,” Clay said. “Shh.” But she couldn’t stop. His hands moved to her shoulders and pushed her back until he was holding her at arm’s length. She couldn’t help throwing fear-stricken glances at the box, and a smile crept along his lips. “Oh, Madison. You don’t need to worry about that. That’s only for if it doesn’t work out. This time is different. Because this time you know me, don’t you?”


She nodded.


“You felt a connection, right? As soon as we met?”


“Yes.”


“Or,” he said, “you were messing with me. Stringing me along.” His fingers tightened on her shoulders. “Is that what you were doing?”


“No.”


He gave a short, dismissive exhalation. “You know what I find crazy? There are so many of you. You’re as common as dirt. I can find another tomorrow. But you always think you’re so special. You’re a real estate agent, for God’s sake. But I gave you a chance, like I always do. I was honest with you and you lied to me.”


She seized on this. “You said you didn’t want to hurt me. You promised.”


“I don’t want to hurt you. But this …” His eyes ran down her body. “This isn’t you. I can’t stand to see you like this. I honestly can’t.”


She couldn’t stop thinking about the space in the box. There was a missing tool and he had it somewhere.


She fled. Tried to. He had her before she’d so much as twitched, and she opened her mouth to scream and he jammed his forearm into it. Then his bulk followed, forcing her to the floor, knocking the breath out of her. She couldn’t breathe, choked by his forearm, by the horrible puckered wound. When she tried to bite him, her teeth perfectly filled the indentations of his scar tissue.


He was reaching behind for whatever he had in his back pocket. “I hate that you make me do this,” he said, and even as she struggled, she could see that he did indeed look regretful, like a man forced to put down a pet dog, one he’d loved that had turned rabid. The knife loomed, fat and wide and evil. “I really hate it.”
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THERE WAS A CLOCK. EACH SECOND, IT JERKED FORWARD WITH A decisive, mechanical thwack. In Felicity’s first month in the newsroom, she’d asked if maybe that clock could be moved, or replaced with something digital, or anything, really, that didn’t emit a sound like nails being driven into a board sixty times a minute above her head. The answer was no, because the clock was an institution. It was an old-timey wooden box suspended from the ceiling and had been here longer than she had. In these challenging times (for newspapers), it was a comforting connection to the past, when they had been respected, and the Daily News’s editions always landed with an impact. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack. Like that.


On the phone, Felicity Staples was listening to a district attorney tell her she was making a mistake. He was hard to hear, because of the clock. “What you’re insinuating simply isn’t correct,” said the D.A. He was the county D.A.; his name was Tom Daniels. He and Felicity had spoken several times before, and each time, his opinion of her seemed to drop a little more.


“I’m not insinuating anything,” she said. “I’m only asking questions.”


“Please.” She’d seen him do this on TV, when pressed on something he didn’t want to answer: Please, then a subtle change of subject. A pinch of the brow, expressing both amusement and pain at the question. Daniels was mid-forties, somewhat dubiously tanned, with a magnificently expressive face. “How long have you spent on this story? I have trouble believing that Brandon considers this a sensible use of your time.”


Brandon Aberman was the paper’s managing editor. She ignored the jibe, because, one, it was a diversion, and, two, yes, Brandon would definitely prefer her to work on something else, preferably involving bedbugs.


“A young man from a well-connected family walks away with no time served despite a plethora of evidence—”


“Plethora,” said Daniels. “I’m so glad you’ve found an outlet for the English degree. If you were more familiar with the reality of prosecution, you’d understand we have to make the best deal we can, given the circumstances.”


“Circumstances like the family mixes socially with the mayor?”


“Felicity Staples,” he said, like a disappointed parent. Felicity Staples, come here. Did you make this mess? “I’m quite sure there’s a better outlet for your talents than fishing for gotcha quotes from a D.A.”


The newsroom was a huge open space with dark desks jumbled about beneath silent, hyperactive TV screens. Felicity’s desk was near the front, close to the elevators, beneath the clock. Blind-shuttered glass offices lay to her left and right, while ahead, beyond a barren patch of deskscape that had lain bare for six months, were two glorious windows, offering skyscraper-framed glimpses of sky. In between was a message board, where stood Melinda Gaines, a political reporter and columnist, with a coffee cup. Melinda raised the cup and took a careful sip. On the message board, Felicity knew, was an internal job posting for “social media manager.” She knew that because she’d studied it herself a few times already. Each time, she’d decided the position was irrelevant to everything she’d ever studied for, worked toward, and believed in, as well as offering less money. But it was also a job that would definitely exist in twelve months, which couldn’t be said for her own. Watching Melinda Gaines contemplate it over coffee was terrifying, because Melinda Gaines was forty-four and had written a towering series of articles exposing three corrupt city judges. If Gaines was considering “social media manager,” the writing really was on the wall for the future of journalism. Literally posted there.


“I’m comfortable with how I’m employing my talents, thank you, Tom,” Felicity said, because she didn’t want to verbally spar with Tom Daniels. She wanted to make him feel comfortable and eviscerate him in print. She was thirty-three. She could do plenty of things with her life. “Is it true that you met with the Hammonds personally the night before you dropped the charges?”


“I’d have to check my diary.”


Her view of Melinda Gaines contemplating the future of journalism was broken by the gangling form of Todd the intern, flapping a piece of yellow notepaper. He wore round glasses and an anxious expression. “I’ve got a murder.”


Felicity shooed him. She did not do murders. She did city politics, lifestyle, occasionally stories on people who died eating something they shouldn’t have, but not murders. “You’ve met them, though, at some point? Socially?”


“I can find out and send you that information, if you like.”


He would not. He’d taken her call, to rob her of the line District Attorney Tom Daniels did not respond to requests for comment by the time this article was published; now he would string her along until the next revolution of the news cycle, when nobody remembered the curiously lenient plea deal of James Hammond, a fine-looking college boy whose promising future was briefly threatened by an assault upon a girl who laughed at him at a party.


“Can you take a murder?” said Todd, moving into her eyeline.


She swiveled. “Is it standard procedure for a district attorney to involve himself in cases when he has a social relationship with the accused’s family?” Daniels admitted it was not standard procedure for a district attorney to—


“It’s standard procedure for the D.A. to prosecute all cases to the best of his ability. Is there anything else?”


“How would you describe your relationship with the Hammonds?”


District Attorney Tom Daniels admitted he had a “long-standing” relationship with the Hammond family—


Alternately:


District Attorney Tom Daniels claimed a “limited” relationship with the Hammonds, but has dined at their Hampton Bays mansion on at least two occasions—


“Someone needs to take this,” said Todd, sounding anxious. “Levi’s out.”


She glared at him. Todd put on a wounded look and walked away.


“I’ve run into the Hammonds on several occasions,” said Daniels. “They’re active in society; if you get out enough, you’re bound to meet them.”


She probably should have known better than to try to verbally entrap an attorney. She plucked a yellow pen with a Goofy head from her basket and rolled it between her finger and thumb. Three years ago, she’d run from work to meet a guy for a blind date, scribbling notes for an article on the subway, and as she entered the restaurant, she checked herself carefully in a mirror, making sure her dirty-blond hair and face were in the right places, then, without thinking, tucked that Goofy pen behind her ear. It was whole minutes later, after they’d exchanged polite kisses and introductions, just as she was starting to think, This one seems all right, did the realization steal over her: DID I PUT THAT FUCKING PEN IN MY EAR??? She reached up and felt it. She was mortified because it looked like she was putting on a kooky affectation, and she could not apologize enough, but the guy didn’t seem to mind one way or the other, and from there the night actually went well. They were now living together, and she kept the Goofy pen as a reminder that things could work out no matter how much she tried to sabotage them.


She said, “What did you think of the victim impact statement?”


A moment of silence for her weird question. It was so easily deflected—What I think isn’t relevant—that he didn’t try. “I thought it was profoundly sad.”


“I thought it was horrifying,” Felicity said. “She said she doesn’t laugh anymore. She laughed at a boy at a party, and he hit her so hard that her retina detached, and now she doesn’t laugh. I can’t stop thinking about that.”


Daniels was silent.


“I guess that’s not so shocking to you,” she said. “You deal with worse all the time.”


“The victim’s injuries were very serious and saddening,” Daniels said, and they were back to the game.


“Thank you for your time, Tom,” she said. “Please do send me those dates.”


As soon as she lowered the phone, Todd the intern turned in her direction, his face brightening.


“No,” she said. She stood. It was after one; she needed to eat something.


The meeting room door opened, revealing the neat, tucked-in figure of Brandon Aberman, her boss, in a duck-egg-blue sweater over a collared shirt, tan slacks, and brown loafers. His hair was a swept-over coif that Felicity always felt could be popped right off and placed on a desk, like that of a LEGO man. He beckoned to her. Todd drifted behind her, covering her exit.


“Hi, Felicity,” Brandon said. “How are you?”


Every conversation she and Brandon had ever had began this way, no matter how recently they’d spoken. She suspected a management book somewhere, a chapter titled “Building Trusting Partnerships with Subordinates.”


“Great.”


“How’s the recycling piece coming along?”


“It’s coming.” That was what she was supposed to be doing instead of harassing District Attorney Tom Daniels. Someone at a recycling center in Hoboken had filmed a truck dumping citizens’ carefully washed plastics and glass into the landfill, and it had become a thing on social media; therefore, the paper needed something on its website as quickly as possible. Felicity had phoned a few people and discovered that the recycling center’s position was more reasonable than it had first appeared, for reasons that were complicated, which prevented her from writing the kind of article Brandon wanted, i.e., “More Secret Trucks Revealed; Recycling Center Has Links to Underworld Crime.” “I’ll have it for you by five.”


He glanced at his watch, which was full of icons. “Do you have enough for a VC spot? They want to post something in the next half hour.”


VC was Visual Content, or possibly Video Content; she couldn’t remember. Either way, it was a bunch of smart twenty-six-year-olds in bright sweaters and delicate blouses compressing news into thirty seconds of hot-button phrases. Felicity occasionally did VC spots—not as many as five years ago, when it was going to save the news business, and no one had realized the social media numbers were lies—and it was always slightly soul-crushing.


“Oh, ah … I don’t know if I’m quite there yet.”


“If you’ve spoken to the recycling center, that’s enough. I’d rather have something now than later.”


“They say there’s no way to recycle it cost-effectively,” she said. “Since China closed up, there’s literally nowhere for it to go that doesn’t cost more money than sending it to the landfill.”


Brandon pursed his lips. “So it’s a systemic issue.”


She nodded.


“Why don’t they tell people? Why waste our time sorting plastics if it winds up in the same place?”


“They said it took years to train households to recycle properly and they don’t want us to get out of the habit. A new buyer might enter the market in the future.”


“That sounds deceitful,” said Brandon. “I will have you do a VC, if you don’t mind.”


“Ahh,” she said. “The thing is, also, I was about to cover a murder.” She turned and clicked her fingers at Todd. He jerked toward them. “There’s a big one and Levi’s out.”


Todd cleared his throat. He was only three weeks old, nervous around the rest of them. “I took a call from Detective Jim McHenry of the Crime Scene Unit, who said Levi would want to know about this right away. They have a single white female victim, fatally stabbed while showing a house on 177th Street in Jamaica.”


Brandon touched his chin thoughtfully. There were a lot of murders; the paper didn’t cover most of them. “Suspect?”


Todd shook his head. “He didn’t say.”


“Always ask,” said Brandon. “What else?”


Todd looked at his note. “The victim’s name is Madison May.”


Brandon dug his phone out of his pants and began to manipulate it. “M-A-Y? And she’s a real estate agent?”


“Was,” said Todd, gaining confidence. “Worked for Henshaw Realty out of Laurelton.”


Brandon turned his screen toward Felicity, revealing a website. Beneath a sky-blue banner were the words MADISON MAY, SALES ASSOCIATE, and a picture of a woman with auburn hair spilling over a dark blazer.


“Pretty,” Felicity said.


Brandon was silent. She could see him imagining how this picture would look above a headline that included the word slain. It would look fantastic.


“What’s Levi doing?” asked Brandon.


“I don’t know,” Todd said. “He’s not answering.”


He was doing Annalise from Ad Sales, Felicity suspected. Levi’s desk was connected to Felicity’s, and most days, as the clock thwacked its way toward twelve-thirty, Annalise from Ad Sales would slide into the newsroom, ease her ass onto the space between them, cross her legs, push back her shoulders, and ask if she could get Levi’s opinion on something. Then, every few minutes, Annalise would tip back her head and give voice to high, girlish peals of laughter that were unlike anything Felicity had heard from her during the office Christmas party, in the company of her husband.


Brandon tapped his chin. Felicity waited.


“All right,” Brandon said. “Check it out.”


“Okay,” she said, buoyed. With any luck, by the time she got back, they’d have found someone else for the VC spot. “Photographer?”


Brandon shook his head. His hair gleamed. “We can get something from the police.”


Even better. She could enjoy her own thoughts instead of sharing a ride with a camera jockey. She could pick up some lunch. And she could figure out what she was going to do about District Attorney Tom Daniels, who expressed sincere sympathy for poor assaulted girls without ever using their name. “You got it.”


THE WIND SWITCHED around, and by the time she reached 177th Street, the sky was beginning to dispense fat drops to puncture the city heat. The police had taped off a perimeter, and at its center was one of the saddest houses Felicity had ever seen. Uniformed cops spilled out of the driveway and onto the street. Through dirty windows, she glimpsed people moving about, uniforms and suits and people in loose white plastic. Every few seconds, one of the windows lit up with flashes.


“Such a terrible thing,” said a woman holding the neck of her top closed against the wind. Beside her stood a broad-shouldered, bearded man in a trucker’s cap, staring at the house with no visible emotion.


“Did you know her?”


“Oh, no. They say it’s the real estate agent. I never met her.” She lowered her voice. “They’re thieves.”


“Pardon?”


“Realtors,” said the woman. “They rob you blind.”


“Oh,” Felicity said. “I see.”


A uniformed cop strayed near the yellow tape and Felicity waved to catch his attention. “Is Detective McHenry here?”


“Who are you?”


“Felicity Staples.” She reached for her press pass. “I’m with the Daily News.”


“No media,” said the cop, turning away.


“I need Detective McHenry. Can I speak to him, please?”


The cop ignored her. She shivered. Rain trickled down the back of her neck. If she hadn’t blown off the VC spot, she would be warm and dry, smiling for the camera, warning people about the dangers of deceitful recycling operators. She hadn’t done real crime reporting for a while. She’d forgotten it could be so wet.


A short man in an olive coat approached the tape, water dripping from the brim of a dark hat. “Who are you?”


“Felicity Staples.” She found her pass again.


“Where’s Levi?”


“Indisposed.”


“I didn’t call you. I called Levi.” He glanced over his shoulder.


She shifted from one foot to the other. Her shoes squelched. She’d assumed the tip wasn’t especially secretive, since it had been left with Todd, but maybe that wasn’t the case: Maybe it was too good to wait. “Levi sent me,” she lied.


McHenry eyeballed her.


She pulled out her phone. “You want me to call him?”


He gave a short shake of his head, spraying water. “Okay, stay here. I’ll see what I can do.”


Felicity glanced around. The woman had left to seek shelter from the increasing rain, but her husband remained, watching the house. Rain ran down his cap and beard. He looked like a woodsman. Like he’d just emerged from the wilderness after a month of hunting boars. With a handcrafted spear. Half naked. She looked away. She had an active imagination.


The window that had been flashing became a solid rectangle of light. A man edged by it with a shoulder-mounted video camera aimed downward, at the carpet, or whatever lay upon it. “What a shithole,” she said, meaning the house, and the street, and the weather, and the situation. The woodsman didn’t respond.


The CSU detective, McHenry, gestured to her from where the police tape was tied to the chain-link fence, and Felicity hurried to meet him. “It’s a messy one. Vic was stabbed half a dozen times. Throat cut.”


She fumbled for her notebook and wrote: THROAT, 6+ STAB. “Can I get in there?”


He shook his head. “No, no.”


“Why not?”


“Because it’s not worth my job. The deputy inspector’s in there with his detectives. This is all background, okay? You don’t use my name. That’s how me and Levi do it.”


In the top-right corner of the page, she wrote: BG. “Why did you call Levi?”


“I knew he’d be interested.”


“Because of the vic?” She’d never used the word vic to a cop before. She felt professional. “Because she’s photogenic?”


McHenry looked at her like she was crazy. “What?”


“The victim was pretty.”


McHenry gestured impatiently. “I got no friggin’ idea what she looked like. It’s somethin’ else.”


A light flared on the street. She turned to see a TV crew setting up: a white van, a guy with a camera, a thin woman in a green blazer beneath a black umbrella. A moment later, a man in a gray suit appeared at the front door of the house: the deputy inspector, Felicity assumed. He was tall, in his fifties, with deep lines in his face. He put his hands on his hips to survey the TV crew. Behind him emerged a young woman in a black skirt, who shook out an umbrella and opened it. They descended the steps, the woman awkwardly holding the umbrella for him.


“You want a look inside?” said McHenry, once they’d passed. “Now’s your chance.”


She hesitated, but why else was she here? She ducked beneath the tape.


“That’s Deputy Inspector Moth,” McHenry said over his shoulder, walking quickly toward the house. “Drawn to bright lights.” He climbed the concrete steps. “You get thirty seconds. In and out. No pictures. You got it?”


She nodded. McHenry spoke to a uniformed cop, handed Felicity thin blue gloves and shoe covers, and waited while she tugged them on. Inside was a close hallway and the smell of damp. McHenry knocked on the door to his left, which was opened by a man dressed in white plastic. Behind him stood a light tower, painful to look at.


“Can I open this all the way?” McHenry said. The man in plastic said to wait; the door closed.


“So what’s the ‘something else’?” Felicity asked. She was dripping on the carpet.


He inclined his head toward the door. “You can see for yourself in a minute.”


Obviously. But she wanted to know what she was in for. Was there a body? She wasn’t totally ready to see a dead real estate agent, a woman who’d been stabbed half a dozen times, maybe more, let alone the something else, the extra frisson that made it especially interesting to a newspaper.


The door swung back. Felicity squinted against the light. It was a bedroom, the carpet dark and heavy. A smell reached out to her, rich and wet. She saw yellow-and-black markers. No body, though. Definitely no body.


“Stay where you are,” said the plastic man. “Don’t come in.”


A stain lay near the door, a big one. Then others, smaller, beside plastic markers. It was repulsive and terrible, but she had been braced for worse and it was almost a relief. She didn’t see any something else.


“Look up,” said McHenry.


The drywall had been carved open with thick slashes. There were five angled prongs crossing a circle. Some kind of insignia, she guessed. But none she recognized.


Below that was a word in sharp, furious lines:




STOP





McHenry was so close behind her, she could feel him breathing. She said, “What is that?”


“Beats me.”


The white plastic man raised a camera. The flash discharged, momentarily inverting the colors of the room.


She said, “Can I get that? These pictures?”


“I don’t know about that.” McHenry stepped back. “You gotta go.”


“Wait,” she said, but McHenry began to bundle her out of the house. The plastic man closed the door, and she lost her view of the wall and its message behind it.







   


[image: image]



SHE DIRECTED THE UBER TO HER BROOKLYN APARTMENT, BECAUSE SHE was soaked. She meant to return to the office—it was only four—but once she was in the shower, with hot water pounding her back, she couldn’t seem to get out. There was a chill at the core of her, as if she’d brought it home from that house.


When she finally entered the living room in a towel, her brave cat, Percival, curled around her ankles, while her anxious cat, Joey, watched from beneath the dining table. She collected her phone and tapped out: Working from home for rest of day if that’s ok.


A few moments later, Brandon’s reply: Certainly.


For all his LEGO hair and careful conversations, Brandon did seem to give a shit about the workers, for which she was grateful. He probably even guessed why she wanted to stay home. She fell into sweatpants and a loose top, sat at the dining table, and cracked open her laptop. Levi was back on deck, his physical appetites satisfied (she assumed); he’d already spoken to the police. She brought up the document he was working on, which was a dozen paragraphs with new words spilling across the bottom even as she watched.


The victim of a brutal stabbing in Jamaica this afternoon was “tk tk tk”, Tk say.


Tk was what you wrote when you knew something belonged but didn’t know what. Beside it hovered a yellow bubble: Quote family / colleague / etc.


She picked up her phone. Levi answered immediately, but the words continued. She could hear him typing. She said: “Do you want me to call her family?”


“Don’t bother. They’re not taking calls. Can you try her office, though? That’d be helpful.”


a ferocious, unprovoked attack


“The real estate people?”


“Number’s in the notes. I need to establish character. ‘She was a bright, beautiful girl with everything to live for.’ You know.”


“Okay.”


“But not that. That, with details. She was planning to go kayaking next month. She collected stamps. She was engaged to be married. Yes?”


“I have written stories before,” she said.


promised to expend every available resource


“Not crime stories,” Levi said. “It’s a different beat from what you’re used to.”


“How so?”


“For one thing, you can say what you mean. You don’t have to run everything by Legal first.”


“I say what I mean,” she said, mildly offended.


“Here’s a tip. Get the receptionist talking. She put me straight through to the head guy and he’s saying nothing. Probably worried about his legal exposure. As he should be, sending a twenty-two-year-old out to empty houses by herself.”


“What about the message on the wall?” she asked. She couldn’t see it mentioned in the article.


“We’re holding that back. NYPD is actually a little pissed we know about it.”


“We’re not publishing it?”


“Not yet. When it’s time.”


She supposed he knew what he was doing. There was a dance: the desire to publish on the one hand, the need to nurture and protect sources on the other. “What does it mean, do you think?”


“‘Stop’? Beats me.”


“I can’t even figure out who it’s aimed at. Who does he want to stop? The cops?”


“It may not even be related. Could have been there for days.”


It had looked fresh to her. Like a new wound. “Mmm,” she said.


Levi snickered. “Don’t use your imagination. That only gets you into trouble. We find out when we find out.”


would not disclose whether they had identified a suspect, but it is believed a person key to the inquiry will be brought into custody shortly


She asked, “The police know who did it?”


“Some college dropout from Ulysses, Pennsylvania. Goes by the name of Clayton Hors.”


“How did they identify him?”


“Don’t know. But they’re confident he’s their guy.”


Felicity chewed her lip.


“Call me when you have a quote,” Levi said. “Unless there’s something else?”


“No,” she said. “Yes. How do you talk and type at the same time?”


“Practice,” Levi said, and hung up.


SHE SET HER elbows on the table, stuck her phone to her ear, and waited while it rang.


“Henshaw Realty, this is Alexandra, how may I help you this afternoon?”


“Hello, Alexandra. My name is Felicity Staples. I’m a reporter for the New York Daily News. I’m so sorry about Madison.”


A brief silence. “Thank you.”


“Do you have a minute? I’m hoping you can tell me something about the kind of person she was.”


“I’ll put you through to Simon. One moment, please.”


“Please don’t. I don’t want to talk to Simon.”


“I’m not allowed to speak to the media.”


She closed her eyes. “Alexandra, I know I’m not the first reporter to call. But Simon is giving us no comment, and what that means, Alexandra, is when this story goes up, Madison won’t have a face. She’ll be a name and an age, and that’s not enough for people to care. I want them to care, Alexandra. I want them to know who she was, so they can understand.” The line was silent. “I was at the house this afternoon. It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen.”


The receptionist exhaled. “Only clients called her Madison. She’s Maddie.”


Felicity typed.


“She was … She was going to be somebody one day. She was young and had a lot to learn, but she was learning it. She was on her way to something better.”


“Thank you.”


“She wanted to act,” the receptionist said suddenly. “She talked about taking acting classes once.”


That was good detail. “Did she—”


“Have the police arrested him?”


Felicity hesitated. “They haven’t made any statement about a suspect.”


“Clayton Hors,” the receptionist said, with venom. “We have his picture.”


She hadn’t expected the receptionist to know that. “Did someone—”


“Our system has their details. When they arrive on-site, the agent verifies them with the app.”


“He left you his ID?”


“His driver’s license. And when she met him on-site, Maddie took his picture. He let her take his picture and then he killed her.”


Jesus Christ, she thought. She was momentarily unsure how to record that. She typed: MM pic of CH at house → app → office.


Voices rose in the background. “I have to go. I hope you have what you need.”


“Yes,” Felicity said. “Thank you.” The receptionist hung up without replying.


SHE DUTIFULLY PHONED Levi and filled him in. Then she set down her phone and got back to her real work, the kind that didn’t involve murdered real estate agents. No diary information yet from District Attorney Tom Daniels, the protector of well-heeled rich boys, so she typed out an email, just to let him know that she intended on making herself annoying. Her recycling story hadn’t been reassigned and hadn’t gone anywhere, she discovered, so she picked it back up. She worked for ninety minutes, and every five had to resist the temptation to check whether Levi had filed.


He let her take his picture and then he killed her.


That was really awful. All of a sudden, Felicity decided not to check the News. She was off the clock; her boyfriend would soon be home; she would do something wholesome. She went to the kitchen and searched the cupboards for something cookable.
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