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LITTLE SISTER’S


LAST DOSE






Prologue



Light flashed on the girl’s eyes and Soraya knew her. She called out over the bass thump of revamped Supertramp.

“Penelope?”

The girl didn’t respond. Everybody was dancing hard and Soraya Navarro wasn’t about to stop. It couldn’t be Penelope. Soraya shook her head and kept on—she was waiting for Gus Moravia to come out of one of his midnight meetings with Terrence Cheng. She danced with her arms up, and then she was enveloped by a loose circle of women she didn’t know.

“We heard about you,” one of them yelled.

Soraya nodded, like notoriety was familiar. Being with Eden-Roc’s manager made her the queen, and that status gave her a primitive kind of pleasure. She wasn’t ashamed: she allowed herself to indulge in nothing besides Gus. But then the girl she thought she knew sailed over the sea green lights embedded in the dance floor’s perimeter. A beautiful girl who’d been a grubby playmate so long ago. Now it looked like she was a phantom in somebody else’s entourage.

“Penelope?” Soraya called again.

But the girl was hearing nothing. She kept going, past the dance floor, toward the door in the back that led to the basement VIP lounge. She followed a young man in a flat-black suit made of what might’ve been boiled silk, who was laughing. He had one hand raised, his fingers spread out and waggling, like some crazy New York nightclub tour guide. His hair was cut conservatively and his collar was small and white. No earrings, no visible tattoo. Some kind of rich guy. Half a dozen people were behind him: several girls followed by an older man, who might have been anything, a bodyguard or business partner or worse, a dealer looking to trade expensive drugs for flesh.

Danny was working the lounge door. He stepped quickly to his right and waved the group in and down the stairs. He even smiled. Soraya knew then that the guy in the suit must be large. Nobody got that kind of quick and friendly entrance unless they were famous or they were friends with Gus’s boss, Terrence Cheng.

Soraya grabbed the high-octane mojito her girl Kashmira had made for her and finished it, letting the ice bang against her teeth. Penelope would be her age, nineteen, or half a year younger. The discussion Soraya had led on Kristeva that morning up at Barnard slipped out of her head, the half-dozen calls from her mom, the people staring, whispering, well, yelling to one another that she was new with Gus and was to be envied if she was smart and hot enough to truly hold on to him—it all went. Couldn’t be Penelope Novak. No way.

This was the weekly Orange Glow party, a Thursday in late November, and Eden-Roc felt crisp. At least, if you could stuff a thousand people into a space meant for three hundred and get them dancing hard to Swayzak beats and still feel fresh, then it was crisp. And Soraya could. She smiled and saw a white pin dot of light, and then somebody snapped a picture of her. She looked over to her left. It was that New York Spectator photo guy. Long-haired loser. And right next to him was Lanie Salisbury, the little reporter bitch. She wondered why Gus let them in—but of course it was promotions, just business.

She felt the things she kept hidden from back when she was a kid bumping around inside and she knew she had to look at that girl again. Just say hello. Tell her she looked like somebody she’d known from a long time ago. If it wasn’t her, that’d kill the mystery right there and Soraya could get on with her night. She came fast, moved past Kashmira, who winked at her as she danced behind the rainbow-colored Lucite bar, while a dozen men watched her moves and forgot drink orders, fifty-dollar bills squeezed tight in their fists.

Soraya got over to Danny, who stood at the basement door. He was sipping a quart of iced coffee through a straw.

“Gus isn’t down there,” Danny said, impatient with her. Not so impressed with the manager’s new girlfriend.

“So?” Soraya snapped. She stared at Danny. His head was shaved and he was huge. He stood like a cop manning the Do Not Cross line at the crime scene, pumped up on his bullshit authority. He let a couple of models in before her and then he smirked, stepped aside slow, and she had to angle him out of the way to get down the stairs.

In the basement room the light was brighter, more yellow. Arno, who waited tables and ran drinks to the VIPs, was busy at the far end of the room, taking care of a table crowded with the members of some band—Spacehog—who’d lost their record deal but stayed cool because industry people and models liked to hang out with them. Candles burned behind glass bricks and the music was trance: Freescha. Several different groups massed around the low tables. They weren’t older than the people dancing upstairs, but they were more serious, cooler.

Soraya looked down toward the end of the divan, where the young guy was sitting with his people. The girl who could be Penelope was sitting off to the side, her head flopped back on the green velvet, not paying attention to the conversation. She was in a tiny white T-shirt and a pair of what looked like Miss Sixty jeans, and her feet were up on the cushion next to her. Her shoes were from elsewhere—they were some kind of moccasin, the kind of thing a tall girl might wear to hide her height before she realized that height was legitimate currency in Manhattan. If that was Penelope, though, and she’d just come into town from whatever backwater her mother had dragged her off to all those years ago, then the wrong shoes made sense. Soraya watched the girl’s head slip forward—her eyes bulged and her nostrils involuntarily flared like she’d taken a wrong hit. If it was Penelope, then she was royally fucked up.

“Penelope?” Soraya was right beside her, and now she was sure. Same pug nose and shaggy brown hair. Penelope looked up. Once they focused they were the same bright green don’t-dare-me-twice eyes.

“Yeah?”

“It’s me. Soraya. You remember?” Soraya sat down next to her. She glanced quickly around the group. But they weren’t paying attention, were busy chopping up short lines of yellow-and-purple powder on the glass tabletop. Soraya knew the powder was a mix of OxyContin and cocaine. Snorting that stuff was as dangerous as mainlining and wildly expensive. She’d heard the high was finely tuned and built to last, like an eight ball but with better control. The ultimate high-low. Soraya made a note to tell Gus about that, how overt these new users were becoming. He’d told her he couldn’t stop them and wouldn’t try. But Soraya still thought they ought to at least act a little covert.

“You okay?” Soraya said to Penelope.

“Yeah,” Penelope said. But her skin was pink and flushed, like she was trying to beat the young out of it.

“You just get to town?”

“No, I’ve been here,” Penelope said. “I think it’s been months. I’m not the one you should ask, actually.”

And then she threw her arm around Soraya’s neck, the same way she used to when they were kids in Brooklyn. She drummed her fingers on Soraya’s cheek and giggled.

“Soraya Navarro,” she said. “Hey there, sister.”

But Soraya was remembering when she’d last seen Penelope. It was right after she’d lost her father and days and days had gone by with no one ever smiling. She remembered seeing Penelope in the back of Ellie Novak’s car, Penelope staring at her, neither of them understanding why Soraya’s father’s death meant that Penelope and her big brother, Felix, had to disappear. And, in truth, nobody knew even now.

“What are you doing here?” Soraya asked. “Have you seen your father?”

“The old man? Fuck, no.” Penelope’s laughter was false courage. Her voice was too soft and too high. She stood up, her arm still around Soraya. She wobbled a little, but she looked straight ahead. Soraya followed her eyes and saw the back of the guy in the black suit. He disappeared up the stairs. A woman walked by and waved at the group, then slipped in among them. Soraya saw that it was Liza Pruitt, past twenty-five and old-school cool. She was supposed to be helping Terrence Cheng reopen Peppermint Lounge, a venerable club up in Chelsea.

Soraya looked back at the group. Liza Pruitt was watching her now and Soraya took a step back, knocked up against one of the big guys she’d seen upstairs. She recognized him, too: Max Udris, who worked on interiors for Terrence. He was staring around, looking for somebody, probably Terrence, ignoring the music, not even pretending to act like he fit in. And he didn’t, Soraya thought. In his short leather jacket and black slacks he looked like a mobster waiting for his connection, and he didn’t seem to care who knew it. Terrence liked to keep his people waiting and he was elusive. Soraya had never properly met him.

As she inched away from Udris she saw Penelope make a long line of purple Oxy disappear off the table. Soraya found that she had to look elsewhere. Then she felt air rush around her, and when she turned back, Penelope was already drifting up the stairs, following the guy in the good suit. Soraya looked down at the group, but they were tucked forward, bowed in toward one another, heads angled low as if in prayer. And Max Udris had already moved to the bar.

Soraya went quickly upstairs, but Penelope was gone. Lanie Salisbury was still around, prowling for anything interesting. Soraya tried to snub her, but Lanie wasn’t the type to even notice.

“What’s happening down there?” Lanie asked.

“Nothing,” Soraya said. She turned to Danny, said, “Don’t let this one downstairs.”

“Knew that,” Danny said.
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Felix Novak crossed into Manhattan at about half-past one in the morning, on the last of what had been a succession of unusually hot March nights. He came off the George Washington Bridge and coasted down Broadway. He told himself again that he knew where he was headed and fought to keep cool against the great human surge of the city.

Within minutes he’d made eye contact with a man who told him to go the fuck on back home, with a woman who smiled and ran her hand over the sparkling purple paint on the hood of his car. Soon he was caught up in late night Times Square traffic. He found himself banging on his horn for what felt like the first time in his life. Then he eased back, remembered what he was here to do, turned down the old Nirvana that always helped him think. He looked away from the tourists who stared at his ‘70 Roadrunner, beaten down but still beautiful, Plum Crazy and powerful as any production ever built, by every standard Detroit ever set.

When he’d called Soraya Navarro that morning, she’d said to meet her at a place called Eden-Roc. He had the address. He’d been driving straight for a day and hadn’t slept since Cleveland. But he couldn’t stand the idea of waiting anymore.

He drove fast, one hand on the map he’d bought, and soon got down to the south edge of Chinatown. He slid along Chrystie Street and stared around him. He smelled the hard mix of hot oil and food and exhaust fumes. He looked out at Chinese men in white shirts, black pants, and sneakers, sitting on benches in front of something that looked like a garbage-strewn highway median. His map called it Roosevelt Park. Behind the men, he saw bunches of kids chasing one another through pools of yellow light.

He found Canal Street on his third try. He circled around, cut right onto Eldridge Street, and parked. Salsa music came pulsing out of the brightly lit store on the corner—Richie’s Bodega. More men stood there, all Latin, drinking Coronitas poorly hidden in brown paper bags. They ignored him. A low doorway across the street was marked by a black awning that had the street number written across it in dark blue script. That was all. Felix checked the address Soraya had given him. It matched. He leaned against his car, his tan suede cowboy hat pulled low over his dirty brown hair, blue jeans stiff from sitting, a rumpled white windbreaker covering his sweatshirt.

A doorman with a shaved head opened the mirrored door and a couple dressed in black came out and turned west, acknowledged no one. Felix waved at the doorman, who did not react. Felix came across the street. Still the doorman was unseeing.

“I’m looking for Soraya Navarro,” Felix said. “She knows me.”

Felix heard the steady bump of hand-scratched bass coming from inside the club. The doorman disappeared. Felix went back and stood by his car. The doorman came out with a pink-eyed albino pit bull on a short metal chain. He stepped into the street.

“She’ll be along,” the doorman said.

Felix said nothing. The dog pulled toward him and the man tugged hard on the chain. He saw the dog wince and cower. The man kicked the dog behind its rib cage. The dog whined and sat down on the curb.

“She likes you,” the man said.

Felix squatted down and looked the dog in the eyes, said, “That makes one of us.”

The man stopped smiling and got ready to kick the dog again. But he stopped when Soraya Navarro came fast through the doors and moved across the street. She was in low-cut black cords and a black gypsy tee, with her hair shooting out at all angles. She came up and hugged Felix hard. He felt the tension ease out of him, like breath released after cars don’t collide. And then he was crying.

Soraya said, “I’m sorry we’ve got to say hello like this.”

Felix crushed into her like there hadn’t been a dozen years since he’d seen her, and then he knew he’d never hugged her before, certainly not when she was eight and he was eleven. But still, he didn’t let her go. Then he felt the doorman’s gaze and made himself stop.

“Walk with me,” Soraya said. He saw her nod to the doorman. She was definitely grown. Just nineteen now and no more tomboy about her. She was as tall as him in her boots, with brown skin, long black hair. But there was the same dark scar below her left eye, in the shape of a crescent moon.

“Don’t worry about your car,” Soraya said. “Danny will look after it. My boyfriend, Gus Moravia, manages the place.”

They walked east, toward the river. The sidewalk was slick with oil and the remains of the day’s markets, fish scales and rotting vegetables. Felix let his steps grow careful. They were surrounded by redbrick tenements, with dozens of open windows. They heard a radio playing songs in Chinese. A squirrel-sized rat ran out of an open black garbage bag on the curb and disappeared between close-set iron bars over a restaurant. Felix looked at Soraya. She’d jerked back but then moved on without comment.

“Tell me about Penelope,” Soraya said. “I’m sick about what happened to her and I know I can help you. But first—tell me good things about her.”

He kept it brief, which wasn’t hard. He hadn’t seen his sister for over three months before she’d died. She’d been running away on and off for years before that, and in the last year, no matter what he’d said, he couldn’t get her to come back home to Oregon and see their mother. Then she’d stopped talking to him. Now nothing was left but nightmares and the half hour of funeral that he’d had to run himself.

“I miss her,” Felix said. “My mom keeps getting so frustrated with me. She says she feels like since we left this place, Penelope was the only person I ever trusted. And she’s right. Then Penelope comes back here, and a few months later, she’s gone.”

Soraya put her arm around Felix’s shoulders. He just kept shaking his head. To their left were acres of vast gray projects, which blotted out most of the eastern sky. Cars hurtled past them on Allen, turned hard on Delancey, and headed down to the Williamsburg Bridge.

Felix said, “All I know is what’s long past. She was running with some serious users by the time she left Portland, I can tell you that for sure. Of what happened here, you probably know more than me.”

“I saw her, back there at Eden-Roc, just one time, about a week before she passed.” Soraya stopped. “One of the men she was with is called Max Udris. He does contracting for Gus’s boss, Terrence Cheng.”

“What kind of work?”

“Interiors, that kind of thing. Gus told me Max doesn’t deal, but…he must’ve known the group she was with. There’s always drugs around clubs. It’s something you can’t avoid, like drunks in a bar. Felix, I saw her using. And I asked Gus to bring me to Max, but he doesn’t want to cross his boss.”

“Max Udris. That’s one more name than the police were able to give me.”

“The police don’t know anything about what goes on inside Terrence Cheng’s clubs,” Soraya said. “That much I know for sure. Pick me up tomorrow.”

She wrote out information on an Eden-Roc card. Felix looked north, at the lights of Midtown, and felt the gas-heavy air blow around him. Then he looked at Soraya and saw that she’d grown beautiful. Her face was intense, and he imagined that her look was sought after, and further, that she probably knew it. He decided to say something before his own face betrayed his thoughts.

“You really turned out incredible looking, Soraya. Who’d have thought it, considering what a tough little tomboy you were.”

She looked up at him, fast, searched his face.

“Liar,” she said. “You always thought I was hot. Probably you think it less now and so you’re talking to cover up. Here’s my numbers. You have a cell phone with you?”

He shook his head.

She bit her lip and her face was suddenly open and young. “Don’t think I’m not sorry,” she said. “This has been bothering me for months. I feel like Penelope was my sister, too.”

Felix breathed in, slow. He’d felt utterly alone since the funeral—and he thought it was wrong to lose that feeling now. But Soraya was like family. And he needed somebody, that was for sure. He wouldn’t go to the old man, and there was no way he could search the city alone.

“I know how to say goodbye to people,” Felix said. “But her—I didn’t think I’d have to say goodbye to her.”

“Back when we were kids, you used to trust me, too.”

“I’ve gotten harder since then,” Felix said.

“You can still trust me. I promise. I know I can help.”

Felix left her. He drove north and then west and parked on a quiet street next to some dark row houses. He pored over his five-borough map by a streetlight. He closed his eyes and thought, Horatio Street. He leaned forward to look up through his dirty windshield and the sign above showed him he was learning fast.

He fell asleep, cowboy hat pulled down low, head back. He rested his right hand on the steering wheel, his left on his money clip and the short aluminum billy club he kept tucked under his thigh. Everything else he’d brought was in the trunk. A few minutes before dawn, a patrol car stopped next to him. A policeman rapped on the window and woke him up.

“Welcome to New York, huh?” Felix said.

“That’s right, genius. You want to sleep in this town, go get yourself a room with a bed in it,” the cop said.

Felix nodded. He eased his hand off the club and started his engine.

 

The last phone call he’d gotten from Penelope had found him in his trailer on the land he shared with his mother outside of Washburn, in Oregon. He’d been fencing the property all day and was dead asleep. This time, she said she was in New York. In a hotel—some place called the Official.

She talked fast, said, “It’s not trouble I’m in exactly—it’s just, these aren’t Portland street kids here, you know, these folks are way tougher than the space cowboys I used to hang with and I feel like I got brought up from the minor leagues and…I don’t know. You know what?”

“What?” Felix asked. He got ready for her to ask for money.

“I’m scared.”

“Scared of what?” Felix said.

“Ah, there’s all this stuff here—they think I can run with them and the truth is I’m freaked out of my fucking mind. They’re into volume like I’ve never seen before. Felix, I know you hate this stuff, but please, I need you to help me think of a way to get out of here.”

And then Felix had made his mistake. She’d never said she was scared before, and she’d been on her own since she was fourteen. He was tired and angry at her for going to New York and he wanted to go back to bed. Because of all that, he read her voice wrong. He thought for sure she was fooling with him.

Felix said, “Come on, if you’re so scared, then why don’t you suck it up and call the old man? You’re in his town now.”

Penelope pulled in some air. Right at the moment where he was sure she would laugh, she said, “I left him a message. He didn’t call back.”

“Penelope, wait—”

But she hung up on him. There’d been some yelling in the background, people telling her to hurry up, it was time to go.

Neither of them had ever once called their father, and if she had, then she’d broken a pact, and only true fear could have made her break it. They hadn’t seen or spoken to him since their mother had left him in New York, eleven years before.

“I wonder what our old man would say,” they’d say to each other when they refused to do their chores. Ellie, their mother, grew furious at even this low allusion to Franklin Novak. She never mentioned his name, never acknowledged that he even existed.

Felix sat up in bed, in his trailer, and wondered how the hell Penelope had gone from hustling change on West Burnside in the Pearl District in Portland to charging calls to some hotel room in Manhattan. It bugged him, but he didn’t tell Ellie or anybody.

So she’d made it to New York, apparently, and now the big time was freaking her silly. They’d never been further apart and he had no idea how to help her. He didn’t even know where to begin. But he wouldn’t call the old man. If she said she’d called and he hadn’t called back, that was good enough for Felix. The bastard double-crossed everyone. No reason to think he’d turn straight now. The fact that Felix had idolized Franklin Novak right up to the moment he’d found out the truth about him made it all the worse. He felt nothing but humiliation at how much he’d loved his father and about how wrong he’d been.

A few days passed and then Ellie had gotten a call. The police had found Penelope, dead from an overdose of OxyContin at the Official Hotel in downtown Manhattan, Tribeca. She’d been dead only a few hours when somebody from room service went through the open door to her room and found her. Ellie refused to claim her, said she couldn’t bear it. Though she confided to Felix that she’d been dreading this very thing for years.

So Felix flew to New York, accepted Penelope’s body, and flew back to Oregon ten hours later. He didn’t want to be there, wasn’t curious, wouldn’t see the old man, though the police had said that he’d asked to view the body, and Ellie had allowed his request. But Franklin’s phone calls had gone unreturned. And that seemed right to Felix. He didn’t believe he’d ever get past the last thing he heard her say: “He didn’t call back.”

After the funeral, things went on much as before. Except that when he was thinking about nothing, tending to the vineyard or mucking the horse stalls, he apologized to his sister. And he kept asking himself, How many times can you apologize while you sit and do nothing?

The police called his mother and explained that they’d found nothing to indicate that what had happened was more than a simple overdose. They’d checked in with the Portland police. They understood that Penelope had a history of minor drug arrests. She’d been found with a dozen bottles of OxyContin and no prescription. They figured she was holding with intent to deal, and she’d taken more than she could handle. Apparently she’d snorted over three hundred and twenty milligrams of straight OxyContin and drunk nearly twenty ounces of Absolut over the course of four hours. They said a combination like that could take down a man twice her size. They’d sent scrapings from her fingernails, blood, tissue samples from vital organs, and specimens of everything found in her stomach to the state police lab. But they hadn’t learned anything new. They concluded that she’d overdosed and ended the investigation.

Yes, they said when Ellie pressed them, they understood that Penelope was the daughter of Franklin Novak. But Franklin Novak had left the police force twelve long years ago. Beyond viewing the body, he had no legal right to review their investigation materials. Ellie was welcome to contact him, but they were unwilling to convey messages between an estranged wife and Franklin Novak. They had no more information and were sorry.

Felix wondered whether he should go to New York. He was in the middle of a none-too-good relationship with a girl called Iris who worked on a horse farm in Willamette, and she didn’t want him to go back to New York, not even for a few days. She wanted to get married, didn’t want him to get mixed up in whatever horrible thing had happened to his little sister. He kept saying they were too young to talk that way.

During the rainy evenings he sat outside his trailer and watched smoke dribble from his mother’s chimney. He walked the muddy paths of their property with the dogs and checked the fences. He went to visit Iris and they argued about marriage. He’d been with three women in his life: He was shy and he knew it, and it didn’t matter to him that girls found him handsome. Inside, he felt broken.

Finally he ended it with Iris. When he felt like crying he went out and chopped wood, swept the tears away with his chamois gloves, kept his eyes focused on the point of his ax.

And then one day he saw his mother coming fast over the hill from the big house. He’d been looking up at the Cascades and for a second he could swear he saw the range shaking behind her. She was in her overalls and green wellies. Her blond-and-gray hair was tied back so he could see her ears. Her eyes were red and her skin was windblown and coarse.

“I couldn’t stand it if you went,” Ellie said. “But I can’t stand waiting here and not knowing the truth.”

“Something went wrong before she died. I don’t believe it was so simple,” Felix said.

“Then go find out what happened,” she said. “Go to New York. One of us has to, and I’ve got to stay here. You know I can’t trust anyone else with this place. If you need money, see your grandfather. Just because I don’t talk to him doesn’t mean he won’t talk to you.”

“How do I find him?” Felix asked. He could barely remember his grandfather, Starling Furst. Starling had hated Felix’s father and so they’d visited him rarely. Ellie’s father was just another man she no longer spoke to, someone else she’d turned against when she left New York.

“Just go to the offices of the New York Spectator. They’ll bring you to him.”

That evening he got his Roadrunner and backed it up to his trailer. He packed clothes into a duffel bag, along with his billy club and several hundred dollars in cash.

He reached into a space he’d hollowed in the wall underneath one of the trailer’s windows and pulled out the old Thompson 1911 that he’d found years before, forgotten along with some left-handed scissors and dried-out duct tape in the back of a kitchen drawer. He figured the old man had given the handgun to Ellie. Or maybe she took it when she left. Now he hefted it. At nearly four pounds of soot-colored steel, it was an ugly, dangerous weapon, loaded or not. He wrapped wool socks around it and dropped the bundle into an old saddlebag. When he’d packed everything tight, he slammed the trunk of his car and stretched. He saw his mother standing there, watching him.

“Promise me you’ll come back,” Ellie said.

“Of course I will,” Felix said. “I’d never stay there.”

She punched the door of the car. Then she reached in and kissed him on the forehead. He felt her dry lips, and then she turned and went into her house. He knew she wouldn’t watch him go.

He took one last look down at the lights in the Willamette Valley and then out at the dark waters of the Pacific. Then he drove away. Out on the Wilson River Highway he ran his fingers along the outside of the door. Her knuckles had left dents.
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Felix idled his Roadrunner at the corner of 116th and Broadway and watched the college girls. He rolled down his window. The good spring air of April Fools’ Day came rushing in, along with exhaust and big-city street noise.

The street smelled of food. He looked at the row of restaurants, at El Viejo Yayo, Tinto, Socrates, Momoyama. All those tastes were strange to him. He rarely ate out, found himself in Portland no more than five or six times a year. He had no television in the trailer, didn’t go to movies. He wondered what raw fish would taste like, how it might feel to be comfortable with America’s pulsing, growing culture instead of always rubbing up against the wrong side of it.

He watched a girl with blue-and-white dreadlocks and black earrings the size of wine corks poked in her stretched lobes as she made her way up Broadway. Never was friendly with a girl like that. As she passed he looked at the tattoos creeping around her neck. All he had on his body was farming scars and one tattoo—a jumble of razor wire surrounding a heart at the top of his left shoulder. A souvenir from a night when he’d gotten drunk with his friends from the football team before high school graduation. His friends all chose armbands and told him he was nuts to get anything else. But drunk as he was, he knew what he wanted: a bruised heart and plenty of razor wire to protect it. Cliché or not, he didn’t care. He’d always been contrary that way.

Soraya came around the corner and spotted the car. She gave a half smile and came forward. She was in a gauzy black shirt, black leather pants, and what looked like ankle boots, her black hair pushed back with a pair of tortoiseshell sunglasses. She stepped into the car. She smiled, reached forward, kissed him on the cheek.

“Where’d you sleep?” she asked.

“I just drove around,” he said.

It was her lipstick that got him, the deep reddish brown of it, and her skin, and her smell filling the car—some kind of flowery perfume and the underneath smell that was something he couldn’t name. He shook his head clear, told himself again that they were close enough to be related.

“You sure you’re still in college?” he asked.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said, and her voice was bored. “You want to be the thousandth guy to tell me I’m too sophisticated to be a college sophomore? Welcome to New York.”

Felix nodded, motioned with his head: Where to?

“Go down Broadway,” Soraya said.

“It’s nice—you doing this for me,” Felix said.

“For you?” Soraya asked. “I was way close to her back then, when you two were here. You forget all that? Before my father was killed and your family fell apart? When we were babies? And when I saw Pen that night at Eden-Roc…well, she wasn’t remembering too much right then. I kept thinking your dad would swoop in, clean her up—but I heard nothing. Look.”

She pulled a copy of the New York Spectator from her bag and turned back the pages.

“See this? Lanie Salisbury’s column? That’d be a party for Bill Bratton at Elaine’s,” Soraya said. She made an ugly noise in her throat. The way Soraya said “Lanie” sounded like she was naming the girl who took her boyfriend into the bathroom at the senior prom and blew him.

“See the guest list? There’s your dad, right next to Howard Safir and Bo Dietl and all the other corporate cops.”

“How’d you know about it?” Felix asked. He traced a finger over the Spectator’ s gaudy lettering. He wondered how old his grandfather was, whether he might still be involved in the day-to-day business of the paper.

“Elaine’s is where all the big-time pricks go to get their mentions. It means they’re looking for work. They want to stay on the low, they go to Rao’s or even Umberto’s in Brooklyn. New York is tighter than anybody realizes, and I’ve been watching Franklin Novak for a long time now.”

“So the old man’s not so hard to find,” Felix said.

“You’re talking through your teeth,” Soraya said.

Felix said, “I—” but then he felt the set of his jaw and stopped. Franklin Novak had spoken through his teeth, back when Felix was growing up. His mom had hated the habit and now here was Felix, trying it out, doing something he used to do in the mirror when he was nine years old. He unclamped, smiled, and then whistled long and low, as if he were calling for an owl.

“Where are we going again?” Felix asked.

“Brooklyn. Make a left here; get us over to the FDR, on the East Side; go south.”

Felix punched up Waylon Jennings on the iPod he’d hooked up to the car stereo. New York Woman got going and he sang along. Soraya reached into the backseat and grabbed his cowboy hat. She held it above her head like a cartoon thought bubble.

“If you’re going to play that crap…you mind if I wear this?” she asked.

“Not at all,” he said, “but you’re so smart—it’s probably too small.”

“Didn’t your girlfriend wear it back home?” Soraya asked. She sniffed the hat and then dropped it onto her head. She pulled it low over her forehead, till he could see only her blunt nose and perfect brown lips.

“Nobody ever wore that hat but me,” Felix said.

“Well, you smell a lot sweeter than you talk.”

They tooled along, barely speaking, and Felix thought of nothing but Penelope. She’d been down on pure country, too, and would never listen to Waylon. Now both she and Waylon were dead and the right thing to play was the new stuff from Beth Orton, which she would have loved. So he skipped over to that.

“Penelope’s?” Soraya asked.

“Yeah,” he said.

“Downstairs at Eden-Roc they play Luno Collision, other stuff that’s stiffer than this; that’s the logical step up. Maybe that’s why I saw her there.”

“Passing out to the stiffest beats?” Felix asked. He bit down on his lower lip, drove with both hands on the wheel.

“Something like that,” Soraya said.

They pulled off the Williamsburg Bridge and turned onto Renwick Boulevard, just above the Navy Yards. Felix couldn’t see a green thing anywhere—only variations on the color of metal. And that included the water that surrounded Manhattan, which lay to their right, beaten and angry, like the doorman’s pit bull. The city impressed him, the way it stood so cold and clear, glittering on a cloudy April day. They coasted along a vast industrial stretch and then Soraya told Felix to park, just half a block down from Domsey’s used clothing warehouse.

“You ought to get in there, find yourself a cheap dark suit,” Soraya said. “Lose all that outdoorsy crap.”

Felix looked down at his green Patagonia jacket.

“Yeah,” Soraya said. “That.”

They got out and looked for number 107. A typed card that said Udris Stone was the eighth in a row of twenty tin mailboxes. Below the mailbox was a printed note: Deliverees go to the back, with a black arrow taped underneath it. They followed it and came to a door that had a little sign above the window in the same handwriting: U.S.

Before Felix could hit the buzzer, a woman opened the door. Her hair was blond and kinky as steel wool, her eyes murky and brown. She wore a black down vest and jeans. She stared at them, said nothing.

“Liza?” Soraya said, surprised. “We’re here to see Max.”

“Did Terrence send you?” Liza sounded genuinely confused. Felix watched her. She looked awfully young to have such a tough face.

“Not exactly.”

“Well.” Liza shrugged, wiped at her cheek. “I was going over some stuff for Peppermint Lounge. The bathrooms are going to be all black granite. I’ll go find Max for you.”

“You don’t need to explain anything,” Soraya said.

“No. No, of course I don’t,” Liza said. But she wasn’t looking at them anymore.

She turned and went back inside. They followed her into the warehouse. On either side of them were rows of stone slabs. The floor was gray with dust. On a platform at the far end of the space, five men were cutting and measuring stone, their faces covered in masks, their bodies zipped into white suits. The sound was sharp and loud, of huge water-cooled blades chewing through marble and granite.

“A lot of powder around here,” Soraya whispered.

“Who’s Liza?” Felix whispered back.

“Liza Pruitt. She works for Terrence Cheng, like Gus.” Soraya frowned. “She was there the night I saw Penelope.”

They followed Liza Pruitt into an office area and she motioned for them to wait. She passed through a door. Felix heard two men talking rapidly to each other in a language that he imagined to be Russian.

The inner door opened and a big man with veined red skin and a thick mustache came out at them, face first.

“I deliver in two weeks, Liza!” the man yelled over his shoulder. He wore black jeans, a bloodred turtleneck, and a green nylon jacket. A fine layer of powder seemed to follow him. Swirls of it were visible in the fluorescent office light.

“Hello, new people! What stone you like?” he said. He was a couple of inches shorter than Felix, but he was bigger everywhere else, and he had Felix’s hand in his so fast that Felix was tugged forward, within inches of the thick man’s face. Felix could hear Soraya’s exhale—her obvious annoyance at his unwitting physical trust.

“For what? For kitchen counter? For bathroom? Terry send you? You investors in his clubs? Put your hand here—you feel that.”

The man slammed Felix’s hand down on a slab of cold black granite.

“No,” Soraya said. “We just wanted to know about—”

“You’re starting with me?” Udris asked Soraya. “Baby, that’s not how we do it. What you want to do is look around for a while, then come back here and you can end yourself up with me—yeah, that’s what I’m saying, we can make things real nice for you….”

“I don’t understand,” Felix said.

“He thinks we want to renovate a kitchen,” Soraya said, slowly. “We don’t want stone. We have some questions. There was a girl, Penelope Novak, do you know her?”

“A girl? How I’m supposed to know a girl?” Max Udris said. He let go of Felix’s hand. “She a designer? Who is she?”

“She’s dead,” Soraya said. She paused. “I saw you with her, one night at Eden-Roc. Maybe Liza knows her. Could you call her back in here?”

“Liza knows a girl?” the man said. “She knows plenty of girls, like everybody who works for Terry, but she just left, you know? Look who I am. I cut stone. Distribute high-end stone, to designers, people, couples like you, restaurant, hotel, the finest in the city—”

“We’re not asking about stone,” Felix said. The wet-saws in the warehouse whined through the office wall.

“Hey, you, come on now,” Max Udris said. “All I know the answers to is questions about stone. Friends of Terry’s, I don’t know.”

He knit his mouth together in a pout and brushed past them, as if the meeting was over. Soraya raised an eyebrow at Felix and followed Max. They went into the warehouse, into the clouds of powder and the noise from the saws and the grunting men.

Max walked up on the platform and spoke in Russian to a man who was covered in powder. His hair and beard were already milk white. He was taller than the other cutters and he wore jeans and a work shirt instead of coveralls. He turned and looked at them and laughed.

“Check out Kris Kringle,” Soraya said. Felix nodded.

“Come back when you get your newlywed apartment, after you have your wedding at one of Terry’s clubs,” Max Udris called. “I get you a good deal—make all your countertops. I do the shower, red sandstone, get you happy, sexylike. Then we can be friends.”

Felix turned to face a gigantic slab of white marble. He wiped the dust from the stone and it gleamed. Blue and green veins ran through it. The men up on the platform were all looking down at them now.

“Let’s go,” Soraya said. “Obviously we came here too soon.”

She was already out the door, walking back toward the boulevard. They slapped the dust from their clothes.

“But we haven’t learned anything yet,” Felix said.

Soraya said, “Haven’t we? It’s just like he said. We only showed up, without thinking first. Why should he answer our questions?”

They drove in silence. When Felix looked over at Soraya, she was smiling, grinning wide.

“What’s so funny?” Felix asked.

“He was waiting for us,” she said. “I’m sure of it. He wasn’t curious, you know? No need to be curious if you already know what’s up. But that’s not why I’m smiling. He had no idea who I am. He would know, if he were connected to Gus. So he’s not and that’s a huge relief. I don’t know what he and Liza are up to and I don’t even know if Terrence Cheng knows about it, but Gus definitely doesn’t. Play that Waylon if you want. I feel so stupid that I’m ready to learn something new.”

“I didn’t realize you were so worried about your baby,” Felix said. “Wanna tell me why?”

Soraya shrugged. “Coming from where Gus is from, with a mother like he had, there’s no way he’d be dealing, but I did get afraid there for a minute. After Penelope died at the Official, nothing felt right. The truth is that I’ve been afraid since, but this is one good thing.” She trailed off and turned fast, but then she saw Felix’s face and dropped her smile. “I’m sorry,” she said.

Soraya settled the cowboy hat back on her head and put her feet up on the dash. Felix flipped her the iPod. He drove and said nothing, only worked at trying to loosen his jaw. He looked at the back of his wrist, where Max Udris had gripped him, tried to memorize the man’s touch.

“Let’s think this through,” Soraya said. “When I saw them that night, that guy was nervous for all the wrong reasons and Liza Pruitt didn’t seem nervous at all. There was another guy Penelope was with that night, a young guy in a silk suit, and she seemed a lot more interested in him. I’d like to figure out who that other guy was. Look, Max Udris is creepy, and I’ve tried to see how he plays into this, but it’s not coming clear. Just now, the way he wasn’t scared, it makes me wonder more about Liza Pruitt than him. Just now she was the nervous one, trying to explain to us why she was there.”

Felix watched her. He realized that they’d come out to see this Max Udris in large part because Soraya was afraid her boyfriend was somehow connected to Penelope’s death. And now she’d decided that he wasn’t. Now she seemed relaxed, even more eager to help.

But Felix knew all too well that you can get mixed up when you love people and you can’t think straight. You can’t tell good people from bad people. Sometimes you can’t even see what’s right in front of you. That was what had happened, anyway, when his mother fell for Franklin Novak.

“I’d like to meet Gus,” Felix said.

“He wants to meet you, too.”
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“So fill me in on your last decade,” Soraya said.

Felix gave her his half grin and sighed. They were downstairs at Eden-Roc, in a back booth, underneath a gigantic painting of a naked mermaid on a lily pad, her hair turning to clouds above her. Though it was only ten, they’d been drinking for a while. Weak Dewar’s and sodas for him, weaker Maker’s Mark and ginger ale for her.

“Basically, my mom was so furious at my old man after your dad was killed that she left town and turned us all into farmers,” Felix said.

Soraya laughed. “My mother was so furious at your old man that she got religion.”

“To hear my mom tell it, you’d think my old man sleeps in a coffin,” Felix said.

“I think my mom must have given her that idea,” Soraya said. “After my father was killed, she was never with a man again.”

They smiled at each other, and Felix felt good, like they were finally recognizing who they used to be. Though he had to admit that the feeling was cut with the idea that somebody had blasted out anything sweet that was left from their childhood. Or shot it out.

“What happened with Penelope?” Soraya asked. “How’d she totally go over? We used to write each other letters after you three left. I always knew she’d grow up wild—but not that kind of wild.”

A waiter in a black T-shirt delivered a plate of shrimp dumplings. He set them down and wiped off the table. Then he stood, waiting. His body was built hard from weight lifting. But he had a florid, reddish face, with broken blood vessels in his nose and cheeks. To Felix it looked like his body was fighting the drinking his head liked too much.

“How’ve you been, Arno?” Soraya asked.

“Okay, Soraya,” the waiter said. “Gus was looking for you before.”

Soraya nodded and Arno walked away. She motioned for Felix to eat up.

Felix said, “Put it this way: What I’m not, Penelope was. She did things I couldn’t understand—like she’d go hang out with the rodeo guys and drink with them, date them, even. Starting too early, when she was fourteen. She set fire to a barn down at the fairgrounds. This was—damn, this was only about two years ago, a little more, a year before she left.”

“A big barn?” Soraya asked. “She was always egging me on to do wild shit—I’m not surprised.” The screen of her cell phone lit up. “My mom’s daily check-in. She gets up at five-thirty to work on her lesson plans and she has to speak to me before she goes to bed. It’s not only religion. She’s obsessive about everything.”

Soraya text-messaged back an “Am ok” and sent it, ignored the “Please call me” she got back instantly, dropped the thing into her bag. She had her feet scrunched up underneath her on the leather banquette.

“So she was punky with the cowboys, that was the deal?”

“Don’t make it a joke,” Felix said. “That’s a big event, burning down a country barn. She was out with the rodeo guys and somebody threw her up in the attic of this old barn. Like, they literally flung her up there and took away the ladder. They were laughing and I don’t know who all was there—not me, that’s for sure. And so she got this hay bale—she had a lighter, and she set fire to the bale, got it burning good. Then she threw it down on some yahoo’s head.”

Soraya said, “I guess she didn’t lose the kick-ass part of her when she got older.”

“So he gets upset and tries to throw it back at her and burns himself, and pretty soon everything’s burning. She’s still up there, flames all over the place, everybody screaming, and she’s laughing her ass off. She had to wait for a fireman to come and get her down. She was hanging from the support beam in the middle of the place. They caught her in a trampoline, like the circus.”

“She didn’t just set fire to the barn. She set fire to a guy.”

“I guess,” Felix said. “Not afraid of a single thing.”

“What about the drugs?” Soraya asked.

“Well, I know she was into the same stuff as all those cowboys—OxyContin.”

“Yeah, that’s what I saw her using. Oxy—the hillbilly heroin,” Soraya said. “I knew it was headed this way. Users here cut it with coke. But it’s like you say, she’d fight somebody who tried to hurt her?”

“I believe she’d fight, yes,” Felix said. He sighed deep. “My mother taught her how to defend herself well enough. How to poke somebody in the windpipe or gouge an eye. She knew all that.”

“Let’s say it wasn’t just an overdose, ‘cause I don’t want to believe she was that stupid. Say there was any kind of struggle…she’d have some cuts or bruises on her. We need a copy of the ME’s report,” Soraya said. “Otherwise we’re just going to stay up all night telling stories.”

Felix watched Soraya. She’d been staring away from him while she spoke.

“She had boyfriends?” Soraya asked.

“Always. The worst bunch of bastards I ever knew. If they hadn’t been arrested, she didn’t want to know them.”

“Then she would have been with a guy here,” Soraya said. Her voice was gentle. “If she had ugly taste in men—that wouldn’t change. We need to find the guy I saw her with that night.”

“You’re telling me all you know?” Felix asked.

“Of course,” Soraya said. “I see her with a guy, but I don’t see her helpless. She was never that way, not even when I saw her, when she was all fucked up. We’re a lot alike, me and her. She just seemed like she needed a real long rest.”

Felix sipped his drink. He closed his eyes and found that he wanted time alone. He said, “Speaking of which—”

“It is late. I’ll stay up in my dorm. You can sleep at the Official.”

“‘Cause of Gus you get rooms when you need them?” Felix asked.

“‘Cause of Gus, yes. You got a problem with it? You jealous? Now why would that be? If she was the sister I never had, then that makes you—”

“Stop. I was waiting for that one. Okay. I’ve got nowhere else to sleep,” Felix said, and yawned. “I’ve been here twenty hours. I’d like a bed, and if being happy for you and this Gus character is going to get me into one, then fair enough.”

Soraya dug around in her bag and found a white plastic card with two orange stripes down the middle.

“Room 603,” she said. “Don’t have anybody visit whose services you have to charge to the room.”

Felix raised an eyebrow. “Don’t worry. Out in the country we learn to pay for hookers with cash.”

Soraya covered what Felix thought might resemble a blush.

“Okay, sorry. Call me when you’re rested and ready for more,” she said.

“One more thing,” Felix said. “Tell me it’s a coincidence that Penelope died at the Official and that’s where I’m going to spend the night.”

Soraya yawned. Her mouth went wide and she brought her fist up to it. Through it all, Felix watched her.

“No,” she said. “I can’t tell you that. There’s a lot more here that bothers me than just that me and her used to play cops and robbers under our dads’ precinct desk. But finding out Gus isn’t tight with Max Udris, that was one good thing.”

Felix watched Soraya gather herself up, one hand clutching her bag, motioning to the waiter she’d called Arno to put the check on Gus’s tab, to let Felix order whatever else he wanted because they were a kind of kin. And then she was gone, headed down the corridor and up the stairs out of the back room.

The waiter stayed after she left. He stared at Felix.

“Could I get a steak?” Felix asked.

“We’ll put something together,” the waiter said.

“And I bet if I asked you a question about Gus, you’d know the answer,” Felix said.

The waiter picked up Soraya’s half-full glass. He wiped nonexistent crumbs from the shiny glass table.

“I know answers about Gus?” the waiter said. “Steak I give you, yes. ‘Cause of Soraya. Answers to questions, I don’t give you, Soraya or no. Where you from, anyway?”

“West Coast,” Felix said.

“Figures,” the waiter said, and disappeared.

Felix watched women come dancing down the stairs. He wondered how many favors you had to exchange when you managed nightclubs and hotels. He wondered about all the different kinds of people that kind of manager might get to know.
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