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I scream out with the rest of the crowd while Dead Sara wraps up “Weatherman”. I’m so glad my throat is feeling better after being cut so many times last month and my lungs are healing since I was shot. I could not ask for a more perfect night. Corey and Rory on my right. A whiskey on ice in one hand. A band that rules my soul.


Corey and Rory bounce in sync to the songs, groping, kissing, and smiling. The Matador is cool about guys or girls holding hands and just acting normal and in love even though the rest of the world gets uptight about it. It wouldn’t surprise me if people think I’m in on their love. I grab both of them in a frantic dance, smiling and hugging, sneaking a peck here and there. It never goes past that. I love Corey. I really like Rory. They’re the best for each other. 


Dead Sara finishes their third encore and the crowd around the stage keeps screaming for more. The tall and skinny Emily on vocals shyly thanks us. The short guitarist Souxie Meledy and the lanky guys on rhythm wave as they leave the stage so the next act can come on. I have no idea how the second act is going to top them. Who’s the next group? Silver Surfer or Blood Surfer? Some shit like that.


Corey takes out a bandanna from his pocket and wipes the sweat coating the dark skin of his face. I offer Rory a sip of my drink that still has a few clinking ice cubes in it. “Thanks,” he says and sips it. He immediately hands it back and holds his mouth as if he’s about to puke. Corey and I laugh.


“Oh, my God,” Rory says after he swallows the whiskey. “What are you trying to do? Kill yourself?”


I sip the drink. “I got enough people killing me,” I say.


Rory flashes a confused expression. Corey knows exactly what I’m talking about and I’m thankful he hasn’t told Rory about my work as a psychic with Elite. Corey and Rory have been together for almost two months now. I get so jealous that I wish Corey and I could go back to that kind of friendship we had before they met. Since he moved out of my condo after having a fight with Grandpa, the serenity of my home life hasn’t been the same. I love Grandpa. He’s amazing, but he’s not Corey. He’s not someone my own age I can connect with.


He isn’t far though. For a few days he crashed at Rory’s parent’s house, which amazed me. How many parents would let the 16-year-old gay lover of their 16-year-old son crash on their couch for a few days? I didn’t think it would last for long, hence why I pushed Corey to stay at a hotel until he can come to his senses and move back in. For the last few weeks he’s been at the Hotel Chelsea on 23rd Street where Sex Pistols bassist Sid Vicious (might have) killed his girlfriend Nancy Spungen and experimental rock guitarist Joni Corso witnessed her lesbian lover Adrianna jump to her death out the fifth story window. Corey manages to keep up with his schoolwork. I won’t let him screw everything he’s accomplished since he left his homeless Rent-boy days behind.


I feel my face burn as the air kicks in at the Matador.


“What are you smiling for?” Corey asks.


“I’m smiling?” I ask.


“Like a pedophile in Toys R Us,” Rory says.


“Just happy. I’m with two cool guys listening to music in the Matador,” I say. “What’s not to be happy about?”


The Matador is a converted warehouse on the West Side at Watts Street. The stage is an extension of what used to be a loading dock at the back of the building. The floor is huge and open to accommodate a few hundred people. The bar divides the room, facing the area where all the tables and chairs sit and wait for the sweaty people to break from the music. Giant air conditioners pump out a cool breeze from above even though winter still has a hold of April. Another cool aspect: the catwalks and metal support beams that cross the space above. A lot of people like to hang out up there to check out the bands at an aerial view.


“So are you working on any new paintings, Miki?” Rory asks.


Since I’ve been working with Elite, all I’ve been doing is drawing the visions I get when experiencing a victim’s death. I wish I had time to paint.


“Not much,” I say.


“God, I wish I had your life,” Rory says.


Before I can tell him that my life is not so great, a bunch of guys shove their way behind Rory and knock him forward. Corey misses it, but I don’t. I catch the boy as he straightens himself out. His expression turns as pissed as Corey’s.


“Hey, ya think you could say excuse me?” Corey shouts.


The guys stop and turn to us. They all have shaved heads and wear wife beaters, bomber jackets, and suspenders that hang down. Most of them wear jeans and all of them wear Doc Martins like me, except their laces are colored. The one guy that steps forward has yellow laces. He stares right into Corey’s eyes and says, “What was that, nigger?”


Corey rolls his eyes. “Oh, man. I thought I left the South.”


I step closer, motioning Rory to step back. The guy in Corey’s face is pasty with sharp features, brown eyes, and covered with tattoos on his arms and chest. Most of them are coded with numbers like 14 or 88. The one tat that gets my heart racing in fear is the SS lightning bolts on his neck that he could never hide from the world. A basic advertisement that he’s a white supremacist.


“Maybe you should go back to the South.” His eyes stare so hard at Corey; I’m expecting bullets to shoot out the pupils. “No one wants you here.”


“Oh, then why did they let me in?” Corey asks.


The skinhead snickers to his crew. “Nigger’s so dumb he doesn’t even know what I’m talking about.”


I grab Corey’s arm. “Core, just forget it.”


He shakes his arm from my grip. “Not until he apologizes to my man.”


“Corey, please,” Rory says. “It’s okay.”


“Jeez. A fag nigger to boot.” He grabs Corey by the shirt and pulls his fist back. Corey brings his up too as if they’re just going to punch them together.


I go to grab the skinhead’s fist when a pair of the biggest bullhead black bouncers step up to us.


“Problem, Ethan?” Black Bullhead #1 asks?


Ethan, the skinhead, lowers his fist and releases Corey. He snickers at the black bouncer. The bastard must actually think he’s superior to him even though the guy could kick his lily-white ass across the Tri-States.


“No. No problem,” Ethan says, “In here. But you might want to stay off the streets outside.”


He turns to his crew and jerks his head. They start to leave. Ethan is the last to go when he says, “See you outside.”


The two bouncers give us a glare. #2 shakes his head at Corey. “Fucked with the wrong cracker, son.” They leave.


“What the fuck was that?” Rory holds his hands out and shakes them, his eyes wide.


Corey hugs him and rubs his back 


“Just calm down,” Corey says. “It’s over.”


“Didn’t sound over to me,” I say.


“No shit,” Rory says. “The fucking guy is waiting for us out there.”


Core steps back from Rory and looks around. “He wouldn’t be that nuts.” He turns to me. “Would he?”


I nod. 


“Shit,” Corey sighs.


“So what do we do?” Rory asks.


“We can’t live here, so we’ll have to leave,” Corey says.


“And get our asses kicked or even killed?”


“It’s my black ass they want,” Corey says. “Not your sexy white one.”


“I don’t think it matters,” I say. “They’ll probably bash Rory for being gay and then get me for guilt by association.”


“Fuck it. There has to be a back door out of here,” Corey says. “You two take it and I’ll make sure they get what they want out front.”


“I’m not leaving you to get killed,” Rory says, grabbing his arm.


“I’m sure as shit not going to,” I say.


Corey smiles at us. “I’m definitely not going to let them take me without a fight. I’m pretty fast. I think I can out run them.”


He is fast. I’ve seen Corey outrun unleashed dogs at the park a few times. Fear can probably do that to you. But that’s not a risk I want to take. 


“Oh, shit. Wait,” I say.


The boys turn to me, hope teasing their faces.


“Maybe we can get a police escort,” I say.


“Oh, my God,” Rory says. “I would so do you if you could.”
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Corey, Rory, and I move to the tables on the other side of the bar. Corey, using his fake ID, gets us some drinks to calm our nerves. I sit at a table and check my call list for Detective Otto Sampson’s number. It’s been a few months since I talked to him, not since the investigation of Katherine Moore’s murder. I really should have put him in my contacts right away. Stupid me.


A chill rushes down my spine. Am I being watched? I scan the room. The boys are still at the bar waiting for the drinks, Corey rubbing Rory’s back as if telling him all will be okay tonight. No one else seems to be paying me any mind. Is it just my nerves and imagination? Maybe I’m just experiencing a side affect of mixing prescription drugs with alcohol? Dr. Thompson at Elite keeps reminding me that it could be dangerous to do.


Whatever is freaking me out, I hate it. I’m hugging myself even though I’m wearing my leather jacket over a black tank and thick gray pants. I try to will it away, the fear, the helplessness. 


“Jeez,” I say. 


I focus on the phone in my hand. I find Detective Otto’s number. I bring my finger to press the screen when the canned music from the speakers stops. Everyone looks up, wonder on their faces. Even Corey and Rory, now with drinks, scan the roof. At any second I expect the fire alarm to go off. I remember being at one show where the smoke machine went so crazy that it set off the fire sensors and shut down most of the electricity in the club.


Metal grinds. It fills the space like thunder.


Panic crosses everyone’s faces. Even mine. The goddamn catwalk above my head shakes. The people on the catwalk grip the railing as it jiggles side to side. A few of the club chicks scream in fright, their dates helpless at their side. Most of the crowd under them scramble to the side. Some, like me, can’t keep their eyes off the scene above.


The catwalk jolts up, disconnecting from the stairs and landing. But it doesn’t fall. It hovers. 


It fucking hovers in the air!


I hold still, like everyone else I’m not sure if I’m seeing right.


Blink.


The catwalk drops. But not directly down, it slants to the side. 


Heading for the bar.


“Corey! Rory!”


I run to them. The boys beat me too it. Corey pushes Rory out of the way as the catwalk and all the remaining people holding on head straight for them. Rory hits the floor, the catwalk just missing him. Cory tries to follow but...


...tons of steel slam into me...pushing my body...bones crack in my chest...lifting my feet...pushing...wood cracks my back...glass breaks...showers...screams...not mine...I feel nothing...not even when something hard slams my head...


...thankfully...


...all turns black...
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A sharp smell rushes up my nose and jolts my brain.


My eyes spring open. I wave my arms. An EMT holds her hands up. “Shhhh shhh shhh,” she says. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”


I sit on the floor and rub my nose. “What the hell was that?”


“Are you in any pain?” the EMT asks.


I remember experiencing my body being crushed by metal and wood. 


COREY!


I stand and shove the EMT out of the way.


A crowd stands around the mess that was once the bar. Party girls and their dates sit on the floor around them as the EMTs work on their head wounds or broken limbs. A few of them are carried out on gurneys: alive. 


I spot Rory at the edge of the crowd. His red, wet eyes take me in and his face breaks down into fresh sobs. We hug each other. “Oh, my God, are you okay, Rory?” I ask. 


“I’m fine,” he gasps out. “But Corey.”


“Where’s Corey?” I ask. I sort of know the answer to the question, but I’m hoping that it has changed since I was unconscious.


Rory points to the catwalk embedded into the smashed bar. Firemen and cops position around wreckage, ready to move it. Someone yells, “Clear.” As they lift it up and move it back, grunting and straining, I rush to the other side. Corey lies on his back, his body angled like a jackknife over the wood. Blood paints his dark skin around his face and clothes. A sob erupts within me. I cover my mouth and choke on it.


He’s dead. He’s fuckin’ dead!


The EMT leans his ear to Corey’s mouth. His body jerks with adrenalin. He kneels up and shouts, “He’s alive!”
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I sit in the waiting room at St. Vincent’s Hospital and wait for Corey to get out of surgery. The doctor told us he has three broken ribs that pierced one of his lungs. They’re trying to patch that up so that he can eventually breathe on his own. He also has a two broken arms, a broken leg and two skull fractures. Rory and I couldn’t stand the news. We both dropped into a chair.


I sip a cup of coffee, my other arm around Rory who manages to fall asleep, and struggle to hope for the best. Anyone could have died under that falling catwalk. But Corey didn’t so that must be a good sign. He’s strong. He will survive this.


“Michelina?”


Grandpa Blaise stands at the entrance of the room. He could use a change of clothes and some pomade, but as I know him, he doesn’t care how he appears in an emergency. He wears pajama bottoms and a blue sweater and his hair scatters in different directions. 


“What’s he doing here?” Rory asks.


I flinch at him. He can’t be serious.


“It’s not like he ever liked him or anything.”


Grandpa sighs and ignores Rory. He has more strength than I do. How can he say that Grandpa never liked Corey? They’ve been living together for over a year. We’re a family.


His sixty-year-old body sits in the empty chair at my side. I hug Grandpa and take in his comforting body odor laced with the faint trace of Irish Spring soap. He doesn’t say anything. He just hugs me and lets me cry into his shoulder. I feel his arm move and someone press my back. Rory absorbs our hug. I cry harder.


Able to control my sadness, I break us up. Grandpa continues to hold my hand. I tell him what the doctor told us. He keeps a strong face, but his eyes give him away. He wants to cry. The funny thing is I haven’t seen him cry since my grandmother died. He didn’t even cry when my Uncle Tony went to jail or when my father and mother disappeared with my money.


“He’s strong,” Grandpa says. “The doctors wouldn’t work so hard if they thought he wouldn’t make it.”


“He is,” Rory says.


“Want me to get you two kids anything?” Grandpa asks.


We don’t want anything. Except for Corey to come into the waiting room and tell us that he’s ready to go home.


“You were there, my Michelina,” Grandpa says, leaning close. “How do you feel?”


If it weren’t for the Novalexsia that Elite gives me for my ability I would be a spastic mess; I might even be in surgery with Corey. The drug numbs my brain from feeling the psychic pain that the victim experiences, but doesn’t cloud the vision or the audio. It’s such a Godsend. I don’t know how I would have handled the excruciating breaks that Cory went through.


“I’m...okay,” I say. “It was so horrible for...him.”


Grandpa nods. He’s the only person in the room who knows about my ability. I feel weird that we’re keeping secrets from Rory right now, but...shit, I don’t know.


The next few hours move like a dream. Rory and I stretch out on the chairs. I use Grandpa’s lap as a pillow. He pets my head and helps me doze off. I sleep minutes at a time and try to experience Corey’s pain. Maybe I can take his pain away if I live through it over and over. 


But I don’t have that kind of power.


“Ms. Radicci?”


I break out of sleep and sit up. My head spins and my eyes blur. The doctor enters the room, still dressed in scrubs, the surgery mask hanging from her neck. She sits next to Rory who rubs his eyes and tries to pull his brain to consciousness.


“How is he?” I ask.


“The surgery went well.” The doctor re-tightens her dark-haired ponytail. Hopefully she didn’t leave any of it in Corey while she was operating on him. “But there was a problem in recovery. His brain started to swell and we had to induce a coma.”


“Oh, my God,” Rory and I say. He takes my hand and nearly breaks my bones.


“He’s fine. He’ll be on a respirator until his lungs strengthen and we’ll start surgery for his arms tomorrow.”


“Can we see him?” I ask.


“Of course.”







	
[image: ]




	 

	
[image: ]














[image: ]





THE BIG O





[image: ]








We wait a few more hours for Corey to leave Recovery. My body aches, but not as much as my brain. We go up to the 8th floor to the Intensive Care wing. It’s one big O of a room with high ceilings and windows. The outside part of the circle is sectioned off into rooms where people cling to life and the nurse’s station is in the center so they can spot those about to slip into death.


Rory enters first and rushes to Corey’s side. He takes his hand, whispers his name, and cries. I stand by the door and watch. Grandpa’s behind me, but not pushing. At first I’m worried that I will experience Corey’s coma. Nothing happens. No blackness. No weird fantasies that his unconscious must be wallowing in.


I step closer and go to his other side. Corey appears a lot better than when I saw his last being loaded up into the ambulance. The blood is gone. Bandages are wrapped around his arms, leg, and head. He wears a nice light blue gown that I’m sure he would like if he were awake. I sit in a chair, take his hand, and kiss it. I whisper, “I love you.”


Soon after we settle in chairs, a middle-aged couple appears at the door. They wear hastily composed outfits of jeans, sweats, and sweaters under their winter coats. When I lay eyes on the man, I see an older version of Rory. 
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