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Chapter One

_____________________________

 

 

 

New York: Near Future

 

 

Sammy had seen enough to know that sudden changes never ended well. The ring of a spoon bouncing off the downstairs kitchen floor was the opening bell of what was to come. She traipsed along the hallway to Cindy’s room.

Cindy sat up in bed, brushing her hair. It was a Friday night, and she was at home in bed instead of being out with Stet, or was he last month? She changed boyfriends like bed sheets. Sammy fought an urge to check a window for the coming zombie apocalypse.

Cindy put the brush on the night table. “Put the little monsters to bed?”

Sammy hated when Cindy called the twins that but said nothing.

“Couldn’t get a wink of sleep because of them. Running up and down the hallway.”

“You’re sick?”

“I’m dying and where’s Gladys? Out playing bingo.”

At least that didn’t change.

“I told the monsters to be quiet, and they laughed.”

“They’re seven.”

“Gladys did nothing. She was too busy putting on nail polish.” Cindy flicked her hand out to check her nails.

“Need anything?”

“Mark is getting me tea and toast.”

“Is that why he was up here?”

“You were too busy reading to your precious twins. Aren’t they old enough to read for themselves?”

“I don’t like Mark being up here.”

Cindy let out a long, hacking cough. “Someone has to take care of me.”

“I’ll go down and get the tea and toast,” Sammy said. “Mark’s probably recuperating from altitude sickness.”

Cindy waved at the night table. “Water.” 

Sammy dashed to the nightstand and handed her the glass.

Cindy held the glass in both hands and sipped between labored breaths. “What kind of sickness does he have?”

“It was a joke, not a good one.” Sammy took the glass back and set it on the table.

“That’s why I’m in the dumb school.” She pulled up the blanket and lay back. “I get all the dumb boys attracted to these like bees to honey.” She raised her chest to show her ample boobs.

Sammy looked down. “I got nothing.”

“They’ll come in.”

“I blew out the candles for my sixteenth birthday last month, and they still didn’t show up.”

“So you’ll get a nice gift on your seventeenth.”

“Yeah, they’ll come in a box.”

Cindy laughed, triggering a cough. “Nothing wrong with embellishing. Put on a little makeup, get some nice clothes, and you’ll get noticed.”

Sammy shrugged.

“Just a little goes a long way. I never see you hang out with anyone from your own school. At least they’re smart.”

“They’re not that smart.”

“So they’re not as smart as you. Who is?” Cindy covered her mouth and coughed. “You’re just doing Gladys’s work taking care of the twins. She gets paid for it. You don’t.”

Sammy looked down, shuffling her feet. “I don’t mind.”

“They’ll forget all about you in a few years, or maybe worse.”

“Worse how?”

“You know how their momma died,” Cindy said, looking as if she’d witnessed the event. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

“They’re victims.”

“We’re all victims. We wouldn’t be here if we weren’t.” Cindy leaned forward and coughed. “In less than eight months I’ll be eighteen and won’t even have this place to call home.”

“When I put together my big heist, we can get our own place and adopt the twins.”

“Not that adoption thing again.”

“You’ll be able to adopt them when you’re eighteen.”

“They won’t let me adopt a puppy dog when I get out of here.”

“You’ll have money from the heist. That’s all they care about.”

“They’re going to want to know where I got it from.”

“A rich uncle who died and left it all to you. Happens all the time.”

“Doesn’t happen enough,” Cindy said. “I had a career day last week. Did I tell you about it?”

Sammy shook her head.

“We were herded in like cattle to the auditorium and branded as useless in all but a few minutes.”

“Don’t let them tell you what you can be. You’re real good with the makeup. If you want to be a beautician, then you be one.”

“It’s called artisan beauty sculptor, and it takes forever to train.”

“So you start out as a beautician and work your way up.”

Cindy stared. “You’ve never been to a salon?”

Sammy glanced down at her T-shirt and jeans. “Do I look like I’ve ever been to one?”

Cindy laughed and went into another coughing fit.

“It wasn’t that funny.”

Cindy squeezed Sammy’s hand until she recovered. “You have to come with me when I leave.”

“I’ll plan a big heist, and we can all be together without Gladys and Mark.”

“Even if I could adopt them, are you going to take care of them for the next ten years?”

“I took care of them for the last two, so what’s a few more. They were so cute when they first came here, weren’t they?”

“They get less cute when they get older.”

“They’ll always be cute to me.”

“You can always visit, Sam. They’ll be fine here.” Cindy brightened. “You know what we should do? Go to a salon and get a treatment. For a few dollars, the robots will doll us up from head to toe.”

Begging was the easiest way to get money, but she hadn’t done it in years. Stealing it wasn’t much of an option since nobody carried much cash. “It’d be hard to get.”

“I’m sure Gladys has a few dollars you can swipe. She owes you at least that much for taking care of the little monsters.”

“Bet she has a few baby crocodiles in that purse. Probably lose a finger when I open it.”

Cindy laughed, leaning into another coughing fit.

“I better leave before I kill you.”

Cindy reached out. “Stay.”

Mark shuffled in, holding a tray at arm’s length with a steaming cup and a small plate of toast. His expression turned sour. “Back from stealing?”

“Been back for over an hour. You would’ve known if you weren’t in the basement polishing the brass.”

Cindy squashed a laugh.

He glared at her. “What’d you say?”

Sammy looked away. “Nothing.”

He put the tray down over Cindy’s lap. “If you’re not going to eat here, then at least have the courtesy to let my mother know. This isn’t the streets where you can come and go as you please.”

“Is that what you do on the streets, Mark?”

“I’ve always lived in a house,” he said as though he was proud of the accomplishment. “Next time call.”

“If Gladys wants to buy me a phone, I’ll be happy to call.”

“It’s Mrs. Henderson or Momma Gladys to you, you ungrateful runt. It’s always take, take, take with you.”

“Gladys’s generosity knows no bounds,” Sammy said.

Cindy piped a laugh.

Mark glared at Sammy. “What did you steal tonight? You didn’t eat here, so you must’ve stolen something.”

“Nothing. I chose to go hungry rather than eat Gladys’s goulash.” She brushed her hand over her jacket pocket, checking on the half sandwich.

“You’re a liar.”

“You think I care what you think, Mark? Or is it Mr. Henderson?”

He huffed, turning his attention to Cindy. His focus was mostly on Cindy’s boobs. Sammy expected the drool to follow. “You like the tea, Cindy?” He had an unnatural cheeriness to his voice.

“Still a little hot,” Cindy said, taking a nibble from the toast.

“Want me to get an ice cube?”

Cindy shook her head.

“Her face is a little higher up than where you’re looking, Mark.”

“Don’t you have someplace to rob?”

Sammy tapped Cindy’s arm. “I’m going to be by Cindy’s side through her hour of need.”

Cindy smiled, taking another nibble of the toast.

Mark groaned, shuffling his feet. “I want to talk to Cindy.”

“Then open your mouth and form words, Mark. Do I have to tell you everything?”

He glared at Sammy. “You know what I mean. I want to talk to her alone.”

Cindy swallowed. “About what?”

“Things, important things.”

Cindy glanced at Sammy, who rolled her eyes. “Mark, could you get me a napkin? My fingers are greasy from the toast.”

“Napkin? Yeah, sure.” He plodded out of the room and down the stairs.

Cindy checked the hallway. “What do you think he wants?”

“Probably wants you to model his next sex doll.”

Cindy laughed, ending it with a long hacking cough.

“I’ll take the tray and tell him you’ll talk to him tomorrow?”

“What do you think he means by important things?”

“Who knows with him? I don’t like that he’s up here with Gladys out.”

“He’s here because I’m sick.”

“You want to be alone with him?”

“Stay.”

“He said alone.”

“Hide then.”

“Tell him you’re tired and will talk in the morning when Gladys is here.”

“Aren’t you dying to know what he wants to talk about?”

“No.”

“Can’t you do this one thing for me? If I wasn’t sick, I wouldn’t ask.”

Footsteps plodded up the stairs.

“He’s coming,” Cindy said, glancing out the door. “Please.”

Sammy searched the room. “Where am I going to hide?”

“Under the bed,” Cindy said, waving her hand below. “Quick.”

Sammy ducked under the bed, dust floating around like snow. “Do you ever clean under here?”

Cindy shushed her.

A pair of sandaled feet in white socks padded toward the bed. Only Mark would wear socks with sandals.

“I got you two napkins just in case,” Mark said.

Cindy thanked him and slurped the tea. “Is this one of those mint teas?”

“I put peppermint schnapps in it. You like it?”

Cindy placed the cup on the nightstand. “So what did you want to tell me?”

“I was thinking… Is there enough butter on that toast? I can get you more butter if you want.”

“It’s fine.”

“So I was thinking, Cindy, since you’ll have to leave the foster system soon—”

“I still have a good seven months. Did your mother say anything?”

“No.” His feet rocked back and forth. “Seven months come real quick.”

“Don’t I know it.” The bed creaked. “I’ll be tossed out like yesterday’s garbage.”

“It doesn’t have to be that way.”

“You know something?”

“You can stay with me.”

“Stay with you? How?”

“In the basement.”

Sammy rolled over on her side and bit her knuckle.

“The basement?” Cindy asked with a hint of scorn.

Sammy had visions of Cindy exploring the dark recesses of the basement as if she were knee deep in a marshy swamp. Her knuckle was starting to hurt.

“I can fix it up any way you like.”

“Does that include cement walls?”

Sammy banged against the bed spring, certain she’d draw blood.

“I can’t do anything major. Mom wouldn’t let me, but she said it was okay.”

“You asked your mother first?”

He snickered. “She said it was a mistake.”

“Why is that?”

“On account, you’re a little loose.” His voice was giddy.

“So that’s what she thinks of me?”

“I don’t care,” he said. “The looser the better.”

“Take your tray.”

The tray hit the floor. His feet shifted away as he sat on the edge of the bed.

“What are you doing?”

“Just want a feel. Mom won’t be back for at least another hour.”

The bed shifted and creaked. “Get your hands off of me.”

“I know you want it.”

“Get off of me,” Cindy said, the word struggling to get out. A hacking cough followed.

Sammy spun on her butt and swung her feet out, clipping Mark in the backs of his legs. He fell down with a thud.

Sammy rushed out from under the bed. “Get out, Mark! Get out right now.”

Mark rolled to his side and stood, looking flushed. “Had all I’m going to take from you.”

Sammy danced around him, looking for an opening.

Cindy flicked the tea at Mark. It splashed against the side of his face and arm. “You can take your tea back.”

Mark shrieked as the tea splashed off his arm. He charged Cindy with his hand raised. “You ungrateful bitch!” 

Sammy pulled the throw rug out from under him, sending him crashing off the side of the bed.

Mark scrambled up and grabbed Sammy’s sleeve as she turned to run, swinging her toward the bed. Sammy tripped on the bunched-up rug and careened against the bedpost. The room dimmed, movements blurred. Sammy squinted, trying to get Mark into focus. His hand was raised above her. Sammy leaned back and drove her foot between his legs, doubling him over.

Sammy scurried to her feet, but Mark tripped her, bouncing her off the door and tumbling into the hallway. She reached for the banister but missed and fell back. Mark stood over her, hand raised. The twins blurred into one, huddled by their bedroom door.

A loud crash startled her. Shards spilled away from Mark as his arms dropped to his sides. He hung in mid-air as if held up by hooks, but his legs collapsed, and he dropped to the floor like a sack of stones.

Cindy stood over him, coughing and wheezing.

Sammy pulled her feet out from under him. One of the twins came running toward her. It was Justin, holding something. What did he have? As he crossed the doorway, the light from the room exposed the glint of metal. It was a pair of scissors. He raised them up to drive them into Mark.

Sammy’s hand shotup. “No, Justin!”

Justin held the scissors over his head, focusing solely on Mark. “He’s bad.”

Sammy leaned over Mark, hoping Justin wouldn’t risk stabbing her. “Yeah, sweetie, Mark did a bad thing, but don’t do a worse thing.” She held out her hand for the scissors. “Please.”

Justin let his arms fall to his sides.

Sammy snatched the scissors and pulled him to her. “It’s okay, sweetie. It’s okay.”

“I don’t want nothing to happen to you,” Justin said with a sniffle.

Jenna ran up to her with cheeks stained with tears. “Are you hurt, Sammy?”

Sammy pulled her close. “I’m okay, sweetie. Just a little bump on the head.”

Cindy leaned back against the doorjamb, gaze shifting from the scissors to the twins. “An apple just fell.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Two

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy stepped over Mark, still lying among the broken vase as Cindy stood by her dresser, stuffing clothes into a black garbage bag.

Was she throwing them out? “Get in bed. I’ll clean this up.”

Cindy turned to her, looking ghostly. “Where were you?”

“I put the twins to bed. They were upset.”

“You know who’s going to be upset? Gladys. That’s who.”

Sammy glanced back at Mark, whose shoulder twitched.

“That witch will have us locked up.”

“We didn’t do nothing but defend ourselves.”

“You think they’ll believe us?”

“There’s the two of us, the twins.”

“Are you going to leave out the part where Justin almost speared him with the scissors?”

“Let’s keep that to ourselves.”

Cindy held onto the dresser and wheezed. “Suppose he’s really bad. He could die for all we know.”

“I’ll check on him, okay?” Sammy walked over and shook Mark.

The smell of peppermint hung over him like a cloud. Mark’s eyelids flickered into slits. “What happened?” He sounded groggy as if he’d been woken from a deep sleep.

“You fell and bumped your head.”

“Fell?” He leaned on his side and pushed up, grimacing. He pulled a porcelain sliver from under his arm. “Lying bitch.”

“He’s fine,” Sammy said, turning to Cindy who tottered to the doorway.

Mark sat up against the banister rails.

“See?” Sammy said. “Now get in bed, and I’ll clean this up. Mark can slither down to the basement.”

Mark ran his hand along the back of his head. “I’m bleeding.”

Sammy bent over but didn’t see anything. “I’ll get ice.”

He kicked shards at them. “Think you can knock me around in my own house?”

“You started it, Mark.”

“Just because I live with the trash doesn’t mean I have to take this shit from it.”

Sammy had seen that look a thousand times on the streets, but it was the first time someone put words to it.

Cindy was back by the dresser, stuffing clothes into the bag.

“I’ll make sure you’re locked up for this,” he said, plucking a shard from his hair.

“And you'll get locked up for groping her.”

He chuckled, but it sounded forced. “She was asking for it like she does with the other hundred guys she’s been screwing.”

“You take that back, Mark!”

“Got something else to crack over my head? I’ll add it to the other assault charges.”

Sammy hurried to Cindy. “He’s just mad and blowing off steam.”

“I’m not taking the chance.”

“We’ll testify against you, Mark,” Sammy said. “You’re inviting your own troubles.”

“You think anybody’s going to believe your lies?”

Cindy wiped her eyes. “Nobody’s going to believe us.”

“You’re sick, Cindy.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

Sammy sighed. “Where are we going to go?”

“You said you knew some places.”

Sammy ran her hand over her head. “That was years ago.”

“How bad can they be now?”

Sammy had scouted a few abandoned buildings when she first arrived at Gladys’s house just in case things didn’t work out. The best of them were structurally sound, but it’d take a lot to get them livable. “There’ll be no light or heat.”

“I have enough clothes.” Cindy held the bag up as if it was the answer to all her troubles.

Sammy didn’t want to squash her hopes with tales of hunger, marauding packs of thugs, and needle pushers. “Are you sure?”

Cindy took in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. It seemed to calm her. “I have to leave in a few months, anyway. Why wait around and risk getting thrown in jail?”

Sammy cupped Cindy’s hands, which felt like ice. She rubbed to warm them. “You wait here and rest, okay?”

Cindy nodded.

Mark didn’t move from the hallway, moaning as he shifted his weight. He looked like a hundred other guys down on their luck, but he was safe in his momma’s home.

Sammy grabbed a black trash bag and stuffed the two trousers, three shirts, three bras, and a handful of panties. She was used to traveling light with all the moving she did with Uncle Danny. She’d been here for almost three years, never been at a place that long.

Cindy sat hunched on the bed, trying to smile, but it never quite happened. She pushed up to stand, but the weight of the bag over her shoulder almost toppled her back.

Sammy helped her out of the bedroom, stepping on Mark’s leg as she crossed over him to the stairs. “Sorry. Am I lying now, Mark?”

“Lying bitch.”

Sammy stopped by the twins’ room. The night-light gave the room a slightly reddish hue, shining through one of those superhero figures. She’d gotten it for them, telling them he’d protect them. Puffs of breaths and exhales cut through the silence of the room, rising and falling in a rhythmic wave.

“Coming?” Cindy asked from the bottom of the stairs.

Sammy nodded. “Bye, my angels,” she whispered.

Mark shifted among the shards and chuckled. “It’s not every day that the trash takes itself out.”

Sammy swung her bag at the banister rail on the way down, hitting him in the back of the head. “Sorry.”

 

 

 


Chapter Three

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy had that gnawing fear about Cindy that she kept pushing down, hoping it was nothing. Cindy spewed a long, hacking cough, the kind that tore at your throat. She stumbled but held onto a lamppost. The air was thick with impending rain. She tugged at Cindy’s arm. “We have to keep going.”

Cindy dropped her bag. “Seventeen years of living and this is all I have to show for it.”

“Makes leaving easier.”

“What are we going to do, Sam?”

“Keep moving. The place isn’t much farther.”

“I mean tomorrow and the next day.”

Dark clouds rolled by the nearly full moon. “We’ll figure it out. Come on.”

Cindy looked past her. “I should’ve let him grope me.”

“Don’t talk that way.”

Cindy’s eyes turned dull. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Cindy had told her about her stepdad.

“I still see his face like it’s right in front of me.”

Was she talking about Mark?

“Dumbfounded. He looked totally dumbfounded.”

Cindy always described her stepdad that way when they took him away in an ambulance.  “Come on. We have to go.”

They headed to a building on the west-side flood zone. It was abandoned like all the other buildings in the zone, but this one was locked up solid and in good shape. All the first-floor windows had wire-mesh grates as if they planned on revitalizing it. It’d be a first if they did.

Sammy and Cindy crossed over to one of the long avenue blocks. The closer to the zone, the darker and quieter the streets got. Sammy had her ball bearings and could run if trouble came, but Cindy wouldn’t be running anytime soon.

Cindy staggered and grabbed hold of a fence to a dark alley. She wheezed a long string of coughs. “Where is this place?”

It was at least two avenues over and ten blocks up. Might as well be a hundred miles the way Cindy was going. “Not much more.”

“You keep saying that.”

“It will be if we keep moving.” Sammy felt the first drops of rain. Shit! That was all they needed. She tied the two bags together and flung them over the fence.

“Why’d you do that?”

“It’s starting to rain,” Sammy said, slipping her arm under Cindy’s shoulder. “I’ll come back and pick them up later.”

They plodded two blocks up and one avenue over, but Cindy was getting heavier. Sammy found some steps under a canopy. Cindy looked like a pale doll and just as lively, her breath wheezy.

When Uncle Danny got that way, she’d roll him on his side so he wouldn’t choke on his own vomit, until the day she didn’t. Sammy wiped the rain from Cindy’s cheeks. Her skin was cold and clammy. Don’t die on me.

The rain was steady now and their clothes soaked through. The building was in sight maybe five blocks up. It was an old beige stone building a few stories high. It was slicked wet from the rain and glistened from a lone working streetlamp.

Cindy’s legs folded under her. Sammy slipped behind her and dragged her to a pile of bricks. She held her up and pointed to the beige building. “It’s right there, Cindy. It’s right there.”

Cindy closed her eyes.

“You can’t give up.”

Cindy opened her eyes to a squint.

“We’re all we got, and we can’t give up on that. I’d carry you if I could, but I can’t. It’s only a few more blocks.”

Cindy closed her eyes and opened them again. Sammy took it as a nod, and they staggered on.

They teetered up the last few blocks as the rain came down in sheets. Sammy laid Cindy against the building’s front door. It was locked, and the windows still had the grates, but a few of the windows along the side glowed. Somebody was inside. The rest of the windows were dark, so the occupants were most likely squatters, but what kind lived in a locked-up place?

She bent down and rubbed Cindy’s arms. “I’ll be right back, okay?”

Cindy stiffened, looking as if it took everything she had to hold on.

Sammy went back along the side of the building and found the rock where she’d hidden the chain. She’d use it to pull down the escape ladder, but the ladder was pushed all the way up and out of reach. She ran along the back, looking for a door or a window without a grate, but she came up against a fenced-in courtyard.

She doubled back, fingering one of the windows’ grates. It looked as though she could scale it and might get high enough to reach the ladder. Sammy looped the chain around her neck and climbed. She held on and swung the chain. She’d have to lean out more to snag the rung, so she inched up, extended her arm, and swung, clanking the ladder, dropping it a notch.

She leaned out farther and swung again. The chain looped around the bottom rung. She pulled hard. The window grate peeled away. Sammy held onto the chain, pulling the ladder with her as she fell. The chain slipped free, and she tumbled to the ground. Her shoulder took the brunt of the fall, but at least the ladder was down. 

Sammy climbed the ladder and pushed up the window, but it didn’t budge. She pushed down, then up. The room was too dark to see much inside, and she had to feel her way to the door, stumbling on unseen junk. The hallway had one of those cheap rope lights strung along the bottom of the wall, giving enough of a glow to see the stairs at the other end.

Sammy held the chain, racing through the hallway and down the steps. The first floor had a similar glow. Sammy clicked open the front door and slowly opened it, glancing back for any surprises. She grabbed Cindy before her head hit the floor and pulled her inside.

Sammy figured if the squatters had locked the place, they wouldn’t be rolling out the welcome mat. The hallway had a runner over black-and-white tiles. The place looked good, maybe too good. If the runner weren’t there, she could drag Cindy.

“Let’s get up, okay?”

Sammy slipped her shoulder under Cindy and walked arm in arm. The floorboards whined with each step. Lights seeped under the first room door, flickering as if somebody moved from behind it. “You’re doing good,” Sammy whispered. “Let’s keep going.”

Cindy leaned heavily on her. Please let the next room be free.

The door they just passed swung open; air swooshed by them. Sammy spun, pressing Cindy against the wall.

A reedy guy with slicked-back black hair charged them with a bow knife. Damn! She’d left the chain by the front door. She grabbed a handful of bearings. See how he’d like a face full of these.

The next door clicked open. They were trapped. Cindy slid down the wall.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Four

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy reached for Cindy, dropping the bearings. The wet coat slipped from her grasp as Cindy tumbled to the floor. A large figure moved in the shadows toward them, holding what looked like a sledgehammer.

The figure was a barrel-shaped lady in a brown floral dress. The hammer was a cast iron skillet, just as deadly, but it seemed less menacing. She gazed down at Cindy, appearing to be about Gladys’s age. The pan dropped to her side. “Put knife away.”

“They are trespassing.”

“They are kids.”

The guy put the knife into a sheath clipped to his belt. “Trouble comes in all sizes.”

The lady bent over Cindy and pressed the back of her hand against Cindy’s forehead. “She is burning hot. Igor, take her to the room next to mine.”

“Mama, you cannot take every stray who lands on doorstep.”

“Do as I say.”

Igor sighed and lifted Cindy, struggling until he shifted her closer to him. “Did she swim in these?”

“It’s raining out there,” Sammy said, stepping aside for him to pass.

“I will get blankets,” Mama said.

“Why not music and warm bath?” Igor carried Cindy down the hallway, passing an apartment lit up like Gladys’s house.

This place must have power. Sammy raced to catch up with Igor.

“Open door.”

Sammy pushed open the door and flipped on the light switch, but no lights. “Where are the lights?”

“You want lights, you pay for lights.” He laid Cindy on two large throw pillows.

The room darkened. Mama stood by the doorway, holding a stack of blankets in her arms. “Igor, get light in here. I can see nothing.”

“Anything else, Mama?”

Mama dropped the blankets and told Sammy to help her get Cindy out of the clothes. Igor ran an electric cord from the apartment next door as Sammy held Cindy while Mama stripped off the wet clothes, dripping as she laid them over a wooden chair. Igor hooked up the light and seemed to enjoy the show.

“What are you looking at?” Sammy asked, sneering at Igor.

Mama laughed. “You have to give him something for his troubles.”

Yeah, a fistful of bearings. Sammy laid Cindy down. The light from the nearby lamp glistened off Cindy’s pale wet skin.

Mama covered Cindy with the blankets. “Bring heater here.”

“She has blankets—”

Mama shouted something to him in a foreign tongue. Sammy guessed it was Russian.

Igor sighed and marched out.

“What’d you say to him?” Sammy asked.

Mama didn’t take her eyes off of Cindy. “She is sick and needs medicine. I have nothing strong enough for infection.”

“If you tell me where I can find it, I’ll get it.”

“You need doctor for medicine.”

“If I go to the hospital, couldn’t I get a doctor to give me the medicine?”

“You have money for doctor? For medicine?”

Sammy shook her head.

“Don’t be foolish child.”

“So this medicine is in the hospital, right?”

Mama nodded. Igor came in with the heater and hooked it up.

“Do you know where they keep the medicine?”

“It is in pharmacy,” Mama said. “You think you can go in and steal it like donuts in coffee shop?”

“What’s the setup like in this pharmacy?”

“Setup?” Mama asked, turning to Igor.

Igor rattled on in Russian. The warm breeze from the heater felt good.

Mama laughed. “We have thief among us?”

“The thief can steal us a heater. Latasha has none for her room.”

“She can share with Keisha tonight,” Mama said. “I will write down what you will need and tell you what I know of pharmacy setup.”

Sammy nodded. She didn’t like stealing from places she knew nothing about, especially with no time to study the comings and goings of the place.

“It will not be easy,” Mama said, grabbing Sammy’s wrist. “Do not bring police, or it will not be good for you or friend.”

The iron grip on Sammy’s wrist let her know that Mama was serious. “I won’t.”

Mama let go and turned to Igor. “Bring pencil and paper.”

Igor looked away from Cindy. “Making list?”

Mama nodded. “There will be two things on list, one for her and one for me. It will be good to get both.”

Sammy figured it wasn’t just a request. A wave rolled in her belly like a bunch of butterflies trying to get free.

Mama stood, staring down at Sammy. “We’ll see what kind of thief you are. For her sake, you better be good one.”

 

 

 


Chapter Five

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

The smoked white glass doors opened to the hospital. A few steps away was another such set of doors, but these didn’t open.

“Welcome to Premium Health,” a machine voice said. “How can we be of assistance?”

Sammy leaned into the crack between the doors, but it wasn’t wide enough to see anything.

“Please state the nature of your visit.”

“I’m sick.”

“If this is an emergency, please enter through the emergency entrance.”

Sammy walked out and around, following the arrows to the emergency entrance. The doors opened, but it was the same smoked white glass.

“Please state the nature of your emergency.”

“I’m sick,” Sammy said, trying to peer through the crack of the door.

“Please state the conditions of your illness.”

“If I knew what it was, I wouldn’t be here,” Sammy said. “This is a hospital, isn’t it?”

“This is a private facility. State health-code law number JT562103–B states that only gravely ill patients may enter this facility. All other illnesses may be attended to at County General.”

Vaults would be easier to get into than this place. A warning message of arrest and imprisonment came next. Sammy marched out and around the building, looking for a way to get into the place.

A dark-haired lady strolled into a back door. It was an Employees Only entrance, requiring a badge.

Sammy waited for what seemed like forever before a girl in her twenties trotted out. The badge was clipped to her hip, making it an easy swipe.

Along the gray hallway, maintenance was on the left and housekeeping on the right, but the pharmacy was nowhere in sight. Mama had told her what it looked like but not where it was.

She burst through a pair of swinging doors. The gray gave way to bright pastel blue, floors that seemed to glow, and enough lighting to see every imperfection.

A woman in a white lab coat approached. “Can I help you?”

“Yeah, I’m looking for the pharmacy.”

The lady studied her. “Are you visiting?”

“Yeah, it’s my…my sister. She’s sick. It’s real bad.”

The lady wasn’t buying it. “What room is she in?”

“That’s okay, I’ll find it myself,” Sammy said, trotting away.

“Come back here,” the woman called out. “I’ll alert security.”

Sammy dashed to a stairwell and ran up a flight. A bot hummed over the floor, leaving a glistening streak in its path. The lady called out to her from the floor below. Sammy ran up the next flight where a stocky girl was mopping the floor. She had a matching bluish-gray shirt and trousers with a dark stripe along the side.

The girl’s badge clipped to her shirt read “Housekeeping,” and Sammy’s read “Nursing.”

“The bots don’t work this floor?” Sammy asked her.

The girl shrugged. “They told me to clean this floor, so I’m cleaning. I need to work.”

“Yeah, don’t we all,” Sammy said, flashing her badge. “Say, you know where the pharmacy is? I need to pick up something.”

“First day?”

Sammy nodded. “I don’t know where anything is.”

“It’s on the first floor right next to the emergency room.”

“Thanks,” Sammy said, then turned back. “Am I going in the right direction?”

The girl smiled and nodded. “It’s on the north wing.”

Sammy searched for signs.

“Keep going, you’ll find it.” The girl chuckled. “Yeah, this place has got more wings than a flock of geese.”

Sammy rushed up the corridor, following the signs for the north wing. She took the stairs down to the first floor. The hallway had a steady flow of people coming and going, so she joined the group. Those dressed like her headed off to the left to the elevator bank, while the others with a badge continued up the hallway. Sammy turned back and went the other way.

She found the emergency room, expecting it to be noisier. The pharmacy stood off to the right of the waiting area. It was pretty much as Mama had described: small, maybe eight by ten with a three-foot counter. The part above the counter was all glass.

Sammy snickered at the woman inside. It reminded her of a school trip to the zoo. “In this exhibit is Hospitalis Workeroptilous. Notice the white coat and her imposing demeanor. The door off to the side allows for feeding and other comforts.”

How would she get in? Even if she could, it wasn’t a simple snatch and run. All Sammy had were two names on a piece of paper, names she couldn’t even pronounce. Did the woman ever leave? The door would be locked, anyway. Uncle Danny showed her how to pick a lock, but that was years ago, and she’d need picks.

A green light flashed on the ceiling, just above where the glass enclosure and the wall met. Sammy scooted over to the hallway to get a wider view. A bot rolled past Sammy and docked into a cutout by the near side of the counter. The green light went steady. A white bottle dropped into the bot’s chute, rattling pills as it tumbled. The bot disengaged with a click and pulled away from the counter.

If she knew anything about computer hacking, getting those pills would be a snap. A few well-placed bearings would put that bot out of commission. Would they send another bot or somebody to fill in like the girl who mopped the floors upstairs?

A strip ran up along the wall to the green light, now darkened. Maybe that light wasn’t just a light but called the bots to pick up the pills. If they didn’t come, would the lady have to deliver them herself? Sammy would need to get something sharp to cut the connection and have an excuse to be there.

If that girl could mop the floor, so could Sammy. That’d give her a chance to cut the connection. The girl’s badge had said, “Housekeeping.” When she’d first walked into the place, Sammy spotted a sign for housekeeping. That’d be a good place to start.

Sammy ran down to the basement, retracing her steps. A lady tossed a uniform into a big pail in the corner inside the room labeled housekeeping. Sammy froze, worried the lady would call security, but she just smiled and walked out past her. Mops stood in a rack with handles down, looking like newly planted trees. Buckets were stacked in the far corner. Sammy filled a bucket with warm water and splashed in the yellow cleaner off the shelf. She dropped a mop into the bucket and headed for the door. Wait! She wasn’t dressed for the part.

She fished out a uniform top and a bottom from the pail. Her clothes were wet and heavy, dripping as she hung them over a rail. No wonder the white-coat lady didn’t trust her. She stuffed them into a bag and tossed them into the back of the rack of mops. The uniform was a little long, so she tucked in the sleeves and the trouser legs. She wrung out her coat and slipped it over the uniform. She might need the bearings, and she still had the half a sandwich. A tray of scrapers provided her with something sharp to cut the connection.

Sammy rolled the bucket and mop out of the elevator just down the hall from the pharmacy. She headed straight for the corner spot where the strip ran up to the light. She set the bucket up in the corner, pulled out the scraper blade, and pressed it through a joint in the strip until she heard a pop. She put the blade in her pocket, rung out the mop, and ran it over the clean floor.

The woman in the pharmacy banged on the glass. “The floors were just cleaned a few hours ago.”

Sammy shrugged, figuring that’s what the girl would do.

The woman shook her head. “I swear, one hand doesn’t know what the other one is doing.”

Sammy didn’t mind mopping. It reminded her of the time Uncle Danny danced with a mop. It was during the good times. He called the mop Matilda, and he strode across the floor, calling out one dance step after another. It seemed magical.

The woman in the pharmacy leaned over the counter, trying to get an angle on the light. “Do you see a flashing green light?”

Sammy looked around, pretending she didn’t know what light she was talking about.

“It’s in the corner by the ceiling,” the woman said, pointing to it.

Sammy looked up at the light, masking a grin. She shook her head.

The lady tapped away on something. “How about now?”

“I don’t see no green light, flashing or anything.”

“It was working before. Did you knock something loose?”

Sammy shook her head. “I’m just mopping the floor and glad to have the work.”

The lady slammed cabinet doors and drawers, sneering at Sammy. “Hello, I need someone to pick up a prescription from the pharmacy for one of Dr. Bards’s patients… I don’t know. It’s not working… I don’t need maintenance. I need someone to pick up the prescription… Yes, I need maintenance, but right now I need someone to pick up the prescription… Fine, send maintenance.” She slammed the receiver.

Sammy moved the bucket closer to the pharmacy door. She figured the lady would be bolting soon.

The pharmacy lady threw open the door, slamming it against the adjacent wall. She spun around, halting Sammy in her steps. “Where’s your wet-floor sign?”

Sammy stared at the closing door. “They’re all out of signs.”

“If you’re not knocking out the links, you’re creating hazards.”

Sammy fumbled for the mop handle. It dropped, her chance to get the medicine slipping away.

The lady turned back, marching down the corridor.

She kicked the mop, sliding it along the floor and wedging it between the door and the jamb.

Sammy waited for her to disappear down the hallway before entering. She pulled out the paper with the names and matched them to the array stacked up against the back wall. She found the first item, Cindy’s medicine, and stuffed the box into her pocket. She wanted to just get out of there but thought Mama wouldn’t like that. Mama’s medicine was in a locked clear box. Sammy checked the drawers for keys. The second drawer had a set of three keys. The third on the ring opened up the box.

“Hey, what are you doing in there?” the woman shouted to her.

Sammy reached into the clear box, pulled out a couple of boxes, and stuffed them into her pocket. She threw open the door, knocking the lady back.

The lady screamed for security.

Sammy raced into the emergency room and almost collided with two burly security guards, ducking under the reach of one and skirting the other. She dashed back out; one of the guards was right behind her. Sammy dropped a few bearings, tripping the guard. He careened off the wall and spun to the floor.

Red lights flashed everywhere. At the other end of the corridor, another guard charged. Sammy ducked into the stairwell and down toward the basement, but another guard was coming up. Sammy turned back and up the steps. The door swung open and another guard lunged at her.

Sammy bobbed under his arm and shot up the steps, dropping a few more bearings, which bounced off the stairs. The guard was closing the gap and took another swipe but caught a bearing and fell back, thumping down the steps.

She passed the second-floor door and continued up to the next flight but heard steps coming down toward her. She turned back and dashed out the door. She ran down the hallway, seeing signs for the south wing. A lady in a white lab coat stepped out from one of the rooms, and a guy in a blue jumpsuit emerged from another. They didn’t look as if they had any plans on stopping her.

Another guard flew around the corner in front of her and slowed when he spotted her. Behind her was one of the guards chasing her, maybe thirty feet back. Patients’ rooms were to her right, and on her left was a door marked “Garage.” The guards closed in, taking slow, measured steps. She opened the door to the garage and spotted two people in blue jumpsuits, talking over a cup of coffee.

The night air chilled her. At the far end of the garage was a railing, the night sky beyond that. Old machines, some big, some small, some with covers, some barren and exposed, were stacked up along the sides. The guards rushed her. Sammy sprinted out, dodging around the machines to the railing.

Two guards dashed through the door. The people in the blue jumpsuits slipped back inside. A small tree was just past the railing a few feet away. Could she make it to the tree? The two guards fanned out, and a third joined them. Sammy climbed up on the railing and focused on a nearby branch. It would be like the uneven bars at the Gymnastics Center. Okay, it was a lot farther away and the drop steeper, but the idea was still the same.

“Don’t be stupid, kid,” one of the guards shouted.

Another bounded toward her. She leaped and grabbed hold of the thin branch. It bowed but didn’t break. She swung to the trunk and shimmied down to the ground. The three guards stood along the railing watching her run, run to save Cindy.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Six

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sirens blared from behind Sammy. She dashed into the shadows of the apartment building as a police cruiser whizzed by, lights flashing. She raced to the door and banged.

Igor peeked through the door's sliver of an opening. “You got it?”

Sammy pushed through the door and rushed down the hallway.

Mama leaned over Cindy, putting a cold compress on her forehead. “You have pills?”

Sammy entered the room, staring at a still-and-pale Cindy. “Is she okay?”

“She is very sick,” Mama said, studying her. “Did you get pills?”

Sammy dug into her pocket and pulled out the pills, hoping there was magic in that box.

“Very good.”

“Enough there?”

“She only needs one pill, maybe another in morning, no more,” Mama said, waving her hand to help her with Cindy. “Help her up. She is too weak to sit.”

Sammy knelt beside Cindy and pulled her up, sending Cindy’s head back, eyes fluttering. The blanket slid down, giving the appearance of a low-cut dress.

Mama pinched Cindy’s mouth open and popped in the pill. “She swallowed. Keep her sitting.”

Sammy slid behind Cindy, letting her rest against her. Igor stood at the door, staring at Cindy’s boobs. Sammy pulled up the blanket.

Igor said something in Russian to Mama, and after a few quick exchanges, Mama was waving her hands and shouting. Igor huffed and stomped off.

“I will get soup,” Mama said, standing. “Something warm will be good for her.”

Sammy fanned Cindy’s hair from her face and whispered, “You get better now. Don’t even think of giving up.” She rocked Cindy gently, remembering how Uncle Danny would do the same when she was sick. Sometimes he’d sing a soft melody. Sammy wished she could remember one.

Mama lumbered in, carrying a bowl of soup. She knelt beside Cindy and spooned the soup to her lips. “She is taking it. This is good.”

“Good girl,” Sammy said, nuzzling her head onto Cindy’s shoulder.

The spoon clanked in the empty bowl. Mama straightened and nodded. “Come morning she’ll be dancing.”

“Really?”

Mama winked. “These pills are very strong.”

Sammy figured Mama was trying to get Cindy to buy into the con. Uncle Danny used to say, “People want to believe. All you have to do is a little convincing.” He was talking about magic, mostly.

Mama grabbed the box of pills and stood, holding the bowl against her chest. “I will take these. I deliver babies and things go wrong.”

“Can I put her down?” Sammy asked.

“She needs rest, and then she will be strong.”

Sammy laid Cindy down gently and pulled the blankets up to her chin. She took out the two boxes of the other pills. “Thanks for not asking about these first.”

Mama’s mouth dropped. The spoon swung away and bounced to the floor. “Two boxes?”

“That’s all I could get.” She figured it was best not to say anything about being chased around the hospital.

Mama put down the bowl and yelled for Igor, who popped into the doorway as if he was waiting nearby. Mama showed him the boxes, yammering on in Russian.

Igor picked up the felled spoon. “Mama says you can stay.”

Mama turned back to him by the door and said something else to him in Russian.

“You can stay as long as you want, and I’ll get you whatever you need,” Igor said. “Happy, Mama?”

“Good thief,” Mama said, raising the boxes.

“Tomorrow I’ll get what you need. It is late.”

Sammy closed the door, searching for the lock. “First thing will be a lock.”

She found a pillow against the wall and smacked it, sending up a cloud of dust, then lay down next to Cindy, biting into the half of a sandwich she snatched earlier. The bread was a little soggy. She took another bite, watching over Cindy.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy ran up the steps, dropping handfuls of bearings, but the guards kept coming. Mark was lying in the hallway, kicking pieces of the broken vase into Cindy’s room.

Gladys covered up a cold, pale Cindy. “It’s all your fault.”

“No!” Sammy jostled awake.

Cindy’s eyes opened to slits. “Sam?”

Sammy sat up, taking in the place. It was a dream, just a dream. “How are you feeling?”

“Better.”

“Good.” The apartment looked nicer in the dark. The sunlight didn’t hide any sins, and this place was downright decadent. The smell was of old and forgotten things and enough dirt to send a dust mite into a frenzy.

“What are you wearing?”

Sammy looked down at the uniform. “It’s what they wear when you mop floors.”

“You mopped floors?”

“Didn’t do much mopping,” Sammy said, thinking she was lucky to escape without getting caught. “Haven’t heard you cough.”

“Give me a minute.”

“Remember getting here?”

“I remember the rain. It never stopped raining. After that it’s fuzzy.”

“Mama told me what medicine to get for you.”

“Mama?”

Sammy nodded. “She and her son live here.”

Cindy looked the place over and swallowed. “So here we are, on our own.”

“We lucked out on this place. I know it’s a sty, but we can fix it up. Igor keeps it locked up, so it’s pretty secure.”

“Igor?”

“He’s Mama’s son,” Sammy said, figuring it’d be best to leave out the incident with the bow knife.

“We got a heater,” Cindy said, putting her hand up to it. “Feels warm enough.”

“It’s a loaner. I’ll have to get another.”

“You know a place where they’re on sale?”

“I’ll get one at a deep discount.” Sammy stood and stretched. She was a little sore from all the running she did last night.

Cindy pulled up on the blanket. “We’re really on our own.”

Sammy always felt on her own even at Gladys’s house.

“What are we going to do for money?”

“If you need it, you beg.”

“I’ve never begged before.”

“It’s not hard if you know how to do it right.”

“There’s a right way to beg?”

“There’s a right way for everything,” Sammy said, fixing the cushions so she could sit. “You got to look sad and as down on your luck as you can get.” Sammy tried her best imitation and got a smile out of Cindy. “You got to dress the part too. There was this old lady who dressed decent and even wore makeup.”

“No makeup?”

“You can’t give them a reason not to give you something. They’ll say if she can afford makeup, she can’t be too bad off. The old lady did okay because she had a good spot and nobody passed her without her asking for a spare bill. Probably was hoarse at the end of the day. I tried to tell her about the makeup, but she was nasty, afraid I’d take her spot.”

“What’s a good spot?”

“It’s got to be where the business people are getting out of work, but where they slow down for something like a bus stop or food vendor. Uncle Danny said the business people are the best. They know they’re one step away from begging on the streets themselves.”

“Wouldn’t it be better to go where the rich people are?”

“They’re the worst. They sneer at you like you’re a piece of dog shit, and the cops move you along before the spot gets warm.”

Cindy looked away, staring at nothing in particular. “Did you mind doing it?”

“Uncle Danny always said it was a win-win. You get the money and they feel good about giving it. It wasn’t fun when it was cold, but the money was usually better, especially when I was younger. When Uncle Danny wasn’t with me, somebody would always come up and ask where my momma was. I’d give her a good story of how sick she was, and by the end of it, there’d be a crowd. If I could get a tear going, they’d be emptying their purses.”

Cindy grinned, eyes wide. “You could cry like that?”

“I was mostly thinking about Uncle Danny.”

The door open, and Mama stuck her head in. “I see you are up. I will get soup.”

“That’s Mama.”

Cindy stared at the closed door. “What’s her deal?”

Sammy shrugged. “She likes pills, and so I got her some. She’s okay. Not so sure about Igor.”

“She’s going to feed us?”

“Just you because you’re sick,” Sammy said. “You don’t remember the soup from last night?”

Cindy took on a blank stare. “Just a bunch of weird dreams.”

“Yeah, you were real sick.” Sammy stood, searching the room for a place to start cleaning up. She must’ve cleaned up dozens of places over the years.

“So what…what are we going to do?”

“Clean up. This place is worse than under your bed.”

Cindy’s smile turned flat. “No beds here, I guess.”

“Might find them in the other rooms.”

“Sam, do you think we did the right thing?”

Sammy shrugged. “Gladys would’ve sided with Mark and tried to have us locked up. She had to defend the creep.”

Cindy nodded but didn’t look convinced.

Sammy wasn’t sure either. Gladys might’ve done nothing, so she could’ve kept the money coming in from the state.

Mama plodded in, holding the soup. “You can sit up and eat the soup, yes?”

Cindy nodded. The blanket slipped down on her. “Where’re my clothes?”

Mama rested the bowl on Cindy’s lap. “They are on chair, still wet.”

“My clothes, Sam, where are my clothes?”

“Had to ditch them in an alley.”

“You think they’re still there? I’d hate to lose the dress. The one you got me for the dance?”

Sammy nodded, remembering the owner running after her with scissors.

“Eat soup. Worry about clothes later,” Mama said, strutting out the door.

Sammy stood and surveyed the place. A sofa sat against the wall with a stuffed chair beside it. This must be the living room. She strolled back to a table pushed on its side and a couple of wooden chairs next to it. Sammy figured that was the dining room. Ten feet away a counter walled off the kitchen. She wiped an inch of dust off the countertop. It had a dark marble finish.

“Soup’s good,” Cindy said.

“Smells good.” She’d have to get something to eat before picking up the clothes.

“Feel funny eating by myself. If you ask her, she might give you a bowl.”

Sammy didn’t know what the pills were worth but thought it best not to push Mama’s generosity. “I’ll get something when I pick up the clothes.”

“I have my makeup in there, my brush too. Must look like a wreck.”

Cindy was still pale and her hair looked as if she’d taken a swim and let it dry without doing anything to it, but she wasn’t a wreck. Sammy had seen enough wrecks to know what one looked like.

She felt her way to the bedrooms. Stale air escaped the opened door to one of the rooms. A double bed sat in the middle with a drawer and legs from a table stretched over it.

“Finished soup?” Mama’s voice boomed.

Sammy rushed out to find Mama’s hand pressed against Cindy’s forehead.

“Still warm,” Mama said.

Cindy looked up sheepishly. “Better than cold.”

“Might need another pill.” Mama took the bowl. “We will wait. Less pills better.”

“She’s doing good, right?” Sammy asked.

Mama nodded. “Much better.”

Igor straddled the doorway with a goofy smile, gazing at Cindy’s boobs.

“Who’s that?” Cindy asked, pulling up the blanket.

“Igor. He’s a fan of yours.”

“Ain’t I lucky?”

Igor stepped into the room. “I know place where you could work. Pay is good.”

“She will not work today or tomorrow.”

“When she is better, Mama.”

“Come. Leave them.”

“When you are better,” he said, pointing at Cindy, “you see me. I get you job.”

Sammy got up and closed the door. “We’ll need a lock.”

“What kind of job do you think it is?” Cindy asked, resting back.

Sammy slipped on her shoes. “I’d hate to even guess.”

“Getting the clothes?”

Sammy nodded. “Getting something to eat too.”

“The soup was better than anything Gladys served up.” Cindy’s lip curled at the mention of Gladys.

“Get some rest.”

“Okay, mother hen,” Cindy said, nestling under the blankets.

Cindy always called her that after she came back from doing something with the twins. “I’ll read you a story when I get back.”

“You going to bring me candy?”

Sammy held the door to go out. “Only if you’re good.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eight

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat on a bench in the small triangle park facing the Twelfth Street Vintage Book Shop. She used to swipe old paperbacks from the outdoor rack, returning them the next day. The lady running the shop didn’t seem to mind, sometimes even recommending a book.

Sammy took another bite out of her sandwich. It was a buttered roll with the sausage patty on the side, but she combined them. It wasn’t the best combination, but she was hungry from all that running last night.

The Lower Square Park was a couple of blocks up and west of there. It was where Uncle Danny did his magic tricks years ago, and she was his assistant. At the end of the show, she’d go around the crowd collecting donations. On the summer weekend days, he’d do really good and take her out for ice cream.

He’d talk about buying a place in the country where the grass was green and cool, and she could lie on it like a velvet carpet. The trees were as tall as skyscrapers, and they could build themselves a house right on one of the branches.

“How would you get into a house like that?” she’d ask him.

“Why you’d climb into it with a rope,” he’d say. “When you wanted to leave, you’d use the big slide that wrapped around the tree.”

Sammy missed those times; nothing good ever lasted. She put the buttered roll wrapper back into the bag. She’d use it for a bump and grab for lunch. It was kind of light, so she added a few twigs littered along the ground.

She stuffed the bag into her coat pocket and headed to the alley to pick up their clothes. It was a ten-minute brisk walk away. An older weather-beaten guy sat across the street by the adjacent alley, looking like he hadn’t bathed or shaved in weeks. He grew more interested in her when she stopped by the alley fence. The bags were still there, beaded with yesterday’s rain. Sammy toed the middle links and hopped over the fence. She shook the rain off and tossed them over the other side.

“These are mine,” the guy said, snatching the bags. “I saw them first.”

“I put them there!”

The guy ran off with the bags, moving quickly for a scraggly old guy.

Sammy leaped over the fence and chased after him. She rolled a handful of bearings at his feet, causing him to stumble a good ten feet before face-planting and scattering the bags. Sammy plucked them off the ground, but he grabbed one, tearing it.

“They’re mine,” he shouted, holding up the torn piece as if it gave him the rights to them.

Sammy folded the bags under her arm and ran, stopping at the end of the block to rest. The guy was just getting up. 

She tied the ripped bag into a knot and crossed a few blocks east where the sidewalks thickened with the lunchtime crowd. She scoured for lunches. Nothing popped out.

Sammy could always use a diversion like how she got her morning breakfast. She shadowed her mark, and then when a guy on a skateboard went to pass, Sammy shot out from behind. The guy had to quickly turn to avoid hitting Sammy and knocked into the lady, who spilled her bag. Within the first few seconds of confusion, she swiped the bag and yelled at the guy to be more careful. That way she and the mark both looked like victims. None of it would work unless the timing was perfect, from stepping out from behind the mark to picking up the bag. If she stepped out too soon, the skater would swerve without incident, and if she stepped out too late, she’d be the victim for real.

Sammy found her mark. It was a woman in a navy blazer and matching skirt, holding the bag low as if she were walking one of those little froufrou dogs. Sammy walked toward her, swinging the clothes bag and knocking free the lunch bag. “I’m so sorry,” Sammy said, handing her the bag from breakfast.

The lady flashed a queasy smile and strolled away with a bag of twigs.

Sammy stuffed the lunch bag into her pocket, figuring it should be good if that pearl necklace was real.

 

●●●

 

Sammy banged on the apartment door for the third time. A kid came to the door on the first bang, speaking in Russian—sounded like one of Igor’s sisters.

“Who’s there?” Igor asked.

“It’s me. Open up.”

Igor opened the door a crack and peered out.

Sammy pushed through. “Took you long enough.”

“Maybe I should get doorman.”

“A key would do.”

“You are here one night, and I’m supposed to run and get key?”

“Sorry, just worried about Cindy.”

“Mama’s with her.”

Sammy raced to the room.

Mama stood over Cindy, holding an empty bowl. “I gave her another pill.”

“I thought she was okay.”

“She still has fever and fluid in chest. Infection has own life and does not give up without fight.”

Cindy let out a rasping cough.

Sammy skidded down beside Cindy. “She’s going to be okay?”

Mama nodded. “She is young. She is strong.”

Sammy held the clothes bag up. “I have your stuff.”

Cindy coughed. “At least I’ll have something to wear with him here.”

Sammy glanced at Igor, who was at the door. “What was he doing here?”

“Fixing something.” Cindy coughed again.

“Refrigerator can’t be fixed,” Igor said. “Compressor is bad.”

Sammy stared back at him. At least he could’ve pretended he wasn’t listening.

“I need to know if refrigerator works before I give power.”

“What does one got to do with the other?”

“It is easier to move you than refrigerator.”

“Worry about refrigerator another time,” Mama said. “Let her get rest.”

Igor huffed and stepped into the room. “Is it okay if I take my tools, Mama?”

Mama marched out of the room with the bowl.

Igor stomped out of the room with his pouch of tools jingling. “I will find working refrigerator.”

Sammy grabbed one of the wooden chairs and wedged its back under the doorknob. “We’ll get a room with a lock.”

Cindy chuckled. “Can you give me my bag? I have to put some clothes on.”

Sammy untied the bags and handed her the bigger one.

“Hair’s a mess,” Cindy said, rummaging through the bag.

Sammy sat with her own bag between her legs, worried the twins would think she abandoned them. She had to see them, but Gladys would be expecting that and call the cops. Gladys was nothing if not devious.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Nine

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Vinnie sat on the other side of the counter, watching Sammy sort through the selection of candies on display. She planned on taking one for the twins, and if she did it right, he’d never know.

Uncle Danny used to say, “Stealing is like magic, princess. You make them look in one direction, then take it from the other.” Uncle Danny had puffed himself up. “Misdirection. That’s how magic’s done.”

As far back as Sammy could remember, Vinnie always had a scowl, and it seemed to shape his face over the years. His hair was thinning and what was left looked greasy. A couple of gold necklaces roped his neck. One had a cross, nestling in a forest of curly black hair exposed by the opened, button-down white shirt.

Jamal was his partner or something like that, and he’d say, “You know why he wears them chains?”

Sammy remembered looking at the chains as if there were a hidden reason for wearing them. She shook her head.

“So he knows where to stop shaving.” Jamal always laughed when he said it, and Vinnie would roll his eyes.

Sammy liked Jamal and wouldn’t steal if he were still there. He’d count the change she got from begging and give her the pizza even if she came up short.

“You going to buy something?” Vinnie asked.

The guy she followed in was still studying the chalkboard menu. He looked as if he’d just rolled out of bed in his clothes, but the clothes spoke money. She expected he’d be ordering something nice like a veal Parmesan.

Sammy flicked a candy bar in the air high enough so Vinnie would be watching that. She stuffed another bar into her pocket. She picked the bar off the counter and pretended to read the label. “Do you know how much sugar is in this?”

“It’s candy,” Vinnie said, looking more annoyed than usual.

The guy in the rumpled jacket ordered a meatball Parmesan from Vinnie’s helper, who had a matching white button-down shirt but was tall and skinny with a mop of blond hair, no more than twenty. She put the flicked candy back. “My teeth will fall out if I eat that.”

Vinnie shifted on the seat as if he had hemorrhoids. “You have any money that’s going to fall out?”

Sammy drifted to the center, watching Skinny White-Shirt sprinkle the cheese over the cut-open slice of Italian bread. He slid the sandwich onto a sheet of foil and dropped it into the oven.

She gazed up at the menu, remembering Jamal telling her how to pronounce some of the names. Vinnie would get mad, asking why he was spending so much time with her.

Jamal would give it right back. “She’s a paying customer.”

Vinnie sneered. “Yeah, a pocket of pennies and a slice of pizza.”

Rumpled Jacket ordered the expensive spring water.

Yeah, he had money. She was betting he’d take it home with him, and she could do a simple bump and swap.

“You got money to buy something?” Vinnie asked her.

Sammy tried to muster as much indignation as she could, but it was kind of hard with Vinnie perched up on his stool, looking like a frog. “I got money.”

“Let me see.”

“You’ll see it when I buy something.”

“Am I going to still be alive to witness the momentous occasion?”

Skinny White-Shirt took the sandwich out, the cheese glistening under the flickering overhead lights. Rumpled Jacket was going to eat it here.

Damn! Now she had to buy herself more time with Vinnie the croaking frog. Rumbled Jacket finally pulled out one of those expensive phones to pay for the meal.

“What does it cost for putting more cheese on a meatball Parmesan sub?” Sammy asked.

“I still haven’t seen any money.”

How long does it take to pay for a sandwich? “I said I got money.”

“You saying it don’t make it so.”

Rumpled Jacket finally paid but hadn’t picked up the plate. He had trouble finding his pocket. Vinnie would be hurling fireballs at her next.

“I’ll show you my money if it’ll shut you up.”

Vinnie shot up from his stool. “This is my place, and I can say what I want.”

Sammy dipped her fingers into her pocket and pulled out a handful of bearings. Rumpled Jacket grabbed his sandwich plate. She dropped a couple of bearings on the floor. “Dropped my money,” she said, bending down.

She rolled the rest of the bearings at him as he turned toward the back dining area.

Rumpled Jacket’s foot caught the bearings, and his feet stuttered and slipped. His arms flailed as he fell back. She rushed over and slid behind him just before his butt hit the floor. The sandwich flew over and behind her. It was out of reach. Sammy wiggled out from under him and scrambled for the sandwich. Only a half of a meatball rolled out, leaving the sandwich intact. She wrapped the foil around the sandwich and stuffed it into her pocket, then helped Rumpled Jacket to his feet.

“Something on the floor tripped me up,” Rumpled Jacket said, looking even more dazed if possible.

“I guess this place isn’t too safe,” Sammy said. “If you want to sue, I can be your witness.”

Vinnie raced around the counter, almost knocking over Skinny White-Shirt. “Sue? You had something to do with this!”

“I didn’t do nothing but keep him from cracking his skull.”

“Get out of here! I don’t want to see you in my place again.”

Sammy marched out. “Don't worry. I won’t come back to this dump. It’s a safety hazard.”

Vinnie barreled toward her. “Dump?”

Sammy scooted out the door and pulled out half the sandwich. It was still hot. Vinnie was an ass, but his place made a good sandwich.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Ten

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

 

Sammy lay on the ground as a small crowd gathered around her. 

“You okay, kid?” the guy leaning over her asked.

Sammy sat up and rolled her shoulders, stiff from the fall. She’d been shadowing a mark for a lunch and dinner snatch, but the lady stepped in front of a guy who was running to catch a bus, and he’d slammed into Sammy.

The guy was in his early thirties with a dark suit. “Want me to call an ambulance?”

She shook her head. “I’m okay.”

“You sure?”

Sammy nodded. “Didn’t bang my head, just everything else.”

“You should be more careful, young man,” a gray-haired old lady said. “If it were me, I would’ve broken something.”

The guy shuffled his feet, looking uncomfortable. “I didn’t see her until the last minute. It was like she was hiding behind that woman.”

Yeah, that woman who had her food. The only thing Sammy’d eaten today was a piece of toast. She put her hand out, and he pulled her up.

“If you weren’t in such a rush…” the old woman said, tottering off.

The guy scanned the others who drifted away. “Want me to call somebody?”

Yeah, a takeout food place. Should she ask him for something? He did knock her down.

The guy looked past her. “That’s my bus. Sorry about that.” He joined the queue entering the bus.

Sammy plopped down on the bus-stop bench just as the bus drove off. There had to be another way to get a meal. The candy bar from Vinnie’s place was still in her pocket. She’d planned on meeting the twins after school, but Gladys had been stalking them, using them as bait. Sammy had hurled a handful of bearings into a tree Gladys walked under. They’d rained down on her like a swarm of bees. Sammy smiled, recalling Gladys swatting away those bearings.

A lady sat next to Sammy and fetched her phone, cursing that the bus was ten minutes away. Everybody was in a rush.

The lady arched her back as if it’d stiffened up on her. Try running into a guy going for a bus if she wanted to know what a stiff back felt like. A thick gold bracelet slid down over the lady’s wrist. It was an older version with a big easy-open clasp. When she was swiping jewelry for Uncle Danny, she’d dream of a clasp like that. A quick pinch and it’d fall right into Sammy’s hands. The links were thick enough to be worth something.

Sammy’s stomach growled. She smiled, trying to mask her embarrassment. “Can’t wait to get home. Starving.”

The lady smiled as though she had to, then went back to her phone.

The bracelet’s clasp sat on the lady’s trouser leg inches away. A distraction was all she needed. “There’s the bus now,” Sammy said, pointing down the street.

The lady turned to check. Sammy pinched the clasp and pulled it free of the loop, but the links were wedged between the lady’s wrist and leg.

The lady leaned a little more forward. The bracelet snaked down her leg, snagging on the trouser’s seam. “Don’t see anything.” When the lady leaned back, the bracelet slipped between the two of them. 

Sammy brushed at the bracelet as she crouched up, trying to get it into her lap, but it slipped between the bench slats and onto the ground. “I guess I thought…” There was nothing down the street that looked like a bus. Sammy shrugged and sat back. She toed the bracelet forward.

The lady glanced back at her, annoyed, then noticed the bracelet was gone. Sammy put her foot over it, not sure she’d covered the bracelet.

The lady took a quick look around, then hurried off, her head down as she went.

Sammy waited until the lady was far enough away before she picked it up then scooted around the bench and headed to the pawn shop on Second. Uncle Danny used to go to the place but never let her go inside.

“Stay here, princess,” he’d say. “These guys are real sharks.”

Sammy had wanted to see what a real shark looked like. She’d seen all types already, why not a shark?

He said she wasn’t ready for the sharks. 

She’d hear laughter sometimes and wondered if it was Uncle Danny’s way of disarming the shark.

The place looked worse than she remembered. It had a door in the middle separating two case display windows. The right one had a crack running from top to bottom, looking as though it hadn’t been cleaned in years. The only thing she recognized was a dusty violin in a broken case and a brass tuba with green tarnish streaks.

She stepped inside, lingering by the door. The place was dark as if a body were being waked. On the left was a display case with lights humming on and off, giving a weird yellow hue to the junk on display. On the right, hanging on the wall, were different-shaped guitars and violins covered in dust. 

A guy sat behind the counter in the back, facing the door. He looked like Vinnie’s older brother with a toothpick. He watched her without the hint of an expression. He pulled the toothpick out. “What do you want, kid?”

“Lollipops. Got any lollipops?” Sammy said with a sneer. “I ain’t a kid.”

Vinnie Number Two stared at her for a second. “I’m all out of lollipops, kid. Try the candy store two blocks up.”

Sammy thought of walking out, but a set of lockpicks in a case with a booklet caught her eye. It looked like a set that Uncle Danny had when he was working on that magic box. “How much is that?” Sammy asked, pointing to the set.

He looked down at the case like he wasn’t sure it was worth the effort. “You need a license for that, kid.”

“What kind of license?”

“Pixie dust license. What do you think? A locksmith license.”

“I want it for a magic trick?”

He studied her, rolling the toothpick. He slid open the back door to the case and lifted the set out, then gently placed it on the counter.

Sammy ran her finger along the edge of the case. She was sure it was Uncle Danny’s. She leafed through the booklet and stopped at the notes scribbled in the margins. It was Uncle Danny’s handwriting. “I got to have it. How much?”

He looked down at the booklet, then back up at her as if he wasn’t going to let her have it. “You’re the kid. The one who used to wait outside for Danny?”

Sammy swallowed. “You remember him?”

He flashed a wry smile. “Danny was hard to forget.”

Sammy fingered the booklet. She wasn’t the only one who saw him that way.

“Is he…” the guy asked as if he had a bad taste in his mouth.

Sammy nodded and turned away to exhale. She fished out the bracelet. “This is what I’m using to trade. There’s extra, right?”

He took the bracelet and dropped it on the scale. “What else do you want?”

“Money?”

He studied her. “What do you need the money for?”

She looked away. “Food.”

He dropped the bracelet into a drawer and slipped a few bills under the lock-picking kit. “Don’t expect as much the next time.”

Sammy put the money and kit in her pocket and thanked him. He nodded and sat, looking like he was waiting for the next poker hand to start.

She stopped into a grocery store and bought cheese, eggs, pineapple juice, bacon, and a jar of the sweet pickles. She just felt like pickles. Sammy swiped an extra package of cheese and a package of sliced turkey. Igor better have a working refrigerator, or she’d be using his.

 

●●●

 

Igor sat across from Cindy at the table Sammy cleared off yesterday. They looked chummy enough.

Sammy put the groceries on the counter and cut off a piece of the cheese. She didn’t know if the cheese was really good or if she was just hungry. “Find a refrigerator, Igor?”

“Yes, I find working refrigerator. I stopped by to give you the good news.”

“Must be really good news if you’re still here.”

Cindy smiled. “We’ll be on the second floor, Sam.”

“I put power into apartment.”

“I guess I can pop open the pickles, then,” Sammy said, wrenching open the jar. The pickles were good too. She offered them to Cindy and Igor.

“What kind is this?” Igor asked, examining the pinky-sized pickle.

Cindy chomped on the pickle. “They’re sweet.”

Igor shrugged and bit into his pickle. “I like salted ones better.”

“I’ll put it on my list the next time I go.”

“You need to get heater,” Igor said, holding what was left of the pickle as though he were going to smoke it. “Latasha and Keisha in the same room is more headaches than I want.”

“I can’t just put one under my coat.”

“I’m feeling a lot better,” Cindy said, eyeing the pickle jar. “You can take the heater back.”

Igor patted her hand. “You keep it until you are better.”

Sammy cut off another slice of cheese. “I’ll find a way to get you your heater.”

Cindy smiled, grabbing another pickle. “She’s like a mother hen.”

Igor grinned. “Does she lay eggs?”

Cindy giggled.

Sammy rolled her eyes and cut another piece of cheese.

Igor stood. “I have to go.”

“Already?” Sammy asked, pretending she was disappointed.

“Remember what I said about job. It pays good and people are nice.”

“If it’s such a great job, why don’t you work there?” Sammy asked.

“It is only for pretty girls.”

Sammy grabbed another pickle. “You’d be surprised what a dress and enough makeup can do.”

Cindy laughed.

Igor’s expression turned sour. He flashed Cindy a smile and said, “Good night.”

“Are you going to show me the place?” Sammy asked. “I got food to put in the refrigerator.”

Igor sighed. “Come.”

Sammy followed him up the stairs. He walked as if he had weights on his feet. He stopped by the room right above Mama’s. “Compressor works. Anything else I can fix.”

The last thing Sammy wanted was to be above them. “How about the one on the end?”

“It is junk room.”

Sammy didn’t know what that meant. “How about the room next to it then?”

“Compressor works here. You stay here. It is good room.” Igor opened the door and flicked on the lights. “See?”

Sammy shrugged. It looked like the other apartment.

“For what you pay me, it is palace.”

Sammy put the bacon, eggs, and turkey in the refrigerator, which had a sour-milk smell and wasn’t yet cold. She touched something slimy on the refrigerator door and went to the sink to wash. “There’s no water.”

“There is leak. Have to find it.”

“How long will that take?”

“When I find leak, you will know.”

“Real specific.” She circled the apartment. At least the door had a lock.

He trudged to the door and turned back. “Anything you don’t want, put in junk room.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eleven

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy, Cindy, and Igor waited inside by the front of the Pleasure Palace Club. It was mostly dark except for the occasional ceiling light. The bar was to the left, and the stage with a pole was at the back wall a good fifty feet away.

Igor led Cindy under one of the lights. “That is good right there.”

Cindy’s smile collapsed under a nervous twitch. She rolled her hand inside the other, pressing them against her stomach. She pulled on the sleeves of the dress. It was the high-school dance dress Sammy stole for her.

Cindy had said she didn’t think she could beg. She just couldn’t see herself leaving the house without makeup. Sammy had shown her a few bump-and-grab techniques, but Cindy couldn’t seem to master the light touch, and if things went sideways, Sammy doubted Cindy could run her way out of it.

“This is very fine club,” Igor said. “Nothing but the best comes here.”

“How much do you get out of this, Igor?” Sammy asked.

“I get fee, and she gets job.”

“Yeah, but how much?”

He laughed. “I should ask about big heist.”

She should never have told him about it. “I need to learn alarms first.”

“Sensor tripped. Alarm makes noise, simple device.”

“You learned that from fixing refrigerators?”

“I was engineer in Russia.”

“What? A choo-choo engineer?”

“No, real engineer. Worked on important projects.”

“Why did you leave if you had such a great job?”

“Lost job. Here is bad, Russia is worse.”

“How about disabling them? You know anything about that?”

“Need schematic,” he said.

“Where do I get this schematic?”

“What do I get for helping you?”

“What do you want?”

Igor shrugged. “Depends if you want to learn to read schematics or if you want help with just one alarm.”

“Is there something special about reading schematics?”

He chuckled. “It is not like reading recipe.”

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t read recipes.”

“It is not easy to do,” Igor said, shifting his stance. “Takes many years to learn. Alarms are simple, so it won’t take long.”

“Sam is smart,” Cindy said. “She picks up on things right away.”

Igor smiled at Cindy. “If she is smart, it won’t take as long.”

“You know a book I can get to learn about schematics?”

“She read that lock-picking book and now can pick any lock.”

Igor’s lip curled. “So she is one who left open back door for anyone to walk in.”

Sammy thought she’d locked it. “It’s fenced in. What about a book?”

“Tablet with holo-screen is better.”

“They’re hard to get.”

“If you can steal pills, you can steal tablet.”

“If I get this tablet, then what?”

“I will show you for price.”

“What’s the price?”

Igor glanced to the back of the place. “I do not know yet. If you are smart, it’ll be one price; if not, it’ll be another.”

Why did she think he’d be charging the higher price?

“I am fair, but I do not know how long it will take to teach you. Time is money, yes?”

Sammy circled around the two of them. “You sure you want to work in this skin joint?”

“I don’t think I can do what you do, Sam.”

Sammy couldn’t argue with that. “What about that beauty sculptor thing?”

“It costs a lot of money.”

“This imaginary heist will bring all the money you need, yes?”

Sammy wanted to smack that smirk off his face. “Afraid you’re going to lose your precious fee?”

“This is real. Heist is imaginary.”

“You got us this far on your own, Sam,” Cindy said. “Now it’s my turn to help out.”

“She is good thief,” Igor said, nodding. “If she could only steal heater and keep locked doors locked, it would give me peace with my sisters.”

“I’ll get you a stupid heater.” Sammy strolled to the bar. Uncle Danny used to do a show at a bar on Fourteenth Street. It was always a midweek show, and if he got paid it was in drinks. That was the beginning of the end.

“What’ll you have?” Cindy asked, traipsing up behind her.

Sammy turned to her and smiled.

“You don’t want to be bartender, you want to be dancer,” Igor said, nodding to the stage with the pole. “It pays the best.”

“It pays better for you, you mean.”

Igor sighed. “Yes, I get fee.” He walked along the bar, looking toward the back.

“Where is this guy? Sitting in the dark by himself with a bucket?”

“He is not in dark,” Igor said with a sneer. “He is in office. Very busy man, good businessman.”

“Don’t shake his hand, Cindy.”

Cindy covered her mouth, stifling a nervous giggle.

Igor walked back along the bar. “Don’t listen to her. He is honorable man, and this is fine place, very fine place. You have nothing to worry about here.”

“Yeah, the place looks like a jewel,” Sammy said. Something about it looked old, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. A certificate hung off to the side of the bar. The bar on Fourteenth had one too, but she’d never read it. This one was awarded to Jonathan Schlep, allowing him to serve all manner of things. “Is that Johnny?”

Igor and Cindy looked as if they were searching for a picture. Sammy pointed to the name on the certificate.

Igor nodded. “Everything is legal here. No worries.”

“I take it back about the bucket. It’s a pail, a huge pail.”

Igor’s lip curled. “She knows nothing. I have been here when it is open. It is fine place. If I had money, I’d come more.” He smiled, gazing at Cindy’s boobs.

“Eyes off the boobs, Igor.”

“She has nice tits.”

Cindy squeezed Sammy’s hand and whispered, “It’s okay, Sam.”

“When you have nice painting, you don’t put it away in closet,” Igor said. “You hang it in museum for all to see. Same here.”

Maybe that was why the place looked old. It was a museum.

“It is him,” Igor said, nodding to a tall guy walking toward them. Igor extended his hand. “Johnny!”

Jonathan shook his hand as though he wanted to get it over with. He looked like a guy who was always late for something. He was over six feet and skinny but with a potbelly. He seemed more annoyed than happy to see Igor. “What do you got for me today, Igor?”

How many girls had he brought to this creep? Something about Jonathan’s teeth reminded Sammy of a wolf—maybe the incisors were too long. He had a bad toupee, and he leaned back in his stance as if expecting the world had to do something to impress him.

Igor waved Cindy forward. “Step into the light so he can see you.”

Cindy took a hesitant step under the light. She pressed her hands together as if trying to prevent them from fidgeting.

If he’d said anything bad, Sammy would’ve kicked him in the balls, but he grinned that wolfish grin.

Igor twirled his finger. “Turn around. Show him everything.”

Jonathan nodded. “How old?”

“Nineteen or is it twenty?” Igor asked.

Sammy stepped forward. “She’s seventeen and a half.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes and sighed. “How many times do I have to tell you they have to be at least eighteen?”

“She looks at least nineteen, Johnny. Doesn’t she?”

“It doesn’t matter what she looks like. It’s what I can prove.”

“I get ID card. She’ll be nineteen and a half.”

“Like that last girl you got me who was supposed to be nineteen.”

“She was stupid girl. She went to cheap place for ID. I go to good place.”

Jonathan studied Cindy as if he wasn’t sure she was worth the trouble.

“She is beautiful girl, yes?” Igor asked, looking up at Jonathan. “She will bring smile to many customers.”

“If you get me a good ID card, I’ll make her a hostess.”

“Hostess is good, right? Full fee?”

“Hostess is half fee. If she becomes a dancer when she really turns eighteen, then you’ll get the other half.”

“But Johnny, with the ID—”

Jonathan put his hand up. “That’s the deal. Who’s the kid? Her younger brother?”

“I’m a girl.”

Igor sneered. “Yes, an annoying girl, but a good thief.”

Sammy scowled. “Why don’t you just go outside and scream it out, Igor?”

“Johnny might need something, and you can get it for him. You get job, and I get fee.”

“How old is she? Twelve?”

“How old are you? Seventy?”

Jonathan looked down at her like she was something stuck under his shoe. Igor shook his head, glaring at her.

Sammy sneered back. They were both creeps as far as she could tell.

Jonathan stepped up to Cindy and smiled. “What’s your name, doll?”

“She’s not a blowup toy you spend your nights with.”

Jonathan spun back. “Is there a lawn nearby where we can drop this gnome?”

“Gnome?”

Igor stepped in front of her. “What are you doing?”

Sammy sidestepped him. “How many rats had to die to make that rug you dropped on your head?”

Jonathan glared. “Who is she? Who is she really?”

Igor grabbed her by the arm and pulled her away. “Nobody, Johnny, nobody.”

Sammy looked toward Cindy, figuring she’d be right behind her, but Cindy looked away. Was she embarrassed?

Igor dragged her to the door. She offered no resistance. “Stupid girl. Stupid, stupid girl.”

“Let go of me,” Sammy said, pulling free of his grip.

“You almost cost Cindy job. She is smart and kept her mouth shut. Not like you, stupid girl.”

“You mean you almost lost your fee.”

He sighed. “Half fee and she gets job.”

“Yeah, what a great job that is.”

“What job can she do? She is runaway girl with no money.”

Sammy looked away. She had no answer.

“And you could’ve gotten work if you kept mouth shut.”

“I don’t need work from him.”

“Oh, big heist that will solve all problems,” he said with a mocking laugh. “You are little girl with big dreams and no ideas.” He shook his head and walked back into the club.

Sammy took off down the street, running.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twelve

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy put the boxes down by the curb on the corner of Eighteenth and Second. She’d been carrying them since noon today. Whoever said stealing was easy didn’t know what they were talking about.

Thugs stole by putting a gun to the head or yanking a chain from the neck. Sammy used the light touch. Open the snap and let it fall into her hand. Then they’d think they lost it, or it was old and the chain broke. People lost things all the time, especially people with money. Stood to reason if they had more things, they had more things to lose. So if they lost a necklace or bracelet, they’d go out and buy another one, maybe two. Could be they have so many, they don’t even care if they lose it.

One of those square sanitation bots rolled toward her with the trailing refuse bin close behind. The bin and the robot were forest green with yellow trim. It had the “green is clean” slogan brandished across its broad front. A few well-placed bearings would change the slogan to “green is dead.”

It stopped by her pile and extended its arm toward her boxes.

“Hey, that’s my stuff.” Sammy jabbed its arm. It didn’t even budge. Probably take more than a few bearings to stop this hunk of junk.

“Scanning indicates that this is refuse.”

“Want to see refuse? Look in the mirror.”

“If this interaction has been unsatisfactory, say yes.”

Sammy just stared at the robot. She wouldn’t play its game.

“If you would like to make suggestions for improved interactions in the future, please speak clearly.”

“Roll over to the nearest dock and take up swimming. How’s that for a suggestion?”

The red light in the front blinked for a few moments as if it were waiting for something else. “Thank you for your suggestion. At the Department of Sanitation, we take your input seriously so we can make our city green. Remember, green is clean.”

It retracted its arms and rolled off. The bin dutifully followed.

Sammy felt her pocket for the stash. She had three necklaces and one bracelet. The one she got the bracelet from had a nice necklace, but the clasp didn’t fall right. She had a fifth, but the lady spotted the necklace before Sammy could hide it under the box. Did she have enough for the holo-screen?

Sammy scanned the area. There weren’t many people out and what there were, none looked as if they had a decent job. She thought this was a nice area. There were a couple of expensive apartments on Twentieth. Was everyone home already?

A lady turned the corner at the end of the block. She looked business, and her walk wasn’t rushed. Sammy picked up the boxes and headed toward her. She pretended to trip, spilling the boxes. The lady bent down to help her. The necklace was middling, but the clasp was within easy reach.

“Let me help you with these,” the lady said. She had a warm smile.

Sammy hated when they had the warm smile. She’d take the annoyed scowl, another dumb-clumsy-kid look any day.

“If you’re not going far, I can carry some of these for you.”

“That’s okay.”

The lady crinkled her nose. “This one doesn’t smell too good.”

That one did smell like old fish. “It’s for the cat. He’ll eat anything.”

She chuckled. “Can we trade cats?”

Sammy remembered spotting Igor’s sister’s cat in the back courtyard. “Mine’s gray and black, kind of like a tiger.”

“He must be pretty.”

Sammy tried to remember more, but she’d never gotten that close. “He’s okay, but I don’t think he’ll win any awards for looks.”

The lady smiled, looking down at her with a slight tilt of the head. “What’s his name?”

“Cat.”

“Your cat’s name is Cat?”

She thought about calling him Tiger, but it sounded like a stupid name for a cat. “It’s not a good name?”

The lady laughed. “You remind me a little bit of someone I know.”

“Yeah? Who?”

Her eyes strayed as if she wasn’t sure she should say. “My daughter, Beth.”

The lady definitely had a mother vibe. “She looks like me?”

“More in other ways.”

Sammy had the boxes stacked. Lift the boxes, drop a couple, and when the lady bent down again, undo the clasp and let the necklace drop in her hands.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to help you with those? I wouldn’t want Cat to go hungry.”

Sammy stood, balancing the boxes. “Thanks, but I got it.”

“Be careful now,” the lady shouted to her.

A block away, Sammy dropped the boxes by the curb. She hoped three necklaces and a bracelet were enough for the holo-screen tablet.

The pawn shop was cast in the orange haze of the setting sun, making it look even more run-down. The guy looked up from a tablet and smiled. He bent down and set an orange-and-red box on the counter. “Look what I found.”

Uncle Danny had tapped the empty box with his magic wand, opened the lid, and pulled out a white stuffed rabbit. He’d put the rabbit back, tapped on the box twice, and pulled out a black one.

Sammy opened the lid. No white or black rabbit.

“After the last time, I looked in the back room and found a bunch of his old tricks. Don’t know why I took them. This stuff never sells.”

“Do you know how it works?”

He laughed. “Not a clue.”

Sammy closed the box, remembering Uncle Danny always saying, “A magician never tells his secrets.”

“Do you want to see some of his other stuff?”

“Always wondered what happened to his tricks.”

“Whenever he’d come in, he’d tell me not to sell it, and one day he’d buy it all back from me. I’ve heard that song before, so I wasn’t buying it, but when he talked about you, I thought he might be the one in a hundred.”

“What did he say?”

“He gushed on so much I didn’t know what to think.”

Sammy ran her finger along the edge of the box. She couldn’t ever remember him saying anything about her.

“Do you want to look at the other stuff or not?”

“I’m here for a tablet, but if you can hold onto them, I’d like to buy them someday.”

He put the box on the floor and took a tablet out of the case.

Sammy flicked it on, but it was a flat screen. “I need the holo-screen version.”

He sighed, shifting in his chair. “You have cash?”

Sammy felt for the thicker-chained necklace and laid it out on the counter.

“It’s not enough, kid.”

Sammy laid the second necklace on the counter.

He grinned. “You’re Danny’s kid all right. Empty out what you got. I usually only take cash for holo-screens.”

Sammy put the other necklace and the bracelet on the counter. Was it a mistake not taking that last necklace?

“You’ve been busy,” he said, glancing back at her, then dropped the jewelry onto the scale. He stared at the scale, rocking back and forth.

Sammy checked her pockets, hoping she had something else to tip the scales. She only had a handful of bearings.

“I’m sure I could get more for it,” he said, walking to the back room. He returned and slid the tablet onto the counter. It was larger and thicker with a ridge around the edge.

Sammy looked for a switch. “How do you turn it on?”

He drew a circle over the screen, and up popped a pad with the setting selections. “You ever use one?”

Sammy shook her head. It did remind her of the big building screens in Midtown. She flicked her finger through the projection, and part of the screen briefly twirled like eddies in a pool of cloudy water.

“It’s used and not the latest version, but still expensive. Off.”

The projection collapsed in on itself. Wow. She could spend hours just playing with the screen.

“So you want it? Like I said, I could probably get more for it.”

Sammy nodded, hoping he wouldn’t change his mind.

“There’s a cover here somewhere to protect the screen,” he said, turning around and rifling through the cabinet. “I have the box here too if you want.”

“I guess.”

“Might as well.”

“Thanks,” Sammy said, taking the box from him. “I’m Sam.”

He nodded to her. “Arnie.”

“I’m going to buy back Uncle Danny’s tricks when I get enough money.”

He grinned, dropping the jewelry into the drawer. “Sure, kid.”

“It’s Sam, and I ain’t a kid.”

Arnie laughed. “Yeah, definitely Danny’s kid.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy hid behind a large sycamore across the street and down the block from Gladys’s house. The twins emerged from the front door dressed in their blue coats and red knapsacks she’d gotten them last year. Gladys wasn’t following today. Sammy waited for them to cross the street to the next block before jogging up behind them.

She walked with them for a few steps. “You two know of any candy-monster-slaying twins?”

The twins spun around, wonder etched in their faces. Jenna ran up and hugged her. Justin held back, trying to get a pout going as though he was mad at her.

Sammy held Jenna with one arm and extended the other for him. “I don’t get a hug?”

Justin turned away. “Why did you go?”

“I had to, sweetie. I didn’t want to go.”

Jenna stepped back. “Can we go to your new home, Sammy?”

Sammy ran her fingers through Jenna’s hair. “I wish you could, but things are tough right now.”

“When things get better then?”

“That won’t be for a while, sweetie.”

“Nobody wants us,” Justin said.

Jenna cast her eyes down. 

Sammy simmered. “What happened?”

Jenna toed a patch of dirt. “We heard Momma Gladys talking to Mark, saying no one will adopt us.”

That miserable witch.

“Justin hit Momma Gladys and said he hated her. She sent him to bed without dinner.”

Justin crunched his face into a scowl. “I hate everyone.”

Sammy stroked his arm. “Do you hate me?”

He turned away, trying to hold onto his anger.

“Can’t you look at me, sweetie?”

He turned toward her, looking down.

She caressed his cheek. “I love you.”

His lip trembled and his eyes welled. “Why’d you have to go?”

Sammy pulled him to her, stroking his back as he wept on her shoulder. Jenna put her arms around both of them.

“I love you two. Don’t you ever forget that.”

Jenna rubbed her cheek into Sammy’s shoulder. “I love you, Sammy.”

Justin leaned back and nodded to her, running his sleeve over his face.

“Look at us, must be a sad sight.” Sammy kissed their heads and stood. “Let’s get you off to school.”

“I don’t want to go,” Justin said.

Jenna looked up at her. “Can we stay with you today?”

“You two trying to get me in trouble?”

They shook their heads, their faces angelic.

Sammy ushered them ahead. “Then let’s go.”

They trudged up the block. Jenna turned to her. “You can come back, Sammy.” Her eyes were wide with expectation. “I bet Momma Gladys will let you back.”

“Momma Gladys is mad at Sammy for throwing the bearings at her,” Justin said.

“I didn’t throw them at her. I threw them up in the tree, and she just happened to be walking under it.”

“I thought a bunch of bees got her,” Jenna said.

Sammy bit her lip to keep from grinning. “I did a bad thing.”

“Can I have some of those bearings?” Justin asked with Jenna pleading for a handful.

Sammy tickled their sides. “Now I know you two are trying to get me in trouble.”

They squirmed and dashed up the block.

Sammy caught up with them, asking if anyone came by the house recently. They shook their heads.

The cops could’ve come by when they were asleep or at school. Gladys would have to call the state and notify that she and Cindy were runaways. She’d probably wait until after the check cleared. “Have you been keeping up with your homework?”

Jenna bit her lip, and Justin looked sheepish.

“I’m gone a few days and everything goes down the toilet?”

“I miss you, Sammy,” Jenna said.

Justin nodded. “Me too.”

“Okay, I’ll make it a third,” Sammy said, pulling out the state tablet from Jenna’s knapsack. She quizzed them on adding and subtracting as they walked up to the next block.

“We know you’re both math whizzes. Let’s try some reading.” Sammy flipped through the screens. She had forgotten how bad these tablets were.

“It’s so much better with you, Sammy,” Jenna said.

Justin tugged on Sammy’s shirt. “We like it the way you do it.”

Sammy bent down next to them. “You can help each other like how I’m helping you. Remember, no matter what happens you got each other.”

Jenna’s eyes widened and her forehead creased. “You’re not going away, are you?”

“Going away? I’ll be around so much you’ll get sick of me.”

Jenna smiled, looping her arms around Sammy’s neck.

“Let’s do one reading, then off to school you go, okay?”

They nodded with rapt attention.

Sammy stopped a block away from school and read the passage. It was as dry as she remembered. She tried her best to liven it up, then peppered them with questions as they resumed their walk.

Sammy slipped the tablet back into Jenna’s knapsack. “I’m walking with a couple of geniuses. Next time you’ll be reading me the story.”

“We can’t read as good as you, Sammy,” Jenna said.

“If you practice real hard, you’ll read better.”

The schoolyard was fenced in, and the doors were opened, but there were still a lot of kids in the yard. Sammy wasn’t eager to see them go. She looked down at them and brushed their cheeks.

Justin smiled. “You got candy?”

Jenna scowled at him. “Is that all you ever think about, Justin?”

“You like candy too, Jenna.”

“You’ll never defeat the candy monster if you’re fighting amongst yourselves. Remember what I said.”

They both looked down, grudgingly reciting, “We’re stronger together.”

“So you didn’t forget everything,” Sammy said, tapping their noses. “You can’t expect me to defeat the candy monster all the time.” It had always begun that way.

They both looked up with widening grins. “Did you?” Justin asked.

Jenna nodded. “I bet you did.”

“It was just me against the Lord of the Nut Crunch. He stood as tall as a house, guarding his treasure of chocolate nuggets.”

“Did he have horns?” Jenna asked.

“No, but he had thorns all over his body, and if you got close enough to him, he’d cut you in half.”

Their eyes opened wide with wonder.

Sammy swooped down with an exaggerated motion. “‘Stay away from my candy,’ he said, trying to swipe at me with his massive arms.”

The twins squealed and ran to the fence. Sammy stomped off after them, swinging her arms in a big, slow, looping motion. The twins braced themselves.

“I knew I couldn’t get at the candy cache, but there was a little candy bush off to the side and hanging there was this one wrapper, so I ducked under his sweeping hand, scooped up that one wrapper, and ran for my life.” Sammy pulled out the candy she’d taken from Vinnie’s restaurant, ripped open the wrapper, and handed one piece to each of them.

They gleefully chomped on the chocolate nougat candy. The schoolyard was emptying. Would it be so bad if they missed a day? She bent down and hugged them. “Love you guys.”

The doors closed soon after they disappeared inside. She stood by the fence for a while, then walked away.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat next to Igor at the dining room table and flicked a finger through the holo display of black marbles rolling through a tube. It was supposed to be electrons going through a circuit.

“Why do you keep doing that?” Igor said. “It is very annoying.”

“I don’t need to build an alarm. I just need to disable one.”

“You need to understand basics.”

“Of alarms, not electricity.”

Igor rolled his eyes. “I knew this was mistake.”

“Just show me one alarm and how to disable it.”

“You have alarm in mind?”

“You pick one.”

“Why? So you can ask me hundred questions about things you know nothing about?”

“One of them won’t be which direction the electrons are flowing.”

“No, it will be ‘what is this’ and ‘what is that.’”

“Afraid you won’t be able to answer it?”

“No,” Igor said, “you won’t be able to understand.”

“I bet you’ve never even seen an alarm and don’t know how to explain anything about it.”

“You are impossible!”

The front door opened. “I can hear you yelling from the hallway,” Cindy said.

“It’s a Russian thing.”

Igor sneered. “It’s a you thing.”

“I bet he’s got a doozy of a favor he wants from me and figures if he drags it out for weeks, I’ll have to pay big.”

“You expect to understand all about alarms in hours?”

“If you taught me all that you knew, it’d be minutes.”

“You see how she is? She is impossible, yes?”

Cindy plopped into the chair and kicked her shoes off. “It’s all gobbledygook to me.”

Sammy grinned. “That’s okay, Cindy. It’s all gobbledygook to Igor too.”

“She is the worst kind of stupid. She thinks she knows everything.”

“I know a phony when I spot one, that’s for sure.”

“She knows nothing.”

Cindy massaged the balls of her feet. “You two should call it a night.”

Sammy twirled her fingers through the electron-flowing display. It reminded her of running her fingers through muddy water.

“Off,” Igor said with a maniacal glee in his eyes.

Sammy shrugged and stepped away from the table. “New dress?”

Cindy sat up to give Sammy a better view. “You like it?”

“Either your boobs are getting bigger or the dress is running lower.”

Cindy stared down. “You think it’s too low?”

“It is beautiful. Don’t listen to her.”

“There’s your answer,” Sammy said. “I guess it’s about right for that place.”

“You should see the place at night, Sam. Fine linens for the tablecloth with candles and fancy cups and glasses. And the guys are really nice. I thought they might be creepy, but they aren’t.”

“So Jonathan’s the only creep in the place?”

“Johnny ain’t bad. He treats all the girls good.”

It’s Johnny now.

“I said you would like him.” Igor glanced back at Sammy.

Sammy rolled her eyes. “How much is he paying you?”

“I’m still in training, and I need clothes—”

“He’s not paying you anything?”

“I got to get clothes and those cost money.”

“Yes, clothes cost money,” Igor said. “You should steal some. It couldn’t hurt.”

Sammy looked down at her T-shirt and jeans. “Yeah, maybe I should steal a dress. What size do you wear?” she asked, turning to Igor.

“I do not wear dress. Why do you ask that?”

Sammy shrugged. “It couldn’t hurt.”

“You are stupid girl, saying stupid things,” Igor said, marching out.

Sammy sat across from Cindy. “I thought I’d never get rid of him.”

“Shouldn’t you be nicer to him?”

Sammy hadn’t seen him with the bow knife since that first night. She’d seen all kinds, and he seemed more like the threatening type. That reminded her. She had to get more ball bearings, but her stash was in the shed behind Gladys’s house.

“Isn’t he our landlord?”

Sammy propped her feet on the low table. “He’s a squatter just like us.”

Cindy glanced over at her as if to say something. She reached down and worked the backs of her legs. “I’m not used to all that standing.”

“How are you going to fare with the dance pole?” Sammy said under her breath.

“What?”

Sammy shook her head. “Nothing.”

Cindy stretched her leg. “What’ve you been up to?”

“Getting enough money together for the tablet. Not sure it’ll help me with the alarms, but the display is fun to play with.”

“Wish I could do things like that.”

“Why? You got Johnny.”

“So that’s it,” Cindy said, her tone noticeably sharper.

Sammy studied her. “What?”

“You’re mad at me for taking the job, aren’t you?”

“If you don’t mind guys staring at your boobs all day, who am I to say different.”

“It must be nice being you. If you need something, you go through your bag of tricks and there it is like magic.”

“It’s not like that. Everybody thinks it’s easy, but it’s not.”

“It’s impossible for me,” Cindy said, her voice halting. Tears welled up. “I’m just trying to hold on, and I don’t know if I can.”

Sammy slid over next to her. “Sorry, Cindy. I was just being a jerk.” Sammy rubbed Cindy’s arms. “I thought you could do better, that’s all.”

Cindy wiped her cheek. “The only thing I have that’s worth anything is these damn boobs.”

“Who said that? Johnny?”

“Nobody said anything. I got two eyes. You have more smarts than three of me.”

Sammy looked away. “I’m not that smart.”

“You read a little booklet and in no time you’re picking every lock.”

Did she tell her that she was using Uncle Danny’s locked-picking set?

“Now you’re talking about stuff I wouldn’t begin to understand.”

“I don’t understand it either.”

“You will. You always do. Take school—”

“It was a stupid entrance test. You just tell them what they want to hear.”

Cindy spouted a nervous laugh. “Like I know how to do that? You weren’t even going to school.”

“I went to school.”

“One year?”

“I went to school before that,” Sammy said, remembering Uncle Danny pulling a coin from behind her ear and giving it to her for lunch money.

“How old were you then? Seven, eight?”

“I was a weird kid. I read a lot.”

Cindy looked down at her lap, rolling the dress between her fingers. “It’s all my fault we’re in this mess.”

“What mess? This place never looked better.”

Cindy grinned. “You were the smart kid in a good school. You could’ve gone on to college and gotten a good job.”

Sammy leaned into Cindy. “It’s all a con. They’re training a bunch of seals to jump through hoops. Do you want me to turn into a seal barking for a fish?”

Cindy chuckled. “I’d like just five minutes to see the world through your eyes.”

“If you did that, you’d go around screaming, ‘Make it stop! Make it stop!’”

Cindy reached out and squeezed Sammy’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here, even if it makes me a horrible person.”

“We can be horrible together. We’ll lock Igor’s door and glue it so he can’t open it.”

Cindy leaned back and shook her head. She smiled a warm smile.

“Can’t understand why door won’t open,” Sammy said in her best imitation of Igor.

They both laughed.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifteen

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy crouched next to the building across the street from the hardware store, now darkened and closed. She’d stopped by yesterday and checked out the heaters on sale. She was looking for a bigger discount.

The lockpicks and the jumper wires were in her coat pocket. Once she opened the front door, the alarm would count down to thirty seconds before sounding. She’d have to pop the covers off, jumper J1 and J3 together—that stopped the timer—and then jumper J9 and J11. That would reset the alarm. She had five seconds for the reset.

Sammy had discovered all she needed about alarms on the site “Hack the alarm.” It went over some of the basics in case the model changed slightly. At worst, she could run. It wasn’t the type of neighborhood where drones circled over.

A lone boxy transporter buzzed up the street. Other than that it was quiet. Sammy worked the lock with the picks, finding each tumbler seemed to take forever. The last tumbler clicked. She stuffed the picks into one pocket and pulled out the jumpers from the other. She rushed through the door, then took five steps to the alarm box on the wall.

Sammy fumbled for the cover. It had a latch on each side that had to be popped open. She found one and ran her fingers along the side for the other. It wasn’t there. Was it broken off? She pulled on the cover. The unlatched side slipped off, but the other side barely budged. She pushed it back, seating it against the wall, and pulled hard. The cover gave way. Sammy fell back, banging her head against the bin of wrenches behind her.

The circuit board had enough glowing LED lights to help her find her way to the jumpers. The countdown clock registered fourteen seconds. Did she lose the jumper wires? She had them in her hand. Nine seconds to go. They must be by the cover. Sammy moved the cover to the side and shook it. Nothing. Four seconds remaining. Sammy felt the floor behind her, cursing herself for not bringing more jumpers. Two seconds to go. She found a wire and hooked one end. The clock clicked zero. She hooked the other end. Was she in time? Should she run?

It was quiet but the clock was counting down from five…four… She forgot about the reset. She leaped up, looking for the other jumper. Two seconds to go. She’d never make it. Wait! The reset is just a trigger. Sammy grabbed a wrench and shoved the metal tip between the two jumpers. She stared at the blank clock.

The LED on top of the board was still flashing red, then went dark. It was supposed to be green. Why wasn’t it green? The LED flashed green.

Sammy let out a deep breath, pulled off the jumper, and pushed the cover back on. The door was still open! She dashed over and closed it. The heaters were in the back on a display table. She picked one under the clearance sign.

Sammy walked to the bins along the wall behind the heater display, drumming on the box. There was enough light from the street for her to spot the fireworks sign, but not enough to see what type they were. She dug into a bin and pulled out a handful of little balls with wicks. She stuffed them into her pocket. She tried another bin, pulling out sticks with pencil-like tubes attached to one end. A type of rocket, she figured and shoved them into the other pocket. The last bin of fireworks had candle-like tubes, and she took a few of them too.

She walked toward the door, looking if anyone was out front. A guy strolled right by the front door. Sammy dived, knocking over the bin of wrenches. If he didn’t see her, he must’ve heard the crash. She lay still, looking up at the window. It was quiet. She rose slowly. Whoever it was didn’t stick around.

Sammy knelt, quietly loading the spilled wrenches into the bin. “Okay, lost points on stealth.”

She froze. Creaking steps approached from the back.

A row of lights in the back flashed on. “Who’s there?”

The man sounded like the cranky owner. Did he sleep here?

“I have a gun, and I’m not afraid to use it.”

Sammy crawled to the bins lined up by the door. She’d have to stand and pull the door open to get out, making her a good target.

From the back of the place, a figure emerged. He had a gun all right, and she figured he was ornery enough to use it. She reached into her pocket for the bearings. Damn! She’d forgotten to get more. She plucked out the few she had.

“Ginger, stay back. Don’t want to shoot you.”

She had to be smart on how to use the few bearings. A diversion was her best option.

“Ginger!”

A pug was at the back end of the aisle, leaning forward and growling.

The last thing she needed was a dog to tell him where to shoot. She needed two diversions now. She’d better get this right because there wouldn’t be any second chances.

The pug took a couple of quick steps, growling as if it were a Doberman.

Sammy tossed a few bearings against the base of the register counter. The pug chased the bearings as they bounced and ricocheted off the wall. She took what was left and flung them at the pots-and-pans section hanging along the back wall. They rattled like distant gunfire. The guy jumped back, aiming his gun at the pans. Sammy leaped up and ran for the door, yanked it open, and dashed out. The door’s glass exploded behind her.

Sammy ran with the heater under her arm, looking back at the store. The glass from the door had spilled onto the sidewalk. Sammy kept going until her legs burned and her breath choked. She collapsed against the side of a building.

None of the buildings looked familiar. A drone looped over the building across the street from her then disappeared out of view. Was it looking for her? She waited a while for the drone to make another loop, but it never did. She walked up a few blocks, hoping to see something familiar. A block over displayed the flickering of a building’s side-screen.

She was near Midtown by Times Square Park. She could cross the park and head south to get back to the apartment. The park was empty, except for a few on the periphery, wandering about like lost souls.

A screen flashed behind her as if a giant door had opened, and out rolled Barb, the toothpaste lady, smiling in a bathroom mirror and flashing enough pearly whites to make a shark envious.

“Barb, get a life,” Sammy shouted. She and Uncle Danny used to come here late when it was quiet like this and have fun with the product shills.

Barb waved as if they were on ships going in opposite directions. 

Saul, the laundry-detergent guy, stood in front of a giant washer with enough dirty clothes to make a laundry bot pop a spring. He tossed the clothes into the washer with abandon, talking how his detergent would get whiter whites without dulling the darker darks. All that talk made her head spin.

Raul, the pastry guy, was next, wanting her to take a bite of his blueberry muffins. “They’ll melt in your mouth.” 

Sammy could’ve sworn she smelled the muffins. “I don’t want your stupid muffins, Raul, okay?”

Marge, the mop lady, thrust the mop in front of Sammy, trying to make her feel guilty about dirty floors.

Sammy had enough and ran through the ghostly screen figures descending on her like locusts from a plague. At the edge of the park, the figures gathered around as if cheering at a game, waving at her to join them.

“Geez, if that ain’t creepy, nothing is.” Sammy walked back home with the heater under her arm.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Sixteen

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy stared at another alarm system diagram, the third one since breaking into the hardware store a week ago. This one had motion-sensor inputs and dual-level monitoring for piggybacking other systems. She was sure this would be the one she’d face for a big heist. If she could just find something big enough to steal, they could find a place in the country and raise chickens and whatever else they needed to live on. It wouldn’t even have to be that big of a heist.

She rubbed her eyes and flipped through some of the popular video channels.

Cindy bounced up from the sofa. “Was that Shantou?”

Sammy flipped back. “Snake lady?”

“I heard she got her tongue forked.”

“Sure she wasn’t born that way?”

Cindy gave Sammy a playful jab. The camera view was a full-body long shot. Sammy wanted a close-up to look at the tongue and zoomed in, but the image blurred.

Cindy flicked her fingers. “Back it up.”

“Shouldn’t be fuzzy like that,” Sammy said, zooming out.

Cindy bent down as the camera closed in on Shantou’s finale. Shantou smiled and flicked her snake tongue. 

Cindy put her hand over her mouth. “Oh my God. See that?”

Sammy turned off the tablet. “We should invite her over to take care of our rat problem.” She would’ve usually gotten a laugh from her. 

Cindy just smiled, staring vacantly at the disappeared screen. Jonathan didn’t need her for the second day in a row. He was losing business to another skin joint. Sammy wondered in a town of this size, how could he lose money to a skin joint across town?

Cindy plucked at Sammy’s hair. “Want it styled like Shantou’s?”

“You going to fork my tongue too?”

Cindy shook as if catching a chill.

Cindy had been trying to get Sammy to wear something from her growing collection of makeup. She’d say, “Just a little goes a long way.”

Cindy pulled Sammy’s hair up from the back. “We could try something else.”

“You might want to do it for people who’ll pay, especially with toupee Johnny’s business going down the crapper.”

“Johnny will figure it out.”

“Maybe Igor’s sister’s cat can get him a couple of dead rats to fill out that toupee.”

“A lot of girls will lose their jobs if the club folds.”

“You can get another job, Cindy. You like nice clothes. Get a job in one of those stores.”

“They got bots to do that.”

“I hate those bots,” Sammy said, thinking back to the last time she’d gone to one of those stores. “The bot always takes me to the pre-teen section where some snotty kid whines about some stupid thing.”

“They always get my size right, one time even discouraged me against a dress that made my hips look wide.”

“Damned bots,” Sammy said, picking up the red ball with a tuft of a fuse.

“What’s that?”

“Some kind of firework.” Sammy pinched the fuse. “Hey, do you want to light them off? It’s starting to get dark.”

Cindy grinned wide, looking like a kid with a present.

Sammy snatched her coat off the back of the chair and grabbed a lighter. “Come on. We’ll go in the back.”

Cindy raced ahead, down the steps and to the back door. “It’s locked.”

Sammy fished out her picks. “Igor’s so paranoid.”

“I never get tired of watching you do that.”

Sammy could tell it was a new lock by how easily the pins dropped. When the last pin fell, the door swung open, sending Sammy tumbling through.

Cindy offered her hand. “You okay?”

Sammy nodded, brushing away dirt from the fall. “Didn’t expect that. Igor must be laughing somewhere.”

Most of the courtyard was cluttered with strewn junk. About thirty feet from the door, the space opened up. Two chairs were side by side, facing out.

Sammy held out a sampling of the fireworks for Cindy to choose. “Which one do you want to see first?”

Cindy looked them over as if she were picking a card in a game of three-card monte. She tapped the tube.

“Looks like a good one,” Sammy said, fetching the lighter from her pocket. She stood the tube on its end and lit the fuse. It sparkled at first, and then a red ball popped out, tipping the tube over. A green ball popped out next, firing right at their feet. They leaped away from it, but the tube spun again and sent a yellow ball at them.

Cindy giggled, grabbing Sammy’s hand. “This thing’s got it in for us.”

They laughed as they jumped over the shooting colored balls.

Cindy escaped onto a chair, waiting for another ball that never came. “Is that it?”

“Looks like it,” Sammy said, pulling out the little red ball with a fuse and showing Cindy. “This one next?”

“What does it do?”

Sammy shrugged. “I think it explodes.”

Cindy nodded.

“I’ll roll it away so we don’t blow up the building.” Sammy lit the fuse and tossed it. It bounced, wobbling away. The hissing fuse fizzled as it came to a stop.

Cindy looked back at her. “Is it a dud?”

Should she get a stick to poke it? White smoke puffed out, turning more into a spray and filling the courtyard.

“It just makes smoke?”

“Could be a dud.”

“It’d be nice if it exploded and confetti came out.”

Sammy felt for another red ball. “I can try another one.”

“Try the stick one?”

Sammy examined it through the mist. “It looks like it shoots up in the air, a kind of rocket.”

“Then what?”

“Guess we’ll see.” Sammy placed the stick between two bricks and lit the fuse. The little rocket pierced a hole into the mist, sailed high, and crackled into a small starburst.

Cindy leaned back, looking up. “That was nice.”

Sammy nodded. “I like that one the best unless you like getting chased by glowing balls?”

Igor stood by the back door. “What is this! Are you starting fire?”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “It’s just some fireworks.”

Igor marched up to Sammy. “You make smoke like fire, so if drones do not see that, they hear explosion?”

“It was one little rocket, and it didn’t exactly light up the sky.”

“Who says you can light fireworks by building? Who says you open back door?”

“You think you own this place? You’re just a squatter like us.”

“Sam, Igor is just saying we have to be more cautious,” Cindy said, her tone soft. “We’re not exactly in a legal building.”

“She is the smart one here,” Igor said. He turned back and yelled something in Russian to his sister standing by the back door.

His sister looked up at the smoke drifting off like an escaping ghost. She spun and stomped away.

Igor sneered. “I come looking for you with great opportunity. Now, I am not sure I should tell you.”

Cindy put her hand on Igor’s arm. “We’re sorry, Igor. We won’t do anything like this again.”

What was she apologizing to him for?

Igor patted her hand. “I wish you were the thief. It’d be easier to deal with you.”

“You want me to steal something?”

Igor nodded. “It is great opportunity. It’ll help you, you, and me.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you got the order wrong.”

“Help me?” Cindy asked. “How?”

“We should start by asking how it will help him,” Sammy said. “That’ll really tell us how good this opportunity is.”

“Once a stupid girl, always a stupid girl. You get the loaf and I get the crumbs.”

Sammy sighed. “So what’s this great opportunity?”

“Johnny needs you to steal something for him.”

“Her Johnny?” Sammy asked, pointing to Cindy.

He nodded with a big grin. “I convinced him you are good thief.”

“Do you know what he wants her to steal?” Cindy asked.

Sammy snickered. “Yeah, a new head for business.”

Igor’s lip curled. “He wants her to steal Xanadu’s secret to making the psychedelics.”

“He wants me to steal a recipe book?”

Igor scowled. “If it is book, then yes.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to hear him out, Sam,” Cindy said. “If it’ll save his business, he’s got to pay you good money, right?”

Igor nodded. “Be smart for once and listen to her.”

“How do I know he’ll pay?”

“Johnny pays all his debts,” Igor said. “Ask anyone.”

Why her? He didn’t like her and thought she was a kid; now he was asking her to steal something to save his miserable business?

“Well?” Igor asked, eager like a dog waiting for a treat.

“Don’t like it. Can’t he get somebody else to do it?”

“He is honest businessman. You think he has list of thieves to call?”

“He doesn’t even know what I’ve got to steal. What’s with that?”

“Johnny has ideas. We will talk.”

“You hear what Johnny has to say,” Cindy said. “If you like what he’s offering, then you do it.” 

Sammy never liked to agree to something she wasn’t sure about, but in Johnny’s case, she looked forward to saying no to his face. “I’ll hear him out.”

Igor’s sneer melted away. “Smartest thing you said all day. We will leave for club tomorrow at noon.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy, Cindy, and Igor walked into the club, darkened and tomb-like in contrast to the sun-spilled day. A lady in her thirties with big boobs and bigger hips greeted them.

“Janine,” Cindy said, rushing ahead to embrace her.

“Working today, hon?”

Cindy shook her head and turned to Igor. “This is Igor.”

Igor had his creepy smile going. “Do I get hug?”

Janine shook his hand. Her practiced smile held, but the brightness in her eyes dimmed.

“And this is Sam.”

Janine bent down to Sammy’s height. “How are you?” The pitch of her voice was high as if Sammy were all of ten, wearing pigtails and a pinafore dress. “Is this your kid sister?”

“No, she’s a friend.”

Igor chuckled.

Sammy sneered. “What are you laughing at?”

“You dress like boy. What do you expect?”

“We’re here to see Johnny,” Cindy said. “Really them. I’m just tagging along.”

Janine shifted her gaze from Igor to Sammy, looking as if she was trying to figure out the reason for the visit.

“They might be able to get something for Johnny to turn things around.”

Janine tapped Cindy’s arm. “We all know what that is.”

“Yeah, brains,” Sammy said under her breath.

They followed Janine to a roped-in section of tables. She unhooked one of the ropes and waved them through.

“VIP, Janine?” Cindy asked.

“They’re VIP if they can help turn the club around.”

Igor sat tall in his seat. Sammy slumped down next to him, and Cindy needed a nudge.

Janine clipped the rope closed. “I’ll get Johnny.”

“I like the view,” Igor said.

“Feel like fenced-in cattle.”

“Sam, these are the best seats in the club. They’re reserved for only the best clients.”

“She appreciates nothing,” Igor said with a slight curl of the lip.

Sammy rolled her eyes. Uncle Danny used to say power and envy were what stirred the soup. “It’s a con to make people with money feel special, and people like Igor envious. Can’t have one without the other.”

“And who are you? The one who sits on the sides and sneers?”

Sammy patted his arm. “I just feel pity.”

Igor yanked his arm from her.

Sammy chuckled. Cindy paced in front of the table. “You can sit down, Cindy. The chair won’t fling you over the stupid ropes.”

“Johnny didn’t ask me to come, Sam. I’m just tagging along.”

“I’ll tell him I wouldn’t be here without you. Sit down.”

Cindy sat, perched on the edge.

Sammy cupped Cindy’s hand. “If he says anything, I’ll put a fork in his toupee.”

“He’s very sensitive about the hairpiece.”

“How do you think the rats feel?”

Igor huffed. “This was mistake.”

“The only reason Igor’s here is to make sure he gets his fee.”

“I am here to help. You will need much of that.”

Cindy rose and waved at a big-bosomed girl sashaying around the tables. “That’s Ginger,” Cindy said, sitting. “She’s one of the dancers.”

Sammy thought of the pug at the hardware store. She figured the dancer had a bigger bite. “From what I’ve seen, none of them look as good as you.”

Cindy wiggled in her seat and swatted the air.

“Ask Igor. He’ll tell you. He’s an expert in skin joints.”

Igor looked Cindy over with a dreamy smile. “Very nice and smart.”

Sammy handed Igor a napkin. “Got some drool on your chin.” 

Igor glared at Sammy. “Others not so nice.”

Cindy wrung her hands. “Feel like I’m better than everybody else sitting here.”

Sammy chuckled. “That’s the whole idea.”

“She knows everything.”

Sammy sat up, searching the club. “Where is this guy? I should charge him by the hour.”

“You have plans? Want to burn down building?”

“It was a dud firework, Igor.”

Igor shifted in his seat, not quite letting go of his sneer.

“I hope you can get whatever Johnny needs,” Cindy said. “I’d hate to see all these girls lose their jobs.”

“They won’t lose their jobs. They’ll just get hired in the other place. There’s no shortage of…guys like Igor.”

Igor tilted his head toward Sammy. His upper lip seemed to have permanently curled. He noticed Jonathan walking in front of the stage and turned to all smiles. “Let me do the talking.”

“Are you going to do the stealing too?”

Cindy stood, looking slightly flushed. “Hi, Johnny.”

“Looking great, doll,” Johnny said. “Could you be a hon and get me some coffee? Anybody else want anything?”

Igor said he’d take a coffee, and Sammy shook her head, peeved at Cindy for acting like a dog getting kicked off Johnny’s lap.

“She is very good thief, Johnny. She will get you what you need.”

Jonathan looked at Sammy with mild disinterest. He pulled the chair back and sat down. “At least she’ll be the last person they’d expect.”

“Yeah, that’s me, ‘the least expected.’”

Igor flashed her a phony smile, patting her hand a little harder than she’d like. “We know you need the formula for the new psychedelic. Can you tell us anything more?”

“I know they make it on the premise.”

Igor leaned forward. “Don’t they need special equipment to do that?”

Jonathan nodded. “Nobody else does that.”

“So what do you want her to steal? This equipment?”

“The equipment I can get. I need to know how they’re making it.”

“And what would that be?”

Jonathan shrugged. “It could be a computer, an interface, or even a sheet of paper.”

Igor nodded, looking as if he was thinking up another question.

Cindy came by with a tray of coffee and placed a cup in front of each of them. “It’s hot cocoa,” she whispered to Sammy.

Sammy squeezed Cindy’s arm and took a sip. It was pretty good for a skin joint. “So what am I going to steal again?”

Jonathan leaned back, sipping his coffee. “I’m sure Igor can find out.”

“Me?”

“Xanadu is run by the Russians.”

“There are many Russians in city, Johnny. I do not know all of them.”

“At least you know the language.”

Sammy thought Igor’s slice of the loaf just got a bit bigger. “How much do you plan on paying for this information, providing Igor can find out what I have to steal?”

Jonathan rocked in his chair. “I can pay as much as a thousand dollars, but it’s got to work.”

Sammy laughed. “This place must already be in the crapper if that’s all you can afford.”

“I’ve weathered worse things, and I’ll weather this too. Even if you steal the right thing, there’s still a lot of equipment I have to buy.”

“You must’ve gone from A to Z and back again before deciding to talk to me. What happened to the others?”

“There were no others. Igor is the only Russian I know, and he likes you for the job.”

“I’m not going to do it for a thousand bucks.”

Igor put his coffee down. “It is a little low, Johnny.”

“All you have to do is talk Russian to a few of the guys who work at Xanadu. All she has to do is walk into the place pretending to sell Girl Scout cookies and swipe the plans. She’ll make a couple of hundred on the cookies alone.” He grinned, slurping down his coffee. “I’ll go fifteen hundred. Split it any way you want. Not bad for talking to the Russians and pretending to sell cookies.”

Sammy wanted to tell him what he could do with the cookies. “Five thousand, and every time you mention cookies it goes up another thousand.”

Johnny shifted his chair away from the table. “I’m not giving five thousand bucks to some kid.”

“Then get someone else to do it. Hire a kleptomaniac Girl Scout for all I care.”

Johnny took a sip from his coffee, puckering his lips. “I’ll go as high as two thousand. That’s my final offer.”

She had to at least make five grand for her first heist. “Let me make it simple for you, Johnny. Five thousand is the starting point for me. If the job is hard, then the price goes up. That doesn’t include two hundred for expenses to check it out.”

Johnny gave her one of those you-got-to-be-kidding-me looks.

“As soon as I walk away, the price starts at six thousand.”

Johnny shifted in his seat. “Go to hell.”

A couple of the girls were on the stage. One held the pole, leaning back suggestively. The other took her turn and twirled around it. The flat-chested girl among the big-bosomed might just be Sammy’s hell.

“Johnny, if I may,” Igor said, leaning over the table. “You’ll only have to pay us if we get you what you need. Isn’t that worth the price to save your business?”

“There’s equipment I have to buy. I don’t know how much that’ll cost.”

“So you try to cheat us? You think I want to help you? This place can go down the crapper for all I care.”

Johnny spun, knocking his coffee on his lap. He jumped up and stormed off.

“Do you even know how to be nice?” Igor asked.

“He was trying to cheat us, and you know it.”

Igor took a sip of the coffee. “You still could be nicer.”

“I didn’t spit in his face at the Girl Scout cookies remark.”

Igor chuckled. “My sister wants to be Girl Scout; you can show her how to sell cookies.”

“You can shove those cookies.”

Igor grinned, giving her a sideways glance. He leaned over and brushed her shoulder.

“What was that?”

“I saw chips on shoulder.”

Sammy looked up. “Is the paint flaking off in this place?”

“Isn’t that saying, ‘You walk with chip on shoulder’?”

“Mind your own chips,” Sammy said, turning away from Igor. “I should just leave so he can call me back at six thousand.”

“You were smart to challenge offer. Now be smart and make it easy for him to accept.”

“I bet he’s too stubborn.”

Igor lifted the cup to his lips. “Does he remind you of someone?”

“Yeah, you.”

“He is coming.”

“If he gives me another lowball offer, I’m walking out.”

Igor put his cup down. “If you can’t be nice, try to be pleasant.”

Jonathan stopped by the table and slammed down a bunch of twenties. “I expect to hear something from you by the end of the week.” He spun around and marched off.

“Didn’t expect that,” Sammy said, looking back at Igor.

“He knew he had no other choice,” Igor said, gazing at the bills. “I’ll need a twenty for my expenses.”

“What expenses?”

“Whodka.”

“What’s whodka?”

“It is what Russians drink before they start talking.”

Sammy slid him a twenty and stuffed the rest into her pocket.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat next to Igor in the back of the transporter on the way to the other skin joint. Cindy had called for the transporter and said she’d pick them up later when she left work.

Sammy flipped down the back-seat mirror, afraid she’d smudged the makeup Cindy had applied for what seemed like hours. She hardly recognized the face looking back. “Afraid to touch my face.”

Igor shifted in the seat. “You should wear makeup more.”

The blonde wig felt as if it sat too high. She yanked it down. “As long as I look old enough to get in.”

“It is better than dressing like boy.”

“There goes my Girl Scout cookie career.”

Igor’s gaze lingered on the oversized bra. It had enough foam to make a stuffed toy envious. “I would buy cookies.”

Sammy flipped up the mirror. “Typical guy.”

“If you were typical girl, you would be flattered.”

The transporter stopped outside a one-story orange-iridescent building set back about forty feet from the curb. It looked like one of those all-you-can-eat, buffet-style restaurants. She expected to see a fat couple with their two fat kids waddling out. “Is this it?”

Igor ducked down to peek out the window. “Transporter says it is.”

A large screen along the side flashed “Xanadu.” A big-boobed girl waved them to come on in. “Yeah, this is the place.”

Sammy stepped out, holding the door to steady herself on the platform shoes. “I’ll never get used to these.”

Igor slid out, stuffing the bottle of vodka into his coat pocket. He glanced down at her shoes. “They give nice shape to legs.”

“Am I supposed to say thank you?”

Igor shook his head and closed the door. “Go. We have jobs to do.”

Sammy followed Igor along the sloping path. “I feel like I’m overdressed.”

“I go in back, and you go inside.”

“Got to go to that skin joint by myself?”

“I do it every time.”

“You’re a guy.”

“It is harder for me not to go in.”

He walked along the side of the building, disappearing into the shadows. Sammy heard a loud exchange in Russian. She wasn’t sure if they were arguing or just talking.

A car screeched to a halt in front of the place. It was long and sleek with an ebony glow. Like most cars it had a driver, who was a girl in her twenties, dressed in all black—a sleeveless shirt, short skirt, and black stockings. She was tall and slender, towering over the roof of the car with her six-inch heels. She opened the back door and out stepped a guy dressed in golden yellow from his bowler hat to his patent leather shoes.

The girl’s movements seemed jerky as if her arms and legs were too long for accomplishing anything gracefully. The guy took his time preening. Sammy figured he was as much as thirty, and if he had a mirror, he’d fall in love.

The guy walked with an exaggerated strut, the golden-yellow suit pulsing. The girl sauntered up beside him with long, silky strides; her legs seemed to arrive moments before the rest of her.

She stopped by Sammy and looked down at her with a smirk as if she could see through the wig and phony boobs. “A little bird.”

The guy turned back, looking from long-legged spider girl to Sammy. “Need an invitation, sugar?” The pitch of his voice seemed too high for a guy of his size and his tone overly playful. Nothing about them seemed right.

“Come on in, little bird. I won’t bite,” she said, tracing her finger under Sammy’s chin. “Maybe a nibble.”

The place must attract all the crazies. Sammy scooted behind the guy in the golden suit and glanced back at Spider Girl, hoping she didn’t try to bite her head off. The wig might be a deterrent.

A guy the size of a mountain opened the door for them. A lady greeted them a few steps inside with a big, cheery smile as though they were good friends. She led them to a roped-in VIP section.

Sammy veered away, but Spider Girl grabbed her hand. “This way, little bird.”

“I think you’re confusing me with somebody else.”

“I never confuse my little birds,” she said, pulling Sammy to the table.

Sammy went along to avoid a commotion.

The golden guy sat at the table with his legs spread wide. “Sit and tell us all about yourself, sugar.”

“Got to get something,” Sammy said, hitching her thumb.

“Now, what kind of host would I be if I didn’t get what you needed?”

Sammy leaned over the table. “I got to pee.”

Spider Girl pushed a bowl of mixed snacks toward her. “If you don’t mind them a little wet.”

Sammy stepped back. “Eew!”

Spider Girl plucked a kernel of popcorn from the bowl and popped it into her mouth. She chewed, staring at Sammy as if waiting for her to say something else.

Sammy spun away and got as far from the table as she could. She followed waitresses getting drinks, appetizers, or snack-bowl refills, but psychedelics were never mentioned. Then she spotted a girl dressed in a white shirt and black vest, carrying a slim wooden box. A table of suits waved the girl over.

A guy at the end tapped his phone. “Four psychs.”

“Pills or strips?” she asked, placing the box on the table.

They settled on pills. The girl pulled a side lever, dropping the four dark-green pills onto the table.

Sammy spotted another girl with a box passing through a door just right of the kitchen. It didn’t have a card reader. How did they get in?

A huge guy strolled up to her. “Can I help you?” He had an edge to his voice to show he wasn’t really interested in helping.

Sammy straightened her bra. “Looking for the bathroom.”

He nodded to the other side of the place, his face like stone.

Yeah, she wasn’t the first one to try to get into that room. Halfway across the place, she turned back. He was still watching her. She wasn’t getting through that door. The place might just be too hot to get Johnny’s recipes.

Sammy slipped into the bathroom. One of the pads from the left cup slipped out. A girl was leaning over the sink with a slight sway in her stance as if moving to a beat. The end stall was occupied. Sammy went to the stall two over.

“It’s freezing in here,” the girl in the end stall shouted, then peed into the bowl.

“Ugh, there should be a law against talking while peeing.” Sammy unzipped the back of her dress.

“It’s blowing right on me,” the girl shouted.

Sammy took the bra off and tightened the strap, then shoved the pads in. Between the pads and the wig, she was warm and could use a cool blast. She looked up and spotted the air-conditioning duct, which ran along the wall to the end stall with a low-hanging vent. It was a big old industrial version, big enough for her to fit into.

After the two left, Sammy raced to the end stall. She took off the platform shoes, held onto the divider, and stood up on the seat. She was still too short to reach the vent. She stepped onto the flush pipe and held the duct with one hand and probed the vent with the other. The latch clicked, sending the vent swinging open.

She’d have to swing like on the uneven bars at the Gymnastics Center to get in, and she wouldn’t be able to do it in a dress. The only problem was she’d be crawling through the cold confines in her underwear.

Sammy climbed down and laid the dress over the shoes as if she were sitting down. She checked the bra pads to make sure they were secure. It’d be the only thing keeping her warm. She climbed back up to the vent, grabbed hold of the opening, then swung back and forth until she had enough momentum to pull herself in.

Sammy closed the vent and crawled on her hands and knees, finding that if she moved quickly, the cold didn’t bother her. She followed the duct around bends and turns until she came to a point where it branched. She followed the branch, then stopped at the first vent and spotted a red-tiled floor and stacked pots on a stainless-steel table. It was the kitchen. She backed out and crawled another fifteen feet to the next branch. The kitchen was next to the psychedelic room, so this had to be it.

The first vent showed a stainless-steel chute dropping pills into cartridges. She continued along the duct to the next vent and spotted a hopper in front of a conveyor belt. There was no way she could steal that machine. It had to be at least ten feet long.

She followed the duct to the back wall, where it turned left. A newer, narrower section continued into another room. She couldn’t fit her shoulders through but managed to duck her head in and peered through a small vent. A guy stood over what looked like a large stainless-steel cooking pot, gauges sticking out of the lid. Was he cooking the psychedelics in that?

Sammy angled her shoulders to get a little deeper into the duct, allowing her a view of the counter to his side. A black brick-shaped computer sat in the middle with a center hole for the holographic display, expensive and only used by big companies and rich people. That she could steal. Farther back was a tray of about a hundred test tubes, reminding her of chemistry class.

She figured whatever she needed to steal had to be in that room. Sammy shivered, rattling the duct. The cold air was swirling at the juncture, turning her into a Popsicle. She had to head back.

Sammy’s teeth were chattering by the time she got to the bathroom. She listened for any sounds, then popped open the vent and dropped down. She sat, rubbing her arms and legs to get warm.

The bathroom door swung open, letting in the sounds of the club. “You’re not trying to avoid me, little bird.”

Spider Girl? Sammy slipped on the dress and had it up about halfway when Spider Girl peered over the stall.

“Do you mind?”

She lingered before drifting back. “I missed my little bird.”

“Why don’t you get a pet?”

“What kind would you suggest?”

“A cat?”

“Cats don’t seem to like me.”

Sammy pulled up the dress and slipped her arms through the sleeves. “I wonder why.”

“Puppy dogs fetch me whatever I need, but I get bored of them. Now little birds are the most fun when I show them how to fly.”

She zipped the back of the dress. “So get a bird.”

“I think I will.”

Sammy stood and slipped her feet into the shoes. The toilet automatically flushed.

Spider Girl leaned back against the sink, making her long black stocking legs appear even longer. She pulled a red lollipop out of her mouth. “Want a lick?”

“No.” Sammy shuffled two sinks over. Her hands were black from the duct.

Spider Girl rolled the lollipop in her mouth, watching Sammy clean up. “Don’t forget the knees. You don’t want to give the impression that you’ve been crawling around where you don’t belong.”

Sammy glanced back at her. What did she know? Would she say anything? The skirt had a slit, exposing one knee. Sammy wiped down both. “Don’t know how I got so dirty.”

“Must be up to some dirty business.”

“Don’t know what you mean.”

She ran her finger along the back of Sammy’s arm. “Cold?”

“The vent was blowing on me.”

Spider Girl rubbed her hands together and clasped Sammy’s arm. “Feels as if all the vents were blowing on you.”

“It sure felt like it.”

She fished out a clear strip from her purse. “I have something that’ll warm you up,” she said, offering the strip to Sammy.

Sammy stared at it. “What is it?”

She grinned, dangling the strip between her fingers. “You really are a young bird.”

“I’m older than I look.”

“I’m sure,” Spider Girl said, peeling the backing off the strip. She took Sammy’s hand and, holding it gently but firmly, pressed the strip to the back of Sammy’s wrist. She stroked the back of the strip, then up the arm. “How’s that?”

Sammy pulled her hand away.

Spider Girl rolled the lollipop in her mouth, then took it out. “I didn’t bite once.”

Sammy rushed to the door. “I’m not sticking around for the nibbling.”

“Fly, little bird, fly,” she called out to Sammy.

Sammy was in the middle of the place and stared at the door where they made the pills, trying to remember the layout of the room from the vantage point of the duct.

The lights dimmed, giving her the sensation of being in a cave. She turned toward a bright light, which streamed through the air like water along a riverbed. It seemed to glow, shining a light on a big snake wrapped around a pole. The snake hissed at mice dressed in short skirts. It slithered on the pole, stirring a fear that had her gasping for breath.

Someone grabbed her from behind. It was the biggest praying mantis she had ever seen. She tried to free herself, but the grip didn’t budge. She figured it was ready to bite her head off. “Choke on the wig,” Sammy kept shouting, trying to wiggle free.

“You better sit down or you might hurt yourself, little bird.”

The tone was soft and calming. She walked with the creature, probably being taken to its lair. She sat down by a table that seemed to roll and pitch. Did she still have her head? It would really suck if she didn’t have a head.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Nineteen

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy stirred awake, seeing the top of a blonde head in her lap. She jumped and the wig tumbled to the floor.

Cindy turned to her. “Sam, you okay?”

Sammy bent over and picked up the wig. “Not sure yet.”

Cindy leaned in close. “How many pills did you take?”

“Pills?” She looked to the back of the place, remembering something about pills. Yeah, there was the machine that made pills. “I had the strangest dream, Cindy. There was this guy that glowed like the sun and some girl that looked like a big spider.”

Spider Girl strutted over with a tall glass and a straw. She shoved the glass in front of Sammy. “Here, drink this, little bird.”

“What is it?”

“Just soda water and a wedge of lime.”

Cindy looked up and smiled. “Hi, I’m Cindy.”

“I’m sure you are.” Spider Girl grinned and walked away.

“She’s tall,” Cindy whispered. “Do you mind if I take a sip?” Cindy took a good tug on the straw before Sammy could warn her.

“Does it taste okay?”

Cindy shrugged. “You might want to squeeze the lime into it.”

Sammy took a little sip and swished it around.

“I tried to get you up, but you were really out of it. Had to let go of the transporter,” Cindy said. “The guy in the yellow suit said he’d pay for another one. You know him?”

“Just met him tonight. I think they want me to join their carnival act.”

“Really?”

“Let’s get out of here.” Sammy stood, feeling a little unsteady.

“You okay?”

Sammy nodded, holding onto the back of the chair. The damned platform shoes didn’t help.

The guy with the golden suit stood by the table. He wasn’t wearing his suit jacket. He held a glass of red wine as if he were holding a tray. “How you feeling, sugar?”

Sammy remembered calling him Golden Boy, and he’d laughed. It’d been a cackling kind of laugh.

He swirled the wine. “Takes a little getting used to.”

“Yeah, must be like hanging.”

He leaned back and laughed. It was the same cackling laugh she remembered. She’d thought it was a dream. He glanced at Spider Girl. “I see why you like her.”

Spider Girl studied Sammy, rocking the chair by the next table over. The club was mostly empty now. She was slumped low, further extending her long legs. Her knees were splayed, opening up her hips for all to come, but her expression was more calculating, discerning, making her look both open and intimidating. “She’s a special little bird.”

“Special?” he asked, brows arched as if he was surprised by anything she said. He raised the glass to Sammy and took a sip.

“Wound a little tight,” Spider Girl said, holding the glass of wine to her lips.

“Must explain my size.”

Golden Boy chuckled, looking back at Spider Girl. “You going to give her the full Tatiana treatment?”

Tatiana swallowed. “I said she was a special little bird.”

“Don’t want her to be passed out all night. Would you say half a strip next time?”

“One lick might do it.”

“One lick?”

Tatiana rubbed the rim of the glass against her lips. “We can start with one lick and work our way up from there.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Sammy whispered to Cindy.

“What about the ride?”

“We’ll walk.”

“Do you know how far it is?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

Cindy approached Golden Boy. “About that ride?”

Tatiana pulled her legs in and sprang up like a giant insect on the attack. She sauntered over and handed Sammy a phone from her pocket. It was one of those expensive ones.

“What do you want me to do with this?”

“We can get a ride with that, Sam.”

“You really are a young hatchling,” Tatiana said, running her finger under Sammy’s chin. “That’s okay. I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”

Sammy handed the phone to Cindy. “Call for the ride and let’s get out of here.”

“Keep it.”

Cindy looked up. “Really?”

“The little bird’s not ready to fly yet.”

Sammy grabbed Cindy’s hand and pulled her out of the place. Tatiana said something, but Sammy kept going.

“You know how expensive this phone is?” Cindy asked, flipping through the phone screens. “There’s a lot of rides on this thing. You just met them tonight?”

“It seems like days.”

“I never get that lucky.”

Sammy looked back. “Feel more like cursed.”

“What’s with the ‘little bird’ name?”

“She’s a kook. They’re both kooks.”

Cindy tapped on the screen. “Where’s Igor?”

“He went in the back. You think he’s still here?”

“If he is, we better find him before we call for a ride.”

Sammy wandered into the back and called out to him. A sidelight cast a shadow on a figure sitting against the building. He uttered a low moan and stirred.

“Is that you, Igor?”

“I would not swear to it,” Igor said. “When everything stops spinning, I will know.”

“You’re drunk?”

“I will never call you stupid girl again.”

“You’re supposed to get them drunk.”

“I am Russian,” he said, raising his finger for emphasis. Then he slumped down. “Maybe I am not Russian. A real Russian would hold whodka better.”

“You’re Russian enough,” Sammy said, pulling on his arm. “Come on. We’re getting out of here.”

Igor stood, holding onto the building to steady himself. “World is still spinning.”

Sammy let him rest on her shoulder. “Yeah, you’re getting a window seat.”

Cindy met them at the corner of the building. “Did somebody beat him up?”

“Self-inflicted,” Sammy said, pulling him from slouching over. “Did you call?”

Cindy nodded. “It’ll be here in a minute and forty-three seconds.”

“Good because if it was a minute and forty-five, I might have to drop him.”

“Want me to get on the other side of him?”

“The farther you stay away, the safer you’ll be.”

Tatiana waltzed out, holding the wig by the hair as if it were a severed head. “Forgot something, little bird.”

Igor leered at her. “Who is that?”

Sammy groaned as Igor put more weight on her. “Tatiana.”

“That is Russian name. She is Russian?”

Tatiana dropped the wig on the top of Sammy’s head and patted it down. “Hope you don’t choke on it.”

“Are you Russian?” Igor asked.

She turned back, looking as if she’d just noticed him. “Only if you’re chasing.”

“What did she say?” Igor asked, gazing from Cindy to Sammy. “I don’t understand.”

The transporter came and Sammy shoved Igor against the opened window, making sure he was leaning out. The wig dropped onto her lap as Cindy closed the door. Sammy turned back to see where Tatiana was. She was gone.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat across the table from Jonathan at the Pleasure Palace. Beside her was Igor, telling him about the computer that had all the recipes.

Jonathan leaned back. “Are you sure that’s it?”

“I spoke to guy who knows him best. He said he is always on computer when mixing batch.”

Jonathan turned to Sammy. “So you know what you have to take?”

“Yeah, a computer that sandwich boy thinks has this recipe.”

Igor spun around. “What is this ‘sandwich boy’? He does more than deliver meals. He helps him.”

“With what? Emptying his trash bins?”

“No, with calibrations.”

“Even if this computer has everything he needs, I don’t like the setup.”

“Setup is easy,” Igor said. “You drop down vent, take computer, and go up vent.”

“I couldn’t get into where they make the pills, so I don’t know what kind of alarms or locks he has. I’d be going in blind.”

“Door has lock. You pick lock. Simple.”

“You said he sleeps in there, so maybe it’s bolted from the inside.”

Igor shook his head. “I’m sure it is not that way.”

Johnny huffed. “Is this where you start to ask for more money?”

“I’m not asking for anything, Johnny. I don’t want to risk my neck to get a stupid computer when I only have the word of the sandwich boy.”

“You call him that because he is Russian,” Igor said.

“He sounds like some gopher who spins tales.”

“I am an engineer. I know what tale is.”

“You weren’t exactly sober.”

“You know everything. Where is recipe if not on computer?”

Sammy shrugged. “Could be anywhere. Could be stitched to his underwear for all I know.”

“If you did not want to do this, you should not have wasted Johnny’s money and time.”

“What about my time? Now all he has to do is pay his cookie-selling Girl Scout to swipe this computer.”

Igor shook his head. “Sorry, Johnny, I thought she was good thief.”

“A good thief wouldn’t even consider this heist. I only did it because of Cindy.”

“You lose nerve?”

“I didn’t lose anything.”

“Maybe you have big heist planned that will solve all problems?”

Sammy turned away. “Screw you.”

“Maybe you have big idea for big heist but lose nerve. What then?”

“It’s my idea, not some stupid recipe heist.”

“You want guarantee? Tell me something that is guaranteed.”

Johnny rested his elbows on the table. “I don’t know what you think of me, and I don’t care, but I don’t have a list of thieves on my contact list. Sure, I know people who know people who could put me in contact with a thief. That gets messy, and I don’t need messy right now.”

“I told her you’re an honest businessman.”

Johnny leaned back. “I don’t do everything aboveboard.”

Igor nodded. “Who does, Johnny?”

“But I’ve never stolen from a competitor,” Johnny said, stabbing the air with his finger. “If they get a hot new dancer, I tip my hat to them. If their service is better, then I have to up my game. This is different; this is a totally different game now.”

“It’s your problem, not mine,” Sammy said.

“You said you did this for Cindy,” Igor said. “Isn’t it her problem?”

“She’ll get another job.”

“Doing what?”

“Anything’s better than a skin joint.”

“Yes, she can help with big plans for heist.”

Sammy rolled her eyes.

“I get it,” Johnny said. “You want things easy. Who doesn’t?”

“But we know nothing is easy, Johnny,” Igor said. “You don’t pay five thousand dollars for easy.”

Johnny stared down into the cup of coffee like it had a message for him. “You know, it might be easier to steal this computer while they’re opened.”

Sammy studied him, looking for signs he was joking. “How’s that easier?”

“You don’t have to deal with locked doors and alarms.”

“Yeah, I’ll tell them as I’m climbing out of the vent, ‘Don’t mind me. I’m just here to steal the computer.’”

“I used to work there back in the day when it was a restaurant, and they had a closet where a wide vent emptied into. From what you said, it sounds like they still have the same system.”

Sammy remembered the duct branching off from the office. It didn’t look like it went far.

“That is brilliant, Johnny. She can drop in closet without anyone seeing her.”

“I still have to come out of the closet without anyone seeing me.”

“Mondays are quieter,” Johnny said. “Your chances are better on Monday.”

“You dress up with phony tits and makeup, they will think you work there,” Igor said, nodding to Johnny who looked dubious. “Makeup and dress make big difference.”

She could wait in the duct for the guy to leave for a bathroom break or whatever, then drop into the closet, dash over to the office, and swipe the computer. She’d need a diversion for it to work, though. In the midst of the chaos, she’d just walk out the door and run for the exits like everyone else.

Johnny sat back in his chair, eyeing her. “You have a couple of days till Monday to think it over or plan it or whatever. If I don’t have it by Tuesday, I’ll make other arrangements.”

“She will do it,” Igor said. “Tell him you’ll do it.”

It’d have to be a good diversion, something where everybody had to scramble. “I’ll think about it.”

“Tuesday,” Johnny said, spinning out of his chair and walking away.

“What is there to think about? He made it easy. It is five thousand dollars. Where else are you going to get that much?”

Sammy got up from the table. “My big heist, of course.”

“Don’t be stupid girl,” Igor said, following her. “Tell Johnny you going to do it.”

“I’ve got till Tuesday.”

 

●●●

 

Sammy walked along the side of Gladys’s house and spotted a shadowy figure through the basement window’s curtains. It had to be Mark. She crept around to the front and opened the door. Justin sat with his back on the seat of a stuffed chair and his feet propped up against the chair’s back. Jenna stood behind him and pushed Justin’s legs forward. Justin somersaulted off the chair.

Sammy smiled. If she hadn’t already know Gladys had left, that would have confirmed it. “Guys.”

“Sammy,” Justin said, scrambling up off the floor. Jenna followed.

Sammy put her finger to her lips. “Quiet.” She looked back for Mark, then waved them out.

“Momma Gladys is playing bingo,” Justin said.

Sammy nodded. “Come on.”

Justin giggled with excitement.

“Where we going, Sammy?” Jenna asked.

Sammy waved them to follow. “Show you something.”

They hiked up two blocks from the house to the only apartment building in the neighborhood. Sammy stopped by the side of the building and pulled a tube from her jacket pocket. “Fireworks.”

The twins’ eyes opened wide with wonder.

“Stand back,” Sammy said, placing the tube in the middle of the walk. She lit the fuse.

A red ball fired into the air, toppling the tube. Sammy lifted up Jenna just as the blue ball fired. She giggled as the ball sailed between Sammy’s legs. The tube spun toward Justin.

“Jump, Justin,” Sammy shouted.

A white ball ricocheted off his toe as he leaped. It floated up and onto the street, winking out as it tumbled.

A blue ball fired next against the side of the building. It bounced up and over them like a shooting star. She lit the last tube, and they danced and giggled, dodging another round of glowing, colored balls.

Sammy drove the stick of the first rocket into a patch of dirt off the walk and lit the fuse. The rocket soared, exploding into a starburst pattern.

Jenna stared up at the night sky. “That’s pretty.”

“I like the glowing balls better,” Justin said. “Got any more of those, Sammy?”

Sammy planted the stick into the dirt. “All out of those, sweetie. Last rocket, hope it’s a good one.” She lit the fuse and stepped back. The rocket teetered over and lay flat. It took off down the street, skipping off the sidewalk, then sailed up, clipped a tree branch, and exploded, lighting up the block.

Sammy grabbed their arms. “Let’s get out of here.”

“You see that?” Justin asked, jumping to see the glowing embers drift to the ground.

That was just the thing to get Mark up and out of the basement. “We’ll go around the block.”

Jenna looped her arm around Sammy’s back. “I’m glad you came, Sammy.”

Sammy kissed her head.

Justin skipped ahead. “That was fun.”

Sammy dug her hand into her coat pocket, remembering she had to get her stash of bearings. She pulled out one of the red balls. “I think we’ve seen enough explosions for one night.”

Jenna took it from her. “It looks like a smoker.”

“Smoker?”

“A kid threw one in the schoolyard, and everybody dashed, but it just smoked. The whole yard was filled with smoke.”

Sammy took it back. “Thought it was a dud.” Why would anyone want to see a lot of smoke? “That’s it, smoke,” Sammy said, kissing Jenna on the head. “Gave me an idea, sweetie.”

They trod up to the house from the other side. Two women stood at the corner of the next block, talking. Sammy had seen them before but didn’t know them well. There was no sign of Mark. She and Justin and Jenna hugged, and she told them to scoot upstairs.

Sammy walked to the back of the house, checking the basement windows for Mark. She didn’t see him, but he could be lying down. That was as far as she wanted to think about him.

The shed was about ten feet behind the house. The stash was in a hole under a planter by the side door. It was in a gray muslin bag, down to about half her original haul. She’d found it in an abandoned factory in the zone. The shed door was locked. It was never locked. She felt for her picks.

Mark stepped out from the side of the shed, swinging the muslin bag. “Looking for these?”

Sammy jumped. “Geez, you scared the shit out of me!”

“I knew you’d come back for these. Heard a big bang up the block when I was looking for the little brats. Put two and two together—”

“And you came up with three?”

“Had to be the little bitch stirring up trouble as usual.”

“How’d you find it? Your blowup doll ran away?”

Mark swung the bag harder. “Got some heft. Must hurt like hell getting hit with this thing.”

Was he really going to hit her with it? “Give it to me, Mark.”

He stepped closer. “Payback’s a bitch, bitch.”

“You think you deserve payback?”

“Sorry, officer, I didn’t know she was the runaway. I thought she was a thief.” He laughed.

Sammy backed away.

He reached out and swung the bag at her. Sammy jumped back. “Don’t you want your pellets back? The same ones you threw at my mother, you little cunt.”

Sammy glared at him. “Mark, give it to me!”

“Here it is.” He windmilled the bearings.

Sammy jumped back against the fence just out of reach of the swing. She glanced back. Could she get over the fence before he plastered her head?

He laughed. “Thought you wanted it?”

“Mark!”

“Nowhere to go, bitch,” he said, swinging the bag at her.

Sammy rolled off the fence, spun around, and kicked Mark in the back of the knee. His knee buckled, sending him face-first into the fence, and he bounced off and tumbled back. She stepped on his hand hard enough to get his attention.

“Get off my hand,” Mark said, trying to slip free.

Sammy leaned in a little. “Sorry, officer, I didn’t mean to break his hand. Thought he was some creep coming after me.”

“Cunt!”

She held out her hand. “Give me the bag.” She put more weight on his hand until he offered her the bag.

She snatched it and took her foot off his hand.

Mark grabbed the cuff of her trousers and pulled her down. He scrambled to get on top of her.

Sammy kneed him between the legs and swung the bag at his head, but he pulled his head back, making it more of a glancing blow. He tumbled onto his side, looking dazed.

Sammy stood, brushing the dirt off her trousers. “You really are a dick, Mark.” She marched out of the yard with her bag of bearings.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-One

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy stuffed the kooks’ phone into her dress pocket. She’d crammed her jacket into an oversized handbag since it didn’t go with the dress.

It should be simple: light the smokers and when everybody runs for the exits, grab the computer and walk out. Simple usually got complicated, though. Johnny could be wrong about the vent emptying into the closet, or the smokers might fizzle out. Also, Tatiana could’ve told security, and now they were expecting her.

Sammy pulled down the transporter’s mirror. Nothing smudged. She had a long black wig this time and a different dress, one that she wouldn’t have to strip out of to climb through the vents.

The transporter pulled up in front of the place. She waited for the big screen on the side of the building to flash “Xanadu” before she stepped out. It still looked like one of those stupid restaurants. The sun just set, so it wasn’t quite dark yet. She hoped the early start would give her an edge. Sammy shadowed a couple of guys. Both had slicked-back dark hair, mustaches that never quite came in, and front teeth that were pushed forward, reminding her of some of the rats she’d seen scurrying around the apartment building.

One noticed her. “Come to see show?”

“Save seat for you,” the other said.

They were Russian, although they tried to downplay the accent. Their wolfish grins gave Sammy the creeps.

She flashed a smile and waved when they called to her. She might need a friend or two when the place cleared. The VIP section was empty, and the kooks were nowhere to be seen. One thing good about a skin joint—never having to wait to use a bathroom stall.

Sammy slipped the jacket on and climbed through the vent. She crawled along the duct, skipping the first branch and turning on to the next one, dragging the handbag. A guy loaded the pill machine with a greenish paste. She stopped to watch, but the blowing cold prodded her along to the back wall, moving as quietly as she could. The last thing she needed was the green-paste guy hearing her in the ducts.

Sammy angled her head into the narrow duct, peering into the office where a guy with a sweater-vest jabbed at a twisting ladder on his holo-screen. She took the back-wall duct to the closet. It wasn't pitch dark as she expected. Could be the closet door was open enough to let in some light. Music was playing. Funny, she hadn’t heard it before. She popped open the vent, trying to be quiet. Never knew who was close by. The vent opening was a little narrower than the bathroom version, but she’d be able to fit through it.

She grabbed the lighter and smokers from the bag and lit them. Sammy dropped her bag out first, then climbed out, holding on before letting go. It was a good three-foot drop.

It wasn’t a closet. It was the entrance to a long, narrow darkened office. Two guys sat at desks, watching security screens, music blaring in the background. She jumped back against the wall, pulling the bag against her. She grabbed a handful of bearings.

“Smoke,” one of the guys said, jumping up from his seat. He saw her. “Who are you?”

The other guy drew his gun. Sammy hurled the bearings and raced through the door. Shots exploded like bombs. Smoke was everywhere.

The office door opened.

Grab the computer and get out of here. She had a chance with the smoke.

She dashed for the door. The guy with a sweater-vest stepped out, back against the door. She ran for the opening. Maybe he wouldn’t see her in the smoke. Sammy didn’t see the tray of test tubes until it was too late. She crashed into it, spilling the tubes over her as she stumbled into the office.

The door closed behind them. He looked down at her as if she were an apparition. Maybe she was in this smoke. Her leg was bleeding. Was it from the tray?

He stepped closer, cracking one of the tubes underfoot. His face changed from shock to wonder. He crouched down beside her, his head tilted to one side. “One of the reactant agents created a high degree of absorption. Which one, though?”

Was he looking to her for an answer?

He reached up onto the counter for a box of latex gloves and slipped one on. He squeezed her leg just above the knee where the skirt had lifted. It was as though he were checking on the ripeness of an orange.

Sammy waved the smoke from her face. It didn’t seem to bother this guy. She had at least another handful of bearings if she needed them.

He peeled her skirt up.

Sammy pulled it down. “Hey!”

He looked up at her as if surprised there was a head attached to the produce. “I assure you that my interests are only scientific. I have never seen this level of absorption before.”

A bang on the door. Sammy froze.

“Are you in there, Doc?”

He glanced back. “Yes.”

“Don’t you see the smoke?”

He stood. “I’ll be right out.”

Sammy’s leg felt numb. Was she shot?

He bent down and offered her his hand. “There appears to be a fire in the building. I don’t know if I can protect you.”

“It’s not a fire.”

“This is your doing?”

Sammy nodded and sat up, putting a little weight on the leg. Yeah, she figured she’d be doing more hopping than walking.

He straightened, walking to the door. “If there’s no danger, then stay here.” He ducked out the door.

Sammy held onto the leg of the table and pulled up, keeping weight off the bloodied leg. She snatched the brick-shaped computer and dropped it into her bag and hopped to the door, testing the wounded leg as she went. She could move quickly enough if she had to.

He ducked his head in. “Good. You’re up. They found the source of the smoke. Now’s a good time to go.”

“You helping me?”

He looked back and opened the door wide enough for her to slip out. “This way.”

Sammy reached out to keep her hand on him with the smoke being so thick. She wasn’t so sure about her being able to move quickly now.

“Open door and get smoke out,” somebody yelled in a thick Russian accent. “They could steal balls and I would not know it.”

The guy glanced back at her. “Move as quickly as you can.”

Sammy hopped more than walked.

“The door’s on the right up ahead.”

She came down a little harder on the bad leg and groaned.

The sweater-vest guy fumbled for the handle. “There’s a latch to unlock the door somewhere.”

Footsteps bounded toward them. Sammy grabbed a few bearings and rolled them behind her.

Arms flew up, followed by a crash. The guy groaned and cursed.

Sammy leaned on Sweater-Vest’s shoulder. “Now would be a good time.”

“It’s not from a lack of effort,” he said, rattling the handle, then a click. The door swung open and the cool night air pulled on the smoke, turning it into thin vapor.

Sammy hopped out. The fallen guy, who was about ten feet back, got up and charged. Sammy slammed the door and searched for something to wedge under the handle. “Those pallets,” Sammy said, waving to Sweater-Vest. “Drag one over here.”

He struggled to lift one. “They’re heavier than they appear.”

Sammy hopped over to help. The door flew open just as they lifted the pallet. The guy hit the pallet mid-thigh, somersaulting over it. He lay on the ground, groaning.

“I’d suggest you leave now,” Sweater-Vest said.

Sammy dropped the pallet, letting it flop to the ground between the door and the groaning guy. The back area was open, and with her leg, she wouldn’t get far.

A black car raced from the front and screeched to a halt, blocking her in. She had Sweater-Vest and his computer. Things weren’t looking too good for her right now.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy waited for the club’s muscle to jump out and pounce, but the car just sat there, the dark-tinted windows keeping its secrets. High-pitched laughter leaked from the closed doors. “What the hell?”

The back window rolled down. Golden Boy was dressed in all black, looking like a disembodied head bobbing up and down in the darkness of the cabin. “Sugar, you really know how to stir up a hive, smoke and all.” He laughed, banging on his knee.

“You know this man?” Sweater-Vest asked.

Sammy peered through the open window, squinting to make sure those psychedelics weren’t still playing tricks on her.

“Did you get the honey?” Golden Boy asked, then laughed again as if something funny came to mind. “I should call you honey instead of sugar.”

The guy on the ground rolled to his side, reaching for his gun. The car’s front door swung open and clipped his head. He turned over, landing facedown.

The club’s back door banged against the fallen pallet, which was wedged between the guy and the door.

Tatiana looked up from the crack of the open car door. “Need a ride, little bird?”

Golden Boy waved her in. “There’s plenty of room.”

The back door banged again, opening wider. Sammy swung open the car door. Sweater-Vest followed, nudging her into the middle.

Sammy reached over him as he closed the door. “My bag! I need my bag.”

The club’s back door opened enough for the guy to push through, gun in hand.

“Not a good idea, little bird,” Tatiana said, shifting the car into gear, squealing the tires.

Sammy looked back at the bag sitting by the pallet and the guy taking aim.

“Get down!” Sammy pushed Golden Boy and Sweater-Vest down. The back window exploded, raining glass over them.

The car bumped, rolling over the curb and onto the street. Some of the glass settled down her back.

Golden Boy popped up looking gleeful. “Was that exciting or what?”

“Yeah, tons of fun,” Sammy said, brushing the glass shards to the floor.

“I think I peed on myself,” Golden Boy said, pressing his hand into his crotch. “It feels wet. Doesn’t it feel wet?”

Sammy shifted, scooping away the glass wedged into her back. “I believe you.”

Sweater-Vest was quiet, picking off the few shards that had fallen his way.

“Why did you come?” she asked. “Don’t you work for them?”

“No, not really,” he said, plucking at his sweater. “It was an arrangement to allow me to continue my research. You ended one experiment and started another.”

“Experiment?”

“You’re wearing it now. I wouldn’t have designed it that way, but I’ll have to accept it just the same.”

“I’ll send you the dress.”

Golden Boy was looking as giddy as a kid on his birthday. “An experimental dress? Do tell.”

“As much as I appreciated your assistance,” Sweater-Vest said, “it wouldn’t be prudent of me to discuss it.”

“Secrets? I love secrets,” Golden Boy said, mulling it over. “I’ll buy the dress from you, sugar.”

“What possible use could the dress have for you?”

“An experimental dress cloaked in secrets? Do I have to say more?”

“Whatever the price is, it’s going up,” Sammy said.

“An auction?” Golden Boy wiggled in his seat. “They can be so much fun.”

Sweater-Vest squirmed. “This is ridiculous.”

“Not if I can get some money out of this fiasco. I’ll even throw in the oversized bra and padding.”

Tatiana grinned back through the rearview mirror. “Now you have me interested.”

Sammy looked away. This might’ve been a mistake.

“Girl, are you getting into the bidding?”

“If we can complete the transaction in the car, I just might.”

Definitely a mistake.

Sweater-Vest sighed. “I have very little money.”

“Yeah, right,” Sammy said. “Must be swimming in it with all those pills you made.”

“My compensation was in the form of research equipment. Equipment I needed to conduct the experiments you’re wearing.”

Golden Boy bounced in his seat. “Four hundred dollars!”

Four hundred? “Sold to the man on my right.”

Golden Boy grinned. “Not much in the drama department, but a win is a win.”

“I can supply you with a fair amount of psychedelics,” Sweater-Vest said. “That should easily exceed the four hundred dollars.”

“I don’t want those psychedelics.”

Tatiana glanced back. “Bad trip?”

Yeah, nightmares of a spider biting her head off.

“You’re simply wound too tight, little bird,” Tatiana said with a smirk. “I have ways of loosening you up.”

Golden Boy nodded. “She can stretch you ways you never thought you could go.”

Sammy looked out the window. Could she hop home from here?

“I’d implore you not to sell the dress,” Sweater-Vest said. “You can sell the pills for money, or we can come to another agreement.”

“How about your computer with the recipe?”

“Recipe?”

“For the psychedelics.”

“Four hundred dollars and a computer,” Golden Boy said. “Hope this is better than the last auction.”

“It’s not as simple as that,” Sweater-Vest said, leaning back. “Why do you want this recipe?”

“It’s not for me.”

“So you have a client interested in manufacturing these psychedelics?”

“‘Client’ is too nice of a word for him.”

“Why, sugar, you are full of surprises.”

“What is your compensation for securing this?”

Sammy didn’t want to say. “A lot more than four hundred.”

“Sugar, you have to start your prices higher.”

“Even if you had these procedures, it’d require someone with a high level of technical expertise.”

Damned fool Igor.

“If you’re willing to avail yourself to tests, I’ll agree to work for your client.”

Sammy turned to him, not liking where this was going. “Tests? What kind of tests?”

“Principally, standard medical tests and examinations.”

Golden Boy turned toward her. “Are you opening an auction for examinations?”

Tatiana turned back. “I’ll throw in a few dollars for that.”

“There ain’t going to be any examinations.”

“It’s for your own good as well,” Sweater-Vest said. “I may be able to counteract any harmful effects.”

Sammy studied him. “What kind of effects?”

He shrugged. “We’re in virgin territory here.”

“I love anything virgin,” Golden Boy said.

Tatiana chuckled. “You may have to up your bid.”

Sammy looked out the window. Where was Tatiana taking her? “You can let me out here.”

“We’re coming up on your hovel, I mean home, in a few minutes,” Tatiana said.

“How do you know where I live?”

Tatiana gazed back at her through the mirror but didn’t say anything.

“Have you been following me?”

“Tracker on the phone, little bird.”

“Brilliant idea, girl,” Golden Boy said, tapping Sammy’s knee. “Tatiana gave me the blow-by-blow of how you crawled through the ventilation ducts.”

“She got X-ray vision too?”

Golden Boy crinkled his nose. “Hope not. X-ray strips out all the best parts.”

“The tracker is high resolution, nothing but the best for my little bird.”

“I don’t know how you can crawl through those ducts,” Golden Boy said. “I get claustrophobic in a small room.”

“The thrill of getting shot pulled me through.”

“Oh, the best was when everyone came pouring out of the place.” Golden Boy grinned, reflecting on it. “Half of them were swatting at the smoke as if a swarm of bees descended over the place.”

“Knew I should’ve thrown that phone away.”

Tatiana turned back with a smirk. “I couldn’t let anything happen to my little bird. You were so adorable, trying to cover up your dirtied hands and knees. I wanted to take you home right then and there.”

She might’ve been better off with the angry Russians.

“When you returned to the club, I knew I had to see my little bird in action.”

“I’m not your little bird.”

“It wasn’t the best display of plumage, but you’re still constrained by all that down.”

“You called it, girl,” Golden Boy said, examining his nails. “She said, ‘It’s Monday—this has to be her little caper night.’” He looked out through the shattered back window. “Nothing good ever happens on a Monday.”

“You can say that again,” Sammy said.

He patted Sammy’s arm. “Except for tonight, of course. I may have to rethink Mondays.” He leaned forward. “What do you think, girl? Swap out another day for Monday?”

“We’ll make Mondays theft nights,” Tatiana said. “The little bird has to shed all those downy feathers.”

“Oh, how thrilling,” Golden Boy said. “Feel my arm. I’ve got goosebumps.”

Sammy peered out the side window. They were a block from the apartment. “I’m all out of capers, so you can find something else to do.”

The car pulled up in front of the apartment.

Tatiana turned back. “See you around, little bird.”

Sammy waved to Sweater-Vest to let her out.

He opened the door and shimmied out.

The dull throb in her leg sharpened when her foot hit the ground. She tossed the phone onto the back seat. “You can go track yourself.”

Golden Boy ducked his head, looking up at Sammy through the open door. “From here on out, we’re available on Mondays.”

Sammy slammed the door, then wondered if she should’ve closed it with Sweater-Vest standing there. He may have wanted a lift somewhere. 

“Let me help you,” he said.

Tatiana rolled down her window and leaned out, looking down at Sammy’s leg. “Need me to nurse you back to health?”

Sammy took the guy’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.” She hobbled around the car and up to her building.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy pounded on the door. Her keys must’ve fallen out of her coat pocket. Sweater Vest stood behind her, looking as though he wasn’t sure if he was invited. “How is your leg feeling?”

“Where the hell is he? Hope he’s not at that skin joint spending money he’s not getting.”

“I can help you with your leg,” he said, gazing down at it. “I’m not a medical doctor, but then again, most of them are morons.”

“I’ll let Mama take care of it.”

“You live here with your mother?”

She shook her head and banged the door again.

“Who is it?” Igor asked in a low, cautious tone.

“It’s me!”

Igor opened the door a crack. His gaze shifted from her to him. “Who’s he?”

“I’m Leo.”

Sammy pushed open the door. “I lost my key.”

Igor stepped aside. “Did you get it?”

Sammy hobbled in past him. “Is Mama around?”

“She is delivering baby,” Igor said, noticing her leg. “You didn’t get it?”

“I got it, but it was the wrong thing.”

“How do you know this?”

Sammy grimaced, touching down on the foot. “Ask him.”

Leo held her arm. “Let me help you.”

Igor raced around to face them. “He is from Xanadu?”

“Is he your client?”

“I am nobody,” Igor said. “I am just neighbor.”

Sammy stood at the bottom of the steps. She’d never thought a flight of stairs would look intimidating.

Leo helped her up the first step. “The computer that you wanted to steal was worthless.”

“I know nothing of stealing computer. I am honest man who ekes out meager living.”

Sammy laughed midway up the stairs.

“If she says different, she is lying.”

Sammy leaned on the handrail to take the weight off the leg. “Yeah, that’s me, a lying thief.”

“The computer is irrelevant in regards to the matter at hand,” Leo said, helping her up the next step. “If you have any interest in the psychedelics, I can be of some help.”

“If I was interested,” Igor said, “how could you help?”

Sammy wanted to rest again, but she was near the top. “He knows how to make the psychedelics.”

Igor raced to the top of the steps. “And what do you want for this?”

“Well, it’s complicated.”

Igor’s face soured. “I do not like complicated.”

Sammy pushed Igor back. “Let me through. Don’t you see I have a bad leg?”

Leo helped her around the banister post at the top of the steps. “If you’re looking for simple, then you’ll have to settle for the standard psychedelic.”

“It’s not up to him, anyway,” Sammy said, pushing off the banister rail. “I doubt my ‘client’ will like ‘complicated’ either.”

Igor stewed, pacing beside her. “I was counting on money.”

Sammy hobbled to the door. “Whoever heard of stealing recipes? Next time it’ll be something I can get my hands on.” Sammy tried the door, but it was locked. “Can you open the door?”

Igor unclipped the ring of keys from his belt. “Can’t even open own door?”

“Don’t have my picks either.”

Igor sorted through the ring of keys and opened the door.

“When do you think Mama will be back?”

Igor slipped the key out and opened the door. “She is delivering baby. Could be hours, could be days.”

Leo helped her to the sofa and pulled the low table over so she could prop her foot on it. He poked and prodded her leg.

“Ouch! It’s not an orange.”

“Sorry,” he said, looking over at the end table. He reached for the lamp and set it on the floor next to her.

“Just don’t go poking around it.”

“There appears to be something embedded here,” Leo said, bending the flesh. “Have you been shot?”

“They had guns and were shooting.”

Igor looked ashen. “You are lucky to be alive.”

“That was no closet.”

“That was many years ago. You can’t blame… Can’t blame anyone for that. They made many changes.”

“I blame nobody but myself.” Recipes?

Leo turned back toward Igor. “I’ll need to see what medical supplies your mother has.”

“Mama does not want anyone touching supplies.”

“You know Mama would help me if she was here.”

“She might be back soon. Maybe baby is already delivered.”

“Or it may be days,” Leo said, standing. “She needs help now.”

“She takes most of her things with her when delivering baby.”

“Show me what she has. I won’t need much to repair the wound.”

“Write down whatever he takes and tell Mama I’ll make it up to her like I did before.”

Leo pulled out a bottle of pills, shook a few into his hand, and handed the bottle to Igor. “This is worth hundreds of dollars. It’ll more than compensate you for whatever I take.”

Igor held the bottle up toward the light. “Psychedelics?”

Leo nodded.

“I show you what she has,” Igor said, leading him out of the room.

“Friends like that…” Sammy slipped her leg off the table. It was getting numb.

She hopped to her room and unzipped the sticky dress. It fell lithely to her feet. She unclasped the overstuffed bra, letting the pads tumble out. Her skin felt soft as a newborn’s. Weird.

Sammy slipped on a long T-shirt she’d stolen off the rack for big and tall guys. It came down past her knees.

“Hello?” Leo shouted. “Are you okay?”

Sammy hopped back to the sofa. “I had to change. That dress is in the other room if you want it.”

“Very good,” Leo said, letting an armful of bottles and bandages fall to the table. “She’s surprisingly well stocked.”

“What’s the needle for?”

“To take a blood sample.”

“I don’t like needles.”

Igor drifted through the doorway, with a smile and a light step. His smile turned goofy as his gaze lingered on her chest. “Are you cold?”

She looked down and saw her nipples pricking the shirt. She crossed her arms to cover her chest. “Isn’t there somewhere you have to be?”

“I give supplies to help you.”

“He bought them from you and paid plenty.”

“I told Mama I was getting money; now I have nothing, except guy wanting to take supplies.”

“I said I’d cover it.”

“If Mama wants to make that deal with you, she can.”

“Russians,” she said, shaking her head.

“We are practical people,” Igor said, stepping closer to the table and watching Leo sort the supplies into neat piles. “Why is he helping you?”

“Yeah, why are you helping me?”

“Out of tragedy comes new opportunities,” Leo said, moving the lamp closer. “Now lie down so the wounded leg is outward. Do you have any towels?”

Sammy lay on the sofa. “There’s a couple in the bathroom. Don’t worry about ruining them. I can always steal more unless I’m hobbled for life.”

Leo nodded and walked around the sofa and back toward the bathroom.

Sammy checked on Leo. “What do you think his deal is?”

Igor shrugged, staring at her chest. “Maybe he likes girls with little tits.”

Sammy grabbed the blanket off the back of the sofa and draped it over her chest. “Why do I bother?”

Igor laughed. “I wouldn’t cover up. That might be the only thing keeping him working.”

Leo walked out holding the towels. “These will do nicely.”

Igor nodded. “If I need towels, I know who to see.”

Sammy looked up at Igor. “Why don’t you check to see if Mama’s home.”

“When she comes home you will know. Everyone will know.”

Leo slipped the folded towel under her leg, then splashed something from a brown bottle.

Sammy jerked her leg away from him. “Why don’t you just put a torch to it?”

Leo fished out a pill from his pocket and handed it to her. “This is the only thing I have. It’s not an opiate.”

“You might feel it, but you won’t care,” Igor said.

“It’s either that or bite down on the towel until I can clean out the wound.”

Sammy popped the pill and swallowed. “How long is it going to take?”

Leo bent over, examining the wound. “It appears as if the wound is smaller.”

“That’s good, right?” Sammy asked. “It means it’s healing.”

Igor stepped closer. “No wound heals that quickly.”

Leo pursed his lips. “Usually that is true.”

Sammy looked up at Igor. His face seemed to get big as if they were nose to nose, and then just as quickly, he looked normal. The voices sounded hollow and distant. There was laughter and it seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

One leg seemed huge while the other was normal. Leo knelt next to the big leg and drilled a hole, enlarging it as he went. “Hey, that’s my leg!”

Her voice carried away from her as if it were pulled out to sea, drifting farther away. She closed her eyes, hoping the spinning would stop, but that made it worse. She stared at the crack in the ceiling; it ran from the center to the corner of the room. It looked like a vein pulsing with blood. She focused on the vein, listening to voices that sounded like crickets in an open field.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Light streamed in from the side window, making the floating dust particles shimmer. Leo sat slumped in the chair on the other side of the table, steadily puffing the air of a restful sleep.

Sammy sat up and ran her fingers along her leg. It was there; it was all there. She’d had dreams that she’d have nothing but a stump.

Leo shifted in his seat. “How are you feeling?”

Sammy gently caressed her calf. It didn’t even feel sore.

Leo stood and stretched. “The wound didn’t require sutures.”

The tip of a needle poked out from under the towel on the table.

“Your friend, Sandy was it?”

“Cindy?”

“Yes, of course, Cindy. She went to get breakfast.”

Sammy lifted the blanket off and swung her feet to the floor. She leaned forward, putting weight on the foot, still not sore.

Leo came to her side. “It may be prudent to have a guide on your first few steps.”

Sammy took his arm and pulled up. Her leg felt stiff, but she could put weight on it. “Why are you helping me?”

He studied her as she took her first steps. “As I said last night, I’m trying to make the best of a bad situation.”

“Is that why you’re hiding that needle? Trying to make the best of a bad situation?”

He grinned as he helped her around the table. “Skepticism is the trademark of a good scientist. I can appreciate your point of view.”

“You’re good at talking around things.”

“I’ll endeavor to be more direct with you. I’m used to dealing with less forward-thinking people.”

Sammy let go of his arm and sat on the sofa. If it weren’t for the psychedelics, she’d probably be fine. She lifted up the towel. The syringe was filled halfway with blood. “What’s this for?”

He folded the needle into the towel and put it in the refrigerator. “I should’ve done that earlier.”

“Is that my blood?”

He leaned back against the refrigerator as if he were guarding it against intrusion. “I took a few samples.”

“How many have you got in there?”

“Three. I needed them to monitor your health.”

“Why do you care what happens to me?”

“Don’t trust anyone, Sam, especially now. I can’t tell you anything specific, but it has to do with what I was working on.”

“I guess that ‘not trusting’ don’t extend to you.”

Leo walked to the back of the chair. “I won’t lie to you. If you experience anything out of the ordinary, it’d be in your best interests to inform me.”

“Why? I can trust you?”

“I’m the only one who can help.”

“How?”

Leo shrugged. “Depends on your reaction.”

“Aren’t you full of answers.”

“Anything of concern won’t be subtle.”

He was just saying that so he’d get whatever he wanted. She tapped the floor. “Feel fine.”

“You’re doing remarkably well for someone who had a hole in your leg twelve hours ago.”

“Heal good, always have.”

He studied her for a moment, then circled around the chair and sat. “Any unsettling sensations, feelings, or thoughts?”

“Yeah, you staring at me like I’m going to explode.”

Leo leaned back. “Other than that?”

Sammy wanted to pull off the bandage but thought it’d be best to wait for Mama. It didn’t bleed much for a hole, probably nothing.

“What are you going to tell your client?” Leo asked.

“Nothing,” she said, rolling her eyes at “client.” “If I ever see him again, it’ll be too soon.”

“Are there other clients you’d prefer dealing with?”

“Who do you think I am?”

“I assumed you contracted out your services.”

Sammy liked the idea. “I steal to get by.”

“It was clever putting a smoker in the ventilation system.”

“Thought it’d be easy and got careless.”

“You wouldn’t be the first to make that mistake.”

“That’ll be the last time I let a couple of bozos talk me into anything.”

Leo puckered his lips as if he had something on his mind. “You actually were successful. You have the only thing that’ll make your client’s psychedelics.”

“I got nothing.”

“You have me.”

“Yeah, you and two kooks.” That’d make three kooks.

“But you can trade me in for your fee.”

“He’s not going to pay me five grand for you.”

“If he wants the psychedelics he will.”

“You can cut your own deal.”

“If it’ll make you feel more comfortable, structure it as a finder’s fee.”

Sammy smiled. It might just be worth seeing the look on Johnny’s face when she showed up with Leo. “You’re not going to double-cross me?”

“That’d be the last thing I’d want to do. I want to be your friend.”

Sammy leaned back. That was all she needed—another kooky friend.

 

●●●

 

Sammy and Leo sat at a VIP table, looking up at Johnny standing behind the chair across from them.

“What do you mean he’s it?” Johnny asked, squinting as if he had trouble hearing.

“He’s what you need to make the psychedelics.”

Johnny gripped the chair’s back, studying Leo. “I have to pay him to get this recipe? Is this a shakedown?”

“It’s not a simple recipe,” Leo said. “The ingredients have to be synthesized.”

“I can get the machine to make the pills.”

“Making pills is easy; creating what I’ve designed requires genetic manipulation, which is complicated.”

“I told you he wouldn’t like complicated,” Sammy said. “He only knows one and two. One girl, two boobs.”

“How about zero?” Johnny asked, sneering at her over the chair. “A gnome with no boobs.”

“You know I didn’t factor in the pain and suffering of being shot and all the bad information. It’s fifty-five hundred or we walk.”

“Why not ask for six thousand?”

“You were going to pay out fifty-five hundred anyway, Johnny. Igor’s info was worthless, so he won’t get his money.”

Johnny shuffled his feet. “How do I know he’s the guy?”

“You could always take him back to Xanadu. You might get lucky and not get shot.”

Leo cleared his throat. “If you take me there, I won’t be coming back. I ordered quite a bit of equipment that they might not feel has been adequately compensated.”

“You’re in debt to them?”

“I don’t know exactly where I sit on the credit-debit divide, but I’d imagine they were looking for a sizable return.”

“How much is this going to cost me?”

“It’ll be considerable.”

Sammy chuckled. “You’re a regular fount of information, Leo.”

“I told them what I needed, and it arrived without a bill.”

“Now you’re dealing with cheap Johnny who you got to shake upside down to get a coin out of him.”

Johnny waved to Cindy, who was setting up a table. “Doll, get me a bottle of the house whiskey.”

Cindy brightened. “Celebrating?”

Johnny pulled the chair out and slumped into it.

Cindy swallowed and hurried off.

“There is a robust market for older equipment that should save you quite a bit.”

Cindy set a brown bottle and three glasses on the table.

“Thanks, doll,” Johnny said, pouring a glass.

“I can make a list of what equipment I’ll need.”

Johnny took a sip. “What’s your deal? Why do you want to work for me?”

“I’ll be contracting out my services to you.”

“How much will this cost?”

“From time to time, I will need additional equipment for side projects I’ll be working on.”

“So what happened with Xanadu? They didn’t want to buy this equipment?”

“It was more that my side project was destroyed by a careless mishap.”

Was he talking about her?

Johnny downed the last of the whiskey and gazed at Sammy. “You’re in finder’s fee territory. The most I ever paid for a dancer was seven hundred and fifty, and she packed the place.”

Sammy glared at him. “I knew you were a sleazeball.”

Johnny poured another glass. “Since you got shot, I’ll give you a thousand. That’s the best I can do.”

“For that amount, I’d rather see this dump sold off for firewood.”

“Why you little—”

“You’ll be mopping floors for Xanadu. ‘Johnny, you missed spot,’” she said in her best Russian accent.

Johnny rose from the chair, looking as if he had ideas of jumping on her. Sammy grabbed a fistful of bearings.

Leo’s hand shot up. “Let’s not do anything foolish.”

Johnny slid down and poured another glass.

Sammy let go of the bearings.

“So a thousand dollars is what you’re willing to pay as a finder’s fee?”

“Not so sure now,” Johnny said, taking a sip.

Was Leo going to sell her out?

“If you’re this flighty, then perhaps I can’t do business with you.”

Johnny swished the whiskey, then swallowed. “All right, a thousand.”

Sammy glared at Leo. The bastard sold her out.

“Good,” Leo said. “I’ll require a forty-five hundred relocation fee.”

Johnny’s glass slipped from his fingers and clunked to the table. “What is this?”

“It’s a means for you to keep your fee structure while paying Sam what is due.”

“A thousand is more than enough.”

“If you initially agreed to pay a thousand, then it would be.”

“Why are you stepping in on this?” Johnny asked, looking from him to her. “You have a thing for her?”

“It is simply the honorable thing to do.”

“The gnome stole me a hot-air balloon when all I wanted was one with a string.”

Sammy sneered at Johnny. “Hop in the basket, Johnny, and I’ll send you on your way.”

“Isn’t there a lawn you can decorate? The dogs will love you.”

“I knew I should’ve brought those two dead rats. It might’ve helped you fill out that thing on your head.”

Leo raised his hand. “It might be more productive if we try to remain civil.”

Sammy leaned back in the chair. “He started it.”

Johnny rolled his eyes and poured another drink.

“You pay her the thousand-dollar finder’s fee and after a few weeks of profit, you can pay her the remaining forty-five hundred. If some of the figures I heard were correct, that amount will seem insignificant.”

“I’ll pay you, but no new equipment for at least thirty days.”

Leo nodded. “Agreed, Sam?”

Johnny sighed. “Is she going to say no to that?”

Sammy nodded.

Johnny waved at a girl. It wasn’t Cindy. “Doll, get me my tablet.” He pointed at Sammy as if he were accusing her of something. “You want milk?”

Good old Johnny, couldn’t resist giving her a dig. “I know your supplies are low, but if you can spare some pineapple juice that’d be great.”

Johnny sucked on the glass, eyeing her. He pushed the bottle at Leo. “Help yourself.”

“I don’t drink.”

Johnny laughed. “Do you pee?”

“Alcohol. I don’t drink alcohol. It dulls the mind.”

“It must be all that Johnny drinks.”

Johnny took a sip of the whiskey, puckering his lips. The girl came back with the tablet and the pineapple juice. They sat in silence, sipping their drinks as Leo jotted down his list. As the list grew, Johnny squirmed in his seat.

Leo pushed the tablet toward Johnny. “That should do it.”

Johnny scrolled through the tablet, looking as if a horror show were unfolding. “What is all this shit?”

“It’s what I’ll need,” Leo said. “I’m familiar with a few companies that do excellent work on remanufacturing.”

“You need all of this shit to make a few pills?”

Leo dug into his pocket and held the psychedelics in his palm. “To make these. Yes.”

“How much room does all the stuff take up?”

“Nothing on this list is very large. I will need a place to work and a place to sleep.”

Johnny peered over the tablet at Leo. “Anything else? Maybe a masseuse?” He tossed the tablet onto the table and marched away.

Sammy stirred the ice with her straw. “He ain’t going to buy all of that stuff. You might as well leave now.”

“He has no choice. It’s either adapt or perish. Even the lowest of creatures have had to do that.”

“They don’t get much lower than Johnny,” Sammy said, slurping on the straw.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

“Was it something you ate?” Cindy asked from the kitchen.

Sammy lay on the sofa, fighting a chill she couldn’t quite shake. She pulled the blanket up to her chin. “I bet Johnny poisoned the pineapple juice.”

Cindy stuck her head out of the kitchen doorway. “He wouldn’t do that.”

“Yeah, he’s a regular saint.”

“I’m not saying that.”

“I was supposed to get a thousand now. He only gave me a hundred, and that’s only because Leo insisted.”

“I don’t know if I trust him. He seems sneaky.”

“Leo?”

Cindy stuck her head out again. “Doesn’t he seem sneaky?”

Sammy thought of him as a magician who kept all his tricks locked away. “Don’t care what he is as long as I get my money.”

Cindy came out with a plateful of food. “Are you sure you don’t want any? It’s really good. It’s some kind of French dish I can’t pronounce.”

Sammy covered her mouth, gagging at the smell of it. “Get that away from me.”

“I can take the mushrooms out if you don’t like them.”

“Don’t tell me what it is,” Sammy said, shooing her away. 

Cindy turned around. “Okay, I’ll eat in the kitchen.”

Sammy ran a sleeve over the sweat beading her forehead.

“You should eat something. I have crackers that came with the soup.”

Sammy said no, but it came out like a croak. She’d go hoarse from shouting to go with everything else.

“Want me to get Mama to look at you?”

“Ain’t she still delivering that baby?”

“How long does it take?” Cindy asked, sounding as if she was chewing on something.

“There’s no set time,” Sammy said in a low voice, doubting Cindy heard her.

“I can check if she’s there if you want?”

Sammy closed her eyes. The darkness felt soothing. Maybe that was all she needed— a little darkness and sleep. Cindy was talking, but Sammy wasn’t paying attention.

“Sam?” Cindy was close now with a hint of panic in her voice.

Sammy opened her eyes into slits. She must look like shit by the way Cindy was staring at her.

Cindy swallowed. “I’ll get Mama. Just stay there.”

Where would she go? She pushed the pillow up against the sofa’s arm and raised her head. A crunching sound followed as if eggshells were being crushed. She reached under her head and something stiff broke apart. It looked like dried clumps of hair. What the hell? She patted her head. The hair fell away like thin dry twigs snapping off.

“It can’t be true. It can’t be true,” she whispered. “It’s those psychedelics. Yeah, it’s those damned psychedelics.”

She turned her head from side to side, feeling the threads of the pillowcase on the back and sides of her head. If this was a psychedelic trip, it was damned convincing.

Voices rolled toward her like a distant wave. Sammy pushed deeper into the cushions of the sofa, hoping to make herself small and unseen.

“Might be infection,” Mama said. “I have pill for that.”

Cindy came around to the other side of the table. “She’s right—” Cindy stared at the sofa for a moment.

She must look truly hideous.

“She was just here.”

“If she is as sick as you say, she could not go far.”

Cindy called out to her. Her voice had a tremble of worry. “I’ll check the bedroom.”

“I’m right here,” Sammy said in barely a whisper.

Cindy returned a moment later. “I don’t see her anywhere.”

“You look outside. I will wait here. I am too tired to help. Baby could not make up his mind if he wanted to be born.”

“If something happened to her…” Cindy said, dashing out.

Sammy tried to wiggle her hand out, but the blanket was wrapped too tight.

“I will rest,” Mama said, dropping into the chair across from Sammy.

Sammy watched Mama, waiting for her to jump out of the seat and shout, “Here she is!”

Mama’s head dropped back. The whistling sound of air being pushed through her lips felt soothing.

Sammy felt as if she were shrinking into a mere speck on the sofa. Mama, the table, the walls, and everything seemed to drift away. The chasm seemed frighteningly wide. Even the light seemed unable to bridge the divide, everything turning dim and dull until the shapes were no longer visible.

 

●●●

 

Sammy opened her eyes to the dim room. It appeared to be a cloudy morning. Mama sat in the chair, chest rising and falling to sonorous snores as Cindy occupied the other end of the sofa with the blanket pulled partially away from Sammy to cover herself.

Sammy rolled the rest of the covers away and sat up. She raised her hand to check her head, then dropped it back and thought it’d be better to see if she was bald. She shuffled into Cindy’s room to the full-length mirror attached to the sliding closet door. The room was dim enough to mute any hysteria.

“Please don’t be bald,” she whispered, picturing herself as she was before. Sammy closed her eyes and stepped in front of the mirror. She opened her eyes, holding her breath. Her head looked bald in the dimness of the room. Then the edges of the hair along the sides emerged.

She exhaled, tapping her hair. It felt thicker and stiffer than she remembered.

“Sam?” Cindy asked, standing by the door. “Where were you?”

“I thought I lost my hair. I thought I was bald.”

“Sam, I was worried. I looked all over for you.”

“I was on the sofa.”

“Where did you go after that?”

“There were eggshells. No, it sounded like eggshells, but it was my hair.”

“You were outside?”

Sammy shook her head. “I was on the sofa.”

“Don’t you think I would’ve seen you?”

Why didn’t Cindy see her? Could it have been a dream?

Cindy walked up and hugged her. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

Was she okay?

“Mama’s here.”

Sammy nodded. “She slept in the chair all night. She was tired because the baby didn’t want to be born.”

“Did she talk to you?”

“I don’t think she knew I was here either.”

Cindy dragged her into the living room. “She’s got all kinds of pills.” They stopped in front of Mama. “Mama?”

Mama’s head shot up. “What? What is it?”

“I found her,” Cindy said, pushing Sammy up front.

Mama studied her. “Where were you all this time?”

“On the sofa.”

Mama’s gaze veered toward Cindy as if they had secret signals. “Put on light. You sit in chair, and I will stand.”

The light flooded the room, blinding Sammy.

Mama waved toward the chair. “Sit. Sit.”

Sammy sat, cupping her hand to block out the light.

“Does light bother you?” Mama asked, leaning over and examining her face.

Sammy nodded.

“I will put light only on bandage.” Mama pushed down the lamp head and knelt, examining the leg.

“I can move the table closer if you want,” Cindy said.

Mama nodded, crawling to Sammy’s side as Cindy pulled the table closer. She swung Sammy’s leg up onto the table and prodded around the bandage. “Any pain?”

Sammy shook her head. It hadn’t hurt for awhile now.

Mama stripped off the tape and unraveled the gauze, bobbing her head as she prodded the flesh. “This is joke, yes?”

Cindy bent down over the leg. “Could it be the other leg?”

“He bandaged wrong leg?”

“I saw the blood.”

Mama propped up the other leg, examining it from one side to the other.

Sammy felt as if she were a bystander to her own experiences, answering questions that seemed more like guesses. She touched her hair every now and again to make sure it was still there.

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy had been walking all morning and stopped to get her bearings. She had to get out of the apartment after Cindy kept asking her how she felt. A bullet went through her leg, and she was walking as if nothing happened, so she had to be okay. Maybe she thought she was on the sofa but had been wandering the streets and the whole thing with the hair was a dream. She’d had worse dreams.

Sammy crossed the street down the block from the Gymnastics Center, where she used to sneak in two or three times a week before the place opened. It was the closest thing to flying she knew. She wanted to fly today and forget about everything.

She climbed the fire escape, spotting a girl of about twelve on the uneven bars. Sammy was too late.

The girl leaped from the lower to the higher bar, swinging back and forth to get height. At the top, she held her body straight, ankles touching. Swung down and up again, crossing hands and changing direction.

Swinging from the top bar was what Sammy enjoyed. The first time she saw a girl doing it, she knew she wanted to try it. It seemed to come easily to her.

The girl let go, twisted in the air, and landed with only the slightest stumble.

Sammy didn’t have the guts to do that, afraid she’d break something. She closed her eyes, imagining herself spinning in the air then landing gracefully. She even imagined a cheering crowd.

The girl pointed at the window. Sammy didn’t think anything of it until she realized the girl was pointing at her. Sammy turned to run, but her legs tangled and she tripped. She grabbed hold of the railing, avoiding a nasty spill.

The window opened. Sammy froze, hoping she was far enough down.

The girl stood by the window. “Looked like a creepy guy staring in at me.”

Creepy guy?

The lady scanned past Sammy, giving no sign she saw her. “I don’t see anyone.”

The girl leaned over the windowsill. “What’s that?”

The woman stared. “Looks like someone left their trousers on the stairs.”

The girl pointed at something. “And shoes too.”

“Must’ve scared him out of his shoes.” The lady grinned and closed the window.

Sammy waited a minute before dashing down the fire escape. Scared him out of his shoes? Very funny.

A couple walked toward Sammy arm in arm, appearing to be melded into a lump. She used to tell her friend, Fanny, “Check out the walking lump.”

Fanny would laugh, and they’d join arm in arm and imitate the walking lump. Sammy stopped saying it when Fanny started looking wistfully at the lumps and saying, “Wish I had a guy.”

The lumps looked at her and cracked big smiles as if something was funny. They both laughed a few steps past her.

Sammy spun around. “Screw you, lumps!”

They turned back, laughing harder.

She marched away. What did she care what a lump thought?

Sammy crossed the street, wondering if she should go back to the apartment. If she waited long enough, she’d miss Cindy and her never-ending questions.

Up the street was a little girl of maybe five or six, pushing a toy carriage. Her momma or even a nanny stood next to her. Sammy thought about being a nanny if she got tired of stealing. It’d have to be at a place where she could sleep over and have her own space.

The little girl looked up at her and pointed. Sammy looked behind her but didn’t see anything.

The lady pushed down the girl’s hand. “It’s not nice to point.”

Sammy looked back. “What was that all about?”

The lady nudged the girl to keep walking as the girl kept turning back to stare at Sammy.

Maybe she’d smudged her face on the fire escape. Sammy looked for a mirror or for a reflection on a storefront window but couldn’t find either. She walked to Midtown with all the jumbo screens. She figured an hour of this, and it’d be safe to go back home.

Sammy found a seat fairly easily. In about another hour, she’d have to fight the lunch crowd. That’d be her cue to leave. She used to come here a lot when Uncle Danny was strung out. It was best when it was dark and the sun didn’t affect the holo-screens. Her favorite one was the ship caught in a storm and the waves splashing about and spraying up over the ship’s bow. She kept ducking and wondering why she wasn’t wet.

A group of out-of-towners snaked along the path, looking for the ideal place to sit. Each gave her a sideways glance as they passed. It was the kind of glance where you shouldn’t look but couldn’t help doing it.

Sammy spit on her sleeve and wiped her face. If it was a smudge, nothing showed up. Her hand, the back of her hand, had a thick black line running across from her thumb to her pinky. A light gray colored the rest of the hand. Both hands had it, although not quite the same pattern. She rubbed her hand hard against the trouser leg. Whatever it was, it wasn’t coming off.

Could it be paint? She didn’t remember anything being sticky. She put her hands between her legs, hoping the heat would melt it or something.

A guy in a T-shirt with arms covered in tattoos stopped a few feet away. “You did the whole face,” he said, stepping closer. “Nice work. What are you trying to say?”

Get out of my face?

He studied her. “The bars are saying you’re caged in, right? Mankind is caged in by the machine.” He seemed giddy. “And the gray symbolizes hopelessness.”

“Have you taken any little green pills lately?”

“I’d be even more awesome if I had.” He bent down to get a closer look. “Ears too? Who did this?”

Sammy leaned back. “Do you mind?”

He stepped away. “Just admiring the work.”

Sammy rose. “You can admire the bench.”

He laughed. “So where did you go for the toos?”

She trotted away. Scenes from an upcoming movie lit up the jumbo holo-screens. It was an old city with cobblestone streets and red-brick buildings. The building beside her exploded, sending bricks raining down. She ducked and leaped over the flying bricks, arms pumping and the back of her hands flashing those stupid bars. Her face must’ve had them too? She kept running, feeling the breeze, hoping it’d blow off whatever was on her.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat on the windowsill, gazing down past the fire escape. She had a good view of the courtyard. The sun was low in the sky. Cindy should be back soon. What would she say? Probably think Sammy was a loon and had her face tattooed.

Loud Russian voices bellowed out from the floor below. It seemed to be an hourly occurrence. A gray tabby stepped out onto the first-floor fire escape, then gingerly walked to the rail. Would he make the eight-foot leap?

The cat meowed, looking up at her. Sammy thought the cat would make the leap after one look at her face, but he climbed the steps in slow, silky movements before jumping onto the sill. He rubbed the side of his face along Sammy’s arm.

“You being friendly, or are you trying to get rid of fleas?”

The cat climbed into her lap and leaned back into her. Sammy scratched him by the ears. He let out a low purr.

“You got a name?” Sammy asked, running her hand along his soft fur. “Is it one of those Russian names I can’t pronounce?”

The cat jumped to the floor. His tail rose as he snaked around the chair and table.

“Any mice you find are yours.”

The cat sat in front of the counter separating the kitchen from the dining room where a plate was left from Cindy’s breakfast. It had bits of egg and bacon.

Sammy put the plate on the floor. “Guess you like your food caught.”

She sat on the sofa, watching the cat feast. He licked the last of the egg, then strolled in front of Sammy, rubbing against her leg. Sammy picked him up. He nestled in her lap. She scratched behind his ears, slowly rocking him. He purred, sending a low hum up her chest.

Sammy closed her eyes, leaning her head back. All the muscles in her neck and shoulders relaxed.

 

●●●

 

The door banged open, awakening Sammy. Cindy held a package. “Sam?” She flicked on the wall switch, but the light didn’t turn on.

Sammy waved. The cat was in a ball on her lap.

Cindy put the package down. “Sam? Are you here?”

“I’m right here.”

“Sitting in the dark?”

It looked more like twilight. “Fell asleep.”

“Can you put a light on? Igor was supposed to fix this light yesterday.”

The light from the hallway flooded the room. “I have a cat on my lap.”

“You got a cat? Is that where you went this morning?”

Sammy had forgotten all about this morning, and now it weighed heavy on her. “It’s not my cat. It’s Igor’s or one of his sisters’.”

Cindy stepped into the room, arms out to feel for unseen objects. She walked past the lamp at the other end of the sofa.

“Where’re you going?”

“Kitchen.”

“Watch for the—” Cindy stepped on the edge of the plate. It wobbled, making a low ringing sound. “Too late.”

“You got the place booby-trapped?”

“Take a big step, and you’ll clear the plate.”

“You can see me, or is the cat telling you this?”

Sammy chuckled, scratching the cat behind the ears.

Cindy stepped over the plate and put the package on the counter. She felt for the wall and flipped the switch. Light flooded the room, washing the colors into a bluish gray. Sammy put her hand up, masking the light. She blinked, trying to get the colors back.

“You okay?”

Sammy dropped her hand. The colors were back. Weird.

Cindy crouched down, peering at the cat. “Got a new friend?” She didn’t say anything about Sammy’s face.

Cindy turned back to the bag, searching through it. “So what have you been doing all day?”

“Nothing much.”

“Got these little meatballs. I can heat them up if you want?”

Sammy shook her head. “Not hungry.”

Cindy turned back, but Sammy didn’t meet her gaze. “I’ll put them in the fridge. There’s enough here for a couple of meals.”

Sammy watched Cindy tap around the counter in her heels. Why didn’t she say anything about her face?

Cindy picked the plate off the floor. Cat looked up, hoping for another offering. “I got to get out of this dress.”

Sammy nodded.

Cindy lingered for a moment as if expecting Sammy to say something. She disappeared into the hallway.

Sammy stroked the cat. “She’s probably calling right now to have me locked up. Should we wait or dash out?” The cat seemed content to lie in her lap.

“That guy, Leo, has Johnny in a bind with all the stuff he’s asking him to buy,” Cindy shouted from her room. “I don’t trust him.”

Poor Johnny, the victim.

“You trust him?” Cindy asked.

“More than I trust Johnny.”

Cindy emerged in a white terrycloth robe. “If Leo is the real deal, you’ll get your money.”

“Is that you saying it or Johnny?”

Cindy slid down into the chair across from her. “Johnny isn’t so bad once you get to know him.”

“Like hanging?”

Cindy snickered. “I knew you were going to say that.”

It’d been one of Uncle Danny’s favorite sayings.

“Can I pet your pussy?” Cindy asked, reaching over.

The cat hissed and jumped to the floor. He snaked around the dining room table and jumped up on the windowsill. He looked back before jumping onto the fire escape.

“Not very friendly.”

Sammy met Cindy’s gaze. Nothing in her eyes suggested anything was amiss. Cindy never had a poker face. “You don’t notice anything different about my face?”

“Do something different?”

“Yeah, you could say that.”

Cindy studied her. “Eyebrows. You tweezed your eyebrows?”

“My face.” Sammy pressed her fingers into her cheek. “Don’t you notice anything different with my face?”

Cindy leaned in closer. “The skin looks clear. Did you use a mask, one of those mud masks?”

“Geez, Cindy, I think you need a walking stick.” Sammy bolted from the sofa and rushed into the bathroom. She prodded her face. “What the hell?” There was no sign of the bars.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat at the table, flipping through a new exhibit at the Metro on her holo-screen. It was a bunch of paintings from a guy who’d died hundreds of years ago. The paintings were supposed to be priceless, but Sammy knew everything had a price. The question was could she steal one?

Cindy trudged in through the front door, dressed in slacks and a pullover, and dropped onto the sofa before dissolving into the cushions. “Who knew painting and cleaning could be so hard?”

“They have bots for that, you know.”

“Johnny doesn’t have money for anything.”

“I guess that goes for paying.”

“He’ll give us all a nice bonus once we’re up and running again.”

“Don’t hold your breath,” Sammy said mostly to herself.

Cindy looked up from massaging her leg. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Sorry I couldn’t bring you anything. Johnny had a really nice spread, but the girls were famished.”

“I ate already.” Did she eat?

Cindy hauled herself up off the sofa and plodded into the kitchen. “So what have you been doing?”

“Admiring fine art. I’m trying to get cultured.”

Cindy poured herself a glass of water and shuffled to the counter, peering at the display. It was a painting of a guy in a black square hat, not looking too happy about sitting for the drawing. “You like it?”

“It’s priceless.”

Cindy scooted around the counter, sipping from the water. “The marinade sauce was too salty.” She angled her head as if the new position would give her a greater appreciation for the painting. “You going to steal it?”

Sammy shrugged. “If it’s priceless, they’re going to have alarms I never heard of.”

“If you’re up to stealing, Leo needs you to get something for him.”

“How’s he going to pay?”

“Johnny will pay.”

“Yeah, like he paid me the thousand the last time.”

“He’s just strapped right now with the way the business is and all the stuff that Leo needs.”

“Guess I can forget about the forty-five hundred too.”

“Leo said it won’t be hard at all.”

“That traitor. We were supposed to stick together, but as soon as Johnny told him he’d get him his toys, I was dropped to the curb.”

“They don’t have guns,” Cindy said. “If they had guns, I wouldn’t ask you to do it.”

“So it’ll be five guys with clubs.”

Cindy took a sip from the glass. “Leo said it’ll be nothing like that.”

“So now you trust Leo?”

“He made sure you got some money, didn’t he?”

“A hundred bucks? What’s that?”

“It’s a machine this time, Sam.”

“Yeah, it’ll be the wrong machine or some other screwup if I have to depend on what they tell me.”

“If you don’t help him now, you’ll never get your money.”

“I’ve come to terms with never getting another dollar from that cheapskate. Lesson learned, never work for a skin-joint owner.”

Cindy looked down, rolling the edge of her pullover between her fingers.

Sammy grinned at the thought of somebody nailing shut the front door of the Pleasure Palace. “It might even be worth all the money Johnny owes me to see him sweeping the floors at some dive. I’ll get something with a lot of crumbs and sprinkle it all over the floor. ‘Sorry, Johnny, I didn’t think it’d make such a mess.’” Sammy laughed.

Cindy looked up, eyes tearing. “What about me? And the girls?”

Sammy didn’t know what to say. She was still liking Johnny for a floor sweeper.

“Gina needs money for her sick momma, and Yolanda’s sister isn’t quite right in the head and needs money to take care of her.”

“They can get—”

“Johnny helps them even though he’s strapped. He’s not so bad.”

Sammy looked at the door for an escape.

Cindy touched her arm. “Sam, it can’t hurt to listen to what they have to say.”

Sammy turned back. A whiff of turpentine rolled off of Cindy.

“The way Leo was talking, the job will pay good too.”

“Saying how much he’ll pay and paying it are two different things.”

“He’ll pay you.”

“How do you know?”

Cindy creased her brow, thinking about it. “He pays Igor, doesn’t he?”

“He’s another one,” Sammy said. “He had to be bribed to turn over Mama’s medicine to fix my leg.”

“Igor got a Russian dancer named Albina for Johnny. Would he have gotten her for him if Johnny didn’t pay?”

“Igor wouldn’t do nothing for nobody.” He’d probably charge her for letting Cat sit with her. Sammy stood and looked for Cat by the window.

“See, he’ll pay. You caught Johnny at a bad time, that’s all.”

Sure, anything was possible—the moon going dark, the sun burning out in the sky, and Johnny paying her. She walked to the kitchen to make tea.

Cindy followed her. “So?”

Sammy poured water into the kettle and put it on the stove.

Cindy had an expectant look, like the twins just before candy was handed out. “Should I call him and tell him you’ll stop by tomorrow?”

Sammy tried not to smile. “I don’t know.”

“Just to talk. That’s all.”

“If I go on an empty stomach…”

Cindy ran up and hugged her.

Sammy stepped back. “I’m not promising anything.”

“I know.”

Sammy turned to the whistling kettle. She was closer than she thought and burned her hand on the escaping steam.

Cindy screamed.

Sammy turned back, catching her reflection off Cindy’s makeup mirror on the counter. Her hair was on fire!

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy and Cindy sat at the table closest to the bar. The Pleasure Palace smelled of paint. The front doors were open, but the lack of windows meant the smell would linger for days.

Cindy glanced at Sammy’s hair for what seemed like the hundredth time. “Maybe it was the paint fumes?”

“What?”

“Breathing in all those paint fumes could make you see things, couldn’t it?”

“Yeah, I’d like to see myself somewhere else,” Sammy said, shifting in her seat. “Where is he?”

“Janine thinks Johnny slept in his office.” Cindy reached over and brushed Sammy’s hair.

“Stop it already, Cindy.”

“It feels coarse. Did you do something to it?”

“Yeah, I took a splash to the face.”

“It was just water,” Cindy said, glancing at her hair as if it were going to flame up again. “The water put it out.”

“Tell Johnny your painting days are over.”

“If I was just seeing things, would the water have changed it?”

Sammy shrugged. All she knew was that she was turning into some kind of freak.

Jonathan trudged over. He had splashes of paint on his arm, shirt, and trousers.

Cindy leaped from her chair. “The place looks great, Johnny.”

Johnny took in the place and nodded. “Be a doll and get me some coffee.”

The club didn’t look any different, maybe a little cleaner, brighter.

Johnny dropped into the chair. “Want anything?”

Sammy thought about having pineapple juice but then remembered what happened the last time. Maybe it wasn’t poisoned but rotten, like everything in this place. She shook her head, sending Cindy into a gleeful retrieving mode.

Jonathan leaned back, his face puffy and unshaven.

“Look like shit,” Sammy said. “Good thing I skipped breakfast.”

He turned slowly toward her with a slight sneer. “And I get to look at you first thing.”

Sammy smiled. “Anything to brighten your day, Johnny.”

His sneer turned more into a grin. He looked away and sighed. “He needs something else. It’s always something else with this guy.”

A group of girls gathered around a table at the other end of the place, each cradling a cup. Were they dancers?

Jonathan glanced back. “It’s like I’m playing roulette. I keep putting money on black, and it keeps coming up red.”

“That’s a sucker’s game.”

“Feel like a sucker. I’m trying to figure out who is running the con, you or him?”

“Yeah, it’s got to be me with all the money I made from you.”

Jonathan looked back. Cindy held a tray, talking to the girls at the table. “What’s the matter with her? Doesn’t she know I’m dying here?”

“The only reason I’m here is because of Cindy. If you say anything to her, I’m leaving.”

He glanced at Sammy, then stood and waved. “Doll?”

Cindy trotted over. “Sorry, Johnny.”

He patted her butt as she put the cup down. “Best hostess in the place.”

Cindy blushed, tugging on her shirt. “Can I get you anything else?”

Sammy wanted to kick him in the balls and walk out of the place.

Jonathan sat and sipped the coffee.

“It’s a fresh pot; that’s why it took so long.”

He nodded, making grotesque slurping noises.

The coffee looked hot enough to do some damage.

“If you need anything else, give me a holler,” Cindy said, trotting back to the table.

Jonathan sat back and put the coffee down. “That’s better.”

Sammy lamented her missed opportunity.

He turned back. “Where the hell is he? I told him you were here.”

Cindy held court at the table. Her fingers flickered along the side of her head. Was she telling them about Sammy’s hair being on fire?

“He’s always tinkering with something. He’s probably tinkering with something right now.”

Cindy was doing the shoveling motion of tossing the glass of water. The table erupted into laughter. Sure, laugh at the freak.

Jonathan stood, saying something about getting him. “He’s coming.”

Leo jogged to the table. “Great, you’re here.”

Jonathan sat. “Where the hell were you?”

“So many things to do to prepare.” Leo grabbed the chair next to Sammy and pulled it close. “So how are you feeling?”

Sammy shuffled the chair away. “Fine.”

“Nothing unusual, strange sensations, anything?”

Sammy looked away and shook her head.

Jonathan pushed the cup of coffee aside and planted his elbows on the table. “Enough with all the questions already. Tell her what you need.”

Leo grinned as if Johnny were an annoying kid. “The final piece of this operation is a gene editor. Do you know what it is?”

Sammy sighed. “Edits genes?”

Leo chuckled. “Yes, of course, but what is the purpose of it?”

“I don’t know. Fix a mistake?”

“Its primary function is to change known disease pathways.”

Johnny just stared at Leo like the dumb kid who sat in the back and doodled on his tablet.

“More proactive methods are used to change the original design. A somewhat crude analogy is genes as blueprints for constructing a building. Just as one could change the position or shape of a window or door in a blueprint, the gene editor allows one to replace genes and thus change the design of the organism.”

Jonathan huffed. “Enough with the science lesson already. Just tell her what she has to steal.”

Leo glanced at Johnny as though he were one of those trouble-makers at school. “Since funds are low and the machine is expensive, we’ll have to procure one through theft.”

“Maybe Johnny can sell his sex-doll collection to raise funds. There may be a classic one in the bunch.”

Jonathan leaned in toward her, turning red. “Why you little…” He spun out of his chair and marched to the back.

Sammy snickered. “I guess he doesn’t want to part with his collection.”

Leo studied her. “You seem to enjoy irritating him.”

Cindy followed Johnny into the back.

“Yeah, that’s why he calls everyone ‘doll,’” Sammy said. “It reminds him of his first love.”

Leo ran his finger along the edge of the table. “I had a chance to look at the blood samples.”

“Without my say, you can add.”

“You were exposed to a cocktail of… It doesn’t matter. I’d be negligent if I didn’t at least check its effects.”

“Yeah, you couldn’t sleep for days worrying about me.”

He leaned back. “I’m concerned. The samples had some intriguing results. Some follow-up tests would be prudent.”

“More blood?”

“I have all the equipment I need in—”

“You can forget about it. Not another drop.”

“We can do other tests if you have a fear of needles.”

“I have a fear of you.”

“Me?” he asked, squinting at her. “I can’t stress enough the potential danger you face.”

“Like what?”

“I’d have to do more tests.”

“More bullshit.”

Leo leaned forward as if he had a secret. “The nature of the research forces me to be circumspect.”

“You can be as circumspect as you want, but I’m not going to be running through any of your mazes.”

“It’s not that way at all. They’re just standard medical tests.”

Forget it.

Jonathan shuffled to the table, sipping a new cup of coffee like a normal person. “So it’s all hashed out?”

Cindy stood by the table with the girls, watching Jonathan. One of the girls said something to her, and they all laughed.

“It’s a minimum-security research facility uptown,” Leo said as though he had to be goaded into speaking. “The gene editor is about half the height and width of this table.”

Sammy leaned back to get a better view of the table. The machine would be too big to hide, so she’d have to steal it after hours as she’d done with the heater. She’d do her own checking and not take Leo’s word on the security setup.

Jonathan put the cup on the table. “You’re all set? You know what you have to do?”

“Not so fast, Johnny. There is a little thing called ‘getting paid.’ I know it’s something that never gets mentioned around you.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes, peering down at her with a dead-fish look. “How much do you want for the job?”

“I usually get ten percent unless it’s cheap—then I get more. How much does one of these editors cost?”

“New, this gene editor’s price was about a hundred thousand. Being that it’s an older model, I’d estimate a cost of fifty thousand.”

Sammy grinned, liking those numbers. “Five thousand, Johnny.”

“You have to be kidding me?” Jonathan said, looking from her to Leo.

Leo turned to Jonathan. “Think of it as how much you’ll be saving.”

“And I want collateral too, not that I don’t trust you, Johnny,” Sammy said. “Oh, that’s right, I don’t.”

Jonathan rocked side to side, wearing a goofy grin. “Collateral for a thief?”

“The gene editor should be adequate collateral,” Leo said.

“Yeah, it’s all yours if the genius flops on the psychedelics.” Jonathan drained the rest of the coffee. “This better be it. I don’t want to hear anything about needing another machine.”

Leo puckered his lips. “The gene editor is the final piece.”

“It better be.” Jonathan stood and marched to the back.

“Want to come by my office and we’ll go over the details? I can answer any questions you may have.”

“I just need three things from you: the address of the place, the make and model of the machine, and where in the building it is.”

“Okay,” he said mid-rise. “Follow me.”

Sammy leaned back. “I’ll wait here for it.”

Cindy sat at the table, overflowing with girls crowded around, eight or nine of them now, some standing and some sitting. Must be nice to not have to worry about being a freak.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty

_____________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat in the transporter on the way to the Bushwick and Halsey Research Facility. She pulled down the mirror to check on the blonde wig used on the first trip to Xanadu. Cindy had added highlights, lowlights, blush, gloss, and a few other things Sammy couldn’t remember. She tugged on the gray business jacket with the matching skirt she’d stolen at a clothing store with a bot assistant. All she needed was the pearl necklace, and she could be indignant about anything.

She’d gone through the back of the place yesterday, only to be stopped by a guy with a tablet who told her she couldn’t be there. She did notice a portable hoist and an elevator, which might come in handy.

“We’ll have to make arrangements to move the editor since it’ll be too heavy for us to carry,” Leo said it as though it were a foregone conclusion he was coming.

“How did you suddenly invite yourself to the party?”

“You’ll need me to disconnect it.” 

“You tell me how, and I’ll do it.”

“There is more to it than just disconnecting cables.”

“Okay, tell me what else I have to do.”

“They may be running an overnight sequencing that has to be shut down properly. Some units have a separate interface that complicates the disconnection.” He rattled out a couple of other things she couldn’t remember. “Should I go on?”

“I’m hating this job already.”

“The facility will be empty at night. My presence will add little additional risk.”

“Says you.”

“Then perform your due diligence.”

Sammy swung open the door as the transporter pulled up to the curb. “Yeah, that’s what I’m doing here. Due diligence.”

She wore low heels but still rolled her ankle every few steps. The guard in front hadn’t let her enter yesterday, but he let the girl behind her go in. She’d had a nice dress and makeup, so Sammy came back looking the part, and the guard let her in with a smile and a nod. Uncle Danny used to always say, “You can’t play the game unless you know the rules.”

The lady in front smiled and gave her a tablet. She flipped through the application, having the sudden urge to bark like a seal. Some games weren’t worth playing. She giggled, drawing stick figures on the page. The tablet kept flashing, “Unrecognizable character.” The lady glanced at her. Sammy cleared her throat, then stared down, looking all serious.

A girl in her early twenties stopped by the front desk. She had her ID badge strapped to her hip.

Sammy brushed by the girl and swiped her badge. “Excuse me. I need to use the bathroom.”

“The restrooms are back around and against the wall.”

Sammy walked toward the back, then turned left to a set of stairs. The research part was on the second floor in a glass-enclosed section. The offices ran along the wall, and the glass enclosure was plopped down in the center with biohazard warning insignias etched in the glass.

She gave the glass a tap, and by the sound of it, it was thick and probably unbreakable. The door had a keyhole on the knob. Was this a simple pick job? Sammy slid the card into the reader and was buzzed in. She scooted through an opened door and strutted to the back to another glass enclosure. Three people sat along the long table. They were covered up enough so she couldn’t tell who or what they were. The machine was at the far end, but it looked longer and taller. They’d definitely need a hoist for that. How would they get it to the skin joint? A transporter wouldn’t hold something like that.

Sammy strolled to the door also with a keyhole. Another door was behind it about six feet away, giving it the appearance of a glass-enclosed vestibule.

“Can I help you?” It was a tall guy in a white lab coat, looking all important.

Sammy smiled, figuring she was dolled up enough to get a more sympathetic response.

He didn’t even blink.

“I’m looking for…” The tablet screen was blank, and he could see it too. She tapped the side of the tablet. “Been having trouble all day with this thing.”

“Who do you work for?”

Sammy banged a few more times for good measure. “You know, I better go down and get this fixed.” Sammy flashed him a smile.

His brows creased and his gaze tracked her as she walked away.

He could be a statue. Maybe she should let in a flock of pigeons.

The girl she’d swiped the badge from was scouring the floor. “I can’t find it, Lois.”

Sammy flung the badge back.

Lois stood, leaning over the desk, joining in on the search.

Sammy rested the tablet on the lady’s desk. “Lose something?”

Lois nodded. “Her badge.”

Sammy looked back to where she’d tossed it. The badge was wedged between a divider and the floor. “Is that it?”

The girl dashed off to where Sammy pointed.

“Are you finished with the application?” Lois asked.

“I forgot my references. Can you believe that?”

The girl clipped the badge onto her blouse. “Don’t know how it got there.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow.” Sammy sashayed out, tripping on the door threshold. Damn shoes.

The guard nodded to her again. “Have a good night now.”

She put her hand on the alarm box and took off a shoe. “New shoes,” she said, rubbing her toes.

“Don’t know how you can walk in those things.”

The box was high up, and she would need a stepladder to get at the top cover screws. “I wonder that myself at times.”

He chuckled, watching her rub her toes.

Sammy slipped her foot back into the shoe, making a note of the alarm’s brand and model number. She waved and tried not to fall on her way out. She sat on a bus-stop bench across the street from the place. She’d watch the building as it closed, making sure the guard left.

There were four locks to pick and one alarm. The alarm was a hair more complicated than the hardware store’s. She’d bring enough jumper wires this time. Roll the hoist up into the elevator, pick a few locks, attach the machine to the hoist, and roll it back out to the elevator. It seemed too simple, although she still needed a way to get the gene editor to the skin joint.

Workers trickled out of the building one and two at a time at first, then in bunches. Most piled into transporters lining up at the curb. A few walked and a few more waited with her at the bus stop. One was the girl she’d swiped the badge from. Sammy glanced at her to see if she’d noticed her, but she was focused on her phone, poking and swiping at it. She seemed like the type where life was always a few steps ahead of her.

The bus stop was crowded by the time the bus pulled in, blocking her view of the building. Damn. She waded through the throng. She thought she spotted someone coming out of the building. Was it the guard? The bus pulled away. It was the tall guy who didn’t blink. He stood immovable as if he were practicing to be a statue. Maybe he was a closet street mime. He finally moved when a transporter pulled up.

She’d wait a little while longer for the guard to come out. She could always bang on the door and say she lost something like a ring and find out how long he’d be there. Someone came to the door. A car pulled up to the bus stop as Sammy kept her eye on the door.

“Hey, sugar, what’ve you been up to?”

Golden Boy was looking up at her from the backseat. It looked like the other car but this one was a bluish gray.

“Do you like it? I had it repainted after replacing the back window.”

Sammy looked back at the building. Whoever was there had left.

“We found the bullet. Where was it again?” Golden Boy asked, leaning forward.

If he messes up this job, I’ll kill him.

He flicked his wrist. “I’m looking for a place to display it. ‘Oh that,’ I’ll say. ‘That’s the bullet that almost killed me.’” He leaned back, looking almost giddy. “The stories I’ll be able to tell… And they’ll only get better.”

Sammy huffed, wishing he'd stop talking.

Golden Boy didn’t seem to notice. “I’ll have to have you over, and you can tell me what you think. Tell me what story you like best. I’ll be the hero of course. What’s the fun in telling a story if you’re not the hero?”

Sammy scowled. “What are you doing here?”

“Sugar, you’re not still mad about that phone, are you?”

“How did you find me?”

“That’s all Tatiana’s doing. That girl is a bloodhound when it comes to finding excitement.”

Sammy looked at the car’s front window, but it was dark and still rolled up.

“Not that you look anything like a bloodhound, girl. They are the ugliest dogs in creation.”

The guard walked out through the back. Sammy ducked down behind the car. The guard was coming her way. Damn. Was he taking the bus?

The front window rolled down. Tatiana leaned into view. “Want to get in, little bird?”

“Yeah, tweet tweet,” Sammy said, hopping into the front seat.

Tatiana grinned, squealing the tires.

Golden Boy leaned over the front seat. “Aren’t getaways so exciting?”

Sammy glanced back at him. “Did you pee on yourself?”

He laughed, patting her shoulder. “What’d you steal?”

“Nothing.”

“She was only casing the place. Right, little bird?”

“What are you going to steal? Diamonds? I just love diamonds.”

“You can let me out over here,” Sammy said, pointing to the curb.

“Relax, little bird.”

“Stop calling me that.”

“I don’t get another tweet, tweet?”

Sammy sneered at her.

Tatiana laughed. “We’ll take you to your nest.”

It might be smart to find another place.

“When is the caper?” Golden Boy asked. “I’ll wear all black. Isn’t that what you’re supposed to wear when you steal diamonds?”

Tatiana smirked. “She’s not stealing diamonds.”

“If it’s not diamonds, it has to be gold.”

Sammy sighed. His breath on the back of her neck was annoying.

“Gold bars. Is that it?” He shook his head. “You can break your back carrying those things.”

“Yeah, wouldn’t want to be carrying all that gold.”

Tatiana glanced over at her, grinning. Golden Boy stewed, looking as if he were sucking on a lemon.

The car pulled up to the curb just outside the apartment. Sammy swung open the door. “Thanks and tweet, tweet. Happy now?”

Tatiana smiled. “Ever think of getting a better wig?”

Golden Boy leaned over the back of the front seat. “So what are you stealing? I’m dying of suspense.”

Sammy slammed the door. She might have to forget about stealing that machine if the kooks knew about it.

Tatiana slipped out of the front seat and waltzed up to her. “I know what you’re after, little bird.”

“Yeah? Then tell him so he won’t die of suspense.”

She smiled, brushing her fingers along the side of Sammy’s neck. “I’m here to help.”

“Don’t need your help.”

“You have a transportation problem, and I have a solution.” She waved toward the car’s trunk.

Would the editor fit in the trunk? No, not a good idea. In fact, a terrible idea. “I’ll get my own transportation.”

“Are you going to rent a truck transporter?”

Sammy hadn’t thought that far ahead. “Maybe.”

“All routes are logged. The police will have you locked up within the day,” Tatiana said, shifting Sammy’s wig. “I couldn’t let that happen to my little bird.”

“I’ll find another way, then.”

“Jonathan has a noose around his neck, and it’s tightening by the hour.”

Was she working for him? “Why do you care about him?”

“I’m an interested bystander in this little match, waiting for the right time to get into the game.”

“What match? What are you talking about?”

“In due time, little bird,” she said, walking back to the driver’s side. “I’ll pick you up in three hours. We don’t want poor Jonathan to asphyxiate.”

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-One

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat sandwiched between Golden Boy and Leo in the back seat of the car as Tatiana raced through the streets, squealing tires around the turns.

Leo held on, muttering she was going to get them killed. He thought it was a mistake involving them, but what choice did she have?

“Do you think we’ll be shot at again?” Golden Boy asked. “I’ll have a matching pair of death-defying bullets.”

Leo looked over, shaking his head.

Golden Boy was dressed in black. He even had a matching mask but left it off for now. “So here’s my first story,” he said, laying his hand on her arm. “Tell me what you think.”

“Story?”

“It’s no fun if I have to keep repeating myself, sugar.”

Sammy peered out the front window. Tatiana slowed down a bit. They were in the general area of Bushwick and Halsey Research.

Golden Boy tugged on her arm. “I rescue the princess from a burning building. You’re the princess from one of those small countries you can’t pronounce. How do you like it so far?”

Sammy grinned. “Do I get a court jester?”

“Oh, I like that. It adds a little levity. Who could it be?”

“How about the driver?”

Tatiana smirked, looking back at her through the rearview mirror.

“Can’t be the driver. The driver works for me.” He pointed to Leo. “How about him?”

Leo groaned.

Sammy shook her head. “He’s too serious.”

“He can look serious but say funny things.” Golden Boy pitched forward, studying Leo. “Say something funny.”

Leo turned to look out the side window.

“What do you call it when you look serious but say funny things?”

Tatiana glanced back. “Deadpan.”

“That’s it. He could be the deadpan jester.”

Leo sighed.

“I carry you from the building. I can carry you because you’re delicate.”

“Delicate?” Sammy asked. Tatiana’s grin was a little too wide for Sammy’s liking.

“I hate ‘petite.’ It sounds like one of those little porcelain dolls you can fit in a pocket,” Golden Boy said. “It’s not very heroic if you’re pocket-sized.”

“Like a little bird?”

Sammy rolled her eyes. Had it been a whole minute without her saying “little bird”?

“Delicate sounds more like a princess anyway,” he said, tapping his knee. “Who shot you?”

“A Russian?”

“No, it has to be somebody you know.”

“Does she like driving fast?”

“Oh, I like a ‘she,’” Golden Boy said, mulling it over. “How about your sister?”

“Don’t have a sister.”

“It’s a story, sugar.”

“Is the story about over?”

“Your evil sister,” Golden Boy said with eyes wide as if intrigued. “She wants to be next in line for the crown.”

“Is she tall and thin?”

Golden Boy beamed. “Yes, yes, she’s everything you’re not. I mean the tall part. My back would never hold up, carrying a plump princess.”

The car slowed, rolling in front of the place.

Leo threw open the door. “We’re here.”

“I haven’t finished the story yet,” Golden Boy said, gnawing his lip. “Oh, go ahead. I haven’t figured out how to save you from the assassins.”

Tatiana turned to Sammy. “Don’t worry, little bird. I’ll save you.”

“Who’s going to save me from you?” Sammy asked, sliding across the seat and out the door.

“Suppose they’re not here when we bring down the gene editor?” Leo asked. “With those two anything is possible.”

Sammy pulled out her picks. “They’ll be here.”

“And you know this how?”

“My gut.”

“I feel better already.”

“You have the screw gun?”

“Of course.”

“Then get it out,” Sammy said, feeling for the last lock pin. “We’ll have thirty seconds once I open the door.”

Leo rummaged through the bag. “I recall the time constraints.”

“Four screws, one at each corner of the alarm box.”

“Yes, yes, let’s just get on with it.”

The last lock pin fell. Sammy opened the door. “Okay, you’re on the clock.”

Leo rushed to the alarm box. The gun skidded off the first screw.

“Seat the bit into the screw first.”

“There isn’t much light here.” The gun finally engaged the screw, twisting it out.

She should’ve brought a stool.

Leo palmed the screw and started on the next one.

Sammy pulled out two jumpers. “Don’t hold the screws. Let them drop.”

The gun ran off the screwhead again. Golden Boy’s car was still there. The next screw dropped. Sammy threaded the jumper wires into tight points. The third screw dropped.

The last screw spun as if it were a foot long. “It’s just spinning. Must be stripped.”

“Can you pull it out?”

“Don’t you think I’ve tried that?”

Sammy grabbed the cover by the opposite corner and bent it out enough to swing it out over the circuit board. Five seconds… Four seconds… Sammy jabbed the wire into one end of the jumper, then the other. Two seconds to spare. She dropped the other wire. She fished out another from her pocket and jumpered the reset.

Leo nodded. “Quick thinking.”

Sammy pulled the jumpers from the board. “You can put the cover back on. That’s if you can see what you’re doing.”

“Why does it matter?”

“Because if someone walks by, I want it to look normal.”

“I’m certain it will not appear normal if I’m found scrounging about for the dropped screws.”

“If you’re quick, nobody will see you.” Sammy hurried into the office. There were lights evenly spaced along the floor, making it easy to find her way around the place.

The locks on the doors were the circular kind. Sammy pulled out her notes. The pins had to be engaged counterclockwise.

“Hello? Where are you?” Leo asked, creeping along the glass wall.

“Picking a lock! What do you think?”

Leo stopped a few feet away. “Didn’t see you.”

“There’s plenty of light,” Sammy said, dropping the first pin.

“Shouldn’t we get the hoist first?”

Sammy found the second pin. “That’s your job.”

“Suppose the door to the loading area is locked?”

“Then I’ll unlock it.”

Leo huffed and strode off.

Sammy had the first door open and was working on the second when Leo rolled the hoist behind her.

“I had to adjust the leg spacing to fit through the doorway. Good thing I brought the tools with me.”

“Yeah, good thing,” Sammy said, finding the last pin. The door clicked open.

Leo pushed the hoist through the doorway. There was only about six feet of space between the two doors, and now Sammy couldn’t get in.

“Can you wait? I still have to open the next door.”

Leo pulled the hoist out. “I’m just testing to see if it fits.”

Sammy balled a few paper towels she’d brought with her and wedged them under the door. “It’s the same size as the other one.”

“Now we know it is.”

Sammy pushed the hoist out of the way. “You can do all your testing once I open the door.”

“Thought I could save you some time.”

This door didn’t have a keyhole. She felt around the knob, still no keyhole. She turned it. Locked.

“Something wrong?”

“Yeah, there’s no lock to pick.”

Leo stepped behind her. “Perhaps for added security?”

“Either that or they ran out of the other doorknobs.”

“Can you bypass the reader?”

“If I could’ve, you think I would’ve spent the last twenty minutes picking locks?”

“Thought there might’ve been another reason.”

“Yeah, I wanted to brush up on my lock-picking skills,” Sammy said, tapping on the door’s glass pane. It was a thinner glass than the enclosure.

“Most office facilities have unbreakable glass for safety reasons.”

“Let’s hope this isn’t like most places,” Sammy said, backing away. “You want to ram it with the top of the hoist?”

Leo looked from the door to the hoist. “I’m sure it’s a waste of time.”

“It’s either that, or we pack up and leave.”

Leo tilted the hoist, then shoved it into the glass panel. It bounced and rested against the glass.

Sammy sighed. “Notch one for safety.”

Leo stared at it as if it had a secret to tell him. “What about a fire?”

“You want to burn the door down?”

Leo pulled the hoist upright. “Suppose the building is on fire and a person has passed out from smoke inhalation. Search and rescue comes to their assistance, but the door is locked and they have no card key. They can’t break the glass to open the door. What was added for safety has now become a death trap.”

“You should have a long talk with them. Then we can come back and break the glass and steal the machine.”

“You’re missing the point,” Leo said. “It can’t work that way because it’s a death trap.”

“That’s really fascinating, Leo. Let’s put everything back in place, and I’ll work on card readers on the next try.”

“Don’t you see? The way in is by a fire.” Leo stepped closer to the glass, staring at the machine. “The editor isn’t doing any sequencing, and it has a simple interface.” He turned toward her. “We should be able to disconnect it and hoist it up and out of here fairly quickly.”

“I think you missed a few steps.”

“If we trigger the fire alarm, the door should open up as a safety measure.”

“It’ll also bring cops and the firefighters.”

“It shouldn’t take more than a few minutes to disconnect and hoist the editor out of here. We’ll be long gone before help arrives. That’s assuming those two are still out there.”

“It’s never more than a few minutes,” Sammy said. “Something always goes wrong.”

“It’s fairly—” Leo grabbed her arm. “Someone’s coming.”

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Two

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy scrambled to get behind the desk along the wall. She peeked out but didn’t see anyone. Two figures tottered along the glass enclosure. It was Tatiana guiding Golden Boy. He was wearing the mask and by the look of it, he had it on wrong.

Sammy stepped out from behind the desk. “It’s just the kooks.”

“What are they doing here?”

“Being their usual kooky selves.”

Golden Boy tilted his head to see Sammy through the off-center eyeholes. “Can you see me? It’s supposed to make me invisible in the dark.”

Tatiana grinned. “Followed the breadcrumbs.”

“She’s like a bloodhound,” he said, patting her arm. “Only in a good way, girl.”

“Why don’t we turn on the lights and have a party?” Leo said.

Golden Boy laughed. “He really is the deadpan jester.”

Leo huffed and walked away.

“Tell me you’re breaking into a safe.”

“Trying to break into a door. The deadpan jester wants to start a fire.”

“So he can make funny faces against the flames?”

Sammy chuckled, gazing back at Leo.

“Marshmallows! We have to get marshmallows, girl. Nothing like marshmallows over a fire.”

Leo stomped over. “We’re not starting a fire! We’re tricking the sensors into thinking it’s one.”

Golden Boy took off the mask. “Was really looking forward to those marshmallows.”

“It’s much riskier, so it’s up to you two if you want to do this.”

Leo turned to Sammy. “Up to them?”

“They have to drive us.”

Golden Boy tapped her arm. “Will there be shooting?”

Leo groaned.

“It could be nothing, or we could be up to our elbows in fire engines and cops.”

“I love fire engines. I almost bought one, but they wouldn’t let me ride in it with the lights flashing. What fun is that?”

Sammy looked up at Tatiana.

Tatiana brushed her cheek. “My little bird is starting to shed her molt.”

Now might be the time to run out and never look back.

“Think if I put the mask on, I can sneak onto the truck?” Golden Boy asked. “I always wanted to ride one with the lights on.”

Leo huffed. “This’ll be a disaster.”

“This is your idea, Leo,” Sammy said. “You have the final say.”

Leo stared at the machine, lights flickering in the darkened space. He let out a long breath. “Who knows if we’ll get another chance?”

“Okay, whenever you’re ready.”

“Ready?”

“To start your fire.”

“Me? I assumed you had a means of starting a fire.”

“Yeah, I always carry a fire starter in case I have a sudden urge to build a campfire.”

Golden Boy raised his hand. “Don’t forget the marshmallows.”

“There must be an establishment nearby that sells a fire starter.”

“Girl, we can get a fire starter and the marshmallows too.”

“Come, little bird,” Tatiana said, nodding for her to follow. “I’ll show you how to start your fire.”

Sammy followed her out of the glass enclosure. “Should I tweet?”

Tatiana headed for a group of desks along the wall. “Only if you want to set my heart aflutter.”

“Pass.”

Tatiana clutched her chest, feigning disappointment. She pulled the chairs out from one desk after another, checking underneath.

“What are you looking for?”

“Cold feet. Do you ever get cold feet?”

“Yeah, I always leave them under a desk.”

Tatiana stopped by the next desk. “Which desk? I have ways to get them real toasty.”

“How? Throw them in a fireplace?”

Tatiana pulled back the chair on the next desk and flashed her smirky grin. “Oh, there they are.”

Under the desk was a small heater.

Tatiana reached down and switched it on. She picked up the picture screen and flipped through it. “My guess is that this is the little bird who sits here. She looks ‘delicate’ too.”

Sammy didn’t recognize her from her earlier visit. The lady was either short or the guy she was standing next to was really tall.

Tatiana bounced up and down in the chair. “Definitely a little bird. Do you want to try it out?”

Sammy lay the picture screen on the desk. “What are we doing here?”

Tatiana rocked in the chair. “Making a fire, of course. Where there’s heat, there’s fire. Isn’t that how it goes?”

“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”

“I believe you’re right, little bird. Let’s make some smoke then.” She flipped out a silver switchblade, plunged it into the seat’s back, and then pulled up, ripping through the fabric as if gutting someone.

What the hell?

Tatiana ripped out a piece of the cushion and dangled it in front of Sammy. “Do you think the little bird will miss it?”

Was she crazy?

Tatiana laughed, rolling the heater with her foot so the grates faced up. She dropped the cushion on it. “Do you want to have a go at the seat?” Tatiana asked, offering her the knife. “Who knows how much smoke we’ll need.”

Sammy shook her head.

Tatiana shrugged and slipped the knife into her coat pocket. The cushion started to smoke. “That’s how you make a fire. You just need to find a little bird with cold feet.”

“Yeah, I’ll remember that next time.”

Tatiana picked up the smoking heater and carried it into the glass enclosure.

“It looks sacrificial,” Golden Boy said. “Doesn’t it look sacrificial?”

Tatiana searched the ceiling. “We’ve sacrificed a little bird’s comfort.” 

Golden Boy watched. “Will it be enough to please the gods?”

Tatiana settled on a spot on the ceiling and held it up high. Leo had one hand on the doorknob and the other holding the hoist. Lights flashed, alarms rang, and a white mist billowed out from the ceiling, creating a thick fog.

Tatiana placed the smoking heater on a desk. “The gods are pleased.”

Golden Boy had a look of wonder. “This is so exciting. Noisy, but exciting.”

Leo rushed through the door, pulling the hoist behind him.

“Need any help?” Sammy shouted over the blaring alarms.

Leo shook his head. “Just make sure their car is by the loading area.”

Sammy followed them down the steps and out through the front door. The place looked like one big flashing bulb. It’d certainly draw someone’s attention. “Can you pull the car to the side of the building?”

Golden Boy looked back in wonder. “Do you think there’ll be a chase?”

“Hope not.” Sammy dashed back inside. The mist had filtered down into the first floor. The alarm had changed to an intermittent loud beeping noise, but the lights still flashed.

Leo looped the hoist’s straps around the machine.

Sammy was hoping the hoist would be rolling out of the room by now. “Problems?”

“Hooking up the hoist didn’t work as smoothly as I had hoped. The fire-suppression system didn’t help either.”

“Yeah, nothing ever works as you expect.”

Leo tugged at the straps, then ratcheted up the machine. “It’s going now. Are they in the back?”

Sammy ran back to the elevator and pressed the button.

“Fire emergency; elevator disabled,” a mechanical voice said.

“No!” Sammy banged on the door.

“For your safety, please use the stairs.”

“It’s not a real fire.”

“Operation will resume after safety personnel has addressed the emergency.”

Sammy slid down against the door. The lights were still flashing and the white mist was all but gone.

 

●●●

 

Leo guided the hoist between the two doors. “Are they there?”

Sammy sighed. “Got a problem.”

“I knew we couldn’t trust them. I’m sure they’re shopping for marshmallows.”

Sammy shook her head. “The elevator’s disabled because of the fire.”

Leo rolled his head back. “Talk about tunnel vision.”

“Unless that hoist can roll down steps, we got to call it a night.”

“If we can bring it to the edge of the top step, we might be able to guide it to the landing.” Leo shook his head. “It’d be too unstable. We’d wind up damaging a perfectly good machine.”

“How far down can this thing drop?”

“Four, maybe five meters.”

“What is that, fourteen, fifteen feet?”

Leo nodded.

“Should work, come on,” Sammy said, waving him to follow.

Sammy raced through the maze of the glass enclosure with Leo behind her, the machine swaying in the turns. They stopped by a window with two panes that swung open. “Should fit, right?”

Leo swung open the panes and rolled the machine to the window. He had to ratchet it up a few notches to swing it through. “It fits.”

Sammy stepped to the side and peered out. The window was on the side of the building but toward the front, exposing them to anyone on the street. “Want me to go down and have them move the car up?”

Leo shook his head. “I’ll need you to help me stabilize the hoist if the editor starts to sway.”

Sirens wailed in the distance. They were close and getting closer. “Never helped stabilize anything before.”

“Hopefully, it won’t require it,” Leo said, pushing the machine until it cleared the window.

Tatiana got out of the car and looked up. “The cavalry’s on its way.”

“Can you move the car up?” Sammy shouted. “It’s okay if she moves it up, right?”

Leo nodded, slowly ratcheting the hoist and lowering the machine. “Line it up with the trunk.”

Tatiana chuckled. “It might be a tight squeeze. I forgot to remove the bodies.”

Leo looked at Sammy. “I hope she’s not serious.”

“After what I’ve seen her do to that chair, nothing would surprise me.”

Tatiana slinked back into the car and rolled it into position.

Leo stopped. “We’re close enough. I’ll go down and guide it in.”

Golden Boy stuck his head out the car window. “Can you hear the sirens?”

Yeah, it was like flies buzzing around, and she couldn’t shoo them away. Sammy worked the ratchet, making sure it was going in the right direction.

Leo jogged to the back of the car and told Tatiana to move it up a little. The trunk popped open. He waved to her to bring it down. Sammy went full speed, not caring about swaying.

Fire engines pulled in front of the place. Red-and-white lights danced and spun, coloring everything into a tumult. The hoist line went slack.

“Pull it up, pull it up,” Leo said, fighting with the straps. “I can’t get the straps free.”

Sammy pulled down on the ratchet, but the line dropped farther. “How do I get this to pull up?”

Tatiana sashayed to the back of the car, pulled out her silver knife, and cut the straps. “You have to keep your knife sharp, little bird.” She slipped the knife back into her pocket. “Coming?”

Sammy reeled up the line and rushed down the stairs. Heavy footfalls reverberated from the front. Lights bounced indiscriminately. Sammy ducked down behind a desk.

“Anybody here?” someone shouted.

“The door was open,” another said.

Three of them huddled in front of her desk. One tapped on the screen strapped to his wrist. “The trigger point is upstairs.”

Sammy scampered out from under the desk and ran to the front door. The door swung open. She scrambled back.

A light circled around the desk, splashing her face, then coming back again. Sammy froze. The light fell away, and the footsteps thumped off.

She tiptoed to the front door. Two men were by the truck, talking. Sammy squeezed through the door and snaked behind the bushes along the front, then trotted back to the car.

Tatiana rolled down the window. “Getting a little hot in there, little bird? Thought I’d have to rescue you.”

The back door swung open. Leo looked up and stared. He grabbed Golden Boy’s mask and bolted out. “Have to check on the editor.”

Golden Boy laughed. “That mask isn’t going to make that machine invisible, deadpan.”

Leo grabbed her by the arm and pulled her to the back. “Fascinating,” he said, turning her head from one angle to the next.

Please, don’t let it be another face change.

Leo handed her the mask. “Put this on.”

She teared up. “Why?”

“Have you experienced changes in skin coloration before?”

Sammy ran a sleeve over her cheeks. “Maybe.”

Tatiana tapped the side of the door. “Unless you want to be left behind, you better get in.”

“It’s okay,” Leo said, handing her the mask. “I’ll help you.”

Sammy didn’t look up, not wanting him to see her. She pulled the mask over her face, her view suddenly narrowed by the eyeholes. It had a sweet, musky scent.

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Three

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy sat on the windowsill, looking over the fire escape. She held a piece of bacon, hoping Cat would come running for it. He’d been with her last night, and she’d gotten her face back.

“Sam, the cat’s not coming.”

Sammy glanced over at Cindy, who wore a low-cut dress. Must be going to Johnny’s.

“He’s not a very friendly cat. He almost scratched me.”

“Some people rub him the wrong way. People rub me the wrong way all the time.” She was thinking of Johnny. Last night, he told her he’d get her a whip to go with the mask. “Going to Johnny’s?”

“I still got a few minutes. Why don’t you come over here so I don’t have to shout?”

Her fingers were greasy from the bacon. She dropped the piece on the sill.

“You did real good job stealing that machine. You should be celebrating.”

Sammy looked for something to wipe her fingers. “I’ll be celebrating when I get my money.”

“You’ll get it once Johnny starts selling the psychedelics,” Cindy said, her face creased in worry. “I helped Leo set up that machine. Did I tell you that?”

Sammy nodded. Her trousers had cat hair, so she wiped her hand on the leg.

“Not that I knew what I was doing.” She grinned. “He asked about you.”

“About what?”

Cindy shrugged. “Mostly how you were feeling.”

“What did you say?”

“You’re doing…okay. You healed real fine from that bullet shot. Mama couldn’t find a mark.”

Another weird thing she’d forgotten about. She felt her hair. It was still a little stiff, but at least she wasn’t bald.

“Leo said he’ll stop by tonight—”

“He will?”

“Didn’t I tell you?”

“What does he want?”

“He wants to talk to you. He had a few questions, but you ran out,” Cindy said, searching her face.

Sammy walked to the window. The bacon began drying, and Cat was nowhere in sight.

Cindy got up from the chair. “Why did you run out?”

“Why should I stick around those laughing hyenas?”

“They were laughing at that mask, not you. Why would you put that mask on if it wasn’t for a gag?”

“What if I had a bad skin condition and had to wear a mask?”

Cindy took a step closer, examining her face. “Wish my face was that clear, took a half an hour scrubbing two pimples.”

“One day it could be.”

“Your skin is like fine china.”

“You see any tulips?”

Cindy giggled, poking at her cheek. “One right there.”

Sammy smiled.

“Looks even better when you smile,” Cindy said, looking up at the clock. “Got to go.”

Sammy was back by the window, waiting for Cat. “Cat, your favorite.” She dropped another strip on the fire-escape grate. She’d get more and leave a trail for him.

The front door swung open. It was Igor.

Sammy spun, heart racing. “Don’t you knock?”

“Door was opened,” he said, turning to Leo. “There she is. I take you right to her.”

“Where’s Cat? You have him locked up?”

Igor shrugged. “My sister must have him. It is her cat.”

Leo stepped in, looking a little sheepish. “How are you feeling?”

Sammy turned back to the window. “Fine.”

“If you need anything, I am downstairs,” Igor said. “I help you; you help me. That is the way it is, yes?”

“Thank you for letting me in,” Leo said. The door closed.

Sammy sat on the windowsill. “Must have Cat locked up.”

“Back to normal, I see.” His voice had an artificial cheeriness. The floorboards creaked as he approached.

“For now.” The piles of junk in the courtyard reminded her of pictures she’d seen of termite hills dotting the savanna.

“I brought a few items with me to do some tests.”

What made her think of the termite hills?

“It would’ve been better if I could’ve done them last night.”

Did she have a yearning to prowl a grassy plain?

“Why don’t you come and sit over here.”

Who or what was she becoming?

“Sam?”

She turned back. Leo held a plastic pouch with a needle. He gestured to the stuffed chair. “What’s that for?”

“Blood work. Come.” He waved the bag as if the idea of the needle would make her come running.

“You’re not stabbing me with that.”

“A minor discomfort shouldn’t dissuade you from a greater understanding of your current condition.”

He seemed a little too gleeful for her liking. “I want to be cured of it. You got something for that?”

“We can explore all avenues, but first I need to do some tests.”

She’d seen enough cons to know he wasn’t interested in a cure. Sammy gazed back out the window, searching for anything moving over the mounds.

Leo ripped open a small bag. “I’ll start with a mouth swab.”

“Take your bag of tricks and get out of here.”

“I’m here to help.”

“Help yourself you mean. I’m just another test tube to you.”

Leo put the ripped bag on the counter. “Everyone gets paid, Sam. You help me, and I help you. Isn’t that what your friend said?”

“He’s not my friend. He’s a parasite.”

Leo grinned. “Some parasites form a symbiotic relationship.”

Cat was outside the bottom-floor window, looking up. “Cat, there’s bacon,” she said, pointing to the step.

Arms reached out and grabbed him. It was Igor’s sister. She sneered at Sammy and pulled Cat inside.

“Never did like her.”

Leo stepped to the side of the window, peering down. “Is your cat out there?”

Sammy shook her head. He wasn’t her cat. She could buy him if she ever got paid.

“I’m not lying about helping you.”

“You lied about finding a cure.”

“The term ‘cure’ doesn’t fit. It’s as if you’re asking to cure blonde hair.”

“Yeah, it’s called hair dye.”

He sighed. “What you have is an ability no other human has. It’s certainly not a disease.”

“How about turning me from a freak to a non-freak?”

“Sam, don’t fall into the trap of being like everyone else. This is a rare gift you’ve been given. Embrace it.”

“That’s a pretty good con,” Sammy said, walking to the living room. “Is that what you tell all of your rats?”

“I didn’t plan this. You crashed into my test tubes, remember?”

Sammy plopped onto the chair he’d pointed to earlier. “You looking for payback?”

Leo stood by the sofa. “What I’m saying is that neither of us wanted it, but it happened, so let’s make the best of it.”

“For who?”

“For both of us,” he said, turning red.

Sammy grinned at him being so hot and bothered over it. The smell of the bacon bothered her. She got up and washed her hands in the sink. The fat clung to her skin and took some scrubbing to get rid of the smell.

He joined her at the counter and swept his stuff back into his bag of tricks, looking like a kid with a ball and nobody to play with.

Sammy dried her hands. “How’s the pill-making going?”

He nodded. “The first batch is incubating. Cindy was very helpful.”

“You sure you’re not lying about that?”

Leo grinned. “Well, put it this way. She exceeded my expectations.”

Sammy poured a small glass of pineapple juice. “You don’t seem like the type to work in a place like that.”

“It suits my research goals at the moment.”

“And what are those?”

Leo strolled toward the middle of the apartment.

Sammy took a sip of the juice. “Want anything?”

He shook his head. “This seems like a decent place. What are your arrangements?”

“Mama let us stay here after I got her some pills.”

“Your mother lives here too?”

Sammy shook her head. “Igor’s mother.”

“Is he the one that brought me up here?”

Sammy nodded. She could still smell a little bit of the bacon. Some must’ve gotten under her nails. “You’re thinking of moving in here?”

Leo picked up his bag off the counter. “I’m considering it.”

“It should be easy trading psychedelics for an apartment.”

“The coin of the realm,” he said, tucking his bag under his arm. “If you ever want to talk about your condition, you know where to find me.”

“What’s there to talk about?”

“For starters, what’s the trigger?”

“You mean how it starts?”

Leo nodded. “There has to be something that triggered it.”

“If I knew what it was, I’d avoid it.”

“I gather last night wasn’t the first incident.”

Sammy took a sip from the glass. “Happened before.”

“Good,” Leo said, putting the bag back on the counter. “More than one data point will help to draw inferences.”

“Before this, it was daytime and I was outside.”

“Were the circumstances similar?”

“I wasn’t stealing anything.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

Sammy wasn’t sure she wanted to tell him about looking through a window. It sounded kind of creepy. “This girl was swinging on the uneven bars, so I went up the fire escape to see if she left any jewelry on the table. When she dismounted, she spotted me.”

“Then what?”

“I tripped on the way down.”

“You fell down the fire escape?”

Sammy shook her head. “I held onto the rail.”

“Okay, you were holding onto the rail. Then what happened?”

“Nothing.”

“You attempted to steal her jewelry, and she did nothing?”

“I didn’t steal anything. It was like I was just watching her on those stupid bars.”

“Suppose someone came up your fire escape and was watching you. Would you do nothing?”

“I’d chase the creep out of there.” Damn. She was a creep too.

“So again, what did she do?”

“She didn’t see me, okay. She can’t do anything if she didn’t see me.”

“She came to the window and you were what, a few steps away?”

“More than a few.”

“Would you say she was farther away from you when she first spotted you or closer?”

“Had to be closer.”

“What were you thinking when she was at the window looking for you?”

“I don’t know.”

“You were hoping she wouldn’t see you.”

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Did anyone see you at Bushwick and Halsey?”

“There was a guy with a light who might’ve seen me. Why?”

Leo grinned. “Stop by the lab tomorrow.”

“For tests?”

“We’ll see if we can understand what’s going on.”

“You’re really good at not answering questions.”

He strolled to the door with the bag under his arm. “You hold all the answers, Sam.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Four

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy slipped the phone into her pocket. It was a cheap forty-dollar version with enough credit for a few rides. The Pleasure Palace had a handful of people waiting to get in the front. She went around the back but was blocked by a big guy. Sammy figured four of her wouldn’t measure up to him.

He looked down at her, annoyed. “Beat it, kid.”

“Fresh out of lollipops?”

“Get lost.”

Sammy rolled her eyes. “I’m here to see Leo.”

“There’s no Leo here.”

“He’s the one who makes the psychedelics.”

“Yeah, everybody wants them.”

“I’m not here for that.”

The guy huffed, clicking on a mic. “I got a kid who’s causing trouble.”

“I’m Sam,” Sammy shouted over him. “Here to see Leo.”

A red light turned green over the door. Johnny had enough money to get a fancy camera but didn’t have a thousand bucks for her.

“You’re Cindy’s friend,” a guy said over the speaker. “The one with the mask the other night?”

Sammy sighed. “Yeah, that’s me. Next time, I’ll bring the mask.”

The guy snickered. “Let her in, Grish.”

Grish opened the door, looking like he wasn’t sure if he should smile.

Sammy ducked under his arm. “Later on, I’ll introduce you to everybody.”

Straight ahead was the kitchen, and to the right was the door leading to the basement.

Cindy walked up to her, carrying a tray. “Sam, what are you doing here?”

“Leo asked me to stop by.”

“Isn’t it exciting?” Cindy asked, turning to the front of the place.

At least the place didn’t look empty. “They got more than ten people here tonight?”

“The place is filled. All VIP.”

“You mean RIP?”

Cindy’s forehead creased as she thought it over. “No, that’s right, VIP,” she said, grabbing Sammy’s arm. “It’s preview night.”

“Don’t you need something to preview?”

“The psychedelics. Aren’t you here to help Leo with that?”

“Yeah, I thought it was tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow’s the big opening,” Cindy said, pulling her toward the lounge. “Guess who’s here?”

Sammy shrugged. “Igor?”

Cindy stopped by the lounge doorway, pointing to the middle back section.

It was Golden Boy and Tatiana. “What are they doing here?”

“Johnny invited them for helping with the machine. They gave me a big tip.”

“Sugar!” Golden Boy waved her over.

Sammy couldn’t slip back now. She trudged over to their table.

Tatiana peered over her wineglass. “Where did you run off to, little bird? We planned to celebrate our first heist together.”

“I wasn’t up for burned marshmallows.”

Tatiana smiled, swirling the wine. “I’m sure we could’ve come up with something else.”

Golden Boy took a sip of his wine. “If you’re going to burn something, I’d vote for marshmallows.”

“I’m thinking of something bigger. How about one of the eyesore buildings in the zone? There’s plenty to pick from.”

“You know how I like my fire engines, girl.”

Tatiana wet her lips. “Have any suggestions, little bird?”

Sammy said nothing.

Cindy stopped by the table. “Can I get you two anything?”

Golden Boy leaned forward. “Pills?”

“I’ve been told they’ll be unveiled at nine.”

Tatiana shook her head. “I’d like to talk to your sommelier about your wine selection.”

“I don’t think we have one of those.”

“That explains the selection.”

“Girl, this is a strip club, not La Grenouille.” Golden Boy patted her arm. “She’s still sore about security taking something from her. What did they take?”

“My knife.”

“The chairs are safe now,” Sammy said.

Tatiana smirked, sipping her wine.

Cindy looked from him to her. “What kind of knife was it?”

“A sharp knife,” Tatiana said, her gaze unfocused. “I’m sure it’s dull by now.”

“Why’s that?”

“Dullards make dull knives.”

Cindy nodded, looking as if she were waiting for Tatiana to explain. “Do you want any more wine?”

“Dig into the vaults for something special.”

“I’ll look around.”

Sammy looked over her shoulder, wondering if she should follow.

“Did they take anything from you, little bird?”

“Just my dignity.”

Golden Boy laughed.

Tatiana swirled the wine. “Are all of your other virtues intact?”

Sammy stepped back. “Got to go.”

“Stop by later when they bring the pills out,” Golden Boy said. “We can share.”

Tatiana grinned. “I’ll let you have a lick.”

Sammy bounded out of the lounge, catching a guy waving at her.

“Some wine?” he asked.

“Do I look like I work here?” Sammy asked, pulling her shirt taut. “You have bigger ones than I do.” Laughter rolled out behind her as she marched into the back.

Cindy was by the kitchen door, asking another hostess which of the two wines was better.

Sammy slipped behind the basement door. Exposed pipes ran overhead, and to the right were fenced-in heating and air-conditioning units. Farther down on the left must be Johnny’s office containing a safe with all her money in it. Next, she’d learn to open safes.

She continued toward the front and found another door, but it was locked. The next door had the glass strip like Johnny’s office. Stainless-steel gadgets sat on a table along the side, looking like future kitchen appliances. Another table ran along the far wall, and in the middle was the machine she’d stolen. She spotted Leo coming from the back of the room.

Sammy stepped in. Johnny sat on the edge of a table in the back. “I’ll come back later.”

Leo waved her in. “We’re almost finished.”

Johnny looked up with a goofy grin. “There she is. I take back everything I ever said about you.”

“Do I have to do the same?”

He chuckled, rocking against the table. “You know I feel light-headed, but I can still think clearly.”

Leo nodded. “In lower doses, it can help increase focus.”

“And I almost feel that if I jumped up or turned quickly, I’d leave my body.”

“In higher doses, people have had out-of-body experiences.”

Sammy snickered. “If you get a chance to get out, run.”

Johnny grinned, still rocking. “This is good. This is really good.”

Sammy looked over at Leo, who shrugged.

Jonathan stood, a little unsteadily at first. “Just to show there are no hard feelings, I’ll get you another mask.” He staggered to the door and laughed. “A tight leather one.”

“How about getting me my money!” The door closed.

“Glad you decided to come,” Leo said, studying her. “Did anything happen to change your mind?”

“You know more about this than I do, so I’m hoping for some answers.”

“Well, you have all the answers. It’s just a matter of uncovering them.”

“How are you going to do that?”

Leo puckered his lips.

“You don’t know?”

“There are several avenues open to attack this,” Leo said, scanning the room. “I would’ve been more prepared if you let me know you were coming.”

Sammy turned to leave. “It was a mistake.”

Leo grabbed her arm. “We’ll start with deep visualization techniques.” He set a chair in front of a poster with what looked like honeycombs.

“You want me to sit there?”

“Not just yet.” He snapped open the legs of a tripod and set it a few feet away from the chair. He mounted a bulky camera on top. It looked as though it’d set him back a few dollars. “Okay, we’re all set.”

“Feel like I’m going under the microscope.”

“It’s a camera, Sam. We have to monitor any changes to determine efficacy.”

Sammy sat. “It doesn’t look like any camera I’ve seen.”

“It has infrared and spectrometer functions. I was lucky to get my hands on it.”

Yeah, under the microscope all right. She turned back to the poster. It looked like one of those found in an advanced chemistry class. She was supposed to take it next year.

“Face straight ahead and relax.”

“You going to shine a light in my face next?”

“We’ll just go with the visualization first. Close your eyes and think of someplace relaxing… An open field… A warm day at the beach…”

Sammy thought about the place in the country that Uncle Danny talked about where the grass felt like cool velvet.

“Whatever scene makes you feel comfortable, stay in it as I move my chair closer.”

The chair’s wheels rolled toward her.

“See the scene and all its wonder. The colors are vibrant but pleasing… Feel the warmth of the sun on your skin, and the gentle breeze through your hair…”

Everything seemed green, a bright beautiful green. A patch of sun filtered through the big tree’s canopy, warming her chest.

“You take notice of something in the distance,” Leo said. “It is a mere curiosity, but something about it is different.”

Sammy lifted her head off the grass. Someone was running toward her. No, he was being chased.

“You have a clearer view of it now. It’s dangerous. Whatever it is, it’s dangerous, and you have to hide.”

Cat was being chased. A dog was chasing Cat, a big dog foaming around the mouth.

“You’ve found your hiding spot, but you’re far from being secure…”

Sammy hid behind the big tree. Cat was up on a branch. The dog sniffed at the base…

“You’re watching and waiting, thinking you may be okay. Suddenly, you’ve been exposed…”

The dog saw her and charged. Something sharp stabbed her leg. Sammy’s eyes shot open. She felt flushed and her heart raced.

Leo pulled a needle from her thigh. He smiled, resting the needle on his lap. “Extraordinary.”
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Leo rolled a light up to her, bright enough to cook. Sammy knew it would only be a matter of time before he started poking. “You trying to blind me with that thing?”

“You can close your eyes.”

“I’m not closing my eyes around you.”

Leo angled the light down. “We needed a reaction.”

“Yeah, now I want an unreaction,” Sammy said. “Was that visualization just bullshit?”

“I always say there’s nothing like a shot of adrenaline to speed things along.” Leo bent over to get a closer look. “It replicated the poster surprisingly well and even maintained the same reflective properties.”

“Real interesting. Are you done?”

“The pattern is static, though,” Leo said, tilting Sammy’s head. “Most chromatics’ coloration changes with movement.”

“Speaking of movement, back away.”

Leo backed up, pulling the light with him. He stepped behind the camera and told her to turn sideways. “Okay, turn a little bit more to the right.”

Sammy leaned back and glared at him. “Enough already, Leo.”

He looked up from the camera. “I suppose that’ll do.” Leo picked up a small foil wrap from the table behind him and tore it open. “Turn away slightly.”

“This better be it.”

Leo stretched her skin under the ear and scraped.

Sammy pulled away. “What are you doing?”

“A skin scraping.”

Sammy shot up, looking down at a small sharp blade and a glass strip. “Are you crazy?”

One of Johnny’s guys ducked in. “Are there any…” He stared at Sammy, squinting. “Is that a new mask?”

Sammy glared at Leo, wanting to take that blade and do more than a little skin scraping.

The guy turned back. “Hey, Rhino, check out this new mask.”

Sammy rushed out the door, zigzagging through hulking suits and sweet, musky cologne. She ignored the distant call and raced up the steps. She bolted out the door, catching the flap of Grish’s jacket.

Shadowed figures milled about the front. “Is that you, little bird?”

Sammy ran into a deserted lot fifty feet back from the club. Another hundred feet past that was a field of felled bricks, the mortar whitening them in the full moon. Farther down were the skeletal steel remains of a several-story building. She didn’t think the zone came up this far.

“There you are.” It was Leo.

“Stay away from me.”

“Sorry about that. Should’ve locked the door.”

“You don’t even get it, do you?” Sammy said, turning to him. “You used me. I came to you for help, and you used me.” She teared up and turned away, wiping her face, her hideous-looking face.

“Admittedly, I didn’t take into account your feelings.”

She dried her cheeks. “That’s real big of you, Leo.”

“Haven’t you ever been so enthralled that you’ve ignored certain conventions?”

Sammy spun around. “No, because I’m nothing like you.”

“I suppose I see things quite differently.”

She stared at the glass in his hand.

“I hope you’ll forgive my bad behavior.”

He looked like one of those rich people who strolled out on the beach or a dock, carrying a drink.

Leo noticed her looking at the glass. “It’s for you.”

It smelled like booze. “What is it?”

He shrugged. “It is cold. I don’t know how anyone can carry these for long.”

“You don’t know what it is?”

“Temperature is the key,” he said, switching hands. “I’m not sure how much longer I can hold this. Shall we begin?”

“Begin what? You’re not making any sense.”

“You wish to turn back to your normal skin coloration, true?”

Sammy stared up at him. She always had trouble reading him, and now was no different. “Yeah. What do I got to do?”

He glanced down at her shirt. “I think this will work best if you tuck your shirt in.”

“What does that got to do with any of this?”

“You can either do this or find the cat.”

Sammy tucked in her shirt. “Happy?”

“That’ll do,” he said, moving the glass to the other hand. “Now turn around.”

“Why? You going to stab me in the back with another needle?”

Leo shook his head and made a spinning motion with his finger.

Sammy glanced up at him, wishing she could read him better. She turned around and felt a slight pull on her collar. Ice rattled against the glass, stinging cold scorched her back, and then a deep cold radiated out, chilling her to the core. Sammy spun around, knocking the glass free. It shattered against the ground like an explosion. The ice pooled against her lower back. She hopped, tugging at the shirt as if she were on fire. She pulled the shirt out, spilling the ice to the ground. “You’re crazy!”

Leo grinned. “You’re back to normal coloration, although perhaps a little flushed.”

Sammy wrung out the back of the shirt. “You’re certifiable, truly certifiable.”

“We should work on less drastic means in the future.”

“Future?”

“Now you have two incidences from which to draw. Either one or a combination can be used in a visualization exercise.”

“I’m doing some visualizing right now, Leo, and it’s not pretty.”

“Whatever it is, it seems quite intense. That’s a good start.”

Sammy threw her hands up and stomped off.

“Tomorrow? Same time?” he shouted after her.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Six

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Tatiana stepped out from the shadows. “Where are you running off to, little bird?”

That was all she needed now. “Home.”

Tatiana took a long lick at a pill pinched between her fingers. “Are you wet?”

“Yeah, wet and cold.”

“Want a ride?”

“I got a few more rides left on my phone.”

“I can give you a towel at least.”

“You carry around a towel?”

She nodded, leading Sammy to the car parked in front of the place. “You never know when something will pop up and you’ll have to get your hands dirty.”

Sammy wondered what people kept in trunks. This one seemed empty except for a bag stashed on the side.

Tatiana rifled through the bag and pulled out a plush beige hand towel. She offered it, then pulled it back. “Here, I’ll do it.”

Sammy turned halfway. She wasn’t feeling too trusting.

“Let me guess, Scotch and water?”

“All I know is that it was wet and cold.”

Tatiana patted down her lower back. “It’s good enough for now.” She handed her the towel. “Take it for your ride back.”

“Thanks,” Sammy said, reaching into her pocket for the phone, but it was gone.

“Something wrong?”

Sammy jogged to the back, retracing her steps to the big splash. Lumps of ice still marked the spot but no phone. She remembered feeling it when she’d tucked in her shirt.

Tatiana was halfway between the front and back, licking her pill. “Find what you were looking for?”

Could Leo have taken it? “Lost my phone.”

Tatiana dropped the pill into her mouth. “Come on. Let’s get you out of those clothes.”

Sammy shivered, following her to the car. She put the towel against the back of the seat.

The tires squealed, jerking Sammy back. Must go through a bunch of tires the way she drives. The car raced around the boxy transporters dotting the roadway.

Tatiana grinned, glancing at Sammy. “Nothing like being your own driver.”

Sammy held onto the door handle. “The way you drive, I’m not so sure.”

She laughed easily as if the speed was intoxicating. The car skidded on turns, which seemed to delight her. She slowed down enough to make Sammy think she was coming to her senses. She pulled the car up in front of one of the luxury buildings just south of Midtown. “Makes you feel alive, doesn’t it?”

“Not for long.”

Tatiana grinned. “Let’s get you out of those clothes.”

“Where are we?”

“Someplace toasty,” Tatiana said, swinging her door open.

“I thought you were going to take me home.”

“This is closer.”

Sammy stepped out of the car. “The way you drive, any place is close.”

Tatiana held open the door to the building. “Come on, little bird. We don’t want you to catch a cold, now do we?”

Sammy followed her. “I told you I don’t like to be called that.”

“It’s a term of affection. You do like affection, don’t you?”

Yeah, this was definitely a mistake.

They took the elevator to the third floor. Tatiana fished out her keys from her purse, almost dropping the phone inside. She plunked the purse onto the low table and strode into a back room. The place seemed to be about the same size as hers but looked a hundred times better with plush cream-colored carpet, off-white walls with geometric monochromatic framed pictures, an overstuffed black leather sofa, and two chairs ringing the low table in the center of the room.

Tatiana strolled back in, holding a long mustard-colored T-shirt. “Put this on.”

“This is yours?”

“No, it was from the last little bird who came here.”

“Where can I change?”

She sauntered around a half wall separating the living room and the kitchen and came back with a tall white plastic bag. “Put them in there, and I’ll have them cleaned.”

“A place to change?”

Tatiana slouched into the corner of the sofa and propped her feet on the low table. “We’re all girls here.”

Sammy just stared back at her.

Tatiana rolled her eyes and flicked her wrist. “Pick any room you want in the back.”

Sammy settled on the bathroom and locked the door. The walls were white marble, the vanity a dark maple, and the shower walled-in glass. She dropped the shirt into the bag and wondered about the trousers. They were wet around the band, so she put them in too. She took a washcloth folded on a shelf, wet it, then wiped down her back and neck. The bra strap and her panties were a little damp, but she wasn’t taking them off. The T-shirt came down to her mid-thigh. It looked putrid, but at least it was dry.

Tatiana had her shoes off. “My little yellow bird. We have to get you a matching wig.”

“I have one at home.”

“Not that rubber cap. I’m talking about one that looks and feels natural,” Tatiana said, slipping a phone out of her pocket. “You won’t even know it’s on.”

The purse sat at the other end of the low table. Did she take the phone out and put it in her pocket?

Tatiana grinned, scrolling through the screen. “Hope I can find a place that delivers.”

“I don’t want it.”

“It’ll feel like your own hair.”

“I’m not wearing it.”

Tatiana looked up from her screen and slid the phone onto the table. “You’re no fun.” She took the bag with Sammy’s wet shirt and trousers, looking down at Sammy’s shirt. “Why don’t you put that Band-Aid of a bra into here too? It has to be wet.”

“It’s fine.”

“You’re just wound too tight, little bird.” She glided down the hall to the back rooms, pulled a picture frame open across from the bathroom, and dropped the bag.

“What’d you do with my clothes?”

Tatiana pushed back the frame. “You want them cleaned, don’t you?”

“They’re going to get cleaned inside that wall?”

“Usually takes two hours. Gives us a chance to get to know each other,” she said with a smile, walking past Sammy. “Want something to drink?”

Sammy shrugged. “Got any pineapple juice?”

“We’ll have to see, now won’t we?”

The side of the purse bulged out slightly in the shape of the corner edge of a phone.

“All out of pineapple,” Tatiana shouted from the kitchen. “How about orange juice?”

“Sure,” Sammy said, creeping toward the purse.

“You want ice in that?”

Sammy froze, looking over her shoulder. “No.” She bent over, reaching for the purse.

“Change your mind about the wig?” Tatiana was standing behind her.

Sammy shook her head, taking the orange juice.

Tatiana slinked onto the sofa, nestling between the overstuffed arm and the backrest. She rested the tall clear glass over her pelvis, ice stacked under a sheen of effervescence. “It’ll be as light as a feather,” she said, gazing up at Sammy.

Sammy looked down into the glass and took a sip. “What?”

“How about a wig of feathers.” She ran her finger around the edge of her glass. “Little yellow feathers.”

“You got a thing about yellow?”

Tatiana shook her head, still running her finger around the edge. “Just little yellow birds.” She smiled, taking a sip of her drink.

If that ain’t creepy, nothing is.

“Have a seat,” Tatiana said, patting the spot beside her.

Sammy sat on the chair across from her.

Tatiana’s eyes were cast low on her. “Weren’t your panties wet?”

Sammy shoved the shirt between her legs.

Tatiana laughed, swirling the ice in the glass. “What does the little bird do when she’s not stealing things?”

“I tweet until sunset.”

“You want to tweet a little song for me?”

Sammy looked away from her sultry gaze, figuring this would be the longest two hours of her life. She was sure the purse had a phone. Was it her phone?

“You know why birds tweet?”

If Tatiana had taken her phone, that would be beyond creepy. What else would that bulge be if not a phone?

“Who do you sing your song to? Cindy?”

Sammy glanced at her and took another sip of the juice. She couldn’t swipe the purse without Tatiana noticing.

“She’s okay if you like the Pleasure Palace kind of girl.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Tatiana downed the glass, the ice rattling. “Let’s just say her best attributes start from the neck down.”

“She’s smart. She’s plenty smart. She’ll be out of that skin joint in no time and be doing…doing other things.”

“I’m sure floating isn’t a problem for her.” Tatiana tilted the glass and let a cube drop into her mouth.

“I’m sure sinking to the bottom of the sea isn’t a problem for you.”

She crunched on the cube. “That’s the problem with girls like us. We just sink.”

Sammy looked away. Tatiana had that smirky grin going as she rolled the ice in the glass. The purse wasn’t far from the edge of the table. She could knock it off and check the phone.

Tatiana rolled her head back. “Maybe with you being a little bird, you’d just fly off.”

Sammy leaned over to put the glass down, knocking it over. “Sorry.” She dashed to the kitchen for paper towels.

Tatiana laughed. “Fly off, little birdie.”

Sammy sopped up the spilled juice. She folded the towel and wiped down the rest of the table, knocking the purse to the floor. She knelt on one end of the purse and pulled at the zipper. It was binding. She needed to use two hands.

Tatiana stood over her, holding her hand out. Did she want the purse?

“You want another juice?”

Sammy handed her the emptied glass. “Sure.”

Tatiana walked back to the kitchen. “I don’t have any of those spill cups. Think you can drink it without spilling?”

Sammy worked at the zipper. The phone slipped out. “Can I have ice with that?”

“Now you tell me.”

It was cheap enough to be her phone. She flipped it on. It was hers. The psycho took her phone! Sammy scrambled up and slipped out the door. She hurried down the steps and out the front. She ordered the car service and figured it’d be here in less than a minute in this neighborhood. “Four minutes!”

A cool breeze whipped up her ugly yellow T-shirt. She looked back. Still quiet. Three minutes. She rubbed her arms to keep warm, wondering how Tatiana would react to her leaving. Two minutes.

One of the elevator lights flashed. Sammy stood off to the side of the door, peeking in to see who it was.

“Damn, it’s her!” Sammy looked from one end of the block to the other. She’d be easy to see if she ran for it. She leaned back against the building.

Tatiana opened the door and looked from one end of the block to the other, holding a glass of juice. She looked up and smiled. “Fly away, little bird. Fly away.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Seven

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy put down the bag of groceries to get the key for the door, but it was opened. Cindy wasn’t due back till late tonight. Sammy pushed the door a crack. The hinge whined.

Tatiana stood by the dining room window, looking out. She turned. A bag dangled limply from her hand. “About time, little bird. I almost gave up on you.”

“How did you get in here?”

“Fly home okay last night?”

Sammy grabbed the bag and closed the door. “Yeah, after I found my phone in your purse.”

“Did you take anything else? I’m missing my little friend.”

Sammy breezed by her and into the kitchen. She opened the bag and found sausage links, peppers, and onions. “Nobody buys chicken anymore.”

Tatiana leaned over the counter. “You sure you didn’t take a little something to remember me by?”

“Don’t want anything from you.”

“Feathers ruffled about something?”

Sammy put the links into the refrigerator. “My phone?”

“I was going to give it back to you,” she said with a wave of a hand. “I thought it’d be fun to steal from a thief.”

“Hope you had a blast.”

“Do you think I have a career in crime?”

Sammy shoved the bag of peppers and onions into the counter’s corner. “I think you’ve had a few years’ head start.”

Tatiana smiled. “I do have a light touch.”

Sammy took the pineapple juice from the refrigerator and poured a glass.

“Nothing for me, little bird, not even a drop of milk?”

“All out of milk.”

“What’s the matter? Cindy’s running a little dry this week?”

Sammy rolled her eyes and took a sip of the juice.

“If it’ll make you happy, I’ll strangle a few oranges for fresh juice next time.”

Sammy plopped down on the sofa and cradled the glass in her lap.

Tatiana strolled to the back of the other chair, dangling the bag as she went. “If it’ll unruffle your feathers, I’ll get you a new phone. One that’s not disposable. I wouldn’t want it to die when you reach out to me.”

“Yeah, wouldn’t that be a shame.”

“That settles it,” Tatiana said. “Let’s go shopping.”

“You can start without me.”

“How about new clothes and we’ll top off the night at the club’s grand opening? You can watch Cindy bounce around. I’ll let you lick a few pills and whatever else you want.”

Sammy took a sip of the juice.

Tatiana tossed the bag onto the sofa. “Your clothes. You flew the coop before they were done.”

Sammy tilted the bag, and her T-shirt and trousers slid out cleaned and pressed. “You had them pressed?”

She shrugged. “It’s part of the service. I’m sure it cost more than those clothes. Talk about thievery.”

Something else was in the bag. Sammy pulled on the bottom of the bag, and out slipped a box a couple of inches thick and about a foot on all sides. It was light with a thick royal-blue ribbon.

“Light as a feather, isn’t it?”

Sammy shook the box. “Is there anything in here?”

Tatiana seemed almost giddy. “Go ahead. Open it.”

Sammy slid off the ribbon. The lid pushed open and out sprang a ball of yellow feathers.

Tatiana’s face seemed to glow. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

“What is it?”

“I’ll help you.” Tatiana stood in front of her and gently removed the feathers from a wire-mesh ball.

Sammy pressed down on the ball, flattening it.

Tatiana laid it on her head and pulled it down, tucking strands of hair under it.

“Is it some kind of hat?”

Tatiana pulled it down flush against her scalp.

It felt a little tight. Sammy thought of pulling it off, but Tatiana was still adjusting it.

Tatiana sat on the edge of the low table, admiring her work. “It’s even better than I thought.”

That could mean anything with her.

Tatiana stood, pulling Sammy up. “Prepare to have your breath taken away.”

“You’re going to strangle me next?”

“Charming,” Tatiana said, dragging her to the mirror in Cindy’s room.

It was a feathered wig. Sammy had the urge to start clucking.

Tatiana stood transfixed, running her fingers along the side of Sammy’s neck. “Pretty little bird.”

Yeah, she’s normal. Sammy marched out, pulling the wig off. She tossed it on the box and fluffed her hair.

“You took it off?” Tatiana asked, looking horror-stricken. 

Sammy grabbed her glass and dropped onto the sofa. “Don’t you think you’re taking this bird thing a little too far?”

Tatiana sat on the other side of the box and puffed up the wig, then gently rested it on the mesh ball. She patted it as though she were petting a cat. “It’s a work of art.”

“Where did you get it?” Sammy asked. “Some gag shop?”

She glared at Sammy. “You have a lot to learn, little bird.”

“If you like it so much, why don’t you wear it?”

Tatiana pressed the lid over it and slipped the ribbon on. She ran her fingers along the ribbon. “It’s for you.”

Sammy leaned back and sipped her juice.

Tatiana placed the box on the low table as if it were something delicate. She sat erect, not looking at Sammy. “I have much to teach you.”

Sammy grinned. “What? How to cluck like a chicken?”

She gave Sammy a cold sideways glance, pushing the box farther away from the edge as if it were in danger of falling. She stood, tugging on her sleeves.

Good, maybe she’d leave now. Sammy downed the rest of the juice.

There was a knock at the door.

That was all she needed now—Leo.

The door crept open. “Hello?” Igor popped his head through.

For once, she was happy to see him.

Igor stood at the door, dressed in a suit. He fiddled with his hands, then shoved them into his pockets. His face glowed as he watched Tatiana sashay toward him.

Tatiana walked right by him, saying something in Russian.

The warmth of his smile washed away. “What did you tell her?”

“Didn’t even know she spoke Russian.”

He spun, calling after her. Sammy closed the door and locked it.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Eight

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy waited as Jonathan stood outside by the back door, reading a tablet given to him by the restaurant-supply bot. He tapped on the display and handed it back, then hurried inside. Sammy raced behind him. “You can’t just keep ignoring me, Johnny.”

“I told you I don’t have your money.”

An older lady called out to him. She was a darker-haired version of Gladys with a better disposition. “Just got a call from City Hall. There’s going to be a surprise inspection tomorrow.”

“Liquor and narcs?”

She nodded. “That pill machine puts us in the manufacturing business.”

“We’ll run an overnight, then put it in storage. I’ll talk to the mad scientist to ramp up production.”

Sammy followed him to the basement. “It looks like you’re doing pretty good to me, Johnny.”

“Every supplier gives me thirty days. Bother me then.”

“Thirty days? I got to eat.”

He grabbed a bag from a box on the shelf and tossed it back. It was a small bag of pretzels.

“I can’t live on this.”

“There’re some potato chips back there. That’s a vegetable.”

Sammy had a mind to toss it back at him. Maybe she’d get lucky and knock off the toupee.

“You want to see where your money is?” Jonathan asked, reaching for the door to Leo’s office. “It’s in here.” He swung it open and disappeared inside.

Sammy stood at the doorway, not sure she wanted to go in. The door closed behind her, nudging her inside.

Leo stepped up to her. “Sam, how are you doing?”

“A lot warmer and dryer, no thanks to you.”

“You’re not still upset—”

“We’re talking here,” Jonathan said, lurking behind him.

“Yes, yes, ramp up production.”

“Well?”

“It’s a simple concept, yet it lacks the understanding of biological systems.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes.

“Reproduction patterns don’t change on a whim. If you want a larger production, you need a larger facility.”

“Knew it would come down to more equipment.”

“You pay me first before you buy anything else.”

Jonathan picked up a brick-shaped chrome device. “How much is this?”

Leo shrugged. “Offhand, I couldn’t tell you.”

He handed it to Sammy. “Consider it a down payment.”

Leo snatched it back. “I need that.”

Jonathan sighed. “Can you make a little more at least?”

“I suppose I could alter the—”

“I don’t care how. Just do it.”

“You can at least give me a thousand. Must make twice that much in an hour.”

“I’m in a big hole because of all this shit. I owe a guy who charges interest by the week, and it’s not good for my health if he doesn’t get his money.”

“It’s not good for my health if I don’t get paid either, not that you care.”

Jonathan stood by the door, looking over the place. “There’s an inspection coming tomorrow. I’m going to have to do something with this room.”

“I don’t need to remind you how sensitive this equipment—”

“Yeah, yeah, if you fart the wrong way, it takes a week to recalibrate. You’ll be here to tell them what to do.”

“How reassuring.”

“You can’t sleep here either. They’re sensitive about that stuff,” Jonathan said, puckering his lips. He looked to Sammy, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a wad of bills. “I’ll give you two hundred if you take him in for a couple of days.”

Leo turned to her, blinking and twitching as if trying to give her a secret message.

“I come here to get my money, and instead you pawn off your problems on me. Must’ve been crazy to think you’d ever pay me.”

Jonathan waved the bills. “It’s either this, or you can help yourself to the pretzels and chips.”

Sammy held out her hand.

He slapped the bills into her palm. “I’ll have Cindy come in early to take him to your place.” He was out the door before she could tell him to go choke on his toupee.

Leo was halfway into a cabinet, rummaging about. “This’ll be a great opportunity to do further tests.”

Sammy stuffed the money into her pocket and slammed the door behind her. She tossed the pretzels back into the bin and shot up the steps.

Cindy rushed over. “Did you get your money?”

“Got two hundred.”

“That’s something at least.”

“Got to take Leo in for a couple of days, though.”

“Where is he going to sleep?”

Sammy shrugged. “Probably sleeps standing up.”

Cindy looked back. “Tatiana’s here with Bernardo.”

Bernardo? Was she talking about Golden Boy?

“She says she has something for you.”

“How did she know I was here?”

“She was asking about you.”

Sammy sighed and walked to the back door.

Cindy grabbed her arm. “Don’t you want to know what it is?”

“No, not really.”

“I told her you were here.”

“So tell her I left.”

Cindy gave her one of those disapproving looks. “It won’t hurt to say hello, and I’m just dying to know what it is.”

“It’s yellow, or it has feathers, or both.”

Cindy tugged her arm. “Come on.”

Sammy walked stiff-legged to the table. The lights were low. A show was on, playing an upbeat tune. Golden Boy leaned back in his chair, puffing on a cigar. Tatiana had a sultry, bored look, gazing toward the stage but not really watching. She turned slowly toward them as if someone had whispered into her ear. She smiled, but it was the kind of smile after a long day.

Golden Boy took the cigar out of his mouth. “Hello, sugar.”

Sammy nodded. She couldn’t bring herself to call him Bernardo.

Tatiana’s smile grew into a smirk. “I see you’ve coaxed the little bird out of her coop. Did you leave a trail of birdseed?”

“I told Sam you had something for her,” Cindy said.

Sammy turned to Cindy, wondering why she wasn’t just a little creeped out by all the bird references.

“I tell her I have something for her, and it’s ho-hum, but if you tell her, she comes running.”

“More like dragged out,” Sammy whispered.

“What was that, little bird?”

“Nothing.”

Cindy grabbed Sammy’s arm. “Don’t you just love the nicknames?”

“Yeah, overjoyed.”

“So what’s your secret, Cin?” Tatiana asked, turning to Sammy. “I call her Cin.”

Sammy rolled her eyes.

Cindy’s forehead creased. “Secret? About what?”

“To get Samantha to come running.”

“We’ve been friends for years.”

“I thought it might’ve been something else.”

Cindy shook her head. “I just told her you had something for her. What is it?”

Tatiana reached under the table and pulled out a bag. She dangled it in front of Sammy.

Cindy tapped Sammy’s arm. “Take it, Sam.”

It had a box in it like the one with the wig but thicker and longer.

Cindy pulled out the box. “It has a ribbon too.”

Tatiana pressed the wineglass to her lips. “I insisted on gold.”

“Very nice,” Cindy said. “Take the ribbon off, Sam.”

Sammy slid off the ribbon, keeping her hand on the top for any springing action.

“Open it already.”

Nestled in the folds of ruffled paper was a glittering dress. She couldn’t be sure of the color in the light, but she’d bet it was yellow.

Cindy pulled out the dress and held it against Sammy. “It’s beautiful, Sam.”

“Yeah, when the fog rolls in, I can stand out on the beach and warn ships.”

Golden Boy laughed. “It does have a glow.”

Cindy wiggled the dress. “You’re just seeing Sam’s inner glow. That’s all.”

Tatiana swallowed. “I must be the moth.”

A few tables over, someone called out to Cindy. Cindy laid the dress down on the box. “I have to go. Very nice.”

Tatiana swirled her wine. “Isn’t she sinfully delicious?”

Golden Boy nodded. “Very sinful.”

“She’s like a piece of rich chocolate cake,” Tatiana said. “Even though it’s a small piece, you just can’t seem to finish it.”

“Girl, I could just go for a piece of chocolate cake. La Rue has chocolate cake to die for.”

Tatiana let the last drop of wine roll onto her tongue. “Put on the dress and the wig, little bird, and expect to die for something.”

“Love how you tie it all together, girl. Don’t you like how she ties it together?”

“Yeah, like a rope around your neck.”

Golden Boy chuckled, knocking the cigar’s ash into a cup. “She does have a way with rope.”

“Of course, I follow all the safety protocols.”

Golden Boy laughed. 

Tatiana grinned, her gaze fixed on Sammy’s neck.

Golden Boy stood and pushed in the chair. “Coming, sugar?”

Sammy shook her head.

Tatiana leaned forward and put her finger under Sammy’s chin. “You can’t fly if you never leave the coop, little bird,” she said, running her finger down Sammy’s neck.

Sammy backed away. “I like to keep my feet on the ground.”

Tatiana slipped out of her chair, keeping her eyes on Sammy the whole time. “You’ll soar. I just know it.”

They strolled out of the place as the lights brightened. The show was over and the music died.

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Nine

______________________________

 

 

 

 

A large bang jolted Sammy awake.

Leo stood over her, holding a pair of cooking sheets inches from her face. He dropped the sheets and grabbed the night lamp, shifting it from one side of her face to the other. “No noticeable changes in coloration.”

Sammy waited for the pounding in her ears to stop. “Leo, what are you doing?”

“I’m testing the acoustic startle-reflex on your skin’s chromatophores.”

Sammy pushed the lamp away. “Did I say you could come into my room and do that?”

Leo straightened. “It would be less effective if you knew I was coming.”

Sammy kicked off the covers. “I said no testing.”

“We can have another go at the visualization. I’ve been researching hypnotic techniques.”

“So you can stab me with a needle again?”

“We know that method works. These hypnotic techniques are supposed to be very relaxing.”

Sammy picked up the cooking sheets. “You and relaxation don't go together.”

Leo followed her out of the bedroom. “This is a great opportunity to test the bounds of your abilities.”

“I’d like to keep the bounds where they are.”

“Sam, don’t be afraid to be different.”

Sammy put the cooking sheets back into the cabinet. “There’s a difference between being different and being a freak.”

“Those are just spectrum labels. The first hominid who stood upright or spoke was probably considered a freak. Where would we be now without those freaks?”

“Sitting down and not listening to you.”

Cindy shuffled out of her room, tying the sash on her robe. “You drop something? Heard a big bang.”

“That was Leo, trying to make cookies.”

Cindy ran her fingers through her tangled mane. “Cookies now?”

“He’s got a sweet tooth.”

Leo marched to the sofa. “I do not.”

“Did you sleep okay on the sofa, Leo?”

“I managed.”

“I’m making pancakes,” Cindy said. “Want pancakes, Leo?”

Leo shook his head. “I eat two eggs every morning.”

“Hope you’re not expecting us to make them for you.”

“He’s our guest, Sam.”

“He’s toupee Johnny’s guest. It was either take him or feast on pretzels and chips.”

Cindy stepped closer and whispered, “That’s not nice.”

Sammy looked away. Cindy didn’t wake up to banging cooking sheets.

Cindy dabbed Sammy’s cheek. “Looks like one of those pillow lines.”

Sammy wiped her cheek. “Gone?”

Cindy shook her head.

Leo rushed over, nudging past Cindy. “Something on her face?”

“Looks like she’s been sleeping on a pillow seam. They don’t usually last for more than a few minutes.”

Leo tilted her head toward the light coming in through the window. “Yes, it’s easier to see in the sunlight.”

“It’s not really noticeable, right?”

Cindy leaned in closer. “Think it’s a rash?”

Leo looked back at Cindy. “I’m sure that’s all it is. I’ll have my eggs boiled. Eight minutes.”

Cindy snaked around the counters. “I think I have a timer on my phone.”

Sammy pushed him back. “I should bang those cooking sheets against your head.”

“You have to learn to control this on your own. The sooner you realize that, the better.”

“Why? Is the world going to suddenly run out of ice?”

“It wasn’t the ice, but the shock value.”

Cindy came back waving the phone. “I got it. Eight minutes you said?”

Leo nodded then leaned into Sammy and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone else about this. Not even her.”

Sammy watched Cindy drop two eggs into a pot of water. “I wouldn’t even know what to say.”

“In my experience, the less said the better.”

Cindy turned the heat on under the water. “I have cream for the rash.”

“How about a cup of ice?” Leo asked.

“Ice? You think that’ll work?”

“If it doesn’t, it’ll prove a point.”

 

●●●

 

Leo followed Sammy out of the bedroom. “Now you have another tool to harness your skills.”

“If you mention tools in toolboxes again, I’ll find a wrench and hit you over the head with it.”

“This is an important step, Sam.”

“Big deal. I traded Cat for you, and I’d rather have Cat.”

“These are simple visualization techniques that with enough practice you can do yourself.”

“Didn’t seem simple.”

Cindy sauntered around the counter, sipping from a mug. “Did it work?”

“You seem to have the eye for it,” Leo said, full of himself. “See for yourself.”

Cindy bent down, examining her face. “I don’t see anything. You said it was a rash?”

“Something of that nature.”

“Her skin is so smooth. I don’t see any pores.”

“Her skin is indeed special.”

Check off another box on the freak list.

Cindy straightened. “So you cured it just by talking?”

“It’s a form of hypnosis where one imagines a healthy outcome. There is quite a lot of research to back this up. It’s the basis of the placebo effect.”

Cindy nodded, squinting at Leo as if trying to make sense of what he’d just said.

Sammy dropped to the sofa, shoving the blanket to the other end.

“Do you think it would work on these pimples?” Cindy asked, running her finger along the side of her chin. “I’ve tried scrubbing them and all kinds of creams. Nothing seems to work.”

Leo gave Cindy a polite smile. “What is it that you’re drinking?”

“Tea. Do you want any?”

“Yes, that’ll be fine.” He waited for Cindy to disappear into the kitchen.

“Don’t like how you’ve been taking advantage of Cindy.”

“I can’t very well discuss your circumstances with her within earshot.”

Cindy leaned over the counter. “How do you like your tea?”

“Very strong. Let it steep for a while.”

Cindy disappeared back into the kitchen.

“Your skin is more like that of a cephalopod based on some of the genetic markers I’ve been able to extract.”

“Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

“It’s a class of mollusks, most notably octopus, squid, et cetera.”

“Am I going to be sprouting tentacles next?”

“I don’t see how. They’re invertebrates.”

Sammy tried to remember what that was. “No backbone” came to mind. Yeah, that was her, losing her backbone.

“You should be able to change not only the color but also the texture of your skin.”

More freakish things she didn’t want to know about.

“I’m sure there are limitations since you’re not an invertebrate.”

“I think it’s pretty strong now,” Cindy said. “What do you want in it?”

“I’ll take whatever you have in yours.”

“Honey and lemon?”

“Not so much honey.”

Sammy examined her hand, looking for any hint of those little suction-cup things.

Leo stood, checking for Cindy’s whereabouts. “Even if you’re not interested in exploring your abilities, you should be invested in controlling them.”

Cindy came in with the cup in hand. “Darkest tea I’ve ever made. Should be strong.”

Leo took the cup from her. “I’m sure it’s fine.”

Cindy stood by, watching him.

Leo took an obligatory sip. “Yes, very good.”

A phone rang. Was it hers?

“Mine’s on the kitchen table,” Cindy said.

Sammy hurried to her bedroom. “I think it’s mine.”

Leo and Cindy followed.

“I got an entourage to check a phone?”

“It might be Johnny,” Cindy said. “Isn’t that what you thought, Leo?”

It was Tatiana again. Sammy declined the call.

Cindy stood by the door. “Wrong number?”

“Tatiana.”

“Why didn’t you take the call? She probably wants to know how the dress fits.”

Sammy put the phone in her pocket.

“I’ll get the dress, Sam, and you can try it on.”

Leo grabbed her arm as she passed. “You can’t keep ignoring this.”

Sammy pulled free of his grasp. “Be careful, Leo. I may wrap my tentacles around you.”

“That would be an extreme morphogenic response,” Leo said, “although fascinating to contemplate.”

Cindy had the box on the low table, sliding off the thick golden ribbon. “Nice box too. This dress must’ve cost a few bucks.”

Sammy sat back on the sofa. “Driving must pay pretty good.”

Leo stood behind the chair, appearing lost in his thoughts.

Cindy lifted off the cover as if something precious were inside. She pulled the dress out. It had a gold metallic look. She turned it to show Leo. The overhead light glared off the dress.

Sammy turned away. “You can put it away now.”

“Put it on. Did you at least see if it fits?”

“Thought it might catch the light and set the place on fire.”

Cindy draped the dress over the box. “It’s beautiful, and you’ll look beautiful in it.”

Leo studied her as though she were a new cell found under the lens of a microscope. Must’ve thought up a new test.

Sammy turned away from Leo and did her best Igor impression. “I let you come here and give you power, and what do you do? You burn down place with stupid dress.”

Cindy grinned. “I wish someone bought me one.”

“Do you ever stop to think why she got me the dress?”

“She saw it and thought you’d like it. People with money do that. She and Bernardo are very good tippers.”

“You mean very nutty.”

“They’re more like… What is it called again… Eccentric?” She looked up to Leo for confirmation.

“It’s just a fancy word for kooks.”

Leo didn’t offer an opinion, and Sammy didn’t care what he was thinking.

A phone rang, and Cindy was up out of the chair before the second ring. “It’s mine.”

Leo slid down next to her. “I’ve noticed that you’re very sensitive to light. Have you noticed any difference in visual acuity or an ability to adapt to low-light environments?”

“Stop it already, Leo.”

“I’ll turn the lights out, and you can tell me what gestures I’m making.”

“How are you going to explain that to Cindy?”

“We’ll say it’s a game. Perhaps hide-and-seek.”

“She’s not ten.”

Cindy walked in from the kitchen. “That was Johnny. He’s putting your equipment back and wants you there.”

“Tonight?”

Cindy nodded. “He wants me to help.”

“Do you know anything about recalibrating scientific equipment?”

“No, but you can tell me what to do.”

Leo leaned back in the chair. “Lovely.”

Sammy’s phone buzzed with a message. You can’t keep ignoring me, little bird! Dying to see you in the dress.

“Stop by tomorrow,” Leo said. “Make it at night. I’ll be recalibrating all day.”

Sammy turned off the phone. “Don’t wait up for me.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy dropped the bag on the counter along with her keys. She’d done a bump and grab, getting a sandwich and a chocolate bar. The chocolate was the winner. She saved the label so she’d know what to steal next time. She broke off a piece. The bar was less than half after she and the twins were sneaking pieces at the playground. The damned thing was addictive.

She slipped the phone out of her pocket. Forgot she’d turned it off. “Yup, five messages from Tatiana. She’s turning into a stalker.”

Sammy took her phone and chocolate to the sofa and plopped down. She scrolled to the first message. Too busy to pick up the phone, little bird?

She took a nibble of the chocolate and scrolled to the second message. I’m starting to think you’re avoiding me.

The third message said, Now I’m really starting to think you’re avoiding me. What’s the matter? The dress doesn’t fit? She took another bite of the chocolate.

Sammy scrolled up to the fourth message. It’s not good to ignore me like this, little bird. I can make alterations to the dress. I’m very good with scissors.

She held off the chocolate for the fifth message. Where are you? You can’t hide forever.

Sammy deleted the messages. “She’s turning into a psycho.” She popped the chocolate into her mouth and tossed the phone on the low table. Something was wrong. One of the stuffed chairs was missing.

Parallel marks trailed away to the door. She checked her pocket for the picks. She bet Igor took it and put it next door. He’d been trying to rent the apartment, and another chair might swing the deal.

The door wasn’t locked. Must’ve just shown the apartment. “I knew it,” Sammy said, recognizing the white-and-light-blue daisies against a royal-blue backing. The chair was five or six feet from the door, turned away from her. “Why didn’t he put it with the other chairs?”

She grabbed the back to pull it out, but something didn’t look right. Was it their chair? She turned on the light and stepped around to the front. “What the hell?”

The chair must’ve had over a dozen cuts into it with the white batting spilling out. It had the same dark floral pattern and the same pleated back. Sammy bent down for a closer look. The cuts looked as though they were made with a knife. “Geez, she really is a psycho!”

 

●●●

 

Sammy peered into the display case of knives at the pawn shop. It was a mix of folding and sheathed knives, about ten in total. None of them looked like Tatiana’s knife, probably too expensive for Arnie; nothing like a psycho with expensive tastes.

Arnie was finishing up selling a beat-up old guitar to a guy for his kid. Sammy figured he made more selling the guitar picks and strings. Guess the guy didn’t have high hopes for the kid doing much with it. Arnie threw in a lesson booklet with the pages sticking together. Most likely it and the guitar spent time in the zone when everything in it was underwater. One of her earliest memories was being rescued by a boat. She was with Governess Rachael then. Uncle Danny told her it must've been a levee that broke since the floods came years earlier.  

The door closed and Arnie strolled to the other side of the display. “Knives?”

Sammy shrugged. “Just looking.”

“Nobody just looks at knives.”

“Thinking about a psycho with a silver switchblade.”

Arnie studied her. “Not a good combination.”

“Not to mention she’s got something against chairs.”

“Looking for protection?” he asked, rolling open the back of the display.

Sammy showed him a handful of bearings. “A fistful of these to the face saved me a few times.”

“Wouldn’t hurt to have something for close combat.”

Sammy gazed down at the selection. “Couldn’t afford anything more than that potato slicer.” She pointed to a dull-bladed knife at the end.

“That’s the most expensive knife. You’ll need a few more bracelets for that.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Carbon steel blade and maple handle with a custom-stitched leather sheath.”

Sammy examined the knife. “Looks like what a guy with a bucket of potatoes would use. Then after he finished, he’d use the tip to scrape the dirt from under his nails.”

Arnie grinned and fetched the knife at the other end. It had a black handle and a shiny blade. “This is more in your price range.”

“Looks a lot better.”

“Rubber handle, stainless-steel blade, and a nylon sheath. It’ll hurt as much as the expensive knife.”

It was a little long to carry. “How about one of the folding knives?”

“Wouldn’t recommend it, unless you have a lot of experience. It’s a good way to lose a finger.”

“How am I going to carry it?”

Arnie turned over the sheath. It had a loop at the top. “Loop it through a belt, or better yet.” He reached under his shirt and pulled out a knife big enough to cut somebody’s head off.

“Geez, Arnie.”

He slipped the knife back under. “If they don’t see it, they won’t know it’s coming.”

“Looks like you’re ready for war.”

“Can’t be overprepared,” he said, tapping on the gun holstered under his arm. “The gun’s my first choice.”

“Running’s mine.”

“If you can run, you run.”

Sammy nodded. “I got my bearings too.”

Arnie pushed the knife to her.

Sammy slipped the knife in and out of the sheath. It fit into the inside of her jacket pocket. “Is that bracelet going to cover this?”

He shrugged. “It’s close enough.”

“Found that bracelet under a park bench.”

“Haven’t seen you in a while.”

“Did a big job and got money coming to me. He doesn’t pay like you, though.”

“Bigger and better things?”

“It’s not better until I get paid.”

“The deeper the water, the bigger the sharks.”

Sammy nodded. “You ever have to deal with psychos?”

“Sure, they’re some of my best customers. Why do you think I’m so well armed?”

Sammy took the knife to put in her pocket.

Arnie grabbed her hand. “Remember if you pull out the knife, you have to be prepared to use it. That means stabbing someone.”

Sammy swallowed. Could she stab somebody?

He let go. “Else you put yourself in more danger.”

“I think I’ll just use it to clean the dirt out of my fingernails.”

“Might be the best use for it.”

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-One

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy unlocked the door to the apartment building. She picked up the bag of groceries: a can of green beans, a liter of milk, and a piece of meat that looked as if it should be roasted.

She stopped by Igor’s door and thought about knocking to ask if he’d let Tatiana into her apartment. She hadn’t seen Cat when she’d called yesterday. “Cat, you in there?” Sammy asked, leaning into the door. “Meow if you need a rescue. I got milk.” Nothing.

She checked her phone before going upstairs. Still no calls or messages from the psycho. Tatiana finally figured she didn’t want anything to do with her.

The door to her apartment was unlocked. Sammy knew she’d locked it when she left, and Cindy wasn’t due back for hours. Was psycho girl in there? If Igor let her in, he could let her out. She put down the groceries, then stopped. It sounded like Cindy. Sammy cracked open the door. Cindy leaned over the dining room table and put down a plate.

Sammy picked up the groceries. “Home early. What happened? Inspectors closed down the place after finding toupee hair in the pretzels?”

“Sam, you’re just in time.”

“You made dinner too?”

Cindy shook her head. “We got takeout. A really nice place. Look at the bags the food came in. Pretty, aren’t they?”

The bags had handles and the paper was thick with a rainbow or something like that splashed across the front. She could use these for a few bump and grabs. “Johnny gave you a bonus?”

“He let me go early.”

“Why did he do that?”

“I insisted,” Tatiana said, emerging from the kitchen. “I can be very persuasive.”

Sammy stepped back. “What is she doing here?”

“She bought all this stuff,” Cindy said. “Isn’t it great having rich friends?”

“Yeah, great.”

“What part of the bird do you like?” Tatiana asked, pointing a knife at Sammy.

“What?”

“Didn’t you tell her what we’re having, Cin?”

“It’s duck. I forgot how to say it again.”

“Duck a l’orange.”

“Can never remember that.”

“Breast for you, Cin?”

Cindy shrugged. “I guess. I never had it before.”

“How about you, Samantha? What part do you like? Don’t say the neck. That’s my favorite.”

“Is there much meat on the neck?” Cindy asked.

“What there is, is very tender. I love to pick at it.”

Sammy peered into the grocery bag. The meat and the milk had to be refrigerated, but she didn’t feel like going into the kitchen with the psycho wielding a knife.

“I’ll start you with the thigh, and you can work your way up from there.” Tatiana spun around and sauntered into the kitchen.

Cindy approached. “What do you have in the bag?”

“Some groceries. Cindy, listen—”

“Did you get milk? Tatiana asked for milk, and we didn’t have any.”

“Yeah, but—”

Cindy took the bag and rushed back to the kitchen. “We have milk, Tatiana.”

“Almost makes me want to suckle.”

Cindy had the milk out of the bag. “Isn’t she so funny?”

Sammy trudged to the counter. “Yeah, hilarious.”

Tatiana turned back, puckering her lips into a sucking motion, then went back to cutting up the bird.

Cindy examined the roast. “You got a rump?”

“Explains why you’re always going through the back door,” Tatiana said, looking back at Sammy with a smirk.

Sammy looked away.

Cindy picked up the can of green beans. “Do we have a vegetable?”

“We have the haricot vert,” Tatiana said, pointing to one of the steamed plastic containers. “Be a good girl and take it to the table.”

Sammy followed her to the table. “Cindy, she’s not who you think she is. You know that missing chair?”

“Missing a chair?” Tatiana said, holding a platter by the front counter, carelessly waving the knife. “We seem to have a full complement.”

Cindy placed the container on the table. “One of the stuffed chairs is missing.”

Tatiana snaked around the counter. “You have a thief in your midst?”

Cindy nodded. “It has to be somebody we know, Sam.”

“Yeah, it’s somebody we know all right.”

“Do you know who it is?”

“I have my suspicions. Let’s just say it’s more dead than missing.”

“A dead chair?” Cindy asked.

“You could say it died a horrible death.”

Tatiana put the platter down. “That’s what happens when you ignore things.”

Cindy’s forehead creased. “Are we talking about a chair or something else?”

“I’m sure you never ignore things, Cin. Do you?”

“I try not to. Sometimes I forget, like that plant I got from school a few years back. It was all brown by the time I remembered to water it.”

“There you go. If you ignore it, it withers away and dies. Would you be a good girl, Cin, and get the rice pilaf?”

Cindy trotted off to the kitchen.

“Aren’t you glad I came back with the water to feed our withering plant, little bird?”

Sammy checked her for the knife.

Tatiana smiled. “You will be.”

Cindy set a large, steamed-up domed container on the table.

“Sit and I’ll serve the duck,” Tatiana said. “I don’t want anyone grabbing my neck.”

Cindy snickered. “Sounds funny when you say it that way.”

Tatiana held the platter and dragged a few coin-sized pieces onto Sammy’s plate. “Do you want to grab my neck?” she asked, tapping on a small slender piece.

Sammy ignored her.

Cindy sat up in the chair. “Can I grab your neck?”

Tatiana sighed and dropped the neck onto her plate. “Breast for Cindy.” She forked over a large slice onto Cindy’s plate. “There’s a lot of breast here…”

Cindy popped off the dome cover for the rice. “Thanks, that’s good for now.”

Tatiana put down the platter and spooned out a small helping of rice next to that snake thing on her plate. She handed the rice to Sammy.

Cindy offered Tatiana the vegetables. “Oh, I forgot about the milk.”

“I knew I could depend on Cindy to remember the milk. I’ll take a small glass, and bring one for Samantha.”

“You want milk, Sam?”

Sammy shook her head, slipping a piece of the duck into her mouth. She’d enjoy this if the psycho weren’t there.

“And I thought you were a big fan of milk.”

“She never drinks milk,” Cindy said, walking back around the counter.

Tatiana leaned over the table. “If I put Cindy over my lap and tugged at her teats, I’m sure you’d take a glass of that.”

Sammy swallowed. “Leave Cindy alone.”

“Why, Cin and I are just starting to get to know each other.”

“I know what you’re doing.”

“Other than having a nice meal with the girls?”

“You’re trying to get to me through Cindy.”

“I’m trying to get you to soar, little bird. The sooner you realize it, the better.”

“You can forget whatever plans you think you have for me.”

“They’re not mine, they’re yours. I just have to get you to realize that.”

Arguing with the psycho girl was a one-way ticket to the loony bin.

Cindy put the glass in front of Tatiana. “Is that enough?”

“It’s as if you read my mind.”

“That’d be a nightmare,” Sammy said under her breath.

“What was that, Samantha?”

“Nothing.”

“There’s another container on the counter. Do you know what that is?” Cindy asked.

“It’s the sauce. It’s a little too sweet for my tastes, but you’re welcome to use it if you’d like.”

Cindy bolted up from the chair. “Sounds like my kind of sauce.”

Tatiana leaned toward her. “I’m sure her milk is as sweet as nectar. Are you sure you’re not interested in a few tugs?”

Sammy chewed, ignoring her.

“Oh, Cin, can you fetch my purse?”

Cindy held the sauce in one hand and grabbed the purse with the other. It was the same black one that had her phone. “Love the purse.”

“Apparently, Samantha loves it too. She couldn’t wait to get her hands on it.”

“Sam with a purse?”

Sammy shook her head.

“That’s okay. It’s our little secret.” Tatiana pressed down on the purse, showing the outlines of a vibrator.

Cindy stared at the outline. Sammy wanted to scream, “Don’t believe anything this psycho bitch says.”

Tatiana slurped the milk when she wasn’t daintily picking at the neck.

Sammy wanted to turn and run, but it’d leave Cindy alone with the psycho, and she might end up like the chair.

Tatiana knocked over the glass. It was about half-full. “Oh, clumsy me.”

Cindy jumped up to get a towel. Sammy knew Tatiana did it on purpose.

“Let Samantha clean it up. She’s good at spills.”

“I’m sure I can handle a spill,” Cindy said, racing to the kitchen.

Sammy threw her napkin on it before the milk ran over the edge.

Tatiana offered Sammy her napkin. “If you knock the purse onto your lap, I’ll pretend not to notice.” She pressed down again on the purse. “I only used it once. It’ll be our little bond.”

“Don’t want anything from you.”

“It’s not what you say but what you do, little bird.”

Cindy threw the towel over the spill, soaking up the milk. Sammy finished her meal and scooted to the sofa. Cindy and Tatiana cleaned up and talked in the kitchen as if they were best friends.

Tatiana tapped around the counter on her long heels and slipped on the jacket draped over the back of the chair. “I’d love to sit and chat, but I have to pick up Bernardo. We’ll talk soon.”

Sammy rolled her eyes.

Tatiana pulled on her sleeves. “Don’t worry, little bird. You’ll be soaring in no time. I just feel it in my bones. It’s like that sensation of impending rain.”

“More like impending doom.”

“I should be all dolled up the next time I see you. Toodle-oo, Cin.”

Cindy stepped out of the kitchen, drying her hands. “Going?”

“Duty calls. I’ll call you,” she said, turning back toward Sammy. “At least I can expect her to answer.”

“Whatever sick plan you have, it’s not going to work.”

Tatiana pulled on her collar. “It feels like rain, little bird.” She walked out of the apartment with a big, smug grin.

Cindy dashed over to her. “Sam, Tatiana is going to give me two hundred for a full beauty treatment: nails, facial, and hair. If I do a good job, she can recommend me to her friends.”

“You’re not seriously thinking of doing it?”

“Why? You don’t think I can do it?”

“It’s not that.”

“I thought you’d be happy for me.”

“She’s a psycho, Cindy.”

“It could be you just don’t like her like you don’t like Johnny.”

“Never said he was a psycho.”

“You called him a creep.”

“Because he is.”

Cindy gave her that deadpan look. “You find fault with everybody. Nobody’s perfect, not even you, Sam.”

“When it comes to being perfect, I’m on the low end of the scale.”

“What was with the dead chair? You two kept going on like it made sense.”

“I was going to tell you about it until the psycho butted in. Then she twisted everything in her own psycho, voodoo way.”

“You seemed to be following along just fine.”

“You don’t tell a psycho she’s psycho, or she’ll do to you what she did to the… I’ll show you the chair.”

“Thought you didn’t know where it was.”

“Come on. It’s next door.”

Cindy followed her into the hallway. “If you knew where it was, why didn’t you bring it back?”

“You’ll understand once you see it,” Sammy said, checking the door. It wasn’t locked.

Cindy came up behind her. “This place is darker than ours.”

The chair wasn’t there. It’d been right by the door. There was one farther into the room, but it didn’t look like the chair. “It’s not here,” Sammy said, scanning the place for any evidence. “The psycho must’ve come back and taken it. I bet she figured she couldn’t snare you into her web if you saw it.”

“I guess because I’m as dumb as a fly,” Cindy said, turning back and leaving.

Sammy chased after her. “I’m in the web too, Cindy. She’s just using you to get to me.”

Cindy swung open the door to their apartment. “You don’t think I’m smart enough to be friends with her? Is that it?” Cindy ran off to her bedroom.

Sammy walked back to the other apartment, turned off the light, and closed the door. “Yeah, definitely caught in a web by a psycho spider.”

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Two

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy turned off the tablet. Third alarm in a row that blew up on her, and they weren’t even complicated. She rolled her head back, staring at the crack that ran along the length of the ceiling. It seemed a little wider than she remembered.

Third night in a row Cindy was out with Tatiana. Tatiana made some deal with Johnny to get Cindy to work the earlier shift. She’d probably threatened to burn Johnny’s toupee with him wearing it.

Tonight, they were at a fancy restaurant. Cindy had told her she was invited. Sammy thought that was the easiest decision she’d ever have to make, but Cindy had to add, “You could see my beauty work on Tatiana if you really cared.”

Sammy told her that she didn’t like that fancy food. If Tatiana wanted to go to the burger joint a few blocks up, Sammy would go. Cindy said she couldn’t ask her to do that.

She couldn’t quite figure what Tatiana was up to. Maybe she was trying to drive a wedge between them. Like last night when Cindy came home a little tipsy from drinking a few glasses of sweet wine. She told Sammy that she would’ve invited Tatiana in, but “I didn’t want to upset you.”

Sammy told her this was her place too and she could invite anyone she wanted, but if she invited Tatiana, Sammy would stay in her room. It took the sting out of Cindy’s argument. If Tatiana was trying to drive a wedge, Sammy had to do everything she could to unearth it.

The door swung open. Sammy held her breath. Cindy was alone.

Cindy lifted up the wrap around her shoulders then spun with it. “How do you like it?”

Sammy didn’t, but she said she did.

“Tatiana got it for me. She was afraid I might catch a chill in the restaurant.”

Sammy doubted that was the reason, but she smiled and said it was nice.

Cindy sat down next to her. “No alarms to defuse today?”

“Taking a break from it.”

“I bet you have them all figured out by now.”

Sammy shook her head. “There are a lot of different alarms out there.”

“Tatiana said she’d help you on your next heist if you wanted.”

“No new heists on the schedule.”

Cindy leaned in closer. “Tatiana told me how she took a chair’s stuffing and dropped it on a heater. It smoked, setting off the fire alarms and opening the last door.”

That was the first clue she was a psycho.

“Isn’t that so brilliant?”

Yeah, she was a brilliant psycho.

“Maybe that’s why you two don’t get along.”

“Don’t follow.”

“You’re both brilliant. People who are alike don’t get along. It’s a known fact.”

“I’m nothing like her.”

Cindy smiled. “Not in every way.”

Did Cindy really think she and Tatiana were alike?

“Part of it is the competition. I went out with a Roy and he was always needling his teammate Ruby. They wound up being good friends and co-captains of the team. Or was it Ruby needling Roy?”

Sammy grinned. “I think you might’ve gone out with both of them.”

“Did I?” Cindy asked, pondering it for a moment. “The point is that you could both be friends if you gave it half a chance.”

Sammy wondered if the psycho suggested this. “Did you tell Tatiana this co-captain story?”

Cindy nodded. “Just like I told you, and she said I could be right. She said she’s been very competitive since she was a kid.”

“When she was a little thing of six feet?”

Cindy laughed. “I asked her why she wore the big heels. She told me she likes to accent the positive.”

A typical psycho response.

Cindy took the wrap off and laid it on the back of the chair. “You missed a good meal. I’m sure you would’ve liked it.”

“I doubt it.”

“I told her about the burger joint, and she laughed.”

“That’s funny?”

“I guess she couldn’t see herself going to one.”

Or she was just a psycho.

Cindy stood, folding up the wrap. “She wants to make it up to you.”

“Make what up to me?”

“What we’ve just been talking about, the competition, the needling.”

“What is she going to do?”

“Something nice. That’s what making up means, Sam.”

The psycho had days to plan this. What could it be?

“Don’t look so gloomy,” Cindy said. “I’m getting out of this dress if I can get it off. I stuffed myself. The food was so good.”

Sammy had expected the psycho to keep driving the wedge between them. Now she was doing a Kumbaya turnaround.

Cindy trotted back with her dress halfway zipped down in the back to answer the phone. “Wonder who that could be?”

Sammy hoped it was Johnny, telling her he didn’t care if the psycho was going to burn his toupee; she had to come in on regular hours now.

“It’s Tatiana,” Cindy said as if it were good news then spoke into the phone, “Your ears must be burning. We were just talking about you.”

Sammy sunk into the chair, feeling as if it were swallowing her up. She fought for breath. Cindy went on about the meal, delaying what was coming. The chatter was like a kid hitting every off-key note on a piano. She wanted to run, but she couldn’t move. The chair had a grip on her.

Cindy turned to her, smiling. “We were just talking about that.”

Here it comes, the psycho’s move. Her belly felt like a wet sandbag.

Cindy’s smile slowly faded. “I don’t think that would be the best first move.”

Even Cindy didn’t like it. The sandbag just got heavier.

“I’m sure they’d love it and all, but—”

Sammy didn’t want to think of who “they” were. She suspected who “they” were, but she didn’t want to go there. It was like feeling the blade of the knife and hoping it wouldn’t rip into you.

“Why don’t you talk to Sam, and if she’s for it, then it’d be fine,” Cindy said, handing Sammy the phone. “She wants to talk to you.”

Sammy looked at the phone but didn’t take it. “About what?”

Cindy’s face was drawn, and she didn’t quite look Sammy in the eyes. “Just talk to her.”

Sammy took the phone. “Whatever you want, it’s no, okay?”

“I do miss your directness, little bird. I’ve been feasting on chocolate cake the last few days, and if I take another piece, I’ll barf.”

Sammy looked over at Cindy who was biting her lip.

“You’re like those duck necks. I could pick at them all day long.”

“With all those little bones, you might just choke on them.”

“You have to know how to pick them. I only pick at the tenderest pieces.”

There she went again, showing her true psycho self. “What do you want?”

“Well, Cin… Can’t even say the name now without going hyperglycemic. I had to get her a wrap, or I might’ve become lactose intolerant as well. I haven’t had cream in my coffee for days now.”

“Glad you had such a good time.”

“All I asked for was some necks to pick at, and I had to settle for cookies and milk.”

“What do you want?”

Cindy squirmed.

“Well, a certain somebody thought we were in competition. Can you imagine you being any match for me?”

Yeah, nobody could be that much of a psycho.

“In time and with proper tutelage, you’ll soar and make me proud, but you’re hardly competition.”

“Is this going anywhere?”

“It’s all about getting you into the nest so you’ll never want to leave.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“You haven’t heard what I came up with yet. I know you’ll change your mind when you do.”

Sammy was getting that heavy feeling again.

“Are you ready to hear what I came up with?”

Please, anything but that.

“Make a family for the little bird. It makes perfect sense. The little bird fell out of the nest when she was just a hatchling and has been trying to get back ever since.”

“What are you getting at?” Sammy had to fight to get the words out.

“A family, little bird. Haven’t you been paying attention? There’s me, there’s you, and who else could we feather the nest with? Someone who you could read stories to and get candy for. Do you know anyone like that?”

Sammy shook her head, managing to croak out a no.

“I think you do. In fact, there’s a pair of them living with a hideous woman and her equally repulsive son. You don’t want the little darlings to be raised by them, now do you?”

“You can’t.”

“They’re up for adoption for whoever has the means,” Tatiana said. Her voice carried a gleeful lilt. “I can shower them with all kinds of means. You know I can.”

Sammy gripped the phone to keep it from sliding out of her hand. The room seemed to tilt and spin.

“Who’s going to read them bedtime stories and give them candy?”

The phone slipped from her hand and fell to the floor.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Three

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy leaned on the fence bounding the schoolyard, waiting for the twins. The doors opened and the kids spilled into the yard, but no twins.

She had visions of the psycho taking them by force or trickery. Tatiana was capable of either. The last of the kids trickled out and still no sign of them.

Sammy trotted to the gate with her heart in her throat. The principal, Ms. Maluku, was walking out with them. Sammy turned away. She was sure Gladys notified her to call the cops if Sammy came by the school.

She peeked over her shoulder. Ms. Maluku pointed her finger at Justin as though he were in trouble. Sammy searched for Gladys but didn't see her.

Justin marched out the door with a pout, and Jenna was right behind him, trying to keep up. Ms. Maluku disappeared back into the school. 

Jenna spotted Sammy and ran up to hug her.

Justin stopped next to them, still pouting. “I hate it here.”

Sammy knelt beside him. “What happened?”

“Can’t I go with you, Sammy?”

She wanted to say yes, but it was too dangerous with the psycho on the loose. “You going to tell me what happened, or do I have to get the king of the nut crunch to come here swinging?”

“He hit Patrick for calling him a ‘throw away,’” Jenna said.

“Is he an older kid?”

Jenna shook her head. “Same class. It was Patrick’s older brother who first said it, and Patrick just repeated it.”

“Thought he was my friend.”

Sammy grabbed a handful of bearings. “How much older?”

Jenna shrugged. “Eleven, twelve?”

Sammy dropped the bearings. “People are going to be mean sometimes, but by you hitting them, that makes you mean too. So you got to make up your mind if you want to be a meanie or a sweetie?”

Justin puckered his lip like he was thinking it over.

“If I get you to smile, that’ll make you a sweetie,” Sammy said, reaching over and tickling him.

He giggled, squirming from her grasp.

Sammy pulled him to her. “I knew you were a sweetie.”

Jenna put her arms around the both of them. “I wish we could go with you, Sammy.”

Yeah, someday, someday soon.

The twins stepped back and Sammy stood. “Let’s get going before Gladys calls in the drones.”

Justin looked up at her. “If a drone comes after you, I’ll get the biggest rock I can find and knock it out of the sky.”

“I can wave my hands and try to distract it, Sammy,” Jenna said.

Sammy smiled. “You two leave the drones to me.”

“We don’t want anything to happen to you, Sammy.”

Justin nodded in agreement.

“If I can dodge those candy monsters, a drone will be easy.”

Justin tugged on her shirt. “Got candy, Sammy?”

“The candy monster skipped town.”

“You think that candy monster will be back in town soon?”

“When he does, there should be plenty of candy for the taking.”

Justin ran to a fallen tree branch about his size and swung it. He offered it to her. “You can use this to protect yourself, Sammy.”

Sammy took it and used it as a walking stick. “Did Ms. Maluku call Gladys?”

Justin nodded, pouting again.

“Momma Gladys will send him to bed without dinner,” Jenna said.

That was her usual MO: punish and save money on food. When Gladys had done that to her, Sammy had laughed before sneaking out to get something.

Jenna tapped Justin’s arm. “I’ll try to sneak something up to you.”

Sammy pulled Jenna to her. “That’s my girl, looking out for your brother.”

“I’d do the same for you, Jenna, but you never get in trouble.”

Sammy stroked Justin’s head. “You both make me proud of how you want to help each other. You’re stronger together. Don’t ever forget that.”

Jenna looked up at Sammy. “We’re even stronger with you, Sammy.”

Sammy held them against her. “Trying to make me cry?”

Both shook their heads in earnest.

She felt the half of a turkey sandwich in her jacket pocket and pulled it out. “This is a nice turkey sandwich, so when Gladys sends you to bed, you have this to eat.” Sammy stuffed it into his knapsack. “You got to act normal, or she’ll suspect something, you hear?”

Justin nodded.

Sammy picked up the stick and walked with them. If it wasn’t the sadistic Gladys, it was the psycho Tatiana she had to worry about. “Have either of you two seen anyone from the state come around?”

“About a week after you and Cindy left, a lady came around asking questions,” Jenna said. “Momma Gladys told us to keep what happened in the family.”

Justin nodded. “We told her we didn’t see anything.”

Gladys was always good at covering her butt. “Nothing recently?”

Justin shook his head, looking to Jenna.

“Momma Gladys didn’t say anything to us.”

Maybe the psycho was just playing with her head. She had a talent for that.

“Race you to the corner,” Justin said, dashing off. Jenna was right behind him.

The house was the next block up. Sammy jogged, tapping the walking stick.

The twins stood by the corner, warily watching something. It was a car parked slightly angled to the curb.

It was the psycho’s car. Sammy ran.

Tatiana leaned against the front door, towering over the roof with her long heels. “They're adorable. I’m just bursting with motherly feelings. I may just start lactating on the spot.”

Justin crinkled his nose. “Who’s that?”

“Nobody,” Sammy said, nudging them. “Run along.”

They hurried off. Jenna looked back.

“Nobody isn’t the way to address their new mother.”

“You can play all your little games with me, but leave them out of this.”

“You want to play games, little bird?”

“Just leave them alone.”

“What kind of mother would I be if I did that?”

“You’re not their mother. You’re nothing to them.”

“With all that paperwork and red tape, it sickens me that it’ll take a few more days before I can welcome them into my bosom,” Tatiana said, looking down at her blouse. “They’re not Chocolate Cake bosoms, but we wouldn’t want to spoil the little brats, now would we?”

Could the psycho really be adopting them?

“So are you ready to fly into my nest, little bird?”

More like a spider’s web.

“You can put on that lovely wig and the gorgeous dress, and you’ll be so scrumptious.” Tatiana reached out and ran the backs of her fingers along Sammy’s neck.

Sammy turned away from her touch.

“I’m doing this for your own good. When I show you how to fly, you’ll wonder how you could’ve lived any other way.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Hop in the car, and we’ll get the wig. You do want to make me happy, don’t you?”

“No.”

“That’s not the right answer, little bird. You can be obstinate about other things, but not the wig. I must put my foot down on that.”

Besides being psycho, she had a wig fetish.

“We’ll get the wig, and I’ll take you to get some candy for the little brats.”

Sammy looked away.

“No candy for the little brats?” Tatiana asked, leaning against the side of the car. “I may just have to keep them all to myself.”

“You’re lying.”

“I lie about all kinds of different things, or maybe I’m lying about that. It gets all jumbled sometimes.”

“You’re not going to adopt them.”

“I’m only doing it to show you I can do what I want,” Tatiana said, reaching out to touch her.

Sammy pushed her hand away. “You know why you’re not going to adopt them?”

“You decided to be my little pet and not make such a fuss?”

“Because even a psycho bitch like you knows deep down that’ll never happen. This is just another game, another psycho game, you love to play.”

Tatiana glared at her. “Who do you think you are, calling me that?”

“I call it like I see it, psycho bitch.”

Tatiana swung at her. Sammy ducked and whirled the stick. Tatiana knocked it away, grabbed Sammy by the throat, and slammed her against the car. “Looks like you chose the hard lesson. That’s okay. What doesn’t break you makes you stronger. For your sake, I hope you don’t break. The saddest thing is a broken little bird.”

Tatiana shoved Sammy away from the car and drove off, squealing the tires.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Four

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy slipped under the “condemned building” boards nailed to the back door of the apartment building. It was in the zone northwest of Gladys’s house. The door lurched but didn’t fall. That was a good sign. Sammy pulled out the penlight she’d swiped from a convenience store two blocks back. The place had a damp concrete smell with a hint of mildew, which usually meant it had roofing issues. There could still be a corner room where she and the twins could stay until the psycho got bored and left. 

She pointed the penlight to the ceiling, shining through to the second floor in spots. An avalanche of debris had poured down from the stairs and spilled onto the first floor. It blocked access to the rest of the building. Birds cooing, feathers rustling punctuated the silence. Definitely a roofing issue.

She slipped out. It was dusk, and she had two more buildings to check. The next building had a sheet of plywood covering the door, but only one side was nailed shut, so she could push it open enough to fit through. There was no door behind the wood, just an entranceway to another door. It smelled like something died. She hoped it was just a dead rat. The door had a smoked glass panel, but it was scratched enough to see three, maybe four people sitting on the floor in the hallway. It was dark except for a light coming in from an adjacent apartment’s window.

Sammy tapped on the glass. “Hello.”

They didn’t move. Their hands lay open and to their sides. She’d seen Uncle Danny enough to know what they were up to. Sammy pushed open the door. A wave of death and putrid decay choked her. Sammy stumbled back, covering her nose, and squeezed out through the wooden flap. She bent over, not sure if she’d throw up. She spit out the taste of it and breathed in the cool night air.

The next building loomed ahead. It was getting late, but she was in no rush to get to it. This building had no wood covering the doorway. It was set up like the other building with no front door, an entranceway, and a door to the lobby. The door’s glass panel was missing. Broken glass encrusted the frame. The ceiling was intact and no smell of death. Inside, the stairway was clear except for the remnants of a chair, sitting propped against the corner of the first landing. The slight sweet scent of burning wood wafted through the air. Light pulsed under two doors farther down the hallway. The building was occupied. That could be good or bad. If she had time, she’d take a measure of the tenants. She doubted the psycho bitch would be so accommodating.

Sammy took the stairs to the second floor. It was dark, but she could see the padding of the chair, a ripped pillow, half a table with legs upright, a smattering of cushion batting, and a slew of other items small and nondescript. None of the upstairs apartments showed any signs of anyone living there. The first apartment was strewn with broken furniture. A cool breeze whispered past her—broken windows too. Structurally, it looked fine though.

Uncle Danny used to always say, “Be safe and choose the apartment the farthest away. Nobody likes to walk.”

Sammy headed to the apartment at the end of the hallway. She didn’t mind walking. That apartment smelled a little musky and dank, which meant it wasn’t visited and the windows were intact. She left the door opened and looked for a window to air out the place. The big window in the living room had a crank to open. After a few turns, the handle broke, but at least she was getting air.

There was a stuffed chair along the wall. It looked okay, but the morning may show it differently. A couple of big stuffed pillows sat beside it, probably from a long-gone sofa. A table and two chairs stood off in what might be considered a dining room. One of the chairs was a little wobbly, and one end of the table dipped. It wasn’t like her apartment, but it’d do.

Sammy figured the large pillows were big enough for each twin to sleep on. She pounded one pillow, sending up a cloud of dust. She buried her face into the crook of her elbow and rushed to the window. “Won’t do that again.”

She had to get this place ready by the time the twins got off from school tomorrow, and she wasn’t seeing a way of that happening. The place would be fine for her but not the twins. The bathroom had the stench of an open sewer, and the bedroom smelled like something died in there. At least it wasn’t human, or if it was, it was long ago.

As she walked back into the living room, she thought she saw a beam of light run along the living room wall. She froze, wondering if it was a passing drone. She waited a moment: no light beam, no sound, and no voices. She continued into the living room. A figure stood in the front doorway. A floorboard creaked. A beam of light flooded in, blinding her.

“Look what we have here, a mouse rummaging in the dark.” The voice was deep like a guy’s, with a slight singsong cadence of someone who was drunk or high.

The light flicked away from her. Two figures stood by the doorway now, guys by the size of them.

“What are you doing in here?” the second figure asked.

He seemed more angry than drunk. Sammy couldn’t make up her mind which was worse. “If this is yours, I’ll get going.”

A dim, yellow light splashed over her. “You a girl?”

His voice had a breathiness she didn’t like. “No.”

He banged the light, but it remained dim. He turned it off. “Sounds like a girl.”

“There’s one way to find out,” the first one said. He had a giddiness to his voice that turned her stomach.

The second guy snickered like a snorting pig. “Pull down your pants, and if you got a ding-a-ling, then you ain’t a girl.”

Sammy reached in for the bearings. She needed them closer to be effective.

The dim light splashed back on her. “Try yours. Can’t see nothing with this light.”

The bright light blinded her.

“Why didn’t you put it on earlier?”

“Trying to conserve.”

Sammy put her hand out and turned away from the light.

“Lower,” Dim Light said. “We don’t want to see her face.”

Sammy rolled the bearings in her hand, waiting for one of them to come closer.

Dim Light waved his hand. “Okay, pull them down.”

Was there a fire escape to this apartment? There wouldn’t be time anyway. “Pull yours down.”

“They’ll come down, darling,” he said, taking a step closer. “Once I see the goods. You can bet your last dollar on that.” He snorted again.

The drunk flashlight guy held his position by the door. She might be able to get by him. “I think I’ll keep them up.”

Dim Light took another step. “You take them down now, or I’ll rip them off.”

He still wasn’t close enough. Sammy let a few of the bearings drop into her pocket. She’d go for a narrower, closer shot to the face.

“You want me to rip them off?” he asked. Dim Light crossed in front of the light. His eyes had a crazed look. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? It’d turn you on?”

Sammy reared back. The light went out. Dim Light turned back. Her hand shot forward, flinging the bearings to the back and side of his head.

His hand flew up.

Sammy ran.

Dim Light flung his arm savagely.

She ducked, but his hand clipped her shoulder. Sammy stumbled, almost running into Flashlight Guy, who grabbed her jacket, almost knocking her off her feet. She twisted under his hand to free herself.

Flashlight Guy held firm. “Got a live one here,” he said as though he was looking for help.

Sammy ran her shoulder into his gut.

He doubled over, swinging the light at her. The light grazed her head and smashed against the doorjamb. Pieces flew everywhere.

A hand reached down and grabbed her by the neck. She choked for breath. He slammed her against the wall, exploding fireworks at the back of her head.

Her vision blurred, but she could feel the hot breath.

Dim Light held her against the wall. “If you don’t have a hole, I’m gonna give you one.”

“Where’s your light?” Flashlight Guy asked.

“Don’t need one now.”

“My light’s busted. I got to find the pieces.”

“It’s in my side pocket.”

Flashlight Guy turned on the light, casting a yellow glow to the white pieces scattered on the floor. “Look at this shit.”

Dim Light turned, exposing the side of his face blistered and bleeding. “I’m guessing that light is history.”

“The bitch broke it,” he said, shoveling pieces into his hand.

He let go of her neck and shoved his arm against her chest, pinning her arms to the sides. He breathed heavily on her. She turned away from him. He reached down between her legs, forcing his hand between them. He smiled, showing missing teeth. “No ding-a-ling here.”

Flashlight Guy pulled the door away from the wall and searched behind it. “There are pieces even back here.”

Dim Light ran his hand down her back and along her legs. “Nice. We’re going to have some fun.”

Sammy squirmed, but he had her pinned down pretty good. “Please.”

“Darling, after tonight you’ll be begging for more.” He slipped his hand into the waistband.

Sammy thrashed against the wall, ripping the waistband. The arm pinning her dropped. She butted his face, freeing herself. She kicked Dim Light between the legs, knocking him over Flashlight Guy, who was picking up parts of the broken light. Sammy ran for the door. A hand grabbed her arm. Sammy spun around and kicked Dim Light in the face.

She dashed out the door and down the hallway. Flashlight Guy was right behind her, running fast for a guy who seemed drunk a short while ago. She spun around the legs on the half table, catching him as he reached out for her jacket. He tumbled, banging into the wall.

Sammy raced down the steps and out the door. She ran until her legs and chest burned. There was no sign of them. She leaned back against the storefront of a convenience store and slid down. She cupped her ripped trousers, dropped her head between her legs, and wept.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Forty-Five

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy walked by the opened next-door apartment. Leo was inside, flicking the lights off and on. “Leo? What are you doing here?”

Leo spun around. “Sam, I was looking for you.”

“You have the wrong apartment.”

“I knocked. No one answered.”

“You thought I was hiding in here?”

“No,” he said. “Oh, I understand the confusion now. I’ve decided to move into this apartment, assuming I can work out an agreement.”

She pulled up her trousers. “Yeah, good places are hard to find.”

Leo looked down. “What happened?”

Sammy folded the jacket over the rip. “Got caught on something.”

“On one of your theft excursions?”

Sammy gazed back at her apartment. “Cindy didn’t answer?”

Leo shook his head.

“Must be working nights now.”

“Well, now that we’re neighbors, we can spend more time together.”

That wasn’t on the list of things she wanted to do.

“If you have time, we might try visualization techniques to stimulate dermis color fluctuations.”

She wanted to go but couldn’t move from the spot.

Leo smiled. “Perhaps tomorrow then.”

Sammy stared into the apartment. He had the light off, but she could see everything. That helped her escape Flashlight Guy.

Leo was rambling on about stuff. He looked at her as though it was her turn to say something. “How about tomorrow morning, say nine?”

Sammy shook her head.

“Too early? Ten?”

“Whatever plans you got, the answer is no.” Sammy looked back at her apartment. Why couldn’t she go? A hot shower would do her good.

“I’m just trying to help you make the most of your talents.”

“What good are these talents when somebody’s got me by the neck? If there was a way to turn into a porcupine or something like that, it might be worth being a freak.”

Leo puckered his lips, gazing down at the ripped trousers. “The rip wasn’t from catching on something, was it?”

Sammy looked away. Why couldn’t she go? A tear rolled down her cheek. She flicked it away.

“There are some pharmaceuticals I could recommend in dealing with PTSD. There’s one in particular that diminishes the emotional response to the event.”

Sammy looked into the dark apartment. “I don’t want to forget it.”

“Well, it’s not really forgetting—”

“Leo, stop talking.”

He let out a deep breath, giving off a low whistle. He reached over for the light. The light gave the apartment harsher, colder tones.

Sammy shivered. 

Leo strolled inside and lifted a cushion leaning against one of the living room chairs. Dust bloomed. He dropped it, waving his hand.

Sammy pulled her jacket tight.

“No shortage of dust,” Leo said, not bothering to look back at her.

She cupped the waist of her trousers, thought they might fall.

Leo circled the apartment and came back toward her. “Was yours this bad?”

Sammy nodded. “They’re always dusty, no matter where you go.”

“Perhaps I can get someone from the club to assist me.”

“You mean do it for you.”

He grinned. “That would be preferable.”

Yeah, even when they came here, they got somebody else to do the dirty work.

Igor bounded toward them. “So you like, yes?”

“It’s a little dirtier and dustier than I’m accustomed to.”

“I am not housekeeper. It has hot and cold running water and electricity. I could not get heating to work. You buy heater or get thief to steal it.” Igor gave a nod to her.

“This thief’s got a name.”

“If there is anything in here that you do not want, you put in junk room,” Igor said, looking at Sammy as if it was for her benefit. “Junk room is at end of hallway, not in this room, or that room, or other room.”

Why was he looking at her like that?

“I will charge fee if I see junk showing up in other rooms, then we will see who laughs. I will have last laugh.” Igor gave her another look like it was about her.

“Did I do something to you, Igor?”

“You think I am stupid Russian you make fool of?”

Had he heard her imitating him?

“You and friend had good laugh, yes?”

Sammy couldn’t remember anything malicious.

“Make me like schoolboy, running around and doing favors.”

“Favors? What favors?”

“She makes list of what she would make me do?”

“Make you do?” Sammy asked. “Now I know what you’re saying is bullshit because you don’t do anything unless you’re getting paid for it.”

“She made promises.”

“What kind of promises?”

“I am man, she is woman. Do I need to say more?”

She definitely needed a hot shower. It might help purge her of the image.

“If she knocks on the door, I will not let her in. I will do nothing for her.”

“She lost her keys?”

Igor glared at her. “You gave her keys?”

Sammy sighed. “You gave us both a set of keys. Gave it to her first, in fact.”

“Cindy?”

“Who else?”

“Tatiana. She said you were friends. I saw you talking to her.”

“Did you let her into my apartment last Saturday?”

“She was friend. I see you talk to her.”

“I was ignoring her, hoping she’d go away. You let her into my apartment so she could make a sieve out of my chair.”

“The ripped chair that was here?” Igor said, pointing to where she left it.

“You saw it?”

He nodded. “I put it in junk room. She did that to chair?”

“Yeah, she has a thing for chairs and yellow birds.” Sammy walked down to the end of the hallway. At least this hallway wasn’t as long as the other one.

“There is no light in the junk room,” Igor yelled out to her.

“I can see okay.”

Leo jogged after her. “You have good visual acuity in low light?”

Sammy opened the door to the junk room. “Saved me from running into a table.”

“Tell me what you see in the room.”

“Junk, Leo. Didn’t you get the memo? It’s the junk room.”

“Yes, yes, of course, but what do you see in particular? To me, it’s just a black void.”

“Are you testing again?”

“Chalk it up to idle curiosity. Can you see the ripped chair? How much detail can you make out?”

“What is it with you? Is it like some kind of itch that if you don’t scratch, you’ll go crazy?”

Igor stepped behind them. “So here we stand, looking at dark room.”

“Can you see anything in there?” Leo asked Igor.

“There is no light,” Igor said. “It is junk room.”

“Sam, tell him what you can see.”

“Like he said, there’s no light.”

“Do you want to stand here looking at dark room, or do you want to rent apartment?”

Sammy turned to Leo. “There’s no time like now to get that apartment, Leo.”

Leo fished out a bottle of the psychedelics.

Igor smiled, putting his arm around Leo. “Let me show you your new apartment. The refrigerator works, but needs small part.”

They walked back down the hallway, Leo pestering him with questions, and Igor swatting them away like flies.

The chair had at least a dozen cuts in it. A broken wooden chair stood beside it. Behind that was the headboard she’d dragged in weeks ago. Sammy stepped inside and closed the door. There was less light but she could still see okay. She pulled up her trousers and sat back in the chair. The uneven tufts of the knife cuts bothered her at first, but soon enough she didn’t notice them.
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Sammy looked down at the key to the apartment. She remembered being at the twins’ school, and now she was here. The door was unlocked, but Cindy wasn’t in the kitchen, bathroom, or bedroom. Did she go to work?

She sat on the sofa and kicked her feet up on the low table. The butchered chair was comfortable enough last night, so that wasn’t the reason she didn’t get much sleep. Maybe it was because the room was cold from a broken window.

Sammy figured today was the day the psycho bitch would strike, tomorrow at the latest. She was betting on today but didn’t have a clue how. At least the twins couldn’t be snatched after coming home from school. She’d made sure of that, sort of.

“Sam,” Cindy shouted by the door. She was wearing her white terrycloth robe. She jogged over in flip-flops. “Where were you? I was so worried.”

Sammy couldn’t think of where she could’ve gone in a robe and flip-flops. “Did you know today is Saturday?”

Cindy nodded.

“I waited outside the school for the twins. It took me a while before I figured out that the school was closed.”

Cindy sat at the edge of the table across from her. “You don’t seriously believe that Tatiana would harm them?”

“That psycho is capable of anything.”

Cindy leaned forward. “What did she say that made you think that?”

Sammy shook her head. “There was a lot of psycho nonsense, something about feathering the nest like they were pawns in her little game.”

“What game? What’s the purpose of it?”

“Wish I knew. Then I might be able to stop her.”

“People say all kind of things that are just a gag. I’m sure that’s all it was, Sam. It’s all just a gag.”

If Sammy told Cindy what the psycho said about her, Cindy might see how cruel she was. Maybe the psycho knew that. “You don’t know her like I do.”

“I’ve spent time with her, maybe even more than you.”

“What do you talk about? I bet my name comes up more than it should.”

“We talk about all kinds of things. You’re my best friend, so you’re going to come up too.”

“Does she have some weird psycho name for you?”

“I think it’s kind of a cute name,” Cindy said, shifting her weight. “She’s not some street thug. You’ve seen her apartment. You don’t get to where she is by doing crazy things.”

“She drives a car, Cindy.”

“I’m sure it’s more than that. She could be in business with Bernardo.”

He was more of a kook than a psycho.

Cindy stood, retying the sash on her robe. “Did you know that Leo has the apartment next to us?”

Sammy nodded. “Another one that’s a little too obsessed.”

“You just have to admit that you have that special something. I’m kind of jealous. Feel like the third wheel in my own life. Even Johnny mentions you sometimes.”

“Do any dollars get mentioned with my name?”

Cindy smiled. “I read somewhere that some people have an inner glow that attracts others without them even knowing. I bet you have that.”

“Did it mention where you can get a shade?”

Cindy laughed, plopping down next to her. “I missed you yesterday. Were you mad at me?”

Sammy shook her head. “Mad at myself.”

“Let’s just forget about all this stuff,” Cindy said. “I know. We’ll go out to eat. My treat. Nothing fancy, can’t afford fancy anyway.” She giggled, falling onto Sammy.

“You don’t have to work?”

“I’m going in later with Leo,” Cindy said, plucking at Sammy’s hair. “Looks like a feather.”

“Must’ve been from those pigeons dive-bombing me while I was waiting outside the school.”

Cindy teased the fibers. “It looks like stuffing from a pillow.”

“I found the chair that the psycho cut up. Igor moved it to the junk room.”

“The dead chair again?”

“He let her into the apartment the same day the chair went missing. ‘She was friend.’ He kept telling me.” Sammy checked the door. “He really did it because the psycho promised to screw him.”

“Let’s not go into that again.”

Sammy chuckled. “She’d screw him in more ways than one. Probably cut off his dick and tell him to bark like a puppy dog if he wanted it back.”

“Sam.”

“Did I tell you she was waiting for the twins after school yesterday?”

“No.”

“It was a block away from the house. She stood eight feet tall with those psycho shoes. Scared the twins.”

“I didn’t tell her where they lived. Maybe it was the agency that told her.”

“She never had any intention of adopting them, and I told her to her face. We got into a fight.”

“What?”

“I got so mad that I called her a psycho bitch to her face. She went to smack me. I had a stick in my hand that Justin gave me to fight off the candy monster.”

“You hit her?”

Sammy shook her head. “She knocked it out of my hand like it was nothing, grabbed me by the throat, and slammed me against the car.”

“Are you okay?”

“Something bad is going to happen, and I’m going to have to fight off a real monster now.” Sammy’s eyes watered. “If something happens to the twins, I’ll never forgive myself.”

Cindy held her. “Nothing will happen to them. I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.”

“She’s cruel and ugly inside, Cindy. You don’t know her like I do.”

Cindy wiped the tears from Sammy’s face. “Even if she is as bad as you say, Gladys is a pretty tough cookie too.”

“Gladys is no match for her.”

“You know what we’ll do? We’ll order in. I’ll call Johnny and tell him I’m sick. It’ll be a girl’s night until the sun rises.”

“I’m not going to be much fun.”

“We’ll get a bottle of that sweet wine. After a few glasses, you’ll forget what day it is.”

“Did that already.”

Cindy laughed. “What day did you think it was?”

Sammy shrugged. “The day that the psycho wouldn’t get to the twins.”

Cindy put the chair’s stuffing on her upper lip. “That day will never come.”

“Put it on your head and call everybody ‘doll.’”

Cindy tugged on Sammy’s jacket. “You’re terrible.” Cindy noticed the torn trousers. “Was that from the fight?”

Sammy folded the flap of the jacket over the tear. She shook her head and looked away.

Cindy slid in closer and held her hand.

“After my tussle with the psycho, I looked for a place where I could keep the twins safe. It was a decent place. Not as good as here but decent. Found an apartment on the second floor. It was down the hallway, away from things. Uncle Danny used to always say you’ll be safe if you get the one farthest away.” Sammy tried to collect herself, making it worse. She bent over bawling.

Cindy held her, running her hand over her back.

“He held me down and put his hand over me. I pleaded with him. He put his hand down my pants. I tried to make him stop. That’s when he ripped them.”

“It’s okay. You’re safe now.”

“I got free and ran,” Sammy said, lifting her head up. “I ran like I never ran before.”

“You fought because you’re strong.” Cindy wiped her cheeks.

“I felt so helpless.”

Cindy leaned into her. “You’re strong. You’re the strongest person I know.”

“I don’t feel strong. Everything I tried failed.”

“Then you keep trying because I know you can overcome anything. Don’t you ever be ashamed of what happened. Do you hear me?”

Sammy nodded.

Cindy held her against her bosom. “Maybe we’ll get two bottles of that wine.”

A phone rang.

“That could be Johnny,” Cindy said, rushing toward the counter. “I’ll tell him I’m not coming in.”

Sammy took her jacket off and dried her face.

“It’s your phone, Sam. It’s Gladys.”
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Cindy held up the phone to show her. It was Gladys all right. “How did she get your number?”

It rang a second time. It wasn’t Gladys; it was the psycho. Sammy grabbed the phone on the third ring and took a deep breath. She had to remember to breathe. “Hello?”

“I thought it was time to reunite you with your mommy dearest. Say, ‘Hello.’”

Sammy said nothing. Her heart raced at the sound of a loud smack. A low groan followed.

“Hello.” It sounded hollow and wounded.

Was that Gladys?

“I try to be an impartial mediator, but these things do need an occasional nudge.”

“Where are you?”

“Whoever said, ‘You can never go home again,’ is just plain wrong.”

“You’re at Gladys’s house?”

“Home sweet home, little bird.”

Sammy felt the blood drain from her face. “What are you doing there?”

“Mediating the family squabble. Aren’t you paying attention?”

Cindy tapped her arm, wanting to know what was going on. Sammy mouthed, “Psycho.”

“In all fairness, I would be remiss to leave out that she called you a thief. Can you imagine my little bird a thief? The best one was when she called Chocolate Cake a whore.”

“Whatever issues you have are with me.”

“I’ve hatched this ingenious lesson. You’ll be flying in no time. Isn’t that exciting?”

Cindy wanted to know more, but all Sammy had was the psycho being a psycho.

“You’ll never guess what Gladys’s beloved son was doing when I came knocking?”

“I have no idea.”

“He was making mad love to a girl. Poor Gladys was shocked by the sight of it. I do think they’ll make a lovely couple.” Tatiana’s voice drifted away from the phone. She chuckled. “If looks could kill, I’d be stone dead.”

She hadn’t mentioned the twins.

“Now, Gladys, tell Samantha what kind of girl your beloved son was screwing, the fruit of your loins, the progenitor of your grandchildren?”

Another low groan.

“Speak loud and clear, Gladys. We don’t want any secrets now, do we?”

“A doll, a rubber doll.” Gladys’s voice was flat and lifeless.

That cruel, psycho bitch!

“What is she saying?” Cindy whispered.

Sammy closed her eyes. Whatever she did, she couldn’t get mad.

“Now, whenever anyone asks you where little rubber babies come from, you can tell them.”

“What do you want from me, Tatiana?”

“Haven’t you been listening, little bird? I’m here to mediate your little family squabble. It’ll be no small feat. Talk about a dysfunctional family.”

“They’re not my family.”

“Who is it then? Chocolate Cake?” Her staccato breath suggested she thought that was funny. “I don’t know how you can eat up all that cake and never get full?”

She was always turning things around.

“It couldn’t be Uncle Danny since he took his last high into the grave.”

Sammy glanced at Cindy. Did she tell the psycho about him?

“Chocolate Cake told me how he’s still in your thoughts. Gave her a glass of that sweet wine. Didn’t know if I should put it in a glass with ice and a straw,” Tatiana said with a breathy snicker. “I was out of straws, so I gave her a wineglass. She wouldn’t stop talking.”

Sammy glared at Cindy. How could she?

“When he died with a needle stuck in his arm and foaming at the mouth, did you thank the heavens for ridding yourself of that loser?”

The phone’s case cracked. Sammy eased her grip. Don’t let the psycho get to you.

“What is it?” Cindy asked.

Sammy couldn’t look at her.

“You called him an uncle, but we both know that was just a way to hide who he really was.”

“He was kind and gentle; that’s who he was.”

“What was the act of kindness? Did he give you a plum street corner to beg from? Or perhaps he shined your begging cup every morning?”

“What do you know about kindness?”

“I’ve bought you gifts and dinner and offered to take you to the best places. What did he give you? A good fairy tale so you’d beg and steal to get his next fix?”

“That’s not the way it was!”

“He wasn’t your uncle. He was your pimp.”

“Shut up!”

“If you were like Chocolate Cake, he would’ve been your real pimp. He’d have you sit on his lap and he’d sample the goods between shots in the arm.”

“Shut up, psycho bitch!” Sammy blinked the tears away.

“The truth hurts, little bird.” Her voice was soft but mocking.

Cindy put her hand over Sammy’s and gently squeezed.

Sammy pulled away, running a sleeve over her face. “Screw you, psycho bitch.” The silence ticked away. Each tick foreboded a darkness. It was as if the earth had opened and swallowed her whole, and each tick pulled her down deeper.

“I can talk to her, Sam.” The voice was soft and gentle, but it was also the voice of betrayal.

Sammy shook her head.

“I’ve decided to embrace my psychosis.” Tatiana’s voice was smug, resolute. “I am a psycho. You know, I feel better already,” she said as if it were a revelation.

Sammy opened her eyes to find Cindy standing in front of her. Sammy turned away. “Good for you.”

“Now you try it.”

More games.

“Repeat after me, ‘I am a psycho.’”

“I’m nothing like you.”

“If you need something, you steal it with no regard for anyone else. What would you call someone who acts that way?”

“I only take from people who can afford it.”

“Like the gene editor machine you stole?”

“That was from a big, rich company.”

“What about the security guard who lost his job? How will he and his family survive now that he has little or no prospects for another job?”

He was nice enough to her.

“I’m sure you didn’t give it a second thought. You needed something, and you took it; simple as that. If that’s not a psycho, then I don’t know what is.”

She was playing with her, probably made up that whole thing about the security guard too.

“What about all the things you’ve stolen over the years? Do you even know how many lives you’ve poisoned with your thievery?”

“I only take from people who buy feathered wigs on a whim.”

“Do you want to steal from me, little bird?”

“I don’t want anything from you.”

“I have a nice pearl necklace. It’s not too expensive, but it’s been passed down through the generations. It’s priceless to me with all the memories it holds. You could steal that.”

“I said I don’t want anything from you.”

“Go ahead and steal it. Chocolate Cake gets a new dress and a few bottles of that sweet wine. I’m sure there will be enough extra for straws. You can have your fun, slurping your wine while I fall to pieces at the loss of Granny’s necklace.”

Was the lady’s bracelet at the bus stop a cherished heirloom? She was taking the bus. It wasn’t as if she had a car waiting for her.

“You made sure Uncle Danny got his fixes no matter how many lives you hurt.”

The psycho was trying to get into her head, slithering into her ear like a poisonous snake. It wasn’t all stealing. She did begging too.

“You’re just like me, little bird. You don’t care who you hurt. Why do you think I chose you?”

“Was in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

“It was fate,” Tatiana said, “and more fateful events to come.”

What was she planning?

“I’ve gathered a feast of excitement in your honor. I insist you wear the wig and dress. It’ll be so much more special that way.”

“What kind of feast?”

“I suppose a little appetizer wouldn’t hurt,” Tatiana said, taking in a deep breath. “We’re going to explode a couple of little minds.”

“You’re talking about Gladys and Mark, right?”

Tatiana chuckled. “You have to go smaller than that, little bird.”

It felt as if a ton of bricks were dumped on her chest.

“The entrée must be experienced, or you’ll never learn to fly.”

Breathe. She had to breathe. 

“Don’t dawdle or the entrée will be cold.” The line went dead.
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Sammy bent over, chest heaving and legs numb with exhaustion. If she could just sit and rest… The boxes! The wig and dress were by her feet. The house was two down. It had to be at least an hour before sunset, but everything looked dark. Clouds thickened into dark gray striations, and the wind kicked up. The front upstairs room, Gladys’s room, was lit. She stared at the room, hoping to see what was coming.

Sammy hurried up the walkway to the back of the Gillespies’ place. They were an elderly couple who were hard of hearing. She hopped the fence into the Wieners’ yard. They had a yapping Chihuahua that’d gotten her in trouble more than a few times with Gladys. Sammy tiptoed across the yard and climbed the chain-link fence; the boxes swung over, jingling the links. The beast was startled into a bark. Sammy froze, perched on top. Could she make it over quietly? The beast sounded a two-note follow-up. Sammy was exposed. She pushed off, sending the links rattling. The beast was in full-throttle alarm, waking both dead and living.

She crouched against the house between the back steps and the fence. If the psycho suspected anything, there was no sign of it. Sammy crept around the steps and checked the back basement window. It was dimly lit, but that was how Mark normally had it. She squatted by the first side window, watching for any movement. There was an outside chance that the psycho lied, and if Mark was down there that would prove it. The second window told a different story. It was cut out and pulled back. That’s how she got in. It made sense too. If there was anyone who would’ve been a threat, it would’ve been Mark.

The basement window would be an easier route than how she’d planned. She lingered a moment, not sure what to do. No, it might be a trap or at the very least expected. She climbed the railing by the back step and grabbed hold of the gutter. The last time she tried this, the gutter pulled loose, and Gladys gave her hell for it.

It felt sturdy enough. Sammy swung from it, slowly at first, testing it. She pulled her legs in, then thrust out as if she were on the uneven bars, switched hands at the height of her ascent, and dropped back, landing facedown on the roof.

The back window to the twins’ room held a faint glow. The unfamiliar tint suggested something ancient, ritualistic. The room was dark. The glow came from the light in the front room. The beds were up against the near and far walls.

Her plan was to cover the stairs with bearings and draw Tatiana down somehow. She’d trip and fall, giving Sammy time to get the twins out the window and to safety. She’d call the cops for Gladys and Mark. Cindy had told her to call the cops if Sammy thought Tatiana would really harm them. Cindy still held onto the idea that it was a gag, a sick one but still a gag. Must’ve been the white carpet and walls in her posh apartment that colored Cindy’s view of the psycho bitch.

The window stuck like it normally did halfway up. Sammy ducked in. Faint voices streamed out from the front room. She turned sideways to get her foot in and leaned forward to place it down. She brushed against something. Hollow cans tumbled and rolled. She stepped on one, rolling her ankle and falling into the room. One of the cans rolled toward the door.

A long, slender figure cast a shadow. “Sneaking in, little bird?”

Tatiana appeared nine feet tall from the floor, featureless in the dark room like a snake rearing up to strike. Sammy sprang to her feet and hurled a handful of bearings at the serpent. A cloud of darkness passed over the room. Sammy stood transfixed by the spectacle. The cloud passed. A bedsheet dropped, sending the bearings to the floor like hail from a withering storm.

The serpent struck, grabbing her by the neck and pinning her against the closet door. “You’re so predictable, little bird. You’re starting to bore me.”

It hurt to swallow under Tatiana’s tightening grip.

“I have big plans for you tonight, but you’ll have to show me you’re ready.”

Sammy gasped for breath; her head pounded.

Tatiana looked her over. Her face twisted. She pulled Sammy away from the door and slammed her against it. “You’re not ready at all. Where’s the dress and wig?”

“Downstairs,” Sammy choked out as the grip tightened.

“You brought them?”

Sammy nodded. She didn’t think she could speak.

Tatiana leaned into her, breathing in deeply. “First lesson of the night.”

Sammy clawed at Tatiana’s hand.

Tatiana bent down. Her face was inches away. “Let go of my hand, or I’ll snap your neck.”

Sammy let go, hoping she’d ease her grip, but she tightened it. Sammy’s hands shot up.

Tatiana turned Sammy’s head, digging a knuckle under her chin. “Do you want to make it to lesson two?”

Sammy dug her fingernails into her palms, fighting an urge to strike back. Her arms and hands banged against the closet door as she fought for breath. The beds disappeared into a fog of darkness. A snake had her by the throat, waiting for death so it could devour her. She fell, knees hitting the floor, but was grabbed from behind and allowed to gently fall.

Steps tapped away like thunder. She rolled over onto her back, blinking to bring something into focus. Was that a plate stuck to the ceiling? No, it was a light fixture. Yeah, there were four lights in the room.

The clicking taps were distant at first, then closer like a storm rolling in toward her.

Tatiana squatted beside her and stroked Sammy’s hair. “Would’ve been ashamed to kill you before you put on the dress and wig.”

Sammy rolled onto her side and rubbed her knees, sore from the fall.

“It’ll be a glorious night, little bird.” She pulled Sammy close as if they were bosom buddies. “What a wonderful thing to see my little bird fly.” She reached down for the fallen sheet and ripped off a strip, then tied it into a noose. She slipped the noose over Sammy’s head. “Ready to make me proud?” Tatiana asked, tightening the noose.
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Tatiana held the back door as Sammy snatched the two bags leaning against the railing. Tatiana jerked the noose. “You’re dillydallying. There are minds waiting to be blown open.”

Sammy slipped her finger into the noose to loosen its grip.

Tatiana yanked on it, pulling it tighter. “Did I say you could loosen it?”

“I can’t breathe.”

She yanked again. “Did I?”

Sammy looked away to hide her hatred. “No.”

“I tell you when you can breathe and when you can’t. Do you understand?”

Sammy nodded.

Tatiana stepped closer and slipped her fingers into the noose, loosening it. “Can’t wait to see you in the wig.”

Sammy forced a smile, lifting the boxes to show her.

“You’ll be transformed, my little bird. Now lock up. We don’t want to be disturbed.”

Sammy closed and locked the screen door and back door, fumbling with the locks to delay what was coming. Saving the twins now seemed as likely as growing wings.

Tatiana pulled on her leash. “Don’t forget the cans. Poor Gladys was madly searching for pots to put all that soup into. We don’t want to have her efforts go to waste.”

Sammy stacked the cans by the door. A dozen pots and plastic tubs crowded the counter along the wall by the stove. Gelatinous paste in hues of browns, reds, and oranges brimmed the containers.

“Move along, little bird.” Tatiana nudged her. “There’ll be no soup tonight.”

“So what’s the plan?”

“The plan is to get you out of those and into these,” she said, tapping the bags. “Now up the steps.”

Sammy turned back to her on the landing. “What happens after I get dressed?”

Tatiana gave her a backhand wave to keep going.

“Another appetizer?”

“If you don’t move quicker, I’ll get in front and pull you up.”

“My knees are stiff from the fall.”

Tatiana crept up beside her, straddling the steps. She ran her hand along the back of Sammy’s neck down her back. “After tonight, you’ll be lusting to open other minds.”

Her breath on Sammy’s neck chilled her. Sammy trudged up the steps.

Tatiana pulled her past the back bedroom and the bathroom, then stopped at Cindy’s old room. Mark lay on top of the rubber doll with his pants pulled down to the ankles. He fought at the ropes tying him to the bedposts. The doll’s dark hair was pulled back in ponytails, its face eternally etched in glee. 

Tatiana stood in the doorway and smiled. “Aren’t they a lovely couple?”

Mark turned toward them, his eyes wide with fright. Reddish-brown blood stained his upper lip and nostrils, and his nose was swollen. The swelling arced under each eye. He looked away.

Tatiana sauntered to the bed. Mark squirmed as she approached. She reached over and squeezed the doll’s ample breast. “Remind you of anyone?”

Sammy expected the squeeze to make a noise.

“She’s not much of a talker. Give her a few glasses of wine, and you won’t get her to stop.” She turned toward Sammy with a smirk.

Sammy smiled on cue. She had to play along until she figured a way out of this nightmare.

“You can’t please Chocolate Cake by just lying on top of her,” Tatiana said. “Start pumping, Lover Boy.”

He rose and dropped over the doll in a slow, undulating motion.

Tatiana tilted her head to look at him from behind. “I think he needs help down below. Want to lend a helping hand, little bird?”

Sammy shook her head.

“You’re on your own, Lover Boy. Try pumping faster.”

If he was moving faster, Sammy couldn’t tell.

Tatiana sighed. “Faster.”

Mark moved his head up and down more, but the rest of his body wasn’t keeping pace.

“I think he needs a nudge.” She pulled out her silver-handled switchblade and flicked it open. She pressed the flat part of the blade against his butt cheek and pulled it away.

Mark screamed. A thin red line appeared, droplets of blood crested the wound.

“Want a matching mark on the other cheek?”

Mark shook his head, pumping furiously.

“That’s it, Lover Boy. I want to hear screams of ecstasy from Chocolate Cake.” Tatiana smiled, seemingly pleased with herself. “You’re up next, little bird.”

“Me?”

Tatiana flickered her fingers. “Change.”

“Here?”

“Lover Boy needs all the help he can get. You don’t want him to disappoint Chocolate Cake, now do you?”

Sammy tugged at the leash. “Can’t change with this thing on.”

Tatiana stood over her, carefully pulling the strip through the knot as if it were something delicate. She smiled, holding the strip between her fingers. “You’re free now, my little bird.”

Sammy lifted the dress out of the box.

Tatiana leaned against the doorjamb. “Lovely.”

Mark took glances between his slowing rhythmic pumps.

Sammy slipped out of the jacket and pulled the T-shirt over her head, then dropped it onto the floor. She picked up the dress.

Tatiana snatched it from her. “Take those off,” she said, wiggling her finger at the trousers. “You don’t want to deprive Lover Boy of the show.”

Sammy kicked off the shoes and dropped the trousers. She held her hand out for the dress.

“Those too.”

“What?”

“They’ll just get in the way of my plans.”

Sammy glared at her, pulling down the panties and stepping over them.

Tatiana offered the dress, then dropped it.

Sammy bent down.

Tatiana grabbed her by the shoulders to keep her from rising. “Look at him go. Can’t you hear Chocolate Cake screaming with ecstasy?”

Sammy bent at the knees and pulled away.

Tatiana laughed. “That was priceless.”

Sammy leaned against the wall, covering herself with the dress, her face flushed.

“You’re still wound too tight, little bird. That’ll have to change.”

How about a sledgehammer to your face?

“Don’t dillydally,” Tatiana said, closing the door. “I’ll be waiting with breathless anticipation.”

Mark lay on the rubber doll, taking quick, shallow breaths. It looked as if he’d been washed ashore.

“Don’t look,” Sammy said, searching for how to put the dress on.

“I’m tied up.”

“Your eyeballs were roaming pretty good.”

“You think I’m enjoying this?”

“Must’ve been that doll making all the noise.”

He groaned.

There were no buttons or zippers on the dress. It looked like it just slipped on. Sammy wiggled into the dress, then tugged on the skirt. It came down to her knees. She took the box with the wig and put it on the dresser. The stupid wig sprang to life.

“There’s got to be something sharp around to cut me loose,” Mark said.

“Why, so you can run out and save your own stinking life?”

“I’ll get help.”

“Don’t you think I would’ve done that if I thought it would’ve worked?”

“I know people.”

Sammy tucked her hair under the wig, then pulled it down. “Are they real or rubber?”

“Okay, I’m thoroughly humiliated. Happy?”

“No, I’m scared shitless, and I look like a stupid chicken.”

He lifted his head to look at her. “Look okay.”

“You’ve been staring at that doll too long.”

Mark sighed. “Look for something sharp. I can help.”

“There’s nothing in here. Cindy was weird that way. She wouldn’t even keep nail clippers in her room.”

Sammy raced to her jacket, remembering the knife from the pawn shop. She patted down the pockets and found the bulge from the sheath. Heels tapped along the hallway toward the door.
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Sammy flipped the jacket over, searching for the knife. The door handle jiggled. She slipped the jacket on as the door swung open.

Tatiana scowled. “Take that off.”

“Feeling cold.”

“I could cut it off for you,” Tatiana said, yanking Sammy’s jacket collar. “Cutting clothes is like coloring books with me. I never seem to draw in the lines.”

Sammy pulled off the jacket and bunched it into a ball.

“That’s much better.” Tatiana ran her hand along Sammy’s neck and back. “I could eat you up.”

Sammy looked away, tucking the jacket behind her.

Tatiana turned Sammy to face Mark. “Don’t you think she’s scrumptious, Lover Boy?”

Mark turned to look.

“If you’re a good boy, you can have a taste,” Tatiana said, lifting Sammy’s skirt.

Sammy pulled it down.

Tatiana stepped behind Sammy, bending over; her breath pulsed against Sammy’s neck. “Lover Boy will help you shed those fluffy down feathers.”

Sammy slid her jacket in front of herself.

“And you can send him flying into a new world.” Tatiana rested her chin on Sammy’s shoulder. “You’ll thank me later after you’re free.”

She had to get the knife out somehow.

Tatiana gripped Sammy’s shoulders. “Come, little bird. The party awaits.”

Sammy stood beside Tatiana, bringing them closer in the narrow hallway. She held the jacket in back, feeling for the knife. They passed her old bedroom. She’d never get the knife out before entering Gladys’s room.

“I haven’t been this excited since the massacre in Milan.”

Sammy swallowed. “Massacre?”

Tatiana pulled Sammy close. “Isn’t it exciting? I’m trembling with anticipation, and I have you to thank for it.”

Sammy’s legs felt leaden. A lone chair stood just past the open door of the front room.

“I can’t make up my mind if Gladys is the entrée or the appetizer. You’ll be responsible for the finale. I was going to say dessert, but it doesn’t quite fit unless it’s something extravagant. Oh, I know, Baked Alaska. Yes, a fire! You do inspire me, little bird.” 

Sammy stuttered to a stop about a foot from the door. What had she done?

“I know the thought of it all is breathtaking. When I’m finished with you, you’ll be flying high, circling your prey.”

She had to keep the horror from blinding her and get the knife out.

Tatiana fluffed up the wig’s feathers. “I envy you now. I’ll never forget my first. It changed me into the person I am today.”

Sammy stared at the chair. “What am I going to be doing in here?”

“You’ll be on the bed getting comfortable. I have a few toys that’ll get you in the right mood.”

Focus! “Are you going to be on the bed too?”

Tatiana ran her fingers along Sammy’s chin. “Wouldn’t that be a delight?” She looked back into the room. “I’ll be in the chair directing the show.”

“If I’m going to learn, wouldn’t it be best if I could stay by your side?”

“You still haven’t flown yet, little bird,” Tatiana said, studying her. “I suppose you can keep me company until the third act of Gladys’s little tragedy, or is it a comedy? I can’t decide where it falls.”

Sammy had to get the knife out by then.

Tatiana glanced at Sammy’s hand. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed the coat.”

Shit! “This?” Sammy said, showing the balled-up jacket. “I took it in case I get a chill with all the excitement.” She tossed the jacket to the side of the chair. “Probably won’t need it.”

“You’ll be hot if I have to warm you up myself.”

Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen.

Tatiana stepped aside, her hand out. “Shall we?”

Gladys was tied to the chair in the middle of the room but close to the front window. The side of her face was slightly swollen. Her head remained down, but her eyes were up and glaring at Sammy. The twins sat huddled between the bed and the wall, arms tied to the bedpost. They looked like castaways from an indifferent world. Two wooden spoons lay at their feet.

“Hi, guys,” Sammy said, her pitch rising to feign cheerfulness. She wondered if a wooden spoon could impale the psycho bitch.

They both looked up. Their dull eyes brightened. “Sammy?”

It was spoken in a chorus that momentarily lifted her. “How do I look?”

Justin crinkled his nose. “You look funny.”

“Couldn’t tell it was you, Sammy,” Jenna said.

Tatiana sat down behind her. “Take the spoons and give them the screwdrivers.” She pointed to a dresser drawer behind Gladys.

It looked like four screwdrivers, but two of them had sharp-pointed tips. She knelt beside them, giving each a screwdriver.

“I don’t want to play this stupid game anymore, Sammy,” Justin said.

“Just a little longer, sweetie.” She tried to smile.

“Do you want to lie in the bed or sit by me, little bird?”

Justin sneered at Tatiana. “She’s bad. She hit Momma Gladys.”

“I know, sweetie. Play along just a while longer.” Sammy rose, collecting the wooden spoons. She offered them to Tatiana.

“I don’t want them,” Tatiana said, her tone noticeably colder. “You can use them to warm yourself up for all I care.”

Sammy tossed them under her chair and sat on the floor beside her within reach of the jacket.

“Comforting the little darlings?” Tatiana asked, glaring at Sammy. “Did I say you could comfort them?”

Sammy looked down at the spoons. “I don’t know what you wanted. You didn’t tell me anything.”

“You’ll see soon enough.” Tatiana waved her hand for them to stand. “Uncover the nasty lady.”

The bedcover was flipped over a long lump. Was someone on the bed?

They stood, trudged to the bed, and pulled back the bedcover. It looked like clothes stuffed into one of Gladys’s tops and a pair of her trousers.

Tatiana glanced at her. “Gladys picked them out herself.”

The twins tapped the dummy with the blades of the screwdrivers in a motion typical for hammering a nail. Some strikes sounded hollow, others silent.

“No, you’re doing it wrong. It’s like how I showed you with the spoon. You drive down.” Tatiana held her hands together and made a thrusting-down motion. “Remember, she’s a nasty lady.”

They imitated the motion but with little enthusiasm.

“No, harder!”

Justin sneered at her, barely pressing down on the dummy.

Tatiana turned and grabbed Sammy by the throat. “See what you’ve done!” The grip tightened, strangling. “What took me hours, you’ve undone in minutes.”

Tinny taps became loud thumps. Tatiana’s grip loosened. The twins arched up and plummeted the screwdrivers into the dummy.

Tatiana released her grip. “That’s it, my darlings.”

Justin’s thrust wedged the screwdriver into the dummy. He twisted and pulled it out. A red stain bloomed.

“I never thought a simple can of tomato sauce would bring me so much joy. And I have you to thank for it, little bird,” Tatiana said, pressing Sammy’s head onto her lap. “You’ll be more important than I thought for act three. It’s coming together so well that it must’ve been preordained.” She stroked Sammy’s face and neck.

Sammy leaned back to grab the jacket, pressing her head against Tatiana’s leg.

“Nip me, puppy dog, nip me.” She rubbed her finger along Sammy’s lips and into her mouth. “There’s not going to be enough tomato sauce for all the red we’ll cover these walls with.”
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Sammy felt for the knife’s bulge. Where was the pocket opening? Found it. Tatiana pushed her away and stood.

Gladys glared at her with disgust.

Sammy looked away.

Tatiana waltzed to the dresser behind Gladys. “My heroic darlings did such a fantastic job of taking care of the nasty lady. They get the candy for their efforts.”

Sammy leaned down slowly, reaching for the knife.

Tatiana spun around, holding the box as if it were a tray of jewels. “Don’t worry, Gladys, these candies weren’t stolen,” she said, glancing at Sammy with a smirk. “I may be many things, but I’m not a thief.”

Sammy froze, flashing a smile.

Gladys closed her eyes and blew air through her teeth, making a hissing sound.

“She was more talkative when she was finding pots to empty the soup cans,” Tatiana said, bending down and offering the twins the candy.

Tatiana leaned against the back of Gladys’s chair, still holding the box of candy. “You either have a neurotic obsession with collecting canned foods, or you’re expecting Armageddon.” She bent down beside Gladys. “Which one is it, Gladys?”

Gladys glanced back at her. “I buy it when it’s on sale. I have to stretch every dollar I get from the state to feed the ungrateful.”

Gladys glared at Sammy with enough contempt to burn a hole in her head.

“I know what you mean, Gladys,” Tatiana said, putting the box back on the dresser. “She rebuffed all my efforts to get her to fly. Sometimes you have to nudge them where they don’t want to go.”

Sammy grabbed the knife out of the pocket and slid it under her leg.

Tatiana tapped her finger on the pointed screwdriver. She smiled, sucking on the finger. “Chocolate, Gladys?” She jabbed at the chocolate with the pointed screwdriver and offered it to her.

Gladys turned away.

“We have one final act, and you’re our star. I know you’ve been feeling left out so far.”

“I know what’s in store for me,” Gladys said, glancing at the bed with a pancake-sized red stain.

“Whatever you do, don’t play it overly dramatic.”

“Hope you burn in hell.”

“We’ll chase each other with pitchforks, Gladys. What do you say?”

“The only thing I regret is letting this garbage into my house.”

Sammy always felt like the tossed half-eaten sandwich or the grizzled remains of a chicken bone. Now even that was squashed underfoot, pulverized into bits and pieces, and blown away by the vagaries of the wind. She turned away from them. She wouldn’t cry. She’d better not cry. Please don’t cry.

“I believe you hurt her feelings.” Tatiana’s voice had a playful lilt.

“Feelings? She has no feelings. You two make a great pair.”

“Even Gladys can see the similarities.”

“I thought she at least had some concern for the twins.”

Sammy glared at Gladys. “We were never anything more than a paycheck to you. You don’t care about anybody but yourself and your miserable son. When was the last time you read them a story or helped them with their homework?”

“That’s the school’s job. My job is to provide the food and shelter, keep them in line when they get out.”

“Hmmm, a disciplinarian,” Tatiana said. “Do you spank?”

“You had your bingo, though, even though Cindy was as sick as a dog.”

“Told Mark to check on her, and if she got worse to call me. Should’ve known the tramp would’ve tried to seduce him.”

“Does his rubber girl know about this tryst?”

The twins were huddled between the wall and the bed. Sammy had said enough, maybe too much.

Empty cans tumbled and rolled. Sammy was surprised at how loud it sounded. Tatiana stood erect. She stepped toward the window and peered down through the drapes. Sammy felt for the knife’s handle.

A kicked can spun and rolled. It sounded as though someone said, “Hello,” but the voice was low and timid.

Tatiana’s hand was on the doorjamb as she leaned into the hallway and listened.

Sammy gripped the knife. If she sprang up, would she be able to stab her? Could she actually do it? It was one thing to want to do it, to plan to do it, but could she actually drive a knife into someone?

“Sam? Tatiana? Hello?” the voice whispered up the steps.

Cindy?

Tatiana grinned. “Just when you thought there’d be no dessert.”

Sammy lurched forward, knife in hand. Too late. Tatiana was in the hallway, leaning over the banister. Sammy slumped back, slipping the knife under herself.

“We’re upstairs, Cin. Come and join the party.”

Tatiana pranced back into the doorway. “The family’s back together again.”

Gladys huffed. “Family?”

“Your favorite tramp has returned, Gladys. Something tells me that her next seduction attempt will succeed.”

Sammy shifted off the knife to get at the handle.

“Is Cindy here?” Jenna asked.

Sammy nodded, listening for Cindy. It sounded as if she was climbing the steps.

“Is she going to be wearing that same funny hat?” Justin asked.

“No, sweetie.”

“That hat is only for special friends,” Gladys said with a sneer.

“She’s not my friend.”

“I knew you could steal with the best of them. I just didn’t know how good of a liar you were.”

It sounded as if Cindy was near the top of the steps, saying something about cans.

“If you ever get tired of stealing and swindling, you should try your hand at acting.”

“Gladys, why don’t you go…go count your money or bingo chips or whatever you do for jollies.”

“Every day is a joy, providing for the ungrateful.”

Cindy stood at the top of the steps, dressed as though she was going to work. The talk was something about a party.

Sammy could get up and greet Cindy and pretend that there really was a party. Ask her how she liked the dress and the stupid wig. Tatiana may like the play along or just as easily hate it; either way, it was a long walk with a knife in her hand.

She could wait for Tatiana to come back to the room. It’d be easier to get close to her then, but she’d have to stab her in front of the twins. If she hesitated, even for a moment, she'd share Gladys's fate.

Sammy rolled her head back, bumping it against the dresser drawers. It was mostly Gladys’s dead husband’s things. No one was ever supposed to go in there.

Tatiana had her arm around Cindy as if they were best friends. Sammy opened one of the drawers and felt for anything that the twins could use to cut themselves loose.

Gladys glared. “Don’t you dare take anything.”

There were mostly clothes in the drawer, sweaters by the feel of it. She tried another draw. “Are there scissors or a knife in any of these drawers?”

“Get your thieving hands out of there.”

She found the looping handle of scissors, heavy silver with a mirror polish.

Tatiana pushed Cindy ahead of her into her old room. She stared at Sammy. Her movements must’ve drawn attention. Sammy waved. Tatiana grinned and ducked into the room.

“You put them back right now,” Gladys said.

“They’re for the twins to cut themselves loose.” She shoved them across the wooden floor. One of the loops caught a nail, and the scissors stopped less than a foot away from Gladys.

Tatiana gazed back in.

Sammy pretended not to notice, looking bored.

“He tried to rape me, just like he tried to rape you,” Tatiana said.

Sammy wondered how Tatiana could say it with a straight face. “Kick it to them, Gladys.”

Gladys sat transfixed, staring at the scissors, head slightly tilted. “Those are the scissors Francis gave to me to cut the ribbon for our new house.”

“That’s real nice, Gladys. Kick the damned scissors.”

Tatiana shifted her feet. “Well, if he’s going to rape someone, it might as well be Chocolate Cake.”

“Chocolate Cake?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t make the introductions. Chocolate Cake, this is Cin. Cin, this is Chocolate Cake.”

“Isn’t it just a doll?”

“She’s a real doll.”

Gladys’s foot was coming up short of the scissors. “Move the chair.”

“I’m tied up. Why don’t you do it?”

“She’s watching me.”

Gladys rocked the chair from side to side, inching closer to the scissors.

“Why didn’t you just call the cops?” Cindy asked.

“They wouldn’t believe me. They never do.”

“Why wouldn’t they believe you?”

“I don’t have an honest face.”

Gladys flicked her foot at the scissors. The scissors spun, moving about two feet over.

“Justin, try to get them.”

He scrambled up, arms stretched out an inch or two short.

“Time to join the rest of the party,” Tatiana said, stepping aside for Cindy to pass.

“Jenna, can you pull the bed out?”

Jenna clasped her hand on the end post and pulled on it as if she were being blown in a storm.

Justin was still coming up short. Cindy and Tatiana were steps away from the door.
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Sammy waved Justin back, but he was focused on the scissors. Cindy and Tatiana were by the doorway.

Cindy stopped. “Sam? Are you okay?”

Tatiana put her arm around Cindy. “Doesn’t she look simply scrumptious, Cin?”

The bed lurched sideways. Jenna stumbled, and Justin snatched the scissors and hurried back to the wall.

Cindy turned toward the twins, who were now giddy at their conquest, and then toward Gladys strapped into the chair. “I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

Tatiana ushered her through the door. “I’d imagine that wasn’t the first time you’ve uttered that phrase.”

“Why is Gladys tied to the chair?”

“We were playing musical chairs, and Gladys hogged all the chairs.”

Cindy crinkled her face. “What?”

“If you keep looking at me like that, Cin, you’ll give the impression you’re stupid.”

Cindy blushed.

“We were all set to play the final act when you showed up,” Tatiana said, putting her arm around Cindy and steering her toward the twins. “We have our fearless heroes who will do their best to stop the nasty lady.”

“They’re tied too?”

“You can’t keep interrupting me, Cin,” Tatiana said, squeezing her tightly. “Gladys will provide the audio cues since the twins will be blindfolded for the finale. Give me a good grunt, Gladys.”

Gladys sneered, turning away from her.

“She still resents me for giving her quiet time after the game of musical chairs.”

Gladys shook her head.

“No cheating on the next game, Gladys. We want full-throated groans, a muted scream or two, and plenty of whimpering. I’m sure our little darlings will inspire you.”

That’s how the psycho bitch is going to pull it off.

“And lastly, the damsel in distress,” Tatiana said, pointing to Sammy. “She’ll be imploring our heroes to save her from the nasty lady. She and the game will come to a delightful climax, and the nasty lady will no longer bother anyone.” She squatted beside Sammy and stroked her cheek. “What was all that wiggling before?”

She’d see it coming if Sammy tried to stab her now. “Leg fell asleep.”

“Want me to rub it for you?”

Sammy reached under and grabbed the knife’s handle. That’s it, come closer.

“This isn’t right,” Cindy said.

Tatiana pulled away, looking up at her.

“None of this is right.”

Gladys shook her head. “Took you twenty minutes to figure that out?”

Tatiana sprang up. “I’ve only had a few hours to plan this. Given a week, I could’ve had a first-rate production.”

“Production? For what?”

“Game, Cin. Haven’t you been paying attention?” Tatiana leaned in close and spoke low. “I can’t keep defending you if you keep asking these types of questions. Gladys outright implied that you’re a moron. If you want to take a crack at her, I have your back.”

“I can’t do that.”

“She’s going to have to learn to do a decent groan. No time like the present to start practicing.”

“But that won’t be pretending.”

“How is she going to pretend if she’s never let out a good groan before? If you’ve never been sad before, can you pretend to be sad?”

“I’m sure everyone’s been sad at least once.”

“This is not about you and all the sadness she created in your life—”

“It’s not like it was all sadness.”

“The things she denied you in order to lavish gifts on herself, and the names she called you.”

“What names?”

“Tramp, whore,” Tatiana said, shaking her head. “She even accused you of seducing Lover Boy into raping you.”

“I was sick. She knew I was sick, and she went out to bingo anyway.”

“She made your life miserable. If that doesn’t deserve a smack, nothing does.”

“She’s the one who’s sick to think I’d want to seduce someone to rape me.”

“If you don’t retaliate, it’s like you’re admitting everything she said about you.”

“What? No.”

Tatiana nodded. “Give her a good smack and everybody will know it’s a lie.”

“Hitting someone doesn’t solve anything.”

“It settles the truth; unless you’re admitting you’re a stupid whore?”

Cindy glared at her. “No.”

“I know how we’ll settle this. We’ll play musical beds. When the music stops, whoever Lover Boy settles on is the stupid whore. You’ll be battling Chocolate Cake for the honors.”

“What asylum did you escape from?” Gladys asked.

“Do you want the list alphabetical or chronological?” Tatiana asked, strolling toward Gladys.

Gladys shook her head, mumbling to herself.

Tatiana bent over. “What was that, Gladys?” She punched her in the gut. “Did you say something?”

Gladys bent over and moaned. Her face turned crimson red.

“Hitting does solve something. We now know that Gladys can groan with the best of them.”

“You’re a terrible person, a truly terrible person.” Cindy’s voice cracked.

“All this wouldn’t have been possible without you, Cin. You told me everything I needed to know to make this a special event. What does that make you?”

Cindy’s face looked as if it were going to crack open.

“It makes you an event coordinator, silly,” Tatiana said, putting her arm around Cindy. “Let’s prepare for the next event: musical beds. I’m betting Lover Boy picks you.”

Cindy swung out from under her arm. “No more events. It stops here.”

“Haven’t you ever heard the saying, ‘The show must go on’?”

“It stops here! I didn’t mean for this to happen.”

“Of course you wanted this. You hated Gladys. You told me that yourself.”

Cindy shook her head. “No, I never said that.”

“You wanted me to punch Gladys.”

“It was cruel.”

“Wasn’t it cruel how she made you wear those hand-me-downs, and all the other kids laughed at you? That punch was for all those kids laughing at you. You loved it when I punched her.”

Cindy swallowed. Her face had this inward blank look.

“You wanted this. You just didn’t know it until now. Put all your troubles in my hands, and I’ll guide you through the fog,” Tatiana said, pulling her close.

Sammy called to her.

“Sam, I’m sorry.”

Tatiana stroked her head. “No, you’re not.”

“I’m not?”

“Cindy, don’t listen to her,” Sammy said. “Look at me.”

Tatiana sneered at Sammy. “And you know what you’ll see? Hatred.”

“Sam?”

“She hates you for being the woman she’s not,” Tatiana said, gazing down at Cindy’s boobs. “Why, you’re more than twice the woman she is.”

“No.”

“Okay, then four times. You know she doesn’t respect you. She laughs and ridicules you all the time.”

Cindy’s face creased, tears welling up.

“Cindy, we’re friends, best friends.”

“Would a friend sit idly by when Gladys called you a stupid whore? I was the only one who stood up for you. I’m your only true friend.”

“She’s nothing more than a snake, a poisonous snake that burrows into your skull and poisons everything good and decent.”

Tatiana glared at Sammy. “She’s just a child, pretending to be a woman to take care of the little darlings, but she can’t even take care of herself. If she took a cold hard stare in the mirror, she’d realize she just wants them as playmates.”

“And what do you see when you look in the mirror? If you weren’t such a psycho bitch, you’d throw up every time you caught your reflection.”

Tatiana spotted the knife’s blade under Sammy’s leg. “Going to stab me in the back, little bird?”

What chance did she have now?

Tatiana stroked Cindy’s head. “I’ll protect you. When this is all over, we’ll have some wine. Remember how you liked the wine?”

Cindy nodded; her face was blank and drawn.

“Think about the wine, my little puppy dog, and the good times we had together.”

Sammy gripped the handle. Were the twins free of their restraints?

Tatiana leaned back with a grin. “Do you really think you have a chance? The little girl with a little knife thinks she has a chance.”

Sammy rose to one knee, holding the knife up. Should she charge?

“If you put the knife down and crawl to me, I may let you live. It all depends on how good you are at begging. I haven’t had a good begging in some time now.”

Sammy leaped up.

Tatiana kicked her foot out. Her shoe sailed, hitting Sammy in the chest like a brick. Sammy fell back, banging her head against the dresser drawers. The knife bounced away.

Tatiana stood over her. “Life’s not worth living, little bird?”

Justin sprang from behind and drove Gladys’s polished scissors into Tatiana’s thigh. “Nasty lady!”

Tatiana howled. The leg gave way. She dropped to one knee and swung back. Justin clipped her arm on another go, but she hit him with enough force to knock him down.

Tatiana slumped into a sitting position, holding her arm. “When I’m done with you, you’ll know the true meaning of nasty.”

“Leave him be,” Gladys said. “He was doing what you showed him.”

Tatiana groaned, shifting off the injured leg. “I think we’ll work on your screaming next, Gladys.”

Jenna had her knees pulled in close as if she was trying to make herself disappear. Justin lay on his side, looking like the time he took a bad spill off the swing. Cindy stood just outside the door, seemingly lost.

Tatiana was sideways to Sammy and the knife behind her. If Sammy was quick, she had a chance.

Tatiana shifted slightly, almost facing Sammy. “Look at her,” she said, nodding at Cindy. “With a little more marinating, I’ll have her eating out of a doggie bowl in no time.”

Sammy snapped up the knife and lunged at Tatiana from behind. She looped her arm around Tatiana’s neck and drove the knife down at her chest.

Tatiana grabbed Sammy’s hand.

“Justin, Jenna, run!”

Tatiana reared up and fell back, slamming Sammy onto the floor and knocking the knife free. Tatiana struggled to her knees and grabbed Jenna by the ankle. Sammy leaped up and tackled Tatiana, freeing Jenna, who rolled to her feet and followed Justin down the hallway.

Tatiana twisted under Sammy’s grip and drove her elbow into her head. Sammy tumbled back, dazed. Tatiana kicked off her other shoe and raced after them. Cindy lunged at Tatiana but was elbowed in the head, stumbling back against the doorjamb.

Sammy rose to her knees and hurled the big shoe. It hit Tatiana square in the back. She careened off a doorjamb and stumbled to the floor, moaning. Sammy crawled down the hallway and grabbed the shoe, then lifted it up to crack her over the head.

Tatiana spun, knocking Sammy back into the bedroom. She landed hard. The shoe bounced away. Tatiana gripped the banister and pulled up, holding steady. Her other arm was bleeding—must’ve gotten her with the knife.

Sammy smiled at the minor triumph.

Tatiana stared at her, blood streaked along the side of her face. “You think you won something?”

Sammy sat up and reached back for the shoe.

Tatiana whipped out the silver knife. “Hand it to me, or I’ll slice up Puppy Dog.”

Sammy stood, wishing she had something to hold onto. “You okay, Cindy?”

Cindy groaned. “I think so.”

“Here.” Sammy tossed the shoe high so that Tatiana had to reach for it.

Sammy charged just as Tatiana caught the shoe, knocking them both over the banister. They crashed into the middle of the stairs. Sammy held on, riding her down. Tatiana’s head banged on each step, then crashed into the wall by the landing. Sammy rolled off her and down the two steps, lying face up on the dining room floor. Her side burned like fire. She felt Tatiana’s blade sticking into her. The light from the front bedroom cast a dim glow on the stairs, and behind her was grey darkness.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-Three

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy opened her eyes to the call of her name. Tatiana lay still on the landing, legs bunched up on the step above. Was she dead?

“Sam, you okay?” The voice drifted down like morning dew.

Cindy?

“Sam?” Cindy’s voice cracked.

Sammy raised her head. Her body felt heavy. “Cindy?”

Cindy padded to the middle of the stairway. “Are you hurt?”

Sammy felt for the knife. Her side wasn’t burning like before. “Can you help me up?”

Cindy trod down and stopped by Tatiana.

“I think she’s dead.”

Cindy hopped over her, then caught herself from falling. She turned on the overhead light.

Sammy turned away. The light seemed blinding. “Can you dim it?”

Cindy stared down at her, brows creased. “Sam?”

Sammy cupped her eyes from the light. “Help me up.”

“You have a knife stuck into you.”

“It doesn’t hurt like before.”

Cindy knelt beside her. “It might be better if you lie still. I’ll call an ambulance.”

“They’ll put a Band-Aid on it and send me to juvenile,” Sammy said, lifting her hand for Cindy to take. “It looks worse than it is.”

“Are you sure, Sam?”

Sammy nodded.

Cindy pulled her into a sitting position. The silver switchblade was angled down just below her rib cage. It felt more like a splinter.

“Does it hurt?”

Sammy grabbed the handle and pulled it up slowly. “It’s like I’m sitting on a lump in the chair.”

“It looked like it was in deep.”

The blade was longer than she’d thought; the sheen of blood gave it an almost copper appearance. She fingered the wound. It felt raw like a blister from hard work.

Cindy stared at the wound, biting her lower lip. “I don’t see any blood.”

Sammy held her hand out, and Cindy pulled her up. Sammy held the knife, expecting Tatiana to get up and charge. She could cut her throat. The blade was sharp enough. If she was dead, then it wouldn’t make any difference. If she was still alive, then Sammy would be done with her and her games. She pressed the spine of the knife into her hand. Just a quick flick of the knife would be all it’d take. She’d been willing to stab Tatiana before.

“Sam?” Cindy looked at her as though she had trouble recognizing her.

Sammy gazed down at the knife in her hand. It appeared ancient with its coppery hues.

“Samantha, are you down there?”

“We forgot about Gladys.”

Cindy grabbed her arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

Sammy folded the blade and searched for a pocket. The dress didn’t have one. “Can’t leave Gladys tied to a chair.”

“Once we’re out, I’ll call the cops.”

“It won’t take long.”

“You don’t hate me, do you?”

“Hate you?” Sammy said, running her fingers along the side of Cindy’s face. “We’re best friends.”

Cindy hugged her. “Oh, Sam.”

Sammy moaned.

“Sorry.”

“Just got tossed by the human cement mixer.”

Cindy cast her eyes down. “I wish I could’ve helped.”

“I won’t be long.” Sammy climbed over Tatiana and up the stairs. Cindy was right behind her.

“Cut me loose,” Mark shouted out to them.

“I’ll let Mom do the honors,” Sammy said.

“Don’t let her see me like this.”

“You think I want to see you like that?”

Gladys raised her head slowly. She looked old. The tough cookie had crumbled. “Are the twins safe?”

Sammy nodded. “They made it out.”

Gladys closed her eyes and exhaled. “I’ll have to bring Dolores something.”

Dolores’s house was three down and the place to go if there was trouble. Sammy picked up the mirror-finished scissors. Blood tipped the blades. “Mind if I use these to cut you free?”

“Don’t be a smartass, Samantha.”

Sammy bent down. “Can’t help myself sometimes.” She cut free each leg. “I’m sorry about all this if it means anything to you.”

Cindy leaned into the room. “It was all my fault, Sam. If I wasn’t so…”

Gladys bent over and rubbed her ankles. “You should think hard about changing your ways if you have to keep the company of people like that, and I’m being generous when I say people.”

Sammy offered Gladys the scissors.

Gladys cradled them in her hands.

Cindy rushed over and knelt beside Gladys. “Let me help you get circulation back into your feet.”

“I’ll change out of this dress,” Sammy said.

Cindy nodded, working Gladys’s feet and ankles.

Sammy trudged back to the room. The clothes were in a pile by the door.

Mark looked up at her. “You going to cut me loose?”

“I’m putting my clothes back on without the show this time.” She dropped the knife and slipped on the stretched panties and the ripped trousers.

“Come on, don’t be like that.”

Sammy slipped out of the dress and checked the knife wound. It was a red oval mark with the skin slightly puckered around the edges. There were some advantages to being a freak.

“She did that to you?”

“I’ll leave the dress for your girlfriend.”

“You’re hilarious.”

Sammy put on the shirt, picked up the knife, and flicked it open. “Here, cut yourself free.”

He sawed into the bindings.

“Wait until I at least get out of the room.”

Cindy held Gladys’s arm as she circled the room.

Sammy grabbed her jacket off the floor behind the chair. “Ready?”

“Can you get me my phone, dear?” Gladys asked, pointing behind her.

Cindy grabbed the phone by the sharpened screwdrivers, smiling as though she was glad to help, a departure from the usual exchange.

Sammy slipped on the jacket and nodded for Cindy to go. Cindy lingered as if expecting a thank you. Gladys was talking to the cops.

Mark stood by the bed, pulling up his trousers. He looked back as they passed.

“It was the two runaways who ransacked my house,” Gladys said. “If you come right away, you can catch them.”

“You can always depend on Gladys,” Sammy said, hurrying toward the steps.

“Thought we made a connection.”

“The only connection she’d make is between her and her purse.” Sammy froze at the top of the stairway.

“What is it?”

“She’s gone. The psycho bitch is gone.”

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-Four

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Sammy leaned on Cindy a block and a half from Gladys’s house, feeling as if all her strength had been flushed down a sink. At first, she’d thought it was the shock from the psycho being alive; now she didn’t know what to think. She stopped to rest as the sounds of the sirens circled them like a pack of wolves.

Cindy held onto her, looking back. “This isn’t a good place to stop, Sam.”

“Feels like my legs are going to drop out from under me.”

“There’s an alley next to that apartment building.” Cindy pointed to the four-story building at the end of the block where she and the twins set off the fireworks.

“Is there something closer?”

“It’s the only alley in the neighborhood,” Cindy said. “We’ll go slow and steady, all right?”

Sammy nodded, looking into backyards as they went. It’d be too risky to hide in one of those. Tatiana was injured too. Would she know about the alley? It was next to a busy avenue where it’d be easier to disappear.

“See, we’re almost there.”

It seemed like a mile away. “You go. No reason for the both of us to get caught.”

“You wouldn’t leave me, would you?”

“I would.”

“No, you wouldn’t.”

“I would, then I’d find a way to break you out.”

Cindy let out a low, breathy chuckle. “I don’t know how to do that, so let’s keep going.”

Sammy trudged along, holding heavily onto Cindy. “You think the psycho poisoned me?”

“Don’t see how,” Cindy said. “You’re not bleeding, are you?”

Sammy shook her head, almost stumbling.

Cindy held her up and felt the side by the wound. “It’s dry. You just need time to recuperate.”

“I guess.”

“A few more steps and you can rest. I’ll call for a transporter and ask Mama to look at you. You might have an infection.”

“Maybe that’s it.”

“She has those pills you got her. They cured me the next day.”

The alley still seemed far off. Were they moving, or did she just think they were?

“I better call Johnny. Wonder what Leo told him.”

“Leo?”

“I was on my way to the club with him and had to stop over here to see if you were all right. You didn’t have your phone with you.”

“Yeah, left it for the stupid dress and wig.”

“You were right about her, Sam,” Cindy said it with an uneasy smile. “You’re right about most things. I should’ve known better.”

The thought of Tatiana weighed on her. “She had me going too.”

“You think she’ll bother us again?”

Sammy closed her eyes, tripped, and stumbled to the ground.

“Sam!”

Sammy banged her shoulder on the fall. She lay on her back, rolling her shoulder.

Cindy knelt beside her. “You okay, Sam?”

“I had the knife. She was just lying there, and I had the knife.”

“You’re not a killer.”

“I wish I was.”

“The cops will get her. Gladys will tell them about her, and they’ll get her.”

Sammy sat up, rubbing her shoulder. “They won’t get her. She got away with it before, and she’ll get away with it again.”

A light went on in the house. Cindy pulled her up. “Let’s go.”

The apartment stood about twenty feet away, and after another twenty, a ramp sloped down to the basement. She’d taken the ramp once, avoiding a guy chasing her for stealing from a store on Cooper. The ramp ran through the back into a playground.

“You’re walking better,” Cindy said. “We’re almost there.”

She was getting tired again. If she closed her eyes, she’d fall asleep. Sammy lunged for the fence and dropped to the ground.

“We should go on to the other side of the fence. Cops can still see us from the street.”

“You go,” Sammy said, turning back. Tatiana sat against the building maybe ten feet back by the lip of the ramp.

Tatiana tightened a wrap around her leg. “I know I buried my knife into your side, little bird.”

Cindy jumped back. “Is that…”

Sammy nodded. “The psycho bitch.”

Tatiana pulled herself up and hobbled to the fence. “Hope you don’t mind me taking it back.”

“Gave it to Lover Boy,” Sammy said, shifting sideways. “Feel free to go back and get it.”

Tatiana clutched the fence, breathing heavily as if the short stroll had taken something out of her. “You’re not bleeding?”

“From that little knife?”

A big smile brightened Tatiana’s face. “I knew you were a special little bird, felt it in my gut.”

“Yeah, I felt you in my gut too.”

“Sam,” Cindy said, standing a few feet back. “Let’s go.”

“Puppy Dog!”

Cindy looked away. “Don’t call me that.”

Tatiana rattled the fence. Cindy jumped back. Tatiana laughed. “Once a puppy dog, always a puppy dog.”

“Leave her alone.”

“You should’ve let me work with her, little bird. I could’ve had her paper-trained in no time.”

Sammy closed her eyes. If she could rest for a little while, she might have a chance.

“Sam.” Cindy was a couple of steps closer. “Come on.”

“You go, Cindy. I’ll see you at home later.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

Tatiana slid down on the other side of the fence. They were almost back to back. “What are you going to do, Puppy Dog? Whimper in the corner?”

Cindy glared at Tatiana. “To think I once thought you were nice.”

Tatiana sighed. “I don’t know how you can listen to that drab. I would’ve snuffed her out a long time ago.”

“You’re a horrible person.”

Sammy shifted. “I’ll be okay, Cindy.”

“Whatever you think you have to do, Sam, you don’t. There are other options. There’re always other options.”

Tatiana chuckled. “Are you going to supply the options, Puppy Dog?”

“I’m not talking to you.”

“You have to comprehend the situation to offer options.”

Sammy pulled up on the fence. She’d have to leave Cindy.

“I’ll help you, Sam,” Cindy said, taking a step.

Sammy shook her head. “Go home. I’ll be by later.”

“Sam, you don’t have to do this yourself.”

Tatiana laughed. “Are you going to help, Puppy Dog?”

Cindy reached into her pocket. “I’ll call the cops and tell them where she is.”

Tatiana stood. “I’ll snap your neck before you get the call through.”

Sammy glared at her. “No, you won’t.”

“Oh, a challenge?” Tatiana said. “Who can get to Puppy Dog first?”

Cindy held the phone, backing away. She tripped and fell.

“On second thought, not much of a challenge,” Tatiana said, staring at Cindy. “Perhaps a little too top heavy?”

Cindy sat and pulled her knees up. She held the phone against her head as her body shook.

“Look at the whimpering puppy dog. Are you going to pee on yourself?”

Sammy rattled the fence. “Shut up!”

“You’ll never soar, worrying about whimpering puppy dogs.”

“What does that make you?”

“Free as a bird,” Tatiana said with a grin. “Come on, little bird. I know just the place to talk.”

“That’s it? Just talk?”

“It’s up to you.”

Sammy pushed off the fence. She felt light-headed and stumbled back.

“Sam!” Cindy’s cheeks were wet.

Sammy grabbed the fence and waited for the world to stop spinning. “I’m okay, lost my balance.”

“Don’t go with her, Sam.”

Sammy pushed open the gate.

Tatiana stood a foot away, staring at Cindy. “A quick snap of the neck and the whimpering ends.”

“You go near her, and I’ll kill you.”

“The talks are heating up already.”

Sammy closed the gate. “Come on.”

“I can always play with Puppy Dog another time,” Tatiana said. “You know there’ll be another time.”

“Not if I can help it.”

“I’m looking forward to our little talk. It should be electric.”

Cindy called out to her, rattling the fence. Sammy wanted to turn back and see her one last time. She didn’t know why she thought it would be the last time, but if she didn’t make it, she’d have to make sure the psycho was hurt bad.

Tatiana limped beside her. She wasn’t as tall without the shoes. They hobbled up from the ramp to the playground. A swing set was to the right. “Want to go for a swing?”

Sammy looked back at it. It was like the one Justin jumped off of and hurt himself. “Where are we going?”

“We’ll find a nice high perch.”

“Enough with the bird metaphors already.”

Tatiana stroked the back of her head. “I see you still kept the feathers.”

Sammy felt the top of her head. She’d forgotten about the wig. She grabbed it and flung it back.

Tatiana watched it sail and smiled. “I think you’ve outgrown it. I’ll have to get you one with a crest.”

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Fifty-Five

______________________________

 

 

 

 

Tatiana leaned over the three-foot wall surrounding the roof of the apartment building behind Gladys’s house. They were three or four stories up. Flashing red-and-white lights lit up the street from the two police cruisers.

Tatiana turned to her with a smirk. “Why do you think it’s taking them so long?”

Sammy shrugged, wondering when she'd tell her the real reason they were there.

“My guess is that Chocolate Cake is refusing to cooperate.”

Sammy thought she was talking about Cindy, then remembered that was what Tatiana called the doll.

Tatiana looked out toward the horizon. A cool breeze brushed over them. It felt as if they were at the front of a ship going out to sea. “It could’ve been so much more.”

Sammy didn’t want to think about what could’ve been.

“Did Gladys welcome you to her bosom after you saved her?”

“You know she didn’t.”

“We can come back another time and finish the job. We don’t have to use the little darlings.”

“That was pure evil.”

“Don’t worry, little bird. The nice old bearded man in the sky won’t strike you down.”

“Why do I bother talking to you?”

Tatiana gazed at her. “The little shit who stabbed my leg will break his poppa’s record one day, you’ll see.”

Sammy looked away. Had Cindy told her that too?

“With that kind of hate welled up in him, it will only take a nudge. What was it for his poppa? Cold soup?”

Sammy wondered how much the twins saw before fleeing.

“With all that cold soup around, it just might push the little bastard over the edge.” Tatiana smiled fondly.

Sammy watched one of the police cruisers take off, lights still flashing. “Why are we here?”

“You know but you’re afraid of the answer.”

“Let’s pretend I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You’re bobbing in a little dinghy, afraid to look down into the sea.”

Sammy sighed. “Can’t you ever say what you mean?”

“No one ever says what they mean, little bird.”

“Especially you.”

Tatiana had that knowing smirk going. “There you go bobbing away in your little dinghy.”

“Maybe you can throw me a paddle.”

Tatiana smiled, stepping closer. “Tell me how you were going to use the knife. You were sitting on it. You may even have grabbed the handle once or twice.”

Sammy sighed, not wanting to play anymore of Tatiana’s games.

“Feel the handle biting into your fingers. I put my arms around my little bird, hoping for some small act of kindness.” Tatiana stepped up to her and pulled her close. “You draw your arm back, thrusting the blade into my back. Maybe you hit a rib, and you have to try again.”

Sammy pushed her. “I don’t want to play any more of your stupid games.”

“You have to get close with a knife; you can feel the breath and smell the fear as you’re ripping into the flesh.”

Sammy turned away.

“You have the urge to rip into flesh and feel the last dying breath on your skin, little bird. Why else would you get a knife?”

“You’re just talking about your own psycho self.”

Tatiana laughed. “This would’ve been much easier if you let the last game play out. Then you would’ve seen your true self.”

“I’m nothing like you.” 

Tatiana smiled wistfully. “The spectacle of you writhing with pleasure as the blood splatters the walls takes my breath away.”

Sammy stared at her with disgust.

“We can go away. I know a few beach paradises with top medical facilities. They do great skin work. There won’t be a hint of a scar.”

Sammy didn’t have to worry about scaring, just living long enough to see another birthday.

“You can be devious and say yes and when I least expect thrust the knife into my back. How can you say no to that?”

“And be like you?”

Tatiana turned to watch the last police cruiser pull away. “There’s so much I can teach you.”

“I don’t want to learn anything from you.”

“I saw something special tonight.”

“Yeah, you getting your ass whipped?”

“I’m talking about rage, not the dull bluntness of a blind rage, but the cunning clarity of a savage rage. I can help you hone that into a sharp blade.”

“I can use it against you.”

Tatiana leaned back, studying her. “I could call your bluff, and it’s winner take all. Or we could put our cards down and split the pot. Do you really want me to call your bluff?”

Sammy clutched the wall, peering out into the dark horizon, the sky muddied with gray clouds.

“I know the perfect beach with pink sands and turquoise waters.”

The street in front of the house was quiet; darkened windows lined the block. “We could split the pot. You go to your beach, and I’ll go to the harbor and kick a few rocks into the water.”

“From this side of the table, it’s looking like your hand isn’t too strong. I’d raise, but I know you’re all in.”

“You’re not too strong yourself,” Sammy said, gazing at the bandage tied to her leg. “No shoes either. Be careful. Somebody might step on your toes.”

Tatiana looked down as if measuring the likelihood of that happening. “I do miss the shoes. I suppose we could put the pot in escrow and resume our discussion another time.”

“Yeah, you can go to your beach, see the world, get some therapy…”

“They all ask the same questions. Must be given the same book and are too dull to deviate. I took a special interest in one. She tried so hard to keep her perspective. That’s what she called it—‘perspective.’”

“She must’ve had a handful with you.”

“More than she could handle, apparently. She took up residence, trying to find her perspective.” Tatiana smiled. “I should visit her again. Rehash the old times.”

What did Tatiana do to her?

“After that, I’ll teach Puppy Dog all the latest tricks. I’m sure she’s a good fetcher. I’ll never run out of milk.”

“You leave Cindy alone.”

“She’ll be my gift to you, little bird. Puppy dogs can be so pleasing. I remember my first one. I thought it was the greatest thing, but after a while it gets boring. She was a good little dog, so I snapped her neck.”

“You cruel, sadistic bitch.”

“It’d be cruel to let her go. She was attached to me. You’ll see how it is with your puppy dog.”

“You think I’d let you do that to Cindy?”

“Then I’ll just snap her neck.”

“Like hell you will.”

“She has to go, little bird. They all have to go. You can’t soar with these attachments,” Tatiana said, running her finger along Sammy’s neck. “I so want to see you soar.”

“What about the putting-the-pot-aside thing?”

“That’s only one game. Unless you take all my chips, there are other games to play.”

Sammy glanced down at the bandage wrapped around her leg just above her knee. A stain ran from the side to the back.

“There are all types of games we can play at the beach.”

A week with her, and Sammy’d be just as psycho. “Or I could play hide-and-seek.”

“That’s the spirit, little bird. It’s one of my favorite games.”

If she was going to attack, it’d have to be a surprise and hurt like hell. Killing Tatiana was another thing. Could she do it?

“I do enjoy seeing the look on their faces when I find them. It starts with little clues that they’ve been found—”

“I get the idea.”

“I really wish you’d reconsider. If you don’t like beaches, we can always do a mountain resort. I can show you some of my best techniques for finding those hiding little squirrels. I’ll even let you come up with a clue to let them know they’ve been found. We can watch them scurrying around, searching for their stash of nuts.”

Maybe she could kill her. Was there another choice? Sammy turned away, then spun back and kicked the scissor wound. Tatiana’s leg collapsed. She held onto the wall to keep from falling. Sammy kicked out the other leg. Tatiana fell to her knees. Sammy thrust her knee into Tatiana’s head and kicked about her head and face.

Tatiana covered up, trying to get her legs around. Sammy kicked her in the side, delighting in each grunt and groan. Tatiana dropped her arms to protect her side. Her face was bloodied and swollen. Tatiana smiled, but it looked lopsided. “There it is and in all its glory, you psycho bitch!”

Was she becoming Tatiana?

Tatiana swung her legs around and knocked Sammy down. Sammy scrambled to get up, but Tatiana held onto her leg and yanked it.

Sammy rolled over, faced down. She got to her knees. Tatiana pulled her leg hard and slid on top. She drove her elbow into Sammy’s back and straddled her. “If you could’ve seen your face while you were pounding away…” Tatiana whispered. “It was magnificent.”

“I’m nothing like you.”

“You keep telling yourself that, little bird.”

It was another game. That was all. Don’t listen to her; don’t let her get to you.

Tatiana grabbed a handful of hair and pulled Sammy’s head back. “Now it’s my turn for a little fun.” She slammed Sammy’s head down.

Flashes of light exploded. Another bang and darkness slowly enveloped her. She was floating on a river of darkness, drifting farther and farther away, bolts of lightning off in the distance.
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Blotchy figures soon took form: the wall, the door to the roof on a brick tower, and Tatiana lying a foot away. Sammy’s head pounded and every part of her ached.

Tatiana noticed her stirring. “On a good night, you’d be lucky to see the Big Dipper.”

She spared her life?

“There are places where the night sky blazes with stars. I could take you to one of them if you’d like.”

Sammy leaned on her elbow, facing Tatiana. “Forgot to collect your chips?”

“The chips are still on the table, little bird.”

“I showed you my hand.”

“It was devious and savage. Makes me so proud.”

Sammy rolled onto her back.

“The hands were so evenly matched; I couldn’t quibble over a queen-of-clubs high.”

Sammy felt her head, figuring it’d be more swollen. “You banged my head pretty good.”

“I couldn’t let you have all the fun.”

Was she commiserating with the psycho? “What now?”

“We could play another hand or admit we have a bond.”

“A bond?”

“You didn’t want to kill me, and I you.”

A flick of the knife would’ve done it.

“It was a magnificent display of savagery both at the house and here.”

Sammy gazed over at her. “You know why I didn’t kill you before?”

“You knew you’d never find true happiness until I showed you how to fly.”

“Because it seemed wrong somehow. That’s something you wouldn’t understand.”

“So what is right, little bird? Saving Puppy Dog, the little darlings?”

“Think I’d want to be anywhere near you if it wasn’t for them?”

“Funny how we fight against the things we need most. You could be a mighty raptor one day, but you have to leave the nest. You need me to push you out onto the tree limb, or you’ll never flap your wings.”

“If it wasn’t for them, I’d run away so hard that my feet would bleed.”

“Are they safe now?”

A cold chill washed over her.

“You don’t want to save them. Deep down you know you’ll never fly with them anchoring you to the ground.”

“I was a coward. That’s why I didn’t kill you.”

“Everyone’s afraid on their first flight. Have no fear, little bird. I’ll guide you through the updrafts and downdrafts.”

“Why do I bother?”

“Think of the adventures, and there’s no shortage of people paying for our services.”

Sammy doubted the services were fluffing pillows at some resort town.

“The chips are still on the table. Play another hand or join me for a lifetime of adventure.”

She’d lost once already, and she’d had the element of surprise. Sammy didn’t think she’d wake up from the next head-banging.

“Come with me to the beach. Swimsuits optional. We can kick sand at each other. I know delightful ways to get the sand out of all the crevices.”

Could she stomach going with Tatiana and biding her time?

Tatiana ran a finger behind Sammy’s ear. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I don’t play a game if there’s a chance I’ll lose.”

“You don’t think I can win?”

“The raptor doesn’t hesitate. She swoops down and snatches the vermin. You’re more vermin than raptor at this point.”

“If I agree to go with you, then what?”

“We have fun in the sun.”

“After that?”

“It depends,” Tatiana said, inching closer. “If our services are desperately needed, we can attend to it. Don’t worry; I don’t expect much on the first job.”

“And if there’s no job?”

“We have to cut all the strings for you to soar.”

Sammy leaned toward her. “What strings?”

“You know, but you still ask. This is getting tiresome, little bird.”

“Anything I do is to save them.”

“There is no saving. If you decide to join me on a grand adventure, then they have to die by your hands. Nothing would give me more pleasure than doing it myself, but I have to bow to my experience.”

“You’ve done this before?”

“You’re not my first little bird,” Tatiana said with a triumphant smile. “I just know you’ll be the last.”

Sammy had to kill her. There were no divine interventions or lucky happenstances coming to do it for her. Tatiana wouldn’t have a change of heart or tell her it was all a gag. The revelation felt cold and sharp like the blade of a knife.

Tatiana sat up. “We’ll get a hotel by the airport and fly out tomorrow. I’ll even let you pick the place.”

Sammy couldn’t worry about how to kill her, or she’d go down too many dead ends. She had to focus on opportunities.

“You’re not getting up, little bird. Don’t tell me you want to play another hand?”

Sammy cleared her mind of the noise. It was easier than she’d thought. Focus on opportunities.

Tatiana rolled on top of her; she clasped her hands around Sammy’s throat. “You’ll have to be a little more forthcoming.”

Never give up. Keep pushing.

Tatiana’s grip tightened. “I don’t hear anything.”

In the dim light of the roof, Sammy could see every cut and bruise on Tatiana’s battered face, one of the benefits of her new self. Tatiana was wrong about Sammy soaring through updrafts. Her talent lay in the deep, cold, inky blackness of the sea.

“You’re not going to just lie there and surrender? Plead at least.” Tatiana stared down at her, squeezing the breath from her. “Let me tell you how the little darlings are going to meet their end…”

Sammy had the sensation of being pushed underwater, but instead of panicking, she felt invigorated. This was her new self. She gazed deep into Tatiana’s eyes, irises like ancient sea shells, but they were also the eyes of a murderer. She had to be a murderer too, another attribution to her new self.

Tatiana took a hand off Sammy’s throat. “You think you can stare me down? I’ll beat your eyes closed.” She pulled her hand back, but the blow never landed.

Sammy’s hands were around Tatiana’s throat. With each gasp of breath, her fingers tightened, relentlessly tightening. Sammy looked into the deep and saw who she was.
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The sky was indigo, the horizon a lighter shade. The birds’ songs welcomed the first sign of morning. Sammy wanted to hold onto the night so she could pretend everything was the same. What would Uncle Danny have to say about her now? Nothing came to her.

She might stay until the twins went off to school, wanting to see them one last time. Was it a school day?

Should she say goodbye to Cindy? What would she say to her? I’ve been a freak for a while. Now there was no denying it. Maybe it’d be better for Cindy to think Tatiana got the best of her.

Voices bounded up from the roof’s steps. Sammy shoved her hands into her pockets, they didn’t quite fit now. Tatiana lay a few feet away, eyes still open, face twisted.

The door handle jiggled, and the hinges creaked. The door opened just a sliver at first, then wider. It was Leo. “Sam? Are you all right?”

“Somebody with you?”

“Rhino from the club.” His gaze found Tatiana. “I’ll tell him to wait downstairs.” The door closed. Hushed voices murmured on the other side.

It looked to be a clear day. She’d send Leo on his way, then leave shortly after.

Leo popped back out and rushed over. “Cindy told me of your ordeal. It appears you have matters well in hand.”

Funny choice of words. Sammy pushed her hands deeper into her pockets.

He studied her as if expecting to find something different. He wouldn’t be disappointed this time. Leo pulled out a phone and tapped on the screen. It looked like a blue light glowing off the screen, but she couldn’t be sure. Colors tended to wash out into grays.

“I found you with this. It’s an app police use that casts the iron in the blood luminescent.” He bathed her in its glow.

“Trying to make sure it’s me?”

“I’m just checking for any obvious injuries. I don’t even detect a blemish. Quite remarkable considering Cindy’s account.”

It might be kinder to call Cindy and say goodbye. “I’m a quick healer.”

He leaned in close as if checking for a pimple.

She would’ve pushed him back, but she didn’t want to take her hands out.

“Is that how you persevered?” He glanced back at Tatiana.

She’d waited for her chance and had struck like any ambush predator. The only thing she remembered was dropping Tatiana after hearing bones cracking.

“We should go,” he said with a nod. “It’d be hard to explain if someone comes.”

“You go, Leo.”

“It’d be best not to linger.”

“I’ll go soon.” Where would she go? She hadn’t thought that far ahead. Somewhere where there was water might be an option for her now.

“You should be examined, Sam.”

She shook her head, staring at the corpse. Did Tatiana fight or plead? It was as if she’d been in another room when it happened. There was just the sensation of squeezing. It could’ve been an orange for all she remembered. The bone-cracking was different. That stirred something else in her, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, or whatever she had now.

“I’ll take you home.”

“I’m not going home.” Sammy turned back to look at Gladys’s house. “Tell Cindy I’m okay.”

“Where are you going to go?”

Sammy shrugged. “Maybe a freak show. I’ll be the star attraction.”

“Did you experience another change?”

Nobody else would’ve asked that. In a way, she was glad Leo was here.

“Whatever happened, I can help.”

“You got a glass of ice water?”

“What is it, Sam? Let me see.” There was more jubilance than concern in his voice.

Should she wait for the twins? She could never hug them. There was a chance of crushing them. The sound of the cracking bones haunted her.

“Sam.” Leo tugged at her arm, pulling her hand out of her pocket. “Oh…” There was a breathy wonder to the word. “This is truly remarkable.”

He probed her fingers. The touch felt intrusive, violating. She pulled free and grabbed his throat, then lifted him to his toes. “Don’t touch me!”

“Sam, you’re hurting me.” His voice was garbled.

Sammy let go and stuffed her hands into her pockets. He stumbled back, gasping. She turned away, away from the look of terror. He’d gotten his glimpse of the monster. She wished he’d go now, slip away without saying a word.

“Sam, I was just trying to help.”

“I didn’t ask for your help.”

“The…the appendages must be very sensitive to the touch.”

“They’re tentacles, Leo. Call them what they are.”

“I didn’t get a good look. My eyes can’t see as well as yours in this light.”

Maybe he could make a list of all the freaky things she could do now.

He stepped away from her. Sammy waited for the door to open. It never did. He had the blue light out, examining Tatiana’s face and neck.

She felt empty when looking at Tatiana as if she’d taken something from Sammy. There was the horror too of taking a life. Maybe that’s what happened to Tatiana? She took so many lives that there was nothing but an empty hull.

He stood. “Crushed.” He turned off the light and let out a breath of triumph. “She never had a chance.”

Could she have changed Tatiana if she went to that beach? She wanted to think it was possible. She wanted to think of possibilities.

“Sam, you need more help than ever now. Let me help you.”

“I’ve seen your help, Leo.” She walked past him to the door, realizing she hadn’t grabbed anything other than someone’s throat since the change. She looped her index finger—tentacle—around the door handle and with a flick swung the door open.

Leo scurried up behind her, watching in wonder as the door swung open and closed with her finger. “This could be reversible similar to your skin coloration changes.”

She wanted to grab the handle with all her fingers and rip the door off its hinges. “Somehow I don’t think it is.”

“Will it hurt to try?”

“With you, it’ll hurt plenty.”

“We’ll start with visualizations. Weren’t those exercises pleasurable?”

She’d forgotten about that. The skin scraping and ice water were more memorable.

“You can stay with me.”

“Is that supposed to persuade me?”

“Where else would you go? At least I can provide food and shelter.”

“You have food?”

Leo pulled out a phone. “I can get it. I have Rhino’s phone.”

“Is he going to come?”

“I’ll tell him his services are no longer needed.”

“Don’t know if I can trust you.”

“You have to trust someone, Sam. Who better than me? I mean in reference to your current condition.”

“Get the food, then we’ll see. Feel like I could eat a rhino.”

“I hope you’re not talking literally. He seems like a very nice chap.”

She stared at him, deadpanned and blank-eyed then nodded for him to go through the opened door. She turned back and gazed at Tatiana, who finally lost a game. Sammy crossed the doorway and let go of the door. It banged shut. She watched Leo totter down the steps, remembering the climb up. She knew a killer was going to leave here. It just happened to be her.
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