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Even from the third floor, with the Pixies playing on the speaker and the air conditioner running, I can still hear the chaos in the basement. I sit at my white, wood and metal drawing table, graphite in hand, and stare at the blank page. I’ve been in this position for a few days, hoping to start another set of paintings. So far nothing.


It has been two weeks since we moved into my childhood home on Booraem Avenue in Jersey City. The renovation has been going on for a few months now. We didn’t move in until the water and boiler were running and most of the walls were patched to keep out bugs or mice. At least in the bedrooms that Prudy and I chose. And of course the kitchen and bathrooms had to be functional. 


The rest of the house still has holes in the wall from where Julian and the plumber worked on the old drippy pipes. Or damage from natural decay in the hardwood floors. The inside was so depressing and a lot of work but I got it for a good price from the bank. The scumbags in suits and ties tried to get me to pay them back mortgage since my parents were the previous owners. Like a teen, at the time, is financially responsible for their parents disappearing and abandoning the house which was about on its last leg. My lawyer, Sharon, stopped that game. I have nothing to do with my parents, emancipated since I was fifteen. Our father has been dead for almost four years and I’m not even sure where my mother is hiding. If they want money from them then they’ll have to go after her. Good luck with that.


As soon as I finished unpacking the necessities, I set up my studio on the third floor of the Victorian house. I could have used it as an apartment since it has its own kitchen and bathroom. Maybe give it to Prudy. She was hinting towards it, looking forward to it. What fifteen year old doesn’t want their own place yet still have the safety net of living at home. 


But I stopped that fantasy. And without a fight. Not like the room she has now isn’t huge, way bigger than the one at the West Street condo we lived in back in New York. 


A knock at the doorway. Julian Romero stands and sweats in his soot-covered jeans, white t-shirt, and dirty, pale skin. A short and pudgy guy with a bald head and a tiara of graying brown hair on the sides. Sharon recommended him for the renovation and repairs. She knows him from work he did for her’s and her friends’ homes. A nice guy who gave a fair price. Also smart. When he says he will complete something that seems impossible, he does.


“Hey, Miki,” Julian says. “Really sorry to bother you while you’re working, but do you have a minute?”


I drop the pencil into the cup and turn away from the blank page, glad to break from my job. Sadly, I’m getting nowhere.


“Sure,” I say. “What’s up? Something wrong in the basement?”


He presses his lower lip into the upper one, forming an upside-down U.


“I’m not sure,” he says. “But I think you have another room in your basement.”


“Oh. Is that unusual?”


He opens his mouth but words don’t form. I have never seen him so confused considering his mastery of the chaotic. The house stumped him. A part of me wants to laugh.


“You should probably see this. I don’t want to do something you don’t want me to do.”


I nod and hop off the chair. Julian leads the way down the stairs to the second floor. Prudence’s bedroom is right across the steps, mine is to the side of it. The door open despite the air conditioner on in the window, I spot her unpacking cardboard boxes like I asked her to do. 


As Julian starts down to the first floor, my eyes, in passing, lock with Prudy’s. Suddenly, the door widens and she gives me an expectant expression. She wears an old, pink Hello Kitty T-shirt that hugs her torso and a pair of shorts that reach her knees; a mix of sexy and conservative even with gray patches of dust on them from where she wiped her hands. Normally her dark, tightly curled hair shines out from her mulatto tan face but today she wears a blue bandanna to hold it back. We appear so different that no one ever thinks we’re sisters from the same father.


“Going to the basement,” I say. 


She grunts. I’ve been living long enough with her to translate it as a ‘Why?’


“I don’t know,” I say. “Julian,” who is now somewhere on the first floor, “wants to show me something.”


Prudence smiles, approaches, and motions for me to continue down the stairs between happy hand flapping. She always has to be in the know.


“Uh, don’t you have unpacking?”


She sputters and waves her room off. She’s not the only procrastinator today.


“Whatever,” I say and continue down the stairs.


We enter the basement through the kitchen and move down the new wooden steps. The space is huge with jagged stone walls, which Julian is in the process of replacing some parts. Leaking water from God-knows-where has worn out, loosened, and stained the stones. Most of the floor has been replaced or patched with new concrete and the pipes with plastic ones. As long as I don’t use Drano or any other chemical declogger they should last past my lifetime. A new washer and dryer are hooked up by the stairs, just under a window that today lets in sunlight. Bare lit bulbs in new fixtures hang from the ceiling.


Not two feet away from the stairs, sweat breaks out of my pores. A few of the windows at the top of the walls are open but it’s so humid and breezy outside it makes it worse. When Julian started working down here I suggested one of those space coolers but he turned me down.


“The heat makes me work and think faster,” he said, laced with laughter. “Makes me want to finish the job and scram. Plus, your life returns to normal, too.”


We cross to the front of the house where the old and new pipes for water and gas lead to the street. At eye-level, a two-foot hole in the stone. Julian takes out a small flashlight and clicks it on.


“This is the wall you said that needs replacing,” I say.


“Correct,” he says. “I started sledging it when I noticed the other room. Or I think it’s another room. It’s strange.”


“What do you mean by strange?”


“Well, it’s not on any of the city house plans you gave me. It goes past the marked dimensions.”


“Is that so odd? The house was built in the late 1800s. Someone was bound to alter it, even in secret, some time then. Who knows who lived here before my parents? Probably a serial killer.”


“True. Just that... Well, take a look inside.”


He hands me the light and places a block from the wall in front of it for me to step on. I’m not so short that I need it but I use it anyway. I aim the light and peer into the hole. Black except where the beam brings out the floating motes. 


“Is it me, or does this space have no walls or ceiling?” I ask.


Prudence steps up behind me and tries to peer inside, almost knocking me off the block.


“Uh, do you mind?”


She grabs the light from my hand and continues her pushiness.


“It has to have walls,” Julian says “The space could be so deep that the light isn’t touching it. Which is weird because that’s a high-powered light that stretches for yards.”


“Maybe it’s a trick of the light. A space between the house and the oil tank? Lined with steel or mirrors? I don’t know.”


The tank was filled with concrete after we converted to gas. The one expense picked up by PSE&G.


“No,” he says, pointing to the new boiler. “The tank is on the other side of the house. Too far and not needed here.”


I climb down from the hole, giving Prudy full reign, and shrug.


“Okay,” I say. “I guess continue as planned and replace the portion of the wall.”


“You don’t want to add it to the basement’s dimensions?”


“Don’t take this in the wrong way,” I say. “But I really don’t care. This place is big enough for the two of us that we don’t need the extra room, you know?”


“Okay,” Julian says. “You’re the boss. In a way, it’s good that it’s there. The Earth isn’t reinforcing it so it will be easier to break.”


We exchange smiles and he picks up the sledgehammer.


“Stand back, darling,” he says to Prudy.


She hops off and away from the wall. I start for the stairs as he attacks it. Metal and stone collide in an annoying mix of sound. Prudence stands there, hovering and watching with her hands over her ears. She usually can’t take certain loud noises, like car horns or sirens, and runs away from it. But whatever is on the other side of the wall holds her attention so strong that she’s dealing with it.


I walk back to grab her shoulder and attention.


“C’mon,” I say over the noise. “Let Julian work without an audience.”


Prudy motions me off as if I’m the little girl and turns back to demolition.


“There’s nothing there, Nancy Drew,” I say. “You’re just going to get dirty and annoyed.”


“Oh, damn,” Julian shouts, fear in his voice.


He jumps back as the mid-point of the wall avalanches to the floor. I jolt back and take Prudy with me too. Not just pounds of stone, dirt, and bugs fall to the floor. A large form as well. White and gray. Long and thin. Almost the size of a...


...the ceiling above me...plaster coated with yellow light...a man in a white t-shirt straddles my hips...he pants...bruises and perpendicular scratches on his cheeks and right eye...a woman with clear skin...the same enraged and maniacal face as the man...she holds my arms down...I scream...he raises a large hunting knife up and drives it down...the point breaks through my top...slices the skin...into my ribs...I feel the distinction of the smooth razor edge and the jagged saw of the blade...I scream out...struggle...they’re too strong...the knife plunges again...my screams decrease...and again...my body weakens...and again...his grunting fills my ears....and again...her giggles...and...black...


I gasp and stumble back. So not what I was expecting in my home. This is my haven from violence and death, from a life I left behind. Anger pumps through my veins. I knock off Prudy’s hand trying to keep me from falling.


“I’m okay,” I shout.


I catch the hurt on her face as she steps back. She was only trying to help me and I snapped at her. I feel like shit.


“I’m sorry,” I tell her and I am. She’s more sensitive than the average person. “I’m okay.”


Her arms crossed, she stares at the concrete floor and nods. I’ll have to make it up to her later. Julian mutters in Spanish then says:


“You better call the p-police, Miki. I’m p-pretty sure that’s a b-body.”


No shit, it’s a body
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The bulky six foot tall white cop with a bald head named Meyers does not say much to us when they arrive at the house. He does not have an expressive face either except when he glances at Julian and me a few feet away from the body. Superior anger it seems. Maybe he thinks we are the killers and were moving evidence around. It is possible. But not fact.


Meyers secures the scene. We are not allowed down there until the crime scene people and detectives go over everything. Does that mean he will lock the windows and the door that leads to the backyard. Maybe add some yellow ribbons with the words Crime Scene Do Not Cross.


Officer Aleesha Alvarez stands with her pad and pen out in the middle of the living room and in front of us sitting on the couch and chair. She appears to be in her early twenties. A pretty pale face with brown eyes and hair pulled back under her cap. She could pass for white. She is either Cuban or from mixed parents like me. No way I could pass for white. Her uniform hangs baggy on her skinny body. Is that on purpose. Surely the Jersey City Police Department can afford to give her uniforms that fit. Or maybe she wants people to see her for her brain instead of her body. 


She asks us questions about what happened. Actually she asks Miki and Julian. Since Miki declared that I am nonverbal autistic the officer ignores me. That pisses me off. Not that Miki told her my condition. I’m used to that and prefer people to know so they do not have neuro typical expectations. I am upset about the cops reaction. Like I cannot have anything to offer to the investigation. I was there. I saw the naked and bald body of a woman. The cop probably thinks I am retarded. That I have no way to communicate. A common assumption. I bet if I hacked into this womans work file I would find an IQ score lower than mine.


Poor Julian. He might have a heart attack or something. Since we came up here he has been sweating and guzzling water bottles. Miki even gave him a towel to dry his face despite the air conditioner freezing the room. Before the cops arrived Julian said he had seen a dead body before. In hospitals and in coffins. Why is this one so different. I assume because it was in the wall of a secret room of a basement. It is sinister. Miki might have been right. A serial killer could have lived here before our father.


Okay Alvarez says and closes her pad. When the detectives arrive they might have follow up questions.


I stomp my foot to grab their attention and tap my fingers to my thumb like a gabby mouth and point at my torso.


She has something to say Miki says and leans back on the couch. Or she wants you to ask her questions.


Alvarez smiles warmly and her voice lightens. Her pity makes me nauseous. You were with them both when you discovered the body right she asks. 


I nod and roll my eyes. I know whats coming.


Not necessary unless the detectives want to ask you something.


I slam my hands on my lap and huff out my aggravation. This is ridiculous. One time Miki and I found a body in Cape May and the cops wanted me to write out what I saw. How is this different. Is it because she has Miki and Julian backing each other up. A third party would just repeat the same information. No. It is definitely the retard assumption which is retarded.


The cop flashes me another smile and then turns away before her embarrassment can rise. I cross my arms and slump into the couch.


**
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After sunset and when the lights in the room turn on the techs come out of the basement. Their clothes and face sweaty and dirty. Two guys with Coroner stenciled on their backs carry the body out in a white body bag. The guy in the suit and plastic tackle box probably concluded that the woman was murdered. So surprise there. Who goes down in the basement with no clothes on to die. Who would innocently see a naked dead body and wall it up. 
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