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Chapter One
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“This place could really use a paint job,” I mumbled
to myself as the phone rang. Feet up on the desk, arms clasped
behind my back, eyes half shut while looking up at the cracking
plaster on the ceiling, I tried to ignore the annoying buzz. A
bottle of Jim Beam—about two thirds empty—sat next to the phone. I
grabbed the booze instead of the phone.

Finally, it stopped ringing, and I took a gulp
directly from the bottle.

“Hank, it’s for you,” came a shrill cry from just
outside my office door.

“Take a message!” I hollered back.

The door sprung open—hinges creaking—then smacked
the wall, the knob coming to rest inside the sheetrock; there was
an imprint of the handle where a doorstop should have been.

“Hank! I said phone call for you!” It was Sandy, my
secretary, five feet two inches of fury, Burberry scarf draped
around her neck.

“I heard you, Sandy. And I asked you to take a
message.”

“Well, you didn’t ask very nicely.” She did this
flip-thing with her long, curly brown hair that works on me every
time.

“Sandy, will you please take a message?”

“No! It’s your mother. She needs to talk to
you.”

“Fine.”

I shook my head while grabbing the phone as Sandy
sauntered out with just enough east-to-west sway in her hips to
really distract me. “Hi, Ma.”

“My rent, Mr. Mondale. When will I have it?”

“Avi?” Sandy would say anything to avoid having to
do some work and she knew I was avoiding my landlord. “One second,
please.” I cupped the receiver, then yelled, “You lying little
bitch!”

“Sorry. Tee hee.” That phony, obnoxious laugh always
pisses me off and she knows it.

“Avi, sorry to keep you holding.”

“Mr. Mondale.” He spoke with a horrible lisp and
seemed to sing his words more than speak them. “Today is the sixth.
Your rent was due on the first...of last month.”

“I know, Avi. And I’m sorry. I’m caught just a
little short this month. But I’ll have your money.”

“When?”

“Soon. I promise. Soon.”

“Very well. I’d hate to start the eviction process
again.”

“Me too, Avi. Me too.”

“Good day.”

“Yeah, yeah. Bye now.”

I hung up the phone, then took another swig of Beam.
I got up and walked to the door.

“Sandy, that wasn’t very nice.”

“Why should I have to deal with him? You’re the one
who owes him money.”

“Because you’re my secretary. When I ask you to take
a message, you take a message. That’s your job.”

“Job?”

“Yes, job. You work for me, remember?”

“A job implies that I get paid, Hank.”

“Very funny. Sandy, I’ll have your money today. A
couple guys owe me money. Don’t worry.”

“Would you turn up the heat? It’s freezing in
here.”

“Go ahead.”

She walked to the thermostat and turned it up.
Nothing happened.

“You didn’t pay the heating bill either, did
you?”

“Don’t worry, Sandy. I’ll get this sorted out. It’s
no big deal.”

She grabbed one end of her scarf, threw it
dramatically around her neck and said, “I don’t know why I stay
with you, Hank.”

“Maybe because you’re too lazy to find another
job.”

I walked back into my office and sat down. My brain
was racing as I flipped through my appointment book, then my phone
book. There had to be a case out there for me. A way to make some
legit money, and quick.

But legit money rarely comes quick.

I got up, grabbed my overcoat, and walked out of the
office.

“I’m going out, Sandy.”

“Okay.”

“If anyone calls, take a message...please.”

 “Okay.”

“I mean it. I’m expecting a big call on a big case.
It’s important.”

“Yeah, right.”

I shot her a snarl. She shot one right back. We both
knew I was lying but I wanted to keep Sandy’s spirits up. She works
harder when her spirits are up, not that that’s saying much.

I stepped out onto the downtown Manhattan street and
walked towards Second Avenue, buttoning my coat as I walked. I put
on my black gloves, squeezing my hands in, then instinctively
rubbing them together.

Just past Third Street stood my favorite haven:
Dempsey’s Pub. A simple joint where a simple guy can get a shot and
a beer, or just a bourbon with ice and not see his wallet get
raped. I’m in the place just about every day. Still, this trip
wasn’t a pleasure visit. Rory owed me two grand, and I needed
it.

Monday Night Football posters and beer signs hung
from the walls and the place was dim. It always was. A short flight
of steps below street level with just two tiny windows letting in
the smallest hint of sunlight, you could rarely tell day from night
inside Dempsey’s. The customers liked it that way. I know I
did.

I bellied up to the bar and hopped onto the first
empty stool. The usual afternoon crowd was there: two
haggard-looking drunks on barstools and a few people eating quietly
in booths towards the back.

Rory worked six days a week tending bar at Dempsey’s
and usually spent his day off there getting hammered and watching
football. He lived in a small apartment above the joint. He’d
probably be buried underneath it one day.

“Rory,” I called out and waved him over.

“Hey, Hank. What can I get you?” He was a Scottish
native, but moved to the city so long ago that his accent blended
to the point that no matter whether he was home or abroad people
thought he talked funny.

“My two grand.”

“What? No hello? No, ‘I’d like a Jim Beam please,
Rory?’”

“Okay, I’d like a Jim Beam please, Rory. And my two
grand.”

“I’m a little light today, Hank,” he said as he
threw a glass on the bar and dropped two ice cubes in it. Rory
knows how I prefer my drink, cool but never watered down.

“So am I.”

“Can you talk to Flip for me? Buy me some time?”

“I need the money, Rory. I told you not to bet
Cleveland.”

“It was a lock. Everyone and their mother had
Cleveland.”

“Exactly. It was a trap game.”

“Either way. Can you just stall Flip for me?”

“He told me if I don’t get your money today to bust
you upside your head.” I said it with a wry smile, hoping he
wouldn’t feel threatened. After all, I like Rory. But I really
needed the cash.

“Would you stop it. We both know you’re not the
muscle.”

“Exactly, so settle up with me now, or else Flip
will send that idiot cousin of his down here. And we both know you
don’t want that.”

Rory shook his head and blew a lip-fart. Then he
walked towards the cash register and grabbed some bills from the
tip jar that stood next to it. Rory fumbled through the old glass
jar, then his pockets. He handed me a disheveled wad.

A fast count of the cash followed by a chug of sweet
bourbon whiskey and I stood up, dropped a ten on the bar and walked
towards the door.

“Thanks, Rory. See you later.”

“Yep,” he said with a nod of disgust.

I walked down Second Avenue then turned down First
Street. The storefront office quickly came into view: Mondale
Investigative Services, read the white letters engraved into
the small black sign that was glued to the entryway my office
shared with Kim’s Dry Cleaner.

I waved to Mr. Kim. The old guy nodded back; his
nods were subtle—very slight, but definitive in a way I always
admired.

Mrs. Kim called out from behind an old black sewing
machine where she spent most of her days, “Hi, Mr. Mondale.”

She spoke perfect English, and he didn’t speak a
word of it. The Kims were solid, decent people—not enough solid
people left in New York.

As I opened the door, Sandy quickly shuffled
something into her oversized name-brand pocketbook—a cute-looking
leather thing; nothing but the finest name brands for that
girl.

“Sandy! What are you doing?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all, Hank.”

I walked quickly towards her and grabbed for the
bag. She wouldn’t let go so I gave it a hard yank. It came free and
crap shot out every which way: a stapler, a lipstick, a box of
pens, a small mirror and yellow sticky pads went flying about.

“You bully,” she said, trying to sound helpless—not
that I was buying it. “You don’t need to be so rough.” She rubbed
her arm

“Sandy,” I said as I shook my head and sighed. “Are
you stealing my staplers again?”

“It was only one stapler.”

“You’re too much.”

“I was just borrowing it. I was going to bring it
back tomorrow. I have a project to work on at home tonight.”

“A project?”

“Yes, a project. Do you have a problem with
that?”

“What sort of project?”

“If you must know, I’m revising my résumé.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I need a job that actually pays me.”

I dropped the bag on her desk then reached in my
pocket for the wad of bills. I counted off five hundred and handed
it to her.

“There. Five hundred tax free dollars, cash. What
job is going to pay you that? Huh, Sandy?”

 “Thank you!” She grabbed her bag and put the
money in her wallet. Then began picking her stuff up off the
floor.

“Here, take this too.” I handed her two hundred more
then helped her gather up her junk. “Run down to Con Ed and pay our
heating bill.”

Her eyes lit up as she grabbed the cash and stood
up. “Now you’re talking! While I’m out, I think I’m going to stop
at Macy’s. There’s this cute pair of Jimmy Choo’s I’ve been
eyeballing.”

“Aren’t those like a thousand dollar pair of
shoes?”

“More like five hundred.”

“Are you kidding? Don’t you have rent to pay?
Groceries to buy? You’re going to dump your entire week’s pay on
one pair of shoes….that you don’t even need.”

“Don’t worry about me, Hank. With role models like
you, it’s no wonder I never pay my bills on time.”

“Very funny. Just make sure you pay for those shoes.
I don’t have any bail money.”

“Yeah, yeah. Later, sweetie.”

No sooner did she shut the door than the phone rang.
There’s nothing worse than answering my own phone. It wasn’t good
for appearances. A proper private investigator should have a
secretary answer his calls.

“Hello. Mondale Investigative Services. Hank
speaking.”

“Hennnn-reee, it’s your mutha.” The familiar voice
was all Brooklyn, a heavy accent with a horrible, hoarse smoker’s
throat that worries everyone who loves her, especially her only
son.

I should have known better than to answer the
phone.

“Hello, Mother.”

“Henry, will you be coming over for dinner
tonight?”

“Not sure, Ma, got a lot to do.”

“What could you have to do that’s more important
than spending time with your mother?”

“Just some business to take care of, Ma.”

“You know, Henry, we don’t know how much time I have
left. It’s important I should share my time with the ones I
love.”

“Mom, stop being so melodramatic.”

“Melodramatic? Is that any way to talk to your
mother?”

“If you’re worried about living longer, then quit
smoking.”

“I like smoking. At least I can always count on my
smokes being here when I need them. My smokes and my sweet Fluffy
are all I can say that about. Certainly not my son. He comes and
goes as he pleases.”

“Mom, I’ll try and stop by. I’ve gotta go.”

“Fine, if this is the way you treat me…”

“Call you later. Love you, Mom.”

“Goodbye, Henry. I love you, too.”

* *

Sometimes in this business, the work doesn’t come to
you. You have to go out and get it. If there’s one place in town
where I’m always even money to find work, it’s The Pool Hall on
Houston Street. The name isn’t too creative, but the characters
that hang out there usually are.

It would probably surprise some folks to realize all
the business that gets done in places like Dempsey’s Pub or The
Pool Hall on Houston Street. But for guys like me, they’re better
than striking pure crude oil in a downtown sewer drain.

The place was busy; it usually is in the evenings.
Young Asian kids crowded around three tables in the front. I passed
them by without making eye contact. I walked to the back of the
joint and saw Joe. Joe’s a man who hasn’t missed a meal in many
years. The guy is living proof that a steady diet of McDonald’s for
breakfast, Burger King for lunch and Wendy’s for dinner probably
ain’t the best thing for your figure.

“Hey, there, Hank,” he called out through a loud
wheeze. He’s got a three pack a day habit of Marlboro reds to go
along with his three-burger-a-day habit.

“Big Joe! How’s business?”

“You know, enough to keep me busy, not enough to
retire.”

“Sounds better than my business.”

“What’s the matter?”

“No work.”

Suddenly, my cell phone rang. I looked at the
number; it was Flip. I ignored it.

“Really? Sorry to hear that. You’re still working
for Flip, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, but it’s not steady. I need some work.
Desperately.”

Joe sighed and exhaled loudly. He shrugged and his
chins lined up like a seven layer cake.

“Wish I did, Hank. I don’t have anything right
now.”

“Nothing? You must have something for me, Joe.”

Joe shrugged again.

“I tell ya, I’m desperate. There must be something.
A jealous girlfriend who wants her man followed. A rich guy getting
divorced who needs dirt on his wife to lower the alimony payments.
Something? Anything?”

“Sorry, Hank. You know I’d pass along anything I had
to you. You’re my guy.”

My cell phone rang again. This time, I didn’t look
at the number to see who it was.

“Okay, Joe. Give me a call if you hear
anything.”

“Sure, Hank.”

“Anything….anything at all.”

“I heard you.”

I walked back out onto Houston Street and felt the
rush of wind. Normally, my next stop would be Dempsey’s. I could
use a drink and sometimes Rory heard things and could refer me some
business. But Rory was pissed at me, and if Flip was looking for
me, that’s the first place he’d look.

Instead, I grabbed a cab and took it up to
Twenty-First Street. Who better to have a few drinks with than one
of my oldest friends in the world, Detective Victor Ortega? Vic
worked for the Manhattan South Homicide Task Force out of the
thirteenth precinct. In all honestly, hanging with a cop wasn’t a
bad idea at this point. At least until I could figure out a plan to
deal with Flip. Owing him a couple thousand dollars was no sweat,
but if I wasn’t ready to settle up, he’d want juice for carrying
me. If I could just avoid him for the night, I’d have an excuse
prepared for the morning.

I looked at my phone: four missed calls. Three from
Flip’s cell phone. The fourth was a blocked caller, which meant
Flip called me a fourth time from a blocked line. He only did that
when he suspected I was avoiding him. That meant he already spoke
to Rory and was getting ticked off that I didn’t bring his money
straight over like I was supposed to. Truth was, this wasn’t my
first time holding out on him.

The wide-faced, red-cheeked desk sergeant nodded as
I walked in; his name was O’Hara, or O’Malley or O’something. I was
well known at the thirteenth, but not necessarily well liked.
Still, I was with Vic, and Vic had the respect of all his peers.
So, that guaranteed me at least a modicum of courtesy in this
building.

“Hey, Hank.”

“O’Malley,” I said as I nodded back.

“It’s O’Hara.”

“Sorry. My fault.”

“Whatever.”

The stationhouse was pretty bleak: sheetrock walls
painted beige with posters and memos thumb-tacked in a chaotic
collage; black and white tiled floor with the white tiles stained
so dirty they were almost as black as the black tiles; and lamps
reflecting dust clouds in pale florescent light.

Victor was in the back of the room. He shared a
‘desk’ with his partner that was really two folding tables pushed
together. He was sitting at it, wearing a slick black suit that
probably looked good when he put it on, but at the moment looked
pretty beat up, along with a white shirt and shockingly bright red
tie. Vic was always a sharp dresser. His partner, Detective Jimmy
Tate, sat at the other end in a worn gray suit; the same one he
wore every day. There were no less than half a dozen empty coffee
cups laying about the desks between scattered papers, open files
and empty potato chip bags.

“Vic, there is no way. The descriptions don’t
match,” Tate said, his voice as cranky as my mother after a few
days without a call or a few hours without a smoke.

“Yes, but use your common sense! It’s too
coincidental,” Vic replied.

“Come on! We have an eyewitness to our perp. The
killer was a woman. The Bronx thing was a hooker. Forty year old,
attractive businesswomen don’t kill hookers in the Bronx. Sleazebag
johns do. Or pissed off pimps.”

Vic looked up from his partner and smiled. “Hey,
Hank.”

“Slow day, guys?” I forced out an awkward laugh,
feeling a little weird about interrupting.

Jimmy didn’t laugh. He bit his lip, gave a slight
nod and subtle grunt.

“Never slow, Hank. Never slow,” Vic said.

“Aren’t you off the clock like an hour ago?” I
asked.

“Yeah, but we’re on a murder case that we thought
was dead. But now it’s live again, and we just can’t let it
go.”

Part of me wanted to drag Victor out the door.
Judging by the bags that were bulging below his bloodshot eyes, I
could tell they’d been going around and ‘round about this case for
awhile. And judging by the hoarseness of Vic’s voice, the only
productive thing they’d done was get their heart rates up. Still,
my curiosity got the best of me.

“What’s the deal on this?” I asked.

“Last summer a woman was murdered, Ginny Olsen.
Fifty-four years old, pretty well off, but I wouldn’t call her
rich. Lives in a nice building off the FDR Drive overlooking the
East River. Comes in from walking her little shit dog, and an
attractive woman follows her in. Security cameras catch it and
everything. Woman follows Mrs. Olsen into her apartment, and kills
her. No motive. No one’s ever seen her before or since. Super of
the building gets a noise complaint, goes to check it out, and gets
run over by the killer as she flees the scene. Eyewitness. Confirms
that it’s the woman from the security tape, but we can’t turn up a
thing on this broad.”

“Weird,” I said and shook my head.

Tate looked over like he didn’t really approve of
Vic letting me in on such privileged information, but he didn’t say
anything. I think secretly, he may have wanted a fresh opinion on
the case but he’d never admit it.

Vic continued. “Coroner’s report comes back really
freaky. Says Mrs. Olsen’s internal organs are partially
deteriorated.”

“Partially deteriorated?”

“Yeah, says there is no way they could have
decomposed that quickly. So we have no idea what to make of the
whole thing. We’re thinking maybe some kind of poisoning. But we
check around, and we get word that Bronx Homicide has a similar
stiff.”

“No shit,” I said, not sure what else to say.

“Crazy, right? Just a couple days after our murder,
they have a murder. The thing is, their stiff is a hooker, and
she’s found only two days after being murdered, but in her case,
she’s almost entirely decomposed. There’s almost nothing left of
her.”

“How can you be sure she wasn’t dead and rotting for
longer?”

“We’ve got witnesses that saw her two nights before,
including a cop who was real familiar with her, says he busted her
a dozen times or more, and swears he saw her and even thinks he
knows which john killed her. Middle aged white dude with an
Oldsmobile. But we haven’t been able to find him either.”

“That does sound like a crazy case.”

Tate finally added his two cents to the conversation
and said, “If you’re going to tell the guy the case, tell him the
whole case.”

“Are you holding out on me, Vic?”

Vic smiled and said, “No, just building up to the
kicker.”

“Okay, spill.”

“The coroner’s report doesn’t say that the bodies
are decomposed, exactly.”

“What does it say?”

“Well, it basically said the bodies were hollowed
out, maybe even eaten.”

“What? Maybe it’s some kind of cult thing? Satanic
ritual shit?”

“No, it’s too clean. A cult would be messy, blood
trails all over the scene, and jagged cuts from dull knives or
something. But the coroner’s report says these bodies were
partially digested. Like someone ate them from the inside out.”

The room went silent for a minute, then I said,
“That is creepy.”

“I’ll say,” Vic said with a nod.

“Maybe some kind of animal ate the body parts, after
they were dead,” I suggested.

“Yeah, sure, I’d say it was a gerbil but it’s the
wrong hole,” Tate said, laughing at his own joke.

Vic cringed and said, “Come on! Is that
necessary?”

“So, that was last summer. Why you guys back on the
case?” I asked.

“I don’t know. We could be reaching, but there was
another body found upstate a ways outside a diner near Bedford,
found after that crazy Indian summer we had. Has some of the same
markings.”

“Well, I heard it’s supposed to warm up soon. Maybe
he’ll strike again.”

“Maybe he doesn’t like the cold,” Vic offered.

“Yeah, sure,” Tate said. “Maybe he flies south for
the winter.”

“You need a drink,” I said. “Come on. Call it a day,
Vic.”

“Ah, why not?”

“Yeah, why not,” Jimmy said with obvious
sarcasm.

“Why not come along, Jimmy?” Vic asked. “We’ll get a
few drinks, watch the Knick game.”

Jimmy looked over at me, then said, “Nah. I’m gonna
go over my notes one more time, then go home and get some
rest.”

“You can’t go on forever,” Vic said. “Everyone needs
a break sooner or later. I know I could use a cold one, or two, or
ten.”

“You guys go ahead.”

“You sure?” Victor made one last plea. He was a
loyal partner even though I never really saw the two get along.
They argued nonstop over every case they worked.

“Get lost! Go on,” Jimmy snapped, half joking. The
other half clearly wasn’t.

Victor and I walked out into the cold evening,
quickly leaving the stationhouse behind.

“Where we going?” Victor asked. “Dempsey’s?”

“Nah. Anywhere but Dempsey’s!”

“Really?”

“I’m getting tired of that place. Could use a change
of scenery.”

Victor looked at me crossly. Every day some poor sap
covering up for a friend, or some psychopath accused of murder
tried to lie to Victor, and he made his living seeing through them
every time. He had a special gift for reading people that made him
really good at his job.

“You in some kind of trouble again, Hank?”

“No. Just looking for a change. What’s the big
deal?”

I could tell he wasn’t convinced. But he let it go.
“Fine. Let’s catch a cab then. Head up to Haley’s.”

“Sure.”

As we stepped into the taxi, my phone rang again. I
looked over at Vic and he looked back. He caught me. He could spot
a liar. The number on the phone was blocked. It had to be Flip. To
be calling for a fifth time meant Flip was pretty pissed. I turned
the ringer off on my phone, and slid it into the pocket of my
overcoat.

The cab let us out on Thirty-Seventh Street. Haley’s
was just up the block. It was easier to jump out there then to have
the taxi fight through the traffic and make three left turns to get
around the one-way streets. Even on a chilly night we weren’t so
spoiled that we needed door-to-door service. We could walk a block
up.

Haley’s was a brighter place than Dempsey’s, had
more ambiance for sure. Ambiance attracted women, and women
attracted cops and business guys in nice suits. I didn’t really
care for either. I didn’t have time, patience or bankroll to chase
the kind of women that came into Haley’s, but they were nice to
look at when whatever game I was watching went to a commercial
break.

Victor saw a woman he liked. I think he already knew
her, but it was hard to tell; he was always flirting.

“I’ll be right back,” he said and walked over her
way with a wide smile.

I put my coat over a barstool in front of the big
screen television, grabbed my cell phone from my coat pocket, then
walked to the back. The place was loud, but the back area where the
payphones and bathrooms were was a little better.

I called Flip’s “office.” They called it an office,
but that wasn’t exactly what it was. It was a dingy room in a tiny
apartment off Mott Street where no one actually lived. Inside the
eleven-hundred-a-month studio generally sat two or three old guys
chewing on cigars, sitting at desks as crusty and old as they were,
taking bets over the phone.

“Office,” the voice of a million smoked cigars
croaked.

“Yeah, it’s Hank.”

“Flip’s Hank?”

“Yeah. What’daya got on the Knicks tonight?”

“Knicks are minus five.”

“Okay, give me the Knicks four hundred times.” That
meant two thousand. They were an old school, neighborhood sports
book and still insisted on saying it that way. It dated back to the
old days when they thought they were fooling the local cops by not
using dollar values. I figured if I could hit the Knicks—and they
were an absolute lock to torch the hapless Milwaukee Bucks—then I’d
have Flip’s two grand for him. No harm, no foul. He’d be a little
ticked off that I didn’t call him back, but he’d get over it quick
if I told him I got hammered at Haley’s and couldn’t hear my phone
ringing.

I walked back to my seat and a Jim Beam with two
cubes of ice was waiting for me. Victor and his lady friend were at
the next stool, her sitting, him hawking over her as he worked his
magical tongue. The place was loud, and I could barely hear
him.

“Hank. This is Marissa.”

I waved. She politely waved back, and they went back
to talking. I took a slug of my drink and looked up at the
television. The game was just about to start.

The Knicks came out in their home white uniforms,
the Bucks in ugly, dark green ones. The tip was controlled by
Milwaukee, and they hit the first bucket, and the second, and the
third. Before I knew it, the Knicks had fallen into a deep
hole.

It just didn’t make sense. The Knicks won eight
straight games prior, and Milwaukee hadn’t come into The Garden and
won in three seasons. But with each basket the visiting Bucks hit,
my two grand slipped away, and I was going from having my foot
stuck in a New York pothole to being buried in a Jersey landfill in
a hurry. All I could do was order more drinks, and more drinks, and
still more.

At halftime, I turned to Victor, who had barely come
up for air, he was working her so hard. He looked back at me, then
leaned his head over towards me.

“You’re gambling again, aren’t you?”

“Nah. No way.”

Vic just shook his head, both of us knowing I was
lying, then he returned his attention to Marissa.

The second half was no better than the first. The
Knicks lost by twenty-five points. I downed another whiskey, easily
my tenth or twentieth of the night, at that point what was the
difference?

“I’m gonna catch a cab home,” I told Victor.

He nodded back as his date said, “Nice meeting
you.”

In the cab, the driver had the sports talk radio
station on. The hosts were talking about the Knick debacle and a
few angry Knick fans called in. Then, they went to a break, and the
announcer mentioned the Lakers game was set to tip off on the west
coast at ten-thirty local time. I looked at my watch: ten
twenty-two.

I handed the cabbie his fare as I called the
office.

“Office.” Different voice than before, same amount
of cigar mileage to his tone.

“It’s Hank. The Lakers?”

“Flip’s Hank?”

“Yeah, yeah. What are the Lakers tonight?”

“Lakers are minus ten, Hank.”

They were playing the worst team in the league. At
least, I thought so. I’d had a few and really didn’t care. I was
just chasing a dream of catching a break to settle up with Flip. As
I fumbled up the steps to my second floor walkup apartment, that
stood just over Jo Jo’s Deli, I tried to figure where I was at. I
owed Flip Rory’s two grand, but I had at least a grand of that
left. Didn’t I? I gave seven hundred to Sandy, dropped less than a
hundred at the bar. I owed two plus the vig on my Knicks bet.

“Hank? You want action? Game goes off in four
minutes and I can’t tie up this line. Other people want to get
their plays in.”

“Give me three dimes on the Lakers.”

“Lakers six hundred times. Done, Hank.”

I stumbled inside, dropped my coat, kicked off my
shoes and collapsed onto the couch.

* *

Something hurt. What was it? A shoe in my back.

I shut my eyes tight, blinked a few times, then
opened them. My head was pounding something awful, and my mouth was
parched. I sat up and grabbed the shoe off my couch and tossed it
aside.

A cold glass of water was all I could think about,
and I walked as fast as my rubbery legs would take me to the
kitchen. I ran the kitchen faucet for a second or two, no time to
let it really get cold, then cupped my hand and gulped a few
handfuls of water. I took a glass from the cabinet and filled it
two or three times, and I started to feel human again.

I walked towards the bathroom, tossing my clothes
off as I did. I started the water and then turned on the radio. I
needed a score. The Lakers must have pulled it off.

They better have pulled it off.

I showered as the sports talk radio station babbled
on. “Just give me the scores dammit.”

Every twenty minutes they ran the updates, and it
seemed like I waited the full twenty until the deep-voiced dude
started running down last night’s scores. Of course, the west coast
games were always announced last.

“I know the Knicks lost. Just get to the scoreboard
already!”

“…and finally, in the late game, it was the Lakers
one-o-three, Charlotte ninety-four.”

“Fuck!” They won by nine. I was laying ten. I was in
trouble.

A whole lot of trouble.

I dressed and walked out the door. Another cold day
hit me once I was on the street. My office was just two blocks
straight up Avenue A. Somewhere between Second and Third Street I
felt a thump on my back and turned around quick. Just as
recognition kicked in, Marco backhanded my face; Flip’s
muscle-headed cousin was nothing if not two things: loyal, and
stupid. He couldn’t tell a steroid from an asteroid except he shot
one in his ass and shot the other through my head.

Once the stars subsided, I sat up. Marco was just
standing over me, not saying a word.

“Hey, Marco.”

“Flip wants to see you.”

“I was just going to see him.”

“Where’s your phone?”

“What?”

“Give me your phone.”

“I left it at home.”

A silver Mercedes with chrome rims and dark purple
tint on the windows pulled up. The door opened.

“Get in Hank.” It was Flip, sitting alone in the
backseat wearing a black velour sweatsuit and a large silver link
chain.

I took one look at Marco, then stepped into the car.
Marco pushed in right behind me, and the three of us crowded the
backseat.

“The phone, Marco,” Flip said.

Marco began manhandling me, checking my pockets. I’d
honestly left it at home.

“He don’t got it.”

“It doesn’t matter. I know you got my calls last
night, Hank. Why didn’t you call me back? You know I don’t like it
when you duck me. It insults me.”

“I was at Haley’s last night. The place is loud. I
didn’t hear my phone.”

“You managed to call the office…twice.”

“I didn’t see you called, Flip. I was hammered.”

“You didn’t have a good night, from what I
hear.”

“Freakin’ Lakers…”

“I also heard you went to see Rory.”

I nodded.

“He gave you two grand.”

I nodded again.

“Where is it?”

I thumbed through my pockets and found a thousand. I
handed it to Flip.

He shook his head back and forth. “I should beat the
living shit out of you, Hank. You know that?”

I nodded. There was no point talking. It would only
make it worse. Flip liked to hear himself talk. He had to decide
for himself if he was going to drop me off at my office, or drop me
in a ditch. Any lobbying on my part would just spark his predatory
instincts.

“I don’t understand why you disrespect me. You
needed a job, so I let you collect for me. What do you do? Insult
me.”

“I should have called. I’m sorry.”

Flip looked at me, then walloped me in the gut. I
knew I should have kept my mouth shut.

“You’re goddamned right you should have called
me!”

The Mercedes stopped in front of my office. Flip
grabbed the back of my hair and slammed my head into Marco’s rock
of a knee. My eyes began to water.

“Seven grand, two points a week.”

“But I just gave you a grand.”

Flip slapped me like a fifth grader. “That’s a dick
tax. Don’t ever act like a dick again or the tax will be in broken
bones, not cash. Understand?”

“Yep.”

“Get the fuck out of my car. Now!”

Marco opened the door, but didn’t move. I looked at
him, and he grunted and exhaled like an angry bull, then stepped
out. I stepped out behind him and walked towards my office.

Mrs. Kim ran over as she saw me stumble down our
shared overhang towards my door.

“Mr. Mondale, are you okay?” she asked.

“I’m fine, Mrs. Kim. Don’t worry about me.”

“You sit down right here.” She guided me into the
dry cleaners and over to her chair in front of the sewing
machine.

In spite of my pride, I sat down. “Really, Mrs. Kim,
I’m fine.”

“Nonsense. I’ll get you ice. Your eye looks red.
That’s going to get nice and swollen. You need ice.”

She ran to the back and Mr. Kim slowly ambled
over.

He said something—I had no idea what—and smiled.
Then, he pointed to his own eye, and I think he said, “Nice
shot.”

We nodded and smiled in unison.

Mrs. Kim hurried back with some ice wrapped in a
paper-towel. “Here. This ought to make you feel better.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Kim. Thank you so much.” I stood up
while holding the ice to my eye and forehead.

“Be careful, Mr. Mondale. Stop hanging around with
those bums. One day they’re going to get you in big trouble.”

Mrs. Kim sounded a lot like my mother, only the
accent was different. I guess all mothers sound a lot alike when
they know you’re up to no good.

“Thanks again.”

Sandy had her feet up on the desk while reading a
gossip magazine as I walked in. She didn’t bother to sit up.

“Busy day, I see.”

“Yup.” She replied without looking up.

“Any calls?”

“Nope.” Finally, she looked over and saw my face.
“Oh, Jesus, Hank. What happened to you?”

“Nah, it’s nothing.”

“Are you okay?”

“Fine. Just peachy.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m fine.”

“Your mother called. And Avi called twice.”

“Great. Anyone else?”

“Nope.”

“No clients? No work? Nothing?”

“Not while I’ve been here.”

I walked into my office and shut the door behind me.
A bottle of Jim Beam sat on my desk. I picked it up, took off the
cap, shook my head in disgust, then took a big swig.

I immediately felt better, and worse simultaneously.
Funny how booze can do that. I plunged down into my chair to sleep
off my hangover, my shiner and my anxiety.

* *

“Hank! Phone call.”

My size ten jet-black loafers slipped off the desk,
and I shook myself awake. Had I slept an hour? Or a week? I wasn’t
sure, and I forgot my watch along with my cell phone when I left
the apartment.

“Take a message!”

“It sounds important.”

“Take a message!”

The door swung open and Sandy stood with her arms
crossed. There was a sheen in her eyes telling me she was annoyed
at the inconvenience of having to get up off her pretty little
ass.

“Hank, it sounds important.”

“Is it my mother or Avi?” I reached for the
half-melted ice pack and put it to my sore forehead.

“I think it’s a client.”

“Sandy, can’t you see I’m having a rough day? I’m in
no mood to be messed with. Would you get me a cup of coffee,
please.”

She walked over to me, grabbed the phone, handed me
the receiver and whispered, “I’m not a waitress, and I’m serious.
Take the call.”

I straightened up in my seat and let her know with
my eyes that if this was a joke, I wasn’t laughing. She nodded to
say she wasn’t kidding.

“Mondale Investigative Services. This is Hank.” I
licked my parched lips as I watched Sandy strut out. She didn’t
close the door behind her.

“Hello, Mr. Mondale.” The voice was soft: a man’s
voice in a hushed tone as if he didn’t want someone near him to
hear what he was saying.

“Yes? This is Hank.”

“I am considering hiring you. I have a very delicate
matter that requires a special type of assistance.”

“I’m your man. I’ll be happy to provide
references.”

“Are you available today, around two pm?”

“Hang on, let me check with my secretary.” I cradled
the phone to my chest with one hand and grabbed for the bottle of
whiskey with the other. Just as I got a hold of the bottle, Sandy
came in with a fresh cup of coffee in her hand. She waggled her
finger at me admonishingly with her free hand. I looked back at
her, then put down the whiskey without drinking any and instead
took the coffee from her and mouthed a silent, “Thank you.”

She half smiled, then quickly turned and exited,
this time closing the door softly.

The call seemed too good to be true. The crisp,
concise way the guy spoke…he had to be rich. I could smell the
sweet odor of money coming through the phone. I took a small sip of
the coffee. It was fresh. I took a bigger slug, cleared my throat
and said, “Thanks for holding. Yes, sir. I’m available this
afternoon. Would you like to come down here? Or shall I meet you
somewhere?”

“I am sending someone to meet you. His name is
Greenwal. Be at the Flagship Diner on Second Avenue.”

“Okay. I know the place.”

“Two o’clock sharp. He’ll be in the corner booth.
He’ll be wearing a dark blue suit. He will answer your questions
and assess if you are suitable.”

“Okay, sir.”

Without speaking another word, he hung up.

When you’ve been around the block as many times as I
have, you’re always skeptical. Guys like me didn’t win lotto. Guys
like me didn’t get easy breaks. Guys like me had to work for every
little thing they had in life. When something sounds too good to be
true, there’s a reason for it: that something is bullshit.

Still, the desperation in the man’s voice…my
instincts rarely failed me. And something told me this was for
real. I was intrigued, and as crazy as it seemed, I was
hopeful.

* *

The cab let me off a few blocks up from the diner. I
was ten minutes early, and I needed the time to clear my head
before meeting this Greenwal fella. It had been a long time since
I’d had a case. A real case, anyway. A case that required detective
work and waking up before noon on a weekday.

When I walked inside the diner, it was easy to spot
Greenwal. Just as promised, he was in the corner booth, all alone,
wearing a blue suit—a real conservative one. He looked like a total
drip: big bald spot, with the sides overgrown and combed to the
middle in a swoop; wide-rimmed glasses about two decades out of
fashion and a suit where the arms looked a size too small.

I sat down across from him in the diner booth.

“Mr. Mondale?”

“Yep. You must be Greenwal.”

He looked both ways while yanking at his
shirtsleeve. “Not too loud please. Discretion is a must.”

I nodded. I was used to being discreet. Most clients
insisted on it.

“Do you know who I am?”

“No. Can’t say I do.”

“Good. Good. I work for a very important and very
wealthy man. You may not recognize me, but you’d surely recognize
him.”

“Okay.”

“My employer has sent me out here to scout you out,
so to speak. He has chosen you for a reason. He can afford better…”
Greenwal’s pale face turned red. He cleared his throat and wiped
his mouth with a paper napkin. If I wasn’t so desperate for cash,
perhaps I’d have been insulted. But instead of making a fuss, I
held up my hands to indicate there was no harm done. Then I
gestured with a wave of my hand for Greenwal to continue. He did:
“Excuse me, what I mean to say is, my employer could find a more
highly regarded detective. But he doesn’t want that.”

He abruptly stopped talking as the waitress walked
over. Through loud, cow-chews of gum, a young girl with dirty blond
hair, perhaps a student working for some extra cash, asked, “What
can I get you?”

“Cup of coffee, please.” I said.

“Nothing for me.”

She walked away, and he waited for her to be well
down the aisle before speaking again. The place was all but empty.
The lunch rush had cleared out and the early bird dinner crowd
wasn’t coming for a while. Aside from two construction workers
getting takeout at the front, we had the place to ourselves.

“We know about you, Mr. Mondale.”

“Oh?” My eyebrows raised, then I said with a
chuckle, “I thought I was the detective here?”

“We know you didn’t make it as a cop. We know you
have a small gambling problem and a big drinking problem.”

“Actually, it’s vice versa, Mr. Greenwal. But the
good news is I don’t smoke. My mother smokes. Now that is a filthy
habit.”

He didn’t crack a smile, instead continuing on. “We
also know you are fearless, and very good at what you do.”

Finally, a little flattery.

The waitress walked back and dropped the coffee. I
was about to say thank you when Greenwal brushed her off. She took
the hint and quickly scurried off.

“My employer has a daughter. She’s in some
trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“You’ll have all that answered, once we are
convinced that you are the right guy for the job.”

“What more can I do? Jump on the table and tap
dance?” I didn’t mean to get snippy with the guy, but the scrawny
twerp was starting to piss me off with the cat-and-mouse games.

“I need to be certain that you will keep quiet, and
do just as you are instructed. Can you do that?”

“Of course.”

“If you can do that, you will be very well
paid.”

“How well paid?”

“My employer always overpays. That way he ensures
the best service.”

“Sounds like my kind of guy.”

“Very well. I will report back to him. Be available
this evening for our call.”

What could I say? As much as his smug orders were
bugging me, I needed the job. So I told him, “Here’s my card. My
cell, my home and my business lines. Call me any time. Day or
night.”

“Will do, Mr. Mondale.” Then he pulled a black
leather wallet from his back pocket and took out two bills. He put
a five dollar bill on the table, handed me a twenty and stood up.
“For your coffee and your cab fare.”

“Thanks.”

* *

When I got back to the office, Sandy was standing in
front of an open file cabinet.

“There’s nothing of value in there, Sandy.”

“Very funny.”

“Who’s kidding?”

“I’m filing.”

“You’re filing?” She hadn’t voluntarily filed
anything in as long as I could remember. She must have been really
bored.

“Yes. With this fancy new client of yours, I don’t
want you to forget how valuable I can be.”

“Whatever.” As I walked past her, I saw a bulge in
the back pocket of her dark gray slacks. “What’s that?”

“What?”

“In your pocket.”

“Oh, nothing.”

I reached for it, and pulled a box of brand new pens
out of her pants.

“Hey, watch where you’re grabbing, buster!”

I held the pens up and shook my head. “Would you
please stop stealing my pens.”

She grabbed the box from my hand. “I wasn’t
stealing. I was putting them away.”

“Go home, Sandy. You’ve done your work for the
day.”

“Goodnight.”

Never had to tell her twice: in a flash, the cabinet
was closed, her things gathered up, and she was out the door.

I went to my office, and sat down with the
newspaper. I was about to start the crossword but fumbled through
my desk and couldn’t find a working pen. Instead, I read the sports
pages and waited for the call.

It wasn’t long before the phone rang, and I grabbed
for it, with a tinge of sweat in my palms. But then I paused. Never
pick up a phone on the first ring. A decent private detective is
busy.

“Mondale Investigative Services. Hank speaking.”

“Hennn-reeee. It’s your mutha.”

“Hi, Ma.” I tried not to sound disappointed but the
loud gasping sigh was a giveaway.

“Is that any way to greet your mutha, Henry?”

“Sorry, Ma. I was expecting an important call.”

“My calls aren’t important, Henry?”

“Ma, stop it.”

“If that’s the way you feel about your mother,
perhaps I should stop calling.”

“Ma, please. I didn’t mean it like that. I just
meant I am expecting a call from a client.”

“I see. Big shot, my son Henry. Gets important
calls. More important than his mother.”

“Mom, I have to go. I can’t tie up the line.”

“I see. Don’t you have that call waiting thingee
that all you hot shots have?”

“Mom, I’ll call you later. Gotta go.”

“Bye, Henry.”

“Love you.”

“I love you, too.”

* *

The phone rang. I let it ring twice, and just as the
third ring began, I picked it up.

"Mondale Investigative Services. Hank speaking.”

“Mr. Mondale.” It was the voice again, the voice of
dancing dollars speaking in hushed tones.

“Yes, sir.”

“Greenwal seems to think you are the right person
for the job.”

“Great.”

“I still have my doubts.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. What can I do to make you
more at ease with hiring me?” I was never a great salesman, but I
was searching for the right approach to win Mr. Moneybucks
over.

“It’s okay. I’ve decided to go ahead and hire
you.”

“Excellent.” I could smell the delightful aroma of
cash oozing through the receiver.

“I am sending a car to your office. It will be there
within the half hour. Be ready.”

“Yes, sir.”

I hung up the phone and pumped my fist like Kobe
Bryant after slamming home a game-winning dunk. He hadn’t talked
money, and I was trying to remain my usual, cynical self. But this
was too good to be true. This guy was rich. He went through all
this trouble for a reason.

I was dying to know what that reason was.

* *

The car pulled up in front of my office. I could see
the headlights through the storefront window. I opened my desk
drawer and took out my .38 revolver and loaded it. I didn’t figure
I’d need it, at least not tonight. But I was officially working, so
it was best to be prepared. The soft-spoken guy on the phone was
expecting to hire a prepared detective. It was always best to act
the part.

As I stepped outside the front door to my office,
the driver climbed out and opened the car door for me. The car
looked like the guy on the phone talked, wealthy, but understated.
At least, as understated as a black, stretch Lincoln limousine
could look.

The driver didn’t say much; he was all business. He
closed the door behind me, then got in front and started driving. I
relaxed. My sides were a little sore from the gutshots Flip and
Marco had drilled into me, and the soft leather seat was just what
I needed. I almost nodded off, but truthfully, I was too
excited—schoolboy excited. That hadn’t happened in many years.

 I eyeballed the bar that stood in the middle
of the carpeted backseat—its swinging doors made of maple or
mahogany or something—definitely real wood. There was a fresh,
unopened bottle of Jim Beam that was calling out to me, chirping
like a songbird: Drink me. I closed the bar, leaving the
bottle alone.

Outside the window, I saw the signs for The Major
Deegan Expressway North.

“We headed upstate?” I asked the driver.

“Yes, sir.”

“How far upstate?”

“Oh, not too far.” He didn’t turn around, or even
look at me in the rearview mirror. He just kept his focus on the
road. “Shouldn’t be too long, sir. Just relax and enjoy. I’ll get
you there quickly and safely.”

“Okay,” I said. The guy wasn’t talking. No point
pressing him. It didn’t really matter much to me anyway. I had all
night.

About an hour north of the city, we exited the
expressway. The Lincoln purred and didn’t even rattle slightly as
we drove along twisty, tree-lined side roads. Another half hour
passed and finally the car slowed.

A large, black gate opened as the car turned right
into a regal driveway lined with fine stone masonry. High, green
hedges seemed to envelop us as we turned in.

The driver slowed and nodded to a man in a suit who
sat in a security booth at the foot of the property. The black gate
closed behind us, slowly but firmly. The guy in the suit saluted
back. The car drove upwards, the driveway slightly inclined, then
wrapped around a wide semicircle. Two houses were in view, and just
behind them a much bigger house stood at the high arc of the
driveway.

We reached the top of the semicircle driveway and
the entrance to the main house. The driver stopped the car, and
stepped out. I let him open the door for me—not usually my style
but the guy seemed so formal I felt compelled to acquiesce.

He helped me out of the car and led me to the door.
A stiff old man in a butler-style monkey-suit opened the door. The
driver returned to the car.

“Good evening, sir,” the old guy said. His accent
wasn’t British, but still, he spoke the King’s English quite well.
We didn’t hear that accent much in the City. “Was your trip
satisfactory?”

“Just lovely, sir. Just lovely.”

He probably sensed a little sarcasm in my voice but
didn’t let on. “Wonderful. Can I get your coat?”

“Why, certainly.” I handed him my gloves, then my
overcoat and scarf, and he quickly scurried to the closet and
disappeared inside it.

“Mr. Mondale, this way please.” The voice was
Greenwal’s. I looked up a large staircase and saw him at the
top.

“Hello, Mr. Greenwal. Always a pleasure.”

He wasn’t as amused by my attempt at mixing with the
upper crust. His bloated pink lips curled slightly and he waved me
up. I walked up the steps, two at a time. I suddenly got the
feeling his boss didn’t want to be kept waiting.

Greenwal led me past another flight of steps. I
couldn’t help but look up. At the top a large man in a suit stood,
arms folded; he was big and sturdy, but also had a pretty large
gut. I heard some ruckus, but couldn’t quite make it out. A woman’s
voice, perhaps? Hard to tell.

“This way, Mondale,” Greenwal said with another
hurried wave. He was ten feet in front of me and stretching it to
fifteen. I picked up my pace and cut it to five. Then, he stopped
in front of a room and opened the door. “This is the library. Have
a seat.”

I walked through a slender, wood-trimmed doorway.
Bookshelves lined all four walls and there weren’t any windows in
the room. There was a large desk at the far end flanked by a huge
globe on one side, and a large bust on the other. I walked towards
the bust; it was Ben Franklin.

“Big Franklin fans. Me too.” I said to Greenwal.

“Have a seat, Mr. Mondale. Read a book. There’s also
a selection of magazines on the table. It will be just a few
minutes.”

“Okay.”

“Would you care for a drink or anything?”

“No. No thank you.”

I sat down on a bench with tiny red cushions on top
of gold…brass I guess and not very comfortable at all. Judging by
the shine on it, it was either cleaned daily, or never used. I
picked up a magazine at random. Some financial rag. I’d never
understand a word of it, so I threw it back down and sat back and
waited.

A few minutes passed, and I heard some scuffling
coming from just outside the half-opened door to the room. Finally,
my soon-to-be benefactor showed himself.

He walked into the room with the same quiet ease he
spoke with on the phone, although his body language told me he was
anything but at ease; his face was red, and he seemed out of
breath. He was a tall and slender man, probably in his early
fifties; salt-and-pepper hair perfectly trimmed and combed in a
smooth side part; the kind of cut that must have been done once a
week so not a single hair was out of place. He wore a gray suit and
dark tie. I recognized him from television.

“Hello, Mr. Mondale. Thank you so much for
coming.”

“It’s my pleasure.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“Thomas Blake. Yes, I know who you are.”

“Good. Very good. Then you know I am a serious man.
A man who expects a lot out of anyone he hires. And a man who pays
his people well.”

“So I hear.”

“Does that interest you? Working hard and being well
paid for it?”

“Of course. Absolutely.”

“Good. Very good. Because that is exactly what I
need.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of Thomas Blake. I knew
he was rich. He was known for real estate, and investments, and
money—all stuff I knew nothing about. He had a reputation of being
a bit of an egomaniac, but to meet him in person, I didn’t sense an
ego at all. Certainly not an ego that matched the grandiosity of
his home, or an ego the size he was purported to have in the news
media. Maybe that was all bullshit for his image. The real man may
be different from the persona. I wasn’t sure yet. But I knew he had
money and didn’t figure his paychecks bounced.

“Mr. Mondale, would you care to take a walk? I think
better outside.”

“Sure.” Truth be told, I wasn’t really thrilled with
going out into the cold, but he was the boss.

We walked down the staircase and the butler walked
by. I thought for sure he’d bring over our jackets. But Thomas
Blake didn’t even make eye contact with the old man.

“This way, Mr. Mondale.” Blake said.

He led me through a dining room and into a long
hallway. At the end was a windowed, double doorway that led to the
outside. Blake opened the doors and we walked out into the
night.

We followed a lit path away from the house, and soon
when I looked back I could just see a light or two fading in the
distance. The chilly steam blew from our mouths like marching
steeds, but Blake seemed unaffected.

Finally, he broke the silence.

“You’re cold, Mr. Mondale, aren’t you?”

“Well, yeah.” I felt I should kiss his ass, but why
deny the obvious.

“Seems a simple test, but you’ve passed.”

“Being cold on a freezing cold night is a test?”

“Not exactly. More your reaction. Clearly, you are a
practical man. And a rational man. I desperately need those two
qualities right now.”

We walked up to a shed, and he opened the door. It
smelled like animal and there was hay scattered about the ground. I
guess it was a horse stable. A blanket hung from the wall and he
handed it to me. Oddly enough, the cold hardly seemed to bother
him.

“I need a detective. One who’s methodical. One who
is a pragmatist. And one who won’t stop until he gets the job done,
no matter how crazy the job may seem.”

I nodded, and shook and shimmied beneath the blanket
to keep warm.

“The job I’m about to offer you is going to sound
completely and utterly insane. I realize that. But I assure you,
Mr. Mondale, I am a sane, rational and practical man. Just as you
are.”

“Of course, Mr. Blake. Of course you are.”

“Let me go upstairs. I have a heavy jacket for you.
Then we can resume our walk.”

“Sure.”

He disappeared up a wood staircase and quickly
returned with a heavy, down feathered jacket. He handed it to me
and I put it on. Then I followed him back out the door.

“Mr. Mondale, there is a monster trying to kill my
daughter.”

I tried to keep a straight face, but he read the
look in my eyes.

He laughed, then said, “I told you it would sound
crazy. I know it does.”

“Well, Mr. Blake…yes. I guess it does. But I’m
listening.”

“My daughter is nineteen years old. She is the love
of my life. My wife passed away several years ago. I have no other
children. She is everything to me.”

“Of course, sir.”

We walked further into the grounds, down a
cobblestone path and passed several empty cages.

“My daughter loves animals. This is her zoo. Her
very own zoo. The animals are inside now. It’s too cold for
them.”

“It’s too cold for me!” I said, blowing frost from
my laughing mouth.

He smiled back and said. “Okay, let’s head back
towards the house.”

Blake led the way down the path and I followed
closely behind. The lights of the house quickly came back into
view.

“Mr. Mondale,” he said with his back to me, “I
realize this is unusual, but I need you to help me.”

“Of course. You can count on me.”

I figured Blake was like most fathers are over their
nineteen year old daughters: in complete and total denial. She was
probably whacked out on smack, or crack, or coke or who knew what.
Regardless, if Thomas Blake, the famous real estate mogul, wanted
to pay me to chase his daughter’s monster, I was all for it.

We walked back inside the double doors, and he
closed them behind us. I pulled off the jacket and handed it to the
butler, who made his way over to us in no time.

“Let’s head upstairs, Mr. Mondale,” Blake said as he
walked towards the staircase.

I followed close behind. We reached the top then
turned towards the second flight of stairs. Blake turned to me but
didn’t stop walking up.

“That’s Marty,” Blake said as we reached the
top.

Marty, the big guy I saw earlier just nodded.
Another large man, this one a bald African-American with a
well-groomed goatee, big like Marty, but more rippled, and less
fat, and wearing a similar dark gray suit, walked towards us.

“That’s Wes. Wes and Marty take care of my little
girl. They look after her, and just about everything else around
here.”

“I see.” I nodded to each man one at a time.

“It’s not always easy being Thomas Blake’s daughter.
And it’s not always safe.”

I nodded again.

“Mackenzie has it rough, being my daughter,” Blake
continued.

I nodded again, although to me, being the daughter
of a freakin’ billionaire didn’t sound so rough; she should have
met my dad.

Blake turned to the men. “Wait outside. Mr. Mondale
and I are going to go in and try to talk to Mackenzie.”

Wes nodded and said, “She’s still in the bathroom.
She hasn’t come out.”

“I figured as much,” Blake said as he opened the
door.

I followed Blake into the room, and was hit by a
stench, like a rotten banana, as he shut the door behind us. The
walls were painted pink and the room was huge. It was an absolute
pigsty. A four-post bed was in the dead center of the room with a
sheer pink cover hanging off it, ripped in several places. There
was a faux fur pink rug that looked as if it had been soaked in
vodka and cranberry. Papers and magazines were strewn about. Plates
with half eaten meals lay on the floor. There was one window in the
room, but a bookshelf had been placed in front of it, and I only
noticed it because of the pink drapes that hung above it.

“Pardon the mess, Mr. Mondale. She refuses to let
the maid in.”

“No problem. You should see my place.”

We walked up to another door, and Blake knocked on
it lightly.

“Mackenzie, honey. There’s someone here to see
you.”

“GO AWAY!” came a high-pitched shriek from the other
side of the door. Her voice was crackly and unsteady.

“Mackenzie, please. Someone’s here to help you.”

“LEAVE ME ALONE!”

“Mackenzie. We’re coming in.”

Blake took a key ring from his pocket and put a key
in the lock. He turned the door, and slowly opened it.

The lights were off. Blake turned them on. Looking
over his shoulder, into the room, I could see that the bathroom was
pink too: dark pink wallpaper with light pink tiles on the
floor.

From behind a wall that separated the john from the
rest of the bathroom I could hear her shout, “Turn it off! Turn it
off now. It will know we’re in here!”

Blake turned the light off. I looked in the mirror
but could only see her light-colored shoes poking out around the
corner of the wall.

“Mackenzie. This is Hank Mondale. He is a private
detective. He’s here to help us.”

It seemed to me like she needed a shrink, not a
detective, but on cue, I walked in and called in my softest, most
sympathetic voice, “Ms. Blake, I’m here to help.”

“Go away.” She suddenly sounded more like a spoiled
brat than a hysterical girl in need of help, and it occurred to me
that maybe she didn’t need a shrink or a detective, just a good,
solid kick in the ass.

Blake waved me forward in front of him, and I walked
deeper into the bathroom. The light from the bedroom was just
enough to guide me.

I turned the corner and saw her. She was huddled
between the john and the wall, clutching something. It was moving
and panting. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I realized it was a
dog: a tiny, furry thing. It looked like white fur but it was hard
to tell, could have been gray or even light brown.

Mackenzie Blake was hugging the dog, swaying back
and forth, her head buried in the dog’s fur.

I walked closer, put my hand on her shoulder and
whispered, “It’s okay. I’m here to help.”

She looked up at me. I could see red, bloodshot eyes
that almost glowed in the dark. Her face was clean, and fresh.
Blake said she was nineteen but she looked sixteen to me.

She whispered, “It’s gonna kill me.”

 “What?” I whispered back. I hunched down and
leaned against the wall. “What is trying to hurt you?”

“It.”

“It? Ms. Blake, you need to let me help you. Please
tell me more.”

She cradled her dog and continued rocking back and
forth, refusing to look up at me.

* *

She continued to whisper. Repeating herself over and
over again:

“It’s gonna kill me.”

She must have said it half a dozen times. I tried to
comfort her, awkwardly patting her shoulder and trying to get her
to talk to me, but she just looked away, her eyes hollow like two
rotten tree trunks, and repeated the phrase. “It’s gonna kill
me.”

Finally, I walked out of the bathroom and gestured
to Blake that I was leaving, but not speaking, almost like I was at
a library. He nodded, then followed me out of the bedroom and into
the hall. Marty and Wes quickly went inside.

“I’ll keep an eye on her, Mr. Blake.” Wes said
softly as he walked by.

Blake nodded to him as Wes lightly closed the door.
Then, Blake said to me, “I realize this is unusual, Mr.
Mondale.”

“I’m not one to judge, Mr. Blake. I don’t have kids
but I imagine this must be really tough for you. I don’t know what
to say, other than I feel really bad. It’s obvious your daughter is
going through a rough time.”

I was mad at myself for saying that. Firstly,
because it wasn’t my place to say that. Secondly, because I really
needed the job. If Mackenzie Blake was out of her fucking mind,
what did I care, so long as I got paid.

“You’re skeptical.”

“It’s just…”

 Blake cut me off and put up his arms for me to
stop talking. “I fully expected you to be skeptical. I don’t want a
yes-man, Mr. Mondale. I have plenty of those on my payroll
already.”

“If that’s the case, Mr. Blake,” I couldn’t believe
what I was about to say, but I couldn’t stop myself, “Then I think
I should just pass on the job.”

“Mr. Mondale, I am impressed.”

I shook my head in disbelief.

Blake continued: “I expected you to be a fine
detective. But I didn’t expect such ethics. It’s admirable.”

“Nah. I just think maybe your daughter needs a
different type of help than I have to offer.”

Thomas Blake laughed, but I don’t think he was
really amused. “Mr. Mondale, come with me.”

He walked down the steps, then called out,
“Horace.”

The old man in the black suit came waddling over
like a penguin; even though he was tall and slender, his dutiful
walk had more side to side than forward movement in it.

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you seen my flashlight?”

“Why, yes. I’ll go get it. Just a minute.”

The butler walked into the next room and I could
hear him opening drawers in what sounded like a wood cabinet.
Within a minute, he was back.

“Here you are, sir.” He handed Blake a long, black
flashlight.

“Thank you, Horace.” Blake said, then to me he said,
“Come on outside.”

“I think I’ll get my coat this time.”

Standing just a few feet away, Horace said, “Of
course, sir.” He was to the closet and back with my coat in no
time. He moved well for a guy his age.

“Thanks.”

“Certainly, sir.”

Blake led me back to the double doors. He opened
them and we stepped out. Instead of heading away from the house, he
went the other way on the path; it ran along the side of the
house.

“I want you to know we aren’t crazy.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy, Mr. Blake.”

“I need you to take this investigation seriously. I
need you to find the monster that is threatening my daughter.”

Muted light was shining through a window on the
third floor. I could see the shadow of the bookcase showing through
the lacey, light-colored drapes. We stopped in front of it. Blake
turned on the flashlight. He pointed it along the side of the house
and slowly moved it up the wall.

“You see those marks?”

“Yes. I see them.”

The marks were muddy and scratched into the side of
the house. The house was a traditional, colonial-style home, albeit
quite large. The wood was painted white. Even in the dark, the
muddy scratches stood out. The light reached the windowsill, and
the scratches looked even deeper.

“You see? That’s Mackenzie’s room. The creature
scaled the wall and tried to claw its way inside her room.”

“I see the tracks. Maybe its an animal.”

“It is an animal. But not like any animal
I’ve ever seen before.”

I nodded. Then asked, “When did these marks in the
house appear?”

“A few weeks ago. When that unexpected warm front
hit.”

His comment jolted me, but I tried not to let it
show. “The Indian summer?”

“Yes, if that’s what you’d like to call it.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“Let’s go back inside,” he said.

I followed him back into the double doors. Horace
was waiting for us and immediately took my coat. We walked back up
the two flights of steps towards Mackenzie Blake’s room.

“Mr. Blake,” I said as we walked down the navy
blue-carpeted hall towards the room, “I want to help, but I’m going
to need a little more to go on. Mackenzie has to tell me all she
knows. I’m a detective. I gather leads and track them down. So far,
I have nothing.”

Blake nodded his head and walked back into the room.
I walked in behind him.

The room was dark, all the lights shut off. There
was the dim glow of a flashlight ahead. Wes was holding the light.
I could see the round silhouette of Marty next to him eating a bag
of cookies or something.

“She wants the lights off, Mr. Blake,” Wes said.

“I know. You fellas wait outside. Give us a minute
with her.”

“No!” she yelled from inside the bathroom. “I want
them close by.”

“Fine, fine.” Blake said. Then he waved me over and
said, “Mackenzie. Please talk to Mr. Mondale. He is going to find
that thing for us, and help us get rid of it once and for all.”

I walked over to the bathroom door. It was pitch
black inside. I saw a tiny reflection of light coming off a metal
towel rack. As my eyes adjusted, I could see the outline of her,
still clutching the tiny dog in her arms. She’d come out from
behind the toilet and was now sitting in the dead middle of the
room on a bathmat.

“Mackenzie, I want to help. I can see you’ve been
through something traumatic. The only way I can help is if you give
me all the information you know.”

“Okay.”

“Good.” I stepped into the room.

“Here.” Wes handed me a lit flashlight.

I grabbed it and pointed it towards the floor to
give the room some light without shining it directly in her face.
“Thanks.” I sat down on the mat, but not too close to her. I didn’t
want her to feel crowded. “Okay, Mackenzie. This thing that’s after
you, what does it look like?”

She sniffled loudly, then in a phlegm-filled voice,
she said, “Gross.”

“Gross?” That wasn’t much help, but I knew I had to
be patient and allow the kid to let it all out.

“Yes. It looks kind of like a lizard.”

“A lizard?”

“Yes, it has a tail, and a really long tongue.” She
began to shiver, “Ew, its tongue is really gross. It’s really long.
It’s so gross.”

“Okay. What else?”

“It seems scary, but it’s afraid of people.”

“Okay, so I’m looking for a lizard-like creature,
with a tail and a long tongue.” I was trying really hard to sound
sincere, but it was getting more and more difficult. “How big is
it?”

“It’s about five feet tall, but it won’t look like
this anyway.”

“Why not?”

“It can camouflage itself. It masks itself to look
like a regular person.”

“Camouflage. I see.” How convenient.

“It eats people,” she said.

I stood up and thought for a minute. The whole thing
sounded ridiculous. She needed a shrink or rehab, or both. But what
did I care? This guy had money and was willing to pay. I needed
money. I wasn’t sure how good my acting job was coming off, but all
I could do was continue to play the role. So I asked the most
logical question.

“Why is he after you, Mackenzie?”

She didn’t answer. In fact, even in the dim light, I
could see the question bothered her. She curled up and began
rocking the dog back and forth again.

“Mackenzie, I need to know. Why is this creature
after you?”

“It eats people. That’s what it does. That’s how it
survives.”

“I understand. But why you?”

The pace of the rocking sped up. Her head was
shaking now too. She was muttering something, but I couldn’t tell
what.

“Please, Mackenzie. I need to know.”

“It eats people.”

“Okay. I understand.” I was about to give up. No
amount of questioning was going to get through to this crackhead,
spoiled kid. But then she said something that made my head
reel.

“It eats them from the inside out.”

“What did you say?”

“It eats them from the inside out.”

“I see.” I no longer had to act interested; I was
truly intrigued.

I stood up and walked into the bedroom. Thomas Blake
was waiting for me. He extended his arm towards me. In his hand was
a thick envelope with a rubber band around it.

“There’s five thousand dollars in here, Mr.
Mondale.” I could see exasperation built up in his bulging jawbones
and the bags under his eyes drooped. “This will get you started. If
you find this thing, there will be another twenty.”

I licked my lips at the prospects. Then, when I
thought things couldn’t get any better, they did.

“And if you find it and kill it, I will give you
another fifty.”

I took the envelope from him and nodded. “I’ll do my
best, Mr. Blake.”

“I’ll walk you out.”

We walked down the steps, Blake in the lead, me two
steps behind.

“Listen, Mr. Mondale. You obviously see the
sensitivity of this matter.”

“Of course.”

“So, I don’t have to tell you just how important
your discretion is in this case, do I?”

“Of course not. I understand, completely.”

“Then I can count on you to tell nothing of this
case to anyone. Correct?”

“Of course. The confidentiality of my clients is
always of utmost importance to me. I am a professional, Mr.
Blake.”

He raised his hands, almost apologetically. “Of
course.”

“But you must understand one thing.” I paused and he
stopped on the staircase landing between floors. “In cases like
these, I have to follow the trail wherever it goes. And sometimes,
that can be in places that make my clients uncomfortable.”

His face tightened as his eyes squinted slightly.
For the first time since I’d been in his presence, his shoulders
slumped.

I could see he was bothered, but I continued. I’d
given this speech before but I could tell it was his first time
hearing it. “I work for you. But in order to do my job, I must have
complete access, to everything and anything I need. I can’t predict
in advance where the investigation will take me.”

Blake thumbed his chin, then said, “Absolutely. We
are on the same team in this. We both want the same thing, to solve
the case.”

“Good.” I said.

“But I do have one condition.”

“Go ahead.” I knew this guy was too used to being
catered to, to just agree to my terms without some stipulation.

“You will be given complete and total access as
needed, but anything you find, you will come to me first. No matter
what it is. No police. No outside parties. You come to me. No
matter what you find.”

It didn’t surprise me to hear him say that, but I
still stopped to ponder its potential implications.

“Is that understood, Mr. Mondale?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yes, sir. I understand.”

“Good.”

* *

By the time the limousine dropped me off in front of
my apartment, it was almost ten o’clock. I stopped at Jo Jo’s
grocery and picked up a six-pack of imported stuff. I figured I
should lay off the whiskey for the night; I had a long day coming
ahead of me, but I owed myself a little celebration.

I walked inside, dropped my coat and used the corner
of my kitchen table to knock the top off the beer bottle. No sense
looking for a bottle opener. While guzzling down the cold beer, I
grabbed the remote control and flipped on the TV. The Lakers were
about to start.

There was no way the Lakers would burn me two nights
in a row. My luck was running hot. But when I checked the paper, I
saw they were facing the San Antonio Spurs. The Spurs had won on
three of their last four visits to The Staples Center, according to
the brief write-up of the game. I had a sudden change of mind to go
the other way.

I called Flip’s office and the phone was answered on
the first ring. I could hear the shuffling in the background.
Sounded like a busy night.

“Yeah,” the old guy said.

“Hey, it’s Hank. Flip’s Hank.”

“Hank! Are you serious?”

“What? My credit’s good. I settled with Flip
today.”

“Hold on.” The scratching sound of the phone being
held to the man’s chest was followed by some back and forth between
two men. “Okay, Hank. Whaddaya need?”

“What’s the Laker line?”

“Lakers are three tonight.”

“Okay, give me the Spurs four hundred times.” Worst
case scenario, I could eat the two grand out of the advance Blake
gave me. But I wouldn’t need it. My luck was turning.

“Okay, Hank. It’s your funeral.”

“Have a little faith, buddy.”

“Good luck.” With that semi-sincere well wish, he
hung up.

The first six-pack was gone by halftime, as the
Lakers were cruising to a twenty point lead, but I wasn’t losing
hope. I went back down to Jo Jo’s, picked up another six, and
settled in. San Antonio was a well-coached team, full of gamers and
veteran players. They mustered up a nice comeback in the third
quarter, and even took the lead briefly early in the fourth. But
the comeback must have taken all their energy because in the last
two minutes, they let it slip away. And I owed Flip another two
thousand dollars plus a ten percent vig.

I went to bed.

* *

I stopped in Jo Jo’s and fixed myself a cup of
coffee. Angela, the lady who worked mornings there looked like she
hadn’t had her morning cup yet and barely grunted a hello. I
dropped six quarters and a ball of lint on her counter and walked
out.

A big figure was standing in front of my office. As
I got closer, I could see the bulging biceps squeezed into a
size-too-tight designer sweat suit. His hair had enough gel in it
to hold down a hotdog wrapper against hurricane-force winds. It was
Marco, standing alone, arms folded at the front door to my office.
Luckily I was ready for him.

“Not hiding this time, Henry. Smart thinking.” A
toothpick dangled from his lip, and he was chewing gum at the same
time.

“Only my mother calls me Henry. And doesn’t that
give you splinters?”

He didn’t seem to appreciate my joke. He continued
to chew.

I reached into my pocket where I’d already separated
two stacks of bills and wrapped them in rubber bands. I pulled one
out and handed it to Marco.

“That’s twenty-two hundred. Tell Flip he doesn’t
need to chase me. I’m good for the rest. I’ll come see him
soon.”

Marco looked stunned, and maybe a little
disappointed that he wasn’t going to get to kick my ass on this
day. He took off the rubber band and gave the cash a fast count. He
nodded, then said, “Okay, Henry. This covers last night but it
doesn’t make a dent in the principal.”

I nodded.

“Juice is still running.”

I nodded again.

“See ya.” Marco walked over to a souped-up, red
Camaro parked across the street. He got in, revved the engine, and
sped off, wheels chirping as he did.

“So loud!” Mrs. Kim yelled. I turned and saw her
behind her sewing machine holding her ears.

“Sorry about that, Mrs. Kim.”

“It’s alright,” she said and brushed me off, letting
me know it was no big deal.

“Morning, Mr. Kim.” I called out. He waved back.

I walked into the entranceway and reached for my
key. I tried it in the lock but it didn’t fit; I wiggled it, but
couldn’t jam the key in. There was a note hanging from the door: a
handwritten eviction notice.

I grabbed my cell phone out of my pocket and called
Avi. He answered on the first ring. He knew it was me.

“Mr. Mondale, how may I help you today?”

“Avi, I need to get in my office.”

“Sorry. I am tired of going through this exercise
all the time.”

“Avi, please. I have your money.”

“Yes. Yes. I’ve heard this one before, Mr.
Mondale.”

“I mean it, Avi. I have it right now, in the pocket
of my pants. Come down here, open the door and take your
money.”

“You are paying the locksmith bill, too.”

“Avi, why’d you have to go and change the
locks?”

“Mr. Mondale, do I really have to answer that? If I
left the notice without changing the locks, would we be having this
conversation? Or would my notice be in your garbage pail?”

“Okay. Fine. You made your point. Please come down
here. I have two months’ rent for you. This month and last
month.”

“Very well. I’ll be there in a half hour.”

“Make it fifteen.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

* *

I finished my cup of coffee inside the Kim’s
bustling store. A steady stream of men and women in suits carrying
shirts and blouses by the armful kept them busy, but they were good
enough to let me sit on a bench that stood in the front corner of
the store.

Avi showed up about forty minutes later in a dark
gray Lexus, which he parked in front of a fire hydrant and left
idling. I met him out front, handed him his money and he opened the
door. Begrudgingly, he handed me a key to the newly changed lock,
then got back in his car. His window came down and he called out,
“Let’s not go through this unneeded silliness again next month, Mr.
Mondale. Please.” Then he quickly drove off.

The office was warm; Sandy had obviously paid the
heating bill. As I walked towards the back, she came in.

“Hi, Hank,” she said with way too much enthusiasm
for first thing in the morning.

“You missed all the excitement.”

“Oh?”

“Avi was just here. He changed the locks again.”

“Again?” she sighed.

“Here.” I handed her my key. “Go down to the
locksmith and get yourself a copy made.”

“Okay.”

I walked into my office, and sat down at my desk. I
noticed the empty bottle of whiskey.

“Sandy,” I called out.

She was halfway out the door and called, “What is
it, Hank?”

“Get me a bottle of whiskey while you’re out.”

“Hank! It’s not even ten o’clock yet.”

“Just get it. Please.”

“I’ll see what’s opened.”

“Thank you.”

I had two important calls to make. It was time to
begin the process of gathering information. The first thing that I
learned a long time ago in this business is to find out everything
you can about the people who hire you. I needed a crash course in
Thomas and Mackenzie Blake.

That was the first order of business for the day. My
buddy, Warren Hill worked for The Post. Warren covered the city
beat. Many considered The Post to be a rag paper, and Hill to be
nothing more than a hack journalist, but truth be told, Warren took
his job very seriously. He knew all there was to know about New
York City and its various players. Thomas Blake was a big player in
the business scene. Mackenzie Blake was a big player in the New
York society scene. Warren was sure to know a lot about them
both.

I opened the top drawer to my desk. Amongst random
slips of paper, half-spent notepads and assorted junk, I found
Warren Hill’s business card.

The phone rang without being answered, and then
Warren’s voicemail picked up. Standard business message, no
friendly greeting, just Warren’s deep voice sounding tired as
usual, saying: “You’ve reached the voicemail of Warren Hill. Leave
your number, I’ll call back.”

“Warren, it’s Hank Mondale. I need some help on a
case. Maybe we can grab some lunch later and talk it over. Call me
back.” I left my office and cell numbers and hung up.

The next number I didn’t need a business card for. I
had Victor’s cell phone number programmed into my phone, and knew
it by heart anyway. I punched the number into the dusty black phone
on my desk.

“Hello.” Vic answered quickly.

“Hey, Vic. It’s me.”

“Hey, Hank.”

“Listen, about that murder case. The lady over by
the FDR.”

“Yeah, Olsen case.”

“I need some information on it. Can I review the
file?”

He laughed. “Tate’ll be a bitch about it, but…”

“Come on, Vic. He’ll get over it. Maybe I can even
help out.”

“What’s this all about?”

“I’ve got a new client. I’m not sure yet, but maybe
my case and your case overlap.”

“Really? Alright. I’m on my way in now. Stop by the
stationhouse in an hour.”

“See you then.”

“Yup.”

I hung up the phone and looked over at the empty
bottle of Jim Beam to my right.

“Where is Sandy,” I mumbled to myself. “I could
really use a drink.”

She returned within a few minutes and I filled a
flask with booze, took a swig right out of the bottle, then put the
flask in my overcoat and headed towards the door.

“See you later, Hank.”

“Call my cell if any important calls come in.”

“You got it. This is so exciting to see you working
on a big case.” She giggled with schoolgirl charm.

I took another swig, this time from the flask.

“Hank. You should watch that. You’re working.”

“That’s why I need this.”

“Oh, Hank. Stay out of trouble please.”

“Bye.”

The walk uptown took a while, but I had time to
kill. A lot of times I would have taken a cab up to the thirteenth
precinct. The walk was a good twenty blocks, and it was chilly out.
But I knew Vic was just getting into work, and I wanted to at least
let him get settled in with a cup of coffee before I bothered
him.

O’Malley, or O’Hara was at the desk when I walked
into the stationhouse. It wasn’t the same guy from the other day.
It was the other one.

“Hey, O’Hara.”

“It’s O’Malley!”

“Sorry, my fault.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

I walked upstairs to Homicide and Victor was at his
desk, slugging away at a large cup of coffee. Tate wasn’t at his
seat. Maybe he wasn’t in yet, which was fine by me.

“Hey, Vic.”

“Good morning, Hank.”

I heard a toilet flush and Tate walked out of the
nearby bathroom, rubbing his wet hands on his suit pants.

“One of the joys of having a desk in the far corner
of the stationhouse,” Vic said.

I nodded in agreement.

“So, what can I do for you today, Hank?”

“The murder from last summer. The FDR thing.”

“Olsen. Right. You have something for me?”

Tate sat down and for the first time took notice
that I was in the room.

“I might. I’m not sure yet. Can I look over the
file?”

“Come on, Mondale. You need to give a little to get
a little,” said Tate. “What do you know?”

“I have a new client. My client may know something
about the case. It’s probably nothing. But I need to check it
out.”

“Who’s the client?”

“Come on, Tate,” Vic cut in for me. “You know Hank
keeps his clients confidential. Show a little courtesy.”

Tate’s nose rose up towards the ceiling like an
elephant’s trunk.

“Listen,” I said. “Let me look over the file. If I
have anything, anything at all, I’ll fill you guys in. Right now, I
don’t have anything to go on. If I did, I’d have already shared it
with you. The file’s been cold for months, so what’s the big deal?
If I have a solid lead, I’ll give it to you.”

Tate stood up and walked towards the cheap
coffeemaker that sat on a table on the other side of the room; I
could smell the crappy, burnt coffee from where I was sitting. With
his back to us, he said, “Fine. Knock yourself out.”

Vic handed over the file, which was already sitting
on his desk. It was a fairly slim file for a homicide. I didn’t
figure it would take me long to read over.

Virginia “Ginny” Olsen was fifty-four years old at
the time of death, married, had two children in their twenties and
a dog named Peanut.

“Anything on the husband?” I asked Vic as I thumbed
through the file.

“Seems clean. It’s all there.”

The husband’s name was Scott. Fifty-six years old.
Worked downtown near Wall Street for a financial firm. No criminal
record. Seemed like a clean, Joe Citizen. The file indicated
Detectives Ortega and Tate questioned him on two separate
occasions. He had a solid alibi; he was working late the night of
the murder and had numerous coworkers to back that up. No reported
marital problems. Like Vic said: nothing.

Juan Lopez, the building superintendent was the
eyewitness. Mr. Lopez was questioned on four different occasions.
His story was consistent, and backed up by security camera footage.
He received a complaint of noise coming from the Olsen apartment.
Went to check it out. Knocked, didn’t hear an answer, so he used
his master key to get in. When he opened the door, a Caucasian
woman, attractive, late thirties to early forties, barreled him
over and ran out of the building. Juan turned on the lights and saw
Mrs. Olsen, then called 911 immediately.

“That’s it, huh?”

“In a nutshell,” Vic replied. “That’s all we have.
We have an eyewitness and security tapes, but no one knows who this
woman is, much less why she’d do such a thing.”

“Vic, can you take me down to the scene?”

Vic shrugged. “I guess so. But what you see is what
you get. Me and Tate have been over there a dozen times. We’ve
interviewed the entire building. No one knows who that mystery
woman on the security tape is.”

“Humor me.”

“Okay. This afternoon. I’ve got a lot to do this
morning.”

“Great, see you then.”

“I’ll call you when I have time.”

“Thanks, Vic.”

When I walked outside the stationhouse, I noticed
the little envelope on my cell phone. Someone had left a message
while I was inside. Cell service was always a little dicey inside
the precinct. On a good day you got perfect reception, other days,
like today apparently, the phone didn’t even ring.

My hopes were fulfilled as I listened to the message
and heard the voice of Warren Hill. His voice was raspy and he
sounded every bit his sixty-seven years of age when he spoke in
slow deliberate tones, as if each word might be his last. He smoked
three packs a day, minimum and had a nasty coke habit for much of
his adult years; although he’d kicked those demons at least ten
years ago, many of the scars remained. Still, I was one of the few
people who got along with the guy.

“Hey, Hank,” his voice on the message said, “good to
hear from you. You know I can always use some lunch. Especially if
you’re buying. I’m free about noon. Call me and confirm. Bye.”

I hit the callback button and the phone rang. Warren
picked it up on the fourth ring.

“Warren Hill.”

“Hey Warren. It’s Hank.”

“Hank. How goes it?”

“Good. Good. Yourself?”

“Let’s see, my doctor says my cholesterol’s too
high, my blood pressure’s too high, and my prostate’s too big.
Other than that, I’m fuckin’ wonderful.”

“Good to hear.”

“Yeah. Yeah. Get to the point, Hank. I’m late on a
deadline and my editor has been busting my balls. He still thinks
if he makes my life miserable enough, he can get me to retire.”

“You’ll show him, Warren. You’ll show him.”

Warren laughed, a long wheezing laugh. I could hear
him sucking on a cigarette, then exhaling between chuckles. “I’ll
outlive that snotty little shit, just like the last two
editors.”

“I thought the last one moved on to The Daily News
and the other one just quit.”

“Whatever, they’re both dead to me.”

“Listen, about lunch.”

“Yeah, about lunch,” he said, then sucked in another
hit of smoke. “You’re buying, and I’m talking.”

“Okay. Fair enough.”

“What am I talking about?”

“Thomas and Mackenzie Blake.”

“Ah. The egomaniac and the spoiled brat. I know them
well.”

“I figured you’d be the perfect guy to help me.”

“Why you interested in them? They hire you or
something?”

“Warren,” I said in an admonishing tone. “You need
to keep this talk off the record.”

“Okay. Okay.” Between his pseudo-guilt and the early
stages of emphysema, he was practically whispering. “I had to ask.
As long as you’re paying for lunch, I’ll keep a lid on our
talk.”

“Great.”

“But I’m picking the restaurant.”

“Fine. But try not to clean me out.”

* *

We agreed to meet at Vladimir’s Steakhouse on the
west side, which, in spite of its Russian name and décor, served
American food. Warren loved the place and even with the money I’d
given Marco and Avi, I could still spring for a steak lunch and
have enough left over to cover my anticipated expenses. Worst case,
I’d hit Blake up for some more money, but it was too soon for
that.

I arrived first and got us a table for two in the
back. I sat down, my back to the wall. I would have preferred a
booth but they were all taken. The place was dark. The floor and
walls were finished in dark stained wood. Hanging red curtains with
yellow tassels and trim were draped over paintings of Stalin and
Lenin. Red tablecloths adorned the tables. I wasn’t exactly hiding,
but I didn’t really want to be seen with Warren Hill either.
Someone might overhear something and start asking questions. I
needed to keep a low profile until I had a better idea of exactly
what I was dealing with. Vladimir’s was the perfect place to stay
below the radar. The lunch crowd was mostly men in suits eating
steaks, drinking wine and charging their excesses to the company
expense account. They were apt to pay us as much mind as we were
going to pay them—that is, none.

A waiter, middle aged guy in a white button-up shirt
covered with a black apron had just brought me over a bourbon on
the rocks with a lime when I noticed Warren outside through the tic
tac toe board of windows to the side of the bar. He stopped in
front of the place, closed his eyes and took one last pull on his
cigarette, stamped it out on the sidewalk, ignoring the
conveniently placed ashtray, then came inside.

He spotted me right away and walked straight to the
back, then took the seat across from me. Like most Manhattan
restaurants, the tables were very close together, but the tables on
both sides of us were vacant.

“Hi, Hank,” he said as he shook my hand.

I nodded and smiled. “Nice to see you again, Warren.
Been a while.”

“It has. It has.” He picked up the menu in front of
him as the waiter walked over.

“Can I get you a drink?”

“Yeah,” he thought for a second, then eyeballed my
drink. “What he’s having. But light on the ice and no lime.”

“Sure.” The waiter disappeared.

“Limes are for sissies, Hank,” he said with a laugh,
then picked up a cloth napkin and wiped his runny nose.

“Yeah, yeah.” I smiled back. “Maybe if you drank
more lime and less bourbon your prostate wouldn’t be so damn
big.”

“You leave my prostate out of this, pal. You’ll be
my age soon enough.”

I threw up my hands in mock surrender. “Kidding!
Just kidding.” I reached into my drink, pulled out the lime and
tossed it wildly over my shoulder.

Warren smiled and ran his hand through the
semicircle of gray hair that wrapped around the back side of his
head. “That’s more like it. But I think you just gave Stalin a
bath.”

I laughed and twisted my body around, the red pad on
top of the brown wooden chair shifted and squeaked. Stalin had a
wet spot, but appeared otherwise intact. Looking around sheepishly,
I realized no one seemed to notice.

“So, Hank. You’re interested in the Blakes.” He
observed me looking around and said, “Don’t be so paranoid, Hank.
No one in here cares about you.”

“I’d like to keep things quiet all the same.”

“I know. I know. You are a loyal man. You promise
your clients anonymity and discretion and that’s just what they
get.”

I nodded. “Something like that.”

The waiter came back with Warren’s drink, then
asked, “Would you like to hear our specials today?”

“No, no,” Warren said with an abruptness that made
me a little uncomfortable, considering this guy was about to be
handling our food. “We don’t need any of that fancy stuff. We’re
ready to order. If I take more than an hour for lunch, my editor
whines like a bitch.”

“Certainly, sir. What can I get you?”

“And he’s half your freakin’ age, barely a third of
mine.”

The waiter smiled and adjusted his apron.

“Okay,” Warren said more calmly, “We’ll take the
porterhouse for two. Okay with you, Hank?”

“Of course.”

“I like it bloody. Don’t kill the bacteria…or the
flavor.”

I nodded. “Rare is fine.”

“And since my doctor says to watch my cholesterol,
bring me a baked potato, loaded. Bacon, cheese, and anything else
you can think of.”

“Of course, sir.” The waiter nodded but didn’t write
anything down.

“You getting all this?” Warren asked.

“Yes, sir. Porterhouse for two, bloody. Baked
potato, loaded. What else?”

Warren looked at me and said, “These waiters today
have damn good memories. I need a notepad, myself.”

“He’s good,” I said.

“Thank you, sir.”

“I’ll take a baked potato as well,” I said.

“Load his up, too,” Warren said. “And don’t bring
anything green. No salad. No broccoli. No spinach. None of that.
Got it?”

“Certainly, sir. Just the steaks and potatoes.
Anything else?”

“Yeah, bring me another drink with the meal. And
don’t bug us until the food is ready.”

“Of course.” He quietly walked away.

“Nothing more annoying than one of these guys
hanging over you. We need to talk in peace.”

“Yep.”

“Okay. Thomas Blake. Well, he likes to say he’s a
self-made man. I suppose he is, if you consider being born a
millionaire and turning yourself into a billionaire self made. His
father, Thomas Blake the third, that’s right, Blake is a typical
blue blood, pass down their name for generations. Anyway, so his
old man made his living in real estate. But it wasn’t always that
way. He was one of the original corporate raiders. Venture capital,
buyouts and takeovers. Mergers and acquisitions. That shit is all
way over my head but the old man did all that stuff to stroke his
own ego. Thing is, most of the companies he bought wound up bigger
piles of shit when he was done with them than when he bought ‘em in
the first place and instead of stroking his ego, he just stroked
out. Wound up a miserable old man in a wheelchair. But the guy did
one thing right. He bought a ton of real estate. Most of it in
Manhattan. So when prices skyrocketed, he made boatloads.”

“Sounds smart enough to me.”

“Yeah, sure. Made all that money but couldn’t enjoy
any of it. Ended up eating meals through a straw and drooling all
over his nursemaid instead of his hot young trophy wife.”

I laughed, then asked, “What happened to her?”

“She took a nice chunk of money and married some
other rich guy out in L.A.”

“Figures. And Thomas Blake the fourth?”

“Your client…”

“Warren.” I said in a scolding tone.

He laughed, “Okay. Okay. I had to try.”

“Go on. Tell me about the guy.”

“He’s a chip off the old block. Buys all kinds of
companies. You name it, he’s got his hands in it. Financials,
insurance, oil, retail. The guy has a piece of everything. But he’s
a pig. Like they all are. Eyes are always bigger than his
belly.”

“Yeah.”

“So he’s got a big deal brewing a few months back,
and the rumor mill was claiming that one of his partners, fella by
the name of Bill Palmer didn’t want the deal done.”

“Interesting.”

“Palmer and Blake go way back. Been in many business
ventures together. Made a ton of money together. And apparently,
they were perfect for one another. Blake has drive and ambition.
Palmer has keen business sense and a more conservative approach to
things.”

“A yin and yang thing.”

“Exactly. A lot of smart folks, like my friend
Walter over at the Wall Street Journal, said a big reason why Blake
was so successful was because he trusted Palmer’s instincts, and
Palmer was able to rein him in when he got too, shall we say,
exuberant about a deal.”

“Okay. I’m following.”

“So here’s the thing. Palmer, who has equal say in
the partnership, doesn’t want the deal done. First time in their
partnership that they couldn’t agree on something.”

“Right. Right. And?”

“And, Palmer just disappears. Vanishes. No one has
heard from the guy in months.”

“Wow. Is Blake a suspect?”

“Cops questioned him, for sure. But it’s not like
they’re actively making a case on him. At least as far as I
know.”

I shook my head. “That’s crazy. What about Mackenzie
Blake?”

“Ah, the sniffling debutant.”

“That’s a new one.”

“New? I thought you read my column!”

I shrugged.

“She’s more trouble than a leaky gas pipe blowing
into a smoldering ashtray.”

“Another new one. You’re on a roll, Warren.”

“Girl has a thousand dollar a week coke habit.
Drinks more than you and I do, and has a set of titties that can
make even my shriveled up dick feel young again.”

“Nice, Warren. That’s very sweet.”

“Truth is blunt, my friend. That girl is trouble.
If, and I’m only saying if, those two have hired you, you need to
watch your back at all times. They are ruthless.”

“Ruthless, huh?”

“Ruthless.”

“The old man, I can see. But the girl too? With
those bad habits you mentioned, and her having everything handed to
her in life, I’m thinking maybe she’s just a little nuts.”

“Crazy? Mackenzie Blake. Nah. Trust me, Hank.
Ruthless, the both of them.”

“Thanks, Warren. If I need anything else can I call
you?”

“Of course.”

“Even if I can’t afford a steak?”

“I can be bought cheaper than this,” he said with a
sly smile. “But I always expect to be fed by my dates.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The waiter brought over our steaks and we enjoyed
them, talking about sports, current events, and anything other than
the Blakes for the rest of the meal.

* *

Cab fare was starting to add up, so after thanking
Warren for the info, I took the subway downtown. The bumping and
rattling of the ride made it tough to think, and I needed time to
process. Warren gave me a stern warning about the Blakes, and I
trusted Warren’s opinion. He said to be careful with them and he
had good reason, no doubt. I’d be on my guard, but I always was.
And truth was, it didn’t matter anyway. The Blakes could be
murderers, terrorists or child molesters. Charlie Fucking Manson
could have walked into my office, and I’d take his case, and his
cash, without the slightest compunction. Business was business,
point blank.

When I got to the office, Sandy was on the phone. I
walked in and her back was turned to me. She was talking in a very
serious tone. It’d been a while since I heard her talk like
that.

“Are you actually working?” I asked, but she didn’t
answer, so I threw in, “You could almost pass for a college
graduate when you take that businesslike tone.”

She held up her hand and extended her middle finger,
but still didn’t turn around, instead, without missing a beat or
even slightly changing the polite inflection in her voice, she
continued talking to someone on the other end about some money
matter. I knew she must be dealing with a credit inquiry. We ran
routine credit histories and background checks from time to time.
It was easy money and great work when we could get it.

“Huh, you are actually working,” I said.

She spun around in her chair, tilted her head to one
side to cradle the phone between her shoulder and neck, then shot
me double middle fingers. It was impressive how she could look so
mean and yet sound so nice to the caller on the other side of the
phone. I blew her a kiss, then walked into my office and closed the
door.

I sat at my desk and waited for my phone to ring. I
needed Victor’s help. I was eager to make some progress on the
case. It wasn’t long before my patience started wearing thin. I
picked up the phone to call him, but then dropped it back down. I
couldn’t push Vic too hard. He was doing me a favor. I played
solitaire on my computer until thankfully, around two-thirty, I got
the call on my cell phone.

“Vic. Thanks for calling.”

“Hey, Hank. Been busy. Doing the best I can.”

“I know. I understand.”

“Listen, I’ve got a car. I’m on my way over. Be
there in about ten or fifteen minutes.”

“Great. I’ll be ready.”

I reached in my desk, found a fresh notebook but
couldn’t find a pen. “Sandy!” I yelled, then stepped out of my
office and into the main room.

“What is it, Hank?”

“My pens. I need one.”

She reached into her pocketbook and took out a box
of pens, handing me an unused one.

“Thank you, Sandy.”

She crinkled her nose at me, and I couldn’t help but
lick my lips while thinking that she was the cutest little
kleptomaniac I’d ever met.

“I’m going out.”

“Bye.”

I stepped outside.

“Hi, Mrs. Kim.” I said as I waved. She was in her
usual spot behind the sewing machine. “Do you ever take a day off?”
I cracked a smile.

“Too much to do. Too much to do,” she replied.

Mr. Kim stood behind the cash register and nodded
and waved. I waved back just as I noticed a gray Dodge sedan
approaching—standard unmarked police cruiser. It slowed and I could
see Vic’s silhouette behind the tinted glass. Once it came to a
stop, I walked around the back end and hopped in on the passenger
side.

“Hey, Hank.” Vic said once I was inside.

“Nice suit.” Victor had on a striking burgundy suit
with a matching tie on top of a dark shirt.

“You wish you could pull off a suit like this.”

“I’ll say.”

“You should start by washing yours. Those nice
Koreans next door would do wonders with that suit, if you’d only
let them.”

I sniffed the lapel of my jacket. “It’s clean.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

“Clean enough, anyway.”

There were no legal parking spots in front of the
yellow brick building, so Vic parked the car right in front,
ignoring the paint stripes identifying the fire lane, and we walked
in together.

“I called ahead. The building super is expecting
us,” Vic said while staring at his cell phone.

“You expecting a call?” I asked.

“Tate’s doing some paperwork on another case. He’ll
be calling soon most likely. He’s getting tired of this one. Thinks
we’ve hit a dead end. I’m not so convinced.”

“Well, let’s find out.”

We walked up to the front hallway, and Vic buzzed
the super. A voice came over the static-filled line heard through a
dirty, chrome speaker that was built into the wall.

“Yes,” the voice said.

“Mr. Lopez? It’s Detective Ortega. We spoke
earlier.” Victor turned and looked at the security camera and
waved.

“Okay. I’m coming down.”

The door buzzed open and we walked inside. The lobby
was fairly modest for this neighborhood, but the building was no
dump. It had my place beat, that was for sure. I took a seat on a
wood bench. Vic stood.

As a bell rang and the elevator doors came open, I
stood up from the bench. A man walked out: mid-thirties, well built
but not especially stocky. Dark hair and dark complexion. Clean
shaven. He wore a sky blue work shirt with white pinstripes and the
word Juan was written over the breast pocket in red script
lettering.

“Good afternoon, officers.” He spoke with an accent
but wasn’t hard to understand.

“Hi, Mr. Lopez. Good to see you again,” Vic
said.

“You can call me Juan, officer. That’s fine.”

“Okay, Juan. I’m Victor Ortega. We spoke a few times
in the past.”

“Sure. I remember.”

“This is Hank Mondale.” Vic paused and Juan and I
shook hands. “Hank’s a private investigator. He’s helping me out
with the case. Okay?”

“Anything I can do to help. I’m happy to do. Mrs.
Olsen was a very nice lady. But I already told you everything I
know. There’s nothing new.”

“I totally understand. And I’m sorry to
inconvenience you. I’m sure you have plenty to do around here.”

He laughed and his thin upper lip curled. “Just the
usual. Keep the building in order. I don’t mind a quick break. I
could use a cup of coffee. You fellas want?”

“Sure,” Vic said.

“Okay. Come to the office.”

We walked down a hallway, then stopped at the first
door. Juan opened it. Inside was a messy office. There was a desk
with papers piled high, a counter with some more papers and junk
mail piles, and a coffee maker. There was one cushy chair behind
the desk and a few hard, plastic chairs pushed against the wall.
Vic and I each sat down on a plastic chair.

“I’ll make a fresh pot.” Juan began making the
coffee.

“Okay, Juan. Again, I know you’ve been through this,
but maybe Hank can spot something that the rest of us missed. Just
walk him through what happened.”

“Well, Mrs. Olsen walked her dog every day two
times. Once in the morning, once in the evening. Same routine. That
day, she walked her dog, same as always. I was outside taking out
the trash and I waved to her as she went by. Nothing special.”

I took out my notebook but didn’t write anything
down.

Juan looked up at me, then continued. “A little
later, her neighbor, Mrs. Younger call me and said there was a loud
racket coming from Mrs. Olsen’s room. That I should come quick. At
first, I don’t hurry.”

“No?” I asked, more to let him know I was paying
attention than anything else.

“Mrs. Younger is an old lady. She complain a
lot.”

“About noise?”

“About noise. About light. About darkness. About
pets. You name it. She’s lonely. Husband die long time ago, now she
just complains a lot. Not a bad lady but she can get on your nerves
from time to time.”

“I gotcha. We all have neighbors like her.”

“Right. So at first I don’t think it’s a big deal.
But then I get a second call. From Mr. Papadakos. He says he hears
noise from Mrs. Olsen’s apartment. Mr. Papadokos don’t bother
nobody. So, now I think I better go check it out. Make sure Mrs.
Olsen’s okay.”

“Sure. So you went upstairs.”

“Yes. I go to her door and knock. I hear the dog
bark and some muffled noises. I don’t know what to think. Maybe she
have heart attack. Who knows?”

“So you let yourself in.”

“Yes. I use my key and let myself in.”

“And then?”

“I barely have time to think. As soon as I open the
door, the woman inside was waiting for me.”

“Okay.”

“She run me over, like a freight train or something.
It was crazy.”

“A woman ran you over like a freight train. Describe
her.”

“I already told Detective Ortega what she looks
like.”

“Please, Juan. Bear with me.”

“Okay. Okay. She ran over me so fast. But I got a
pretty good look. She was pretty lady.”

“Pretty? What way?”

“Pretty hair. Nice business suit. Look like a classy
lady to me.”

“A classy lady?” I said. “Help me, Juan. I need
more.”

“I’m trying my best, Detective.”

“I know you are. Did she have any unusual
features?”

He looked at me funny, so did Vic.

“Anything out of the ordinary? Anything…” I couldn’t
think of a way to put my question that would make sense, so I just
asked, “Did any part of her look inhuman?”

“Hank?” Vic asked, clearly puzzled.

“She look like regular lady to me. Like I say,
pretty, classy lady.”

I shook my head. “Look, Juan. You’re a pretty big,
fit guy. You’re telling me a pretty, petite,
forty-something-year-old white lady in a business suit ran over you
like a freight train?”

He threw up his hands. “She surprised me. I didn’t
know she would be there.”

“I understand. But you said a freight train. She was
that strong?”

“Hank,” Vic cut in. “Take it easy. I think the
coffee is ready.”

I took the hint, stood up and began filling three
crummy-looking mugs with coffee. The bottoms were stained and they
may not have been washed since the last time they were used.

Then, Vic said, “Juan, no one is accusing you of
anything. We just want information. We’re trying to catch the
person who did this.”

“Exactly,” I said, handing them each a mug filled
with black coffee. “No one is implying you did anything wrong. I’m
just trying to get a sense of what happened.”

“I tell you what happened. She caught me off guard.
That’s all.” He took a sip of the hot coffee, then a deep breath.
“But like I say, she did seem very strong for such a little
lady.”

I nodded, then looked at Vic and sighed, “Strong
lady.”

“Guess so.” Vic agreed.

Despite being fresh, the coffee tasted like shit,
like the beans had been sitting in the dusty cabinet for months and
the water was stinky and over-chlorinated. I put the mug down on
the countertop and said, “Juan, how about after that? The woman
barreled over you and then it’s believed she ran down a
staircase.”

“Yes,” he said as he nodded, then slugged from the
mug; he didn’t seem to mind the taste. I guess he was used to it.
“I heard the staircase door open and shut. It’s a heavy fire door.
Makes a lot of noise when it slams shut. She didn’t take the
elevator. I’m sure of it.”

“Can you show me the staircase?”

“Sure.”

We walked back to the lobby. Vic must have put his
mug down somewhere while Juan carried his. We took the elevator to
the fourth floor. We stepped out into a carpeted hallway, and I
looked up and down the corridor.

Juan walked down the hall then stopped in front of a
door. “This is the Olsen’s apartment. The lady, she run this way.”
He walked past us then to a door with a well-lit Exit sign
above it. “Then she go this way.” He pushed open the door and we
followed. “Then, she run down four flights. My first thought was to
chase her. But once I got to my feet, I decide to call 911 instead.
I didn’t know if Mrs. Olsen was dead or what. She need help. I
think at the time it was more important to get her help than to
chase that lady.”

“Sure,” I said. “You did the right thing.”

We descended down the steps, and I didn’t see
anything of interest. No clue the police missed. Nothing. Once down
the steps, a doorway led out to the main lobby.

“That’s all I know,” Juan said. “I’m sorry I can’t
do more for you.”

“Anything else, Hank?” Vic asked.

I stopped, paused, shook my head back and forth,
then said, “No. You’ve been a great help, Juan. I apologize for
dragging you away from your work.”

“No trouble, Detective. No trouble at all. If you
have more questions, you let me know. Like I said, Mrs. Olsen was a
nice lady. She tip me good at Christmas time. Ask me how’s my
family. You know, treat me nice. If I could help you find that
crazy lady who did this, I will.”

“Thanks again, Juan,” Vic said, then we walked
outside. Once outside, Vic said, “What exactly were you going
for?”

I decided to play dumb, at least for the time being.
“What do you mean?”

“Was there anything inhuman about her? What kind of
question was that?”

“You have to admit, a skinny, pretty woman running
over that guy seems a bit much.”

“She caught him off guard. He wasn’t expecting
it.”

“It still doesn’t quite add up.”

“Are you saying you think that guy is mixed up in
this?”

“Nah. I just think we’re missing something here.” I
looked around at the surrounding neighborhood. It seemed pretty
normal. A few residential buildings, cars racing by on the FDR
Drive just to the east. Nothing. “Vic, Juan said he saw her walking
her dog while taking out the trash, right?”

“So?”

“Let’s check it out. What could be the harm?”

“Fine.”

We walked up the alleyway on the side of the
building. Next door was a modern high-rise with balconies facing
the East River. When we reached a row of trashcans, we stopped.

“So Juan must have been taking out the garbage
here,” Vic said.

I looked down the alley. You could see the street
fairly clearly.

“Yeah, he saw Mrs. Olsen and waved.” I said.

“Big deal. Come on, Hank. There’s nothing to see
back here but garbage.”

I looked up, then around. Vic was right. We walked
back towards the car.

“Hey, Vic,” I said. “You know anything about Bill
Palmer? A missing persons case?”

“I don’t think so. Why?”

I knew Victor Ortega since we went to public school
together in the Soundview section of the Bronx. I knew I could
trust him.

“He’s business partners with Thomas Blake.
Supposedly he’s gone missing.”

A look of recognition filled his eyes. “Ah, yeah.
Now I know who you’re talking about. The Thomas Blake thing. The
way I heard it, a lot of people think Blake had something to do
with the guy going missing. But who knows?”

“Who has the case?”

“Well, the guy lives in Westchester County, so it’s
being investigated up there. But he also had an office in
Manhattan. I hear there was some cooperation from our guys at one
point. But they don’t have anything.”

I nodded. We reached the car and got inside. Vic
started it up then turned to me.

“Is that who you’re working for? Thomas Blake?”

There was no point lying to Vic. He’d spot it
anyway.

“Yeah. He hired me.”

“To investigate this case? Why? Does he know Ginny
Olsen somehow?”

“Not that I know of.”

Vic smiled. “I know you’re holding out on me.”

I looked down and rapped my knuckles together.

“I’ll let it go…for now.”

“Thanks.”

“But if you have anything that can help my
investigation…” I cut him off.

“Come on, Vic. If I have anything, you’ll know as
soon as I do.”

“Okay.”

“Right now I’m just on a hunch. He knows nothing
about your case.”

“Okay. But I don’t like you holding out on me.”

“I know. Now when can you take me up to the
Bronx?”

“The Bronx? Is this what I think it is?”

“Come on, Vic. I need to check into the dead hooker.
Maybe there’s a connection.”

“To what?”

“To Blake, okay. To Thomas Blake. But it’s not the
kind of connection you think.”

“I don’t like it, Hank.”

“Just trust me on this.”

“You know I trust you. But give me a little
something, here.”

“Okay. Blake thinks someone is trying to kill his
daughter.”

“Wow. Really? And he’s hired you to protect
her?”

“No. He’s got his own muscle.”

“So he’s hired you to find the guy.”

“Yeah. Basically. He thinks someone is trying to
kill his daughter…and…”

“And what?”

"Nothing, nothing. I think, maybe. Just maybe, your
case has something to do with his case. Okay? Is that enough for
now?”

Vic nodded his head. “Okay. I’ll make some calls and
take you up to the Bronx.”

“I knew I could count on you.”

* *

Vic lined things up then we met the next morning and
took his police cruiser uptown. We were to meet the detective from
Bronx Homicide who was working the hooker case.

“His name is Howie Barnes,” Vic told me as we drove
over the Third Avenue Bridge and skyscrapers gave way to midsized
tenements. “I don’t know him well, but I’ve heard he’s pretty
cynical.”

“Aren’t all Bronx homicide detectives?”

“Every one I’ve ever met,” he said with a snort.
Then in a more serious tone, he said, “It’s the job. Dead hookers.
Murdered drug dealers. Shit like that every day. It gets to
you.”

“I know.”

Vic looked over at me. “I guess they should
appreciate the job they have.”

Vic knew I’d take that job in heartbeat. But I had a
few skeletons in my past that pretty well guaranteed I’d never be a
‘real’ cop.

The bridge let us out on the Major Deegan Expressway
and we got off in the West Fordham section. Vic took Burnside
Avenue up to Jerome. We pulled a U-turn on Jerome and stopped in
front of the McDonald’s at the corner of Burnside and Jerome
Avenues.

“Looks like he’s not here yet,” Vic said. “He said
he’d meet us right out front of the Mickey Ds. Figured it would be
easier to meet here at the scene than over at the
stationhouse.”

“Okay. I guess we have a few minutes to kill. You
want anything?”

“I’ll take us through the drive-thru.”

“Nah. I want to stretch my legs anyway.”

“Okay.”

I got out, leaving Vic in the car. His window came
down as I walked away and he called out, “May as well get me a
coffee.”

“No problem.”

I walked towards the front entrance to McDonald’s,
but didn’t go inside. Instead, I continued down the block and
turned into a bodega just across the south side of Burnside Avenue.
There was a man in a turban behind the counter with a long black
beard with gray flakes in it. He looked worn, as if he’d been
manning that cash register for many years, nonstop.

“You have fresh coffee?” I asked.

“Yes, officer.” Not surprising he assumed I was a
cop, as I was the only Caucasian guy in a suit in the store, and it
was fairly busy. “Right behind you.”

He pointed to a counter and I saw the pot, then
fixed two cups. I walked towards him to pay and he said, “No need,
sir. Coffee is free for New York’s finest.”

“Thank you. Listen, do you have a few minutes to
talk?”

He looked at his watch and his neck shifted as he
sold a pack of cigarettes to a customer. “Is everything alright,
officer?”

“Absolutely. I just need to ask you a few questions,
about an investigation I’m conducting. It doesn’t have to be this
second.”

He looked at his watch again. “Okay. My wife will be
here in about half an hour. Would that be okay?”

“Perfect. See you then.” I offered him two singles.
“You sure you don’t want me to pay for the coffee?”

He smiled. “No, sir. Just tell your men to watch out
for me. I’m opened twenty-four hours, you know.”

“I understand. It’s not easy making a living these
days.”

“No, sir. It can be difficult.”

I held up the coffees in salute, stacked them on top
of one another, and used my free hand to push open the door.

Once out in the street, I saw a second unmarked
police cruiser double-parked next to Vic’s. Vic was standing on the
sidewalk and Detective Howie Barnes was leaning on his tan Crown
Victoria scarfing down a Big Mac. Judging by the way his belly was
bulging out from underneath his white, stained and untucked dress
shirt, it was clear this wasn’t the first burger Detective Barnes
had enjoyed.

“Oh, you didn’t bring one for me,” Barnes said as I
walked up.

“Here. Have mine.” I said as I offered a cup to him
while handing the other cup to Victor.

“No. No. I never take another cop’s coffee. It’s bad
karma.”

“Actually,” Vic broke in, “Hank’s not a cop. Howie
Barnes, this is Hank Mondale. Hank’s a private investigator and a
very old friend of mine.”

Barnes looked me up and down as if I had mad cow’s
disease, then took a bite of the burger and said, “A private dick?
What’s a private dick doing on this case, Victor?”

“He’s just helping me out. Okay?”

He gulped down the burger but didn’t wipe the sauce
from his chin. “Whatever. I’m just surprised a private dick gives a
rat’s ass about a dead crack whore.”

I took a sip of my coffee while biting my tongue.
Normally, I’d tell this guy where he could shove that Big Mac, but
this case was too important to me to blow it on this asshole.

“Okay, Howie,” Vic said, maintaining a smile. Victor
always knows when to turn on the charm. “Just run us through what
you know. I still think there’s something we’ve missed along the
way that can help me with my case.”

“I talked to Tate,” Barnes said. “He thinks your
case is dead. But whatever. I’m on the clock. So what is it you
want to know?”

“Just walk us through what happened the night
Aleesha Maldonado was killed.”

Barnes laughed. “Aleesha Maldonado. Even the name
sounds like a crack whore. Two ‘e’s. Mother couldn’t even
spell.”

Vic smiled. “Please, from the start.”

“Okay,” he sighed. “From the top. She come walkin’
up north on Jerome late at night.” Barnes pointed to the south.
“She stopped at the bodega and hassled the poor yay-rab for a
onesy.”

“I believe he’s a Sikh,” I said.

“Huh?” Barnes looked dumbfounded.

“He’s Sikh. They’re Indian, not Arab.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

His timing impeccable and temperament unflinching,
Vic cut in again, “Let’s not get bogged down. So she tried to buy a
single cigarette from the man at the twenty-four-hour bodega.”

“Right. And the guy says he only sells cigarettes by
the pack. Says he knew the girl. She walked the streets just about
every night and he works behind the bulletproof glass just about
every night.”

“Okay.” Vic nodded. “What happened next?”

“One of our blue and whites takes a pass through and
tells her to get lost. The usual roust. He didn’t feel like getting
out and shaking her down, even though he probably would’ve found
some crack and a pipe, at least the pipe. But it was late and she
wasn’t doin’ nothing special. So he just told her to move on. But
while they were talking the officer sees a brown Oldsmobile.”

“Right,” Vic said. “It’s in the report. Still no
word on the driver?”

“Nah. Nothing’s turned up. With no plates we pretty
much have to wait for him to come back and try and pick up whores
again. And if he isn’t the killer, then he got spooked off. My
guess is he’s the killer. But like I said, all we have is middle
aged white guy in a brown Oldsmobile. Nothing’s turned up.”

“Can we see the crime scene?” I asked.

“Yeah. Why not.”

Barnes tossed the crinkled burger wrapper and walked
over to his car. He took a large soda cup out of a cup-holder on
the dashboard. He took a long, loud sip, then started walking north
on Jerome Avenue.

“This way,” he said, not looking back at us but
waving us forward.

We followed Barnes up a side street, then he turned
left and up a second side street. From our vantage point, we could
see the elevated train that ran over Jerome Avenue but couldn’t
quite see the road. Between us and the train platform, there was a
vacant lot filled with overgrown grass patches with far more weeds
than grass.

“We found her in here.” He walked into the lot.
There was a shed with concrete blocks for a foundation that didn’t
look too sturdy. Barnes walked up to it. “One of her crack whore
friends found her. Went in there to smoke up in peace and smelled
something foul. She probably wouldn’t have called the cops on her
own. A cruiser just happened to come through and saw her puking,
then got out to investigate. There wasn’t much left of the
girl.”

“Right,” I said. “That was in your report, too.”

“So, the private dick read my report.”

“Like I told you,” Vic said. “Hank and I are very
old friends.”

“Makes no difference to me. Yeah, it’s in the
report. The whore was dead for only two days, but decomposed like
it’d been a lot longer. They’re lucky they were able to ID her at
all.”

“Yeah.” I nodded, then asked, “What about the man at
the bodega? He give you anything else?”

“Nothing of value.”

“Okay.”

“We think the killer walked down this way through
the lot after he was done with her.”

“Really?” I asked. “Why would he do that?”

“Must have parked his car on Jerome. We found
footprints in the mud. About a size ten men’s boot. Had to be
him.”

I looked at Vic, but didn’t say anything.

“Can we retrace his steps?” I asked.

“You guys can do whatever you want. I ain’t walking
through there. There’s nothing in there but rats and garbage. And I
don’t like the smell of either.”

“Okay. Well thanks for the information.” Vic
said.

Barnes walked back out to the quiet side street, and
Vic and I walked slowly through the lot. It sloped downwards
towards the busy street below. There was a lot of garbage: empty
barrels, cigarette packs and beer bottles, mostly. We kept our eyes
at the ground, looking for anything of interest, although not
expecting to find much.

“That make sense to you, Vic?”

“You mean the guy cutting through here?”

“Yeah. If he followed her up here, why would he do
it on foot? Makes no sense.”

“Seems unlikely.”

“Brown Oldsmobile was out cruising for hookers, but
he isn’t our guy.”

“Maybe not, Hank.”

“I want to talk to the Sikh man at the bodega.”

“Sure. But Bronx Homicide already spoke to the
guy.”

“Have you?”

Vic smiled. “No. It wasn’t my case.”

“Yeah, but you think it may be now?”

“Okay, let’s go talk to the guy. It couldn’t
hurt.”

The footing was a little shaky, as the slope of the
hill became steeper. Vic and I had to stutter step to keep our
balance, but we made it safely to the bottom, and emerged on Jerome
Avenue, about a half a block north of the McDonald’s.

We walked south, passed by the restaurant and
continued to the bodega. The owner was standing out in front of the
store. Once he noticed us, he quickly walked towards us.

“Hello, officers. Let’s walk this way.” He smiled
and made eye contact with me, then with Victor and said, “I don’t
want my customers to be getting nervous. You understand. People are
wary of police in this neighborhood.”

I nodded.

“Not myself, of course. I like to see police come by
my store, it makes me feel better. But nothing clears my store
faster than a cop walking in. It’s just a fact of life for me.”

“Not a problem.” We turned, and started walking
north on Jerome, away from his store. “I’m Hank Mondale. This is
Detective Victor Ortega.”

“Very nice to meet you. My name is Singh.”

“Mr. Singh, we’re sorry to pull you away from your
store,” I said. “But we’re investigating the murder of a prostitute
a few months back. We hear she was a frequent customer of yours and
that you are one of the last people to see her alive.”

His face turned serious, his wide smile quickly
straightening and he scratched his salt and pepper beard.

“Of course. It is very sad what happened to her.
Very sad indeed.”

“But you weren’t exactly surprised. Were you?”

“Surprised? Well no. She was a troubled person.
Anyone could see that. She would come by my store all the time.
Every day, once at least. Always paid in pennies or nickels. Always
short on money. If something cost two dollars, she give me a dollar
seventy-five and ask if she could owe the rest. Most times I
refuse. What can I do? If I do for her, I have to do for the entire
neighborhood.”

“I understand.”

“It is not easy to run a business here. I work long
hours. I drive a beat-up old Toyota. These people think I drive
Mercedes Benz or something. Believe me, I don’t.”

“I understand, Mr. Singh. I can tell you’re a
hardworking man.”

“Yes. Just me, my wife and my son to man the store.
And we stay open twenty-four hours a day. Eight hour shifts a day
for all of us. We do the best we can. I usually man the night
shift. In fact, when we are done here, I’m going home for a little
rest.”

“Of course. We won’t keep you much longer. Just tell
us what you saw that night. Anything that you can remember.”

“Okay. The girl, she stopped by twice. Earlier in
the night she buy a few items. Cigarettes, beer and potato chips.
Then, she come back later and ask to buy a single cigarette. I tell
her no. She asks for free book of matches. I give it to her just to
get rid of her. Really, the matches are only to be given out when
you buy a pack of cigarettes, but it was late and I just wanted her
to move along.”

“So you gave her a book of matches, and then?”

“She walk on. I see the policeman in the car have a
few words with her in front of the McDonald’s next door. Then I see
a man in an Oldsmobile look her over. He probably want to, well you
know, he want to…”

“We know. It’s okay. He wanted to pay for her
services.”

“Exactly. I know what she does, but I mind my own
business. I’m not wanting any trouble, you understand. The
Oldsmobile came back around. I see him again about five minutes
later. Like I say, I try to mind my own business, but at three
o’clock in the morning, a white guy in an Oldsmobile…I take
notice.”

“Did you see what he looked like?” Vic asked.

“Not that good. He was in the car.”

“Did you see anything else, Mr. Singh? Anything at
all unusual? Any other person in the area?”

“I did see another guy. I told the other policeman
this.”

“Another guy?”

“Yes. Like I said, I already told the cop this. The
one who was here before.”

“Detective Barnes?”

“Yes.”

“Well, tell us. Please.”

 “Of course. After the girl walked away, and
the cop drove away, and then the Oldsmobile passed, I saw another
guy.”

“What did he look like?”

“He look like bum. You know, homeless guy.”

“White? Black? Latino?”

“White guy. It wouldn’t be strange, except I never
see this white guy before. And I never saw him after. Just that one
time. And most of the bums and street people in this neighborhood I
see time and time again. This guy I see one time. Just that
night.”

“Okay. That’s very good, Mr. Singh. Tell us anything
you can remember about him.”

“It was dark. I didn’t stare at him. Just glanced
out the window and saw him pass. He was white guy, maybe forty-five
or even fifty. He had long hair but bald on top. Scratchy face but
not a beard.”

“Five o’clock shadow?”

“Is that how you say?”

“He was unshaven?”

“Yes, unshaven.”

I scratched furiously in my notebook and then read
it back to him. “White guy, forty-five to fifty years old. Long
hair in the back, bald on top with a five o’clock shadow. Can you
remember anything else? Skinny, heavy set?”

“Skinny. Tall and skinny. But not too tall.”

“Six feet?”

“Yes. I would say about six feet.”

“Hair color? Eye color?”

“Hair looked dark brown, but like I say, it was
dark.”

“Okay, Mr. Singh. Anything else?”

“I don’t think so, officer. I want to help, but
that’s all I remember.”

“Great. You’ve been a great help, Mr. Singh. Thank
you so much for your cooperation. If we have any follow up
questions, can we reach you?”

“Certainly.”

Mr. Singh gave me his phone numbers, Vic and I
thanked him again, and then he went on his way.

We got back into Vic’s cruiser and headed towards
the Major Deegan Expressway. I looked over my notes, then turned to
Vic.

“The guy in the Oldsmobile isn’t our guy.”

“Maybe not.”

“Howie Barnes is lazy. That’s obvious. He doesn’t
even put mention of this vagrant in his report.”

“I agree. That’s shoddy work there.”

“Very. He doesn’t care about this case. That’s
obvious.”

“Be fair, Hank. It’s a lot more likely that the john
killed the hooker than some random bum did.”

“In general, sure. But not if you actually look at
the facts here.”

“You could be right. I’m just trying to give Barnes
a little benefit of the doubt.”

“Why?”

He waved me off; there was no point arguing about
it.

* *

As we merged onto the expressway, Vic picked up his
cell phone and began pushing buttons.

“I called my guy over at Missing Persons last
night.” Vic said. “I got to thinking about Thomas Blake and his
business partner going missing. Maybe there’s something there that
ties to this case. He said to give him a call back today. He’s
gonna run some things through his database and see what he can come
up with.”

“Sounds like a good idea.”

The phone connected and Vic spoke, “Johnny, you got
anything for me? Really?” He paused. The silence was promising. His
man must have found something. “Right. That’s interesting. Sure.
Could be coincidence. I’ll check it out. If I find anything, I’ll
make sure to let you know. Okay. Thanks.”

“Okay. Don’t leave me in suspense.”

“Johnny runs over some files and does some checking
and cross checking. He’s looking for anything that may be
relevant.”

“I’m with you. What’s he got?”

“A girl named Nicole Leifson went missing a while
back. It’s about two months after the hooker was found dead that
she was reported missing. It’s also just a couple weeks after Bill
Palmer was reported missing.”

“The timeline sounds reasonable. What’s the
connection?”

“So far, just the address.”

“The address?”

“Yes. Her home address is 99 Mangin.”

“Is that that swanky, luxury high rise?”

“Exactly, the nice building next door to the
building Ginny Olsen lived in.”

“And was killed in.”

“Exactly. Maybe Missing Persons needs to turn the
Nicole Leifson case over to Homicide.”

“Maybe.”

“At this point, I told Johnny I’m going to check it
out. If my case and his case become the same case, we can worry
about jurisdiction later. At this point, he’s happy to pass the
burden over to me.”

“Let’s check it out.”

We crossed over into Manhattan and Vic jumped onto
the FDR Drive. There was the usual midday traffic congestion, so
Vic gave a quick blip of the sirens and cars moved aside. He picked
up his phone again and pushed a speed-dial button.

“Checking in with your wife?” I asked in a mocking
tone.

“Very funny. I just have to let Tate know what I’m
up to.” Then into the phone he said, “What’s up, Tate. Yeah, I
know. Listen, I’m following another lead. I’m headed back up to
Houston Street.” I couldn’t hear, but it was obvious Tate was
complaining again. “I know. Look, this case is not dead. You handle
the other thing. It’s not like you need me. If you do, give me a
call and I’ll be right over.” There was a long pause, then just a
simple, “Yup.” Then he hung up.

“Lovers quarrel?”

“That guy just hates doing his own paperwork.”

“He could come meet us if you think it’s necessary.
He is your partner.”

“Believe me, he’s happier at the stationhouse. If
things heat up, he’ll get off his ass.”

“You two make a heck of a team.”

“He does his job.”

“I’m sure, but not an iota more.”

“He’s got sixteen years in. He’s just coasting
through the last four to earn his full pension. He’s not alone.
Lotta guys like that.”

“Not you, Vic.”

“Nah. Me, I’m half martyr, half crusader. I still
think I can do some good.”

I laughed. “A few more years with Tate and that
asshole Howie Barnes and you’ll learn.”

“Not me. I’m not like that.”

“I know.”

We got off at the Houston Street exit and pulled
over close to the building. As usual, there were no legal spots. So
we left the car in front and walked up to the door. There was a
doorstop propping open the front door, and we walked right in.

 “May I help you?” Asked a doorman in a dark
blue uniform sitting at a desk with a newspaper and a cup of coffee
lying on top. He looked mid-fifties and spoke in a polite and
polished tone.

Vic flashed his badge and said, “I’m Detective
Ortega with the NYPD.”

“Yes, officer. How may I help you today? Are you
here to see someone?”

“Actually, maybe you can help us.”

“I can try.” He took a gulp from the white Styrofoam
cup then licked his lips.

“We’re investigating the disappearance of a girl who
lives here. Nicole Leifson.”

“Sure. We’re all really worried about Nicki.”

“Then you know her.”

“Of course. I’ve been working here over twenty
years. I remember the day she was born.”

“So she’s about what, nineteen?”

“Yes, I believe she is nineteen.”

“Her parents must be wealthy to afford this
place.”

He nodded sheepishly. “No one in this building is
exactly a pauper.”

“Of course,” Vic continued. “So listen, I don’t want
to pry, but it’s my job. You sit out here, you must know who comes
and goes. And who they come and go with.”

“Sure.”

“So, who did Nicole…Nicki?”

“Yes, Nicki.”

“Who did Nicki spend her time with?”

He looked both ways to make sure we were alone.
“It’s not my place to pass judgment on people, but since you asked,
and since she’s missing for so long, I have to be honest.”

“Please.”

“Nicki was a good kid before she starting hanging
out with this other rich girl. Then she changed.”

“Another rich girl?”

“Yeah. Mackenzie Blake. You probably heard of her
father. Thomas Blake.”

Victor shot me a look like maybe he thought I’d been
holding out. I shrugged to let him know this was news to me
too.

“I’ve heard of Thomas Blake,” Vic said. “So Nicki
and Mackenzie Blake were pals?”

“That’s an understatement. They spent night and day
together. Those two were regular B.F.F.s.”

“B.F.F.?” Vic asked.

“You know, best friends forever.”

Vic and I couldn’t help but burst out laughing. He
joined in as well.

“Did they really talk like that?” I didn’t figure
this guy made up a term like B.F.F.

“Oh, yeah. Those two were like the Bobbsey twins.
Dyed their hair the same color. Same clothes. Same handbags and
jewelry. If I wasn’t looking closely, I couldn’t tell them
apart.”

“So, you say Mackenzie Blake was a bad influence on
Nicki?” Victor took control of the questioning again, and I sat
back and jotted some notes.

“Oh, yeah. She was real trouble that one. I knew
from the minute I laid eyes on her. Sometimes you just know.”

“Sure. I know what you mean. But can you give us
some examples?”

“They’d come stumbling in late some nights, reeking
of booze and pot. I’m no moron, I know the smell. But it was more
than that. Some nights, those two would sniff cocaine, right in my
lobby.”

“That must be awkward for you.”

“Damn right it is. I don’t want to be the guy to
complain to Mr. Leifson. He’s a nice guy. Works hard. Doesn’t want
to be bothered. Some nights they’d come in giggling, get on the
elevator, and not even wait for the doors to close. I could hear
the snorting noises. And if I looked up at the mirror, I could see
right inside. I’m mean, have some courtesy and discretion for
heaven’s sake.”

“Sounds like those girls were a handful. Did you
ever mention this to Mr. Leifson?”

“No. Not really.”

“Have any detectives been out to speak to you?”

“Yeah, one was here. We spoke briefly.”

“What’d you tell him?”

“I didn’t tell him much, but if he’d have asked my
opinion, I would have given it to him.”

“What is your opinion?”

“Look,” he looked both ways again, suddenly self
conscious. Then continued, “I may be wrong. I may be right. But if
you ask me, Nicki’s probably just fine. Out partying is all.”

“Out partying? She’s been missing a bit long for
that, don’t you think?”

“Maybe. You’re the cop, not me. But my guess is
she’s off getting into trouble with that Mackenzie Blake. That’s my
two cents. Take it for what it’s worth.”

“Do you remember the last time you saw Nicki?”

“Sure do. She was fighting with Mackenzie. Made a
big scene right here in my lobby.”

“What were they fighting over?”

“Some boy. Bobby, I think his name was. He’d come
here a few times. Good looking kid, I guess.”

“A big fight over a boy. Then she goes missing. You
didn’t give it much thought?”

“Those girls fought all the time. Then I’d see them
shortly after snug as two bedbugs kissin’ and huggin’. They’re a
pair of drama queens.” He paused and thought for a second, then
seemed to come to a realization. “In fact, Mackenzie came by later
that day looking for Nicki to apologize. I’m sure they made
up.”

“But you haven’t seen Nicki since then?”

“No. No one has.”

“Did you happen to see any unusual people that day?”
I asked.

He picked up his cup and swirled the coffee around.
“Not many unusual people come through this building.”

“Maybe a vagrant?”

He scratched his head and thought.

“A bum, I mean.”

“You know what? There was a bum that night. There
really was.” Vic and I looked at one another as the doorman
continued. “I remember it now perfectly. Just some homeless dude
came to the door. He looked lost. I chased him off. It happens from
time to time that I have to chase someone off, but it’s usually a
salesman or something.”

“If we send a sketch artist over here, can you give
us a description?” Vic asked.

“I suppose. I could try.”

“Let me call in and see if we have someone
available,” Vic said as he pulled out his phone.

“While you’re at it…” I said, but Victor was a step
ahead of me.

“Yeah, I’ll make some calls and see if I can get an
ID on this Bobby.”

As Victor stepped outside to make his calls, I
continued questioning the doorman. “Do you have a last name on
Bobby? Maybe he can help us.”

“No. The cops have probably questioned him by now.
Nicki’s dad knew the guy. Like I said, he came around here a bunch
of times. Mostly with Mackenzie, but sometimes by himself too. They
were part of the same circle of friends.”

“Okay. We’ll look into it.”

I stepped outside and Victor was still on the phone.
He put up one finger to tell me it would just be another minute.
Then he hung up and walked over.

“Johnny, Tate and the sketch artist are all headed
down. They’ll be here in a few.”

Victor had that look in his eyes. The look that
basically reminded me that I wasn’t a cop.

“Okay. I’ll walk down to Dempsey’s, have a
drink.”

“Thanks, Hank. I’ll stop by when we’re done. Get you
up to speed on any new information I get.”

“What about Singh? When you get that sketch you need
to show him.”

“You have his numbers, right?”

I smiled.

“Okay, Hank. You win. When I’m done we’ll ride up to
the Bronx together and show Mr. Singh the sketch.”

“My guess is he’ll recognize the vagrant.”

“Seems awfully coincidental.” Vic straightened his
tie, then we shook hands.

I headed up Houston Street towards Second Avenue.
Dempsey’s was just a short walk.

* *

There was a huddle in the far corner of the bar. I
descended down the steps into the pub and saw Big Joe and a gang of
regulars from the pool hall crowded around a television. There was
more snow and squiggly lines than picture on the screen.

“Hey, Rory,” I said as I walked in.

He nodded and simply said, “Hank,” plopped two cubes
of ice in a tumbler and topped it off with Jim Beam. He slid it
down the freshly-wiped surface of the bar; the glass came to a stop
in front of me as if Rory had it on a string.

“What’s with them?” I asked.

“OTB isn’t opened yet so they’re watching the dog
races from Denmark.”

I nodded. I guess in some bars it would look weird,
but in the late mornings and early afternoons at Dempsey’s, seeing
a horde of degenerate gamblers huddled around a television with
crappy reception, trying to catch the winner of the Danish dog
races, really was just another day.

I gulped down my drink and raised my chin. Rory knew
that meant I was ready for another, and he quickly obliged. When
you’ve spent as much time in Dempsey’s as I have, you don’t really
need to speak.

“Hank!” Big Joe yelled from across the bar, cell
phone in one hand, bottle of Bud in the other, “You want in on this
race?”

The screen was a total blur. It could have been a
dog race, a pig race or a bull fight. I couldn’t tell.

Big Joe continued, “I’ve got a tip from one of the
trainers. The four dog has been pumped with so much speed and
‘roids, he could lift a house. He is an absolute lock.”

What the hell? I had some time to kill.

“Sure. I’ll take a hundred on him.”

“Yeah,” Big Joe said into the phone, “Another
hundred on the four.” Then to the bar he yelled, “Anyone else? One
minute to post!”

Nobody else spoke up.

“Rory? Any action?” Joe asked.

Rory waved his hands and violently shook his head,
then looked at me and said, “I’m broke.”

Joe nodded. “Okay, that’s it. Thanks.” Joe hung up
the phone. “Let’s go four. Bring home the cash for daddy.”

“Give me one more, Rory,” I said, turning my back to
the TV. I didn’t need to stare at a static-filled screen. Big Joe’s
hollering would tell the story. The bell rang as the dogs launched
out from their kennels. There were some grunts and hoots and
cheers. “Come on four! Let’s go.” Joe’s voice was the loudest, but
beneath him a few other guys yelled along with him, “Yeah four. You
can do it, baby. Come on.”

The race was quick, less than a minute, followed by
a long, loud, exaggerated groan of several men, all in unison.

“Fuck!” Joe shouted. “You gotta be kidding me.”

“Guess we lost,” I said calmly to Rory.

“Joe hasn’t picked a winner since grade school,”
Rory replied. “You want another? On me.”

I sucked down the rest of my drink, then said, “Nah.
Three before lunch is plenty. I’m working.”

Rory’s eyebrows raised. “Hank, I’m impressed.”

“I didn’t find religion or anything. Just working on
a case.”

“I know, but turning down a freebee? Because you’re
working on a case. This must be a new and improved Hank.”

I smiled. “You’ll get me back another day.” I paid
for the drinks and threw Rory a generous tip, then got up and
headed towards the single ray of sunlight that snuck into Dempsey’s
through the tiny window.

“Thanks, Hank. Good luck with the case.”

I waved, then crumpled a hundred dollar bill and
yelled, “Joe!”

He turned and I chucked the bill at him. He caught
it while shaking his head back and forth. “Sorry, Hank. It was a
lock.”

I sucked a laugh back into my mouth and stifled it
into my belly as I turned and walked up the steps.

Once out on Second Avenue, I stopped at the
newsstand, bought a copy of The Post, then walked up a couple
blocks to the taco joint at the corner of Second and 6th
Street. I took a tray—the place was set up cafeteria style—bought
some tacos and found a seat at a slender, one-man table that faced
the wall. I read my paper as I ate and waited for Vic’s call.

I spent over an hour nursing my tacos and reading my
paper; the place was quiet and I knew the two guys who worked
there. They didn’t speak much English and I don’t speak much
Spanish, but we manage enough to smile and exchange pleasantries
every time I’m in the place. They didn’t mind me hogging up the
table, but eventually I got antsy and went next store to the donut
shop. While waiting on the line for a donut and coffee, my phone
finally rang.

“Victor.”

“Hey, Hank.”

“You got the sketch?”

“Yes, we did. Looks pretty close to what Mr. Singh
described. White dude, maybe fifty, five o’clock shadow, graying
hair with a receding hairline.”

“Sounds like our man.”

“Did you get a hold of Singh?” Vic asked. “I’d like
to show him the sketch, just to confirm a positive ID.”

“No, I wasn’t able to get him. He works nights,
remember? He’s probably getting some much-needed sleep.”

“Yeah. Well, I got some interesting
information.”

“Do tell.” Vic must have had something pretty
good.

“I did some checking for us on this Bobby kid.”

“Yeah?” Now I knew it was good.

“I think I got a hit.”

“I’m listening.” Why did he insist on such build up?
“Out with it.”

“There’s a Robert Marks. Twenty years old, lives
with his family in a brownstone on the west side.”

“And?”

“He’s missing.”

“Another missing person?”

“I’m gonna check with Johnny at Missing Persons and
make sure this is our guy, but I have a hunch.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

“Hank, I think it’s time you have a talk with your
clients.”

“I know.”

“Quite frankly, it’s time I have a talk with your
clients. The NYPD needs to question them. Formally.”

“I know. But you know Thomas Blake is no dummy.
He’ll clam up and call his lawyer.”

“Most likely. But we’re gonna have to do it
anyway.”

“Let me talk to him. I’ll get back to you.”

“You do that.”

“Yep.”

I gave Mr. Singh’s phone number to Victor then hung
up. I bought a large cup of coffee, decided against the donut, and
slowly walked downtown to my office. I knew what needed to be done,
but I was in no rush to do it. The one thing I wanted to avoid was
getting into an adversarial relationship with my client. Problem
was, I wasn’t sure how I was going to avoid it.

* *

I walked into my office and it was quiet. Sandy’s
desk was empty. Her computer was on, her jacket was hanging from
the rack near the entrance, but she wasn’t around.

“Sandy?” I called out. She didn’t answer.

I walked past my office door and down the short
hallway that led to the bathroom. A picture of me with my mother
hung from one side of the wall. I hated that picture, but my mother
hung it there; I took it down once…once, and the fit she threw was
far worse than the annoyance of having to look at an eighteen by
ten inch photograph of my mother hugging me every time I had to use
the rest room during office hours. On the other wall hung a 1996
team photo of the New York Yankees. I won a lot of money on the
series that year, so that photo never comes down.

I stopped at the Yankee photo and rubbed it for
luck. I noticed the light on in the bathroom but the door wasn’t
closed.

I walked up to it and peered around the corner.
Sandy was using a brush to curl her long brown hair. She was
wearing a tight, white top and gray slacks. Her breasts bounced up
and down as she furiously brushed out the knots in her hair. Then,
she took notice of me.

“Hank! Stop staring at me.”

“I wasn’t staring. I called out and you didn’t
answer.”

“What is your problem? Can’t you see I’m in
here?”

“I need to pee, do you mind?”

“Fine!” She walked towards me, and smiled. Then,
said sweetly, “It’s all yours.” Her mood could swing faster than an
Ella Fitzgerald scat.

I closed the door and took care of business. Then, I
walked into my office and closed the door. I looked at the phone,
then the bottle of Jim Beam, then back at the phone.

“Your mother called, Hank.” Sandy called from the
other room.

“Okay.”

“Twice.”

“Okay. Okay.”

She opened the door, stuck her head in and said, “No
need to snap at me, Hank. I’m just doing my job.”

“I know. Any other messages?”

“Nope.”

“Thank you.”

She closed the door and I heard her return to her
desk, and then the sound of her typing something on her keyboard. I
opened my phonebook, found Thomas Blake’s home number, then
called.

“Hello, Blake residence. May I help you?”

“Horace.” The soothing tone of Blake’s butler was
unmistakable.

“Yes.”

“It’s Hank Mondale.”

“Ah, yes. Hello, Mr. Mondale.”

“I need to speak with Mr. Blake.”

“Let me see if he’s available. One moment, Mr.
Mondale.”

“It’s important, Horace. Very important.”

“I see. Just give me a moment.”

Soft music kicked in, and I doodled goofy stick
figures into the margin of my phonebook while I waited. After
several minutes, Thomas Blake got on the phone.

“Hello, Mr. Mondale. How is the case coming?”

“Not bad so far, sir. I’ve learned quite a lot.”

“Have you picked up the trail of that thing?”

“I’ve definitely picked up a trail. I believe we
need to talk.”

“Okay, let’s talk.”

“In person, I mean. Can I come see you?”

“This feels very ominous, Mr. Mondale. What’s
up?”

“Do you know anything about Nicole Leifson? Or Bobby
Marks?”

“Yes. They’re friends of my daughter’s.”

“Yes. They are. And they are both missing. As is
your business partner, Bill Palmer.”

There was silence for about ten full seconds. Then a
loud exhale.

“Okay, Mr. Mondale. I’ll send a car to your office
to come get you. It will take about an hour. Be ready.”

“I’ll be here.”

* *

The car pulled up in front of my office and stopped,
and I walked out to meet it. The weather turned a bit balmy. For
the first time in weeks I didn’t need my gloves.

“Fancy car,” Mrs. Kim said as I walked past.

“Wish it was mine,” I replied and waved.

“Me too,” Mr. Kim said…at least I think that’s what
he said.

The driver was opening the door to the black Lincoln
as I walked up. He nodded a “good day” but didn’t say a word.

I nodded back and stepped inside. I fixed myself a
drink, trying to rehearse what I was going to say, but it was no
use. It wouldn’t matter what I said. So instead, I finished my
drink, sat back, and quickly fell into a cat nap.

When I opened my eyes, we were turning into the
Blake estate. It was far lighter outside than the last time I’d
seen it, and I was able to appreciate the size and beauty of
Blake’s place. The grass was perfectly manicured, nicer than any
country club I’d ever seen; the lawn had been mowed in a distinct
crisscross pattern and not a blade of grass was out of place. Each
side of the driveway was lined with three-foot high trees, which
changed to two footers and then once we neared the house, pretty
potted plants. There were flowerbeds close to the house that were
just coming into season; the soil in them looked freshly turned.
The maintenance must have gone on nonstop.

The car stopped in front of the main entrance, and I
let myself out. The driver stepped out, grunted upon noticing I was
already out, then stepped back in and drove quickly off. I hopped
back to avoid losing a toe, although the car wasn’t really that
close, I just was surprised to see him drive off so fast.

Horace opened the door as I approached. I walked
into the entranceway and smiled.

“Good day, sir,” Horace said.

“Hello.”

“May I take your coat?”

“But of course.” I handed him my coat.

“Mr. Blake is expecting you. He’s waiting in the
library. I’ll show you the way.”

“That’s quite alright, Horace. I remember the
way.”

“If you please, sir.”

I walked to the staircase and made my way up to the
library. Blake was standing in front of a bookshelf. Perhaps he was
looking for a book, but it seemed more like he was in deep
contemplation.

I cleared my throat as I walked in, so as not to
startle him. He quickly turned and took a few steps towards me.

“Hello, Mr. Mondale. I hope your trip up was
pleasant.”

“Beats a cab every time, Mr. Blake. Great way to
travel.”

“Good. Very good. Let’s have a seat.”

I took a seat on the hard brass bench. What a
horrible seat. I’m sure it cost a fortune but my ass was sore from
the moment it made contact with the cold, hard seat. The slender
pillow didn’t pad the thing a bit.

“So,” Blake said. “Let’s get right to it.”

“Yes…” I paused. As much as I hate to admit it, I
was intimated by the man. “Mr. Blake, this is a bit awkward. But we
need to clear the air on a few things.”

“Very well. Speak your mind.”

“Remember, I work for you.”

“I was about to remind you of the very same
thing.”

“Of course. You pay me to do a job. And I do it.
That’s why you hired me. But please understand, I have some very
good leads, but I need your full cooperation.” I paused to let him
talk, but he didn’t. So, I continued. “You’re a very smart man. I
don’t have to tell you the obvious. But bear with me. If you have a
lawyer defending you in a case, he needs all the facts in order to
best defend you. Same as a doctor, if you go to a doctor to help
you get better, he needs to know all the risk factors, your
history. Etcetera. Again, I hate to state the obvious, but it’s
important that we work together.”

“I understand, Mr. Mondale. But we are dealing with
my daughter. I explained when I hired you, she is my life. I will
do anything to protect her.”

“Of course you would.”

“Anything at all.”

“Like create a totally outlandish story to cover up
something she’d done?”

“Do you have a daughter, Mr. Mondale?”

“No.”

“Then you don’t truly understand.”

“Okay. I’ll give you that. But you do understand, I
work for you. I’m not a cop.”

“No, but your friends are.”

“I have a friend who’s a cop.”

“You wanted to be a cop.”

I slumped down and the armrest dug into my back.

“I know all about you, Mr. Mondale. I know about
your felony convictions and how they ruined your chances at a
career with the NYPD.”

“Are you trying to put me on the defensive,
sir?”

“Just letting you know where we stand. You’re not
the only one who does his homework.”

“Of course. I know.”

“A cocaine habit. A nasty gambling habit.”

“I don’t do coke anymore. Haven’t touched the stuff
in years.”

“A drinking problem.”

“Sir, please don’t change the subject. We need to
talk about Mackenzie and her missing friends. The police want to
talk to her, and to you.”

“And how do you know that?”

“My friend, Victor’s a cop in the city. He helped me
get some information. To help you, and some things have come to
their attention.”

“You say you are on my side, and yet you give
information to the NYPD that could incriminate my daughter?” His
voice didn’t raise, but his blue eyes sharpened and shot a hole
right through me.

“Not intentionally. I needed help to piece things
together. Quid pro quo. That’s what makes the world go around, Mr.
Blake. You of all people know that. I didn’t know I would wind up
incriminating Mackenzie.”

“But you did.”

“I may have. But we have to work from here. I need
to talk with Mackenzie about her friends. Does she know where they
are?”

“No. Maybe they’re together, shacked up somewhere.
You know how kids are.”

“That would make a whole lot of sense. But if that’s
what happened, then I need to hear that from Mackenzie. And so will
the police.”

“She’s asleep right now. I had her doctor prescribe
something strong for her. You saw her. She’s an emotional wreck.
She needs to rest.”

My cellphone rang. I looked at the number; it was
Victor.

“This is Victor now. My detective friend.”

“Very well,” Blake said. “Take the call.”

I stayed in my seat and answered the call. “Victor,
what’s up?”

“Hank, I saw Mr. Singh. We have a positive ID on the
vagrant.”

“Great. No surprise there.”

“Yeah, but I do have a surprise.”

I shifted uncomfortably on the hard bench and looked
away from Blake, whose eyes were affixed on me.

“What is it?”

“Your friend, Blake.”

“Yes, Vic. I’m sitting with Mr. Blake right
now.”

“Oh, really. Well that is interesting. You see, I
called the Westchester detectives who are working on the Palmer
disappearance.”

“Right, and?”

“They told me that Mr. Blake’s head landscaper,
Mario Libardi is also missing.”

I looked at Blake but didn’t say a word. He put his
index finger to his lips as if eagerly anticipating what I had to
say.

Victor continued, “So when I told them about
Mackenzie’s two missing pals, they were very interested. That was
the first they’d heard of it.”

“I see.”

“They’ve been trying to make a case on Blake since
day one. They think Palmer and the gardener both missing has to be
connected to the Blakes. Now add this in, they are convinced.”

“I imagine they want to speak to the Blakes.”

“Oh yeah. They’re on their way.”

“Now?”

“Right now. So, if you’re there, I guess your
confidentiality thing with your client is blown.”

“Yeah, that’s the least of our problems at this
point.”

“I guess so.”

“Thanks for the info, Vic.”

“Yeah, we’ll talk soon. You be careful.”

“I will.”

“Be very careful.”

“Okay. Talk to you later.”

I snapped my flip phone shut, then stuck it in the
inside pocket of my suit jacket. I took a deep breath.

“So? What did your detective friend have to say?”
Blake asked.

“He told me about your gardener.”

“Mario? Yes, we’re all a bit concerned about him.
He’s been a loyal employee for many years.”

“And?”

“And, he had a falling out with his wife, I
suspect.”

“Really?”

“I don’t know for sure. But it was rumored that they
weren’t getting along. I’m not nosy, you know. My employees’
personal lives are none of my business.”

“When was the last time you heard from him?”

“Mr. Mondale, please. This questioning is not
necessary.”

“Well, you’re better off getting your story straight
with me, because Vic tells me Westchester County police detectives
are on their way. Once they heard about Nicki Leifson and Bobby
Marks’ disappearances, they became very interested to talk to
Mackenzie, and you as well, I’m sure.”

Blake didn’t flinch. His eyes held mine. The
stalemate ended quickly.

“I see. I have to make a phone call. Excuse me.”

Blake got up, and left the room. I grabbed an issue
of Business Week from the coffee table and thumbed through it with
complete disinterest.

* *

At least a half hour passed, then Horace stuck his
long, skinny head in and said, “Mr. Mondale, I’m terribly sorry to
keep you waiting.”

“No problem, Horace. Where’s Mr. Blake.”

“I believe he’s meeting with Mr. Greenwal. They
should be along shortly.”

“Have the detectives arrived?”

“No. I don’t believe they have.”

“I’d like to talk to Mackenzie.”

“Sir. I’m afraid that’s out of the question.”

“Horace. I’m here to help.”

I nudged him out of the way and walked towards the
staircase.

He followed behind, his usually calm voice breaking
and crackling. “Please, Mr. Mondale. Mr. Blake won’t like
this.”

I stopped and grabbed his arm. “It will be fine,
Horace. I’m just going up to Mackenzie’s room to speak with
her.”

I turned from Horace and took one step up the
staircase towards the third floor where I was met by Marty’s fat
belly. He folded his arms and stood his ground, three steps above
me. Wes was two steps behind him.

“Come on, buddy. You’re not allowed up there.” Marty
said through heavy breath. The walk down the steps was more than
his lungs could handle.

I laughed and shook my head. “Fine. That’s fine.
Where’s Mr. Blake?”

The doorbell rang. Horace sprang to attention and
then walked slowly down the steps, looking frazzled at first, but
his dignified manner returned with each step. By the time he got to
the door, he was completely recomposed. I followed him down.

“Hello, officers,” Horace said, politely and calmly.
“Come right in.”

I heard footsteps behind me, and turned to see Blake
and Greenwal coming down the steps.

The cops stepped in, ignoring Horace and myself and
walked straight towards Thomas Blake.

“Lieutenant Huxley,” Blake said with a plastic
smile. “Nice to see you again.”

Blake and Huxley shook hands. Then Huxley scratched
his thick, black mustache. He was a tall man with broad shoulders,
looked to be close to fifty but in good shape.

“You remember Detective Adams,” Huxley said to
Blake.

“Of course,” Blake said and shook the other cop’s
hand. Adams had a short haircut and baby face that made him look
fifteen years old, although I suspect he was closer to thirty.
Then, Blake turned to Greenwal, “You remember my attorney, Mr.
Greenwal.”

“Of course,” Huxley responded.

I stood there, shifting my weight from foot to foot.
Finally, I cleared my throat. It was obvious that Blake didn’t want
me there, but he couldn’t let Lieutenant Huxley know.

“This is Hank Mondale. He works for me.” Blake
said.

“Oh?” Huxley asked, “Is he an attorney too?”

“No.” Blake offered no further explanation.

Huxley looked at me with obvious curiosity, but he
let it go at that. Victor obviously didn’t mention me or my
involvement in the case but Huxley may have had some idea who I was
anyway.

“This way, gentleman,” Horace said, and led the way
to a large living room that was next to the entrance hall.

Detective Adams followed Horace dutifully, trailed
closely by Greenwal. Blake and Huxley looked at each other, then at
me. I took the cue and followed next. The two men walked almost
side by side behind me.

“Make yourselves comfortable.” Horace said, showing
us to a large, comfy beige couch. “I’ll be right back with some
coffee.”

I sunk into the soft couch and said to Blake, “This
is much better than that awful bench in the library.”

He grunted but didn’t take his eyes off Huxley.
Adams and Greenwal sat across from one another. Blake gestured to a
brown reading chair for Huxley to sit in.

“That’s quite alright, I prefer to stand.”

“Fine.” Blake sat in the chair himself.

Huxley began scratching his mustache again, pulling
two or three hairs at a time. Then he flicked the stray hairs into
the air. He took out a notepad and thumbed through it.

Blake got impatient. “Lieutenant, if there’s
something you want from me, please get to the point.”

Huxley put his notepad back in his pocket and said,
“We’d like to speak with your daughter. We have some questions for
her.”

“My daughter is very sick at the moment. That is out
of the question.”

“Sick?”

“Yes. Ill. Sick. Feeling horrible. She’s battling a
nasty virus. If you must speak with her, once she’s better, we’ll
make an appointment to come in to the station.”

“Oh, no, Mr. Blake. That just won’t do. We need to
speak with Mackenzie today. It’s very important.”

The clatter of metal rang out, then Horace rolled in
a tray with coffee, milk and sugar on it.

“How do you gentlemen like your coffee?” he
asked.

“That’s okay. We’ll help ourselves,” Huxley
said.

Horace looked at Blake. Blake nodded and said, “It’s
okay, Horace. Thank you.”

“Very well.” Horace walked out.

“Help yourselves,” Blake said.

Adams got up and began fixing a cup. Huxley stood in
place, then walked to the tray and got himself a cup.

“Just what exactly is this about?” Blake asked.
“What is it that you want from Mackenzie?”

Huxley took a sip of the coffee and savored it.
“This is really good coffee,” he said, smiling for the first time
since he’d entered the house.

“Sure is,” Adams agreed.

The smell was awfully good, so I walked over and got
a cup. Blake didn’t look at me, but I could feel him eyeballing me
through his peripheral vision.

“Does the name Nicole Leifson mean anything to you?”
Huxley asked.

“Of course. Nicki is my daughter’s best friend.”

“I see. How about Bobby Marks?”

“Yes. He’s also a friend of Mackenzie’s.”

Huxley nodded and took another sip of coffee while
twirling his moustache with his free hand. Then, he said, “When was
the last time you saw either of them?”

“It’s been some time. Get to the point. What is it
that you want to know?”

“They are both missing. Are you aware of this?”

“Of course I’m aware of this. I told you, Nicki is
Mackenzie’s best friend. They spend practically every day together.
Of course I know about Nicki’s disappearance. Mackenzie’s been
worried sick about her.”

“And what about Bobby Marks?”

“Mackenzie tells me that he’s missing as well.”

“And does that concern Mackenzie?”

“Of course.”

Huxley slugged loudly, then put the coffee cup down
on the tray. He paused and the entire room looked at him.

“You see, Mr. Blake, the last time we spoke, we had
two missing persons. Your business partner, Bill Palmer and your
gardener, Mario Libardi. Now we have four. And from what we can
gather, they were all last seen either here on your property, or
with your daughter.”

“I told you all I know about Bill and Mario.”

“And what about Nicole Leifson and Bobby Marks?”

“What about them? Mackenzie thinks they ran off
together.”

“Ran off together? The Marks boy has been missing
the longest. A bit longer than the girl.”

“I’m not sure about that.”

“Perhaps Mackenzie can clarify it. I really need to
speak with her.”

“I told you, that is impossible right now. As soon
as she’s better, we’ll answer all your questions.”

Huxley rubbed his thumb and forefinger together so
hard it sounded like teeth grinding. He waved to Adams, who
finished his coffee and stood up.

“Mr. Blake,” Huxley said, “I have enough probable
cause for a search warrant. I will be back.”

“You’re out of line!” Greenwal shouted. “Probable
cause of what? That’s nonsense. Two kids ran off together and a
gardener split on his wife. What’s that got to do with Mr.
Blake?”

Huxley shook his head. “I’ve been a cop a long time.
Those are some awfully unlikely coincidences you’re trying to sell
me.”

“We have nothing more to say to you today.” Greenwal
said, then called out, “Horace. Please show the officers out!”

Horace entered the room. Huxley turned towards him,
then walked out. Adams followed closely behind.

“Have a nice day, officers,” Horace said, then shut
the door.

Tension floated through the room like the smoke that
drifted upwards from the opulent, ceramic coffee cups—white cups
with gold brims. Greenwal looked down, silently. Blake looked up,
with a pensive yet angry look on his face. I stayed in my seat and
sipped what was left of my coffee.

Finally, I spoke up.

“Mr. Blake, I’d like to see Mackenzie.”

He looked at me, breathed heavily, but didn’t say a
word.

“Mr. Blake, please. I am here to help.”

“You’re no help. I should never have hired you.”

“Are you firing me?”

He bit his lip and scowled. Then asked, “Why
shouldn’t I? Look at the mess you’ve put me in.”

“Mr. Blake, I apologize. It wasn’t my intention, but
sooner or later the NYPD and Westchester cops were going to compare
notes.”

“Maybe,” Greenwal said. “Maybe not.”

Blake waved at Greenwal to shut up, and he got the
hint.

“Listen to me,” I said to Blake. “I can still help
you. I have some idea what’s going on.”

“You do?”

“There have been at least two murders in the city.
One in Manhattan and one in the Bronx. We have a suspect. A sketch
of a suspect, anyway.”

“So?”

“The suspect is a vagrant. Why don’t I show
Mackenzie the sketch. Maybe she’ll recognize the guy.”

Blake didn’t say a word and he didn’t give off any
clues as to what he was thinking. But when I looked over at
Greenwal, I knew I was striking a nerve in these two.

“Do you know who the vagrant is?” I asked. “Does
Mackenzie know him?”

Blake stood up. Then he said, “Okay, Mondale. Have
another cup of coffee, and I’ll be back.”

I nodded, and fixed myself another cup of coffee.
Greenwal followed Blake.

The wait went on for a while, and thankfully, Horace
popped his head in, then showed me to the men’s room as my bladder
was about to burst from all the coffee. As I came out and started
walking back towards the living room, Greenwal appeared at the top
of the staircase.

“Okay, Mr. Mondale. This way.”

I walked up the first flight of steps and met him.
Then Greenwal started up the second flight. I followed. We walked
down the corridor to Mackenzie’s room. Marty and Wes were standing
outside. Marty’s head was in a comic book, laughing like a stoned
hyena. Wes was reading a newspaper and rocking out to some tunes
coming through headphones. Neither so much as looked up as we
passed.

Greenwal opened the door, then said, “Good
luck.”

“Thanks.”

The smell of stale air and spoiled food wafted about
the room. It was dim, and the blinds were drawn. A single lamp on
an end table was on. Mackenzie Blake was lying sideways on her bed,
sitting atop her comforter. Thomas Blake stood next to her.

Thomas Blake spoke first. “Okay, Mr. Mondale. You
wanted to speak with my daughter. So speak.”

I stepped forward, close enough to see her face well
for the first time. Her skin was smooth, and her eyes were a
devilish shade of hazel. Although her posture still looked scared
and tense, there was something in her eyes that scared me: a gleam
I hadn’t seen when I’d met her before.

Clearly, the line about her being sick and on
medication was bullshit. She looked fine, physically.

“Hello again, Mackenzie.”

“Hi.”

“You can call me Hank. You don’t need to be so
formal like your father.”

“Okay, Hank. I’m sorry about the mess. I really need
to clean this room.”

“No need to apologize. I like messy rooms.” I
stepped forward, and sat down on the foot of her bed. She rolled
over and sat up. “Mackenzie, can I ask you a few questions?”

“Sure.”

“Please,” Thomas Blake cut in, “Be gentle. This
situation is very traumatic for Mackenzie.”

“Of course,” I said. “Now, Mackenzie. The important
thing here to remember is that I’m here to help. I’m not a cop. I’m
not here to get you in any trouble. Your dad hired me to help you.
I’m on your side. Okay?”

“Okay.” She began to twist a shoulder-length strand
of wavy blond hair. She dropped her legs off the bed and dangled
them above the floor, looking at me sideways while licking her
lips.

“Mackenzie, look at me please.”

She kicked the bed repeatedly with her swaying feet
but didn’t turn her head. I wanted her to look at me, but I
continued.

“The police were here today. Did your dad tell you
that?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know why they were here?”

“Yes.”

“Why, Mackenzie?”

“They were asking about Bobby and Nicki.”

“Right. They want to know what happened to your
friends.”

“I know.”

“Do you know what happened to them?”

Mackenzie continued twirling her hair while kicking
the bed with each foot, one foot at a time at a steady pace. The
pounding was starting to get annoying, and her coy routine
frustrating, but I kept my cool, and kept the heat on her.

“Do you know where they are now?”

The kicking continued, the pace quickening slightly
and losing its rhythm. But still she didn’t answer me.

“Mackenzie, it’s very important.”

“They’re gone” she said finally.

“Gone?”

“Gone.”

“Do you know where they’ve gone?”

She nodded, and smiled. But the smile wasn’t one of
happiness, more a smile of delirium.

“You know where they are, Mackenzie?”

“Yes.”

“Are they okay?”

“No.”

“No? Please tell me more.”

Thomas Blake shuffled, and I could feel him
cringing. But surprisingly, he didn’t say a word or move to stop me
from pressing her.

“Symphony took care of them.”

“Symphony?”

“It.”

I nodded. Then looked at Blake. He looked at the
floor. I turned back to Mackenzie and said, “I think I may know who
hurt Bobby and Nicki.”

She stopped kicking, and looked up at me.

“I think a man may have done something very bad to
them.”

She giggled. “Not a man.”

“Not a man?”

“Not a man,” she repeated, but this time her voice
was an octave higher.

“Then what?”

The balls of her thin shoulders rose up and she
giggled.

Thomas Blake spoke up, his tone slightly annoyed,
“Mondale, we already told you it isn’t a man. It’s a creature.”

I ignored Blake’s comment; the last thing I wanted
to do was call them liars, but their insistence to stick to this
stupid monster story was ridiculous. “Mackenzie, the man who may
have done something to your friends, I think I know what he looks
like. I think he may be a vagrant. Do you know what a vagrant
is?”

She laughed again, this time louder. “Yes, silly.
I’m not an idiot.”

“Good. Of course you aren’t. Have you seen a vagrant
at all? Have either of your friends mentioned seeing one?”

“I’ve seen him.”

“You have.”

“Um, hm.”

“Can you describe him to me?”

“It’s one of Symphony’s disguises.”

“Really? The creature?” She was leaving me no choice
but to play along. I had to try and get something out of her.

“Um, hm.”

“Okay. Can you describe him? The creature’s
disguise.”

“Fine. He looks like an old white guy.”

“An old white guy. Is that it?”

“Hair bald on top with a greasy mullet in the back.
Scratchy, yucky face.” She looked me dead in the eye and sounded
far more rational than before as she said, “I’ve seen him, Hank
Mondale. And whether you believe me or not, that bum is not a man.
That bum is a monster.”

“Okay. Okay. I’m sorry. Your description is spot on.
That’s the guy. We’ve got witnesses. Can I ask you one other
thing?”

“Okay.”

“Have you seen a woman, about forty. Well dressed,
attractive.”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“You may have seen her downtown. Near Nicki’s
apartment.”

“I don’t know. Why are you asking?”

“No reason.”



Her eyes lit up, and she said, “Did this
woman do something?”

“Maybe.”

“It’s not a woman, Hank. It’s Symphony. I told you,
Symphony can change to look like a human being.”

“Symphony?”

“You know, the creature. I call him Symphony.”

“You’re on a first name basis with the
creature?”

She turned away from me.

“Mackenzie, just how well do you know this
creature?”

“Mr. Mondale,” Blake said while stepping outward,
shielding her from me. “That’s enough. This isn’t a cross
examination.”

“Please. I need to know.” I twisted my head around
Blake and looked at her. She was smiling, the same fidgety smile
and looking at the ground. “How well do you know the creature?”

The sinister giggling returned, and her legs started
kicking the bed again, this time both in unison. Blake stood his
ground between me and Mackenzie.

“Mackenzie. Please answer me.”

“I know Symphony well enough.”

“How well?”

“Mondale,” Blake said firmly. “That’s enough.”

“How well, Mackenzie?”

“I said that’s enough!” Now Blake was shouting.

But Mackenzie didn’t listen. “Well enough.”

“Mr. Mondale,” Blake said. “It’s time for you to
leave.”

She stood up from the bed and her eyes began to
glaze over and fill with water. “No, Daddy! I don’t want him to
leave.”

Blake looked at her, and said quietly, “Are you
sure?”

“Daddy. I want you to leave.”

“Are you sure, Mackenzie?”

“Yes. Please, just let me talk to him alone.”

Blake looked at me with squinty eyes full of
contempt. But he relented. “Okay. I’ll be waiting outside.” He
walked out of the room.

“Why don’t you have a seat,” Mackenzie said in a
coy, bubbly tone.

I turned and behind me saw a rocking chair, like
just about everything else in the room, it was pink—a light shade
with white stripes forming a decorative pattern along the top of
the chair. I grabbed it, pulled it over and sat down.

“No, here, next to me.”

“I’m fine right here, Mackenzie.”

“Fine. Spoil sport.”

“Please. We need to finish our talk.”

She looked up at the ceiling, not answering me.

“Mackenzie. It’s important.”

Her eyes began to water again, and she sniffled.
Then, she completely broke down as she cried, “Symphony killed them
all.”

“Who sweetheart?”

“Bobby. Nicki. Mr. Palmer. Mario. Symphony killed
all of them.”

I got up from the chair and walked over to her, then
began rubbing her back and shoulders in a soothing motion. She
seemed so vulnerable. Her hair smelled delicious, quite a contrast
to the rest of the room.

“Why? Why would he do that?”

“He ate them.”

“The creature ate them? Come on, Mackenzie. I’m not
an idiot. Tell me what happened to them.”

“I’m telling the truth.” She started to wail, her
cries echoing around the room.

The door flung open, and Thomas Blake darted towards
us, with Wes and Marty marching close behind, then Greenwal
followed, a step or two behind them.

“What have you done, Mondale?” Blake said. His face
was red and his eyes bubbled with rage.

“No, Daddy. Hank is helping me.”

Blake stopped dead in his tracks. I was sure he and
his men were going to beat me way worse than Flip and Marco ever
had. “Are you sure, sweetie? I will have this man removed and see
that he never bothers you again.”

“No, Daddy,” she shrieked. “No!”

He sat down next to her on the bed. “Okay. Fine.
Whatever you want.” He held her close, and she buried her head in
his chest and sniffled. “Whatever my baby wants is what she’ll
get.”

“I want Hank to stay and protect me.”

“What are we?” Wes said in a voice like one would
use with a five-year-old, “Chopped liver? We can protect you.”

“I want Hank to stay. Please.” Then she turned to
me. “Please, Hank. Stay with us.”

I looked around the room. None of the men were
giving me welcoming looks. “Sure. Of course I’ll stay.”

“I’ll have Horace set another place for dinner,”
Blake said, in a voice as plain as a Quaker.

* *

The dining room table was a dark, stained wood—a
perfect rectangle, stretching out a good fifteen feet. Blake sat at
the head of the table, Greenwal to his right. They had already
begun eating their salads when Mackenzie and I entered the room.
Wes and Marty tailed behind us like long, distorted shadows.

Blake looked up and smiled. “Mackenzie. You’re
joining us tonight. That is fantastic.” For a moment, he actually
seemed happy.

She smiled, and mock-curtsied, then sat at the end
of the table furthest from her father. “Hank, you sit next to me,”
she said, then patted the soft, velvety cushion of an otherwise
stiff looking chair.

I took the seat she offered, and pulled it in to the
table. Wes and Marty stood like two lost schoolboys waiting for the
teacher’s instructions.

“Sit, boys,” Mackenzie said.

“Thanks,” Wes said. The two men sat in the middle of
the table next to each other.

Horace walked in carrying salad plates. Blake waved
him over, then said quietly, but not so quietly that we couldn’t
hear, “Have Martha hurry upstairs and clean Mackenzie’s room.”

Horace nodded, then came around the table and put
salads down in front of us. “Two more, I see,” he said, and Marty
and Wes each nodded in recognition. Horace scurried off quickly
through a swinging door that led to the kitchen. He was back with
two place settings and two more salads in no time, and he lay them
down neatly in front of Wes and Marty.

“Do you like salad, Hank?” Mackenzie asked.

“Sure. I guess.”

“You seem more like a meat-and-potatoes guy.” She
kicked me playfully under the table.

“Yeah. I guess I am.” I said with a stern face,
trying my best to ignore her attention.

“Daddy tries to get me to eat all that healthy shit,
but nothing beats a good burger.” She pushed the salad plate away.
I smiled, then did the same. “That’s it!” she said then pat my leg
lightly. “Horace will bring us two burgers. Don’t you worry.” Then
to Marty she said a little louder, “You too, Marty. You don’t have
to eat any vegetables in my house.”

“Thanks. A good burger would suit me fine.”

Wes was already eating his salad, but he stopped to
say, “You guys are slowly killing yourselves. Try a salad. It won’t
kill you.”

“That’s my Wes,” Mackenzie said. “He takes good care
of his body.”

“That way I can take good care of you. Have to take
care of myself first.” He flexed his arm and made a muscle while
smiling at her.

I was sure Mackenzie knew more than she was letting
on, and I was going to press her. I waited for Wes to return his
attention to his salad, and Marty seemed to be daydreaming, then I
said softly, “Mackenzie, tell me more about Symphony.”

She eyeballed me with tight, reserved eyes. I could
tell she smelled my skepticism. “You don’t believe me?”

“Well, come on. You have to admit it sounds a bit
crazy.”

Then, much louder she said, “Wes, tell Hank what
Symphony looks like.”

Wes threw up his hands to show he wanted no part of
the subject.

From the far side of the table, Blake said,
“Mackenzie! Knock it off.”

“Why? Everyone here has seen him. Except Greenwal,
and he does whatever you tell him to.”

“Mackenzie. I said that’s enough.”

“No. Hank needs to know that Symphony is real.”

“You tell me, Mackenzie,” I said. “Tell me what
Symphony looks like.”

“I told you already.”

“Tell me again.” I said. She turned away, and I
grabbed her arm.

Wes looked over and snapped, “Hey!”

I let go of her arm. “My fault.”

“You’re goddamn right it’s your fault. Don’t you lay
a hand on her.”

“Oh stop, Wes.” She began to giggle again, that
creepy, delirious giggle. Then she turned to me and said, “He’s so
protective of me.”

“That’s his job,” I said. “He does it well.”

“Damn right,” Wes mumbled.

“Okay, Hank. When he’s not camouflaged, Symphony
looks kind of like a lizard.”

“A lizard?”

“A big lizard.”

“How big?”

“Smaller than you. Maybe five feet tall. His skin is
scaly and a little slimy. He has a really long and scary
tongue.”

“What else?”

“He’s not really mean or anything. He’s like any
other animal. He just needs to eat. When he eats, he’s happy. When
he’s hungry, he’s not happy. And trust me, he’s more scared of
humans than we are of him. I’ve seen it. He’s timid, and very
cautious.”

I scratched my head. What was I supposed to make of
her? Her delivery was good, almost believable.

Horace came in with a tray of burgers. He put them
down in front of us, and they smelled great.

“Eat up,” she said. “After dinner I’ll show you
more.”

“Show me?”

She giggled and rubbed my leg. Wes noticed and shot
me a mean look.

“Yes, show you.”

“Show me what?”

“Eat, Hank. You eat, and I’ll show you after
dinner.”

I took a few bites of my burger, then noticed Wes
get up and walk to the end of the table. He leaned down and
whispered something to Blake. Blake made a pickle-face and I could
tell he was about to blow. His face went red and he eyeballed
Mackenzie. He was trying to maintain composure, perhaps until after
the meal. But he couldn’t do it.

Blake got up from his seat and walked over. He stood
behind Mackenzie and said, “Mackenzie, sweetheart, may I have a
word with you?”

“No, you may not.” She didn’t turn towards him.

“Mackenzie!” His mouth didn’t open as he spoke
through clenched teeth.

“Daddy, I’m eating.”

“In the living room, please. Now!”

“No.” She spoke with her mouth full of food,
devouring the burger at an inhuman pace.

I continued to eat mine, not sure what else to do.
Marty and Greenwal were also caught up in the awkwardness, sitting
in their seats, eating their meals, while Wes stood, arms folded
about two steps behind Blake, his eyes pointed straight down at his
black boots.

Blake leaned in and gripped her shoulder firmly. “I
need to talk to you,” he said, slowly enunciating each word.

She wiggled but he clenched tighter. “No.” She
shimmied then slapped at his arm like she was knocking back a
mosquito. “Lay off me.”

“You will not show him.”

“I’ll show him whatever I want.”

My instincts told me to keep my mouth shut, but for
some reason my mouth didn’t listen. “Show me what?”

“Proof,” she said, suddenly smiling, her mood
turning so abruptly I almost laughed from shock.

I looked down the table at Marty, and he too was
smiling from discomfort. Greenwal continued to eat. Wes stood
still, almost motionless.

Blake’s face was redder than a honeymooner, lost on
a beach with no suntan lotion. His breath blew like a tired
stallion, nostrils flaring. His eyes were pinned to the back of her
head.

She continued to eat her burger, back turned to him,
crooked, unrepentant smile across her face.

“Proof? You have proof?” I asked, unable to squelch
my curiosity.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ll show you.”

“Is the creature here?”

“Mackenzie,” Blake said firmly. “That is
enough.”

“We haven’t seen him for a while,” she said.

“I said that’s enough.”

“We think he’ll come back, though.”

“Why?”

“He’s mad at me.”

“Mad at you?”

Just then, a loud noise filled the room: crashing
glass and ripping metal. I stood up, as did Mackenzie. Then,
piercing above the crashing noises were the shrieks of a man’s
voice; he was obviously suffering a great deal.

“Is that Horace?” Blake said aloud to no one in
particular.

Wes and Blake walked towards the noise, into the
swinging door to the kitchen. Mackenzie, Marty and myself walked
away from it, towards the living room. Greenwal stood up from his
seat, but stayed still, his face pale as pancake batter, his body
stiff and frozen with fear.

Pots and pans clanked and more horrible noises
emanated from the kitchen. A voice cried out; it sounded like Wes,
but didn’t have his usual deep, composed tenor. We ran into the
living room.

The wall that separated the living room from the
dining room came crashing down. Dust and powder kicked up and
filled my eyes and lungs; I coughed and blinked, trying to clear
them.

It took a second for my eyes to focus, but once they
did, I saw the creature. It was nothing like Mackenzie had
described. This was no small, harmless lizard. The creature before
me was eight or nine feet from pointy head to curled feet,
suspended in midair; its dark, black wings flapping lightly,
effortlessly coasting above us about halfway between the floor and
the high ceiling of the gaudy room. A black boot hung from its
mouth, and the creature spit it out and snarled at us. The
creature’s eyes were black and oval shaped and seemed to stretch
from its forehead to beneath its flat, wide-open snout; each
nostril was like a crater in a dark moon. It was fixed in on
us.

“Mackenzieeeee,” the creature spoke in a whispering
tone and yet the noise reverberated loudly off the walls, the last
syllable hanging in the air like fizzy cola settling in a
glass.



Chapter Two
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It was hungry. Its skin-cover was starting to get
dry and flaky.

It needed to eat.

The journey from the land of hard ground and tall,
manmade forests was long and tiring, but finally the end was in
sight. Ahead lay green, soft ground, and in the soft ground were
humans, many humans, eating and drinking and making joy-noises.
Where there were large gatherings of humans, there would be weak
humans among them, and little ones too.

The red, hot ball in the sky was growing weaker, but
still it was warm. The joy-noises echoed as It approached. When the
joy-noises were loud, it meant the prey was not on guard to danger.
When prey was not on guard, prey became careless.

Enclosed lights flashed from circle-shaped carriages
that whirled around on a track, each carriage painted black with
red spider webs; inside each were small humans—smiling small
humans. It couldn’t understand why the little humans happily sat in
machines that whipped them around and around in circles, over and
over again, but the joy heard in their noises was unmistakable.

The hot ball in the sky was almost gone. The
enclosed lights were growing brighter.

It walked among the humans, but tried not to look
directly at any of them. The redness of its eyes would show, or the
skin-cover might peel and expose scales. The hot ball in the sky
couldn’t disappear soon enough.

It rubbed its face and felt a split in the skin
accompanied by horrible belly sickness. It walked away from the
crowds, passed a large, yellow and white striped soft house and
continued behind it to a wooded area, clutching its gut as its walk
became more and more troubled.

From the seclusion of the trees, It could see the
humans play and make joy-noises and eat and drink. There were so
many of them. It didn’t understand how so many humans could live
together. It lived alone.

It was always alone.

The scent of oncoming humans reached its nose. Two
were walking away from the crowds. They were coming towards It.
There was one male and one female, both young adults. The male was
tall and fit. His hair was short and stood straight up, stiffened
from wax. As he got closer, It noticed intimidating, large forearms
on the male. He also had a wiry marking on his arm of dark ink.

The girl was smaller, a petite young thing. She’d
make a far easier catch if It could somehow separate her from the
male. Her hair was bright yellow, clearly the painted color and not
the growth color, the way many human females wore their hair. It
smelled other scents of soaps and cleansers on her, but nothing so
strong as the hair paint.

The humans continued into the wooded area, and It
followed, keeping a hundred yards or so between them. The couple’s
joy-noises grew louder and filled the woods as they left the rest
of the humans further behind them. The male fondled the female’s
behind; it was a tiny behind. She was very fit. Fit humans were
tough to catch.

“Hey, stop that,” she said and she slapped his
shoulder. Human mating rituals were so odd. It was clear that she
didn’t object to the male’s groping.

“You have a great ass. You know that?”

“Great ass,” It said quietly, mimicking the speech
patterns of the young male. The better It got at mimicry, the
better It ate. Was ass a basic term for the lower back? It worked
hard to learn their words but was always fearful of using them
incorrectly at a key moment.

“You think you can just grab it whenever you
want?”

“Why not?” The male leaned over and his mouth met
the female’s. They embraced and hugged tightly. Their faces were
smushing together.

“You must think I’m easy,” she said as she pulled
away.

“You must think I’m easy,” It said, now mimicking
the female. The word It had heard before, but what was easy? A task
could be easy, but how could a person be easy? Their speech was
challenging.

“Stop it, Nicki. I think you’re awesome.”

The male’s hand began to wander again. This time it
worked higher on the female’s body. He raised her tight, blue
sleeveless top and pulled up the garment she wore underneath it.
Then he rubbed the ball on her chest with his hand and grabbed it
with his mouth.

“Bobby,” she said as she slid backwards slightly.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Come on, Nicki. You like me, don’t you?”

“It’s not that. If she finds out…”

“Fuck her. She doesn’t own me.”

“Are you sure?”

The male pulled her closer and his hand returned to
her chest and he bit her neck while mumbling with his mouth full,
“It’s okay, baby. Everything’s gonna be okay.”

She made quick joy-noises. “Okay. That bitch doesn’t
deserve you.”

“Come on, Nicki. I’ve been wanting this since the
first day I met you.”

“So have I.”

He unzipped his pants, raised his shoulders to his
ears and his tone went from aggressive to submissive as he said,
“You’re the one I’ve always wanted.”

“Are you sure you’re not just saying that?”

He nodded and she pulled down his pants while
bending to her knees. Then she pulled at his undergarments, but she
hesitated.

“Come on, baby. What is it?” Suddenly his tone was
aggressive again. It was thoroughly confused by their patterns.
Other animals It had witnessed courting always had defined roles by
gender. The humans were constantly changing theirs.

She pulled down his undergarments. It edged forward
as the hunger pains compelled It towards them. The leaves shuffled
beneath It. It stopped, not wanting to alert the humans. It could
never handle two adult humans. The male alone would be too strong.
It was far too weak to handle the muscular young man.

Cramps twisted and turned its stomach muscles. The
back of its throat began to tickle.

It faded backwards, away from the humans. Tremors
came from the back of its thighs and radiated into its lower back.
It winced, then buckled from the pressure. Every ounce of strength
went into building the cover It needed to walk among the humans
undetected. And its energy was all used up.

It dropped to its knees and began to gag and then
swallow stomach fluids. The emptiness of its belly wasn’t enough to
prevent the green and yellow bile that flowed, then came up in
clumps. It was powerless to its own need to purge. Its guts
insisted on turning inside out.

It rolled on its hands and clenched its fists
together as fingernails eroded and turned a dark shade of
reddish-brown. It pulled them off one by one. The stubborn nails,
It twisted and turned, then bit off and spit them aside. Most of
the hair from atop its head just blew into a light breeze; the few
remaining strands It yanked out then dropped. The teeth too, faded
and discolored, the enamel losing its strength and shape. As It
retched and clutched its belly, It spit out the front teeth then
yanked at the back ones. All of its human appendages needed to be
removed so that It might feel some relief.

Relief just wouldn’t come.

It spit and hurled and tossed and turned. It yanked
hair from its arms and nails from its feet, but the body continued
to suffer.

It needed to eat. But It didn’t have the strength to
take on the two enamored humans that continued to paw each other,
unaware of the suffering taking place a few hundred yards deeper
into the woods.

The flaky exterior of humanlike skin peeled in
sheets of pink. It pulled it off and tossed it aside. First the
shoulders, then the arms. Then, its chest. Its legs. Its feet. Its
hands. Then the face.

It ripped off the eyelids and then It yanked at the
eyeball covers, one at a time. They were affixed quite firmly, and
the nerve endings screamed as they separated from the skull.

Finally, it was done. The human shell that cost so
much energy to build and maintain, had been shed.

Its camouflage was gone. The scaly exterior of its
real self was exposed. It was a foot shorter and twenty pounds
lighter.

Air slowly entered its lungs and It rose to its hind
legs. Despite twitching limbs and countless muscle spasms, It was
able to regain enough composure to walk back, slowly and
deliberately, towards the pair of humans.

The male human leaned against a tree and his pants
were at his ankles. The female was on top of him, bouncing up and
down. She still wore a skirt, but it was flapping up and down,
showing her tiny backside as the skirt fluttered.

It watched and moved closer. The urge to eat grew
stronger and stronger. But It was scared of the man. It had to wait
and hope for a misstep by one of the humans. The smallest
opportunity would do. With the little strength It had regained from
shedding the humanlike skin, It was able to color its scales brown,
and blend into the woods—a far less daunting task than wearing the
human cover.

Suddenly, It sensed an odor of more humans. Then It
heard three humans approaching. The couple was unfazed; they didn’t
hear the others, even as they grew closer and made more noise
stomping through the brush.

It dropped back a few steps deeper into the
woods.

“What do you think you’re doing with my man,
bitch!”

The girl doing the talking was small and clearly
desirable to other male humans, much like the other female. She too
had bright yellow hair paint and wore a skimpy skirt. Following
close behind her were two large male humans: one brown skinned with
no hair on his head but black hair growing above his lip and
beneath his chin; the other had pale skin, was muscle-bound with a
large coating of blubber covering his muscles.

“Oh, shit!” the young male said, dropping the female
from his mount. “Mackenzie. I’m sorry. It’s just…”

Her eyes widened and her nose flared. “You scumbag.
You aren’t talking your way out of this.”

The other female brushed the leaves and dirt off,
grabbed her shoes and ran barefoot away from the others—towards
It.

She began hopping and putting on her shoes one at a
time, just as she passed.

“That’s right,” the other female yelled into the
woods, “run you little slut. Find your own man and stop fucking
mine!”

It turned and watched the girl pass. When the humans
turned their attention back to the man, It started after her. After
just a few steps, It quickly gave up the chase. The girl had darted
far out of sight; It would never catch up. Instead, It returned to
the brush and hunched down low.

“Come on, Mackenzie,” the male continued to beg, “it
was a mistake. Really.”

She shook her head, but didn’t say a word. She
looked over her shoulder, and the two big men closed in.

The young man just barely pulled his pants up when a
shot hit his midsection. He gasped and clutched his belly. The
large brown-skinned man brought his arm down on the back of the
young male’s neck, which dropped him. The two men moved in and
kicked him as he reeled and twisted. They kicked and stomped again
and again as the young male tried to cover up and avoid the worst
of the blows.

“That’s it,” she said, while making joy-noises, but
these seemed to require more air than the joy-noises the children
made. “Harder. Fuckin’ harder. Make him feel it.”

“Harder. Fuckin’ harder,” It mimicked. It was
learning so much watching these humans. It generally hunted them
one at a time and rarely heard them talk amongst themselves.

They took turns kicking the young male, then
punching him, then kicking some more.

“You don’t cheat on me, asshole. No one cheats on
me.”

“I’m sorry,” he managed to say as he spit and
gasped. “I’m sorry,” he repeated.

She picked a large piece of tree off the ground and
said, “Oh, I know you are. You’re damn well gonna be more sorry
when I’m done.”

She smacked his head with the piece of tree. Then
again. And a third time. It could see blood running from his nose
and mouth.

The girl bent over and picked up a rock. She threw
it at his face, directly hitting his nose.

“Stop!” he yelled. Then, his voice filled with
gravel, his body clearly spent, he mumbled, “Please stop.”

The men continued to kick and punch the man, and
soon he stopped reeling. He stopped moving at all.

The beating stopped, and the two men looked to the
girl.

“That will teach this asshole.”

“Is he dead?” the large one asked the brown-skinned
one, hands on his knees, huffing for air as he spoke.

The brown-skinned man bent down and checked. “Nope.
He’s still breathing.”

“Good,” she said. Then she walked over to him and
said, “Don’t ever try to fuck me over again.”

The three turned away from the bleeding man, and
walked back towards the open field.

Mouth-water began to trickle from its mouth. The
tingling It felt from the top of its elongated head to the tips of
its curled toes was half eager anticipation, the other half sheer
desperation. It slowly crawled towards the injured man on all
fours; its hind legs alone could no longer support it. The scent of
the man’s freshly spilled blood was drawing It towards the man. The
song of sustenance rang out through the woods, beckoning It towards
the sweet blood It needed to taste.

The humans walked back towards the green, soft
ground.

The song was interrupted by the prudent instincts
that governed its every move. It could sense the other humans; they
were still close. Yet It was too hungry. The instinct of hunger far
outweighed the instinct of fear.

The song played on. The orchestra of bloodlust
demanded to be heard. It took many years to make some kind of sense
out of human mannerisms and facial cues; even longer to gather what
little understanding It had of human speech. But their music…from
day one, It heard music playing, and It understood. As just a tiny
hatchling, born in a crawlspace in the basement of a music school,
It could feel the tones and textures resonating through its very
essence. From the day it was born, It heard music whenever it was
hungry. Music and hunger were virtually synonymous.

Music: It was the one positive contribution humans
had to offer, other than their flesh and blood.

Each crawl-step It took towards the man took
enormous effort: baby-steps once smooth like the twirling dancers
It had seen in its youth devolved into clunky, giant leaps.
Anticipating the taste of human blood reverberated through its guts
like deep-tuned cellos, gently stroked in unison by bows strung
with horse hair.

The man suddenly began to stir, and desperation
overtook anticipation. The hunger sang louder, and rang higher and
played faster, like violins plucked staccato at a frantic pace.

Once still, the man now writhed around in the dirt
and leaves. He grunted and groaned, but seemed unable to get
up.

It dug its thin elbows deep into the earth, using
them like shovels. It wiggled and shimmied, toothpick front arms,
muscular back legs and taut torso working as a team, in order to
close in on its prey. Its stomach still churned and lungs wheezed.
It had nothing left to give. With nourishment just feet away, It
searched for any last morsel of energy; its will to live boosting
just enough adrenaline through its veins to ignore the pain and
weakness and push on the last few crab-steps.

The man, still lying on his side, tilted his head
just enough for them to make eye contact.

Its heart and the man’s heart both beat a frenzied
pace like pounding timpani. The man was trying to get up. It was
trying to reach the man before he could rise. Both of them were
spent.

The man groaned and twisted and started to crawl
away. With kettledrums beating in its head, It found one last burst
of energy, and It collapsed atop the man.

The man yelled, a loud but unintelligible howl—pain
and fear combined as one.

Cupping the man’s head with its arms, It faced the
man, and forced his mouth wide open. A dry, gritty forked tongue
extended from its mouth, plunging down the man’s throat. It tapped
the tonsils but its mission was far below. Traveling through the
esophagus it landed in the stomach where it immediately tasted the
sweetness of half digested cotton candy followed by the bitterness
of a hotdog and mustard.

It closed its eyes inhaling through its nose and
tongue simultaneously while sucking in with delight. The tingling
in its legs was finally subsiding; its strength was rapidly
returning. Raw energy converted to power instantaneously.

Once the stomach was fully emptied, It worked the
tongue further into the man’s intestines. All the contents were
inhaled through the tips of its tongue: bile from the liver; juices
from the pancreas—nothing went to waste. Half developed stool from
the colon was devoured as were all the contents of the rectum.

The tongue popped out the other side and licked the
hairs beneath his anus, but the meal was not near complete. After
the gastrointestinal tract, It went to work on all the body fluids.
Blood, of course; all the veins and arteries were emptied. But the
reproductive system was also quite tasty. There was nothing on the
human body that the digestive juices generated from its tongue
couldn’t break down. The lungs, the heart, even the appendix was
slurped up and consumed.

The eyeballs, the brain, even the hairs on his head,
all represented sustenance. And It never wasted. The man was a big
meal, but It was slow and deliberate, and It would make use of
every cell in his body.

Eventually, It would even break down the bones.
Although that process could go on until the darkness turned to
light. It was in no rush.

The symphony stopped abruptly, and It quickly turned
around. Something was near. Someone was watching. It wasn’t alone
with the prey. It was so swept up in the feeding that It ignored
its other senses. But now It was alert, and it was sure it wasn’t
alone.

With its strength and composure returned, its senses
were heightened. It smelled her: hair paint, heavy fake sweet scent
masking a natural light sweat, smelly film under her arms and a
creamy coating on her skin.

It was the girl. She’d returned. But It didn’t smell
the other two; the large men weren’t with her.

It walked, its two legs now strong and secure,
towards the scent, its eyes scouring deep into the brush. She was
there, but It couldn’t see her. Until the woods moved before it.
She was hunched behind a bush, and she took off as It approached.
It followed, needing to catch her before she reached the others. It
was strong from the feed, but still couldn’t risk a confrontation
with the two large human males. They were probably not far off. If
she screamed, they’d probably hear.

It had to catch her.

It ran, its leg muscles like springboards generating
giant leaping steps. It stretched its arms like elastic using them
to steady itself; they scraped the ground and helped It maintain
balance with each jump. It was trying to gain ground, but she was
quick and determined. She took three or four small, quick steps to
its every leap. It pushed and pushed, but the price it paid in
energy was great. The meal was a hearty one, but it needed to last.
It couldn’t afford to chase much longer.

In the end, it didn’t matter, as she reached the
clearing first. It quickly wove a human mask, not an intricate one,
it wasn’t necessary. Just a generic middle-aged man, with a large
black hat to cover its head, and dark sunglasses to cover its eyes.
It tucked in its tail.

She looked back. Had she witnessed the
transformation? It couldn’t be sure. But she was a threat. Every
minute she lived with the knowledge of what It was created a
tremendous danger.

She walked past the soft house—ducking under the
stakes that kept it up—and into the crowd. It followed. The two men
were sitting at a wooden table, eating food that reeked of the
grease it had been cooked in. She said something to them, It wasn’t
sure exactly what, but it was clear she wasn’t happy.

The three of them got up and walked away from the
crowd. It followed, despite being worried that she might point It
out to the men.

She spoke into a small disk that she held in her
hand, her other arm whirled around wildly. The three of them walked
down a hill and into an area where the soft green ground was
browned, and many wheeled boxes sat. The brown-skinned man got into
a large black wheeled box and the wheeled box came alive. She
shivered and looked back repeatedly. The wheeled box began to move,
then stopped so the large pale man could open a door. She looked
backwards, once over each shoulder, then stepped up inside the
wheeled box. Without a backward glance, the pale man stepped in
behind her.

It would need to track her. It would pick up her
scent later. After it was done. For now, It was returning to the
woods to finish its meal. It would need as much energy as it could
possibly store up.

* *

The scent was fresh. Her unique blend of aromas—hair
paint, fake sweet scent, human sweat—was hers and hers alone.

It wouldn’t be easy to follow her. The humans
traveled in wheeled boxes that rumbled so loud and moved so fast.
It would simply walk.

It was accustomed to walking. Walking took time, but
It had time. Time, patience and discipline were all It had. And It
had each in abundance.

The girl’s trail led away from the wooded area with
the soft ground and towards hard earth that was filled with wheeled
boxes, going backwards and forwards rapidly. Before walking among
them, It needed cover.

Crouching in the woods just before the hard ground,
It developed a gray receding hairline on a round head, and gruff,
unshaven skin for a face. It knew from past experience that men
with ripped and torn clothes and sloppy appearances rarely were
acknowledged by other human beings, much less hassled. So when It
traveled long distances on foot, It often took on this
appearance.

The boxes shot by, some with four wheels, others
larger with eight or ten wheels and some with too many wheels to
count. It stayed to the side of the hard ground the best it could.
Finally, It reached an area where there was no green ground to the
side of the hard ground. Having no other alternative, It walked
onto the hard ground towards a large structure that carried the
boxes high over the water.

A man in blue pants and a matching shirt with
markings on the chest ran towards him, his face twisted, his
fingers waving wildly.

“What the fuck are you doing, asshole?”

It wasn’t exactly sure how to answer the question;
the words were spit from the man’s mouth so rapidly. But it was
clear the man of authority didn’t like him stepping onto the hard
ground.

“What’s your problem? Can you speak?” The man’s pale
face was reddened and clearly demanded a reply.

“Need to get across,” It said, trying to make its
natural, low and scratchy voice resemble a human’s voice. He looked
past the man, not down, but not directly in the eye.

The man seemed to take offense to this. “Look at
me!”

The man grabbed for its chin, and It leaned back
before he actually made contact, then their eyes met. No matter how
well constructed the camouflage was, its eyes, at close range were
always a weakness. A human who paid attention could always spot the
redness in the middle of the eye.

“Damn,” the man in blue clothing said, “Have you
been drinking tonight?”

It shrugged, trying to look as submissive as
possible. It was sure the man wanted submission.

“You smoke dope tonight?”

“No smoke dope,” It replied. It was sure “smoke
dope” was bad.

“Whatever. Take the footbridge.” The man in blue
clothing pointed to a separate section of the structure. Humans
wearing fancy jackets were walking towards It, and others in
soft-looking suits were running on a brown path that turned to hard
ground as they entered the span. “You’re gonna get yourself killed,
buddy. You can’t walk across here.”

“I take footbridge.”

“Yep. Take the footbridge.”

The man in blue clothing walked away. It got off the
hard ground, and followed the running humans in the soft-looking
suits to the footbridge. The humans in the fancy jackets, one male
carrying a case and two females with large bags slung over their
shoulders, seemed to look at It with anger in their eyes, but they
left It alone.

Once on the other side of the footbridge, It picked
up the girl’s scent again. It followed the scent to a manmade tree.
It walked up to the entrance and pulled at the door, but it
wouldn’t open.

A man in a suit, long overcoat, and fancy-looking
hat came to the door and opened it.

“May I help you?” he asked.

It tilted its head to the side, not sure what to
say.

“You aren’t welcome here. I don’t have any change
for you. Please leave now,” the man said, then closed the door and
walked back to the desk where he’d been sitting. On the desk sat a
newspaper and a white cup with smoke flowing from it.

It walked away from the manmade tree and down an
alleyway that separated the trees. The tree next to it was also
tall and solid-looking, but it was colored a slightly faded
yellow.

There were no humans in sight, and It didn’t smell
or sense any either. It huddled behind a large smelly can and
dropped to its knees. The red hot ball had set fully, and the cover
of darkness was its comfortable friend. It shut its eyes tight,
then opened them to reveal a soft shade of blue. It whirled its
shoulders around in circles—like the giant wheels it had seen the
young humans ride on—and they thinned from those of a middle aged
man, to a thinner, bonier form. It licked its lips, and they
curved, filled and reddened. It twitched its nose, and it pointed
out while the nostrils thinned and the gray hairs curled and
withered away. It grew perky balls on its chest while its potbelly
shrank and leveled out. Its ass curved. Secretions gushed out from
its pores to replicate a flowery but subtle fake sweet scent.

When It stood up from behind the smelly can, It was
a woman, attractive and in her forties, with a fancy jacket like
the women on the footbridge wore.

Changing shape always took a lot of energy. It had
eaten well, taking the time to digest the entire young male; It
left no scraps to be found by worms, much less humans. Still, it
was best to keep its reserves up. When necessary, It had the
ability to survive for long periods of time without eating, but in
order to be at its best, and strongest, It needed to eat
frequently.

It walked down the alley and returned to the street,
wiggling its feminine hips slightly, the way It had seen human
women do. Its high heels clicked the hard ground, and It noticed
two men in fancy jackets looking, almost gawking in its
direction.

It looked down at the hard ground and away from the
men; they quickly read the lack of interest and walked on. They
wouldn’t do. It needed a lone target, and preferred a woman or
child to a full-grown man. It toned down its walk slightly so as to
draw less attention from the males.

A woman walking a small brown dog caught its eye.
She looked in her early fifties, well put together but aging. She
wore dark red pants with a matching top and oversized stones around
her neck and fingers. She stopped in front of a tree—a single
eight-foot tree enclosed in a small square of dirt within the hard
ground—and the dog lifted its leg and peed. When the dog finished,
the woman walked towards the yellow manmade tree.

It followed.

She walked slowly towards the front entrance,
allowing the dog to trot, but yanking its leash occasionally to
keep it moving towards the door. It kept about six or seven feet
behind. The aroma of the woman’s fake sweet scent was almost enough
to drown out the scent of the pooch. It didn’t like the smell of
dogs, foul creatures that they were, serving no purpose but to warn
their masters of danger. This dog didn’t seem to sense any threat
though.

As the woman got to the entrance, It closed the
distance. The woman put her key in the door and opened it. It
walked right up. She looked up quickly, then smiled and held the
door. It grabbed the metal door, allowing the woman and the dog to
enter first.

“Thank you,” the woman said.

It nodded and followed the woman into a hallway. It
noticed no man guarding the entrance like the building next door
had.

The woman pressed a button in front of a metal wall,
and looked over her shoulder at It with strange eyes. She didn’t
appear alarmed, but perhaps she was concerned. It smiled a soft
smile, which seemed to set the woman at ease. The dog sniffed its
feet.

“Stop it,” the woman said, and the dog’s head turned
away from its feet and towards the wall.

The wall slid open to show a room with mirrored
walls flanked with wood handrails. The woman walked towards the
empty room. She yanked the leash and said, “Come on, Peanut. Let’s
go.”

She stepped into the room and the dog followed. It
stepped into the room next. The woman pressed a button. It looked
ahead, saying nothing.

“Are you going to four, too?” she asked.

“Yes. Going to four.” The voice was exaggeratingly
high pitched, but It did its best to sound like the young females
It had heard talk earlier. When in doubt, it was always best to
agree. Four what? It wasn’t sure, but she’d been given the answer
she was expecting to hear, and so it was safe to simply nod and
agree.

The woman seemed satisfied. Peanut sniffed its feet,
first at the toes, then its tiny snout moving upwards towards the
leg.

“Peanut,” she said in a harsh tone, and the dog
stopped sniffing and again faced forward.

Soft music played as the wall slid closed. Violins
and violas began to ring pleasantly in its head. Then, the room
began to move. Its stomach didn’t like it, nor did its ears, which
filled with pressure. It stumbled, then grabbed the handrail. The
soothing tune helped settle its nerves, allowing It to get its
bearings. The room was moving up, nothing to be alarmed about. The
woman and the dog seemed to expect it.

A soft bell rang. The wall slid open and some
crooked lines lit up at the top of the elevator.

A muted horn played the melody while the bass and
percussion held down the rhythm.

She stepped out of the room, lightly yanking at
Peanut’s leash. It followed a step or two behind, happy to be out
of the odd, moving room. She turned her head slightly to the side
but didn’t look back. The wall slid closed, but the muted trumpet
still hummed a sweet sound in its head.

The woman walked down the hall, passing two doors.
She stopped abruptly at the third door. It walked slowly past,
towards the fourth door.

The woman put the key in her door and turned it,
then looked at It. It closed in quickly, and pushed her into the
room behind the door. Peanut was dragged along with them.

Peanut began to bark. The bark wasn’t quite soprano
but lacked any bass. It was annoying, but not startling. The
neighbors probably heard it all the time.

It slammed the door closed with its tail. It was an
instinctive move, although It realized instantly that the human
camouflage on its ass was ruined.

“What are you doing in here? Get out!” The woman
screamed. It didn’t appear that she’d noticed the tail in the
darkness of the unlit room. There was a small amount of light from
the street coming in through the windows, but the room was
otherwise dark.

It tackled her and smacked her head into the
hardwood floor. Peanut stood and barked.

“What do you want from me? I don’t have much money.
You can have my jewelry. You don’t need to hurt me.”

It wrapped the leash around her neck with one hand
while holding her down with the other. Her face reddened and mouth
water slid down her chin.

Peanut barked, then pecked at its legs. It ignored
the dog until Peanut took a bite into its heel, ripping off the
human cover and breaking through a layer of scaly skin.

It jerked back. The pain wasn’t excruciating, but it
was enough so that It turned towards the dog and backhanded it. The
opportunity wasn’t lost on the woman; she was fast with fear. She
ducked under the leash and broke free, and went running down a long
hallway towards a glass end table and grabbed for a rectangular
box. She was able to separate the top piece of the box from the
base and It could see they were connected by a long cord. The woman
tried to press buttons on the box, but before she could, It
launched its tongue, extending down the long hallway. The scratchy
tongue latched onto the back of her neck and yanked her back. Her
limbs sprung in four different directions. The rectangle box flung
into the wall. She was able to shake free for an instant but then
lost her footing and fell headfirst into the glass table. The table
smashed into many pieces. She collapsed and lay face down.

It hurried down the hallway and rolled her face up.
Bits of glass covered her face and shimmered from the light
sneaking in through the window.

Peanut was barking frantically. The pitch now truly
was soprano. It ignored the dog, who just stood by, barking but
doing nothing else to stop It.

The trumpets in its head were no longer muted. They
were bursting with a medieval victory song.

It took her head in its hands and opened her mouth.
Its tongue slid out and licked the bits of blood from her face,
gently spiting the glass fragments aside. The tongue went into her
mouth and stretched down into her belly. It stopped at the stomach
and parked there, where it could slowly enjoy the taste.

Her stomach was near empty, but her bowels were
tasty and full.

A noise from outside interrupted the meal. There was
a knock at the door, and a voice heard.

“Mrs. Olsen?” the voice outside the door questioned.
The voice spoke differently from the others It had heard speak;
much like its own, the voice seemed a little less confident with
the human language.

Peanut looked towards the door, continuing to bark,
but not leaving its master’s side.

It lopped up one last gulp of entrails, then stood
up and walked towards the door, tucking in its tail and solidifying
its camouflage as It huddled in the entrance hall.

“Mrs. Olsen?” The voice was a little louder, and a
little more intent. There were three knocks on the door, followed
by three harder ones. “Mrs. Olsen. Are you okay in there? It’s
Juan.”

Peanut whined.

It heard keys jingling on the other side of the
door.

“Mrs. Olsen. It’s Juan. I’m coming in. Okay?”

The door opened and It charged. The man in a blue
work shirt with red stenciling over the breast pocket barely had a
chance to think before he got bowled over, its lowered shoulder
connecting directly with the man’s ribs. The man fell and It ran
out into the hall. It wanted no part of the moving room but knew It
had to get down. It saw a sign that was lit up in red which It
recognized from its days at the music school.

“Exit,” It said to itself with recollection.

It ran towards the sign and opened the door beneath
it, then ran down four flights of steps and out into the
street.

It wasn’t long before It picked up the girl’s scent
again. The trail headed north. It was strong, and another
transformation took place. An old vagrant that drew first glances
but rarely second ones journeyed north following the scent of hair
paint, fake sweet scent and feminine sweat.

* *

A skinny, brown-skinned girl walked alone on the
hard ground. There was a swagger in her hips that attempted to
portray confidence beyond her years. The intention in her movement
was clear—her tiny waist in such contrast to her round ass—but It
wasn’t fooled.

She walked underneath the tracks where the loud
rectangular boxes rattled by and crossed the usually busy hard
ground. When the red, hot ball was out, the wheeled boxes flew by.
At this hour, however, she didn’t even bother looking both ways
before crossing.

Her pace quickened, and she breathed a bit heavily
but didn’t look back at the sloppy man that wandered a bit too
closely behind her. Blinking red and yellow enclosed lights coming
from a small manmade tree were growing close.

She walked up to the small manmade tree and there
was a man whose head was wrapped in a dark-colored cloth, standing
behind glass. “Can I get a Newport?” she asked him.

“A pack?” he asked, his voice sounded short, as if
he already knew her answer and didn’t like it.

“Naw, baby. I need a onesy. I only have ten
cent.”

“No onesy. We can’t do that anymore.”

“Come on. I just need one.”

“Sorry. Can’t do it.”

She brushed aside the purple, fake animal fur she
wore around her neck and reached into her purse. Counting coins and
unraveling bills, the frustration mounted on her pock-marked
face.

“I only have four bucks.”

“Can’t help you. I’m sorry.”

“Come on, man! Hook a sista up, dammit. I spend a
lot of money here.”

“I can’t. Now either buy something or I call the
cops.”

“Fine. Can I have some matches then?”

“Alright. Just leave now.”

The man tossed the matches through an opening at the
bottom of the glass. Then shook his head, scratched his grayish
beard and turned away.

She grabbed the matches, and walked on. The girl
took a colored box from her purse and took out a stub. She scraped
a piece of match against the case and pulled fire from her finger.
She lit the stub and took in a deep inhale. She blew out the smoke
as her eyes flittered.

It ducked into an alleyway that separated the small
manmade tree from a larger and more brightly lit manmade tree. Many
wheeled boxes stood next to the large, well-lit manmade tree, but
they seemed to be sleeping.

Flashing red lights caught its attention; they came
from a wheeled box that was colored blue and white. The wheeled box
quickly cut off the brown-skinned girl’s path as she walked along
the edge of the hard ground.

The glass from the box went down, and a man wearing
a blue shirt said from inside the box, “Are you looking for trouble
tonight?”

“No, babydoll. You know I don’t want no
trouble.”

“Then go on home.”

“Why? I ain’t botherin’ nobody, officer. Why you
trippin’ on me?”

“Knock it off.”

“Knock what off?”

A brown, wheeled box slowed down then stopped
underneath a hanging red enclosed light. The shadow of a balding,
middle-aged, pale man could be seen alone in the car.

 “Friend of yours?” the man in the blue shirt
asked.

“I don’t know him.”

“You sure he’s not your date?”

“I said I don’t know him.”

“Yeah, whatever. Just get off the streets. Hear me?
I see you again tonight and I’m bringing you in.”

“Yes, sir. I’m headed straight home.”

The man nodded as his window went up. Then the blue
and white wheeled box purred and pulled off, just as the red
enclosed light disappeared and a green one lit up.

The brown, wheeled box started forward as the pale
man inside it looked the girl’s way. She smiled at him and jiggled
her perky chest balls. Despite her small frame, she had a healthy
ass and large chest balls; she’d make a nice meal. The man appeared
to like what he saw but also gave off nervous energy. The brown,
wheeled box continued on, and soon the red enclosed lights in its
ass faded.

“There he goes,” she said as she scrunched her face,
“along with my cigarette money.” She shook her head and started
walking. “Man these shoes,” she said as she twisted her legs inside
boots with tall stumps.

She turned off the well-lit hard ground and onto a
darker, quieter hard ground.

It followed.

The ground was long and quiet, and when she reached
the end, she turned again, to an even darker and quieter section of
hard ground. A sound from an oncoming wheeled box was heard, and
soon after its enclosed front lights became visible around the
corner. Just a few seconds after that, the brown wheeled box slowly
rolled down the hard ground, then came to a stop, the box squeaked,
but only for a split second.

The box settled at the edge of the hard ground, and
its side glass rolled down.

She walked quickly towards it. “You lookin’ for a
date, baby?” she asked. Her voice was suddenly like a child’s.

The man inside the brown wheeled box pushed the
small sliver of hair he had on his head to one side and in a
confident voice, a voice he’d obviously used many times in this
manner, asked, “How much for a blowjob?”

“How much for a blowjob,” It repeated, quietly, not
knowing what it meant but guessing it was another odd mating
ritual.

“Thirty.”

“Come on, sweet thing. I only have twenty.” He
played with his hair some more.

“Come on, sweet thing.” Its human impressions were
improving.

“I need thirty. Man, it’s too damn hot out here to
be risking for twenty.”

“It’s all I got.”

“Twenty-five.”

“Let me see what you’re offering.”

She pulled down the front of her low-cut top and
stuck out her chest. Two chest balls stood at attention, their
middles pointing upwards towards the dark sky.

“Your ass. Can I see?”

She turned around and quickly unbuckled her belt,
dropping her jeans to knee-level. She flexed her butt muscles so
the balls of her ass bounced up and down, one ball at a time like a
juggler It had seen in the yellow and white soft houses.

“Niiiiiiice!” he said while licking his lips.

She pulled up her pants and said, “You want a
blowjob or what. I ain’t about to get busted behind this dumb shit.
Five-oh is everywhere tonight, yo. Let’s do this or not
already.”

“Okay. Get in.”

She ran around the side while he reached across and
pushed open the passenger side door for her. She got in and said,
“Twenty-five and let’s do this.”

“I only have twenty.”

She blew air and crossed her arms. “Fine but make
this quick, yo. Twenty don’t get you no deluxe blow. Just do what
you got to do and get on before the man come back around and we
both spend the night in the joint.”

He nodded and handed her a bill. Then, he leaned
back in his seat and grabbed the back of her head.

“Don’t be grabbin,’ yo.” She said as she slapped his
hand back. She took an object from her oversized bag, ripped it
open with her teeth, then spit the corner piece out. She bent down
and was out of sight.

It watched from the darkness as her head came in and
out of view until the windows quickly fogged. It couldn’t see much
after that and It was confused as to how the humans mated with
their mouths. While It waited, It began to hum a soft tune.

Within a bit, she stepped out of the car. She
started walking back in the direction she had come, but instead of
staying on the hard ground, she cut though an area with long green
and brown soft ground.

The humming in its head turned to singing. The
symphony began to play.

The remnants of a building stood on the soft ground.
A sign out front said FIX-A-FLAT. It was a small, blocked
structure with a long caved-in door at the front. It had a small
opening that led out to soft ground—empty other than a few rats It
smelled hiding amongst some trash.

It picked up a hard block that was once part of the
structure, but now stood amongst the litter in the soft ground. She
walked ahead, not taking notice of It, nor the scurrying rats. She
obviously couldn’t hear the woodwind section either. The clarinets
invited her death knell with harried pleasured while the oboes
simply nodded to the inevitable with sophistication and
dignity.

By the time she heard the orchestra approaching, she
turned back to meet a hard block head-on like a mallet walloping a
gong. Her young face aged twenty years in seconds. The power of the
symphony hit her again, this time in a downward motion, and she
fell. Not so much as a scream left her lips, only a short and
pitiful groan.

It dragged her inside the decrepit structure. It
would eat well tonight, undisturbed; It wouldn’t leave much of this
girl behind.

It would pick up the yellow-haired girl’s trail in
the morning. She saw It without its human camouflage. As long as
she was alive, she was very dangerous. It wasn’t very keen on
measuring time, but it didn’t matter. No matter how long it took,
It would find the girl.

It was an expert tracker. Come morning, the
nondescript vagrant would head north again.

* *

The red, hot ball in the sky came and went many
times as It trudged northward. Feeding on several humans allowed It
to build a fair reserve, but the walk burned energy. Luckily, the
trail was getting very warm.

She was close.

The red, hot ball had disappeared once again,
leaving It to follow her scent under black sky. The trail veered
off the busy hard ground and onto a long and windy smaller piece of
hard ground. It climbed up a steep hill, leaving the hard ground to
cut through brush and trees. At the top of the hill were lights,
and noise.

The black sky was several hours old. It was pretty
sure that the beautiful warmth and light would be coming again
soon. The noise grew louder as the light grew brighter. The source
of the light came into focus. There was a large sign with blue
enclosed lights shaped like letters on the side of a silver-colored
manmade tree. There were several young humans outside the silver
tree, leaning against their wheeled boxes and putting little
burning torches in their mouths. They were making loud
joy-noises.

A man wearing a jacket and thick string around his
neck walked out of the silver tree and called out, “Come on, kids.
You have to get moving or the neighbors will call the cops and
complain.”

“Okay,” a young male said.

“He is such a pain,” said a female.

“Come on,” the male said as he opened the door to
his tall, red wheeled box.

“With all the money we spend here. He should kiss
our asses,” the female continued as several of her companions
crammed into the back of the wheeled box.

“Let’s just go.”

Finally, she walked around the side, stepped up and
climbed into the front of the tall, red wheeled box.

* *

The red, hot ball shone brightly, the sky clear and
blue, and the air beautifully warm as It walked towards a wall made
of stones, each stacked one upon the next high above the soft
ground. She was behind the tall stone wall, somewhere within the
property it surrounded; It could smell her distinct mix of aromas
in the air.

Perhaps it was reckless to scale the stone wall when
the hot ball was so bright, but if It were spotted, the humans
would probably just chase the old vagrant off the property. It
wasn’t likely they’d pay him much mind. It was careful enough to
walk far around the side of the wall before climbing.

At the top of the wall, It could see a wide manmade
tree, far off in the distance, partially hidden by a cluster of
tall nature trees, several oaks with a pine and a maple mixed
amongst them. In front of the nature trees were well-trimmed hedges
that stretched a few hundred yards each, all in neat rows with a
crisscross pattern cut into them precisely.

It hopped down from the wall and cut through the
crisscrossing hedges. It closed its eyes and sucked in the fresh
air. There were several humans about, but none very close. Her
scent was not in the air; not a fresh scent, anyway. Traces of her
were everywhere, but she was not to be found.

It considered going towards the wide manmade tree to
search for her, but that would draw the attention of more humans.
Instead, It curled into the hedges and ducked down. It would surely
smell any human approaching long before they saw It.

Time passed, perhaps minutes, more likely hours,
when her smell finally hit its nose. It sprang to attention
immediately. She was close. She was outside. She was near.

It rose from its spot between the hedges and walked
towards her. She walked alone, It was quite certain. It was almost
too good to be true.

It was hungry and perhaps too weak to contend with
her large male companions, but they were not with her, and It had
enough energy reserved to handle her one on one.

Caution was Its best ally. If It got overanxious, It
might make a mistake—even a fatal one. It would remain calm. Follow
her and wait for the right opportunity. Then It would strike.

She walked down a stone path that was lined with
potted plants, the plants a variety of colors and sizes. It
followed behind, the vagrant cover still intact, for the most part;
the energy it took to maintain was great, and It had to let go some
of the small details that one might notice, if one was looking up
close—the color of its eyes darkened gradually, the texture of its
skin slowly roughened.

Odors of a variety of different animals were present
in the air as the stone path widened, and let out into a circular
clearing, the clearing also paved with stone. Around the circle
stood a variety of cages, each cage housing animals. Animals of all
types: monkeys, goats, pigs, birds, each with a comfortable
enclosure.

She stopped at a small cage that housed three small
pigs. Their odor was pungent, but she didn’t seem to mind a
bit.

“Hello,” she said in the tone of a child. “How are
my little sweeties today?” She made odd faces at the pigs.

She walked to the next cage, which housed two large
goats. She pulled a carrot from a sack she wore around her shoulder
and cracked it in half. The two goats rushed over, and she held the
two halves through the bars, allowing them to eat. Each got its own
half and the exchange was quite harmonious.

“That’s my babies,” she said. She reached in and
patted one, then the other on the tops of their heads.

Loud screeching filled the air as she walked towards
the next cage. A half dozen small monkeys ran towards her, their
fur a mix of white and brown.

“Hello, pookie.” She cooed.

They jumped up and down, excited to see her. She
tossed in treats and they scrambled for them. She walked around the
corner, waving and calling, “Bye.”

It waited for her to round the corner, then It
walked up to the cage. It watched the monkeys jump and play
together. Two kneeled towards the back of the cage, behind a
leaning tree branch and groomed one another. It tilted its head
with confusion.

Why did they behave this way?

It pulled itself away from the cage, and looked both
ways. It smelled animals, but no other humans. It followed the
human scent around the corner.

She was cooing and fussing in front of another cage,
still taking no notice of the man in holey jeans and an old
windbreaker who followed her.

She didn’t reach into this cage, but merely stood in
front of it and smiled. As It got closer It saw lions inside a
large enclosure. In the front, just a short distance from the bars
that separated them from the girl were three small cubs; a large
lioness looked on a few feet back. The mother didn’t seem
threatened by the human’s presence, perhaps used to seeing her, but
still she kept a close watch on the cubs.

Twenty feet or so behind them were two other lions.
One a lioness, and the other a large male. They appeared to be
courting. The female was crouched down and the male circled around
her while licking and sniffing the air repeatedly.

“Oh, look,” she said. “Are we disturbing you?” She
made silly joy-noises. “We better leave them alone,” she whispered,
apparently to the cubs.

The cubs didn’t respond. They were as puzzled by the
girl’s actions as It was.

She walked on, again out of sight. It walked up to
the cage. The animals had It so thoroughly confused. It had never
seen anything like it: the lions, the monkeys, the goats, the
pigs—all happily living together. Eating, grooming, playing,
procreating. They all had use for one another.

It had no use for any other animal other than for
food. It never gave much thought to its solitary lifestyle before,
but watching the animals suddenly left It frazzled, and
confused.

How had It come to be here, and be what It was?

It walked around the corner she’d disappeared behind
and saw a path to a dark enclosure: a small manmade tree with an
overhang. It walked up to the manmade tree. She wasn’t inside.
She’d gotten ahead and It had lost sight of her. The combating
scents of all the animals in the air made it difficult to pinpoint
her exact location. She was close, but not in the tree.

It walked into the tree anyway. It would pick up her
trail in there.

Inside, the small tree was dimly lit. The air inside
was thick and a bit stale. It saw several glass tanks stacked up.
Inside them were snakes. There was a larger tank, with a small
crocodile inside.

The snakes and crocodile behaved so differently than
the animals outside. They seemed unaware or at least unconcerned by
its presence. It admired their staunch, yet carefree attitudes.

In the far corner of the dark room was another tank.
It walked over, fascinated by the reptilian creatures, very curious
as to what was next.

Inside the tank was a creature It had never seen
before. It had seen snakes before. It had heard about crocodiles
before. But this creature was unfamiliar to It. The creature was
about two feet long with a bright, lime green body. The green
scales were lined with brown stripes and yellow and blue spots. Its
head had a sheath, almost like the male lion’s mane, but made of
skin not fur. Its hind legs had spurs.

It walked closer to the tank. There was a small sign
underneath the tank. It wished that it could read the words. It
wanted desperately to know what the creature was.

As It looked on, the creature’s color faded to a
drab olive red, but the creature didn’t move a bit. It faded its
own skin color, mimicking the lizard. There was a small flying bug
in the tank, well above the scaled creature. The creature stood
completely still. It too stood completely still, its fondness and
admiration for the scaly being growing with each passing
second.

The bug flew lower. The creature didn’t move, its
dull skin made it hard to spot against the dark backdrop of the
tank. The bug flew lower still. The creature’s tongue lashed out,
and the bug stuck to it, and was quickly curled back into the scaly
creature’s mouth.

It launched out its own tongue into the air, finding
itself joyful at the crafty creature’s success.

What an odd and wonderful place.

It marveled at how well they seemed to get along.
The monkeys grooming one another. The lions procreating while their
cubs frolicked. Even the pigs seemed to enjoy each other’s
company.

Yet the scaled creature seemed to live all alone and
be quite content. Was the creature always alone, the way It
was?

It reflected back on its own origins, and remembered
It was not always alone. It began as one of at least a dozen
hatchlings, all crammed together for warmth in the cool, damp
crawlspace of the music school. It was there that It first learned
to love the symphony. Some days, the finest students played
beautiful music for hours on end. The little hatchling would listen
intently, knowing that when the music ended, there would be a flock
of students to hunt. The more out of tune the band was, the more
excited It became; the youngest students were always the most out
of tune, as well as the easiest to catch. It was never truly easy
though, and It was the only hatchling to survive. Most of the
others couldn’t find enough food to satisfy their body’s needs,
while some met with violent ends at the hands of men in dark blue
shirts who came in to spray filthy poisons into the crawlspace.

It despised humans for their sentimentality, but
staring at the lone creature—whose skin color was back to bright
green now that it had caught its prey—gave It a newfound
understanding of the silly needs of the humans.

The sobering smell of the girl hit its nose. She was
close, perhaps closer than It should have let her get. It followed
her scent out of the small manmade tree, back out into the open
air.

The stone path sloped downward slightly; she was
still out of sight, but she couldn’t be far. She’d walked down the
path just moments before. She was ahead of It, and not by much.

Swaying maple trees stood ahead as It walked north
up the path, further and further away from the rest of the animals.
The path turned at a lazy angle, now heading northwest. It took a
glance back; the small manmade tree and animal cages were almost
out of sight. It still didn’t see her, but It smelled her. She was
close.

It followed the stone path, slowing its pace. Was
she alerted to its presence? Had she seen the vagrant walking up
her stone path? Would she call for the two large men to help
her?

The human scent was fresh and distinct. She was
near, and she was alone.

To the north and east was nothing but woods and
brush. The path twisted west. On each side of the path was slightly
overgrown green soft ground, as if cut regularly, but not recently.
The path wrapped around a clearing, and a whitewashed wall that was
the back of a low manmade tree stood ahead. The wall ran about
fifteen yards across, and at the back, just slightly to the left
side stood a door. The door was open just a crack. It walked
towards the door, slowly and very cautiously.

It stopped at the door and touched the handle, dull
in color but made of a sturdy metal. A small bit of cobweb stuck to
its hand as It pulled away. It licked its hand. She’d touched the
handle recently.

Pushing forward the door, It walked inside. It took
a few steps in, then heard the door slam shut behind it.

Sickness rose up from the pit of its stomach.
Anxiety rushed through its veins. Ten yards in front of It were
rails that formed a semicircle, each rail just a few inches apart
from the next. It wheeled around, but the door had already shut.
There was no handle on this side. It touched the door, scratching
from top to bottom and from side to side, but there were no
weaknesses in the structure.

Coming around from the back side of the cage, It
smelled her, then saw her. It realized the huge mistake It had made
in thinking she was the prey and It the predator. A human had never
reversed the roles on It before. It had always waited for the human
to make a mistake, and then pounce. Suddenly, its own mistake had
left It open to whims of the girl, just like all the other animals
she possessed.

Already tired and hungry from travel, It suddenly
felt incredibly weak.

It no longer had the strength to maintain the cover
on its eyes. Its tail was still tucked in tight, but the humanlike
skin that covered its appendages was loosening.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

It turned away, and said nothing.

“How did you get in here? You don’t belong
here.”

It still said nothing, shielding its face from her,
trying to keep its camouflage intact, but feeling the receding
hairline recede further.

“I am going to get my daddy down here and he will
call the police. You are going to jail tonight, mister.”

It sat down on the floor and crouched down, curling
up in a tight ball. There was a strong odor of a hairy mammal in
the enclosure; the remnants of whatever had occupied it
previously.

“Do you hear me?” she said. Then louder, “I am
talking to you!”

The pressure was more than It could stand. Its face
began to peel.

“That’s it. I am calling the police.”

“No.” It muttered in a pitiful, guttural tone that
had no guise of humanlike quality.

She stepped closer to the rails. “What did you
say?”

“No police,” it croaked. It recalled the angry man
in blue clothing at the footbridge, and the blue and white wheeled
box underneath the tracks that stood above the hard ground. Were
they police?

“Look at me.”

“No.”

“You look at me right now or I am calling the
police. You hear me?”

It sat up. It was hungry, but the fear was much
worse. It cupped its hands over its face.

Her voice was softer than before as she said, “Move
your hands. I want to see your face.”

Slowly, It moved its hands, revealing its narrow
black eyes with garnet-red pupils.

“What are you?” she whispered.

“Hungry.”

She made a short joy-noise. “Oh, you poor baby,” she
said in the same tone she’d used when speaking to her monkeys,
“You’re hungry.” She shook her head, grimaced and squinted, then
said, “No, I mean what are you?”

It took a deep breath, not wanting to give in, but
It was weak, hungry and very fearful. It could no longer preserve
the camouflage; the price in energy was too high. It grabbed its
peeling face and ripped it off.

“My goodness.”

Nausea turned its stomach in knots, and It had to
purge.

“Yuk,” she said as green fluid spewed from its mouth
and nose, coating the hard ground floor of the cage.

Slowly and systematically, It shed the entire human
façade. The hair, the skin, the nails and the teeth. The ritual
much the same each time, and every bit as painful. It cried out and
rolled in pain as she cried along with it, her noises alternating
between sympathetic and horrified. Then It walked, four-legged, and
curled up behind a nature tree stump that sat in the far
corner.

“You poor thing. Don’t be frightened. I won’t hurt
you.”

It tried to curl tighter and squash down lower
behind the three-foot stump, hoping to disappear from the girl’s
sight.

“I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? In the woods.”

There was unbearable silence as she stopped talking.
It tried to hide. If only the stump was larger.

“You ate Bobby. You followed me.”

It kept trying to curl tighter, but she could still
see It.

“You followed me all the way here? That is amazing.
You must have quite a sense of smell.” She paused. “Aren’t you
going to talk to me? I’m Mackenzie. I’ll be your friend, and you’ll
be mine. Understand?”

“Understand,” It replied.

“You do understand!”

“Yes.”

She walked around the side of the cage, as close to
the corner as she could get, while still standing outside the cage.
It got up to its knees and slowly crawled towards the middle of the
cage.

“No, sweetie. Don’t run away from me. Come
closer.”

It turned, then slowly walked closer.

“Closer. Come on.”

It moved a little closer.

“I am Mackenzie. Understand?”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“Ma-ken-zeeeeee.” The last syllable hung in the air,
then tailed off.

“Do you have a name?”

It didn’t reply.

“Name? What should I call you?”

“No name,” It said. It had walked among them,
watching the red, hot ball shine and disappear countless times, but
It had never been asked such a question before.

“You don’t have a name? Well, I’ll make one for you.
You need a name. What do you like? Besides eating…”

“Like?”

“What makes you happy?”

It took a moment to process her question. What did
It like? The beautiful sounds of the music school filled its head.
Despite its hunger, fear and weakness, the thought of the music was
soothing.

“Music.”

“Music! You like music?” Her enthusiasm was
uncontained. It wished It could grab the energy she gave off and
eat it. “What kind of music? Rock music? I like Hip Hop. I’ll get
you some. I want you to like your new home.”

“Symphony.”

“You like the symphony?”

“Symphony.”

“Okay, Symphony, I will get you some music.
Symphony. I think that is a perfect name for you.”

“Hungry. Very hungry.”

“Yes. I know. I will get you some food too.”

* *

The red, hot ball in the sky went away, then came
back, then went away again. It huddled in the darkest corner of the
cage when there was light; the hidden edge of the nature tree stump
served as its bed. When the hot ball appeared again, It hunched in
the far corner of the cage; despite its love of the red ball’s
comforting heat, It didn’t want to be seen.

An unfamiliar odor hit its nose. The smell of a man,
near, coming towards the cage. Mackenzie was with him.

Who was she bringing?

It curled up tighter, trying to twist itself into a
ball that could somehow bounce out of the mess It was in. The dark
corner of the large cell was the only place It could bounce to.

“This way, Mario,” she said. It could hear her
voice, but she wasn’t in view.

“Boy, Mackenzie, we need to get a mower up here.
This grass is really overgrown.” The man spoke funny; his words
were distinct, but he didn’t pronounce them the same way she
did.

“You can do that later, Mario. I need you to help me
clean the cage.”

“I know, you told me. I help you, Mackenzie.”

“Here, I’ll open the cage.”

The jingling sound of keys fumbling sent It further
into the corner, curling up as tight as It could. As far out of the
red ball’s light as It could go.

The door opened, and a man stepped through. He was a
short and thin man, looked to be many years older than Mackenzie;
his messy skin looked rotten like it had seen too much of the red,
hot ball.

Instead of following the man into the cage,
Mackenzie quickly shut the door behind him. Then It heard the door
snap shut.

“Mackenzie! Whadya doing?” He was facing the door
and making joy-noises. It was confusing how the humans made the
same joy-noises when they were happy or scared. But the man’s body
movements were clear: he was uncomfortable.

Despite the pains of hunger It felt, It stayed
curled in the corner. The man wasn’t big, but he seemed fit. If It
conserved energy, the man would get hungry and weak too, soon
enough.

Patience and discipline were its friends. A
xylophone belted out a mellow jazz tune softly in its head as It
remained still in the corner.

“Mackenzie! This isn’t funny. I have work to do. Let
me out.” The man banged at the door, still not looking around the
cage.

Mackenzie came around to the side of the cage
closest to It. Her body language also looked uncomfortable, or
unhappy; It wasn’t quite sure which.

“What are you waiting for?” she whispered. “Eat him.
Eat him the way you ate Bobby.”

The man heard her whispers and turned towards her.
His face widened to expose teeth that were yellow and bent as he
began walking over. “That’s enough, Mackenzie. Open the door now.
Be a good girl and open up.”

As he walked closer, he saw It huddled in the
corner.

“Ah! What’s that?” He sidestepped away from It while
twisting his body awkwardly. “Mackenzie! What is that?”

“What are you waiting for?” She was no longer
whispering. “You said you were hungry. Eat. Eat him. I brought you
dinner. Eat him, now!”

“Mackenzie! This isn’t funny. Now, open the door!
Right now!”

The hard ground inside the cell moved as the man
pounded on the door. It didn’t like it, but It knew the man was
panicking, wasting precious energy, allowing his heart to beat
rapidly. His wavy hair was turning grungy with sweat.

It stayed still, wrapped up like a ball in the dark
corner of the cage, conserving strength.

“Why don’t you kill him?” she asked. “You told me
you were hungry.” She looked at It with confusion, but there was
more, she had anger in her voice as well. “Are you too weak? Is
that the problem?”

The man walked slowly, a few paces towards them.
“Mackenzie, please! Let me out.” Then he backtracked to the other
side of the cage.

Without another word, she walked away.

“Mackenzie! Where are you going?”

It stayed huddled in its corner allowing time to
pass. The man stood up on the other side, looking out between the
rails and then twisting his head back towards It, never letting It
out of his sight for more than a few seconds. He lit a small torch
and put it in his mouth, then squatted, still watching It for any
signs of movement. There were none.

While sucking hard on his torch, the man didn’t hear
what It sensed. The keys didn’t jingle this time; but It caught her
scent in a light downwind. Then, the door shot open.

Mackenzie kicked the door shut while charging in.
She held a large metal tool with a half ring at the top, high over
her head. She was on the man swiftly. He jumped up, dropped his
torch, and shouted something It couldn’t understand. She swung the
rod at him with a downward strike. He put up his arm in defense.
The sound of metal smacking bone was like a wand smacking a
triangle.

“Ahhhh!” he shouted and grabbed his sore arm with
his good arm.

She swung again, this time separating his jaw from
the rest of his skull. Teeth fragments flew and scattered in
chunks. He shouted again, and again, managing to keep his feet but
not managing to defend himself. He covered his face with both hands
and she swung at his midsection. His body wobbled backwards as he
spit blood from his drooping mouth.

When Mackenzie smashed the rod into his left
kneecap, he finally went down. Then she smacked the back of his
head, twice.

She took a deep inhale as her lips shook and the
flaps of her nose waved, then looked over at It. It rose to its
knees.

“You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

It began to crawl towards the man, on all fours.

“That’s it. It’s all for you.”

She backpedaled slowly towards the door as It closed
in on the man. Within seconds, she was out the door, and It had
mounted its meal.

* *

Alone with its prey, It savored the man. Slowly and
efficiently, It broke down the innards. There was no hurry.

She had been gone for the dark times but returned as
the red, hot ball appeared again. By then, the man had been drained
of his fluids. His skin was leathery and pale white. Much of the
man’s guts were scattered about the cage. It was carefully picking
him apart, sucking up and absorbing his moisture, then laying the
rest out in the hot light.

“Good morning, Symphony. How’s my sweetie-kins?” She
said as she walked up, arms full with items. “Yuck! It really
smells out here.” She emptied her hands and looked in between the
rails. “I see you’ve eaten. Was it good?”

It didn’t look up from the meal. It just went about
its business of pulling out guts through the man’s mouth with its
tongue; once to the surface, It used its dull claws to yank them
out. It was easier to digest the organs when they were dry and
exposed.

“Symphony, why won’t you say hi to me?”

It stopped for an instant, but didn’t look up. Then
It went back to the meat.

“Oh, Symphony! You’ll hurt mommy’s feelings.”

It continued, tugging and slurping, then laying
well-measured strips of guts along the floor of the cell.

“Are you cooking?” she asked. Then she said,
“Symphony, look at what mommy brought for you.” She began
untangling a long black string. There was a pointed end of the
string which she pushed into holes that were connected to a small
wooden post about thirty feet from the cage. Then she took out a
large box and put the other end of the string into it. She picked
up a black case and opened it.

“Mommy brought music for you.”

It stopped what It was doing, but still didn’t look
up.

“What do you like? Beethoven? Mozart? Mommy got a
whole bunch of CDs for you.” She pulled a disk out of the case and
put it into a slot on the top of the box, then pressed a button
that brought the box to life.

Bliss filled It from head to toe, just as soon as It
heard the first note. The song was an up-tempo number, which
instantly made its insides tingle. It turned its head towards her.
She was looking through the rails, smiling.

“Muuuu-sic.” It said, the ‘U’ drawn out to
illustrate its pleasure.

“Yes. Music.”

“Thank you.”

“Say thank you, Mackenzie. My name is
Mackenzie.”

“Thank you, Mackenzie.”

She smiled. It had never acknowledged emotion
before, especially human emotion, and in one’s presence no less.
But It couldn’t help it.

It smiled back.

* *

The red, hot ball stood brightly in the sky, then
gave way to darkness, several times. It digested the man, slowly
and steadily. It polished off the innards, then worked on the flesh
and the hair, the tongue, the eyeballs and eventually the bones,
and even the teeth. By the time she finally came back, it all was
gone.

“Hello, Symphony. How’s my sweet baby doing?”

She looked around the cage with her eyes wide.

“My, it smells much better today. What did
you do? Clean up after yourself.” She made joy-noises, but they
weren’t completely genuine; they hinted at uncertainty. “My
goodness, you really did clean up. Symphony, do you understand
me?”

It looked at her through the rails, but didn’t
speak. Speaking required energy. It never wasted energy.

“What did you do with Mario?”

“Ate him.”

She made more joy-noises, slightly more genuine,
then shook her head. “I see that. But you ate all of him!”

It nodded. It had truly eaten all of the man, except
for one tooth. She’d knocked it clear out of the cage when she’d
bashed him with the long metal rod. The tooth landed in a patch of
grass just past the stone path.

“Are you hungry again?”

It nodded again.

“I will try and get you more food. It may take some
work though. And sooner or later, my father is going to come back
here, or send somebody back here and they’ll find you. I think I
will have to tell my father you’re here. It’s only a matter of time
before he finds out on his own.” She looked at It with warmth in
her eyes. “Don’t worry, Symphony. My daddy always lets me keep my
animals. He built this entire zoo for me. He loves me. He’ll let
you stay. I know he will.”

She stopped talking and walked over to the music
box. She brought it to life.

It looked at her, and smiled.

She smiled back. “You love music, don’t you,
Symphony.”

It nodded.

“Say thank you to Mackenzie. I love to hear your
voice.”

“Thank you, Mackenzie.”

“You are very welcome, Symphony. You are such a
special creature. Nobody else has a pet like you. Nobody!”

She started walking away and said, “I’ll be right
back, Symphony. I just had a great idea. I want you to love your
home and be happy here. I’ll be back in two secs.”

It watched through the rails as she walked quickly
up the stone path. It spit out its tongue and stretched it, trying
to get at the tooth. The aroma of the droplets of blood around its
edges was taunting It. But the tooth was out of reach.

Soon, she was headed back down the path, wheeling
something with a white cover over it.

It already knew from the scent what it was when she
wheeled the glass tank in front of the cage and pulled off the
cover.

“Voila!” she said with joy. “It’s the chameleon. I
saw you admiring this guy the other day. And what good taste you
have. This is one cool lizard. You two can be friends.”

“Chameleon,” It said. It now could put a name to
this special, magical creature.

It moved closer to the rails to admire the
chameleon. The lizard was cozyied into a corner of the tank, scales
light brown to match the tree limb it was behind, tongue extended
slightly as if feeling the air for warmth.

“Nice chameleon. Your friend.” She said.

“Friend.”

* *

The hot ball rose to the sky and set again a few
more times. It was content. Despite being confined, It was
comfortable. She’d left the music box alive. The same songs played
over and over, but the repetition didn’t bother It one bit. It was
happy to hear the symphony play on, and on, and on yet again.

Best of all, It had a companion: The chameleon. It
would gaze at the lizard for hours on end, mimicking its every
move. If the lizard stuck out its tongue, It followed. If the
lizard changed colors, It did too.

It finally had the friend that It never knew was
missing.

Sometimes the chameleon would bask in the warm light
of the hot ball. It would do the same. Other times the lizard would
scrunch up in a corner, almost hiding from It. It didn’t take
offense. It simply retreated to its own dark corner and huddled in
it.

It was starting to feel some slight pangs of hunger,
but since It was using so little energy to maintain itself, It
wasn’t concerned. It would stay in the cage. At that moment in
time, the cage was the safest place It could possibly be.

The smell of humans filled the air, and It popped up
and looked out before quickly retreating to the far corner of its
cage. There were four approaching, It recognized the scents of
three of them, the fourth, It did not.

As they came into view, walking quickly up the stone
path, It saw Mackenzie and her two large companions, the large pale
man and the fit, brown-skinned man. A man was leading the pack; he
wore more clothes than the others, and he was older too. The man
walked in a way that It had rarely seen in a human, if ever; he had
confidence—not a single sign of fear or uncertainty in his body
language.

They came up to the front of the cage, and the
confident man spoke first.

“I can’t believe you’re serious,” he said.

“Look for yourself, Daddy,” she replied.

The man approached the rails slowly, yet still not
showing one sign of fear or uncertainty.

“Don’t worry, Daddy. Symphony won’t hurt you. He’s
more afraid of you than you are of him.”

“How do you know it’s a him?” the brown-skinned man
asked.

“I don’t know, Wes. He just seems like a him.”

“This is absolutely the craziest thing you’ve ever
done, Mackenzie,” the confident man said, now right up on the rails
and looking at it. He turned to the large pale man and said,
“Marty, turn that music off. I need to think.”

The pale man walked to the music box and killed its
life. It drooped with sadness as the soothing sounds cut off.

“Why, Daddy? Symphony likes the music. It makes him
happy.”

“It’s distracting me! I need to think, Mackenzie.
Just be quiet.”

“Fine, Daddy.”

The man stared at It, without flinching or even
blinking for quite a while. It cowered in the corner, its posture
slight and submissive. It hoped he’d leave and she would bring the
music box back to life.

“Look at him, Daddy. He’s scared.”

“Well, he should be. I should exterminate the
thing.”

“Daddy! No.”

“What’s in there?” he asked.

“What?” she said.

“The clothes. Those are Mario’s, aren’t they?”

She didn’t answer.

“Did something happen to Mario? He’s been
missing.”

“I thought he just ran out on his wife,” said the
brown-skinned man.

The confident man glared at the brown-skinned man.
Even though his shoulders touched his ears, the brown-skinned man
remained submissive to the far smaller man.

“Daddy,” she walked up to him and whispered. “It
needs to eat.”

The confident man looked at her with glowing eyes.
His look of anger turned to something closer to curiosity.

“Look at what he did to Mario,” she said. “There’s
nothing left but the clothes.” She paused, then said,
“Nothing.”

The man eyeballed the cage while she continued
talking. “No bones. No hair. No nothing. Symphony ate
everything.”

“Mackenzie, would you stop calling this thing
Symphony.”

“Why? That’s his name.”

“It is not a pet. It is a foul creature. It is
dangerous.”

“The lions are dangerous. The snakes are
dangerous.”

“Yes but I can hire zookeepers to tend to them. What
am I supposed to do with this thing?”

“Wes and Marty can help me take care of it.”

“Hell, no!” the brown-skinned man said. “I ain’t
going in there.”

“Wesley,” the confident man said. “I’ll handle
this.”

“Daddy, listen. Symphony is way more afraid of
humans than we are of it. It wouldn’t even attack Mario until he
was already almost dead.”

The man’s face ruffled. “What do you mean?”

“I had to feed my pet.”

“You killed Mario?”

“Not exactly. I just softened him up a bit.”

He shook his head, repeatedly. Then he turned to the
men. “The first thing we need to do is get in that cage, get
Mario’s clothes and burn them.”

The men looked at each other but didn’t speak.

“Don’t worry,” the man said. “I’ll get my shotgun.
If that thing makes even the slightest aggressive move towards one
of us, I will blow it away.”

“Daddy! You don’t need to do that. I’m telling you,
Symphony is not aggressive. He just needs food. Like any
creature.”

“Mackenzie, I will handle this. We’ll get in there,
get Mario’s clothes, and remove any trace of him. Then, I will
decide what to do with that thing.”

“Fine!” Mackenzie folded her arms and stomped back
up the stone path.

“Just wait here,” the confident man said as he
followed her.

The large pale man walked up close to the rails,
tilting his head as he did. The brown-skinned man stayed back near
the wooden post that the music box sat next to.

“Would you look at this thing,” the pale man
said.

“No way. That is too creepy.”

“Come on. Take a look. Aren’t you curious?”

“I can see enough from here.”

“This thing ate Mario. Holy shit. That’s crazy.”

“I’ve seen that girl do some crazy shit, but man has
she crossed the line this time.”

“The old man will get her off. Just like he always
does.”

“Maybe. Meanwhile we gotta go in there.”

“Yeah.”

No more words were spoken between the men as they
waited. The pale man walked up and down the front of the cage, his
eyes never leaving It. The brown-skinned man brought the music box
back to life, but the music wasn’t pleasing at all. It caused
unpleasant movement It felt on the hard ground of the cage.

Finally, the confident man returned. He carried a
metal rod with two round holes. It shriveled up into a tight little
ball and retreated to the far, dark corner of the cage.

The keys jingled, then the door opened. The
confident man came in first and walked quickly to the middle of the
cage, pointing the holes at It. The man had his back to the door,
keeping himself between the door and It.

The other two men walked slowly behind. Once inside,
the brown-skinned man moved quickly to the blue shirt and grabbed
it. Torn blue jeans, grungy white socks and a green-stained white
sneaker were scattered about the back end of the cage. The pale man
began to gather them in his arms.

“Where’s the other shoe?” the brown-skinned man
asked as he looked over the items.

“I dunno.”

The confident man backpedaled slowly and turned his
head slightly, then said, “What do you mean, where’s the shoe?”

“There’s only one shoe here, Mr. Blake.”

“Find the other shoe, goddamn it!”

“I think I see it,” the pale man said with a
quivering voice. “It’s right next to the thing.”

The single shoe sat in the shadow of the dark corner
of the cage, less than five feet in front of It.

“Okay, Marty, get up here.”

“Do I have to?”

“Just do it!”

The brown-skinned man said, “You were the one who
said it was no big deal.”

“Just shut up, Wes.” The confident man said. “Marty,
get up here.” He waved wildly with his arm but didn’t look back. He
kept the holes aimed at It, and slowly stepped towards It.

The pale man walked slowly towards the dark corner.
The confident man got within ten feet of It, and again waved for
the pale man to join him.

Slowly, the pale man came towards It.

Mackenzie came running down the stone path. Then she
yelled, “Please don’t hurt him, Daddy!”

“Shut up,” the confident man said. “Don’t startle
the thing.”

She stopped running and walked slowly up to the
rails, on the outside of the cage. Gasping for air she said,
“Please don’t hurt him.”

“Shh,” the confident man said, half looking at her,
but still keeping his eyes on It. He turned to the pale man and
said, “Okay. I have him right in my sights. I will take two steps
to the side so I have a perfect angle on him. If he gets anywhere
near you, I will blast him.”

“Are you sure, Mr. Blake?”

“Listen to me, Marty. Animals smell fear. The thing
will sense weakness. Just straighten up and move towards it. Keep a
steady pace. Don’t make it feel cornered. Just walk up, and grab
the shoe.”

“I don’t think I can do it, Mr. Blake.”

“Wesley, get up here!”

The brown-skinned man walked over.

“Marty, stand by the door.”

“Gladly,” the pale man said as he sidestepped to the
door.

“Okay, Wes. Trust me on this one. I have the angle
on him. If he advances, I will shoot him.”

The brown-skinned man nodded, as Mackenzie said,
“Please be careful, Wes.”

He said quietly, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Me and
your father will take care of this.” He took a deep breath, then
walked towards the shoe. The confident man kept completely
still.

It also stayed completely still.

The brown-skinned man walked to within a few feet of
the shoe and stretched down to pick it up.

Mackenzie’s hand was in her mouth as she said in a
whiney tone, “Careful.”

The brown-skinned man grabbed the shoe with his
outstretched arm, then straightened up and backpedaled quickly.

The confident man back-stepped as well. The pale man
held the door open, and the brown-skinned man walked through it.
The confident man stopped at the doorway.

“Get the clothes, Marty.”

The pale man leaned over and picked up the pile of
clothes with a loud exhale. The confident man gestured with his
head and neck for the pale man to leave, and he did. The confident
man followed.

A thud from the inside of the door, followed by the
keys jingling, and the men were soon gone.

Mackenzie smiled and said, “I told you it’d be okay,
Symphony. Momma won’t let anything happen to you.”

* *

A talking wind whistled through the cage, and the
hot ball in the sky was dimming when It sensed the men approaching.
Two walked side by side in front, moving slowly. The other two were
staggered a bit behind the first group, keeping their distance but
maintaining it at the same time.

“Bill, I really need you to come around on this.”
The voice came from the confident man.

The man walking beside him wasn’t in its view yet,
but his vibrations were soft and steady—that of an average-sized
man.

“Tom. We’ve been over this territory again and
again. My mind is made up.”

The confident man made joy-noises; they didn’t flow
from the mouth and nose, but instead were forced up through the
throat. Then he said, “We can’t lose on this deal. It is
impossible. This is the one we’ve waited our entire careers
for.”

They walked up the stone path and into view. It
hopped up from its corner and over to the edge of the cage, looking
sideward through the rails at them as they approached. Both men
wore dark jackets and neck strings. Both men wore dark shoes. Both
men had short haircuts, without a wayward hair. They walked step by
step.

Everything about them was similar, but their body
languages were telling two different stories. Both men were very
uncomfortable with each other. The confident man’s discomfort
reeked of anger and dislike. The other man’s body language was that
of a man cornered; It was very familiar with that particular human
mannerism.

“Listen, Tom.” The cornered man paused, clearly
trying to find the words to end the conversation. “I came out here
as a courtesy to you. We’ve known each other for years. I respect
your work. I’ve always admired your drive and ambition. But I just
don’t think like you. Things are good how they are. Amy’s off to
Yale. Jared’s graduating NYU Law.”

“Oh, congratulations. He always was a bright young
man.”

“Thank you. Thank you. But really, Tom. I just don’t
have the same fire you have. I’m not a gambler.”

“Gamble? There’s no gamble here. This deal is
perfect for us. Everyone makes out. And even if it somehow goes
south, with your salary and buyout clause, you’ll still make
out.”

“Maybe so, but that sounds unethical even to think
like that.”

“I’m just saying…I would never question your ethics,
Bill. We all know the character you have.”

“There’s too big a downside risk. I just can’t
approve it.”

The confident man shook his head and bit his lip. He
licked his lips and looked over at the cage. Then, he whistled.

The cornered man looked at the confident man but
didn’t have much time to think. The brown-skinned man and the
large, pale man came out of the brush with speed that defied their
size. The pale man grabbed the cornered man in a bear hug while the
brown-skinned man quickly took a hold of his legs.

“What the…”

The confident man shook his head. “Bill, I’m sorry
it’s come to this. I really am. But I can’t let you stop this
deal.”

The cornered man twisted his shoulders, trying to
free himself; the pale man had his arms wrapped up tight.

“Tom, have you lost your mind? What are you
doing?”

“Come on, guys. Check his pockets. Make sure he
doesn’t have a cell phone or anything.” The confident man said.

The men hunted through his pockets as he tried to
kick loose, dropping coins, a case and a speak-disk to the hard
ground. Then, they walked around to the back of the cage, out of
its view. It heard the sound of keys jingling. The door popped
open. The two men carried the cornered man inside and dropped him,
then quickly scurried out. The inside of the door made noise.

It curled back into the far dark corner of the
cage.

* *

The cornered man walked back and forth, seemingly
unaware of It, as It huddled behind the three-foot stump in the
dark corner of the cage.

“This is unreal. He has lost his mind.” He stared at
his own hands as he spoke aloud.

He continued to fast-walk, quickly crossing the
length of the cage, for most of the dark time. Eventually, with a
deep sigh, he sat down.

It wasn’t until the first rays of light brought
warmth into the cage that the man seemed to notice he wasn’t alone.
He looked at the stump, then took a few steps towards it.

He shook, and walked backwards. He looked
unsure.

It stayed still.

The cage still was quite dark, and the cornered man
seemed content to stay put. But once the hot ball’s light had fully
filled the cage, he again walked slowly towards the corner with the
tree stump.

He didn’t say a word, but his eyes said it all. They
jumped from his head and he froze—didn’t breathe, didn’t move.

Then, he hollered. “Jesus fucking Christ! What is
that?” His body slumped then jumped then curled then uncurled.

It stayed still.

“What the fuck is that thing?” he said in a
horrible, whiney tone.

His midsection went up and down, and some eye-water
fell down his face. He returned to the other corner of the cage,
and bent down to his knees.

The sweat and redness of his face showed fear. The
instinct was to attack, to pounce on the panicking prey.

It was content to ignore the man.

The cornered man appeared cold and seemed to choke
on his own mouth juices.

“Help me!” he yelled. “Can anybody hear me? Please!
Help me!”

He went on for some time, turning and pausing after
each yell. Looking at It, perhaps trying to anticipate a
response.

It didn’t respond. It hardly moved at all.

“Help me! Can anybody hear me? Help!”

The yelling continued, on and off for some time.

* *

It was curled up in its favorite corner when the men
returned, barely moving since they’d left. The man was no threat,
staying far to the other side of the enclosure.

After countless time, the man’s voice lost its
strength, and he had stopped yelling, but when he saw the men
returning, he started again.

“Blake! Let me out of here! Now!”

The confident man led the way down the stone path,
as the other two followed close behind. He walked to the front of
the enclosure and shook his head back and forth.

“Unreal,” the confident man said.

“Let me out of here, Blake!” The cornered man cried.
His already spent voice was breaking and cracking.

“Looks like nothing’s happened, Mr. Blake,” said the
large, pale man.

“Jesus Christ, Blake,” the cornered man yelled.
“What were you expecting to happen?”

“Just shut up!” the confident man snapped. “Everyone
shut up.”

In a calm, low voice, the brown-skinned man said,
“Maybe Mackenzie made that shit up about Mario.”

“Yeah,” the pale man said in agreement. “Maybe Mario
did just run off on his wife or some shit.”

“Blake for Christ’s sake, let me out!”

“Shut up! All of you!”

Finally, everyone listened. The confident man took a
few steps down the path away from them all, and pulled out his
speaking disk. He pressed a few buttons and began talking almost
immediately.

“We are with your pet. Get down here. Now!” He bit
his lip, then muttered to himself. The men looked at him, both as
if about to speak, but neither did.

The cornered man made scared-noises, but didn’t say
anything clearly.

It stayed still, quiet and content in its corner
behind the tree stump.

A few minutes passed before the familiar mixture of
hair paint, fake sweet scent and feminine sweat hit its nose. Soon
after, she appeared on the stone path.

The confident man walked towards her as she walked
towards them.

“Mackenzie, you had better start explaining
yourself.”

“Mackenzie!” The cornered man yelled. “Help me!”

“Holy shit, Daddy! Is that…”

“Yes, it’s Bill fucking Palmer. You know who it
is.”

“Mackenzie! Please, talk some sense into your
father. Tell him to let me go.”

“Shut the fuck up, Bill” the confident man yelled,
“or so help me God, I am going to hurt you so bad!”

The cornered man stopped talking.

“Daddy, what is going on?”

“I brought your pet some food.”

Joy-noises poured out of her insides and she looked
at each of the men while shaking her head and licking her lips.

“I see.”

“You were telling me the truth about Mario. Weren’t
you?”

“Of course, Daddy.” Her eyes were opened, very
wide.

“He ate everything. Left no traces.”

“Yes, Daddy. Everything. You saw for yourself.”

“Well, why isn’t he eating Bill Palmer,
goddamnit!”

“Symphony’s probably scared. He’s not a man-eating
monster, Daddy. He’s very cautious. Look at him.” They all turned
and looked. “He’s cowering in the corner. Reluctant to even poke
his head out from behind his favorite tree trunk. He’s as scared of
Bill Palmer as Bill Palmer is of him.”

 “I highly doubt that,” the pale man said, his
face turned upwards.

“Would you shut up, Marty!” The confident man
yelled. Then to Mackenzie, he said, “So what are you saying? He
won’t eat.”

“He wouldn’t attack Mario. I think his nature is to
attack the weak.”

The confident man nodded. “Attack the weak.”

“If you weaken him, then Symphony will sense it, and
attack.”

“Oh, Jesus, Tom.” The cornered man’s scared-noises
started again. “What are you doing?”

“Wes,” the confident man said and waved him
over.

The two of them walked around to the back of the
cage.

“Please, Tom. Please just stop this. This has gone
far enough. You want me to sign off on the deal, I’ll sign off on
the deal. It doesn’t matter. Whatever you want, Tom.”

The keys jingled and the door flung open. The
brown-skinned man walked in purposefully carrying a shiny rod.

“Please, no!” The cornered man said as he held his
hands up defensively and backed away.

The brown-skinned man advanced and quickly was on
the cornered man. He held the shiny rod at belt-level and thrust
upwards, into the man’s middle.

The cornered man sucked air. His tongue flew out,
strands of bloody drool falling quickly to the ground.

“Yes!” Mackenzie said, her joy-noises louder than
ever. She too now heard the symphony of blood as it performed
another brilliant tune.

The brown-skinned man pulled the rod out of the
cornered man. It was no longer shiny but now darkened and dripping.
He stuck it in again.

The cornered man dropped.

“Oh, Daddy. Thank you. Symphony will eat well
tonight.”

The brown-skinned man wiped the rod on the cornered
man’s pant-leg and it shined once again. He quickly walked out of
the cage. The door spoke loudly.

The horns blew boldly and in unison. The woodwinds
and strings complemented them perfectly. The percussion played a
marching beat.

Soon It would feed while the orchestra proudly
played on.

* *

Joy. The humans called it joy. When their lips
turned upwards and they exposed their teeth. When they made the
joy-noises—the real ones, the ones that came from deep down in
their insides and not forced out by their minds. They called it
joy.

It had never known joy. Not the kind that came from
inside. It only knew contentment. Hunger, or contentment. Fear or
contentment. Never joy.

Until now.

The simplicity that once ruled its life was gone.
Waking up, feeding, staying hidden, staying strong. These actions
had consumed its existence. But in the cage, with its needs tended
to by the girl, perspective changed.

She came daily, changing the music each time.
Spending time, sometimes hours on end with It. Making childlike
faces. It ignored her for the most part. But some days, she’d take
out the chameleon and hand it through the rails. Then It couldn’t
help but be grateful to the girl. It would stroke the lizard gently
under the neck. The lizard’s unmasked joy was apparent—neck tilted
back, tongue waggling slightly in and out. It had the chameleon,
and the chameleon had It. Two lone souls now together, no longer
alone.

Joy. It was real. Every bit as real as hunger or
fear.

The red, hot ball in the sky had come and gone at
least seven times since It had finished the remains of the cornered
man, but It wasn’t hungry. Its ability to keep energy reserved was
especially strong in the cage; It hardly moved and didn’t need the
camouflage.

“How’s my sweet Symphony today?” She asked. “Are you
hungry?”

It didn’t waste any energy responding.

“Symphony, talk to mommy. You must be hungry.”

It wasn’t hungry. It wasn’t scared. It wasn’t even
content. Now that she was here, It was joyful. Not to see her, but
because she’d bring the music box back to life. And better still,
she’d bring it…

“Chameleon.” It asked, with submission so she’d
surely cooperate.

“You want to play with the chameleon?”

“Yes.”

“Yes, who?”

“Yes, Mackenzie.”

“Okay, sweetie.”

She took the lizard out of the tank and handed it
through the rails. It took the lizard, ever so gently, and stroked
it.

It made joy-noises, not quite like the humans made,
but genuine joy-noises all the same.

“You love that silly little lizard, don’t you?”

It stared at the lizard, sticking out its tongue and
moving its tail slightly.

“Mommy has a special surprise for you, Symphony.
Hopefully, it will come tomorrow. I am bringing you a treat.
Someone who I want you to meet.”

It heard her, but wasn’t really paying
attention.

“I have to go. Give me back the chameleon.”

It took a step back, moving away from her.

“I have to go, Symphony. I can’t leave him in there
with you. He might run through the bars and get away.”

“Keep chameleon.”

She shook her head and with a fake joy-noise said,
“Okay. But don’t get mad at me if he gets away.”

She left, but the chameleon stayed. It carried the
lizard to its favorite corner, and they huddled together, behind
its favorite tree stump.

It felt joy.

* *

The chameleon seemed content, huddled with It in its
corner. Sometimes, the lizard would venture out a few steps, but
Its odor seemed to attract flying creatures, which the chameleon
readily slurped up. The lizard, clearly a quick learner, stayed
close by. The chameleon soon found a perfect spot, perched up at
the highest point of the tree stump. From there it had a steady
supply of passing flies. The lizard ate heartily for the next few
days, while It stayed still, conserving energy and happily basking
in the company of its friend.

The aroma of hair paint and feminine sweat was soon
followed by the sounds of two girls making the quick, fake
joy-noises. She was coming, and with her was another female.

The girls walked arm in arm, bouncing down the stone
path acting very silly. They took turns putting a bottle in their
mouths and passing it back and forth. It looked them over as they
approached. They looked like twins. Each small and skinny. Each
girl wearing low-cut shorts that when they turned around had some
writing across the ass. Each girl wore pink tops that didn’t cover
the belly or the shoulders. They each had painted yellow hair, a
bright platinum shade that didn’t grow naturally on the human
female head. Even the bags with straps that they carried were the
same style, although Mackenzie’s was pink and her companion’s
white.

It recognized the other girl, as it always did once
It had smelled a human. Their scents were so distinct, more so than
any other animal It had encountered.

“I’m so glad we’re friends again, Mackenzie.”

“I missed you sooooo much.”

“Let’s never let anything come between us again.
Especially not a boy.”

“You bet.”

They walked towards the cage. Mackenzie handed the
bottle to the girl and said, “Polish it off, Nicki.”

“Sure.” The girl tilted her head back, guzzled down
what was left in the bottle, then shook her head back and forth
wildly. “Yeah! That’s good.”

“You wanna smoke?”

“Sure. You have any coke?”

“Of course, honey.”

Mackenzie sat down on a short brick wall that sat
between the path and the clearing in front of the cage. The other
girl sat next to her. Mackenzie opened up the large pink bag. She
took out a small dark-colored thing, took off the top and poured
some powder onto the topside of her hand, between the thumb and
finger. Her nose grabbed the powder then she handed the
dark-colored thing to her friend.

“Have as much as you want, honey.” Mackenzie picked
at the flaps of her nose and licked her teeth.

“Nice.” The girl did the same.

The two sat on the wall sticking little burning
torches in their mouths, swallowing two torches each, then
Mackenzie said, “You want to see something really cool?”

“Okay. Do you have any water?” The girl started to
lick her lips and push her teeth together.

Mackenzie laughed. “Are you buggin’ out from the
coke?”

“No!” she said as she made awkward joy-noises and
wrapped her arm around Mackenzie’s back.

“I think you are,” Mackenzie replied in a voice that
was more singing than talking.

“I am not. I just need a drink. ‘kay!”

“Okay, okay. Let me just show you this first. Then
I’ll get you some water.”

“Fine!”

They walked towards It, then around the circular
path that ran along the other side of the cage. It heard the
familiar jingle-jangle of keys. Then the door came open.

It stayed put, crouched down in the far corner of
the cage. The lizard stayed put as well, perched up on the tree
stump, taking the temperature of the air with its tongue.

“What is it, Mackenzie?”

“I’ll show you, silly.” She pushed the girl from
behind and they both stumbled and made more joy-noises. “It’s over
there!”

“Okay. Okay. I’m going. But what is it? All I see is
a stupid old tree stump.”

“Keep looking.”

The girl looked back at Mackenzie with a fake smile.
Then she shrugged and said, “What?”

“Keep looking.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“You’re not looking. Walk over there.” She playfully
pushed her from behind again.

The girl walked closer, and then said, “Ew. What is
that?”

Mackenzie pulled something out of her strap bag,
then slammed it over the girl’s head; it looked like something
humans used for exercise but It wasn’t exactly sure. The girl’s
head and neck shook and she stumbled. The girls were evenly
matched, yet the use of a weapon made the fight one-sided; It had
never thought to use a weapon while hunting. Mackenzie clubbed her
again and she fell backwards, just barely managing to get her arms
and elbows in the way to break her fall.

She screamed from pain, and partially sat up.
Mackenzie brought the club down again on the top of her head. She
fell back halfway, her body dancing, then wobbled, then fell.
Mackenzie brought the club down one more time, smacking her in the
face. The girl grunted, then shut her eyes. Her head fell to the
side and her mouth opened, her tongue flapped like a puppy, then
lay still, like the rest of her.

It licked its lips.

“Symphony,” she said with a smile as she swallowed
air. “Look at what mommy brought you for dinner.”

It stood up, arched its back like a well-rested
kitty cat, then sat back down.

“She’s ready for you. This bitch had it coming to
her and mommy’s giving her just what she deserved. She’s serving
her to her sweet Symphony for supper.” She paused. “Come on, baby.
Eat.”

It stood up again, and walked over to the girl. It
bent over and sniffed her. Slowly, and deliberately It looked her
over. Blood gushed from a wound in her head. It extended its tongue
and gave it a lick. Her blood was fresh and sweet. It licked the
head again. Then, It looked at Mackenzie, and stopped.

“What? What is it?” Mackenzie walked towards It.
“What are you waiting for? Eat her. Eat her goddamn it!”

It stood up, and walked back to its corner. When the
girl left, It would eat.

Her face turned red. She shook her head and stared
at It, her face twisting as the fair skin continued to redden. She
walked towards It. “What is your problem? Look at what I’ve brought
for you! Why don’t you eat her? I want you to eat that bitch. Now.
Eat that bitch right fucking now!”

It stood up, turned its back to her, and sat back
down.

“How dare you. You ungrateful piece of shit.”

She walked over. It turned its head halfway around
to see her grab the chameleon off the tree stump.

“You want to fuck with me? Well your little friend
can go to fucking hell!”

She threw the lizard at the wall at the back of the
enclosure. It hit, and wet from the chameleon stuck to the wall as
the rest clunked to the hard ground of the cage.

Suddenly, It understood a new emotion, one It had
seen the humans display but could never make any sense out of until
that very moment: Rage.

“I kill Mackenzie!” It shouted, in a loud voice, its
tone strong and deep like It had never used before—the price of
energy didn’t matter. It hopped up from its corner.

Mackenzie turned, and ran. The door stood half open.
She dashed across the cage, making scared-noises as she ran. She
grabbed at the door just as It shot its tongue out and tripped her
feet. Quickly, she was back on her feet, but It was right behind
her. She dashed through the opening in the door, smacking the side
of it. The door wobbled but remained halfway open. It followed
behind her.

Out in the open air, she ran and continued making
scared-noises. She was fast, and loud. It followed her a short ways
down the stone path. Then, It gave up the chase and watched as she
disappeared down the stone path towards the wide manmade tree off
in the distance.

* *

It was time to dig. The air was getting thin. The
wind was beginning to whistle and sing. It was not prepared to deal
with the winds when they sang. She would have to wait.

It would have to wait.

Their nature was pitiful, ruled by emotion. What
flawed creatures they were. It was utterly disgusting to allow the
angry thoughts to block the path to satisfying ones natural needs.
Human emotion went against every bit of instinct. It went against
nature. It made no sense.

And yet, it was invigorating as well. Even as It dug
a hole near the edge of the property, next to the rows of neat
hedges and just a few hundred yards inside of the stone wall, the
flow of blood coursing from head to toe to tail to groin made the
dig easier. Emotion did burn energy, but it produced power at the
same time. It had no choice but to admire the humans for their
passion, even if it did cloud their judgment.

It would use the passion to generate energy but not
allow it to alter the best course. The rage was dangerous, and
could overpower its other instincts. The rage could lead to its
downfall.

That was how It would get her back for what she did.
That was how It would taste the girl’s blood: contain the rage as
tough as that was; now that it understood human emotion, it was
difficult not to be changed by it. But it must wait patiently until
the time was right. She’d pay dearly for hurting the chameleon.
She’d beg for her life, but mercy would not be granted. The
orchestra would play a special concerto.

The symphony of blood will perform, just for
her.

For now, it was time to dig. The hole should be
deep, at least ten feet, fifteen would be even better. It needed to
be deep enough so that if discovered, the humans wouldn’t be able
to easily get in. The hole needed to keep It safe until the cold
air gave way to the warmth.

Before starting on the hole, It went back to the
cage and got the box that played the music. It pressed all the
buttons, but it wouldn’t come to life. The long black string that
hung from it needed to go somewhere, but It didn’t know exactly
where. She’d stuck it into a hole of some kind, which It had to
yank out in order to take it.

No matter. The songs in its head were vivid enough.
It would deal with the music box once the lair was finished.

The ants go marching one by one, hurrah! Hurrah!

It was a simple song from the past. Was it sung by a
choir at the music school? It couldn’t quite remember, but the song
was perfect. The steady snare drum inspired its claws to dig
faster. It was slowly and steadily shrinking along with the beat,
but that made the dig a little tougher. Ideally, by this time of
the season, the hole should be dug already, but circumstances
prevented that. It would have to make up for the lost time by
working a little harder and a litter faster.

Hurrah! Hurrah!

The digging continued. The earth was hard, and its
claws were losing their sharpness, filing down from the friction.
But It was undeterred.

The hole must be dug. The ants must continue to
march. One by one. Down into the ground. To get out of the
cold.

Boom! Boom!

Nothing could stop the dig. It would find the
strength. Deep within, with the aid of human emotion and the
knowledge that her blood would be tasted, just as soon as the cold
air gave way to the warmth.

It continued to dig.

Once the lair was sufficiently deep, It worked on
widening it, scraping the hard earth from the walls and then
bringing the dirt to the surface in chunks.

Already smaller by a third, it was time to shrink
even further. All traces of humanlike tissue needed to be shed.
Although the camouflage was already gone, that was not enough. Not
nearly enough. The follicles where humanlike hair grew were scraped
and torn until they peeled and ripped. Small flaps of ear were
yanked off, as were the soft tips of mouth that were easy to
develop into lips. Bulges that resembled collarbones and an
indentation that could pass for a belly button were discarded into
a heap. Kneecaps and nails, even the curvature that could be
softened into butt cheeks were separated from the true body like a
scrub brush roughly removing lice from a scalp.

With the humanlike body parts gone, it was time to
remove the rest. It was time for change.

Total change. The intermezzo had begun.

The scaly tissue shed with much less effort, and far
less pain. Now at the surface, and fully mature, the true skin
dried and then died, then flaked and then fell to the ground. The
head, then the shoulders, the arms, then the body, it was all quite
simple, just a twist and a scrape then set it free.

The last thing to go was the tail. It was fastened
to the body tightly, but it too needed to die and be liberated from
the change that would soon overtake the entire body.

The body knew what was coming. There was no
fear.

It yanked at the tail, then wiggled and it came
loose. Beneath it was another tail, far smaller, maybe an inch long
was all, but full of life. The old tail was dropped into the pile
along with the other dead things.

With all the dead parts removed, the body deflated.
The illusion of strength was no longer necessary. Slowly but
steadily, the artificial gasses seeped out. The aroma of guts and
stale air filled the lair, then flowed upwards towards the small
opening in the top.

Once fully deflated, It stood proud and strong, and
barely could see over the girl’s useless music box. Half out of
spite, the other half joy, It urinated on the black rectangular box
aiming into the porous screen on the side, then climbed over it and
towards the hole. It shimmied up to the surface.

It crept through the hedges and gathered up sticks
and brush, then marched back down into the ground.

Boom! Boom!

It repeated this over and over again, marching up to
the surface to look for short but sturdy branches, preferably with
brush attached that could provide some warmth against the
ever-growing elements. Then march back down with the goods. Once in
the lair, the branches were crafted into a tight circle. With each
carefully constructed row of sticks, the circle grew until settling
at about three feet tall and about the same length wide.

It returned to the surface and gathered up leaves by
the handful, which were transported into the lair. Once there, the
leaves were carefully woven into the circle of sticks. A few leaves
were left at the top, covering the opening and keeping it
hidden.

The heap of discarded body parts was picked up and
dropped into the nest, covering the bottom like a warm carpet. It
sunk into the nest with relief. The work had been tiring, and only
now rest could finally come.

Sleep was short, but fulfilling. Much was still to
be done.

With warmth and a hint of light from the hot ball
sneaking in through the opening atop the hole, It began weaving.
Sticky, cotton-like secretions were woven into a ball, which It
used to wrap up in, like a sleeping bag. The bag covered It from
head to toe. Once complete, no light got in, and no warmth
escaped.

A more complete rest could take place, wrapped up in
the warmth of the bag. More secretions came from its pores, but
these were slimier than the cottony ones. These fluids oozed out
slowly, very slowly, and very deliberately. It took many passes of
the red, hot ball, perhaps dozens of passes, but eventually, all of
It was enveloped in the goopy juices. The juices began to eat away
at its skin, killing any cells weak enough to succumb.

The bows slowly moved across the strings. The
mallets softly stuck the cymbals. The crescendo began to build.

The secretions continued. Only the strongest cells
of the body could withstand the onslaught. Only the strongest cells
survived.

Those healthy cells did more than survive. They
thrived. They grew stronger, feeding on the weak and dying cells,
devouring all the energy the weaker cells once possessed. Energy
was a commodity so valuable, that even the hardiest cells found
themselves battling one another for sustenance. This civil war
dominated the body while the mind slept. On and on they jockeyed
for position and skirmished for livelihood. An entire season of
cold was needed to resolve the border wars, and to the victors went
the body while the losers made the ultimate sacrifice, giving
themselves to make It greater.

The mallets moved faster and faster, hitting the
cymbals harder and harder. The bows now stroked the strings. The
woodwinds and brass horns joined in. The volume rose, slowly and
steadily. The conductor’s baton moved faster and faster; the
increasing tempo naturally followed.

The chill had left the air. The hot ball’s light
peeked in the opening to the hole.

The mallets moved faster. The body began to grow.
The horns blew harder. The fibers of the bag began to stretch. The
body continued to grow, overflowing from the nest, reaching its
previous size, then continuing still.

The cymbals crashed. A leg burst through the
cotton-like wall. The horns wailed. An arm, muscular and firm,
ripped a hole across the bag. Wings sprouted from the scaly, hard
back of a body now barely able to fit in the lair. The snout
curved, the tongue and teeth were firmer and stronger than ever
before. The one-inch tail grew many inches, and thickened.

It stood up, crouched over to avoid hitting its head
on the top of the lair, and carefully replaced any wayward sticks
back into the body of the nest. For at the bottom were a dozen very
precious items, oval shaped, and colored a dull pearl, safely
tucked away underneath brush and leaves where they’d stay safe and
warm until ready to hatch.

It slithered up the hole, which was no easy task
given this newfound size. But It quickly adapted and wasn’t at all
uncoordinated. To the contrary, It nimbly scooted through the hole
and emerged at the surface. The clean air was refreshing and It was
reminded of one thing.

The chameleon, and what she’d done to it.

The girl would hear the music. There would be a
special performance, just for her.

It stopped to fill the hole with leaves, twigs and
branches.

* *

The red sky of twilight glared in its eye as It
approached the long, manmade tree. It looked quiet. There was no
evidence of life. No activity. Nothing to let It know where the
humans were.

The risk of being spotted was great. But It was
hungry. And It was hungry for her. It backed away, retreating a few
hundred yards, finding cover behind an old manmade tree filled with
tools. It sat behind the tree, still and quiet, until the twilight
faded, and the darkness came.

It walked towards the long manmade tree, slowly yet
purposefully. Lightly, It flapped its newfound wings, but didn’t
attempt to fly. The wings felt heavy. Too heavy to lift the muscled
body that It was still growing accustomed to.

The main floor had many lights on, and many windows
to look through. There were several humans walking on the first
floor, moving quickly about, some cleaning dinner plates while
others carried boxes. None of them were of interest, at least for
the time being. The second floor had a handful of lights on. Some
of the windows were curtained, others were exposed. It didn’t sense
activity there.

On the third floor, there was only one light on. The
windows were curtained, closed about halfway, and the curtains were
pink. It flapped its wings, and lifted off the ground ever so
slightly. Then lost its strength and sunk quickly back down. It
tried again, this time getting almost ten feet off the ground,
before giving way, and allowing the ground to grab It.

Determination fueled It, and It made a third effort
at flying up. The wings fluttered, then whipped, then flapped.
Again, It lifted off the ground. As It felt its strength begin to
give way once again, It leaned towards the wall, sinking its claws
into the wood frame of the manmade tree. It scratched with its
claws while flapping its wings the best It could, not letting go of
the wall. It passed the second story, then reached the lit-up
window on the third story.

It looked in through the half-shut, sheer, pink
curtains. She was in there. Just her and her dog. Mackenzie lying
on her belly on the bed, talking loudly into a speak disk, making
loud joy-noises. The dog was nuzzled up under her chin.

Rage: the humanlike emotion was strong, almost
impossible to contain.

The wings were flapping, but It couldn’t hold on. It
felt itself slipping. It clawed at the edge of the window, trying
to get a hold, but again, the ground seemed to pull at Its legs. It
fought to hold the edge, scratching one last time, this time
missing the edge and scraping the window instead. Then, It sank, at
first quickly, but It spread its wings fully, no longer flapping
them, instead using them like sails to slowly coast to the ground
below.

Once down, It turned to look up. Mackenzie, head
poking out the now-opened window looked down, and It looked back.
Could she see it in the dark?

Neither said a word, and It quickly ran towards the
lair.

* *

It reached the lair, but passed it by. It needed
food not shelter. The tall stone walls quickly came upon It, and
again It made a weak attempt at flying. It took off, but the
ground’s pull was too strong. Resolve was stronger than the
weakness of its body, and It scaled the wall with a combination of
clawing and flapping.

Once at the top, It looked back. Its eyes, their
senses heightened, could see much farther and clearer than before.
Its focus was deliberate, and direct. Over the brush and straight
through the treetops, It could see her room, the light still on. It
would return. But first, It jumped off the wall, spread its wings,
and landed softly on the ground below.

Through the brush and trees It marched, the pit of
its stomach calling out for food. It felt weakness, but not like
before. There was no desire to shed. The body now behaved quite
differently. The rough outer shell shriveled and clung tighter to
its bones, becoming denser and harder than ever before. But the
flesh was also dryer than before.

It needed to eat. The body needed to be fed. The
symphony needed to play.

Familiar lights came into focus up ahead: the blue
lights of a sign that hung on the side of a silver manmade tree.
The sounds of teenage humans filled the air.

It crept closer. The humans sat atop their wheeled
boxes and put lit torches in their mouths. They talked loudly,
blowing out smoke in their joy-noises. There were many of them,
more than ten. It listened.

“Come on,” one male shouted. “I’m hungry.”

“Yeah,” called another. “Let’s go.”

Several of the young humans started towards the
entrance to the silver manmade tree. Three stayed behind.

“You coming?” the loud male asked.

“In a minute.” A female responded. She stood over a
male, and just behind the two of them stood another female.

The male stood hunched over with his hands on his
knees.

“Are you okay,” the female asked, rubbing his back
in a soft, circular motion as she spoke.

“Fine,” he grunted. “Go on. I’ll be in in a
minute.”

The second female breathed sad-noises, then the
first female turned around and faced her. “You can go if you
want.”

“No. It’s okay. I’ll wait for you.”

The male’s throat sang out. His face turned red. He
straightened himself up, then said, “You both go on. I’ll be
fine.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Okay. Feel better.”

“I’m fine.”

The two girls walked towards the silver tree, the
one looking back, but not saying anything else.

The soft song of sustenance kept It company.

Once the girls were out of sight, the male crouched
down behind a wheeled box, and his throat continued to sing a
hoarse tune. Chunks of wetness flew from his mouth. It could smell
the strong aroma of the boy’s last meal mixed with stomach
juices.

It stepped out of the brush and onto the small strip
of green, soft ground that separated the woods from the hard
ground. It stepped down, onto the hard ground. The boy continued to
gag and spit, the chunks now gone and only liquid spew from his
mouth.

All was quiet, other than the boy and the symphony.
It was hungry and weary but the song grew louder, fueling It on,
urging It to satisfy the inner orchestra that had waited through
countless days of cold to once again be nourished.

He huddled over, the flats of his feet on the ground
with his knees almost touching his chin. He spit and rubbed his
chin, groaning. Saying two words over and over:

“Never again.”

The song was no longer soft, no longer concerned
about being heard. It rushed towards the boy.

“Never again. No more Yager.”

The symphony struck the man from behind; his balance
already precarious, he fell immediately. It wrapped its tail around
the male’s torso and constricted.

It heard noise. Humans leaving the silver tree and
coming towards It. It rushed into the woods, dragging the boy by
the tail.

“Did you see that?” a woman said.

“I think so,” replied a man.

“That was too big to be a raccoon.”

“Come on. Let’s go.”

Doors slammed and a wheeled box came to life and
quickly left. It stayed deep in the brush, watching the red lights
from the ass of the wheeled box as they faded. Then, It turned to
the boy, whose face was already white from his illness, now was
completely colorless. He wasn’t moving.

It opened the boy’s mouth, and launched itself
inside. The taste was delicious; the song was glorious.

Power filled it. Its pores relaxed. Its tight skin
loosened with vibrant moisture. For the first time since It awoke
from its extended slumber, It felt good.

* *

It devoured what it could of the boy, but humans
kept coming in and out of the manmade silver tree. So, It left the
carcass by the nature trees, and spread its wings. This time, they
lifted It off the ground instantly. Effortlessly, It was airborne.
It rose high up, and flew fast. But It didn’t like the cool rush of
wind It felt when It went too fast, so It slowed to coast
gracefully back to the property, over the wall, landing softly in
front of the small entrance to the lair. Using its claws, It
widened the opening slightly, and poked its head in. All was safe
in the lair. It covered the opening with fresh sticks and
brush.

It flew up, and towards the long, manmade tree. The
darkness would be leaving soon. The delightfully warm light from
the sky would soon come.

The third floor looked dark. It sailed over to her
window, and looked in. It could see nothing. It pushed up close to
the glass, hovering, but couldn’t see in. Something was blocking
its vision. But she was in there, It could smell her even through
the tightly shut window.

It touched the window, then pushed it. A cold breeze
tingled its wings. Suddenly, the temperature was dropping rapidly.
Despite the meal and the energy It had stored up, the sudden
coldness was very unsettling.

Had It arose too soon? It would have to retreat to
the lair and wait out the cold spell there.

It flapped its wings and soared over the trees, then
settled easily onto the ground.



Chapter Three
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“Oh God!” she screamed, then dashed towards a
hallway.

I followed her, and we bolted underneath the
stairway. Marty turned towards us and I heard him yelp. I couldn’t
help but look back, and I saw him reaching out towards me as
something yanked him backwards: it was the creature’s tongue. He’d
been lassoed like a hog at a rodeo and he was helpless as the
creature sucked him back. Marty cried out, but all I could hear was
a muffled grunt as the creature tightened its grip.

Mackenzie ran down the corridor, her pink sneakers
seeming like roller blades, she moved so fast; I followed so
closely behind I practically knocked them off her ankles. She threw
open a door, then descended a flight of steps, two at a time. I
slammed the door but didn’t slow to lock it.

The steps were plain, unfinished wood with no
carpeting. Halfway down was a landing, then the stairway twisted
and continued downward. I heard the door smash open above us. The
creature didn’t use the knob, simply knocking it aside. The steps
led us out inside a garage. Mackenzie hit a button on the wall and
the garage door loudly began to open.

“Hurry!” she yelled, but she didn’t have to. She was
hustling towards the driver’s side of a pink Jeep Wrangler with
oversized wheels and no roof. I was leaping over the passenger’s
side door before she even finished getting the word out of her
mouth.

“Let’s go! Let’s go! Let’s go!” I yelled as the
creature appeared at the bottom of the steps.

Apparently, I didn’t need to tell her anything
either. The key was already in the ignition and the gas revving
before I finished my first “Let’s go.” She gunned the engine then
quickly had the Jeep in reverse. Before I could snap shut my seat
belt, she had us out in the open air, then hit the remote control
for the garage door and it was on its way down. For a spoiled brat,
she was showing impressive poise under pressure.

She cut the steering wheel hard and the car
fishtailed around, then she corrected and straightened out the
wheel and the Jeep was facing in the right direction. She floored
the gas pedal as I looked back to see the garage door settle to a
close. I could see the creature through a row of square windows on
the garage door, its big eyes glistening in the light, but it
wasn’t coming after us.

“It’s not coming!” I yelled out.

She looked in the rearview mirror and said, “He
will.”

“What do you mean, he will?”

“That’s my Symphony. I told you he’s very
conservative. He doesn’t want to show himself when someone might
see him.”

“Your Symphony?”

She shrugged.

“You also said he was five feet tall and very timid.
That thing wasn’t very timid.”

“I don’t know what happened to him.”

“You don’t know?” My voice was cracking from the
frustration.

“He’s different.”

We approached the edge of the property and she hit
another remote control button that opened the front gates. I looked
to the security hut, and it was empty.

“He left early today,” she said as she waited a few
seconds for the gates to open fully.

“Lucky day for him.”

The wrought iron gates opened, and she accelerated
onto the main road. The tires squealed, then we drove over a
decorative boulder at the corner of her driveway, bouncing twice
then coming roughly to a landing.

“Different, huh? I’ll say.”

“You believe me now, Hank Mondale?”

I didn’t know what to believe. But I know what I
saw. “Yeah. I guess I do.”

“You believe me now, Hank Mondale!” she repeated,
but her volume raised. Then she turned her head away from the road
and yelled, “Well! Do you? Huh!”

I looked down at the digital speedometer and it was
flipping rapidly somewhere above eighty miles per hour. The road
was windy and narrow, and she was looking at me, not the road.

“I said I believe you!” The open air was blowing
loudly. We had to speak up just to hear each other, but with the
stress of the moment, we were both yelling well louder than
necessary. “Would you look at the road…please!”

She finally looked back at the road, then pushed the
engine even harder. We came to the parkway and she directed the
Jeep onto the entrance ramp. We bounced up and down and the
underbody of the car scraped the roadway. Mackenzie merged
aggressively into traffic; a man in a gray minivan honked, but
quickly backed away as we flew by on his right, then left him in
the dust.

“Okay, what do we do? What do we do? Shit! What are
we going to do?” The grace under pressure she showed earlier
apparently was left behind along with her furry little dog.

“Just relax. We’re safe for now. It’s not chasing
us.”

“Yes, but he will. He’ll find us.”

“Please relax.” I looked at the speedometer and it
was fluttering in triple digits. “And slow down.”

She kept a heavy foot on the gas pedal and held the
wheel with one hand while running the other hand through her hair.
“My dog. My poor pookie.”

“Your dog will be fine. We’ve got bigger problems
right now than your dog.”

A tear ran down her cheek. “He’s never been without
his mommy before.”

“Mackenzie, please. Please slow down.”

She weaved between the two lanes of the parkway,
passing slower cars so fast I could hardly make out their color.
She shook her head back and forth.

“We’re fucked. We are so fucked, Hank.”

“Relax, Mackenzie. We need to think this out.”

“There’s nothing to think about. Symphony is going
to find us and he is going to fucking kill us!”

“There must be somewhere to go where we’ll be
safe.”

“There is nowhere to go. He can track us. He will
track us. He will find us and he will kill us.” Then she took her
eyes off the road again, without slowing down. “And don’t think you
can leave me, Hank Mondale. Symphony will find you, too. He knows
you saw him. He knows you know he exists. He will find you and he
will kill you.” The lone tear that was in her eye was suddenly
joined by others, and they ran down her cheeks, dragging black
mascara down with them. “And he’ll kill me, too.”

I looked ahead and saw the rear bumper of a giant
SUV approaching. Mackenzie was sulking, hand rubbing her
temples.

“Mackenzie! Slow down!” My palms were so sweaty, I
rubbed them on my pants. I looked at her, then the road, then back
at her. She wasn’t paying attention. We were gaining ground on the
SUV, about to kiss its rear end. “Mackenzie! Slow down!”

She looked up and swerved into the left lane, then
around the SUV, then back to the right lane. The tires squealed
with misery and the smell of rubber stung my nostrils.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Mackenzie. Slow down.” I
clenched my teeth and fists simultaneously.

“What’s the goddamn difference! We’re dead
anyway.”

“Enough. Slow down.”

“Fine!”

She slammed the brake pedal with both feet while
looking at me with a devilish smile that reminded me she’d never
had a real problem in her entire life. The Jeep shrieked to a stop.
The SUV quickly came upon us and swerved.

“Stupid bitch!” the guy yelled as his truck cut off
an old Ford whose driver was minding his own business in the left
lane.

The driver of the old Ford slowed and looked at us
with wide eyes. Mackenzie shot a nasty look back at him, and he
shook his head then continued on.

We came to a complete stop in the right lane of the
parkway. Traffic shot by, some without slowing, others slowed and
honked and shouted obscenities. Mackenzie sat still, both arms on
the steering wheel at ‘ten and two’ position. She looked straight
ahead.

“Mackenzie?” I asked, my tone soft and somber as if
we were in church, in spite of the racket from the cars scrambling
to get around us. “Put on the hazard lights.”

She blinked and took a deep breath. “What?”

“The hazard lights. I don’t want to get hit.”

She nodded. “Yeah. Okay.” She reached towards the
dashboard and pushed the small red button for the blinkers.

“How about if I drive?”

“Asshole!” came a shout from a passing motorist. We
didn’t look over to acknowledge him.

That sinister smile returned to her face. Then she
climbed out of her seat, hopped onto my lap and said, “Sure, Hank.
You drive.”

“Okay. If you’d get off me, I’ll drive.”

Mackenzie grinded her ass into my groin and began
lightly rocking back and forth. I couldn’t help but notice what a
great ass it was.

“Please, Mackenzie. Would you let me get up.”

She leaned backwards and the smile disappeared. In
my ear I heard her whisper, “I’m scared, Hank. Please protect
me.”

I patted her shoulder with about as much emotion as
my fifth grade science teacher used to describe Darwin’s theory. It
was crucial to maintain a business relationship, and keep my senses
sharp. She wasn’t making it easy.

“It will be okay. Don’t worry.”

“Symphony is going to kill us, Hank. I know it.” She
brushed her cheek against mine as she turned her head. It was soft
and wet. She smelled good. She pushed her face into my chest and
the wetness sunk through. She wasn’t bawling, just sniffling and
tearing.

Another car honked, and I shook her off.

“Let me get up.” I twisted my body and she rolled
off me. I climbed over the gearshift and sat down in the driver’s
side, then flipped off the hazard lights and put the Jeep in
gear.

* *

We drove in silence for about half an hour, heading
south, towards the city, but with no real destination. She tried to
call her father on her cell phone a few times, but got no answer;
other than that, she hardly moved. I kept the speedometer steady at
fifty-five and it was a good thing too, as we passed not one but
two New York State Troopers, tucked in neatly behind the pine
trees.

Someone had to break the silence. When I looked over
her way, she seemed dazed. She was staring out the side of the
Jeep, a whipping wind blowing her shoulder length hair around
wildly. I guess she was thinking. I was too. But I was tired of
thinking. I needed a plan.

“Where should we go?” I asked.

“Does it matter?”

“Of course it matters.”

“Symphony can find us. He can find us anywhere.”

“Then maybe we should get far away.”

“It took him weeks to find me after he’d first seen
me. But he did. He found me, alright.”

“When did he first see you?”

“At a fair in Queens. That’s where I saw him kill
Bobby.”

“You saw him kill Bobby?”

“Yeah. That’s why he came for me. And that’s why
he’ll come for us.”

“Why didn’t you say anything when he killed
Bobby?”

“Like what? And to who?”

“The cops, I guess.” We laughed together, the punch
drunk laugh of futility.

“Yeah, right. Excuse me, officer, this monster just
ate my boyfriend.”

“I guess that would have been a tough sell.”

“They’d lock me up like a mental patient.”

“Yeah, they probably would.” I looked in the
rearview mirror, half expecting to see the creature gaining ground
on us. Instead, I just saw cars and the trees passing by on the
side of the roadway. “But you told your father.”

“Eventually. Yeah, I did.”

“What do you mean, eventually?”

“It doesn’t matter now.”

“It does to me. I need to know what we’re dealing
with. That…that thing is after you. I saw it too. I heard it. It is
after you! Not me. Not the world. You. It said your name. It
chased you.”

“I told you. It knows that I know it exists. If
humans know it exists, then it’s in danger. Symphony knows
that.”

“You’re not telling me everything, Mackenzie. I am a
detective, you know.”

“Whatever.”

I looked at her sideways. There wasn’t any point in
pressing her now. It was more important to find a safe place to
hole up for a bit while I figured out a plan.

“Do you know somewhere that we can go?” I asked.

“How about your place?”

“I don’t think so. There are going to be people
looking for us. They are going to want explanations. People are
dead, Mackenzie.”

“Poor Wes, and Marty. Oh God, and Horace too.”

“Yes, they’re all dead. In your father’s house.”

“Oh, God. My dad.” She tried his cell phone again.
“He’s not answering. Oh, shit. I hope he’s okay.”

“Your dad is resourceful. I’ll bet he’s fine.”

“You’re just saying that. You can’t be sure.
Symphony may have gotten him.”

I tried to stay positive. “I’ll bet he’s fine.”

“I have to try again.” She tried again, and got no
answer again. Then, she turned towards me and said, “I know a place
we can go.”

“Really?”

“We’d be safe there, at least for a while.”

“Good. A while is all we can ask for right now.”

“Okay. Keep going south.”

We continued on heading south, and as we approached
the Westchester/Bronx border, she pulled out her cell phone and
made a call.

“Hi, baby,” she said, cool as a snowflake, her wide
and mischievous smile returning to her face.

I took one look at her, and she kept her eyes
straight ahead as if I wasn’t there, so my focus returned to the
road.

“What drama is going on at my house right now. My
dad is tripping and I need somewhere to hang for a while.” She
paused but with the thrashing wind blowing in my ears, I couldn’t
hear the other side of the conversation. “Thanks. You’re a doll. I
can always count on your Ange’. Oh, and I have someone with me.”
She giggled. “No, not him. Another guy.” Her voice got high and
squeaky as she said, “Stop it, you tramp. He’s just a friend.” She
looked at me, and this time I kept my eyes ahead as if she wasn’t
there. “Listen, we’re on our way. We’ll be by soon. ‘Kay. Bye.”

She put the phone back into her purse and looked
over at me. “Hank, my friend Angelina has a place where we can
crash for a while. No one will know to look for us there.”

“Why not?”

“They just won’t. Okay.”

“Fine. Where to?”

“The Bronx.”

“A friend of yours lives in the Bronx?” Her friends
owned buildings in the Bronx. At least their daddies did. They
certainly didn’t live there.

“Yes! What’s the big deal?”

“Fine. Lead the way.”

The Taconic turned into the Sprain Brook Parkway,
which then led to the Major Deegan Expressway. Suddenly, I knew
exactly where we were headed—the neighborhood anyway, but I didn’t
let on.

“Get off at the next exit,” she said as we neared
Fordham Road.

I merged over to the right lane then got off the
exit. We caught the traffic light while it was green, so I slowed
just slightly and made the left onto Fordham.

“I didn’t say to make a left.”

“Sorry. Am I going the wrong way?”

“No. You’re not.”

I looked at her cross-eyed and she quickly looked
away.

“There was a hooker murdered down here, you
know?”

“No. Why would I know?” She folded her arms and
looked at me defensively.

I was pretty sure she was telling the truth, so I
dropped the subject, continuing the cat-and-mouse game. “No
reason.”

As Jerome Avenue approached on our right, I
continued to accelerate. She jumped at the last second and reached
across me to grab the wheel. “Make a right here!”

“Okay, okay.” The tires squealed slightly as I
turned with one hand and brushed her back with the other. Two
pedestrians who were a couple of steps into the road anticipating
the opportunity to cross jerked back and shouted at us.

“You’re a maniac,” Mackenzie cried.

“Come on. It wasn’t even close.”

We came down Jerome and a half a block before we hit
the McDonald’s, she said, “Make this right.”

I turned the Jeep up the quiet and familiar side
street. “This is right near where the hooker got murdered.”

“So?”

I was pretty certain she didn’t know anything about
the hooker murder. I couldn’t say the same about the others. Those
she knew about. She was holding out on me, and I was going to get
full disclosure out of her. One way or another, Mackenzie Blake was
going to tell me what she knew. Both our lives depended on it.

“Look for a spot to park.”

I looked at the rows of parked cars. Most of them
were crummy old American models with dings, dents and faded paint
jobs. “You’re going to park this here.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, a pink Jeep stands out just about anywhere,
but in this neighborhood…”

“Don’t be such a pain. It will be fine.” Then she
pointed to an empty spot. “There. Park right there.”

I parallel parked the car, Driver’s Ed style, and
then shut off the engine. “We better put on the top,” I told her.
She nodded, removed the top from a hatch in the trunk and we sealed
up the car.

As we walked away she said, “Give me the keys.” I
handed them over and she activated the alarm. An obnoxious beep
rang out.

I laughed and said, “Sure. That’s really gonna
help.”

“Oh, stop it, Hank. I’ve parked my car here millions
of times.”

She walked down the sidewalk and up a short flight
of steps that opened into a courtyard that separated two buildings,
each four stories high. Two young guys wearing basketball jerseys
were sitting on a stoop, one was chugging from a bottle that was
wrapped in a brown paper bag while the other puffed away at
something that smelled way too strong to be a cigarette. We walked
towards the other stoop.

“Yo yo, baby,” one guy called out. “You are lookin’
good.” Mackenzie didn’t pay him any mind but I could hear them
arguing over whether I was a cop or not.

The front door to the building was propped open with
a rock, and she pulled the door and walked inside. I followed. We
walked into the entrance hall, to our right was a row of metal
mailboxes, to our left an ugly, brick wall, desperately in need of
a good sandblasting.

Mackenzie walked along the left side and pulled at a
heavy door painted an institutional shade of orange.

“Allow me,” I said as I grabbed the door from behind
her and pulled it open.

“Thanks, Hank,” she said in a cutesy voice.

There was a staircase on the other side of the door,
and she strolled straight to it and then began her ascent. “It’s a
walk-up. It is such a pain not having an elevator. I don’t
know how Angie does it.”

The walls were scrawled with sloppy graffiti and the
floor was littered with cigarette butts and other debris. I
stopped, looked the place up and down and asked, “Are you sure
about this?”

While still walking up, she replied, “Oh, please.
You’re worse than my dad. Yes, I’m sure.”

It smelled like the steps had been covered with
Pine-Sol and Lysol to drown out the smell of piss, but the piss was
still winning the battle of aromas.

“Is this where you come to score your shit?” I
asked.

She glanced halfway over her shoulder but didn’t
stop walking as she laughed. “What? No?”

“I’m not stupid, Mackenzie.”

“You sound like a cop, Hank Mondale.”

“This place seems a little low rent for your caviar
taste, is all.”

We stepped up to the fourth-floor landing, and she
stopped to catch her breath. “I hate those steps. They are such a
fucking drag.”

“Yeah, they smell good too.”

“You’re gross,” she said as she struggled with
another heavy, orange fire door.

I again opened it for her as I said, “This is your
hangout, not mine.”

She flipped me the bird, then walked through the
door.

On the other side of the door was a narrow hallway.
The floors were tiled in a dark grayish color and the walls were
painted drably to match. There was no graffiti on this floor and it
didn’t smell like piss. It smelled more like one of those tree air
fresheners that cabbies hang from their rearview mirrors—a
vanilla-scented one.

There were three doors on each side of the corridor.
Mackenzie walked up to the last door on the right side and pushed
the square button under a black piece of tape that read 4F.
The doorbell rang, a weak single ding with almost no vibration or
echo.

About ten seconds passed, and the door opened just a
crack, a thick chain was fastened in place and rattled as the door
came open. A heavy smog of weed blew out and filled my nose,
followed by a sweet, flowery perfume smell.

I could see just the middle of a female head through
the crack, then heard her say, “Hey, baby. You made it.” She closed
the door and I heard the chain rattling as she unfastened it. The
door came open all the way. “Come on in,” she said as she waved us
in. “I’m Angie.” She spoke with a smile and a heavy Bronx-laden
accent. Her skin was light mocha and her teeth were a little
crooked. Her hair was dark and straight with red highlights
streaking down the sides. She squeezed her breasts into a shirt
that was two sizes too small, and when she turned around, I admired
an ass that was round and squeezed into pants that were three sizes
too small and exposing her crack on the top end and her ankles at
the bottom. A tattoo on the small of her back was adorned with
hearts and read, Pito.

The apartment was much better than I anticipated.
The floors had cushy, white wall-to-wall carpets and the walls were
full of family pictures and religious scenes. She led us to a
living room with a huge sectional couch that filled the entire
room. A man was sprawled out on the couch, lying back, feet up on
an ottoman, watching a big screen television and puffing on a cigar
that was obviously stuffed with weed and not tobacco.

“Hi, Pito,” Mackenzie said and bounced over to him
then kissed him on the cheek.

“Hey, sweet thing,” he said as he half sat up. He
had a light olive complexion and bad acne. He was wearing a white,
sleeveless t-shirt that exposed skinny but muscular arms. He had
unrecognizable black tattoos on each bicep and forearm, and a huge
crucifix that started at the top of his shoulder and ran down his
back. Above his lip was a pencil-thin mustache and on his chin was
the tiniest scruff of a beard.

“Let me get some of that,” Mackenzie said as she
grabbed the cigar from his hand.

“Easy girl,” he said as he slapped her hand
playfully. “No grabbing.” Then he handed it to her.

She took a big inhale and handed it back to him.
“Nice,” she said, then plopped down on the couch next to him.

He took another pull then turned to me. “You want?”
he offered, his voice scratchy from the smoke he was still holding
in his lungs.

I waved him off. “No thanks.”

Pito exhaled so much smoke his mouth looked like the
exhaust pipe of a beat up old truck. Then he shrugged and said,
“You sure? It’s good shit.”

“Don’t be a wus, Hank,” Mackenzie said.

“Not my thing.”

“Square,” she said with a sly smile.

Angie sauntered over and took the cigar as she said,
“Leave him alone. He doesn’t want any.”

I looked over at Angie and said, “Hey, I’m no
puritan. I’m just not into weed. Makes me dopey. I don’t like being
dopey.”

She took a loud pull off the blunt, then blew the
smoke out slowly. “It’s cool, poppy. No problem.”

“I think it’s a problem,” Mackenzie said with her
mischievous eyes. “He needs to lighten up.”

I leaned over, grabbed her arm and said quietly,
“One of us needs to keep their wits about them.”

She waved me off. Then said to Angie, “Let me get a
little more of that.”

I rolled my eyes and tried not to sigh too
loudly.

“Yo, you got any money, bro?” Pito asked.

“A couple bucks,” I said.

“I have money,” Mackenzie said, immediately reaching
for her purse.

“Cool. Give me twenty bucks. We’re all outta
beers.”

She reached in her purse and handed him a
twenty-dollar bill.

“I’ll go,” I said. I needed some fresh air
anyway.

“Fine. Here.” He handed me the twenty and I took it.
“Get some Heinekens.”

“And some tequila,” Mackenzie said.

“The last thing you need is tequila,” I said to
her.

“What are you, her pops?” Pito asked, flexing his
arms as he spoke.

“Whatever. I’ll be right back.”

“There’s a twenty-four hour bodega right around the
corner,” Angie said.

I paused. “I think I know the place. What about the
booze?”

“There’s a liquor store on Jerome, up the other way.
You want me to come with you?”

“Sure.”

Pito laughed and said, “You sure you want to be seen
with an old white dude at this hour?”

“Oh, stop it,” Angie said.

Pito shook his head. “Okay. Whatever. Bring me back
some cigarettes.”

“Okay.”

“And don’t be takin’ all night.”

“Shut up!” She made a face at him and he turned back
towards the television, grabbed the remote control off the arm of
the couch he was sunk into, and turned the volume up.

She strutted through the door, and I tried not to
gawk at her beautifully rotund behind as it shook with a fierceness
that was really sexy. I could vividly imagine the makeup sex they
must have, and I was envious.

“Come on, honey,” she said to me.

As she was closing the door, he yelled, “And get me
some Twinkies and shit, too.”

* *

“Don’t mind him,” she said as she walked down the
corridor towards the door. “He’s just trying to impress you. He’s
really a pussycat.”

“Sounds like one.”

She laughed. “Nah. He is.”

We stepped out into the night air, and she led the
way down the hill.

“I guess we’ll get the liquor first. It’s up that
way.” She pointed north as we hit Jerome Avenue. I could see the
blinking lights from the store window.

“Open late.” I looked at my watch: just past one
thirty.

“Yeah. Twenty-four hours. Same as the bodega.”

We walked up to the store, and a man stood behind
thick, bulletproof glass. He wore a turban on his head much like
Mr. Singh at the twenty-four-hour bodega.

I took a small wad of bills from my pocket and
stepped in front of her. “I got this,” I said. Then to the man I
said, “Let me get a bottle of Jim Beam and one of Cuervo.”

“Pint bottle?” he asked.

“Yeah. That’d be fine.” I asked Angie, “You want
anything?”

“Nah. That’s good,” she replied.

The man turned and pulled the bottles from a shelf
to his left. Then put them in a bag and said, “Thirty-four
fifty.”

I put two twenties in a spinning drawer and closed
my side. He opened his and spun it around. He counted out my change
and put it, along with the two bottles into the drawer, then spun
it towards me.

“Thanks,” I said with a nod.

“Good night.”

She started south down Jerome and I followed. Angie
quickly crossed the street, heading towards the McDonald’s on the
west side of the avenue. As we got up to the McDonald’s, I said,
“You want anything inside?”

“Nah. But if you’re going, do you mind getting Pito
a Big Mac?”

“Not at all. I’ll run in and meet you back here when
you’re finished at the bodega.”

“Okay. Here, take some money.”

She tried to hand me a twenty but I waved her off
and walked towards the front door to the McDonald’s. She continued
south to the bodega. Truth was, I didn’t want McDonald’s. I hated
the crap. But I was pretty sure Mr. Singh was working the night
shift, and I didn’t want him to see me. We needed to keep out of
sight, at least for the night. Come morning, I’d figure out a plan.
But for the time being, I just wanted to stay below the radar.

After picking up the stuff, we headed back towards
Angie’s building, bags full of McDonald’s, booze and beers in tow.
We made our way up the four-story walkup and she unlocked the
door.

The lights were off, and the apartment was dark
other than gray light emanating from the television. It was silent
other than the thumping bass from a stereo playing in the next
apartment; the pictures that hung from the wall shook in rhythm. I
followed Angie into the living room. Pito had barely moved; his ass
was still planted into the couch but now his feet were extended up
and over the arm of the couch, dangling on the far side.

“Pito,” she whispered.

He shook and sat halfway up. “Yo! Those burgers
smell good. Let me get one of those.”

I handed him the bag and asked, “Where’s
Mackenzie?”

He took it from me greedily and said, “You need to
chill, bro. Have a shot or some shit, man. You are too hyper.”

As obnoxious as he was, Pito was right; I needed to
take the edge off. I put the brown bag down and took the bottle of
Jim Beam from it. I cracked the cap and took a nice sized swig.

“Now you’re talking,” he said as he stuffed a French
fry in his mouth. Then, while chewing he continued, “Suck that
juice down and maybe you’ll finally relax.”

I gulped down the bourbon and said, “I’m plenty
relaxed. Now, where is Mackenzie?”

He laughed and pointed towards the vibrating wall.
“She’s in the other room.” Then in a singing tone, Pito said,
“She’s been waiting for you. Go get her.” I realized that the
thundering bass wasn’t coming from the next apartment; it was
coming from the next room.

I took another swig, just a small one, then walked
around the corner. There was a closed door and a hint of light
flickering between the doorjamb. I knocked at the door. There was
no answer. I knocked again, this time harder and louder. Still no
answer. I looked back around the corner and saw Angie unbuttoning
her blouse and walking towards Pito. He tossed his burger at the
coffee table, showing no regard for the fact that it missed. I
caught a quick glimpse of the side of Angie’s right breast. It
looked just as good as I thought it would—full and round with
really nice curves.

I knocked again then pushed open the door slowly.
“Mackenzie?”

The flickering light was sudden, pulsating, almost
to the point of blinding me. A wall of sound collided with my
eardrums like a tin trashcan landing on pavement after a four-story
fall. A disco ball hung from the ceiling, twirling at a rapid pace
that seemed to defy gravity and physics at once. Red, blue and
yellow lights covered the far wall and were programmed to vary
along with the beat. Multicolored Christmas lights ran a straight
line around all four corners of the ceiling and a blue lava lamp
bubbled brightly, standing on the far side of the room.

The floors were hardwood. Maybe it was the lighting,
but they appeared to be freshly shined. I figured the room was
supposed to be the dining room, but it had been walled off from the
living room and there was no table. It was wide open like a dance
floor.

Mackenzie stood in the middle of the floor, her back
to me. She was moving to the beat in a bizarre fashion, not like
any dancing I’d seen before. I wouldn’t say she was out of step to
the music, if you could even call it music. The noise wasn’t easy
to be in step with. The synthesized bass drum banged out an
unsteady syncopated rhythm and her body seemed to move against the
beat instead of with it. The song wasn’t a disco tune, although it
was peppy and grooved hard. It was some weird, industrial metal
song. Just listening and watching her silhouette move made me feel
really old.

Her arms moved up then came together like she was a
genie, and her hips shook like a belly dancer. She slowly
backpedaled towards me, and I realized for the first time, she
wasn’t wearing pink. I could see nothing but the strap of a black
bra running along her back and matching panties. There was a black
dragon tattooed above the small of her back. The music was grating,
but her movements were so sweet, I found myself less and less
irritated with each half-step she took backwards towards me.

I took another swig from the bottle of Beam. She was
young enough to be my daughter, give or take a few years maybe.

But she wasn’t my daughter. Shit, I don’t
even have a daughter.

Her ass swung clockwise, then twisted
counterclockwise, then twirled back clockwise again. She clasped
her hands together out in front of her body as if in prayer, then
moved them above her shoulder. Mackenzie separated her hands and
held her arms up towards the sky. Her body movements were just as
choppy and uneven as the music. Her arms fluttered sideways like a
scarf blowing in a breeze. With the lights flickering so wildly, I
had a hard time keeping focused. It was dizzying. Alluring.
Enticing. Hypnotizing.

A voice in my head was telling me to keep it
together. This was time for business, not pleasure. But I was never
a guy extolled for his willpower. Make no mistake about it, her
little ass looked good.

I was about to take another chug from the bottle,
when I realized that would probably tip my teetering willpower in
the wrong direction. So instead, I put the bottle down and walked
across the room towards the strobe light. As I passed her, I tried
hard not to look. My peripheral vision caught enough of her chest
to see how pert her breast were. They weren’t full and booming like
Angie’s. Smaller and perkier. They were pretty damn nice, if only I
had the time to appreciate their beauty. I thought I saw another
small tattoo just below her belly button, but I avoided looking at
it.

The boxed strobe light was posted on a stand, and I
reached around it and found the switch; I shut it off. Spots and
spirals spun on my eyelids as I blinked, then refocused on the now
dimly lit room. The stereo was also mounted next to the wall, and I
lowered the volume considerably, but didn’t shut the music off.

Mackenzie didn’t stop dancing, but her pace slowed.
Instead of whirling around and ‘round, she was gently swaying side
to side, now facing me and coming towards me. Her face had a
crooked expression. Her eyes were glassy and halfway shut.

In her cutesy voice, she said, “Why’d you turn that
down, Hank?”

“It was too loud.”

“I was listening to it.”

I turned the volume up, slightly.

“Come on. I was enjoying it. You can do better than
that.”

“I’m old. My eardrums can’t take it.”

She continued to amble over towards me, but not in a
straight line. She was moving in half steps, one or two to each
side, then one forward. Then one or two side to side, then one
forward. She kept this on for half a song as I stood still,
pretending not to notice her.

“Hank,” she said as she finally invaded my personal
space. She put her arms on my shoulders and let them fall flat,
palms facing up, her forearms pressing me to the wall that I
couldn’t help leaning against.

“Yeah?” I was desperately feigning disinterest,
looking up at the Christmas lights. Her hair brushed my chin and
her perfume filled my nostrils as she turned her head. Our cheeks
were almost touching.

She wiggled closer, putting her bare feet between my
legs. She put her hand on my thigh and stroked it. Then, she took a
hold of my chin and turned my face towards hers.

“Don’t you like me?” she asked.

I shook her off, not hard, but she didn’t resist and
let go of my chin.

“Hank, why don’t you like me?”

I took a deep breath and summoned up all the inner
strength I had inside of me. The side of her neck looked smooth. I
couldn’t help but look down, just once. Her waist was maybe
twenty-four inches, her legs weren’t too long, but they were firm
and well built. Her belly was flat, and it was a butterfly, the
tattoo that was just below and slightly to the left of her
bellybutton. Her panties weren’t thong, but they were the next size
up; they didn’t cover much, and they fit perfectly. I could see the
outlines of everything that was underneath.

“Ahem.” I coughed, a blatantly fake cough, then
wiggled out from behind the wall. “I like you, Mackenzie. But I’m a
professional, and I’m working. Your father is my client.
Remember?”

“Oh, fine. You are such a spoil sport.”

“Speaking of your father, have you spoken to
him?”

“No, I’ve called and called and it goes straight to
voicemail.” She paused, pouting her lips. Then she leaned into me
again. “I’m scared, Hank. I’m scared something horrible has
happened to my father.” She rubbed her face into my chest and
nuzzled her head below my chin.

“It will be okay.” I began to stroke her hair,
trying to comfort her, but doing a shitty job of it. “I’m sure
he’ll be fine.” I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t know what else to
say.

“What are we going to do?” She looked up at me.
“Symphony may have killed my father. He’ll come for us next.”

“Shhh. Just relax.”

“He’ll come for us next, Hank. We aren’t safe
anywhere.”

“Shhh. Let’s get some rest. In the morning we’ll
come up with a plan. We should be safe here for tonight.” I wasn’t
sure of that either. I wasn’t sure of much. Other than the fact
that I was tired and needed to think. I didn’t think the creature
could travel sixty miles in one night, but I couldn’t be sure.
“Let’s just get some rest.”

“Okay,” she said in a whiney tone. Then, in a firmer
manner, she said, “There’s a comfy bed in the spare bedroom, but if
you ain’t fucking me, then you ain’t sharing it with me.”

My eyes widened, but I didn’t reply.

“There’s a shitty old cot in the closet, you can set
it up in here.”

I nodded. She walked out of the room. I followed her
into the hallway.

She pointed to a door. “It’s in there. ‘night,
Hank.”

“Goodnight.”

I opened the closet door, and sure enough, a shitty
cot stood folded in half amongst stacks of old clothes and coats. I
tossed the coats aside, slid out the cot and wheeled it towards the
other room. There were faint noises coming from the living room but
I wasn’t about to look over. I walked into my room and closed the
door behind me.

In spite of being tired and drained, I spent most of
the night with my arms folded and clasped behind my head, staring
up at the Christmas lights that lined the ceiling. With all the
other lights turned off, the multicolored bulbs on the ceiling kept
the room just bright enough to keep my bearings. It took awhile,
hours I guessed, without actually checking a clock, but finally, I
drifted off to sleep.

* *

Light hit my eyes from the door opening in the
windowless room. My back was barking like a little terrier with a
big attitude. It wasn’t until Angie walked halfway into the room,
wearing nothing but an oversized Miami Dolphins jersey, that I
remembered where I was. I sat up and arched my back, then
groaned.

“I know, sweetie. I’m sorry about the cot. It’s
horrible.”

With my dirty undershirt and boxer shorts that I’d
had on for quite a while, I suddenly felt shy around her, and
pulled the thin, green blanket up to my chest.

She laughed. “It’s okay. I’ve seen men in t-shirts
before.”

I dropped the covers, spun my legs and put my feet
on the ground. “Yeah, but not this dirty and smelly.”

“It’s not that bad. You smell fine.”

“You’re too kind.”

“You want some coffee?”

“I’d love some.”

“Great. It will be ready in just a minute.”

“Perfect.”

“The bathroom is just to the left.” She pointed left
as she walked into the doorway. Then, she spun to the right and her
jersey flipped up for just a second; she wasn’t wearing anything
beneath it.

“Wow,” I said to myself as I shook my head.

I got up and cracked my neck. That cot really was
awful. A pile of bricks would have been better; certainly the floor
couldn’t have been worse. I walked out into the hall and turned
left. There was a closed door and I stopped in front of it. I heard
noises coming from inside. Above the dripping of a lightly running
sink were loud nasal snorts.

I knocked on the door, three quick raps.

The water shut off and the snorting lowered to
sniffles. Then the toilet flushed and the door opened shortly
after. Mackenzie walked out, hair wet, body covered by a towel with
another towel wrapped around her head, swami-style.

Holding my ground, I blocked her from leaving the
bathroom, trying to make eye contact. “Good morning,” I said.

She tried to scoot past me, looking down. When I
didn’t move, she folded her arms and looked sideways at me. “Good
morning, Hank.” She sighed like a drama queen.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine, Hank. Would you please get out of my
way.”

“Sure.” I stepped to the side, and she walked
out.

After cleaning myself up, I put on the same dirty
underwear and wrinkled suit, not bothering with the tie, and walked
into the living room. Mackenzie was sitting on the couch in a
clean, purple sweat suit. In the adjoining breakfast nook, Pito sat
at a small table, wearing the same sleeveless white t-shirt, loudly
gobbling on a bowl of Corn Pops.

Angie walked out of the kitchen, carrying a pot of
coffee in one hand and three mugs in the other. She put the mugs
down on the table and began filling them.

“That smells great,” I said as I walked over.

“Milk?” she asked.

“No, thank you.”

She handed me the mug and I gulped the hot coffee.
The fresh taste was a pleasure.

“Thank you. This is great,” I said.

Angie smiled. “Sure, baby. Do you want some clean
clothes? Pito might have something to fit you.”

I looked him over. He was a string bean. There was
no way I was fitting my beer belly into one of those skimpy wife
beaters.

“I’m not givin’ him nuthin’,” Pito said between
slurps.

“It’s fine. I’ll be okay in this.”

My cell phone rang. I looked at the number, it was
Victor. I put my coffee mug down on the table and walked towards
the hallway. As I turned the corner, I picked up the phone.

“Hi, Vic. What’s up?”

“What’s up, Hank?” I could tell he was mad. In all
the years I knew Victor, he’d raised his voice maybe a dozen times.
Well, this made it a baker’s dozen. “What’s up? You tell me what’s
up.”

“You sound pissed, Vic.”

“Pissed! Not half as pissed as Tate is.” He paused,
and I could hear Tate bitching in the background. “We’re on our way
upstate, Hank. And you know what a cranky bastard Tate turns into
when he has to leave the city. He hates leaving the city.”

“I know.” I was trying to be contrite, but it wasn’t
helping.

“You wanna guess why we’re leaving the city and on
our way upstate?”

“No. Why don’t you tell me.”

“Okay. Fine. We’re headed up to the Blake residence.
But I’m sure you figured that out by now.”

“Yeah. I did.”

“You wanna know why?”

“Please, Vic. Just get to the point.”

“Get to the point! I’ll get to the point when I’m
good and fucking ready.”

“Fine. Take your time.”

“I got woken up this morning by the Westchester
County cops. They’re already at Blake’s place. They have a fucking
bloodbath on their hands.”

“I know. It’s bad.”

“Bad! It’s a fuckin’ disaster. They say they’ve got
five dead bodies up there. Or the remnants of five bodies. And none
of them are Mackenzie or Thomas Blake. What do you say to
that?”

“I’m sorry, Vic. I was in a jam. I would have called
you and filled you in eventually.”

“Eventually! Well start right now. What do you
know?”

“I know that some people were killed at the Blake
residence yesterday.”

“No shit, Hank! Who?”

“A butler. Two bodyguards and Blake’s right hand
man, Greenwal.”

“That’s four.”

“I think there was a maid there. I never met
her.”

“And what about Thomas Blake?”

“I was going to ask you the same thing.”

“Hank, don’t bullshit me. I’m going to try and help
you out, if I can, because we’re friends…”

“Fuck him!” I heard Tate yell.

“…as it stands, you have a lot of answering to
do.”

“I know, Vic. I don’t know where Thomas Blake is. I
swear.”

“And Mackenzie Blake?”

I peered around the corner. All three of
them—Mackenze on the couch, Pito seated at the table, and Angie
standing behind him—were looking over in my direction.

“She’s with me,” I finally answered.

“And where’s that?”

“Vic. I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you right
now.”

“Hank. Do you understand? You are both wanted for
questioning.”

“Yes. I understand.”

“At the very least, you are looking at aiding and
abetting charges, maybe a whole lot worse.”

“I know, Vic. I understand.”

Even though Tate could obviously hear, Vic
whispered, “Did Blake do this?”

“No. It wasn’t Blake.”

Then, at a normal volume he said, “It was the
vagrant then? The same guy who me and Tate want for our case.”

I paused, not sure what to say, and knowing that any
answer I gave was going to be difficult to explain away later.
“Yes, Vic. It was the vagrant.”

“I knew it. Who is he?”

“I don’t know. Listen, Vic. I’ll be in touch. But
right now I have to go.”

“Hank. Do not hang up this phone. I need more
answers. How is this connected to the Olsen murder? What’s the
connection between the vagrant and the attractive businesswoman?
Are they working together?”

“Sorry, Vic. That’s all I can say right now. But be
careful at the Blake residence. I don’t think the….I don’t think
the killer is still there, but just in case, be careful. And don’t
underestimate him. He’s dangerous.”

“No shit, Hank.”

“He may not look like a vagrant. He may…”

“He may what, Hank?”

“He may…I don’t know. He may have changed his
appearance.”

“What?”

“He may be in disguise. Just be careful. Don’t trust
anyone. Watch your back and don’t trust anyone.”

“I need more. Tell me everything. Now!”

“Sorry, Vic. Gotta go.”

“Damn you, Hank!”

I hung up, then walked back into the room.

“Damn,” Pito said, suddenly returning to his cereal.
Talking with his mouth full and a hint of milk dribbling out the
side of his mouth, he continued, “You two are in big trouble!”

“No need to rub it in,” Angie said. “They need some
help.”

“What are we gonna do, Hank,” Mackenzie whined.

“You’re going to call your father. That’s what
you’re going to do.”

“Oh my God! He’s alive?”

“He’s alive.”

She looked up at the sky. “Thank you, God!”

“You are going to keep calling him every twenty
minutes until he answers.”

“What if he doesn’t answer? Maybe…well, you
know.”

“Vic says they didn’t find him. He got away.”

“Maybe from the house, but what if Symphony tracked
him down.”

I put up my hand for her to stop talking, then said,
“Enough. Just keep calling him.”

“Fine.” She began looking through her bag and then
she pulled out her phone and tried him.

I walked over to the table and picked up my coffee
mug.

“He’s not answering.”

“Just keep trying.” I took a slug of lukewarm
coffee.

“You know they can track you by your cellphone,
right?” Pito said.

“Here.” Angie took her phone off the table and
handed it to Mackenzie. “Use mine.”

I nodded my head, shut off my phone, then turned to
Pito and asked, “Do you have a car?”

“Yeah,” he said. “So?”

“What kind?”

“‘91 Corolla. Why?”

“It’s a piece of shit, Hank,” Mackenzie said.

“Perfect. We’ll trade you Mackenzie’s Jeep.”

“Are you out of your fuckin’ mind,” Mackenzie
said.

“Deal.” Pito smiled.

I turned to Mackenzie and said, “How far do you
think we’re going to get in a pink Jeep?”

“Fine! Whatever. Take my car.”

“I’ll run to the store and get you some food and
stuff,” Angie said.

“Great,” I said. “Get us some food and drinks. We
may be on the road for a while.”

“Okay. I’ll be right back.” Angie grabbed her
pocketbook and was quickly out the door.

I turned to Pito. “Is that car in working
order?”

“I told you, Hank. It’s a piece of shit.”

I waved rapidly for Mackenzie to quiet down.

“It runs,” he said. “You won’t look as cool as in a
shiny new Jeep. But five-oh won’t pay you much mind in it. Tints
are legal. Headlights work. I’m no dummy. I don’t need to be
hassled, man. It’s legal. And you won’t get stuck or nothing.” Then
he turned to Mackenzie and said sarcastically, “As long as you
remember to put gas in it.”

“Shut up.”

“Okay. Great,” I said.

“Yo, you want a clean shirt or not? I got some of my
big brother’s old clothes lyin’ around here somewhere.”

“Okay. Sure.”

* *

With two bags full of groceries and some fresh
clothing, we headed off in Pito’s old Corolla. It was a rusty shade
of brown with plenty of rust in the body to match. The exhaust
spewed out a filthy cloud of black smoke every time I gassed the
engine, and the muffler sounded like it had a hole in it. But it
was a low-key ride, at least compared to Mackenzie’s pink Jeep.

“You look funny in that shirt,” Mackenzie said,
remarking on the black t-shirt with a decal that read Puya
on it. I think it was the name of some heavy metal rock band, but I
wasn’t sure and didn’t ask Pito because I didn’t want to give him
any more reason to ridicule me.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“You look like my dad when he’s trying to be cool.
It doesn’t work for him either.”

“Whatever. It smells better than the other shirt.
Would you rather I put that back on?”

She leaned over and smelled my shoulder. “No. This
will do.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“You’re driving. How should I know?”

I turned and looked at her. She looked straight
ahead while I kept my eyes on her. “You tell me,” I finally said.
“Where should we go?”

She shrugged.

“Did you call your father again?”

“Yes. I just tried him.”

“From Angie’s phone?”

“Yes! I’m not stupid, Hank.”

“Well, try again.”

“Fine.” She tried again, and hung up again without
speaking. “He isn’t answering.”

“Where could he be? If he got away, where would he
go?”

“I don’t know. What does it matter where he is?”

“Are you trying to hide from him?”

“What? No!”

“Are you trying to hide him from me?”

“No!”

“Where would he go? I know you have other homes.
Which one would he go to first at a time like this?”

“If he’s hiding, then he wouldn’t go anywhere
obvious.”

“I agree. Where would he go?”

“Okay. Fine. We do have a house in the Hamptons. The
mortgage isn’t exactly in my father’s name.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere. Tell me more.”

“What more do you want to know? It’s a tax
thing.”

“Who knows about the house?”

“Well, we have a big house in East Hampton. Everyone
knows about that. But this other house is a secret. It’s at the far
tip of Montauk. My father only goes there when he wants to get
away. Nobody would expect us to be in Montauk.”

“Well, excuse me. Is that where the paupers
live?”

“Very funny.”

“Why didn’t you mention it right away?”

“I don’t know. Why do you always talk to me like a
cop? You’re not a cop, Hank Mondale. Get that through your
head.”

“Okay. Knock it off. Who knows about the place in
Montauk?”

“Greenwal. Bill Palmer. Horace and the guys.”

“In other words, no one who’s alive.”

“Yeah. I guess so.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

We jumped on the Cross Bronx Expressway. The traffic
was moving fast; tractor-trailers whipped by at speeds upwards of
eighty miles per hour. The Corolla stayed steady at sixty; I made
sure of that. No need to draw any attention, just stay in the
middle lane at a safe cruising speed. Not too fast. Not too
slow.

As the Throgs Neck Bridge approached, I slowed down
and eased into one of the cash lanes for the oncoming toll.
Mackenzie began to twitch in her seat.

“What?” I snapped, my hands leaving the wheel to
gesture at her. She was starting to irritate me.

“Look at all those cops.”

There were about a dozen lanes for the traffic to
pass through the tollbooths, a uniformed cop with a neon-colored
bib stood at the side of each lane.

“They’re just transit cops. They stand out there all
day. It’s their job.”

“They are going to notice us.” Her knees were
knocking at a rapid pace. She began to rub her nose and
sniffle.

“Knock it off. We’ll be fine if you just relax.
Don’t give them any reason to look at us.”

“Shit. Shit. Shit. They are SO going to
notice us!”

I reached over and grabbed her knees, forcing them
to stop fidgeting. “Relax! Please.”

“Fine,” she whispered, looking down as she did.

We coasted up to the booth and I rolled down the
window. I handed a twenty towards the uniformed toll clerk. Without
actually looking at him, I said, “Good morning.”

He grunted in reply, took a full ten seconds to
count my change, then handed it to me.

I rolled up the window and gassed the pedal, very
lightly and the Corolla lurched forward. Two transit cops were
standing at the edge of the lane, chit-chatting.

“They are totally going to notice us,” she said as
she rubbed her nose and sniffled, her legs fidgeting again.

“Relax.”

She reached towards the radio and turned it up, just
as a cop stepped in front of us and held out his arm, gesturing for
us to stop.

“Shit!” she said. “We’re so fucked!”

“Shhh! He’s just crossing the lane.”

The cop walked through the lane, then turned back,
yelled something to his buddy and laughed. Then, he walked on. I
hit the gas, this time hard, and quickly merged into traffic.

“Goddamn, I thought we were so busted,” Mackenzie
said, half laughing and half sighing. She picked up her pocketbook
and starting shuffling through it.

“You need to calm down. You aren’t helping matters
any.”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever, daddy.”

“Knock it off.”

She pulled out a small glass vial; the glass was
tinted and it had a black top. She unscrewed the top, and I could
see the white powder.

“What are you doing?” I wanted to reach over and
smack it out of her hands, but I restrained myself.

“Bud out. I’m a big girl.”

She poured a bit of the powder onto her hand between
her thumb and forefinger. Mackenzie inhaled hard and loudly. Her
eyes fluttered and then she sniffed and snorted, then played with
her lips and rubbed her nose. She set up another blast and did it
again in the other nostril.

“Do you really need to do that?”

“I’ll share. Do you want some?”

I felt tingles run through my body. Part of me
really did want a blast of that poison, but I knew I’d regret it,
in more ways than one.

“No, thanks. Just do what you gotta do and put that
shit away. What if we get pulled over?”

“Yeah, right. If we get pulled over the coke will be
the least of our worries.”

I looked down and noticed the speedometer was over
seventy, almost to seventy-five miles per hour. I let off the gas
and braked.

“Take it easy,” she said as she almost dropped her
stash. “What’s your problem?”

“You. That shit distracted me. The last thing we
need right now is to get pulled over for speeding.” The car evened
out at a steady sixty again, and I coasted.

She pulled a cigarette out of her bag and lit it.
“How about one of these?”

“I don’t smoke.”

“Well you need to fuckin’ mellow out, man. You are
acting like such a tight ass.” She began looking through her bag
again. “You need a shot. That’s what you need. I know you
drink.”

“I could use a shot. Damn, we left the bottle of Jim
Beam at your friend’s place.”

“I have a bottle of Goose in here somewhere.” She
continued looking through the bag and then finally came out with an
airplane bottle of vodka. “Here. Drink. Please.”

I took the bottle from her and eyeballed it.

“It’s vodka. Just drink it.”

“I hate vodka.” I popped the top, took a deep
breath, then swigged out of the bottle. I shook with spasms while
forcing the booze down.

“Good. Maybe now you’ll shut up until we get to
Montauk.”

We got off the exit for the Cross Island Parkway and
came around the bend. Traffic was bumper to bumper. It was looking
to be a long trip.

The traffic eased for a bit and we made our way out
east on the Long Island Expressway. We hit periods of calm,
followed by heavy stop-and-go delays. The traffic patterns were as
choppy as her moods. She went from fiddling with the radio,
constantly changing stations, to dozing off and then back to
fidgeting. At times she yapped incessantly about mindless drivel:
soap operas, rock bands I’d never heard about or cared about, her
makeup…whatever. She just needed to hear herself talk; she didn’t
seem to care much if I was paying attention. More times than not, I
wasn’t.

When she took the vial out of her pocketbook again,
I said, “You should stop doing that shit.”

“And you should stop trying to be my daddy.” She
poured some powder out onto her hand just as we hit a deep pothole;
it spilled. “Shit! You did that on purpose.”

“I did not.” Then I turned to her and said firmly,
“But if I had, I wouldn’t deny it.”

“Fine.” She took a book of matches out of her
pocketbook, folded it in half, then used it to dig some powder out
of the vial. She sniffed it up successfully, then quickly screwed
the top back on the vial. “Ha! See. No mess.”

“I’m sure you’re real proud.”

She took a cigarette out and lit it. “Why are you
such a pain?”

“I don’t care if you snort yourself to oblivion,
okay. That’s your father’s problem, not mine. But right now, we
need to keep our wits about us and figure out a way out of this
mess.”

“You keep your wits about you, and don’t worry about
my wits.”

“I’m worried.”

The Expressway let us off on Old Montauk Highway, a
thin, four-lane road and we took it all the way to the end. The
lighthouse of Montauk Point came into view and we turned off the
very last turn of the road, down a quiet side street. On our right
was a tree-lined, grassy area, and to our left was a sharp drop and
below it the Atlantic Ocean.

The pavement ended abruptly, and I slowed down,
almost stopping the car but not quite. We were just slightly
rolling as she said, “Keep going, straight ahead.”

I gassed the car and we continued down a dirt path.
It was past lunchtime, and my stomach was starting to growl.

“How much further?” I asked.

“Not far. Just keep going.”

The path ran for at least a mile, and it tilted
slightly to the right. The ocean stayed to our left but we came
around almost full circle and were actually heading west again when
the house came in sight.

“That’s it.” She said, although I had already
figured it out. It was the only house there; it was the only thing
in sight for that matter.

There was a wood, farm-style fence that was closed.
The car came to a stop, and I put it in park. I looked over at
Mackenzie and she didn’t say a word.

“I guess I should open it.”

“Yeah. It’s not locked. Just push it open.”

I stepped out of the Corolla and walked to the gate.
When I pushed the fence, there was a surprising amount of
resistance for such a light fence.

“It’s old,” she called out. “You have to really give
it a push.”

It creaked loudly as I pushed a little harder, then
the rusty hinges gave way and it swung open and smacked the other
side and held in place.

I walked back to the car.

“Your father can’t afford to give those hinges a
little grease?”

“He hasn’t been here in ages, asshole.”

I shook my head and snickered. “No need for that
language, missy.”

“Don’t call me missy, buddy.”

“Okay. Okay. Truce.” I reached my arm towards her.
She didn’t move, just staring at my hand like I had leprosy. “Come
on,” I coaxed, waving my hand lightly. “We’re going to have to
spend some time together. There’s no use bickering.”

Mackenzie’s left eye shut while her right eyeballed
me. Then she let out a sigh, full of melodrama and said, “Fine.”
She took my hand and shook it, daintily, barely touching me.

“Good,” I said, although things clearly weren’t all
that good. I put the car in drive and slowly eased down the dirt
path. Gravel crackled in the wheels underneath us and dust kicked
in the open window.

The house was simple, by Blake standards anyway: a
traditional, two-story white colonial with black shudders around
each window; a two-car garage was connected on the west side of the
house; the east side had a red brick chimney; to the north was a
modest front lawn with overgrown grass that seemed healthy other
than a handful of weeds; and to the south was the Atlantic Ocean. I
could hear the waves crackle loudly against the dunes, although I
couldn’t see it from this side of the house. The salt-water smell
filled the air. I didn’t get to smell salt water much in the city;
the odor was acrid, but I found it pleasing at the same time. I
stopped the car in front of the garage, and we stepped out.

“Is there anything in the garage? We should probably
get this car inside and out of sight.”

“Okay.”

She walked towards the front door. I didn’t follow,
instead leaning against the car, waiting. There was a wall in front
of the door: white painted cinder blocks that ran about three feet
high. She stepped on the wall and reached up into a lamp that was
posted on the side of the house. Her hand came out with a key ring
in it, and she stepped down off the wall, then walked back towards
me.

“Nice,” I said. “You rich people are so trusting.
Where I come from, if you leave a key in a place like that, you’ll
come back to an empty house.”

“Very funny.”

“Who’s kidding?”

The keychain had two keys on it. She took one of the
keys and stuck it in the side of the garage door, which activated
the automatic door and it rose slowly and loudly—it too hadn’t been
lubricated in some time.

“Very nice. Automatic garage door.”

“They don’t have those where you come from either,
Hank?”

I shrugged as I stepped back in the car and started
it up. “Nope. We don’t even have cable TV yet where I come
from.”

“Well, how do you live?” she said in a silly,
self-deprecating tone.

I chuckled back as I eased the Corolla into the
garage. Once inside, I could see the garage was fairly empty. No
car occupied the other side. There were a handful of tools, paint
cans and some odds and ends; that was about it. She followed me in
and hit the button to let the door back down. She flipped on a
light just as the sunlight faded.

“Come on inside,” she said while walking through the
door.

There was a hallway with hooks where jackets should
go, but the hooks were empty. We passed a utility room with a
washing machine and dryer and a shelf filled with cleaning
products. Mackenzie walked up a three-step stairway and I followed
her up and into the main house.

“This is nice,” I said, looking around a wide open
living room. The ceiling was about fifteen feet high and the far
wall was windowed, exposing a full view of the crashing waves that
ran up the sandy beach. There was a door with a large glass pane. I
walked over and opened it. The salt water hit my nose again,
stronger than before, as the wind gusts blew it right up my
nostrils. “I could really get used to this.”

“It’s okay,” she said in a flat tone that reminded
me how she’d taken life for granted. This place was too good to
take for granted, even under the circumstances.

“I’ll get the food from the car. How’s the
kitchen?”

She walked into the next room. “Pretty gross. It
hasn’t been cleaned in a long time.”

“Well get started then. I saw a bunch of stuff in
the laundry room.”

She groaned, then looked around the corner at me.
“You’re serious?”

“Let’s go princess. Get cracking.”

She flashed me her trademark screwface, which I
ignored as I walked away. I stepped down to the garage, grabbed the
grocery bags from the car, carried two in one hand and one in the
other, nudged the car door closed with my knee, and walked back
inside the house.

To my surprise, when I got back to the kitchen, she
had a rag in one hand and a spray bottle in the other and was
cleaning an unplugged refrigerator.

“Impressive.”

“Don’t mock me, Hank.”

“You’re right. My fault.” I looked over her shoulder
and the fridge looked clean. It didn’t smell moldy which was good
enough for me. I reached around back, found the plug and plugged it
into an outlet. “That should take a little time to get going.” For
the first time, I took a good look in the bags. Angie had taken
good care of us. There were a few boxes of pasta and sauce, some
cereal—mostly stuff that would keep. There was milk and some meat
which we’d need to get in the fridge, but I figured it would keep
okay for an hour or two while the motor got going.

Mackenzie grabbed the edge of a bag and peeked in,
then nodded and said, “Good old Angie. She knows how to buy for
friends going into hiding.”

“Guess she has that happen all the time.”

“Well, she’s been through the wringer once or
twice.”

“I guess, with that boyfriend.”

“He’s okay.”

“Not as nice as her, that’s for sure.”

“No. He’s not,” she agreed. “Come on. I have
something you really want.”

She walked back into the living room, then to
another small, adjoining room. In it, there was a bar. She pulled
at a wooden cabinet door and I heard the snap of magnets
separating. The bar was stocked with about fifteen bottles of
liquor.

“Here,” she said, handing me a bottle of Jack
Daniels. “I don’t think we have any Jim Beam.”

“This will do just fine.” I eyeballed the bottle
somewhat dubiously.

“What? It’s what you like, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It’s perfect.” I put it back down on the
table. “I’ll have some later.”

“Really?”

“You heard me.”

“You aren’t going to be a total annoying square, are
you?”

I shook my head. “You’re a big girl. Just remember
what we’re up against.”

“I want to forget.”

“No. We can’t forget. We have to stay focused.”

“Symphony will find us here. We can’t stay here
forever.”

“Who says I want to hide from Symphony?”

That screwface again…then she said, “Are you
serious? What are you up to?”

“Listen, I don’t know what you and your father have
done. And frankly, I don’t need to know. But what I do know is the
only way to clear my name is catch that thing.”

“Catch it?”

“You heard me.”

“You think you can catch Symphony. No way. You’ll be
dead.”

“We’re dead anyway. We have to try.” I reached into
my beltline and pulled out my gun. Even though I knew it was
loaded, I checked it, then clicked off the safety. “I’ll be ready
for your friend.”

“With that? Come on. Come with me.”

She walked towards the utility room, then past the
garage, into another small room. She opened a closet and in it was
a gun rack with several rifles, and a shotgun. She grabbed the
shotgun and handed it to me.

“At least give us a fighting chance. The shells are
in the garage. I’ll go get them.”

* *

Nightfall came and I set up a lounge chair on the
edge of the dunes. I sunk in, shotgun laid across the armrest and
the bottle of Jack Daniels between my legs. I wasn’t going to get
drunk, just a few sips here and there to keep the edge off.
Mackenzie was inside, keeping to herself, which was fine by me.

The night seemed to fly by. I was too antsy to
sleep, spending most of the dark, moonlit hours in that chair,
listening to the waves crash into the sand. It didn’t get tiring,
and the novelty didn’t wear off.

Hours quickly passed, and waves crashed, and I was
content to watch, and wait.

* *

I slept the days, and she slept the nights. This
went on for about a week. She ate pasta, and I ate egg sandwiches
and occasionally fired up the stainless steel outdoor grill and
cooked up the meat we had. We had enough supplies to last a few
more days, a week at most. Sooner or later, we’d have to journey
out. Unless the creature showed itself first.

Sipping Jack Daniels, but making sure to stay sharp,
the evenings came and went. I’d circle the house, and under cover
of darkness, I went as far as walking to the gate out front, but I
didn’t cross it as if I was a puppy and it an electric fence. We
needed to stay undetected, and that was the barrier I refused to
cross. The old gate stayed shut, and shut tight.

I kept my phone off, not wanting to give our
position away. There was a chance the police were trying to track
us. Still, there also may have been important messages waiting for
me. Finally, I broke down and turned it on. A little envelope
instantly lit up on the screen, signifying there were messages
waiting.

The first message was from Sandy. I hit the button
and let it play.

Hank. It’s me. Your mother and I are worried sick
about you. She’s called here several times. Call me. Please.

I deleted the message. Then played the next
message.

Henry, it’s your mutha…

I immediately deleted that message without listening
to the rest of it. I knew she was worried sick. I played the next
message.

Henry, it’s your mutha again…

I deleted the message, then played the next one.

Hank, it’s Flip. Come by and see me. Okay, buddy.
Bye.

I wasn’t sure what he knew, but he wanted his money
either way. I quickly deleted two more messages from my mother, and
one from Sandy, and then there was a message from Victor that I let
play.

Hank. It’s Vic. We need to talk. ASAP. Call me. It’s
very important.

Victor had something important to tell me. Something
he didn’t want to leave on the voicemail. I didn’t like it. I also
didn’t want to return his call, but I knew if I could trust anyone
in the world, it was Vic. So, I called his cellphone.

He answered quickly and recognized my number right
away. “Hank! Are you okay?”

“For the moment.”

“Where are you? I’ve been worried, man.”

“I know. I know. You left a message. What’s up?”

“The Westchester cops executed a search warrant on
Blake’s place.”

“And?”

“And…the hound dogs found a tooth, in the back end
of the property, in the grass near an empty animal cage.”

“Whose tooth?”

“The missing gardener.”

I nodded to myself, but didn’t say a word.”

“They also found traces of blood inside the cage.
Any guesses who it belongs to?”

“I’m gonna guess someone who’s missing.”

“Yeah. Bill Palmer. Blake’s business partner.”

“Yup. I can’t say I’m shocked.”

“Yeah, well you should be, Hank. Your employer is a
murderer.”

“It sounds that way.”

“You know what else they found?”

“Tell me, please.”

“They found other traces of blood in the animal
cage. Nicki Leifson’s blood.”

I shook my head back and forth. I wasn’t completely
shocked, but I didn’t like what it meant one bit.

“They let the dogs loose, and they found her. All of
her, buried in a shallow grave in the woods deep into the
grounds.”

“I see. That’s not good.”

“No, it’s not good. They are both dirty on this,
father and daughter.”

“Sounds like it.”

“You need to turn yourself in and tell what you
know. Fuck this loyalty to your client bullshit. You’re in deep
enough already. You need to get your ass down here and get a
lawyer, pronto.”

“It’s not about loyalty. It’s about saving my
ass.”

“What are you up to, Hank?”

“Blake may have killed Palmer and that poor
gardener, and I’m really sorry to hear about that young girl, but
the Blakes didn’t kill their employees in that bloodbath.”

“Then who did? Hank, just tell me what you
know.”

“I’ll be in touch, Vic.”

“Damn you, Hank. I can’t help you if you don’t let
me.”

“Gotta go. Thanks, Vic.”

“Hank!” His voice cut off abruptly as I snapped the
phone shut.

Sooner or later, the creature would show itself.
Worst case, the cops would find us and bring me in; I’d have to
deal with that issue eventually anyway. In the meantime, I just
relaxed and listened to the waves. It just didn’t get old. My
mother was a wreck. Sandy was panicking. Even poor Vic, always calm
and collected, was losing his composure, thanks to me.

But I was calm. Content to an almost shocking level,
considering the situation.

The waves kept me serene. They were beautiful to
watch, and just as beautiful to the ears. It made me realize, I’d
never seen the Pacific. Forty-two years old and never once made it
to the west coast. I decided if and when this mess was over, I’d go
west, and see the Pacific Ocean.

The waves of the Pacific must be beautiful. If they
were half as wondrous as the Atlantic, they’d be amazing, and from
what I’d heard, they were twice as nice.

I made a vow that I was going to see for myself.

* *

Loud crashing of water hitting the dunes woke me. I
blinked, and slowly opened my eyes to see the white-capped swells
reach their height, then quickly collapse into the sand. The
shotgun lay at my feet, the bottle of whiskey not far to the right
of the gun.

Sound carried through an open window: Mackenzie’s
voice, talking, shouting even. Did she realize the window was open?
Did she have any idea that I was awake?

“I know he knows too much. But he can still help
us.”

There was a long pause. Obviously, she had no idea I
was awake. I figured she was probably upstairs in the bedroom that
she’d made hers. She’d been sleeping in a second floor bedroom, one
of four, but not the master bedroom. She may have been looking out
the window, but I doubted it. I stayed perfectly still anyway.

The pause continued, then she spoke. It was hard to
tell exactly what she was saying. The waves continued to crash,
drowning out her voice as she was no longer shouting. Then, she
spoke up again, and I heard her very clearly.

“Careful. He has your shotgun.”

It was her father. He was alive, and he was coming.
And he didn’t like the idea that I was still around. He must not
have been that close, or else he’d have tried something already. He
wanted me to guard his precious Mackenzie until he was able to get
to us. That had to be his plan.

I lay still in the chair, watching the waves. She
may have been looking out, and I didn’t want her to have any idea
that I’d heard her conversation.

It was easy for me to lay still. I loved watching
the waves crash into the beach.

* *

The sun was setting as I walked up from the beach,
slid the glass door, then walked inside the house. Mackenzie was
nowhere to be found. I stood still in the dim living room and
listened.

Nothing but a faint sound of waves crashing into the
surf off in the distance. I didn’t turn on a light.

Finally, I heard a toilet flush, then a sink
running. Shotgun loaded and pointed towards the ground, I advanced
towards the bathroom. The slender, white door was closed; light
escaped through the doorjamb.

When I reached the door, I stood there for a few
seconds. The water continued to run. I leaned closer to the door,
and heard some scuffling but couldn’t quite distinguish the
sounds.

I rapped my knuckles three times against the
door.

“Mackenzie?”

She didn’t answer, so I knocked three more times.
The water stopped.

“Yeah. What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Just checking up.”

“Be out in a minute.”

“Okay.”

I walked back to the living room and sat on the
couch. I found the remote control, flipped the TV on, and turned
the sound down very low.

She stepped out of the bathroom and shut the light,
then walked over.

“What’s with the darkness?” she said.

I reached towards an end table and flicked on a
lamp.

“I don’t mind the dark. Just asking.”

“Sit down. Watch some TV,” I said, then flicked the
lamp back off.

She took a seat on the adjacent couch and leaned
back, then leaned forward, then back again. She sat up straight and
her knee started popping up and down. I looked directly at her, and
noticed the flaps of her nose looked red, and it was running.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Fine.” The irritation crackled in her voice. I kept
looking at her, almost like a cop, the way she hated. She looked at
the television, then finally looked at me, shrugged aggressively
and said, “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Fine.”

I sat back and put my feet up on the coffee table
while turning up the volume on the television. A movie was on, and
we both pretended to be interested.

A loud squeak pierced my ears. It was coming from
outside. I reached over and moved the shotgun closer to me; it was
stuck between couch cushions, pointing downward.

Mackenzie looked at me, then quickly back towards
the television. Her eyes faced down.

“Did you hear that?” I asked. I knew that she
did.

“Hear what?”

“That squeaking noise.”

“Oh, that. It was probably nothing.”

“I think it was the front gate. Someone or something
just pushed it open.”

“You think?” she said.

I sat up, but didn’t get off the couch.

“Don’t leave me,” she said. “What if that’s
Symphony?”

“I should check it out.”

“No! Please don’t.”

She got up and then quickly plopped down on the
couch next to me. She slid closer, cozying up to me, her thigh
brushing against mine, her shoulder leaning into my arms.

I looked across the room. There was a mirror posted
on the wall above the TV, which was on a stand about two feet off
the ground. Through the mirror, I could see the glass door that let
out to the beach. It was dark, but I could see the wood railing and
the steps that faded into the sand.

Mackenzie watched the TV while I watched the mirror
and listened for any signs of someone approaching.

She whispered in my ear, “Protect me, Hank.”

A shadow scurried by just as she did. I turned, just
my neck, and looked towards the beach. I didn’t see anyone. I felt
for the shotgun, just to pacify my nerves. It was still there,
between the cushions.

She sniffled, then started playing with her nose.
Then she stood up, then quickly sat back down.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

“You’re wired.”

“I am not!” she said, no longer whispering.

“Fine. Just relax.”

Several minutes passed, and it was quiet, other than
the television. She seemed engrossed in the movie, although I
couldn’t imagine she really was. My concentration wandered, but
only for a moment.

The glass door slowly slid open. I didn’t hear it;
the door was oiled far better than the outside gate, but in the
mirror I saw the reflection of the sea moving sideways. Then I saw
him. Blake slipped inside. He carried something in his hand. He
crept towards us, slowly, not making so much as a peep. It looked
like a baton, or a pipe; I couldn’t quite make it out. My arm
returned to the shotgun, and I eased it up towards me as Blake also
eased towards me.

Each step Blake took was deliberate. The pipe rose
ever so slightly with each step. I watched in the mirror with my
peripheral vision, pretending to be watching the movie. The volume
was just loud enough that I couldn’t hear my own breathing, but I
could feel it get heavier as I anticipated Blake making his
move.

He was right behind me, pipe raised high in the air.
Blake brought the pipe down swiftly, and I ducked. The air sizzled
as the pipe flew by the side of my face. Blake wasn’t able to stop,
and he smashed Mackenzie in the jaw.

“Ah!” she cried out and fell to her left, burying
her face in the fluffy cushions.

I pulled the gun from the couch, but Blake was too
quick. His second swing connected with the back of my head.

I fell forward and dropped to the floor.

The dizziness set in first, then an awful stinging
radiated through my head. It took a minute to get my bearings. Once
I did, I realized Blake didn’t hit me again. Just once. One good
shot, but only one.

I tried to roll over and stand up. My vision came
into focus, and I saw Blake on top of Mackenzie, his mouth on
hers.

Was he making out with his daughter? I knew their
relationship was weird, but I was shocked.

Then I heard a noise: a man, hollering.

Blake’s mouth pulled away from Mackenzie, and I saw
blood trickling out of her mouth.

Something dark curled up quickly into Blake’s
mouth.

The hollering man raced across the room and tackled
Blake. They fell over the couch and rolled along the floor.

The pain in my head was searing, but I found the
strength somewhere within me to grab the shotgun and rise to my
feet. I turned on the lamp to see the two men grappling.

They were both Blake. Identically dressed in dark
blue suits. Posh haircuts equally disheveled. I ran across the room
and turned on the overhead lights. With the added light, I could
see one had blood marks on his mouth and cracks in his face
exposing scales beneath the surface.

I raised the gun and aimed. They continued to
wrestle, Blake putting up a brave fight. The creature got the upper
hand, his eyes growing redder and redder; nails of a claw poked
through the skin of his faux-fingertips and dug into Blake’s
shoulders. The creature rose up and hurled Blake into the glass
door. The glass shattered and Blake plunged through, busting the
wood railing to splinters and finally rolling off the porch to the
sand below. I tried to steady my aim, but I was still dizzy. Before
I could fire, the creature jumped through the doorway after
him.

I quickly followed, leaping through the busted door
and landing on the beach. I felt a pain in my leg, and saw the
creature’s tail coil around me, working its way up my body, until
finally it wrapped around my neck. The tail squeezed me. I sucked
desperately for air. The gun was still in my grasp, but it was
stuck tightly to my chest, the barrel pointed upwards.

I twisted as it wrapped tighter and tighter. I felt
the oxygen leaving my belly. Its true face was poking through the
half-shed façade of Blake’s, and it moved towards me. I bit down
hard on the tail; the scales were firm and tough like an overcooked
steak. I twisted and turned and ripped at it.

The creature let out a squeal, and its grip loosened
for just a moment. I heard sirens wailing, and growing louder. It
heard them, too and turned away from me. The fake skin on its back
peeled away, and sprouting wings ripped through.

I quickly raised the shotgun and fired it. The blast
went directly into its back. Dark blood coated the beach, and it
stumbled, shook and then fell, face first. It rolled over onto its
back, and looked up at me. The redness of its drooping eyes were
locked on me, not with anger but with something else. I couldn’t
really be sure, could I? But I knew that look. One part sadness,
two parts regret. I recognized the look in its glance. It was a
look I knew all too well.

Maybe I was imagining it, and the creature was
simply in a lot of pain. It made little noise, just a faint murmur
I could barely hear over the racket of the sirens.

Flashing lights now accompanied the sirens. The cops
were close. I heard shouts, and the squeal of the creaky gate being
opened.

I took a baby step towards it. It began to shrink.
The creature’s features faded and soon became unrecognizable in the
darkness.

The cops busted in the front door. I could heard
them shout, “Nobody move! Come out now with your hands up!”

Then I heard another voice, “Give it up, Blake! It’s
over.”

I turned towards the house for just an instant, then
when I turned my head around, it was gone. I looked left and right,
but I didn’t see it anywhere. Then, I looked out at the water. The
creature was up on two legs, stumbling into the water, its body
continuing to shrink as it struggled. I took a step towards it, my
shotgun at the ready. It tried to steady itself, then plunged down
in the sea. I took another step towards it, then another step
towards the water. Soon the waves ran up to fill my shoes with
chilly water. A strong wave crashed down, and it was sucked into
the tide. All I could see was a tiny corner of its dark wing poking
out of the white cap when a voice hollered from behind me.

“Don’t move. Let me see those hands. Now!”

I dropped the shotgun at the shoreline, then I
raised my arms in the air…slowly.

* *

“Henry, will you pass the salt please,” Mom asked. I
heard her, but it didn’t really register. I was looking at the
television. “Henry. Henry! The salt please.”

“Here you go, Mrs. Mondale,” Sandy said, reaching
over my arm to grab the salt, then giving it to my mother.

Sandy and I sat on one side of the booth, facing the
bar and the television above it; Vic and my mother sat on the other
side, facing the back of the restaurant. I always preferred the
lunch menu, but dinner at Dempsey’s Pub was never a bad thing.
Especially a celebratory one.

“You are one lucky man, Hank, that the DA decided
not to file.” Vic said as he stuck a French fry in his mouth.

“Nonsense,” Sandy said as she smiled. “They had
nothing on Hank How can they file charges?”

Vic shook his head. “Oh, I don’t know about that.
Aiding and abetting. Obstruction of justice. I’m sure the DA could
have come up with a few more.”

“With no witnesses? No evidence? Come on, Vic. You
know they had nothing on Hank.” Sandy folded her arms with
contentment and gave Victor that cute yet condescending look she
gives when she knows she’s right.

“Oh, so you’re a district attorney now?” Vic said,
equaling her smirk with one of his own. “Until they find that
vagrant, dead or alive, Hank could still be considered a
suspect.”

“Vic, you know Hank didn’t kill anyone. So do the
cops.”

“Well, he did fire that shotgun. The cops know that
much.”

“Just eat your dinner, please,” Mom cut in. “We are
here to celebrate, not argue.”

“You bet, Mrs. Mondale. You bet,” Vic said. Then he
whispered to me, not caring that the rest of the table could hear,
“You are lucky, Hank.”

Looking over his shoulder while grinding my teeth, I
saw the visiting Houston Rockets’ star center high-flying through
the air and slam dunking on the wretched Knickerbockers’ porous
defense. The Rockets had run their lead up to twenty-six points.
“Yep, that’s me. Lucky.”

“Can anyone on this team play some goddamn defense?”
I heard Big Joe’s voice yell from somewhere in the back of the
bar.

Monica, the evening waitress walked over, smiled and
ripped the check from her book and dropped it on the table. “I’ll
take that whenever you’re ready,” she said.

“Who’s got money?” I asked.

“I’m broke.” Victor shrugged.

“Don’t look at me,” Sandy said, “You haven’t paid me
in two weeks.”

My mother didn’t say a word, she just glared at
me.

“Okay. I guess I can charge it to my tab.” I checked
my pockets. “Sandy, can I have a pen, please.”

She reached into her pocketbook and pulled out an
unopened box of pens, took one out and handed it to me.

A monstrous hulk of a man in a bright blue, shiny
Fila sweat suit walked in and gave me a dirty look while mussing
with his greased-back hair; it was Marco. He turned and bellied up
to the bar and waved Rory over.

“Yo, I need a drink ova’ here.”

“You can say that again. I am one lucky guy,” I said
as I signed the check.
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