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The fluid filled and burned my lungs. Thick and salty. At first, fear overwhelmed my heart but it quickly calmed. After all, I had been here before. I floated in it. Just endless fluid in all directions. Then, as expected, the push against my back. My body arched and I limped up to avoid pain. Not that it hurt to be pressed against the thick fluid. It was soft even though it seemed like I was going a hundred miles per hour. It was that my body rebelled, reacted. The muscles tensed out of fear or anxiety or...just for the strangeness of the situation. Aches and pulled muscles resulted from tensing. I learned to relax. To forget fear.


My eyes closed and the liquid soothed my throat, lungs, and muscles. I waited for my destination. Sometimes I arrived there without the stream and sometimes I ended up in the stream without going to a destination. It’s something I couldn’t control. Yet. Or maybe it was controlling me. 


A pressure suddenly pushed me down. Faster than before. I opened my eyes only to see a black flexing light. I slammed into it and...


A bright open space. I sat on a couch. A strange wide color television in front of me. Fifty inches and flat? Small boxes and wire underneath and strange smaller and flatter boxes with pictures and words under it. To my right, an artists area. Easels. Shelves of paints and brushes. A drawing table. Canvases blank, finished, and unfurnished of various sizes leaning against the wall. Behind me, a shiny kitchen with a black island and white shiny tiles over the sink. To my left on the couch, a young black girl. Thirteen or fourteen. Her hair tightly curled and out. Her hazel eyes stared at me in concern. She wore a pink t-shirt with a cartoon white cat that had big black eyes and the words Hello Kitty on top. 


Something vibrated in my hand. Another thin box. I looked down at the box’s television screen. 222-333-4444: R U ok.


Am I okay?


I glanced at the weird, large television. The program that played wasn’t a sit-com or a drama or even a made-for-television movie. A woman screamed and ran through a dark mansion from a mysterious man with a large knife. The image appeared old like... It reminded me of a drive-in movie Britney, Enzo, and I once saw last summer in Staten Island. 


My heart pounded faster. The black girl stared, silent. The box in my hand vibrated again. 222-333-4444: Miki, what is wrong?


Miki? Is that who I am? In this world, this dream, this delusion that mixes the future with the past?


I stood. The ceiling was so high that there was a staircase next to the kitchen that led up to another room. To the right of the kitchen, a hallway. The black girl stood also and grunted.  


I ran to the hall, opened the first door, and went inside. A bathroom. I flicked on the light and turned to the mirror over the sink. I gasped. This person was maybe eighteen, not that much younger than me. Her black hair shoulder length with a slight curl and traces of blonde at the tips. Her face.... No. I stepped closer. This can’t be right. Her strong chin. Her dark eyes. Her cheekbones. Her wide.nose that some people in the neighborhood mistake for Jewish. She could pass for me or at least my sister.


“Who are you?” I asked the reflection.


Pounding at the door behind me. Probably the black girl.


The reflection in the mirror panted and sweated. 


“I want to wake up now,” she said. “This is not right.”


The pounding louder. Now in my head. I turned to the door and sealed my ears. 


“Shut up,” I screamed. “Stop that!”


But she didn’t stop. She kept slamming her fist against the wood. I pounded my fist to my skull and screamed over and over for her to stop. 


The lights in the room flashed. No. Not the lights. The bulbs remained constant. Patches of light in the room shifted. Something bad was going to happen. Fear sprouted from my heart and wrapped around my body. I unlocked the door and pulled it open. It pushed against me and knocked me back. I stumbled and lost my balance. Something hard thunked the back of my skull and the blackness consumed.


I woke up in my bed and sat up. Yes. Everything was where it was supposed to be. I was in my nightgown. Britney was on the other side of the room sleeping in her bed. All was quiet outside my window on Mermaid Avenue. The radiator hissed under the window. The glowing arms on the alarm clock were at 4:32 AM. Still had a few hours before I had to wake up for work.


I pulled out a few tissues from the box on the night table next to my bed and dried my face. With my heart calm, I grabbed my sketchbook and flashlight on the floor under the bed and opened it to the last entry. Before it falls deep into my subconscious, I sketch out the images from my dream. Or journey. I wasn’t sure what it was but I am sure that there was one person out there who could explain it. 


Unfortunately, I hadn’t seen her in a few years.


**
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Britney sat at the kitchen table which was in the living room. The apartment didn’t come with much of a kitchen. More like a cooking nook with a counter and a small oven with two gas burners and a constantly failing pilot light. The refrigerator wasn’t as cold as we liked and we suspected that it to die any day now. The landlord promised when we moved in last year that he would replace it with a new one. We doubted it would be new. He would probably send up another used one to collect frost in the freezer and drip water into the bottom box. But there were lots of drawers and cabinets for food, plates, and roach traps. At least we never saw a mouse or rat.


Still in her two-piece pajamas that she bought with my employee discount at Macy’s, Britney sipped her coffee and ate her Cream of Wheat. My best friend throughout high school and the only person who wanted to keep in touch with me afterward, we made a plan to find an apartment together. Like her, I had to move out of my parents’ apartment. Although, also like her, we didn’t move away from Coney Island. We’re blocks away from them and still visit often for Sunday dinners or quick stops after work at night. 


Also, we both put off college. More her than me. I still want to go but I wanted to wait a while, to save some money for tuition, to work for it. Although Enzo and I inherited a lot of money from my Nonna when she died back in ‘61, Mama and I decided to put it in a trust until I turned twenty-five. 


“Fifty thousand is a lot of money for a young girl,” she said. “You don’t want to go out and spend it all at once.”


At the time, aside from college and a down payment on an apartment, I had no idea what to spend all that money on. When Britney and I found this place, our parents each loaned us the money for the deposit - which we already paid back - so there was just college to splurge. 


So far saving for it had gone well, due to not having a social life. Also, I didn’t know what to study. I didn’t know what to be, what to focus on. I loved to draw but how could I use that to make a living? Go to Disney World and apply to be an animator? Drawing the same style all day seemed daunting. Some people suggested advertising work, like in magazines. I shrugged and nodded to those ideas. I didn’t understand them. Maybe because I was a girl from Coney Island and all I heard throughout my life was people talking about working the boardwalk, in the warehouses, for the city, in the stores, or cleaning everything. Drawing, creating art, seemed like a big dream kind of job. No one had that kind of path around here.


I grabbed a cup from the cabinet, checked for a dead roach, and poured a cup of coffee. After I sat down, Britney, a dark-skinned girl with a sweet round face, raised her thin brows in concern and asked:


“Have another rough night last night?”


I nodded. So far, I told her bad dreams wake me up in the middle of the night. Britney didn’t know about my ability to feel the pain and death of other people. Not because I didn’t trust her or thought she would be scared away. I hoped she wouldn’t be scared. She had been dating my twin brother for over a year now. Besides the challenge of being an interracial couple, my brother was not the easiest person to be around with if you were not used to him. He couldn’t talk. When frustrated, he grew angry and sometimes threw a bit of a tantrum. He shook his hands, wiggled his fingers, or grunted through different emotions. Those traits blinded people to how intelligent he was, how well he wrote his thoughts on paper. He constantly read, favoring science fiction novels. Lately he’s been messing around with electronics, shortwave radios, walkie talkies, and FM/AM. He was a drop-out who had trouble communicating and moving around in this world but was a bit of a genius inside. So far Britney seemed like she recognized that. She accepted all of Enzo. Maybe it was time to let her in on a few secrets that I couldn’t tell Mama and Poppa.


“What are you doing up?” I asked, sipping my coffee.


“I promised Daddy I would help him work on his cellar this afternoon.”


She stretched out.


“Awe.” I frowned. “And it’s your day off, too.”


“I know.” She slapped her hand on the table and smiled. “He isn’t even going to pay me. Can you believe that shit.” 


“Can’t you convince him to ask Enzo to do it?” I ask. “Isn’t that what boyfriends are for?”


“You don’t think I tried?” Britney sighed back into the chair and scooped up some Cream of Wheat. “My Daddy got a thick head in that corner of the park.”


“What did he say?” I asked. “I thought he liked Enzo.”


“He does. But he also feels sorry for him. Sometimes he considers him handicapped. Like he can’t carry a large box of bottles. But his pretty little daughter can.”


“Does he know my brother works in a plumbing supply warehouse?”


“I remind him all the time,” Britney said, perplexed. “But the man is thick. I think one day I have to box myself up and have your brother carry me into my Daddy’s bar.”


I grinned and said:


“Oh, he’s that strong, huh?”


Britney pressed her lips around the Cream Of Wheat, pulled the spoon out, wiggled her hips and shoulders, and mmm mmm mmmed. 


“Strong in all the right places, I must say,” she said.


I laughed and covered my ears.


“Okay. This is the part where you stop,” I said. “This is my brother we are talking about.”


She pointed the spoon at me and offered her empty hand.


“Your twin brother?”


“Yeah?” I asked. “What is that supposed to mean?”


“Well,” she said, focusing on mixing her breakfast in the bowl. “Scientifically speaking of course.”


“Scientifically,” I said, leaning back and crossing my arm, faking seriousness.


“You all came from the same egg?”


“Mama said it split in two not just two eggs.”


“Okay then. So if you two are split from the same egg then more then likely you share them same traits. Meaning, that in the bedroom...”


“Okay!” I leaned forward and reached out to grab her mouth. “Enough. I don’t want to hear anymore.”


She laughed and pushed my hands away.


“Oh, don’t be such a prude,” Britney said. “This is why you don’t have a man in your life.”


“Not from a lack of trying.”


“Riding the subway to and from work is not trying to find a man,” she said. “Drawing on the couch on Friday and Saturday nights are not trying to find a man.”


“Maybe I’m drawing a man?”


She scrunches her eyes and crosses her arms.


“You’re impossible,” she said.


I shrugged and sipped my coffee. I preferred to consider myself picky.
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I lay on the bed and faced the open window. Yes, the winter wind blew in but the heat blasted so strong through the radiator under the window it felt welcoming. I wore my standard boxers and sleeveless white shirt and swung my bent knee side to side. My eyes closed. My body melted into the mattress.


Carmella’s long gone now since she moved out with Britney. Her room now my own. No more fold-out couch or dresser and closet in the living room. My own private space at a perfect time. The last year or so, I took an interest in electronics. Mostly radios. Obviously I couldn’t talk on them. I spent a lot of time listening and studying the levels of the waves. Poppa took me out to local junkyards where I rummaged around for discarded CBs so big that we needed wheels to carry them home. Of course they didn’t work and sometimes they cost a few dollars.


“What are you going to do with such junk, huh?” Poppa asked, smiling and rubbing my back on the way home.


I shrugged.


He didn’t push for an answer but I had one. I also had books at home. Library books and used books from stores on electronics. I spent all my free time reading them over and over. The experience grew frustrating because I had nothing in my hand to compare the books with; I needed something to act upon. When the metal and circuits and wires were in my hands I understood the books more. Then my Poppa understood me more. 


A month later, I placed that CB set we carried home from the junkyard on the kitchen table and plugged into the wall. 


“Enzo,” Mama said. “I just cleaned the table. Get that junk off there.”


I held up my finger and then my open palms, hoping she will be calm a moment. 


“This the piece from the yard?” Poppa asked.


I nodded.


“Enzo, you know we can’t bring it back,” he said, smiling wide. “Junkyards don’t do refunds.”


I rolled my eyes and turned on the power. A low volume of static blared out of the small speaker, the levels peaked, and the lights lit. Poppa’s mouth opened and his eyes brightened.


“Sweet Jesus,” he whispered.


Mama stepped closer, not understanding the importance like Poppa. 


“What is it?” she asked.


I sat at the table and ran through the signals until I picked up a conversation. Poppa laughed and clapped his hands.


“What?” Mama asked. “Let me in on the joke.”


“It’s no joke,” Poppa said. “Our Enzo is a genius. He took a piece of shit and brought it back to life.”


Mama swatted the back of Poppa’s head.


“Watch your mouth,” she said.


Poppa giggled and rubbed his thinning dark hair. Mama crossed her arms and studied her son.


“He fixed that, huh?” she asks. “Knew he would always be good for something.” Her voice light, clearly not being mean.


She then kissed the top of my head.


Now a work table was squeezed in the corner by the window with a make-shift tool and supply cabinet bolted into the wall. Around the dresser, stacks of working, broken, and dismantled electronics. Poppa told me that one day I should start fixing things for people in the neighborhood like I do for Mama around the house. I felt a little weird about that. The neighborhood, although mostly nice, saw me as a retard, weird. I’m not sure if I was ready for them to see me as an electrical genius. Plus, my knowledge was still new. I was still learning. Maybe when I gained more confidence I’d take on the world. For now I liked helping my family and saving them money.  


My head on the pillow, I held my mind open to the radio waves floating in the ether. Sort of like guitar strings, I felt each one run through my brain. I had a little more control now unlike a few years ago. Learning on my own, I took a lot of breaks in the cement storage room in the basement of the apartment building. Lately though, I spent less time there. Mama appreciated it. And Poppa too. He had always been more accepting of my weirdness. Mama, I thought, was always worried I would turn out like Nonna: Mysteriously insane. I was not insane. Yes, I heard voice and music in my head but they were not from insanity. They were from real people and real places. I learned that a long time ago. From what I understood, Nonna heard them too. And from what Carmella had been reading in Nonna’s journals after she died, our grandmother had been able to do a lot of things that might be considered crazy. 


Up all night, I listened to the radio. There was this one station I loved to hear. They played a lot of soul music. Artists like Otis Redding and Sam Cooke and The Supremes and Bobby Womack. I couldn’t get enough of them. Any of them. Sometimes music helped me fall asleep. I hoped it would. Going to work at Watts-Russel plumbing supply warehouse the next day with a tired body and mind was not fun. What was even worse was taking a nap during my lunch hour in the cafeteria. My brain screamed out of a dead sleep when it was time to go back to work. No, wait. Worse was coming home and falling asleep on the couch and Mama waking me up for dinner. She always kicked the side of the bed and call me a lazy animale. 


A familiar signal vibrated at the back of my head. I smiled and pulled it to my attention.


“E. Z. No. This is Welk Keys. Are you out there? Over.” the young male voice asked.


I AM, WELK KEYS.OVER.


“I missed you last night, E.Z. Over.”


SORRY ABOUT THAT. IT WAS THE ONE NIGHT I MUST HAVE GOTTEN SLEEP.


“No biggie. I just did my chores early.”


HOW ARE THINGS OVER AT THE ISLAND?


“Quiet and strange.”


WISH I COULD BE THERE WITH YOU. I DON’T KNOW WHY SHE DIDN’T BRING ME ALONG.


“Probably because you’re not wanted for murdering your parents. In a way be glad you’re not here. I miss you too. Lots of times I wish I were back in Brooklyn. Back with...Yvette.”


I breathed deep to fight off a choking sensation. Yvette’s smiling eight-year-old face in pigtails, wearing her communion dress, clouded my mind. The last image of her before her death. Her murder. Killed by a cannibalistic madman.


“How’s Carmella?”


SHE’S GOOD. SHE’S WORKING A LOT.


“She still doesn’t have a boyfriend.”


I laughed. 


NO. NO BOYFRIEND.


“She’s still waiting for me.”


I DON’T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT THAT. SHE DOESN’T TALK ABOUT YOU. I THINK IT HURTS HER. SHE MISSES YOU TOO.


“See. She wants me in her life.”


YES. BUT I DON’T THINK IN THAT WAY. LAST TIME SHE SAW YOU YOU WERE THIRTEEN.


“And now I’m fifteen.”


AND NOW SHE IS TWENTY.


“I bet she is so foxy.”


I BET YOU NEVER TALKED TO A GIRL’S BROTHER BEFORE OVER ON THAT ISLAND.


“Oops sorry.”


We laughed.


AREN’T YOU GOING TO ASK ABOUT BRITNEY?


“I was leading to that.”


I’M IN LOVE WITH HER.


“It’s been almost a year, right?”


JUST ABOUT.


“Think she feels the same way?”


I HOPE SO. I DON’T THINK SHE WOULD STILL BE WITH ME FOR THIS LONG. AS FAR AS I KNOW SHE DOESN’T GO OUT WITH OTHER GUYS.


“Carmella would tell you that. She always puts family before friends.”


I’M NOT AN EASY PERSON TO BE WITH. SO...I THINK SHE MUST REALLY SEE SOMETHING IN ME TO WANT TO BE WITH ME. SHE IS SO BEAUTIFUL. SHE CAN BE WITH ANYONE SHE WANTS. A GUY WHO CAN SPEAK. ONE WHO HAS CONTROL OF HIS BODY OR DOESN’T MAKE STRANGE SOUNDS.


“Yeah, but where is she going to find a guy who treats her as good as you even though you don’t have that much money. Or a guy who listens to her. Or a guy who doesn’t tell her what to do or how to act.”


DID THEY TEACH YOU HOW TO BE SO...DEEP AND PERCEPTIVE ON THE ISLAND?


“Like I said before. They have some...”


Electric scratching and screaming.


I slammed my fist to my head and tightened my eyes.


“...AND THE WALLS...CLOSE IN SO TIGHT. I FEEL THEM WRAP...AROUND MY FLESH. THEY CAN NOT IMAGINE WHAT IT FEELS LIKE TO HAVE...NOR WHAT IT IS LIKE TO BE SO HELPLESS IN HERE.” 


Screeching. Blaring. 


“OHH BUT THEY...PROMISE. THEY KEEP COMING IN...AND THEY PROMISE TO KEEP...THEIR PROMISE. LIKE A BRICK...ON TOP OF ANOTHER BRICK...MAKING THEIR STAIRWAY...UP TO MY HEAVEN. SOON MY TORTURE AND...MY PAIN WILL END. I WILL...SHED...THIS BODY AND...SHE WILL DELIVER...”


Electrical feedback ripped through my head so hard I rolled off the bed. 


In the distance, “E.Z. No. Come in E.Z. No.”


I pushed myself up onto my hands and knees and took deep breaths to fight off the nausea. That voice. The drawling old man. I had heard him before. Of and on for the last three years. He had to be nearby talking through a short wave radio. I didn’t know why I picked him up so strong. Or why he had been having such a sickening effect on my body.


“C’mon, Enzo. Are you there?


YEAH. I’M HERE, FRANKIE.


“You blasted out for a second. Must have been a solar flare or something.”


YOU DIDN’T HEAR THE VOICE?


“No. What voice? What did it say?”


No. If he was using a shortwave then Frankie wouldn’t hear it. The voice had to be coming from somewhere in New York City. And Frankie was definitely out state. Constance Burroughs took him to some Island. Out of the country? I doubt it. I didn’t pick up signals that far.


IT WAS TALKING NONSENSE. IT ALWAYS TALKS NONSENSE.


“Are you all right?”


The nausea passed. I sat on the floor and pressed my back to the side of the bed. The sky started to brighten. Poppa should be getting up for work soon. I should shower and dress too. We took the same train together.


I’M FINE. I HAVE TO GET TO WORK.


“So do I. Catch you on the flip side, E.Z. No.”


“OVER AND OUT, WELK KEY.”


**
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Mama stood at the stove and fried up the eggs and bacon. A white apron with red stripes covered her brown pants and blue blouse. Clothes too fancy for around the house. She probably had a shift at Fromin’s Deli later where she worked the register for a few hours. Wearing my work pants and denim shirt, I came up behind her and kissed the top of her graying dark hair. Mama was only a few years shy of fifty. She shouldn’t have gray yet. Perhaps it was because of me.


“Good morning, my bambino,” she said, kissing my cheek in return. 


I smiled, flapped my hands, and opened the frig to pour a glass of orange juice.


“You don’t look so good.” She moved the scrambled eggs into the two dishes. “Did you not get any sleep?”


I sipped the juice, sat at the table, and held my thumb and finger up with an inch of space between them.


“Liar,” she said, placing my plate of eggs and bacon in my spot. “You think your eyes can lie to me? They have the biggest bags under them.”


With my fingertips, I gingerly touched under them. They didn’t feel puffy or leathery or thick.


Mama smiled and made Poppa’s plate. He came in, kissed Mama on the lips, and said, “Good morning, all.” He sat down at the table across from me and tucked his napkin into the neck of his work shirt that he wore as a public school janitor in Bed-Stuy. While Poppa and I dug into our breakfast, Mama made herself a bowl of cornflakes. We all ate in peace as our usual routine since Carmella moved out. She was the chatty one. Mama and Poppa were not big talkers unless they had a reason to or they had gossip to share.


“Oh, am I picking you up from work today?” Poppa asked, staring at me.


Since working at the supply house I had to take public transportation and walk a few blocks. I could handle it on my own but since I was kidnapped by Claire and Albert Pesce, my parents tightened their hold on my neck. No, they never found out about the kidnapping. Carmella and I stuck to the story that I got lost in Brooklyn. It was humiliating. I grew up my whole life here and, although the names and numbers of the streets did confuse me from time to time, I found my way around visually with the landmarks and the sun and the time. So every morning I ride the same subway, which Poppa also takes to his school, to work and I walked alone the few blocks to the factory. When I arrived there, I used the quarter Mama gave me to call her to tell her I made it there fine. How did I do that? I tapped the mouthpiece three times. Yes, humiliating. 


Coming home was better. I waited for Poppa at the same subway platform and together we went home. But sometime I made plans with Britney after work. 


I shook my head.


“Seeing Britney,” Mama asked with a slight smile.


I grinned, nodded, and shrugged, feeling my face blush.


“That’s my boy,” Poppa said.


“Taking her out to eat?” Mama asked.


I took out my pad and wrote: GINO’S. NOTHING SPECIAL.


“Trust me,” Mama said. “It’s always special when you take your girl out.”


She threw a glare at Poppa. He looked up at her and flinched.


“What?” he asked. “What did I do?”


“Nothing?” Mama said. “You do nothing.”


“Oh,” Poppa said. “Okay.”


He sipped his coffee and continued his breakfast. Mama rolled her eyes and went back to hers. I smiled and shook my head.


In a strange way I was kind of glad for the escorts. Since Constance Burroughs rescued me from the girl who called herself Claire, I hadn’t seen her. I didn’t expect to since Albert Pesce’s apartment building was burnt up along with his body. For some reason his crimes were never discovered. At least, they never made the paper. I imagined Claire would want to get far away from that man and his world. But also, the way she acted towards me, so obsessed, she might stay close by too.


“Enzo, something wrong?” Mama asked.


I flashed a smile and shook my head.


“You want more eggs?”


I shook my head again.


Mama smiled back and said:


“Why don’t you go get ready for work then?”


I gathered my plate and glass for the sink and did just that, getting my mind off the past I didn’t want to face and focusing on my future.
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Chapter 3
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Barry Mitchell lost the fight and closed his eyes for a moment while tied up and gagged on the hotel bed. Based on the ancient and stained clock on the shelf, he had been in the room of the Edna Motel for six hours. The man in his mid-forties only paid for one hour when he came up here with Madelyn. He found her under the Williamsburg Bridge on the Manhattan side. A sweet-faced white girl who appeared to be in her teens but promised she was over eighteen. She was perfect and Mitchell wanted her like he wanted all the other girls he paid for the last six months when he came into the city. 


He pulled up to her in his Chevy. Other more experienced girls eyed him or tried to get his attention but he ignored them. Madeline smiled and showed off her braces. She leaned into his passenger-side window. Her short wool purple coat open. The ripped neckline of the loose Micky Mouse T-shirt revealed a little cleavage. 


“Hi,” she said. “What’s good?”


“I’m hoping you are,” Mitchell said.


Madelyn giggled.


“Oh, I’m a good girl.”


“I like to reward good girls.”


“Yeah. I could use the reward.”


“It’s really cold tonight. Why don’t we talk about it? I’m sure we can come up with an agreement.”


Madelyn bounced into the car, leaving the hisses and the complaints of the other girls behind. Mitchell slowly drove off and wandered around the streets as they introduced themselves and talked business.


“This is a nice car, Daddy,” Madelyn said.


“Thanks.”


“Are you rich?”


“No. I just work hard.”


“Are you married?”


“Divorced.”


“That’s too bad.”


“I’m okay with it.”


“My parents are divorced. It was hard on me and my brothers and sisters,” she said.


“We didn’t have any kids.”


Madelyn squeezed her shoulders together and smiled at him.


“I bet you wish you did,” she said.


Mitchell tightened his hands around the wheel and focused his eyes on the road.


“So what’s on the menu, Madelyn?”


“Pretty much anything for twenty.”


“Good. I like it to get rough. And loud.”


“Rough is okay,” she said. “But not in the face. Not too rough. No broken bones. And you have to respect safe words.”


“Of course.”


“Plus you pay for the room.”


“As I expect.”


“Then let’s go,” he said. “I know a place here on Ave A.”


“Mind if we go to my place,” she said in her sweetest little girl voice. “I bet it’s cheaper than yours.”


It was cheaper by three bucks and Mitchell didn’t have to go to the front desk to handle business. Madelyn already had the key and she brought him right up to the room on the 8th floor. The room was clean and the people hanging out in the lobby wore suits and read newspapers. Perhaps it was run by the mafia and they got cut of Madelyn’s action.


“Do you want me to shower,” Madelyn asked. “I’m clean from the last customer. But I’ll shower real quick if you want.”


“No, it’s fine,” he said. 


It’s not like they were going to get that far anyway.


The money switched hands and the clothes came off.


“Lay on the bed,” Mitchell said.


Madelyn followed his order. He straddled her torso and glared down at her. She looked up into his eyes. Both their face unemotional. He slapped his open hand across her cheek. The collision of flesh filled the room. She grunted and flared with anger.


“I told you not the face,” she said.


“Did you like that?” he asked.


“No, I did not.”


“Yes, you did.”


He slapped the other side of her face. The hand closed. The cheek purpled. Madelyn’s eyes watered and her mouth opened to release the pain.


“Tell me how you like it,” he said.


“Get off me,” she whispered, holding back her sob.


He slammed his fist across her face, bruising the other cheek.


“Smile for me,” Mitchell said. “Show me how you like it.”


“Get off of me,” Madelyn screamed.


The door to the room busted open and bounced against the wall. A thick white woman over six feet tall stormed inside. Her short brown hair combed back with pomade to reveal a soft face that did nothing to hide the anger. She wore jeans and a black button shirt under her thick black coat. She rushed over to Mitchell. The naked man twisted off the bed and tried to brace for her attack. He failed. The monster of a woman grabbed him by the neck and pushed him over the desk and to the wall. He flailed his arms and legs and tried to find balance. The woman punched him in the eye. Mitchell fell limp but not unconscious. The woman tossed him to the floor where he curled up and cried into his hands.


Madelyn, her eyes wet, moved to the mirror over the dresser and inspected her bruised face.


“You rotten sack of shit,” she muttered. She turned to the giant woman standing guard at the door. “What the hell took you so long, Venus?”


“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, her voice strangely feminine compare to her masculine appearance.


“When I scream you’re supposed to come in,” Madelyn said.


Venus nodded.


“I did. Just ask Elle.”


Venus stepped out into the hall and jerked her head to the side. A girl wearing yellow polyester pants and a fur coat gingerly walked in. Long blond bangs draped over what used to be her perfect twelve-year-old face. A bandage and splint set her broken nose and a patch covered her damaged right eye. She hid at the threshold, crossed her arms, and stared at the floor. 


Madelyn shook her head and sighed. She wasn’t going to ask Elle anything. The poor girl hadn’t been the same since she was beaten by her last john. Probably the guy on the floor.


“Is this him, Elle?” Venus asked. “Is this the guy who hurt you?”


Elle’s eye moved around in the swollen lid to the sobbing body on the floor. Mitchell covered his face with his hands, his naked back and ass to her.


“I’m not sure,” she said.


Venus nodded in understanding. She stomped over to Mitchell, grabbed him by the hair, and dragged him over. He screamed for help. Able to twist his body around so his front was out, Venus plowed her fist into his gut.


“No one can help you here,” she said. “You will find no sick fucks here. Do you understand me? Now stand on your feet like a man.”


Mitchell puked. Venus extended her arm and shook her head. Elle and Madelyn turned away in disgust. When he finished, Venus shook her head and asked:


“Done? Good. Now look at this girl.”


Mitchell on shaky legs, panting with puke around his lips and chin, stared at the girl.


“Please, help me,” he whispered.


Elle’s face sculpted into anger under her bandages.


“It’s him,” the girl said. “He did it.”


“Good,” Madelyn said, starting to dress. “Then he can get fucked for me too.”


Mitchell shook his head.


“What? No,” he said. “I don’t know you. I don’t know any of you.”


“He’s lying,” Elle screamed.


“Shh,” Venus said. “Calm down. You think Wanda and I are going to take his word over yours. Never, Elle. Never.”


Venus tied Barry Mitchell to the bed, his hands and ankles to the metal bedpost. She ordered Madelyn to stay behind and watch him until Wanda showed up.


“You’re not going to stay with him?” she asked.


“I have to take Elle back and do a few other errands,” Venus said. “Don’t worry. Wanda said she’ll take care of you for it.”


Madelyn nodded, satisfied. Getting paid to sit around was better than getting paid to lay around.


“What are you going to do to me?” Mitchell asked.


Venus stood at his bedside. The young girls behind her. They all stared at him as if they wanted to vivisect him.


“I’m not going to do anything to you,” Venus said. “My boss gets the pleasure.”


**
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The hours went by. Madelyn watched a science fiction movie from the fifties and an old Cary Grant movie while eating cherry licorice from a brown paper bag she carried in her purse. Her butt in a chair and her legs over the arm, she chewed slowly on the right side of her mouth to avoid the loose tooth she felt on the left. 


A few times Mitchell moaned for help, to let him go. He apologized. He admitted he was a sick man and promised he would never hit anyone ever again. She sighed, shook her head, and ignored him. 


By 2 AM someone finally showed up but not who she wanted. A short man in his late twenties wearing overalls and thick black work boots pushed the door open with his butt. He dragged in a metal bucket and a mop. He glanced at Madelyn and Mitchell. His black hair strung out in curls and his tan skin covered a smiling face. Madelyn recognized him. She had seen him around the hotel. They nodded to each other.


The man with the mop moved to the puke on the floor and started to clean it up. Madelyn adjusted in her chair and said:


“About time you go here. Started getting rank. I was about to feed it to him.”


The man, still smiling, rinsed out his mop and nodded.


“Please, sir,” Mitchell said. “Help me. Get me out of here.”


The man stared at Mitchell as he soaked up the rest of the puke, smiling and nodding.


“Pleeaase!”


“Would you shut the fuck up,” Madelyn said.


The girl hopped off the chair, dug into her purse, and took out a silky red scarf. She crossed over to the bed and shoved it into Mitchell’s mouth. Using the leftover rope, she tied a piece around his head to keep the material in place. The older man cried and whimpered through the gag, much quieter.


“God, why are these tough guys such pussies,” Madelyn said as she sat back down.


The man with the mop, done cleaning, shrugged his shoulders. He stood and leaned on the stick and waited. Madelyn looked at the spot where the mess was and said:


“Okay. Looks good. Thanks.”


The man with the perpetual smile nodded and left the room.


**
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The motel room door opened again as the sun started to rise over Manhattan. Madelyn was wide awake and watching Bozo the Clown feeding a baby elephant a baby bottle. The sound of the closing door woke Mitchell up and released the adrenaline into his bloodstream again. The black woman who appeared to be eighteen or nineteen smiled brightly at Madelyn and placed her duffle bag on the floor by the door. Her long straightened hair was twisted up to the top of her head, normally showed off a soft, strong dark-skinned face but this morning it was tired and worn as a result of a hard night. The young woman wore a matching short sleeve top and knee-length skirt of white and yellow crosshatch. 


The black woman’s smile turned to concern as she approached Madelyn.


“Oh, Maddie,” she said. “Are you in much pain?”


“Nothing I can’t handle, Wanda,” she said. “But I think he busted my tooth.”


Mitchell watched the two women, trying to concentrate on their words even though his heart pounded in his ears. 


Wanda crossed her arms and looked down at her, motherly.


“Did you tell Venus?”


“No,” Madelyn said. “I told her I was fine. I didn’t want to bother you with it. It was something that could wait.”


“Madelyn, stand up,” Wanda said. The girl did, keeping her head down and eyes cowed. “Next time you tell Venus everything. You are one of my girls. I promised to take care of you. Right?”


“Yes. You did. But...”


“But you still think I’m one of those pimps you used to work for.”


Madelyn shrugged.


Wanda placed her manicured hands on Madelyn’s shoulders and kissed the top of the girl’s head. 


“I want you to go to Dr. Samantha’s right now and have her take a look at your mouth,” Wanda said. “Make sure there’s nothing else going on with you.”


“I thought we only see her for abortions?”


“No, baby. She handles everything.”


“Yes, Wanda.”


Wanda released her and the girl picked up her bag. As Madelyn went for the door, Wanda stopped her and passed her a thick letter-sized white envelope.


“Oh, Maddie. Don’t forget this.”


The girl took it, astonishment on her face. She knew she would be paid something but...


“All this?” she asked.


Wanda smiled.


“You know how much money you saved my business? How much in medical expenses? Possibly in funeral expenses? You saw Elle and the other girls.”


A shiver rocked through Madelyn’s body. She crossed her arms. 


“Thank you for tonight, Madelyn,” Wanda said.


“You’re welcome, Wanda.”


They exchanged smiles and Madelyn left the room. Wanda locked the door and laid her attention down on Mitchell. Although bound to the bed and gagged, he remained still and silent. Wanda stepped closer, her heels breaking the silence and the radiator hissing and banging.


“I do apologize for keeping you waiting,” she said. “It was not like I was sleeping or had other business to attend.” She grabbed the chair Madelyn sat on and dragged it to the side of the bed. Facing Mitchell, she lowered herself down, crossed her legs, and positioned the hem of the skirt over her knee. “I take my business seriously. As you can see, I value my employees. I expect the customers to value them as well. Something you do not understand.”


Mitchell grunted a protest behind his gag.


“Shut the fuck up,” Wanda said. “I’m talking. Say something else and I will make sure you don’t even grunt. Do I make myself clear?”


Mitchell sobbed and closed his eyes.


“Fucking white people. They go on about manners and civility. Here you are interrupting me as I talk. That is rude. Is being rude civil? Does that mean you have manners? Don’t bother answering. That was a rhetorical question.


“Now where was I? Hm. Maybe I was not digressing. You don’t seem to understand how I value my employees or how I expect the customers to value them. They go out there and put their bodies on the line for your entertainment. They risk their freedom under the hypocrisy called the United States law. They even risk their health. And what do they get in return? Whore. Slut. Thousands of other creative and disgusting terms. Why? Cause they want the American dream like anyone else? 


“Then there are monsters like you. You have beaten three of my girls. Almost killed one. That’s not good for my business. That’s not good for my American Dream and it’s not good for my girls’ American Dream. They have families to support. You ever think of that? A lot of these girls have children to feed, to send to school, to put a roof over their heads. 


“Even I do. That’s why I was late. I was with my sweet little Anthony. He’s ten months old and suffers these ear infections. I was with him all night. Nursing him. Treating him. Easing his pain as he screamed and cried. But why am I telling you this? You wouldn’t understand. You only know what it’s like to give pain.”


Mitchell shook his head, doing his best to keep from making a noise.


Wanda yawned, stood, and walked to her bag. 


“I wish his father was around to help with those kinds of nights,” she said. “Don’t get the wrong idea. He didn’t leave me. I don’t even think he knows Anthony is alive. We haven’t seen each other in almost two years.” She pulled out a clear plastic smock, slipped it over her head, and tied the strings behind her back. “The relationship was very complex.” She took a metal hammer out of the bag and smiled sweetly. “I loved that man. Shit. I still do. Whenever I think of Enzo I just get all wet inside.” She walked over to the bed and slapped the hammerhead into her palm. “I have never been with another man since. I mean what’s the sense?” Wanda slipped the rope over his head and pulled the scarf out of his mouth. “You can speak now.”


“Money,” Mitchell weeps. “I’ll give you money. I can get you as much as you want?”


Wanda shook her head and pointed at him.


“Cracker, I probably have more money than you. Do you own two motels and three apartment buildings?” she asked. 


Mitchell sputtered and searched the room for an answer.


“No?” she asked. “I didn’t think so.” 


“Please. I promise to never do this again. Not to any girl.”


“You know what? I believe you, Cracker Man. I really do. I do not think you would lie to me right now. I mean, look at you. You all naked with your sack and dick all shriveled up hiding for its life. Don’t worry, little dickie. I’m not going to cut you up.”


Wanda raised the hammer and drove the head down on his kneecap. A bone crack shot through the room. Then his scream.


Wanda walked to the other side of the bed.


“Mmm that’s what I want to hear,” she said. “That’s what I want. Money can’t buy that.” She broke the other kneecap. Mitchell’s body shook against the bonds like a flapping fish against the bed. “I also want guarantees.”


Wanda climbed on the bed and straddled his chest. Mitchell screamed and begged and shook away from her but there was nowhere to go. With both hands, she raised the hammer up in the air and swung it down. The first blow shattered his skull between his eyes. Mitchell, dazed and stunned, drooled as blood leaked from the corners of his eyes. Wanda then hacked away with the hammer until his head dented in and bone broke through the skin and a bit of blood spattered on her clear apron.


The man dead between her legs, Wanda tossed the metal hammer on the floor and yawned.


“You’re lucky you caught me all tired and shit,” she said. “If I had the strength I would have done what I planned to do.” She nodded to the duffle bag full of saws and tools on the other side of the room. “You got off easy, you filthy sack of shit.”


Wanda slid off the dead man, sat on the edge of the bed, and picked up the phone on the night table. As she took a pack of cigarettes out of her dress pocket, she said:


“Yes, it’s me. Send Maurice up here with the large garbage bin.”


She then sat on the chair on the other side of the bed and smoked her cigarette. When she burned it halfway down, someone knocked on the door. Maurice, the mop man with the perpetual smile, entered the room. He stared at the floor like a scared puppy.


“C’mon, baby,” Wanda said. “I won’t bite.”


The white man shuffled inside and glanced at the dead body on the bed. 


“Mama has a treat for you,” she said. “But you have to promise to leave all identifying pieces in the furnace. Do I make myself clear, Maurice? I don’t want a repeat of last time.”


He nodded his head, his chin banging against his chest.


“Good boy,” Wanda said. “I know you won’t mess up this time.”


Maurice walked over to the body and finally smiled, anxious to make Mama proud
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Chapter 4
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Nancy McGinnes paid the taxi driver and walked up the wide sidewalk of 121st Street to her apartment building. The hour almost at midnight, the young black woman dressed in her dark blue United Airline uniform and wool overcoat to cover her stockinged legs clicked her heels in a hurry to the front door of the building. Her head down but peripheral eyes open and her ears on alert. She carried her travel bag in one hand and the other held her keys in her pocket, the main key to the door sticking out between her fisted fingers in case someone tried to attack her. So far in her life, and in the last five years, she had been living in Harlem, no one had the balls. She took many self-defense classes throughout the years, always refreshing her skills and mind. A woman couldn’t be too careful in this city. Especial a girl with her skin tone and all the craziness going on in the country. Some white people going nutzo because black people want to be treated like human beings and have the same rights as white people. So how do they say ‘No you can’t’? With violence. Nancy wasn’t going to hear any of that shit.


Through the glass door of the building and into the lobby, Nancy checked her mailbox and took out the week’s worth of mail. She then entered the elevator, pressed the button for the 23rd floor, and leaned against the back wall. The doors didn’t close.


Sighing in tired frustration, Nancy stretched to the panel and pushed the lit button again. It was then she saw the man standing on the other side of the lobby door. A slim figure in a dark suit, white shirt, dark tie, and a black pork pie hat that shadowed his face. His arms hung at his side, pale hands empty. From the icy sensation that ran through her gut, Nancy knew he was staring at her.


She stabbed her finger at the button again.


“Yeah, just keep on staring, creep,” she whispered.


The elevator doors started to close. 


The man pushed the lobby door open and walked quickly to the elevator.


Nancy gasped and slammed to the back wall. 


The doors closed, cutting the man off way before he could reach her.


Her hand on her heart, she tightened her eyes and caught her breath.


“Sweet Jesus.”


Nancy pushed the button for the 8th and 10th floor in case the creep was tracking her downstairs to see which floor she was getting off on. After the elevator opened up to the two empty floors, she got off on her own but not without pressing two more floors above hers to confuse him.


She rushed down the hall to her apartment and let herself in. All three locks on, Nancy exhaled, dropped her bag by the door, and hung up her coat in the closet. She turned on all the lights, pressed the play button on the answering machine, and stretched her arms and back, crossing the living room to the kitchen.


As familiar voices from friends and family asked her how she was doing and to call her back when she had the chance, Nancy took out a fresh can of pineapple juice from her barren refrigerator, opened it on the counter, and poured a glass. Taking it with her, she sat down on the couch where she kicked off her shoes and dropped her aching feet on the wood coffee table. Using the heel of her foot, she turned on the television with the wired remote on the table. After warming up for thirty seconds, the black and white set played the late news.


The young woman’s body relaxed and melted into the cushions of the couch. The glass nestled in her two hands on her belly. At first, she sipped it then lost interest as her eyes grew heavy. By the time the news ended and the late movie started, Nancy fell asleep.


She didn’t wake up again until she heard a banging sound that pulled her out of a deep state. Nancy sat up and placed the glass on the table. Based on the clock behind the television, she hadn’t slept long. Not even an hour. She didn’t even remember dreaming. 


Nancy yawned, leaned on the couch, and noticed the door. The chain lock was cut. No. She’s still half asleep. She stood and walked to it. One half was still connected to the threshold. Both sides dangling. Cut. Her heart beating up her throat, Nancy grabbed the doorknob, turned it, and pulled the door. It opened. No, no, no. She locked it. She was sure she locked it. 


She slammed it shut and turned around to call the police. But someone was in her way.
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Chapter 5
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I stood behind the counter and tried to think of something to do for the morning. The closing shift last night cleaned up so well that I didn’t have to do their job for once. Wednesdays were always tough. Monday and Tuesday I scrambled around with the other girls to put out shipment and clean up and then everything dropped dead for two days until Friday when things picked up again for the weekend circulars.


Ms. Moto, my manager of the Women’s Undergarments Department of Macy’s New York, crossed the sales floor with her clipboard and morning smile.


“Why so glum, Carmella?” she asked. “You look so pretty this morning.”


I smiled back and shrugged. I woke up a few times last night. I had no idea why. Maybe I fell into the stream. Or I had a bad dream. Whatever reason it shocked me out of sleep and I had nothing to draw in my dream book.


“Oh, I guess the world got me down a bit,” I said. “I’ll be okay.”


“You’re so optimistic. It’s what I like about you.” She placed the clipboard down. “Your register is all counted?”
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