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      It took every ounce of self-control I possessed to keep my hands off my mother. Every cell in my body demanded that I throw myself on top of her, beat her to death with my fists. Beat her so much that her pretty face became utterly unrecognizable, a bloody pulp. I imagined that I would savor every second of it.

      Jennifer Hanson, my mother, stood next to the dark-suited driver in front of the midnight blue limo with its tinted windows. She was impeccably dressed in a yellow designer pantsuit and her light blond hair was cut in a sleek bob that gleamed in the rays of the setting sun. Even though she was almost 44 years old now, she had never looked more beautiful.

      She’d smiled as I’d walked the short distance from Ramsdale Juvenile Detention Center’s main entrance over to her, but she hadn’t removed her large designer shades. Smart move. I had no doubt her cat green eyes were as full of evil as she was on the inside, behind that attractive façade. It was too bad I was still the only person in the world who was aware of the truth. Well, at least as far as I knew. Maybe there were others. I should be so lucky.

      “Oh Shane, it’s so good to see you on the outside finally,” she exclaimed and extended both hands to me, brought me to her chest. I had no choice but to embrace her the way she embraced me, warmly and fully. If I wanted to stay out of prison, I had to embrace her like I enjoyed it, like I had missed touching her all these years. Five long years of living in hell.

      Feeling her arms around my back made my stomach turn and clench with pain at the same time. I took a deep breath to fight the urge to let my hands travel up to her neck and snap it. With my youthful strength and big hands, it would have been a piece of cake.

      “I can’t believe I’m finally allowed to touch you again, my son,” she said emphatically as she let go of me. Her perfectly manicured hands with the large diamond on the left ring finger remained on my shoulders. She took me in through the dark shades on her nose. “You look well. Strong and healthy. Well, except for the hair. I can’t wait until it has grown out again. You have nice hair. Just like your father’s.”

      Feeling self-conscious, I ran a hand over my shaved head and felt the four-day stubble. Then I forced myself to smile and muttered, “You look well, too.”

      She glanced over at the limo driver and gave him a brief nod. He opened the back door and Mom motioned for me to climb into the long vehicle. Inside, it smelled of new leather and expensive taste. She climbed in as I took a seat and sat down herself, facing me. She watched me in silence as we took off, gliding effortlessly over the gravel road that led up to the detention center.

      “It’s a nice car, isn’t it?” she asked and glanced out the window. It wasn’t a question but a statement. Even so, I said, “Yes, it is.”

      I wasn’t about to take any chances. I had learned my lesson too well.

      See, my mom, this elegant woman, is a psychopath so evil there are no words to accurately describe her. I spent five years in juvenile detention because of her lies, and had I not been so lucky that I got such a rehabilitation-focused judge to oversee the hearings, I would likely have been tried as an adult and spent the rest of my life in prison.

      That was the one thing that had failed in my mother’s otherwise foolproof plan to get her revenge on me for killing her husband, my father. She hadn’t counted on such a liberal judge overseeing the proceedings or even that I’d end up in family court in the first place. Brutal murderers like me were typically tried as adults in the state of New York, even though they had barely entered their teens. Also, I had gotten a slightly shorter sentence than expected. Instead of giving me 20 years, which would have let me out on parole at age 20—at the earliest—Judge Collins, my savior, gave me 15 so that I would be eligible for parole at age 18 and a half and able to go to college at the same time as other people my age. When I turn 28, which is in nine and a half years, I’ll be as free to do what I want as the next guy. That is, if I keep behaving the way they want me to. As well as I did while in prison, especially toward the end of my sentence. Exemplary. Like I’m fully rehabilitated.

      Being sentenced in family court allows me to have my records sealed so that I will get a fair chance at a normal life.

      In order to get out of prison this early, I had to not only accept responsibility for what I had done—supposedly done—but also act like I was a reformed person. A non-psychopath. I had to admit to having killed a psychologist named Jonathan Wilkins and an aging librarian named Betty McLaren, tell the parole board that I deeply regretted my heinous actions. I had to explain to them why they were wrong. Being forced to lie about that hadn’t been the worst part, though. No, it was far worse having to be nice to Mom despite what she had done to me. I had to pretend she was a normal, loving mom when others were around. I was not allowed to tell anyone the truth, that Mom was the person who had killed the psychologist and the librarian, not me. Except for my father, whom I shot by accident at age six, I have never hurt anyone. Not seriously, anyway. You don’t come of age in juvie without getting into a fight or two.

      It took me about a year to conclude that accepting blame, playing along with Mom’s lies, was the only way I was getting out early and the only way I was staying out. It was either that or trying to escape, which was not a great idea. Even if I succeeded, I would be forever wanted by the authorities. What kind of life would that be? It would be hard enough to expose Mom as a regular person.

      Mom faced me again and smiled, then removed her shades. As expected, her eyes were clear and piercing, just the way I always pictured them. Feral. I wondered if I was the only person who could tell how strange they were. Not quite human. She tossed a glance over her shoulder, presumably checking that the divider behind her was closed, giving us privacy. It was.

      “You’ll behave then?” she asked me coolly.

      “Do I have a choice?” I replied, equally as coolly.

      “Everyone has a choice. I just want to make sure we’re on the same page.” She leaned forward suddenly, placing her elbows on her knees. The smile was exchanged for an imploring expression, which surprised me. “You know I only did what I had to do, Shane. You needed to assume responsibility for what you had done. Pay the price. And now you have.”

      “Yes,” I said stonily, thinking yet again how lucky I was the movie she had written and a Hollywood movie company had optioned was never made in the end. As bad as my life was today, it would have been worse if my mom’s version of our old life together had been perpetuated on the silver screen. The movie would have rubbed in the lie that I was a dangerous psychopath and Mom the saint who’d tried to save me from myself. Thankfully, the movie execs had changed their minds rather quickly, killing the project. I don’t think I would have been able to behave as well as I’d done the last four years of juvie if Mom’s lies had been immortalized. I might not have a criminal record once I got out, but everyone would have known me as the psycho kid who killed those people. I would have been infamous in the worst way.

      At least now I could move around freely, having retained my anonymity. Our story was old news. I only had to keep pretending I had accepted my mom’s punishment of me to her and the rest of the world. Nothing could be farther from the truth, of course. It was time to set the record straight and reveal who the real psychopath was.
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      Mom and I didn’t speak much during the car ride and I couldn’t say I minded. I really didn’t want to talk to her more than necessary, pretend more than necessary. It was exhausting. It was especially tiring now that she had acted all apologetic about having to put me in jail. I didn’t buy for a second that she’d had any qualms doing that. To the contrary, she was pissed that I’d gotten out so soon. She’d do everything she could to get me back behind bars and remain there. I’d better watch my back at all times.

      When we were about to enter Manhattan, Mom asked in that fake nice voice, “Are you absolutely sure you want me to drop you off at the apartment? There’s still time to change your mind. I would love for you to meet my new husband and see what our home is like. Neera can’t wait to meet you.”

      That’s right; I had a kid sister now. Mom’s movie plans might have gone awry, but she was still set for life. As she had mourned the death of her movie at a bar in downtown Manhattan, she had bumped into a widowed, Israeli-born real estate developer named Ariel Friedman. It didn’t take Mom long before she had realized not only that Ariel was a very wealthy man, but also that he liked her. A lot. So she’d dug her claws into the seventy-year-old man and six months later, she was his new wife with a baby about to pop out.

      As much as I wanted to meet little Neera, I wanted even more to be as far away from Mom as possible, and as soon as possible. Surely Mom felt the same way; she was only asking me to come meet her husband and child to be polite and didn’t expect me to change my mind. While the charade that went on between us primarily benefitted her, she wasn’t interested in prolonging it any more than necessary. She wanted to go on with her new life as the socialite wife of Ariel Friedman and work on tripping me up in secret. Tripping me up so I could go back to jail and stay there. It was best if I lived somewhere else while she did that, far away from their Fifth Avenue penthouse. Reformed juvenile offender or not, I was still an ugly stain on the fabric of her fancy existence.

      “Yes,” I answered and stifled a yawn. “I just want to rest and be alone right now. I can meet them later.”

      “Okay,” she said and proceeded to do stuff on her phone until we had reached the street where I’d be living from now on. Mom had rented me an apartment in Astoria, Queens, near the Greek restaurant where I would work until college at NYU began in September. The parole board wanted me working full-time and a menial job like bussing tables was preferable. Mom’s new husband would pay for four years of studies at the expensive college, just like he was the one really paying for my new living quarters. She’d of course blamed Ariel for me not staying with them when, surely, she was the one who’d wanted me out of the house, not he. I was willing to bet my right hand that was the case.

      I was not allowed to leave New York City for the next several years except for under special circumstances. Given my mom’s husband’s wealth and my 4.0-grade average, they had to send me to a good college or Mom’s supposed strong love for me would ring untrue. After all, she had allegedly gone out of her way to try to turn me into a functioning, law-abiding citizen.

      The limo came to a halt and the driver came around to open the door for me. Mom was watching me as I sent her a glance while making my way over to the door.

      “Thanks for picking me up,” I said, forcing myself to smile politely.

      “That’s the least I can do,” she answered. “I think you’ll like the place. It’s not fancy, but it’s cute, spacious, and very clean. You’ll find clothes and shoes for you in the walk-in closet. Let me know if they don’t fit. There’s some food in the kitchen. I’ll check in with you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said and tried to sneak out of the car, but Mom’s outstretched arm stopped me.

      “Give me a kiss before you leave, honey.”

      I didn’t think she particularly wanted to get a kiss from me any more than I wanted to give her one, but the driver could see us. We needed to stick to the script.

      I took her hand and leaned toward her, placing a feather-light kiss on her smooth cheek. Before I could pull away, her grip around my wrist tightened and she kept me in place. The exquisite smell of some perfume I couldn’t name filled my nostrils.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” she said and stuck her hand into her designer purse. “Here’s your new phone and some cash.” She handed me a shiny iPhone and a black wallet made of smooth calfskin leather. “This is your phone number.” She indicated a sticker on the device with numbers on it. “It has no password.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, taking both items and sticking them into my duffel bag.

      She let go of me as suddenly as she had latched on and smiled. “As I said, honey, call me if you need anything. Jordan has the keys to the place. The big key is for the building entrance.”

      “I will.” I slipped out of the limo at last, glad to be away from her. The stony-faced driver handed me a set of keys before disappearing into the driver’s seat. I watched as the limo took off, moving as smoothly and quietly as a black leopard. Turning around, I faced the four-story building that contained my new home. It was a red brick building and someone had stuck the American flag into the grass between the street and the entrance. I found myself wondering who that could be as I walked up the pale gray flagstone path.

      Now that the adrenaline of being in Mom’s proximity had dissipated, I felt horribly tired again. As tired as I always felt before I got some caffeine into my system. They had been out of coffee at juvie this morning. With trembling hands, I attempted to stick the big key into the entrance door over and over without success. All of a sudden, the door swung open and a strikingly beautiful girl about my age, maybe a couple years older, spilled out.

      “Oh,” she exclaimed and stared at me with terrified brown eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered, feeling like an idiot. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Do you live here? I’m the new tenant on the second floor. I was trying to open the door.”

      She broke into a big smile. “Really? Yes, I do live here.” She jabbed a thumb toward the stairs visible behind her. “I’m on the third floor. My name’s Sophie.” She stuck her hand in my direction, giving me no choice but to take it and shake it.

      “I’m Shane,” I said and mustered a smile back. “Nice to meet you, Sophie.”

      I couldn’t help but notice that she was super hot. Long brown hair, pouty lips, and stunning eyes with a bit of a slant, lending her an exotic appearance. Her smooth skin was lightly tan and her teeth a pearly white. She had a nice set of boobs on her, too, clearly outlined under her powder blue baby tee. I tried my best not to look at those, but it was hard. I hadn’t exactly had a lot of sex lately, and this girl was extremely sexy.

      “Likewise, Shane,” she replied and zipped by me. “Welcome to Astoria!” She waved a hand with short red nails as she hurried down the path toward the street. I didn’t fail to see that she also had a great butt and legs. It was impossible not to notice given the snug jeans cut-offs she wore. It took all I had not to start drooling as she continued walking down the street.

      I forced my eyes away from her and shook my head. I didn’t have time to think about hot girls and getting laid. There was plenty of time for that later. What I needed to do right now was focus on my home that my dear mother had gotten for me, watch out for potential traps.

      “Excuse me,” a lanky dude somewhere in his thirties grumbled and pushed past me, coming from inside the building, too. He hurried down the flagstone path, looking annoyed.

      That must be another of my neighbors, I thought. A far grumpier one. I shrugged and walked up the stairs, my mind back on Mom and her never-ending tricks.

      I was no longer the naïve child who’d let her set me up, thinking a mother would never do something like she had done to her child. I had to be extremely careful when I embarked on my new life outside of prison. As nice and caring as she pretended to be these days, I was not about to let my guard down. I didn’t care how much she tried. Someone as sick as she was didn’t have the ability to change.

      I could never allow myself to forget that.
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      I wasn’t sure what I expected to find in my new apartment, only that I expected something to be wrong with it. I highly doubted that my mother would have gotten me a place that was nice and perfectly normal. There had to be something up, a trap hidden somewhere. A poisonous snake curled up in a cabinet or cupboard, waiting to lash out at me and fill me with venom. A burglar in the middle of emptying the place and killing me for interrupting him. Maybe a tiny gas leak in the kitchen that would result in an explosion once I turned on the stove or lit a match.

      But as I cautiously walked inside the pleasant-smelling, furnished one-bedroom and looked around, nothing or no one attacked me. I continued into the eat-in kitchen and discovered that there was an electric stove under the yellow-painted cabinets, not a gas one that you usually found in older buildings such as this one.

      I did open the door to the walk-in closet in the bedroom very slowly. Once it was fully open, I jumped backward in case a cobra was bunched up on the linoleum floor. Not that I really thought Mom would plant a snake to kill me as that would be hard to explain later, but you literally never knew with her; she might have a perfectly plausible explanation for it. Better safe than sorry. I shined the flashlight on my new smartphone into the closet and couldn’t spot anything that looked strange or out of place. Cautiously, I walked inside and pulled the thin cord that hung from the ceiling and the light bulb above went on. Rows of clothes hung from the hangers on one side of the closet, and on the other were shelves filled with folded sweaters, socks, and underwear. Underneath all the clothes sat a collection of shoes, ranging from shiny professional male leather shoes to athletic sneaker-style ones in various colors. There was even a pair of military-green rain boots.

      I ran my hand through the row of neat clothes on the hangers, then continued through all the folded stuff. Mom had been serious when she’d told me she had bought me clothes to wear. There was plenty to choose from among all the stuff – a few suits, lots of casual wear and athletic gear.

      Well, I suppose that, these days, she can afford to dress me well, I thought.

      I pulled a pair of oversized athletic shorts from a hanger and a dark sweater from the pile in the middle of the closet shelves. I would wear those after I had taken a shower, washed off all the prison grime that still covered my skin.

      I spent a minute making sure nothing strange came out of the showerhead before I stepped into the hot sprays. I wasn’t about to take any chances; as mentioned, I didn’t think for a second Mom had forgiven me for accidentally shooting her husband. The crazy woman actually believed I had gone to take the gun from his storage box—somehow managing to undo the lock—and then aimed the weapon at his forehead with the intention to kill him. Did anyone really think a six-year-old child was capable of such premeditation no matter what the victim had done to the child?

      Anyone except for my mother, that is.

      My father, a nice, tall, handsome man who had loved to play soccer and worked as an accountant at a hospital, had been not only a pedophile but also a murderer. Like with my mother, no one had known about my father’s dark side. The world still believed that Tony, his older brother, was the person who had sexually abused me starting when I was only five years old. In reality, it had been Dad himself who had touched me inappropriately, made me do things to him that no dad should ever do, and then also sodomized me with different objects. At some point, he must have feared that I would tell someone, because he had gone ahead and killed his brother, made it look like the depressed man had hanged himself not being able to live with the fact that he was a pedophile any longer. A pedophile who took advantage of the little nephew he was supposed to babysit and protect. Those reasons had been clearly stated in the suicide note Tony had supposedly left behind on his pillow before taking his own life.

      From what I could remember, Uncle Tony had been a great guy. Yes, he had been melancholic and quiet, but I had always been able to tell, even at the tender age of six, that he was a kind, good man. A man who would never, ever lay a hand on a boy in an inappropriate manner.

      When I asked Dad why Tony had killed himself, he had brought me close to him in a hug, then whispered in my ear that it was because he didn’t agree with what Dad and I were doing at night sometimes. He had also explained to me that if I ever complained to anyone—anyone at all—that I would die in the same way that Tony had, dangling from a noose attached to the ceiling fan. So I’d better keep my mouth shut.

      I suppose it is possible that I had subconsciously wanted to see Dad dead, and that was why I had pulled the trigger; after all, what he did to me had been painful and degrading and wrong. But I sincerely can’t remember thinking that aiming that gun I had found in the closet at him would make the abuse stop. All I had wanted was to play Cowboys and Indians with Dad.

      At Ramsdale, the diversions had been of a far more sinister variety. I was raped and beaten, forced to find a way to defend myself if I wanted to keep my sanity. I eventually aligned myself with two older dudes who were not only strong and muscular, but also good people deep down. They watched my back in exchange for me teaching them good English. They were from South America but determined to succeed in America once they got out and school behind bars wasn’t great. No one cared if you actually learned something.

      But what had really made me survive was not Carlos and Paco’s unwavering defense of me. They weren’t around my last year. No, it had been the fact that I’d barely slept at night. Basically, I learned to sleep with one eye open, never feeling rested in the mornings. But it was either that or risking guys attacking me while I was asleep and vulnerable. That happened far too often in Ramsdale’s large dormitories filled with bunk beds. No guards were around to break up the fights then. Some would have called what I did self-inflicted Chinese torture, but it wasn’t so bad once you got used to it. Besides, there was always coffee, which I learned to love. The thought of the revenge I would get on my mother once I had served the minimum part of my prison term sure helped to keep me going, too.

      As I stepped out of the shower now and got ready to go to bed, I honestly didn’t think I’d be able to get truly restful sleep. I may be out of prison at last, but the person who’d put me there was still free and eager to send me back. I couldn’t allow myself to fully relax before Mom was no longer able to hurt me or anyone else.
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      When the alarm clock on the bedside table said seven thirty, I decided it was time to get out of bed despite still feeling groggy. I was pretty sure I had slept some because I had a vague memory of a dream in which Sophie was stripping for me, and there was no way that could have happened in real life. Not yet, at least, I thought and chuckled to myself. Anyway, that would have to be enough sleep for today. I didn’t have time to stay in bed. I needed to comply with my parole conditions as well as work on my plan of attack in regard to Mom. The sooner I could get her, the better. God only knew what she was up to these days.

      In juvie, I had spent the days thinking of ways to prove that she had set me up, but I hadn’t been able to come up with anything I thought would work. Which wasn’t strange; I had already spent tons of time turning the matter inside out with my lawyer while awaiting trial. We hadn’t been able to glimpse any cracks in her plan.

      I swung my long legs over the edge of the bed. It would of course be awesome if I could make her talk about the crimes, brag about them and get the confession on tape. I could use my new smartphone for that. The challenge with that approach was A. I had to spend lots of time with her, and B. she had to actually start talking about it. Mom was anything but stupid. She probably suspected I’d be up to something like that and be extra careful, never say anything truly incriminating.

      It seemed my best bet to get her off the streets was to follow her around and catch her doing something illegal, attempting another murder perhaps. I had no doubts she’d killed more people earlier in her life and would keep it up. There was another reason than the skill she had displayed when killing the psychologist and the librarian that made me feel so certain of that. Unfortunately, I couldn’t put my finger on why exactly. Maybe one day, I would. Anyway, someone was bound to piss her off. I could use my cell phone to film her actions then. Of course, given my non-existent experience stalking people, it would be better if I could have someone else trail her, a private investigator who knew what they were doing. She might spot me following her and lead me astray. Plus, I’d be at my job a good chunk of the day, missing lots of opportunities. Sadly, there was no way I’d be able to pay for a PI right now, though.

      Using technology was a possibility. If I could get into her computer somehow, I was bound to learn all kinds of stuff. Unfortunately, Mom wasn’t one of those naïve people who’d open an email from someone she didn’t know, and then click on a link that would plant spyware. I would for sure add a GPS to her limo, but I didn’t think she’d have herself driven to most places where she’d do something illegal. I could be wrong, though, so it was worth trying. Also, I’d try to get into her computer or phone the second I had access to either. I could ask to use them and possibly plant some spyware that way. I was pretty good with computers.

      Either way, now that I was out and could learn more details about her life, I’d figure out a way to get to her, I thought. One way or another, I’d get her. Stretching my arms over my head, I yawned big, then cracked my knuckles. It was a habit I had picked up at juvie that I found oddly satisfying.

      After I had dragged myself into the shower and gotten some strong coffee and three Pop Tarts into my system—that was all I found in the cupboard next to the fridge—I felt almost human again. Well, there were also some bananas and apples on the shelves, but I wasn’t in the mood for fruit.

      I checked the weather through the kitchen window and it looked like a typical early May day in New York—sunny and on the warm side. I had learned that blue skies and bright sunshine could be treacherous, however. For all I knew, it was thirty-five degrees out even though it looked like shorts weather.

      I should go outside and check to be sure, I thought and walked over to the front door. I tied the towel around my hips a little tighter and walked out into the stairwell. There were two apartments on each floor and no one was around. Did I dare walk outside the building wearing just a towel?

      No, that would be dumb, I decided. Why risk it? With my luck, I’d bump into some uptight old lady who’d call the cops and have me arrested for indecent exposure. Or the grumpy dude from yesterday would do it. I laughed to myself; wouldn’t that be tragic? I’d be back behind bars before even getting to spend an entire day in freedom.

      I went into the walk-in closet and put on a T-shirt and a pair of checkered athletic shorts and stuck my feet into the nearest pair of sneakers. Then I hurried back out into the stairwell.

      Jogging down the stairs, I pushed open the entrance door and nearly walked into my hot neighbor Sophie. I stopped dead in my tracks before our skulls crashed into each other.

      She gasped at the sight of me, then giggled when she realized it was me.

      “Um, sorry,” I mumbled, feeling like a complete jerk. “Are you okay?”

      She smiled big at me, and I couldn’t help but notice yet again how hot she was, her chocolate eyes glittering and her full lips shining invitingly. “Yeah. Are you? I’m the one who should be sorry, by the way. I totally didn’t think anyone would be coming out of the building this early in the morning. Not sure why I thought that. Duh, most people have some place to go at eight a.m.” She rolled her eyes at herself, then scanned me closely, a brow cocked playfully. “Are you going to work like that?”

      I glanced down at my T-shirt and saw that it was inside out and that my black-and-white checkered shorts totally clashed with the shirt’s earthy tones. I was also wearing two different sneakers. I glanced at her and grinned with mischief. “Yeah. Don’t you like my outfit?”

      She pursed her mouth and stroked her chin pensively. “Hmm. It’s an… interesting look. Very creative.”

      “That’s what I thought. Glad you approve.”

      We stared at each other for a few tense, silent beats, then both of us burst out laughing.

      “You don’t even have a job, do you?” she asked when she had contained herself.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked with mock outrage. “Do I look like a bum to you?”

      “Not exactly. More like you were just released from jail and don’t know how to dress among regular people any longer.” She held my gaze for a moment before slapping my shoulder and guffawing out loud. “I’m just kidding with you! You should’ve seen your face. Don’t worry, you do not look like a jailbird, although I’ll admit that the shaved head doesn’t help. But, seriously, it looks more like you put clothes on with the lights out. Is that what happened?”

      I gave her a lopsided grin. “Actually, it’s both.”

      She frowned lightly. “Both? What do you mean?”

      That’s when I knew. Of course…

      “I put on these clothes in the dark and I got out of jail yesterday. Ramsdale Juvenile Detention Center. But you already knew that, didn’t you?” I studied her.

      The frown between her eyebrows deepened. “Knew what?”

      So now she was playing stupid? She was pretty good at it, I’d give her that. Had I not known better, I would have bought her clueless face. But I was no fool. Not anymore. This chick was obviously working for my mother. That was why she lived here and bumped into me all the time. Hot girls like her lived in Manhattan, not out in the boroughs. Okay, perhaps in trendy Brooklyn, but certainly not in Queens. And they were never this friendly, at least not according to the guys back in juvie. They were more like the grumpy guy. But I was not about to let on how obvious it all was. No, I’d play along for a while. That was a lot more fun.

      I poked her shoulder and laughed. “You were right—I did get out of jail yesterday. Juvenile detention. I spent five years there to pay for my crimes. I was supposed to be behind bars a lot longer, but I was paroled for good behavior.”

      She didn’t look amused. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes, I am. Why? Does it make you uncomfortable? I’m sorry if that’s the case, but you did bring it up.”

      Her jaw dropped and she stared at me. “Wait. You are serious. You were released from juvie yesterday, weren’t you?”

      I nodded slowly.

      She clapped a hand over her mouth and her pretty eyes widened. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. What—what were you in for?”

      “Do you really want to know?”

      “Yes.”

      “Double homicide.”
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      Being a busboy at a Greek restaurant in Astoria, Queens, was not much different from doing the dishes and cleaning the tables in juvie. The clientele was just as boisterous and messy, though, unlike in prison, the restaurant was distinctly coed, which was a plus. I couldn’t get enough of checking out all the females. I had been severely deprived of the other sex lately. I had to be super discreet about it, of course, or people might complain, which was the last thing I needed. The downside about working at Laslo’s Taverna was that I felt like I was under surveillance most of the time; no one had cared much how well I did my job or who I was over at Ramsdale. Here, I felt like eyes were following me everywhere I went, judging me. It bothered me deeply. The worst part was that every time I thought I’d figured out who was doing it, it turned out I was wrong, because I never caught the same person twice. Crazy and rich or not, I really didn’t think Mom had paid everyone inside the restaurant to spy on me. After a while I believed there were cameras around watching me instead, even if I couldn’t spot any. But that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. I had looked for cameras and mics in my apartment as well but had been unable to find any. Again, that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if Mom was surveilling me 24/7.

      The only place I had been able to spot cameras had been in the apartment building’s stairwell, an old-style one on each floor. Who knew if they were even working still?

      To complicate matters, I couldn’t be sure if the paranoid sentiments were all in my head. Ever since I was attacked the first time in juvie, I had grown used to watching my back, which eventually made me paranoid. Unfortunately, the paranoia got worse the older I got. The closer I got to my parole hearing and freedom. Maybe that was because I knew no one was as good at fucking with me as Mom, who now had full access to me.

      There really wasn’t much I could do at Laslo’s that would get me back in prison, though. Dropping a plate so that it shattered or accidentally pouring water on a patron might get me fired if it happened too often, but neither would be considered a parole violation. I wasn’t dealing with money, only the waiters were allowed to pick up the checkbook from the tables. Mom couldn’t honestly think I’d be so stupid I’d try to steal tip money. Not with so many other people worrying about that part already and it being such small amounts. Still, after the incident with Sophie this morning, my paranoia was off the charts. Everywhere I looked I felt like someone was watching me, waiting for me to screw up. A girl at a table reminded me of Sophie then. In fact, at first I thought it was her, but I soon realized I was wrong.

      I smiled at the thought of my neighbor. After I’d informed her I was a convicted murderer, she’d acted like she wasn’t quite as eager to hang around talking to me. You know, the way a normal girl would act. But she wasn’t a normal girl. She had already known what I had been in jail for, so no harm had been done. Surely, the plan all along was for her to seduce me or something, put me up to something bad so Mom could haul me back to jail.

      I felt pretty sure that the next time I saw Sophie, she’d not only have gotten over that I was a murderer, but she would also find it hot. I was a bad boy. A really, really bad boy. Chicks loved bad boys, didn’t they? That’s what I had been told at least. I could hardly wait for her to come back to me and start her games to get me hooked on her. It would be entertaining to see what Mom had cooked up for me this time. Not that I would fall for it, obviously. Instead, I’d find a way to turn the tables on Mom. Sighing, I found myself thinking how I wished I was wrong about Sophie. I had to admit that I really liked her. Unfortunately, my suspicions made too much sense.

      I washed my hands and removed the apron I had tied in front of my too-tight khaki shorts. My shift was finally over. I couldn’t wait to get to eat my late lunch; all I had eaten today were those Pop Tarts and that was almost seven hours ago. I was starving and the food at this joint looked and smelled great.

      Maybe when I had gotten some food in my stomach and my blood sugar was back to where it should be, I wouldn’t feel like I was under constant surveillance any longer. One could only hope.

      I did feel a lot better once I had devoured a heaping plate of moussaka and Greek salad, followed by some tasty baklava for dessert. Not nearly as paranoid. I chugged the rest of the Coke in my glass and then went to have some more; always tired, I could never get enough caffeine. Then I went to pick up my part of the tips from the waiter pool and left the restaurant. It was as nice and warm out as it had looked from my kitchen window, so I wore a T-shirt only, with a pair of better-fitting shorts.

      I turned my face up to the strong sun and enjoyed the warm rays. For the first time it fully sank into my mind that I was no longer behind bars. I didn’t have to worry if someone wanted to fight me during break or about someone attacking me at night. While I had eventually gotten strong and managed to flip the power structure around on my fellow juvenile prisoners, I had never been allowed to really relax. I had to always sleep with one eye open, watch my back, especially once my friends, Carlos and his brother, were let go. On my own once again, I did everything I could to stay out of fights, keep a low profile. I was more determined than ever to get out as soon as I was eligible for parole. If not, I seriously worried I’d go insane sleeping as little as I did.

      And I did get out after my first round of interviews with the parole board. No one was more surprised than I was, having been attacked by a couple of kids the week before that I had been forced to take down. That did not look good for me. Well, I guess Mom might have been more surprised; surely, she had secretly put them up to it. I remember the way she had looked when it was announced that I was going to be paroled. She had been sitting in the room with me at the time.

      Her pale face had turned dark and her green eyes had flashed with fury. But the anger had only been visible for a second perhaps, then she had been all smiles and tears. Crocodile tears, something she had mastered a long time ago. I’d come to learn the hard way that she was a great actress. So great that, sometimes, she had me fooled that she actually did care about me. At one point, when I was unusually tired, I forgot that I hadn’t killed either of the people I had been convicted of and accepted responsibility for. I believed I had done what she wanted me to think. But then, at long last, she’d reminded me how much she hated me again. She only did that once in a blue moon, when she could be certain that no one would be able to see her true nature, find out what she was really all about.

      As I walked down the street, I thought about how it had been a while since she’d reminded me how much she hated me for what I had done to my father. A long while. Maybe a few months? Five, six even? Yes, something like that. Instead, all she’d talked about was how glad she was that I had been able to pay my dues for what I had done.

      I chewed on the inside of my lip. Was it possible that she’d meant what she was saying?

      I shook my head and laughed. I must be experiencing a food coma that was affecting my brain negatively. Obviously, she had not forgiven me. Psychos like her didn’t have the capability to forgive; all they did was manipulate. All that talk was only part of her plan to avenge herself. Lull me into feeling safe until she could make sure I was thoroughly destroyed.

      Well, that would not happen. I was not so stupid that I’d make the same mistake twice.
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      It was late, almost eleven at night, and I was doing the dishes in my kitchen when I heard the knock on the front door. I considered ignoring it because I was exhausted and not in the mood to talk to anyone, but then there was a second knock. Whoever was there wasn’t about to give up easily. Wiping my hands on a towel, I walked out into the tiny hallway and opened the door.

      “Good evening,” Sophie said with a big smile on her face. There was a Tupperware container in her hands filled with something dark brown and moist because the container looked steamy. “You like brownies? I just baked a bunch of them. I thought maybe you wanted some.”

      I shrugged my shoulders, glad to see it was my hot neighbor. I no longer felt tired but excited instead. “Sure. Who doesn’t like brownies?” I took the container from her outstretched hands.

      “Open it and taste them,” she urged me eagerly. She sounded so excited about me trying her bakery that I felt I had no choice but to do what she wanted. I peeled off the top and stuck my hand into the container, a yummy, rich smell of warm chocolate entering my nostrils. I brought the brownie to my mouth and took a bite. It literally melted on my tongue, tasting even better than it had smelled.

      “You like?” she asked, watching me with childlike anticipation.

      I swallowed and stuck the rest into my mouth, nodding vigorously. She waited patiently until I had finished chewing and swallowed the rest. “Mmm. That’s some brownie. Best one I’ve ever tasted.”

      “Really? You’re not just saying that?”

      “No, I mean it. It was incredible.”

      She smiled prettily. “I’m so glad you enjoyed it. I love them too. It’s a family recipe.” She stuck her hand into the container and grabbed a brownie for herself. She had a bite.

      “A family recipe, huh?” I said. “A secret one?”

      “Very.” She swallowed and cleared her throat, then said, “Anyway, I just wanted to give you some of these to apologize for being rude this morning. It’s late, so I should get going. You’re probably about to go to bed.”

      “Not at all. I’m a total night owl.” I stepped aside. “Wanna come in? That is, if you dare coming into a killer’s house…” I wiggled my eyebrows teasingly at her. I had no doubt whatsoever that she would accept my invite.

      She rolled her eyes at me and walked into my place. “About that. I read up on you in the papers. So you made a couple of mistakes. You paid for them, so it’s all good. You’ve gone through a lot of trauma in your life, you poor thing.”

      “Yes, I have,” I said and motioned for her to continue into the living room. “But that doesn’t excuse what I did. Are you sure you should be hanging out with someone like me all on your own?”

      She sent me a lopsided smile. “I’ll be fine. I’m sure they wouldn’t have let you out of juvie if you were so dangerous still.”

      She took a seat on the blue-striped loveseat, her short yellow dress sliding up her shapely legs, and finished her brownie. I did my best not to stare at them.

      “You’re probably right about that,” I agreed and put the brownie container on the wooden coffee table. I realized I should offer her something to drink. “You want some soda or tea or something? It’s too late for coffee, huh?”

      “Yeah, but some tea would be nice.”

      I grimaced, then slapped my forehead. “I just realized I forgot to go to the grocery store. All I have is Coke. And tap water.”

      “I’ll have some Coke then. No ice. I hate ice.”

      “Good, because I don’t have any.”

      As I went out into the kitchen, I thought about how funny it was that this chick and I seemed to have so much in common. I hated ice in my soda, too, and from the looks of it, she was a loner who liked to stay up late as well. I found a couple of glasses to pour the soda in at the same time as I patted myself on the back for being right all along. Not even a day had passed before she came back to see me—wearing a sexy dress and offering me goodies. She had to be my mom’s plant, put here to seduce me. A girl like that would not waste her time on someone like me unless there was something seriously wrong with her. I was good-looking but not that good-looking. Normal girls liked successful dudes, not ex-cons. I smirked inwardly. I sure didn’t belong in that category.

      I paused as I screwed the top back on the Coke bottle. Maybe something was wrong with her… Hmm. I guess that was another possibility. I stuck the bottle into the fridge, then walked back into the living room, determined to figure out what was up with this chick.

      Handing her a glass, I took a seat on the armless leather chair next to the loveseat.

      “Thanks,” she said and had a big sip.

      “You’re welcome. Thanks again for the brownies. You must be a mind-reader. Brownies are my favorite.” I put my soda glass on the coffee table and reached for another brownie.

      “Oh yeah? Mine too.” She had another brownie, too.

      I smiled at her. “We seem to have a lot in common. Are you also a convicted murderer?” I didn’t see a reason to hold back; this chick clearly didn’t have a problem with my background. Or at least she acted like she didn’t.

      “Ha, ha. No, I’m just a criminology student at John Jay. I’m a junior.”

      “Ah. A criminology student. You want to become a detective or something?”

      She shrugged her slender shoulders. “Maybe. I haven’t thought that far yet. I just think criminology is a very interesting subject.”

      “I guess it is.” I stuck the brownie into my mouth and chewed. I swallowed most of it before I added, “No wonder you want to hang out with me. I must be an interesting case study for you.”

      “You could be. Would you let me interview you?”

      “Sure. But only on one condition.”

      “What’s that?” She glanced at me challengingly, her eyes sparkling with mischief. She clearly enjoyed herself as much as I did.

      “You’ll let me interview you first.”

      She pressed a hand to her chest, a surprised look on her face; it seemed she had expected me to suggest something a lot more tantalizing. Well, if she sticks around long enough, we might get to that, I thought, excitement streaming through me.

      She recovered quickly, however. “Sure. What do you want to know? I’m like an open book.”

      “What’s your full name?”

      “Sophie Teresa Restivo.”

      “Restivo…” I stroked my chin and pretended to be pensive. “Italian descent?”

      “Yes. But only on my father’s side. My mom is American. From England originally.”

      “How long have you lived in this building?”

      She cocked her head. “Is that important?”

      “Maybe.” I smiled at her in a way that I hoped seemed mysterious.

      “Let’s see.” She screwed up her features. “I’ve been here almost a year. I moved in here last summer. In June.”

      “Do you know any of the neighbors?”

      “Not really. I like to stick to myself.”

      “So I should feel honored then?”

      “What do you mean?”

      I didn’t answer, just looked at her until she caught on.

      “Oh!” She giggled. “Right. Yes, you should. To be honest, I felt I recognized you right away. I saw pics of you in the paper. Years ago. When you were much younger. But you haven’t changed all that much.”

      “You mean I still look like a kid?”

      “No, that’s not what I meant! Just that you still look the way you did in the photos. It’s that haunted look in your eyes. On your face. I remember feeling for you. It stuck with me.”

      “Huh.”

      “Was it hard?” She gazed at me with serious eyes.

      “What?”

      “To be in prison.”

      I thought about her question, then said, “Sometimes.”

      “What was the hardest part?”

      “That everyone thought I was guilty when I wasn’t.” I wanted to clap a hand over my mouth. Why did I say that? Did I really want this girl to know so much about me so fast? Why would I want her to know the truth about me when she was likely Mom’s spy?

      “It’s okay,” she said soothingly when I looked away momentarily, putting a hand on my arm. “Please keep talking. You said you weren’t guilty?”

      I looked at her again, saw how she studied me. Tried to gauge what I was about to say next. No, I didn’t want her to know the truth about me yet, if ever. I didn’t think my parole officer would like to hear what I had been about to confess. My mom, on the other hand, would love it.

      I wasn’t about to give her what she wanted.
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      The following afternoon I didn’t go back home once I had finished my lunch shift at the restaurant. Instead, I headed to a public library in Astoria to do some research online. I could always use the laptop that sat in the apartment that I was supposed to use for school, but I didn’t want to risk running into Sophie. I needed some space away from her. She had too much pull on me, made me lose control too easily. Yesterday, soon after I had blurted out to her that I wasn’t guilty of my crimes, I had told her that I had to go to bed because I had to be up early. That had been a lie and she had been able to tell, but it didn’t matter. The notion of ending up behind bars again had rattled me so much that I’d needed to be alone so I could think. Assess how much I had screwed up, if at all.

      Thankfully, she hadn’t put up a fight but played along with me when I claimed to be suddenly sleepy. The second she was gone, I stretched out on the loveseat, pondering what we had discussed to reassure myself that I hadn’t said anything overly stupid. Soon enough, I concluded that I was probably okay, that I had only overreacted. Still, it was good that I’d made her leave, I thought as I entered the library. Who knew what other stupid thing would have come out of me last night?

      When I saw her again, I would act like I had totally forgotten what I had said and she would hopefully not remind me. I couldn’t talk about it until I knew for sure that contradicting my parole statements couldn’t hurt me in any way.

      I found an available computer as soon as I spotted the table with them in the library. Inhaling the stale air of old books, unwashed clothes, and dust-filled carpets, I took a seat behind the computer and logged on. The first thing I would do was look up Sophie and ensure that she was a student at John Jay as she had claimed. I should be able to find out all kinds of stuff about her by googling her.

      So I did. There were a few Sophie Restivos in the New York area, but none of them seemed to be the one in my building. I tried finding her on Facebook. Out of the five profiles I pulled up, none looked like Sophie. I tried to find her on Twitter and on Instagram. No luck there either. Was it possible that she was one of the rare few who refused to participate in social media? I supposed it was, but I didn’t think it was possible for someone her age to have absolutely no digital footprint.

      I tried using her full name and nothing of interest came up. I tried her name with the words John Jay College. There were no records of her that way, either.

      She must be using a fake name then, I mused. I chewed on a hangnail, thinking about how I could use this piece of knowledge to my advantage. Asking Mom about her was out of the question. Mom would obviously not admit to putting any spies on me, nor would she tell me what Sophie’s real name was anyway.

      For all I knew, Sophie wasn’t even Mom’s plant, even though I felt sure she was. Still, I couldn’t allow myself to forget that.

      Either way, it was far better that Mom had no idea I kept tabs on her. I’d get to the bottom of what Sophie was all about by following her around. Maybe, by following Sophie around for a bit, I’d find out more stuff about Mom. When I got back home, I’d check the mailboxes in the entrance. I knew Sophie lived on the third floor, so it would be easy to figure out which one out of the two apartments there was hers. Not that I expected her name to be on a mailbox. I chuckled inwardly. I could hardly wait until I got that verified. Then, when I saw her next, I’d ask her about it. See what she had to say. I’d enjoy watching her squirm before me.

      I pushed away from the table, eager to get back home and find Sophie so I could put her on the spot.

      I half jogged along the streets, making a quick stop at the grocery store on the way to the apartment building. I needed to get more stuff to eat and drink for the house. The things Mom had filled it with were not what I preferred these days. Not that she knew or even cared. As I dropped grocery items into the shopping basket, I fantasized about what I would do if I could manage to get Mom to confess to what she had done to me on tape. How I would celebrate then. I would probably head to California and then to Hawaii, be a beach bum for a while. Soak up the sun, surf the big waves in the Pacific Ocean. There would be no restrictions on what I could and couldn’t do, as my record would be cleared. The best part was that the government would have to pay me money for not believing me and making me do time for crimes I hadn’t committed. I could only imagine it would be a lot of money. Not only that, my story would make a lot better movie than Mom’s. I’d write it myself and sell it to Hollywood. Maybe I could also be in it. I grinned to myself. I’d be famous and chicks would throw themselves at me!

      “Hey, watch out!”

      I pulled myself out of my head and faced Sophie. She was staring at me and I realized that I had accidentally bumped into her. What the hell was she doing here? Was she following me? It was sure beginning to seem like that. Everywhere I went, she appeared.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No, that’s fine,” she said. “You just scared me. You stocking up on groceries?”

      She glanced meaningfully into my basket.

      “Um, yeah.”

      “Don’t forget to pick up some tea. I like Earl Grey and Chamomile.” She sent me a flirtatious wink.

      “Oh, of course, let me run and get it right away,” I said with a snarky voice, looking around the aisles to see where the coffee and tea section was.

      “It’s the next one. To the left,” Sophie added helpfully, ignoring my tone. “Why don’t I walk you over there?”

      I shrugged and let her lead me there. Nothing bad could come out of her helping me shop.

      “Is that it?” she asked me once she had thrown a box of Earl Grey and another of Chamomile into my basket. “Can I get you something else?”

      “No, that’s fine.” I glanced at her own shopping basket and spotted three items in it—Greek yogurt, a box of blueberries, and a container of steel-cut oatmeal. “What about you? That’s not a lot of stuff.”

      “I only needed to get some breakfast, so I’m done. Let’s go check out.”

      I cocked a brow at her; I was clearly not having a say here. As we headed to the checkout line, I asked, “Are you gonna pay for my stuff and carry it home, too?”

      “No, but you’re gonna pay for mine and carry it home,” she countered with a teasing smile. “Our building is only around the corner.”

      “I know,” I said as we placed ourselves behind an old, short woman with a giant butt and boobs who was waiting for an elderly man to complete his purchase.

      We stood there in silence for several seconds when Sophie suddenly exclaimed, “Oh no…”

      I turned toward her. “What’s wrong?”

      She sighed heavily and slumped her shoulders. “You’re gonna think I’m the shiftiest person in the world.”

      I already do, I thought but asked, “Why do you say that?”

      She face-palmed herself. “I forgot to bring my wallet… Can you believe it?”

      “That’s okay. I can pay for you.”

      “Could you? That would be so nice of you. As soon as we get to the building, I’ll run upstairs and get you cash for it. Seriously.”

      “No problem,” I said and waved a hand. “Just put your stuff in my basket. It’s almost our turn.”

      She tossed her items into my basket, then placed her basket on top of a stack of others next to the cash register. I started to place all the groceries on the conveyor belt.

      “You’re the best,” she murmured in my ear. “I’ll owe you forever and ever.”

      “Okay, no need to be dramatic,” I murmured back. “It’s not that big a deal.”

      She just smiled in response.
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      As we reached the apartment building, she opened the entrance door and held it so I could enter. My hands were loaded with grocery bags. She had offered to help carry them more than once, but I had stubbornly refused her. Together, we walked up the stairs to our apartments. Mine came first, being on the second floor. I had barely gotten up on the landing when I noticed that my front door was open. I stopped in my tracks, staring at it. Had I forgotten to lock the door, never mind closing it this morning when I had left for work?

      No. I distinctly remembered having locked it. So why was it open now?

      “Are you okay?” Sophie asked, having stopped beside me.

      “Shh,” I told her, then whispered, “It looks like someone is inside my apartment. The door is open. I didn’t leave it like that.”

      She looked at the door. “Are you sure?”

      “Absolutely.” I put down the grocery bags on the floor. “Watch these while I go check what’s going on.”

      Her eyes widened with fear. “Really? What if some crook is hiding inside?’

      I gave her a wry grin. “I think I can handle myself. Remember, I’m a crook, too.”

      In a few quiet steps, I was at the door and pushed it open all the way with my foot, then leaned against the doorjamb. As I was about to peek inside, I heard a familiar voice,

      “Shane? Is that you?”

      Mom. What was she doing in my place? She hadn’t called to check in with me like she had said, which I hadn’t minded. This would be the first time we connected since she’d picked me up at Ramsdale. I stuck my head inside the apartment and saw her sitting on the loveseat, doing something on her phone. Wearing an elegant sleeveless dress, designer heels, and lots of sparkling diamonds, she didn’t fit into the modest environment.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming here?” I asked. “How did you get inside anyway?”

      She jangled a set of keys. “Did you honestly think I wouldn’t make a set for myself?”

      No, I didn’t, but I wasn’t about to even acknowledge that.

      “I’m on the lease, you know,” she added with a self-satisfied smile. “Technically, this is my place. Why aren’t you coming inside?”

      “I—” I tossed a glance at Sophie, who had remained near the top of the stairs by the grocery bags. “Hang on,” I told Mom.

      I walked over to Sophie and told her that she could give me the money later, it was no rush. Then I found her stuff in the bags, which took longer than it should, and handed it to her.

      “Thanks,” she replied and smiled, pressing the stuff to her chest. “I really appreciate it.”

      “No big deal. I’m happy to help you out whenever I can.”

      “I’ll give you back the money later.”

      “No rush. Seriously.”

      “What are you doing?” Mom suddenly asked. I swiveled around to face her standing in the doorway.

      “Just finishing up with my neighbor,” I muttered. “I’ll be right there, okay?”

      She stared at us with a disapproving expression, not moving. I suddenly remembered my suspicions regarding Mom and Sophie. The way Mom was staring at Sophie now, one would think it was the first time she had laid eyes on her, but then I reminded myself that Mom was an excellent actress. She could easily be faking it. I tossed a glance in Sophie’s direction and saw that she was staring back at Mom with an unreadable expression on her face.

      “I’ll get going,” Sophie muttered then. “Talk to you later, Shane. Thanks again.”

      “No problem. See you later.”

      She scuttled past me and up the stairs to her own floor. I grabbed the grocery bags and crossed the short distance between Mom and me. She stepped aside so I could get into the apartment with my bags.

      “Who was that again?” Mom asked. “Your neighbor?”

      “Yes.” I put the bags down on the kitchen floor and began unloading them. “Her name’s Sophie Restivo. Does that sound familiar to you?”

      She looked mildly amused. “No. Should it?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, wondering whether she was fucking with me or not. I couldn’t tell and that pissed me off.

      “Maybe,” I said ambiguously, vainly hoping that it would throw her off her game. I should know better by now. I had never seen Mom truly rattled. All the times she had acted rattled didn’t count, for obvious reasons.

      “So Sophie Restivo lives on the floor above you?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest as she contemplated me.

      “Yes, she does. But you already knew that.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      I decided that I was being an idiot for trying to convince my insane mom to admit to me that she had hired a gorgeous, fun girl to trip me up. Confronting Mom about it would get me nowhere. If anything, the opposite, playing stupid, would be more effective.

      “Because I just told you she was my neighbor and you saw her walking up the next set of stairs,” I replied. “Why would she go there if she didn’t live there?”

      Mom chuckled lightly. “Good point, darling. You like her, I can tell.”

      “Yes, she’s a nice girl. What’s there not to like?”

      “Right. She’s very cute, too.”

      “You could say that again.”

      “You seem very friendly for a person who’s only lived in this building a few days. Why’s that?”

      I loathed having to pretend I bought her cloying, fake interest in Sophie, but it was best that I played along. I shrugged nonchalantly. “Don’t know. I bumped into her the first day I got here and we just hit it off right away. We’re on the same schedule, so we’ve seen each other other times, too.”

      “I see. What does she do for a living?”

      “She’s a criminology student at John Jay.”

      “Bachelor or Master’s?”

      “Well, she’s only like 20, so I’m guessing it’s her bachelor’s. What does it matter?”

      Mom smoothed out some invisible wrinkle in the skirt of her dress. “You’re right. It doesn’t.”

      “Why are you here anyway?” I started to unload the grocery bags.

      “To see how you were doing. You are my son after all or did you forget that?”

      “I wish I could,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What was that?”

      I cleared my throat. “I said, ‘No, I haven’t.’” I moved my hand in a wide, circular motion to indicate the apartment and myself. “As you can tell, I’m doing fine. Anything else you wanna know?”

      She harrumphed. “You’re still mad at me. I already told you why I had to do what I did. You had to learn your lesson.”

      I bunched up the empty grocery bags in my hands. “Believe me, I have. I won’t ever do anything to piss you off again. Now that I’m aware how much that’ll cost me, how could I?”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, Mister.” She glared at me. “You gave me no choice.”

      It took all I had not to glare back at her and fire off a sarcastic response, but I knew better. It was much smarter that she thought she had managed to break me, turned me into her submissive son, a person who would never challenge her.

      I’d rather be dead before I’d let that happen.
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      It took me another couple of days before I remembered to check the names on the mailboxes downstairs. I did so while on my way out of the building to pick up a screwdriver at the local hardware store so I could put together a cheap side table delivered from Amazon. Mom’s surprise visit had me so thrown that all I had been able to think about lately were ways to make sure she’d never again enter my apartment unannounced. I was still clueless about why she had decided to show up that day. She had only stayed for ten minutes, claiming all she had wanted was to see how I was doing, give me more cash, and invite me to Sunday dinner with her husband and daughter. I knew her too well to buy that as the sole explanation. She was up to something, but I couldn’t figure out what and it bothered me. Even worse, I had the feeling there would be more surprise visits. Unfortunately, barring outright forbidding her to come, I hadn’t been able to think of anything to stop that from happening.

      I had plenty of time to investigate the mailboxes this morning. It was a Saturday, so I wasn’t dashing out the house, worried that I might be late for work.

      There were only eight of them, so I quickly found the two for the third floor. Much to my surprise, box 3 A was marked with the name Sophie Restivo.

      So her name must be on the lease then, I mused. Or at least the person who rented her the apartment had agreed to put her name on the mailbox. It could be that, too. That was what Mom had done with my place. It wasn’t like I paid a cent in rent and maybe Sophie wasn’t, either.

      I left for the hardware store and thought about the fact that I hadn’t seen Sophie since the day Mom had appeared. I hadn’t wanted to go upstairs and knock on her door, as that might seem like all I cared about was getting my ten bucks back. I could survive without it. With Mom’s rich hubby and my job at the restaurant, it wasn’t like I was starving or anything.

      Maybe I can ask her out for a movie, I mused. That way it wouldn’t seem like I was desperate to get the money back and I might get lucky afterward. I grinned to myself. It was a good idea. She definitely liked me. Or maybe she was just acting, but I might as well take advantage of it. I’d hint that I was interested, and then let her take the lead. The way she was behaving, I couldn’t envision any other outcome than us ending up in bed.

      Wait a sec. I stopped dead in my tracks. What the hell was I thinking? If she was working for Mom, the plan could very well be just that—entice me to sleep with her, and then make it appear like I had raped her. Sexual assault would not only land me back in jail, but it would put me back on trial for another crime. The more I pondered such a scenario, the more sense it made to me. Sophie was a very hot girl, and she seemed almost too interested in me. Not that I was ugly or anything—more than one female working at juvie over the years had flirted with me—but it wasn’t like I was all that, either. A girl like Sophie could have much better dudes, successful guys with lots of money, so why would she want a juvenile offender so badly? Unless something was seriously off with her mental state, she just had to be working for Mom.

      Anyway, so banging her was out of the question. That was too bad, because I was a virgin and I was dying to get laid. Oh well, I thought and shrugged. I would just embarrass myself and finish before I had even entered Sophie. The mere thought of that made me shudder and my cheeks heat. It was for the best.

      But I should still ask her to a movie. It would give me an excuse to talk to her some more. Maybe I could get her to crack, work for me instead. I hated to think that Sophie was just another crook, willing to do anything for money. She seemed genuinely nice. Maybe Mom had convinced her that I was a terrible person who didn’t deserve to be out on parole. Mom was good at that. Either way, I had nothing to lose by hanging out with the chick, so I decided that as soon as I had put the table together, I’d go up and see her.

      A couple of hours later, I was standing outside apartment 3 A, knocking on the door. No one came to open, so I knocked again, a little harder this time. Still nothing.

      Hmm. Maybe she wasn’t at home. I tried a few more times, forcefully rapping the door with my knuckles in case she was asleep or something. But nothing happened. She must be out.

      I wished I had her phone number so I could text her and see what she was up to. She hadn’t mentioned anything about going away. She also struck me as the kind of girl who’d return money she owed fairly soon. Like, the next day or something. Not that I cared about getting the money back. I cared about knowing that she was okay.

      I shrugged and turned away from the door. I was making too much out of this. She was probably fine. It wasn’t like she and I were close or anything. I barely knew the girl. She didn’t have to report to me what she was doing every single second of the day. Maybe she had just decided that she wanted to go visit some friend somewhere.

      I spent the next hours at the local gym, getting in my third workout as a free man. While in juvie, I had worked out several days a week, mostly lifting weights and jumping rope. There wasn’t exactly a lot of space to run and there were no fancy cardio machines around, so my choices were limited. But I was okay with that. I made the most of the equipment they had at Ramsdale. In addition to the manual labor they had us do and the sporting games we had to participate in, it had transformed me from a skinny little boy to a strong, fearless man. A man who didn’t take bullshit from anyone. It had definitely helped me survive at Ramsdale. It had only taken me getting raped by two guys to conclude that the only way to stay alive was if A. I followed my fellow prisoners’ unofficial rule of conduct and B. I could make people fear and respect me. The first rule—never rat someone out—I learned the hard way. It was the reason I was raped, I later found out. When I woke up in the facility’s hospital hours afterward, I was determined to get my revenge one day, and I would also do everything I could to make parole as early as possible. Unlike the time I was beaten up, I wisely refused to tell the correctional guards who had attacked me, for which I was thrown in solitary confinement. After three days in the hole, I was let out and still terrified something would happen to me at night when the dormitories were in lockdown mode. I couldn’t be sure I had done the right thing by keeping quiet; I had only assumed I had. So I learned not to sleep for more than a few minutes at a time, always ready to use the sharp screwdriver hidden in my hand would someone try something on me again.

      Anything had seemed possible in that hell.

      As the days passed and nothing happened, I calmed down. It seemed I had finally adjusted to the way things worked at Ramsdale. Or maybe I was just allowed a break. I honestly had no idea. It was in those days that I befriended Carlos and Paco.

      I still don’t understand why they chose to help me, just that they did. I didn’t buy that they only wanted me to teach them proper English. Once they were gone, someone told me one of them was gay and had a crush on me. Not that I ever saw any signs of that, but I supposed that could be why, as they even took care of the guys who had raped me. I didn’t have to do a thing to teach those bastards a lesson.

      In addition to getting along with the other inmates, I ensured my relationships with the teachers, counselors, and especially the facility director were as good as I could possibly make them. That hadn’t been very hard; I typically got along with most people. Acting like I didn’t hate Mom but instead loved her was the part that had truly sucked. It was exhausting and made me so uncomfortable I developed severe anxiety. I dreaded the day she would come to visit, which were most Sundays. I didn’t sleep a second the night before. But I pushed through, pretended I was happy to see her and that I was grateful she stood by me as we weren’t seeing each other in a confined space. Most of the time, we met in a large room with several other guys and their relatives, correctional officers surrounding us.

      Thank God, that part was over, I thought and exhaled. Then I did another set of bench presses.
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      I wasn’t surprised to find that Ariel Friedman and Mom lived in a penthouse apartment that took up the entire top floor of the Fifth Avenue building I had entered. I was on my way to see them for Sunday dinner, and I was looking forward to meeting part of my new family, meaning my kid sister. Hopefully she’d be awake. I had thought about her a lot lately. She was an innocent in all of this and I worried about her being so close to Mom all the time. She was just a little kid. Ariel I couldn’t care less if I ever met. Maybe he was a nice man who’d been completely fooled by Mom, maybe he wasn’t. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time she had succeeded pulling the wool over someone’s eyes.

      Their private elevator took me straight up to the top floor and their apartment. A tall butler somewhere in his fifties met me as the elevator door slid aside.

      “Good evening, Mr. Hanson,” he stated in a British accent. He was wearing a black tuxedo over a starched white shirt with a bowtie. “Welcome to the Friedman residence. Please follow me.”

      I rolled my eyes inwardly, thinking that Mom must love this old-school style of male housekeeper. She had always had a thing for the Brits and aristocracies in general. I followed the man into a sitting room with antique-looking furniture that didn’t look particularly user-friendly. Mom and a dark-haired, seventy-ish man with a sour-looking, olive-hued face featuring sharp, black eyebrows sat on the sofa facing the entrance. Mom, who wore an elegant blue cocktail dress, broke into a big smile as she got to her feet. Exclaiming my name, she hurried over to me, embracing me with both arms, that same perfume assaulting my nostrils with its intensity. I had no choice but to return her gesture, but I didn’t press her against me the way she did to me.

      She released me slowly and ruffled my hair—well, raked a hand over whatever hair had grown out—just like she used to do when I was much younger. It took all I had not to slap her hand away.

      “It’s so good to see you, Shane,” she said, flashing that fake grin of hers.

      I forced myself to look moderately happy back.

      She turned toward the black-haired man. He had gotten to his feet as well, measuring a head shorter than Mom in her heels. She motioned toward him.

      “This is my husband, Ariel,” she said, beaming proudly.

      Ariel extended a hand in my direction. I took it and he squeezed it as he shook it, eyeing me steadfastly all along, a display of dominance. “It’s nice to meet you, Shane. Welcome to our home.” His voice was accented and the corners of his mouth flickered as though he was attempting to smile but couldn’t make it happen. It looked like he had rubbed shoe cream into his thinning hair, it was so greasy and overly black.

      “Thank you,” I said in response, giving him a brief nod instead of a smile. I think he preferred that anyway.

      “Shay!” a little-girl voice cried out to my left side. Turning in that direction, I spotted a light-haired toddler with pigtails wearing a pink and white dress charging toward me on unsteady legs. She had her chubby arms outstretched in my direction as she stumbled over. “Shay!”

      “No, Neera,” Ariel said sternly, attempting to walk up to her, but Mom stopped him before he could get far.

      “It’s okay,” Mom said, holding his arm firmly. “It’s her brother.”

      My eyes went between him and the girl, who reached me and pulled my pant leg, clearly expecting me to pick her up. How could I not? She was adorable. I bent down and grabbed her in my arms, her legs straddling my hip. She giggled with excitement.

      “Shay, it’s so nice to meet you!” She pressed a wet kiss to my cheek as I held her. She had already won my heart many times by then.

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Neera,” I said and smiled at her. “Neera is such a pretty name. A pretty name for a pretty little girl.”

      “Thank you, Shay! I’m so happy you come see me.” She grinned big at me and I couldn’t help but return her enthusiasm. I thought I saw a little of myself in her round face with the almond-shaped hazel eyes, though my eyes were a deep blue-green.

      “Thanks, Neera. I’m glad I could make it. How old are you?”

      She screwed up her face for a moment. Then she held up three straight fingers and one bent with a proud expression.

      “Three and a half?” I asked.

      “Yes, almost. Three and five months. My birthday is in the fall.”

      “Ah. So is mine.”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Ariel said and resolutely took the girl out of my arms.

      She protested loudly, stating that she wanted to be with Shay.

      “You can talk to him more when we eat dinner, sweetie,” Ariel said and handed her over to a woman who had suddenly joined us. She had to be a nanny. Neera kept screaming as the woman carried her out of the sitting room. I could hear her voice several seconds after they had disappeared, she was yelling so loudly. Feeling instantly protective of the little girl, I couldn’t help but stare in the direction they had gone until Mom said:

      “Don’t worry, she’ll soon be back with us. She’s at an age where she requires lots of attention, though, so we thought it better she play with her toys until it’s time for the main course. She’s a handful.” Mom smiled at Ariel. “She must have heard that Shane had gotten here and escaped from Karen’s clutches. God knows she’s a fast runner, the child.”

      “Yes,” he agreed, then turned to me. “Would you like a drink, Shane?”

      “Um,” I began, but Mom answered for me, placing a hand on Ariel’s arm: “He isn’t allowed to drink alcohol, dear. He’s only 18.”

      “Oh,” Ariel said, looking momentarily confused. “Maybe a soda or juice then?”

      “Sure,” I said. “A Coke would be nice.”

      Ariel motioned for the butler to go get it, then turned to me. He cleared his throat, getting ready to say something, and it finally occurred to me that having me come for Sunday dinner had probably not been his idea. In fact, I wondered if he had insisted it was something that shouldn’t happen at all. Like me meeting my kid sister. He clearly didn’t approve of me being near her for long. I suppose I couldn’t blame him. He didn’t know I was innocent and that his wife was the real psycho. At least I hoped this was so. The very notion that he knew the truth and accepted it turned my stomach. No, of course he didn’t know, I calmed myself. Why would Mom risk telling him everything?

      To make him more comfortable around me, I said, “You have a great home, sir. I love the paintings!” I meant what I had said; several of the paintings on the walls were from the early twentieth century, from the Montparnasse movement. Before I went to prison, I had been an avid photographer and painter. I had been told I had great talent in both areas. I had to give up the photography while doing my time, so I had focused on painting and drawing. My main counselor had convinced the director to let me use art as a form of therapy, even though he didn’t believe in that. Ramsdale’s education curriculum consisted primarily of basic subjects such as math, English, and the sciences, as well as learning discipline.

      “I particularly love this one,” I said and indicated a large painting featuring three people in funny hats. “It’s Kiki of Montparnasse, isn’t it?”

      Ariel stared at me for a few silent moments, then said, “Yes, it is. How did you know that?”

      “He studied art history before he… he…” Mom attempted to explain, but I cut her off and said, “I love art and always have. I used to paint a lot and take lots of photographs that my family have framed on their walls. Some of our friends, too. I was allowed to paint in juvie.”

      “Really?” Ariel cocked his head, looking suddenly more relaxed. “You never showed me any of your son’s work,” he admonished Mom. “You never even mentioned he painted.”

      “Ah, yes, he’s a very talented painter and photographer,” Mom said, looking uncomfortable. “I had his pictures taken down from my walls, because it was too painful for me to look at them. So did my parents. But we’ve saved them all. I’d be happy to show them to you one day.”

      “I would love to see them,” Ariel commented dryly. “As soon as possible. You know how much I love the visual arts, Jennifer.”

      “Right,” Mom said curtly. The butler appeared then with a small silver tray on which there were three drinks. He handed me the one with Coke, the glass of white wine to Mom, and the tumbler filled with ice and something amber-colored to Ariel.

      The short Israeli raised his glass at me. “To all the great artists.”
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      After some more small talk about painting and photography—it turned out that Ariel was an avid art collector and always on the lookout for undiscovered gems, not to mention hidden talents—we proceeded into the dining room. The long table could easily seat twenty people and was covered with a crisp white table cloth so long its borders kissed the shiny hardwood floor underneath. Large windows on one side of the room allowed for an exquisite view of Central Park and all the buildings on the other side of it. The setting sun lit up the masses of rolling trees growing in the park, imbuing the many greens of the crowns with a warmer tint.

      It went well with the current atmosphere around the dining table, which had warmed up considerably. Ever since Ariel found out about my art, he seemed to not care nearly as much about the fact that I was a murderer who had just been released from prison.

      At the moment, he was telling me how he had come to America as a young man from Israel, only nineteen years old. He’d brought his life savings into the country, which bought him temporary residency. Instead of going to college, he had focused on developing real estate, starting very small with a walk-up building in Harlem that he fixed up and rented out. Slowly but surely, he learned the business and was able to expand. Then he met his first wife, a Jewish woman, and got married. By age fifty, he was a multimillionaire and developed an interest in visual arts. He had accomplished what he wanted in life, including being the father of three now grown children. Unfortunately, ten years later, his wife got breast cancer that eventually got the best of her. Not until he had turned seventy and was even richer, having expanded into art collection, did he meet Mom, whom he instantly fell for. Judging by the way he gazed at her, I could tell he was still in love. I very much doubted she felt the same way about him. Knowing her, all she wanted from him was his money, property, and probably art, too. His collection must be worth a lot. It was too bad she had me to deal with, having to pretend she cared so much about me.

      I did find it a bit odd that she seemed to strongly dislike the fact that Ariel had suddenly developed a liking for me. Had him disapproving of me been part of her plan?

      When a server removed our appetizer plates, I had a better idea of what she had been fearing:

      “You’ll be taking up your painting and photography again, yes?” Ariel asked me, clasping his hands on the table.

      “Um, yeah, I think so,” I replied. “If time allows for it once I start college.”

      “But you won’t start college until fall,” Ariel pointed out.

      “Yes, not until September,” I confirmed.

      “So you have many months before school starts then. Listen, I have a warehouse with studios near your house in Astoria where you can paint and take photos. You want that?”

      I looked at the aging man with the obviously dyed black hair. I could tell that he would accept no other answer but a resounding “yes.”

      I supposed I had nothing to lose by building a relationship with Mom’s new husband. If anything, it should make it easier for me to have a relationship with my little sister. That was crucial as I had to save her from Mom’s evil clutches before she was destroyed, too. The girl had yet to appear for dinner. Besides, I got good vibes from this man now that I had gotten to know him some more. I really didn’t think he was of Mom’s ilk. To be absolutely sure, I needed to get to know him better, of course. If I was lucky, he’d provide me with the perfect opportunity to take down Mom.

      I smiled at Ariel. “Yes, I would very much want to take up painting again. I’m dying to show you my old work from before I—I”—I didn’t want to mention the word prison—“I went away.” I turned to Mom. “Where do you keep it?”

      It wouldn’t surprise me if she had thrown it all out.

      She had a sip of her wine. I noticed that she was on her third glass already. She had always liked her alcohol, some years more than others. “My parents keep all of it in the basement at the country house.”

      “Where is the country house again?” Ariel asked her.

      “In the Catskills. About a two-hour drive from the city.”

      “Ah. Let’s go there tomorrow and look at them. I want to see them.”

      “Sure,” Mom replied stiffly, then turned to me, “Shane, how’s Sophie doing?”

      “Sophie?” I asked, momentarily thrown.

      “Who is Sophie?” Ariel asked.

      “Sophie is Shane’s neighbor. They’re friendly,” Mom replied, then turned to me again. “Have you seen her lately?”

      “Uh, no,” I replied. “It seems she’s gone somewhere. I haven’t seen her since the day you came to visit.”

      “I see. Where do you think she’s gone?” Mom stared at me, a cool smile playing on her lips. I stared back at her. I could tell that she knew where Sophie had gone; it was written all over her face.

      “You tell me,” I retorted angrily. “You know her, don’t you?”

      She cocked a brow. “I know her? No, I have never before seen that girl in my life. What makes you say that, darling?” She dared me to tell her why with her eyes. She wanted me to snap, lose control, remind Ariel what a dangerous lunatic I was. It seemed he barely remembered that I was a juvenile offender any longer. I took a deep breath through my nostrils to calm down; I wasn’t about to refresh his memory.

      I just shrugged my shoulders and said, “Don’t know. Just got a feeling.” Then I pointed at a black gleaming sculpture near the windows. “Hey Ariel, what’s that sculpture from? It looks East African.”

      That was all it took to shift the conversation back to where I wanted it.
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      I was totally beat once I was back in my hood again, hours later. I could barely keep my eyes open. Even so, I was in good spirits and those, plus lots of coffee, kept me going. Not only had I gotten a chance to spend time with my kid sister, who’d appeared for dessert, but I had also gained an unexpected ally in Ariel. Mom must be fuming still, I thought, smiling to myself. The more Ariel and I had connected, the more pissed she had gotten. No wonder she hadn’t mentioned the fact that I was an artist who lots of people considered talented. Her new husband was obsessed with art and could afford the best. I wondered when she had realized that he’d be very interested in seeing his wife’s son’s art. While I wasn’t his son by blood, it was fair to argue that I was his stepson. Not that it seemed like he had wanted to acknowledge that at first, of course. But now, seeing how we had something in common that was important to both of us, everything had changed.

      I would certainly work this angle, make him keep liking me and take me under his wing. He could very well be the missing piece of the puzzle, the person who would help me expose Mom, whether he wanted to or not.

      When he realized what she was all about, I doubted he’d want to stay married to her. He didn’t strike me as a man who’d put up with a wife in prison.

      The only thing that hadn’t worked out was for me to get a chance to get my hands on either Mom’s phone or her computer. She kept the phone with her at all times, and I had no idea where in the huge home she kept the rest of her technology. But that was okay; I’d at least been able to stick a GPS on the limo she had picked me up in. I claimed to have lost a card one of the guys in juvie had given me and asked to check the back of the vehicle. She had let me and soon Jordan, the driver, had appeared and taken me down to the garage.

      I entered the apartment building and walked up to my floor. As I was about to enter the key into the door, I paused. I should go up and check if Sophie had come back. It was almost eleven o’clock, which I didn’t think was that late to pay her a visit. Especially not given the fact that she had paid me one that late before.

      I climbed the stairs to her floor and walked up to her door and knocked hard on it.

      No one came to open. I knocked a little harder and waited. It was dead silent around me. I leaned into the door and placed my ear against it; I even called her name a few times. I couldn’t hear any movement from inside. Even so, I knocked on the door again, hoping she’d come to answer it at last.

      No such luck. Frustrated, I turned around to get going. I let out a loud gasp when I discovered that Sophie was standing at the top of the stairs, smiling at me.

      She giggled, amused. “Sorry! I didn’t realize you were so jumpy!”

      I caught my breath, banging my fist against my chest. The chick had really scared me, which was now embarrassing. “I’m not jumpy. I just didn’t hear you come up the stairs. How long have you been standing there?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “About thirty seconds. I was curious to see if you were going to try the handle. The door’s unlocked, you know.”

      “Is it?” I turned around and glanced at it.

      “Yes.” She crossed the short space between the stairs and her apartment. She grabbed the knob and opened the front door, but she didn’t enter. Instead, she faced me. I was just standing there, next to her, looking at her dumbly. I was relieved that she was back and unhurt, but also still surprised that she had turned up so suddenly, not to mention so quietly. I hadn’t heard a sound that had suggested someone was in the building. I glanced down at her feet. She was wearing red Converse sneakers. I guess you could walk very quietly with those. But what about the door to the building? It usually made a lot of noise when someone entered. I heard it slamming every once in a while when people came and left, and that was when I was in my apartment, not in the stairwell.

      “Oh,” she said and was suddenly digging in her shiny black tote bag. She fished out a red wallet and found a ten-dollar bill that she handed me. “Here. I totally forgot that I owed you money. Sorry about that.”

      Mutely, I took the bill and stuck it into a back pocket in my pants. “No problem. Where were you?”

      She smiled at me, her eyes glittering fetchingly. “Why? You missed me?”

      “Yeah, I did,” I retorted, knowing that she hadn’t expected me to acknowledge that.

      Her smile grew a tad. “I went to see my mom in Jersey. She wasn’t feeling well.”

      “Oh. You just got back?”

      “No, I’ve been back a couple of hours. I just went down to the bodega to pick up some chocolate.” She held up a large bar wrapped in green. “I’m having a sweet tooth today. I’d invite you in, but I have to study for a test tomorrow night. Criminology final. Very challenging.”

      “Oh,” I said and took a step back. “Well, don’t let me disturb. Get going cramming! Good luck on the test.” I raised a hand goodbye, then walked down the stairs to my own place.

      As I stuck the key into the door, I noticed that my own door was unlocked as well. I frowned as I pulled it open all the way. It was dark and quiet in the apartment. I was one hundred percent sure I hadn’t forgotten to lock it this time, either. I could remember clearly having locked it before I’d left earlier in the evening. So why was it open now?

      Switching on the lights, I moved from room to room carefully, ensuring I had a view of the insides before I entered. All that I found was an open window, a mild breeze making the curtains flutter. I didn’t think I had opened that window, either, but that I wasn’t entirely sure of.

      I plopped down on the loveseat in the living room and put my feet on the coffee table. Mom had obviously not been here as she had been with me the entire time at her new home. So then who had been in here? And why?

      It suddenly struck me that it must have been Sophie. Her having come out of my apartment right before I spotted her in the stairs could very well be the reason I hadn’t heard the building door slam shut. Mom could have given her a copy of the keys to get in here.

      The more I considered this possibility, the more certain I felt this was so. I wondered what Sophie had been doing at my place. She must have heard me about to enter and ceased the opportunity to escape when I had gone up to her floor. Slowly, I scanned the area around me, hoping I’d spot something that looked different. I couldn’t see anything. I got to my feet and repeated the same process in the kitchen, the bathroom, and in the small bedroom. Nothing seemed out of place.

      I scratched my head. It was too much of a coincidence for Sophie to show up so suddenly and quietly that she just had to have been the person in here. If only I could figure out why she had come here. I wasn’t about to ask her. I sighed heavily. As nice as she seemed, I doubted that I’d be able to convince her to come over to my side. I wasn’t naïve any longer; money spoke loudly and Mom had lots of it. She could afford to pay Sophie well. Much more than me.

      The thing that made the most sense to me was Sophie planting microphones and/or cameras Mom would use to spy on me. I had already checked the apartment for anything that seemed to be either a camera or mic the first night I got here, and the place still seemed clean of surveillance items. Then again, these days they probably had things so tiny that I wouldn’t be able to spot them easily, so I couldn’t completely write off being watched at all times.

      I went back to the loveseat and sat down, hoping that I at least would get some sleep tonight. With all that was going on, I needed my rest. That was rarely a guarantee, of course. I honestly didn’t think I’d be able to sleep straight through a night before I had finished my business with Mom. Tomorrow afternoon she was going to take Ariel to the country house and show him my work, which consisted mostly of photographs. I had more than twice as many framed pics as paintings. I could only pray they were good enough for Ariel, or he might change his mind about me becoming his protégé.
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      When I woke up the following morning, I had decided that I would tail Sophie and see what she was up to. It seemed to be the most efficient way to find out more about her and, in extension, what Mom was up to. It was also less problematic if Sophie caught me spying on her. She was going to school to take a test there tonight. As soon as I got out of work, I’d head over to John Jay College of Criminal Justice and track her down.

      As I left my apartment to head to Laslo’s shortly before ten, I spotted my lanky, 30-something neighbor coming down the stairs from the floor above. His stubbly face was pinched like the last time and he was carrying a worn brown leather briefcase under his arm. He ran a hand over his ashy blond, shaggy hair, smoothing it. At the sight of me, he scowled and shuddered slightly, then he picked up his pace as though he wanted to get away from me. He avoided making eye contact as he hurried past. The words good morning that had been about to come out of my mouth remained there, and I just glanced at his sweater-clad back as he disappeared. Feeling stumped, I wondered what his problem was. It was the second time I had seen him. He must be a miserable person or why else did he behave so strangely?

      Maybe he recognized me from the papers, I mused and locked my door. Nah, I thought as I walked down the stairs myself. I hadn’t been in the papers for several years and I didn’t look the same any longer, no matter what Sophie claimed. Someone who studied criminology at John Jay and had a special interest in people like me might recognize me, but hardly a regular dude. Unless he knew Sophie, that is. Maybe she had told him about me. Told him I was a paroled double murderer. I’d ask her when I got the chance.

      The day proceeded without anything else unusual taking place. I was on the subway into the city by the time it was three p.m. I was lucky with connections and arrived at the station nearest Sophie’s school only twenty minutes later. I had no idea who could provide me with the information I needed, just that it should be fairly straightforward to get it. I mean, how many criminology finals could be held tonight? I couldn’t imagine there were more than maybe two. Sophie should be at one of them.

      As I entered the campus, I noticed a couple of girls walking arm in arm, laughing about something. They were heading toward me, so I figured I could ask them if they knew where the place to take the criminology final was located.

      I puffed up my chest and took a deep breath to fight the nerves that suddenly materialized inside me. I wasn’t used to talking to girls and I didn’t want to come off as a total loser by stuttering or something. One of them spotted me and smiled, which made me relax. I returned her smile.

      “Hi,” I said, my voice croaking slightly. I quickly cleared my throat and spoke in a deeper tone, hoping she hadn’t noticed: “Do you know where the school holds the finals for criminology?”

      Her friend, who had black-framed glasses and short blue hair that she probably thought made her look cool, snarkily answered, “At the same place they hold all the finals. Where else?”

      It took all I had not to tell the broad to go screw herself. Instead, I smiled and said, “Really? I was told the criminology one was given at another place.”

      “No,” the nicer-seeming chick, who had normal brown hair and a friendly face, said. “I’m a criminology major. We take our finals at the Yeton Hall like all other majors.”

      “Oh okay,” I said, glad she had inserted herself into the conversation. I focused only on her when I added, “My girlfriend is a criminology major, too. Her name’s Sophie Restivo. You know her?”

      The brunette screwed up her face. “I do know one Sophie, but I don’t know what her last name is. We’re not close.” She lit up. “She seems very nice, though. Very pretty too.”

      “Oh, she’s a knockout,” I agreed emphatically, grinning at her. “I’m very lucky.”

      “Yeah, looks are all that matters when it comes to girlfriends, huh?” the blue-haired chick snapped, glaring at me. “Come on, Emma. We have better things to do than talking to this meathead.” She tugged at her friend’s arm and the two got going again. Before they disappeared behind the corner of a building, Emma shot me an apologetic look. I chuckled, then looked around for other people to speak to. I needed to find out where Yeton Hall was located.

      I walked around the campus until I spotted a nerdy-looking, short chick that should be able to answer my question. I stopped before her, which almost resulted in her walking straight into me, crashing her face to my chest.

      “Excuse me,” she muttered and attempted to walk around me.

      “No, excuse me,” I countered. “Do you know where I can find Yeton Hall?”

      She waved a hand at the last building in a row of three to the left of us. “The light yellow one. Do you see it? It’s the one at the end. It says Yeton Hall on it.”

      “Yeah, I see it. Thanks so much.”

      She didn’t bother to answer, just kept going. I shrugged and hurried over to the last building, which was made of limestone unlike most other buildings on the campus that were made of steel and glass. Like the girl had stated, it did say Yeton Hall above the entrance.

      I walked up the two stone steps and opened the heavy door and entered. I was inside a giant hall with ceilings far above my head. Young people were crossing the space, some walking up the stairs in the middle. Looking around, I saw a woman with short hair like a boy and thick-lensed glasses seated behind a desk in a corner. She was scribbling something on a paper. I walked up to her and asked with a pleasant smile: “Hi, my girlfriend is supposed to take an exam in criminology here tonight. Do you happen to know when it’s over? She never told me and I want to pick her up afterward so we can go celebrate it’s finally over.”

      She peered at me through those glasses while holding a pen up in the air, her eyes giant like an owl’s.

      “There’s no criminology exam here tonight,” she answered.

      I tilted my head. “Really? Are you sure?”

      “Positive. The finals won’t start until Monday the 20th. It’s the same every year. You must have misunderstood your girlfriend.”

      “Huh. I don’t think I did. Is it possible that she’s taking an exam that’s only meant for her? Like, maybe she’s arranged to have it taken earlier for some reason?”

      Her eyes narrowed behind the glasses. “If that were the case, wouldn’t you, being her boyfriend, know about it?”

      I opened and closed my mouth a couple of times, feeling speechless.

      “That would be very unusual anyway,” she added before I could say anything. “Why don’t you ask her?”

      “If I ask her, she’ll know I’m up to something. I want to surprise her. She’s been studying very hard for this test and deserves a nice surprise dinner.”

      She regarded me for a couple of seconds, then said curtly, “Go talk to the people in the next building. That’s where the teachers and the TA’s hang out when they don’t have class. In the lounge. Find out who her criminology teacher is. He or she should be able to tell you if she’s arranged to take the finals in advance.”

      “Thanks, I’ll do that.” I turned around to leave when I realized I didn’t know where in the building the teacher’s lounge was located. “Um, where exactly is the lounge?”

      She pushed her glasses higher up her nose. “Ask the security guards inside. They can show you.”

      “Will do. Thanks very much.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      I left Yeton Hall and took a left toward the building that contained the teacher’s lounge. I was only halfway there when I suddenly spotted Sophie walking along the long grass-covered mall in the middle of campus. Wearing a green coat, she was walking away from me. I shielded my eyes from the sun to get a better view; I had to be sure they weren’t playing a trick on me. Squinting, I took a second look. No, it was definitely her, and it seemed she was leaving the campus. At least she was heading in the direction of the entrance.

      I had no idea if she had seen me, but if I had to guess, I didn’t think so. I jogged after her as she made her way toward the street that ran alongside the college entrance, keeping a comfortable distance between us.

      She did leave the campus and took a left on the street, heading uptown. Lots of people were moving between us, so I didn’t worry she would spot me if she were suddenly to turn around. In fact, I should get closer to her so she didn’t slip away from my clutches now that I had stumbled upon her so inadvertently.

      We covered about ten blocks and then she walked into a crowded Starbucks near Central Park. She placed herself in line, right behind a black dude with dreadlocks. Stifling a yawn, it struck me that I could use some caffeine; I had as usual not slept much the night before. I wasn’t about to risk lining up and having her spot me, though. I needed to keep a low profile and remain in the corner where I had positioned myself; here, I could slip behind people if she looked in this direction.

      My cell phone rang then, making me wince. I reached for it in my back pocket and checked to see who was calling me. Mom. Ugh. Did I really want to talk to her right now? Well, I didn’t ever want to talk to her, but now was not convenient. As I was about to send the call to voicemail, I remembered that she was going to show Ariel my artwork. Given that it was very late in the afternoon, that might have happened now. She was likely calling me to tell me what he had said about it. Maybe I should talk to her; it wasn’t like I was near Sophie, risking her overhearing me. I hesitated for a few seconds before sending the call to voicemail after all; it wouldn’t change anything if I got the verdict now or later. I could wait a few minutes.

      I put the phone back in my pocket. Before I could reach it, however, a big figure walked into me and the phone slipped out of my hands.

      “I’m so sorry, man,” a guy about my size but much older and in a business suit said. He squatted down to pick up the phone for me and scrutinized it for a moment, then handed it to me. “Looks like it’s okay.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered and took it. The phone did appear unharmed from the fall. The guy scuttled away before I could say anything else. Keeping the phone in my hand, I turned toward the line with Sophie only to discover that she was gone.

      What the f…

      Frantically, I looked around the medium-sized establishment. I couldn’t spot her anywhere and the coffee shop wasn’t that packed. I squeezed my hands into fists, quietly fuming. Where the hell did she go? I glanced over at the other end of the long counter to see if she was waiting to pick up her drink, even though she could hardly have ordered and paid for it in the time I had looked away. It had only been a matter of thirty seconds and there had been about five people ahead of her in the line.

      I gritted my teeth. Where the hell is she? It seemed like she had left the coffee shop, because she was nowhere to be found. That meant I should be able to spot her on the street if I hurried up. I was standing fairly close to the only exit. Heading over there, I pushed the door open and walked outside. I swiveled my head left and right, hoping to detect Sophie’s brown-haired head bobbing among all the others on the street. No such luck.

      Maybe she just went to the bathroom, I mused, and went back inside. As I searched for the public restroom in the Starbucks, I scanned the people. Still no sight of her.

      I reached the restroom just in time to see a tall woman with curly red hair exit.

      I hurried up to her. “Excuse me, did you see a girl with long brown hair in there before you went inside?” I indicated the bathroom she had left.

      “No, it was empty.” She walked past me and dropped off a key to an employee behind the dark green counter.

      “Fuck,” I hissed between clenched teeth. Where the hell did she go? I walked back out to the main area and couldn’t see her anywhere. I sighed heavily. Well, there was nothing I could do about it now. She was gone. Maybe she had changed her mind about getting something and left the coffee shop before picking up anything. Yes, that must be what had happened. I must have just missed her walking out to the street.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if the reason she had darted out of there was because she had spotted me. It was possible she’d noticed me when I was busy with my phone and the clumsy dude who’d walked into me.

      Either way, there wasn’t much I could do but to cut my losses. I might as well get a large coffee to stay alert, I decided and stifled another yawn, walking up to the line. It had gotten even longer. As I waited for my turn, I pulled out the phone from my pocket and listened to the voicemail Mom had left me:

      “Ariel liked your stuff. He wants to talk to you. Call me as soon as you hear this.”

      That was it. No how are you, no goodbye. Mom had not been happy having to make that call. Her voice had sounded strained and fake nice. A lopsided grin curled my lips; Ariel must have been standing next to her when she’d called me.

      I dialed Mom’s number and waited for her to pick up. She did after four rings had gone through and the call had nearly gone to voicemail:

      “Hello.”

      “Hi, Mom, it’s me, Shane. I heard your voicemail. Is Ariel there?”

      “Yes, he is. Hold on.”

      There was some rustling on the other side of the line, then Ariel’s voice: “Shane?”

      “Yes, this is he.”

      “This is Ariel. Shane, I love your art. You are a very talented boy. You need to paint more, and you will now that you’ll have your own studio. You can do photos, too, but you have to keep painting. We’ll have an exhibition of your work in my house when you have completed several paintings and I’ll invite lots of important people. I can guarantee you, they’ll love you!”

      “Um, okay. That’s great. I can’t wait to start!” I did my best to sound excited. “When can I see the studio?”

      “We can meet there tomorrow after five and I’ll give you the keys. I’ll text you the address.”

      “Sounds good.” We spoke some more, Ariel informing me that he wanted to hang a couple of my framed photos on his penthouse walls and asking if I was okay with that. How could I say no? I told him to pick as many as he wanted and then we disconnected.

      Content, I put away the phone. I might have lost track of Sophie, but that was okay, as it should only be a matter of time before Mom’s own husband would be eating out of my hand.
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      I tried meditation to make myself go to sleep that night. Mom had once taught me how to do it, right before she had gotten me arrested and sentenced for her murders. Back then, I had often fallen asleep when I had meditated—in the middle of meditation— but now I stayed awake the entire time and after, too. It was infuriating as I wanted to be at my very best when I met with Ariel at the studio tomorrow. I wanted him to keep liking me, give him reassurance that he was doing a great thing taking a convicted murderer under his wing. I could give him no reason to change his mind; Mom was surely already working overtime to make that happen.

      At long last I gave up and consoled myself with the fact that lots of coffee would do the trick. I’d be fine.

      Maybe I did doze off an hour or two because I started when the alarm clock went off the next day. Plus, I had a vague memory of Sophie seducing me as we sat in a Jacuzzi together. I spent a few minutes thinking about that scenario while I pleasured myself. Then I got out of bed and headed into the kitchen where I made myself some coffee.

      On my way out the door later, I bumped into Sophie walking down the stairs. She had almost disappeared around the divider when I spotted her.

      “Hey,” I called out, eager to talk to her. She tossed a glance over her shoulder and paused.

      “Good morning, Shane,” she said and smiled brightly. I held her gaze for as long as I could without it seeming weird. I wanted to see if I could notice anything that suggested she had left Starbucks because of me. But there was nothing that indicated that, or she was a great actress like my mom, hiding it well. That could very well be.

      “Good morning,” I said and hurried up locking my door. I wasn’t sure why I bothered; everyone seemed to have keys to get inside anyway. “How did your exam go?”

      She looked confused for a second, but then she snapped to it. “Oh, the exam! I almost forgot about that. I didn’t sleep well last night. But I think I did okay. Maybe not great, but good enough.”

      “That’s good.” I joined her and we walked down the stairs together.

      “You’re up early today,” she commented as we reached the entrance. “Isn’t your lunch shift starting at like ten thirty?”

      “I have an appointment before my shift,” I explained.

      “Oh.”

      “With my parole officer.” Walking down the short path to the street, the grumpy guy who lived above me came toward us. “Not exactly looking forward to it if you know what I mean.” I gave her a meaningful smile. “But I have no choice.”

      “Right,” Sophie said.

      “Good morning,” I called out when he was close enough, making myself smile. Sophie said good morning to him as well.

      He muttered “good morning” back and hurried past us and into the building.

      Sophie and I continued walking. I blew out an annoyed breath. “What’s that dude’s problem? Every time I see him, he’s in a bad mood.”

      “Don’t worry about him. He was born depressed. He hates everybody, not just you. He lives on my floor. Trust me, I have never seen him smile even once.”

      “Oh. That’s good to know. Now I feel a little better.” I chuckled. “I thought that maybe you told him about my crimes.”

      She shook her head, her brown tresses bouncing. “Oh no. I never talk to him.”

      “Okay. Are you heading to school?”

      “Yep. Where are you meeting your parole officer?”

      “On Bergen Street. He wants to meet for breakfast instead of in the courthouse. I’m taking the bus there. You’re taking the subway?”

      “Yeah.”

      I had to make a right to head to my bus stop then. I don’t know what prompted me to say it, just that I couldn’t stop myself before it was too late. Well, the fact that I had developed a crush on this girl was likely the reason: “You know she’s dangerous, don’t you? Crazy and dangerous. You can’t trust her.”

      Sophie looked at me like I was nuts. “What are you talking about?”

      “You know what I’m talking about, Sophie. You’re a very smart girl. I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      A deep wrinkle formed between her well drawn eyebrows. “I seriously have no idea what you’re talking about, Shane.” She put a hand on my arm. “Are you okay? Or are you screwing with me?”

      “No, I’m being dead serious. I’m telling you, you don’t know what you’re dealing with.”

      She shook her head at me. “Okay, you are definitely screwing with me. I have to go now. Have a good day.” She swiveled around and hurried down the street toward the subway station. I stared after her, thinking she was running much too fast for someone with a clear conscience. She knew exactly what I was referring to, I pondered, glad I had blurted out my question now. This time I had noticed that she had reacted, albeit ever so slightly. She had blinked involuntarily as she had taken me in, as though wanting to hide the thoughts going through her head when I put her on the spot.

      When I saw her again, I’d keep pushing her. I sincerely worried about what Mom would do to Sophie if she took a misstep. Well, I’d see how Sophie behaved later, feel her out a little first. It was best if I caught her when she was tired or drunk, or both. I nodded to myself. Yes, I needed to work her when she was vulnerable, get everything out of her then.

      It was only then that I noticed that someone was watching me. I turned my head in the direction of our building and spotted our grumpy neighbor swiveling around and hurrying inside the entrance.

      Was he involved with Mom as well?
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      Otto Barini was the name of my parole officer. He was seated in a booth inside the quiet Italian diner, our meeting spot for today. I had only met him once before, while I was about to get released from juvie. Wearing his dark hair slicked back from his high, tan forehead, he was sipping on some coffee when I slipped into the booth. He had a stern, ape-like face with deep-seated brown eyes that appeared to see right through you. I estimated him to be about forty.

      He eyed his watch. “Thirty seconds to spare. Good job on punctuality, Shane.”

      “I would’ve been even earlier if the bus wasn’t late,” I said.

      He studied me for a moment. “How are you holding up? You look tired.”

      I ran a hand through my stubby light brown hair; it had grown almost a quarter inch by now. “Yeah, I’m not sleeping great. It’ll be a while before I can relax enough to get adequate rest.”

      He cocked his head to the side and took me in. “Why do you say that?”

      I shrugged noncommittally. “Don’t know. It’s just the way it is.”

      “Ah.” He nodded as though what I had just said made great sense to him. “What can I get you?” He held up a sweaty palm before I could say anything else. “Wait. Let me guess. A double espresso? Triple?”

      I chuckled at his lame joke. “Yeah, that would be good. And some French toast.”

      “You buying?”

      “Um, sure.” I had been told the meal we’d be sharing would be paid for by the state, but maybe I had misunderstood that part. Now I felt like an idiot assuming so.

      He let out a guffaw. “Don’t worry about it, kid. It’s on me. Well, on the state.”

      “Oh.”

      He turned around and waved over the waitress. I hadn’t been able to read him when we had been introduced, but now I could—and I didn’t like what I saw. He was the kind of guy who took shortcuts. Bribes. A dirty cop. He just had to be on Mom’s payroll, because if I was able to tell he was crooked, she would, too. And she would make the most of it.

      A fifty-something waitress with ratty hair and an emaciated face came over, ready to take our order. Or my order as, apparently, Otto had already told her what he wanted.

      Watching him interact with the woman, I wondered if maybe I was just being paranoid here. Lately, I suspected everyone to be spying on me, helping Mom so that she could get me back in jail. As tired as I was, I couldn’t tell. If the double espresso didn’t make me snap out of my fog, I’d have to buy some caffeine pills at the drugstore to be able to think clearly.

      The waitress left and Otto faced me again. “How’s your week been since release?” he asked, placing his elbows on the table. “Well, it’s more than a week now.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ve been settling mostly. Gone to work. The gym.”

      “You’re a busboy at a restaurant in Astoria?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. It’s called Laslo’s Taverna. A Greek place. It’s cool. They treat me okay. I’ve been there every day except Sunday. I do the lunch shifts mostly. It keeps me busy.”

      “Good to hear. How do you like your neighborhood? Met any cute chicks yet?” He grinned in an overly suggestive way. I decided that it was best to play along with his sleazy manners; the dude held my life as it was in his hands. I had to make him like me.

      I grinned back. “Yeah, I have a hot neighbor. She’s friendly too.”

      “Good for you. You guys going on a date?”

      “Maybe. Haven’t asked her yet.” What the hell kind of question was that?

      He ran his fingertips over his bushy eyebrows like that would make them less unruly. It made them worse. “Yeah, take your time. You don’t want to appear desperate. Make her want you first.” He winked at me.

      I had to restrain myself so that it didn’t show on my face what a douchebag I thought this dude was. It seemed unfathomable that the NYPD would let a guido like him become a parole officer. The waitress appeared with my double espresso and gave Otto a refill on his coffee.

      “Thanks,” I said to her and poured sugar into the cup before I chugged it. I didn’t care that it was hot; I needed to get my brain back. I didn’t like the fogginess I was living with, a fogginess that seemed to increase with every day. The thick coffee entered my stomach and I felt suddenly much hotter. Hopefully I would soon feel more alert, too.

      “Want another one?” Otto asked, watching me, amused.

      “Sure,” I said. Otto waved at the waitress and indicated with his fingers that I wanted a second cup.

      “Thanks,” I said and gave a grateful smile.

      “Did you meet up with your mother’s new husband and your sister yet?” He dunked lots of half and half into his coffee.

      “Yeah, they were both very nice. It was especially cool to meet my sister.” I thought of Neera then, saw her chubby face in my mind’s eye and was yet again reminded of how I needed to get her away from Mom as soon as possible. I couldn’t allow Mom destroying her life, too. The mere thought of it made me mad. I squeezed my fists beside me on the seat and clenched my teeth together.

      “You don’t look like you were very happy about it,” Otto said, cutting straight through my fury. Instantly, I wiped my face clean of any traces of what went on inside me. Damn. I needed to develop a better poker face. I thought I had already managed that back in juvie. Well, I was clearly slipping now, so I’d better focus.

      “I was just upset by the thought that I was locked up when Mom was pregnant with Neera,” I lied. “It would have been great to have been around from the get-go. You know, when she was born. Now, because of what I did, I’ve missed more than three years of her life. It sucks.”

      “Yeah, it does. So you better behave in the future or you’ll miss the rest of her life, too.” He gave me a smarmy smile to take the edge off what he had just said. It only made it worse. “But you’ll behave, right, buddy?” He placed his hands on the table and leaned toward me.

      Was this guy for real? I wanted to tell him to go fuck himself, but he knew as well as I did that it was something I would never do.

      Unless I caught him doing something really, really bad that I could prove, he could treat me pretty much however he wanted.

      “Of course,” I said, steeling myself as I held his gaze. The least I could do was not to cower. He might get off on toying with me, but he would never see me shrink away from him. I’d been face-to-face with much more intimidating guys. Really, without his power over me, this dude was a joke. But I would never let him know that I thought so. Not until it was safe to do so. Not until I had caught him doing something stupid. Guys like that usually did.

      “Good,” he said and had a big gulp of light brown coffee. The waitress returned then with my second espresso and two plates, one with fried eggs and bacon for Otto and one with French toast for me. I was grateful for the interruption; the air between me and the prick on the other side of the table had gotten difficult to breathe.

      He pushed himself to his feet suddenly. “I need to use the little boys’ room. Feel free to start before me. I’ll be back.”

      He squeezed himself out of the booth at the same time as he asked the waitress where the restroom was. She pointed at the other end of the diner and he headed over in that direction.

      The tempting smell of warm French toast entered my nose then and I reached for the syrup. Drenching the slabs of bread with the amber liquid, I heard a phone ringing. At first I thought it was mine, but on the second ring I realized it was a slightly different sound.

      It suddenly dawned on me where the sound was coming from. From the other side of the table. I got to my feet to see if there was a cell phone on the seat there. All I could see was a white napkin carelessly thrown over the cheap material. When it rang again, I pinched a corner and pulled it off. As I had thought, there was a cell phone hiding underneath, but it had stopped ringing.

      I grabbed the phone, thinking there was no way I’d be able to get into it. People usually had passwords for their devices. Just for the hell of it, though, I swiped the screen with a finger. Much to my surprise, the phone opened and I was in. The screen showed a missing call and a voicemail. I winced when I saw who had called. It was Mom’s number. Why was she calling Otto? It could of course be for a legitimate reason, but probably not. The only way to find out was for me to hear the voicemail. I should be able to tell from the message what she was up to.

      Just as I was about to press the Voicemail key, I caught Otto approaching the table out of the corner of my eye. There was no time for me to listen to it. I couldn’t plausibly explain what I was doing. I dropped the phone and covered it quickly with the napkin, then sat back down, cursing inwardly.
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      “What are you doing?” Otto asked, gazing at me suspiciously as he slid into the booth.

      “Um, I had a wedgie and I had to fix it,” I explained with an apologetic grin.

      “Buy bigger pants,” Otto huffed and picked up his napkin, which edges he stuck into his collar. I noticed that he had a hairy chest and a thick gold chain around his neck. He smoothed out the napkin once done, then grabbed his silverware and got ready to eat. I grabbed mine as well and dug into my French toast despite having lost my appetite when I saw who was calling Otto. The espresso had cleared my head somewhat because I was able to think—or maybe it was the adrenaline from all the recent excitement. Either way, the thoughts were rushing through my mind. I had to figure out a way to find out why Mom had called Otto. What she had told him in that voicemail.

      I came up with nothing worthwhile, at least not during the remainder of our meeting. It was over thirty minutes later, after I had explained in detail what I did at work and in the evenings. If I hung out with someone else besides Sophie. Then I was off to work my lunch shift, feeling as watched as ever. Mom had probably planted people to keep watch over me everywhere, hoping to catch me doing something illegal. Not that she would ever tell her plants this was her end goal. No, surely she’d come up with some lame excuse for them to surveil me, claiming she wanted me to always be okay. Claiming she was worried others would bother me because I was an ex-con. And they’d believe her. She was an expert in convincing people to see the world like she described it, empathize with her lies.

      When work was over, I took the subway to the neighborhood where I was supposed to meet with Ariel. I prayed he’d come alone. The last person I wanted to see was Mom.

      Getting to Steinway and 30th Avenue was easy, and I soon found the address the warehouse with the studio was located at. It was nice and warm today, the sun shining from a clear blue sky. I relished the feeling of being able to walk freely outside, still not quite used to it. As I approached the warehouse, which was sandwiched between other buildings, I spotted a black town car with tinted windows pull up in front.

      Ariel came out of the car’s back seat followed by a much smaller figure. I did a double take when I realized who it was—Neera. My heart flushed with warmth. He had brought my sister. Why had he done that? I had gotten the sense that he wanted to keep us apart as much as possible, given my background. At least at the start of Sunday dinner. By the end of it, he had warmed up to me so much, he no longer seemed as worried I’d lead her astray by my sheer presence. Even so, he hadn’t seemed keen on the idea of the two of us hanging out like Neera had suggested several times that night. He must have changed his mind.

      I could feel a big smile having formed on my lips when I reached them. The sun was shining straight into their eyes, so it took a few seconds before they knew it was me. Neera spotted me first and let out a happy shriek: “Shay! Hi, Shay!” She ran over to me with her arms outstretched like the first time we met, demanding that I pick her up. I glanced over at Ariel to ask tacit permission, and he nodded with a smile. I squatted and scooped her up in my arms.

      “I made the mistake of telling her I was going to see you,” he explained with a wry grin. “She wouldn’t let me leave the house unless I took her with me. I didn’t have the heart to say no.”

      “Thanks for bringing her,” I told him, then turned to Neera, who grinned happily. “How are you doing, little princess?”

      “Fine. How are you, Shay? Mom says hi. She couldn’t come with us. She has a headache and has to be alone.” I was amazed by how articulate she was for such a young child.

      “Oh,” I said, relieved to know Mom wasn’t about to join us. “Are you going to show me the studio?”

      She nodded eagerly. “Yes!”

      “Okay, let’s go and check it out then.” I put her down on the ground and took her hand.

      Ariel leading the way, we walked into the warehouse, which was parted into a few sections. We walked through a narrow hallway with poor lighting. Along it, there were doors that had been left ajar.

      “It’s here,” he said and took a sharp right into a big space with a large easel in the middle, lots of sunshine pouring in through windows along the edge of the high ceiling. A medium-sized canvas sat in the easel, untouched, its whiteness glaring in the plentiful sunlight. A few others were stacked against each other on the floor, leaning against a wall. Apart from a couple of side tables with some brushes and lots of paint on them, a large mirror on the opposite wall, and two folding chairs, there wasn’t much else in the space. It had a nice energy to it, the faint sound of traffic entering in through a window that had been left ajar. I could see myself doing some work in here, already feeling inspired to fill that blank canvas with color.

      “My daughter Shanit wanted to become a painter when she was a teenager, so I had this studio fixed up for her,” Ariel explained. “She only came here a couple of times, then she got bored with the idea.” He sighed with disappointment. “It’s been empty ever since. Seven years now. There’s a kitchen and a bathroom on the other side. There are two more rooms.” He motioned with his hand at the thin door we had just passed through. “You can use one as a darkroom to develop pictures if you want. The other to shoot in. It has great light. Any materials that you need, let me know. Money is not a problem. I’m just so happy you will be using it. I’ve always wanted an artist in the family.”

      I smiled at him, sincerely grateful. Maybe I would enjoy painting even more than taking photos. I had never had access to my own studio and the materials I had used had been limited. I would definitely like to take some pictures in a studio setting, learn how to use a darkroom. Vintage photography had always fascinated me. “And I’m so happy to be using it, Ariel. I’m excited to get back to work. Maybe my first painting could be a portrait of you and Neera?”

      I held my breath as I waited for his answer. Painting the two of them would be a great way to get to spend time with them. I’d take my time with it, get to know both.

      Ariel looked like he carefully considered my proposition. “I’d love that, but I’m not so sure we’ll be able to keep Neera in one place for long. She loves to run around and can never sit still.”

      “I can too,” she said and scowled at her father. “I want to be painted. Please, Daddy? Pretty, pretty please?” She batted her eyelashes at him, knowing he’d be helpless against her charm.

      And he was. “Fine,” he sighed. “But we can’t start today.”

      “When would be a good day to start?” I asked, pleased with the outcome.

      “On Saturday.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      I spent a couple of hours with Ariel and Neera that ended with an early dinner at a local pizzeria. The more I got to know both of them, the more I wanted to protect them from Mom. Watching the loving way the old man interacted with his young daughter, I thought it was impossible for him to be a psychopath. No, Mom must have him fooled like she had everyone else.

      When I walked into my building later, I was determined to get Sophie to defect from Mom and work for me instead. As I knocked on her apartment door, I had a plan worked out in my mind—I’d take her to a bar and get her drunk. There were plenty of dive bars in our area. A friendly guy named Jorge at the gym had mentioned that a couple of them didn’t bother to card their customers. Jorge had even given me names of the bars in case I ever wanted to go get drunk.

      I was convinced the only reason Sophie was helping Mom was because she desperately needed all the money Mom could give her. If she paid out-of-state tuition at John Jay like she’d told me, she had to cough up close to twenty grand a year. That wasn’t peanuts and I didn’t think she was working anywhere. The idea of being debt-free once she’d graduated must be pretty appealing. So appealing that she’d be willing to help Mom get me, a guy who was bad anyway, back in jail. I just couldn’t see her being another psychopath. There weren’t that many around. But of course I knew she could be and that maybe I liked her too much to want to accept the truth. Well, even psychopaths could break, I told myself bitterly. I’d had plenty of experience with sick people, not only having grown up with Mom, but also from having spent my teens in juvie. A large part of the population there was decidedly psycho. If Sophie was one, too, I’d make her break and at least tell me the truth. I was even entertaining the idea of using minor force to get her to talk. I wouldn’t hurt her, just scare her a little. Of course, I couldn’t do anything like that in Sophie’s or my apartment. No one could see or hear me laying a hand on her. I was pretty certain there was surveillance equipment around even if I hadn’t managed to find any.

      I sincerely hoped it wouldn’t have to come to that.

      I heard footsteps near the door and then how someone opened it. Sophie appeared in the doorway, wearing a short skirt and a striped sweater.

      “Hey!” She smiled at me. “What a nice surprise! Wanna come in? I was just about to make something to eat. Are you hungry?”

      “No, I’m good,” I said and entered her place, which was sparsely furnished. There were no rugs on the hardwood floors and nothing on the walls. There was nothing on the shelves in the bookcase in the living room. No curtains anywhere, only blinds. Basically, it looked like someone was in the process of moving in. Or out. The place certainly had an impersonal feeling to it. “I just had some pizza. What were you planning on making?”

      “I don’t know,” she said and walked into the small kitchen. “It depends on what I have.”

      She opened a cupboard and peeked inside, then the fridge and checked it out. She also checked out the small freezer at the top. There wasn’t much to eat anywhere. “Hmm,” she said and closed the fridge door. “I didn’t think I had that little around. I guess I’ll have to go down to the bodega and buy something to eat. I don’t think the grocery store is open now.” She faced me. “Wanna join me?”

      “Sure.” Great, I thought as she stuck her feet into the same pair of red Converse sneakers she had worn the other day. I had wanted to get her out of the apartment and now she herself was suggesting it. A few seconds later, we were walking out of her place.

      “Hey, how about we go eat something at Papi’s down the street?” I suggested. That was one of the places where they apparently didn’t card anyone.

      She glanced at me quizzically. “I thought you said you weren’t hungry?”

      I grinned at her. “I could have some nachos. I’m suddenly having this craving for nachos with lots of salsa and guacamole. My treat. How about it?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You’re so weird! But, okay, fine. Let’s go have some Mexican food. I’ll be wanting a margarita, just so you know. Or two. I’ve been there before and they don’t card, thank God. You’ll be paying for my drinks as punishment for dragging me into a bar when I should be home studying.” She winked at me.

      I tried not to stare at her in awe and just silently thanked my lucky stars that she was doing everything I wanted her to. I’d be happily paying for more than two margaritas to loosen up her tongue.

      “Sure,” I said and smiled. “I have plenty of cash on me, so feel free to have as many drinks as you want. Too bad I can’t have any.” I made a sad face.

      “You can’t?” She looked disappointed. “Why not?”

      I tossed a quick glance over my shoulder to make sure no one was near us. “Um, besides being 18, I’m not allowed to drink while on parole. I’m not about to take any risks.”

      “Oh, right. I don’t blame you. That sucks.”

      “It sure does.” I nudged her lightly. “But please don’t let that stop you.”

      “Oh, I won’t.” She giggled happily.

      I felt a tug in my heart then. I’d be so incredibly disappointed if this great chick was a psychopath. I muttered a quick prayer that she wasn’t.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Just working my lips. They felt a little stiff.” I pointed. “Look, we’re here. Are you sure you want to eat Mexican? We can always go somewhere else if you want.”

      “No. No, I love Mexican food. And I’m very much looking forward to drinking those margaritas, too.” She walked in ahead of me and made a beeline for a table in the back. It was dark inside Papi’s and fairly crowded for a weekday night. I liked it that way; it would give me and Sophie the privacy I craved for this conversation.

      I slipped onto the wobbly chair on the other side of the little table, Sophie already sitting down. A chubby, young waitress came by and dropped off a menu on the table.

      “Excuse me,” I called after her. The girl stopped and turned around.

      “Can I have a margarita with no ice?” I asked her.

      “Sure,” the girl said. “Do you want that with salt on the rim?”

      I shot Sophie a glance. She smiled and nodded.

      “Yes,” I said to the girl. “And can you please bring a Coke with no ice?”

      “Coming right up,” the girl said and disappeared. I turned to Sophie, who was studying the menu.

      “See anything you like?” I asked her, annoyed that the waitress had only brought us one menu. It wasn’t that busy here. She could have spared two.

      “Yeah, lots,” Sophie said. “I think I’m gonna have the shrimp burrito. I love shrimp.”

      “Me too!” Again, I marveled over how much we had in common. Please, God, don’t let her be a psycho like Mom, I quietly implored. I’ve already suffered so much. It wouldn’t be fair.

      We spoke about what else we liked to eat until the waitress returned with our drinks. She put them in the middle of the table, which was kind of rude but expected. She clearly didn’t take her job all that seriously. Based on my limited experience in the restaurant business, that is. Still, I couldn’t see the guys at Laslo’s being so… flippant to customers.

      “Have you decided what you want to eat?” the waitress asked me. I had decided that I didn’t want to deal with her more than necessary, so I just said, “Yes. A shrimp burrito and an order of nachos with a side of guacamole and salsa.”

      She scribbled down the order and took the menu, then took off. I raised my Coke glass.

      “Here’s to you being my neighbor,” I said and Sophie clinked her glass to mine.

      “And you being mine,” she laughed and had a large gulp of the margarita. “Oh, by the way, I forgot to warn you. I’m a lightweight in the alcohol department, so you might have to carry me home after a few of these.”

      Perfect, I thought. The night was just going better and better. I could hardly wait until she was sloppy drunk and told me the truth about herself.
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      Much like Sophie had promised, by the third margarita, she was drunk. She had drunk the previous two in less than thirty minutes, basically chugged them. I wasn’t complaining; the sooner I could get her to talk, the better. We had gotten our food, which had also been dumped unceremoniously in the middle of the table.

      Sophie had been telling stories about her life back in Jersey where she was from and what it was like to go to school at John Jay. Nothing too revealing but definitely entertaining; she cracked herself up more than once. Now I wanted to move on to the reason we had come here, though. I wanted the truth.

      I leaned toward her, placing my elbows on the table, then said in an undertone, “I know you’re working for my mom, Sophie. How much does she pay you? At least your college tuition, right?”

      The smile on Sophie’s face withered. Good. I had caught her off guard. She licked her lips and blinked a couple of times, then said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      She so did, though. It couldn’t have been more obvious.

      “I’ll tell the police what you’re doing if you don’t tell me,” I stated calmly. “At the very least, they’ll be wondering where you’re getting all that money from given your background.” She had told me that her dad had died when she was just a toddler, and her mom worked as a grade school teacher, having supported both her children on that modest salary. Despite that the family had struggled financially, Sophie claimed to have had a happy childhood.

      “Don’t make me do that,” I continued. “I really don’t want to have to do that, Sophie.” I had no idea if what I was accusing her of was true—I was only making an educated assumption—but I had nothing to lose. And the police part sounded good, even if I didn’t think they would be going through her bank account based on my flimsy accusations. Being a criminal justice student, she must know that, too. Even so, all of a sudden, she broke down crying. Hard.

      Her reaction was so unexpected that I was at a loss of what to say next. All I could think of was grabbing some of the paper napkins from the small metal stand between us and stuffing them into her hands. She brought them to her face, blotting her wet cheeks and reddening eyes. I didn’t think she was wearing any makeup because the avalanche of tears created no streaks.

      After several uncomfortable seconds, she blew her nose and took a deep breath, controlling herself somewhat.

      “Um, I’m sorry,” I muttered, feeling like an ass. She seemed really upset. I hated making anyone upset, especially a girl I liked. It dawned on me just how much I liked her then, too.

      She held up a hand and had a sip of her third margarita, which was almost finished.

      “Do you want another of those?” I asked and nodded at the glass.

      She shook her head. “No, I’ve had too much already. Told you I was a lightweight.” She smiled a little through the tears. “Sorry for bawling like this, but I just couldn’t help myself.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I said. “Just please tell me why you’re so upset.”

      She sighed then, her plump chest heaving under the sweater. Gazing into the distance, she said, “Because you’re right. I do work for your mother. And I feel terrible for having agreed to do so now. Now that I’ve gotten to know you and can tell that you’re not the bad guy she had sworn you were.”

      I relaxed, trying my best not to stare at her. I’d been right all along. Thank God I had taken the chance and just gone for it… Clearly, I had good instincts.

      “Please tell me why,” I said quietly. “Please tell me everything. I’m not mad at you and I swear I won’t tell anyone. Not the police and certainly not my mom. She’s a very dangerous person. Trust me, it’s better she doesn’t know what you’ve just confessed.”

      Sophie sighed and wiped at her cheeks and eyes. “I’m not a student at John Jay.”

      I frowned. “You’re not? But I saw you there the other day?”

      “I go there sometimes, pretending like I am a student. But I’m not. I never got in. My grades weren’t good enough and also I couldn’t afford the tuition.”

      My lips parted. “Really? So what do you do during the day then? Do you work?”

      She glanced down at the table, at her short, pink-painted nails. “I’m a stripper. Well, I used to be. I stopped now that I have money. These days I’m spending my days at the library, studying to improve my grades from high school.”

      With looks like hers, she must be making a killing, I couldn’t help thinking at the same time as the thought of her stripping excited me. I quickly replaced the images with ones of a particularly hairy, stinky busboy at Laslo’s. “How did you meet my mom? At the strip club?”

      She smiled unhappily. “Kind of. She walked by outside on the street once when I’d finished work about three months ago. I work at a club in midtown. On the eastside. She dropped her purse and lots of stuff flew out on the ground. I helped her pick it up. That’s how it all started.”

      I cocked a brow. “Started?”

      “Yes, she and I got to talking and then one thing led to another. I don’t know why, but it was just so easy to talk to Jennifer. We went to have coffee and I completely opened up to her. She told me she wanted to help me leave the club and go to school instead. Do something better with my life. In exchange for helping her out, she would pay me $200,000 cash. She might even be able to get me into John Jay. She has some contacts there, she claimed.” Her tongue darted out and she wetted her lips. “To be honest, all I wanted in that moment was the money she could give me. I had some bad credit card debts and I wanted to cut down on the stripping. If I can turn a couple of my C’s into A’s, I should be able to get in on my own.”

      “Did she give you all the money yet?”

      “Only one hundred. She’ll give me the rest once you… you’re back in prison.” Another crying jag attacked her and she grabbed for fresh napkins. “Oh God, I’m… I’m so sorry! I knew it was wrong to accept her offer, but I was just so tired of being a stripper and I didn’t know how to stop. The money’s so addictive. Anyway, the more I got to know you, the worse I felt.”

      I took her hand and patted it awkwardly. “It’s okay. Everyone makes mistakes. At least you’ve realized you shouldn’t have done what you did. Plus”—I smiled conspiratorially at her—“I think you’ll be able to keep the hundred she’s already given you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      When we walked home an hour later, I had learned that I had been wrong about one of the things I had assumed. Mom had hired Sophie to seduce me, but not so that she could get me back in jail on a rape charge. Given Sophie’s background being a stripper, it would be difficult convincing a jury that I had raped her. I could totally relate to how Mom must have been thinking. It might sound like a cop-out, but raping a stripper was just too risky. Mom wasn’t about to screw up again. Instead, the plan was that Sophie would trick me into beating up a guy who had beaten her up, hopefully killing him in the process. Someone would be filming the incident, sending it to the cops, and then I would be toast.

      I could easily see how Sophie would have been able to trick me into doing something like that. I did have a short fuse and I especially hated men who beat up women and children.

      But now Sophie would be working for me, while Mom thought that she still worked for her. Sophie would take a break from her studies at the library and focus all her free time on following Mom around in the hopes of catching her doing something illegal. Combined with the GPS tracker on Mom’s limo, it should only be a matter of time before we stumbled onto something. Because she had to be up to something. People like my mom didn’t just stop their criminal activities. Based on all I had read about true psychopaths, they were compelled to break the law over and over. Keep killing and hurting people. In the end, Mom would be the one who ended up behind bars.

      As I went to bed that night, I pondered all that had happened, the progress I had made. I had told Sophie an abbreviated version of all that Mom had done to me, and not only had she believed me, but she had also said that she’d suspected something was off with Mom. Sophie had followed Mom’s story in the media over the years, and given how much she supposedly loved me, it didn’t compute that she so badly wanted to see me back in jail.

      Mom had naturally claimed that it was for the good of the world, that a person like me—a psychopath—was incurable. A person like me needed to stay behind bars forever. Mom being a licensed psychologist, Sophie had believed her at first, but the more she had gotten to know Mom, the more her faith had begun to waver.

      Something was just not right with Mom, Sophie had rightly concluded. But then she felt she was too far into the conspiracy that she didn’t know how to pull out. She freaked out about what she was doing, telling Mom she didn’t feel right about setting me up, but Mom kept convincing her that she had to follow through.

      Then, out of nowhere, I had put her on the spot and Sophie had broken apart, telling me everything. It seemed almost too good to be true, though, in this case, I believed it actually was.

      Much to my relief and surprise, I managed to fall asleep that night. For the first time in ages, I slept deeply for several hours straight and felt rested once the alarm clock went off in the morning.

      I nearly bounced out of bed and headed into the kitchen to make myself some breakfast. As I ate cereal with milk and drank some coffee, I thought about how great everything was turning out for me. I had not only flipped Sophie, making her agree to help me instead of Mom, but I wouldn’t have to pay her a dime for it. Sophie felt so guilty for what she had done that she felt she owed me any help she could give me, getting Mom where she belonged.

      I hoped that part of her eagerness to help me was because she felt the same way about me as I felt about her. I didn’t quite want to admit it to myself yet, but the truth was, my feelings for Sophie were growing stronger by the day. I was well on my way falling in love with her. Scratch that; I was already in love with her.

      She had told me she didn’t know if Mom had installed cameras and mics in my apartment, but she thought it was possible. Not that it was part of the plan to set me up for a second time, beating up a dude that harassed Sophie. Sophie had never met either Ariel or my sister, but from what she had been able to tell, Ariel was not involved in Mom’s schemes. It seemed Ariel had no idea what Mom was really like.

      After work and the gym today, I would head over to the studio and start the painting of Ariel and Neera. They would meet me there at six and stay for two hours. That was all the time Ariel could spare at the moment. I was eager to get started.

      I took a shower and got dressed. As I was pulling a shirt over my head, I noticed that it was still early, only 9 40. I had some time to kill before I headed to work. I figured I might as well go up and say hi to Sophie, see how she was doing today. She must have quite the hangover as drunk as she’d been. I chuckled to myself. Talk about a lightweight. I hadn’t yet been drunk myself, but I had witnessed a few of the guys in juvie drinking in secret, not to mention heard them talking about boozing it up. It seemed it would take most people ten margaritas before they really felt it.

      I climbed the stairs to her floor and knocked on the door. It was dead quiet in the stairwell, as well as behind her door. I knocked again, a little harder this time. Still nothing happening from inside Sophie’s place. I scratched my head. Could she be sleeping? It was only a quarter of ten and we had gotten back late, so it was possible.

      I’m not sure what prompted me, but suddenly my hand was on the doorknob and I twisted it. The door slid open. She must have forgotten to lock the door.

      I pushed it open all the way and walked in. It was completely still in the apartment. I could hear the sound of an emergency vehicle driving by somewhere in the distance, then a couple more. Children somewhere outside were yelling. I went from room to room, the silence in the apartment making me increasingly uneasy. She wasn’t in her bedroom, either. The door had been left open and the bed was made.

      Did that mean that she never went to bed last night? From all appearances, she had not been sleeping in her bed. Just to cover all bases, I checked her bathroom and the one walk-in closet. Both were empty. One large but ratty bath towel had been tossed over the shower door in the bathroom and there were no clothes in the closet. I frowned deeply as I switched on the light and looked around the gaping shelves and naked garment rods with all the empty hangers. I walked back out into the apartment and noted that, in fact, there were no clothes or shoes anywhere.

      Had Sophie packed up all her stuff and left in the middle of the night? I suppose she could have. I had slept pretty deeply. Maybe she had left me a note somewhere. I went from room to room, finding nothing of the sort.

      I leaned against a doorway, feeling faint all of a sudden. This was not good. I didn’t want to believe that Sophie had changed her mind about helping me. She had seemed so eager, so remorseful. I refused to believe all of it had just been an act. She had been truly drunk. Who could act in such a state? No, I hadn’t been mistaken. She had meant every word.

      It suddenly hit me what must have happened. Mom must be involved somehow. Mom had seen us together and had found out what Sophie had told me at the bar. Then she had taken care of Sophie. Yes, I nodded to myself, fury surging in my veins. That made a lot more sense.

      “That fucking bitch,” I muttered to myself between clenched teeth and made myself leave Sophie’s place. There was nothing I could do for her by remaining there.

      As I made my way down to my own place, I told myself that maybe I was overreacting. Maybe it wasn’t quite as bad as I had feared. Maybe Mom hadn’t abducted Sophie. I mean, would she really bring Sophie’s entire wardrobe with her in that case? That seemed like a big risk to take. Then again, you never knew with Mom. She did all kinds of odd things others didn’t. And, the fact of the matter was that, if Mom also took the clothes, it wouldn’t seem like Sophie had been abducted. It would instead seem like she had left of her own free will. A chill went through me as I considered that. I’d much prefer it if Mom wasn’t involved. It would be better for Sophie.

      I sighed. Maybe Sophie had just freaked out in general and decided to take off. Gone back home to New Jersey. Made herself disappear. A pang of hurt went through my heart at the thought. If she had done that, she sure didn’t feel the same way about me as I felt about her.

      Well, the girl was a stripper, I thought bitterly. Most strippers were a little or a lot mentally unstable. Why else would they strip for a living? No normal girl did that.

      When I saw Ariel later, I would ask him about Sophie and Mom, see if Mom had been out last night. Maybe his answer would enlighten me somehow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Ariel and Neera were already inside the studio when I arrived at six later that day.

      “Shay!” Neera exclaimed at the sight of me and slid off her father’s lap where he sat on a chair. She padded over to me with her arms outstretched as usual, her light brown locks skipping. “Pick me up, Shay. Pick me up!”

      “Hi Neera,” I smiled and scooped her up in my arms, settling her against my hip. She wore a frilly blue dress with white tights and black patent Mary Janes. I could see how she had total control over her father. The little girl was adorable. Completely irresistible.

      She gave me a wet kiss on the cheek, then grinned at me. “You gonna paint us?”

      “Yes, that’s the idea,” I said. “If your father is still okay with it.” I shot Ariel a look over her shoulder. He pushed himself off the chair and came over.

      “I don’t think I have a choice,” he said and smiled wearily.

      “Probably not,” I replied and chuckled. I put down Neera, then turned to Ariel. “How are you doing?”

      “We’re good. I left my work early and Neera kept badgering me to head over here, so finally we went. It was the only way to shut her up.” He whispered the last sentence.

      I chuckled again. “How long have you guys been here?”

      “Only about ten minutes. We arrived at five thirty, but we took a walk in the neighborhood. It’s such a beautiful day and Neera wanted to buy ice cream.”

      “Ice cream!” Neera cried out, looking up at us from where she had gone over to an easel with a painting I had started the other day. She had been studying it. “Can we go get more ice cream?”

      “No, Neera,” Ariel said, trying his best to sound stern. “One ice cream is enough.”

      She pouted and turned back to the painting.

      “Don’t tell her mother that I bought her ice cream if she asks,” Ariel told me. “She thinks I spoil her too much already.”

      “My lips are sealed,” I said and pretended to zip my mouth shut. “You should’ve texted me and I could’ve come earlier. I was just at home, doing nothing.”

      Ariel moved a hand in a downward motion. “Ah, that’s okay. I used to live in this neighborhood when I got to America. It was nice to walk around and relive old memories. It’s changed so much. I can hardly recognize it any longer.”

      “Really? What’s the biggest change?”

      “All the stores. I don’t think any of the stores were around when I lived here.”

      “Oh. Hey, was Mom at home last night?” Might as well figure that one out immediately.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “No, Mom went out when I went to bed,” Neera answered in Ariel’s place. “She didn’t read me my story because she was in a hurry to meet someone. I was so mad.” She scrunched up her little face. “She always reads my story. Daddy had to read instead and I don’t like it when he reads. It’s too scary with his voice.”

      “Well, there’s your answer,” Ariel said and laughed. “She was gone for a while. I was asleep by the time she returned home.”

      “Who did she meet up with?”

      “An old friend from school, she said. I don’t know the person. Why do you ask?”

      “Um, I think I saw her when I was out,” I lied.

      “Oh. Were you in Manhattan?”

      “Um, yeah. I saw a movie with a friend. I’ll have to ask her if she was in the Times Square area.”

      Ariel huffed. “That would surprise me. She hates that area. So do I.”

      “She told you that?”

      “Yes. Many times.”

      “Hmm. Maybe it wasn’t her then. Hey, how about you guys sit over here for the portrait?” I went over to a corner into which the setting sun hit the thin white walls, bathing it in warm golden hues.

      When we parted ways later, I had an invitation to come eat dinner with Ariel and Mom and Neera the following night. I was looking forward to it because, by then, I might have heard from Sophie. I estimated it to be a 50/50 chance that she had freaked out and taken off on her own early in the morning. She did have my phone number now, and she may realize that it was unkind of her to disappear on me like that. If I was lucky, she would call or text me, leave me a message as to her whereabouts.

      I struggled to accept that she would just bolt and not care at all how it affected me. After all, the girl liked me; I had been able to feel that. I really didn’t think it was wishful thinking. And if she liked me, I would hear from her soon. For sure by tomorrow night.

      I went back to my old pattern that night, barely sleeping, tossing and turning in bed. All I could think of was what Mom might have done to Sophie if she’d taken her. As much as I didn’t want to consider the abduction option, I had to be honest with myself—it was a very real possibility. I shuddered at the thought of it. I couldn’t imagine that Mom dealt well with betrayals. Someone like Sophie, a stripper from a poor family, would not have a lot of people caring about her disappearance. The more I pondered this, the more worried I got that Mom was the reason for Sophie’s sudden disappearance.

      When morning rolled around, I was so wound up thinking about what Mom could have done to Sophie, my regular coffee felt almost unnecessary. Even so, I chugged a large cup, but I couldn’t make myself eat anything, my stomach was so twisted with worry. I went to work, checking my phone obsessively as I waited for it to sound, letting me know Sophie was contacting me. The only time it did sound, I was carrying a stack of dirty plates from a large table at the restaurant. I winced so forcefully I nearly dropped all the plates on the floor. Thankfully, I caught myself before that could happen.

      The minutes snailed by and I was in constant tension, my anxiety at an all-time high. It took all I had not to snap at my manager and coworkers at Laslo’s. Whenever my hands weren’t busy with work, I kept my hands on my phone that I had placed in my apron, the setting on “vibrate.”

      But there were no calls from Sophie, no texts. My lunch shift was finally over and I had to make myself eat before I left. It had been almost 24 hours since I’d had something and I was beginning to feel weak. I couldn’t afford to also lose my strength. I needed all my faculties to work at full capacity. I closed my eyes briefly, laced my fingers, and muttered a silent prayer after I had finished my meal consisting of a Greek salad and lamb gyros with yogurt sauce.

      “You pray after you eat?” a blond waitress named Kelsey asked with a crooked smile. Sitting nearby, Kelsey was a cute girl and often tried to talk to me. Normally, I would have responded something light to try to make her laugh, but today I couldn’t bother. I was in a dark place and I wouldn’t get out of there until I found out what had happened to Sophie.

      It’d better be soon.
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      As I walked into my apartment building, hoping to bump into Sophie suddenly, my phone did buzz in my pocket. Stopping dead in my tracks, I stuck my hand into my hoodie pocket and fished it out. My hand trembling, I checked the caller ID before answering. It was from an unknown number.

      I pressed Talk and put the phone to my ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Shane?” It was a male voice I recognized but couldn’t place. Then, “This is Otto Barini, your parole officer, calling.”

      “Yeah?” Disappointment washed over me in big waves; why did it have to be one of my least favorite people on earth calling me?

      “I need to see you,” Otto said sternly. “I need you to come to my office right now.”

      I stiffened with fear. What had happened? Whatever it was, it did not sound good. I cleared my throat and tossed a glance over my shoulder. I wasn’t sure why, only that I felt better about having this conversation if I was alone. And I was.

      “What’s the problem?” I asked. “We’re not supposed to meet until Thursday.”

      “I know, but I need to see you right now.” He rattled off the address to his courthouse office, which was in Queens, but several stations away from where I lived. “Come here right away.”

      Before I could protest, he had already disconnected the call. I knew that I didn’t have a choice if I wanted to stay out of jail; I had to do exactly what my parole officer wanted. So I turned around and headed for the subway station that was a few blocks away. There would be no gym for me today. By the time I was back, I would have to get ready for my dinner with Mom and Ariel and hopefully Neera.

      Getting to Lindenwood by train took me almost an hour, because there were two delays on the way. I pictured Otto in my mind’s eye, furious with me for taking so long, his face red and the vein in his tan forehead bulging. I sighed heavily and left the train at the station and checked the map for where the courthouse was located. Only a couple of blocks away, I thought gratefully and climbed the stairs up to the street. I hurried over to the address and walked into the building. According to the bored receptionist, Otto’s office was on the bottom floor and I quickly located it.

      His name was on the door. I knocked on it and waited for him to tell me to enter. He did.

      Cautiously, I stuck my head inside the office. “I’m here,” I said.

      He waved me in with an annoyed expression. “What are you doing over there? Come on in and have a seat. We have some very serious things to discuss. Close the door behind you.”

      I closed the door and walked over to the old chair with the rust-colored padding facing his desk. The Venetian blinds were all the way down over the one window behind Otto and the slats turned, blocking any light from entering. It was a nice day outside. Why would someone want to keep it out?

      Otto tented his fingers as he took me in for a moment, his deep-seated eyes narrowed into slits.

      “How are you doing today?” he asked. “Feeling okay?”

      I shrugged. “I’m doing okay.” Why was he bothering to ask how I was doing when something serious had happened? It seemed redundant, a waste of time.

      He harrumphed and untented his hands. “Well, you’re a young guy. Of course you’d be okay.” He placed his arms on the desk and leaned toward me. “It’s been brought to my attention that you were out partying yesterday.”

      My chin went slack and I stared at him. “I was out partying? No, I wasn’t. Who told you that?”

      He sniffed and contemplated me haughtily. “That’s none of your business. Just rest assured that I’m on top of you 24/7. And I know you were out partying yesterday at this Mexican joint back where you live. Papi’s I believe they call it. Ring a bell?”

      So he was spying on me then. Following me around. Or maybe Mom did and had told him. It didn’t matter; the fact that he knew bothered me the most. He wasn’t supposed to be surveilling me at all times.

      “Were you there?” he asked, holding my gaze.

      “Yes, I was there with a friend. This girl I know in my building. She was drinking margaritas. I was drinking Coke.”

      “Really? Are you actually gonna sit there and tell me you were only drinking Coke while your friend was downing margarita after margarita? Pardon me if I’m being rude, but I just don’t buy that. Nor do I have to. We have witnesses that tell me you were drinking just as much as your friend. And this despite that you are not allowed to drink alcohol.”

      Okay, so maybe he wasn’t following me around himself, but someone did. Most likely Mom or someone she had hired. I doubted Otto cared so much what I was doing every second of the day that he’d follow me around himself. A guy like him didn’t care that much about getting me back behind bars. The only reason he’d do it would be if someone paid him a lot of money, but from the sound of it, more people were involved. Which didn’t surprise me. I might be paranoid, but I had plenty of reason to be so.

      “So you’re telling me these people saw me drink alcohol at this bar yesterday?” I asked just to verify. Mom had no qualms about lying to Otto about what I had done in the bar. Of course she’d claim that to get me in trouble.

      “Yes, they did,” Otto confirmed. He kept staring me down, daring me. It was as though he expected me to jump across the table and attack him. I was about to tell him that I had my own witness that could verify that I had only drunk Coke all night. I remembered succinctly how our waitress had been watching me and Sophie throughout the night. She must have noticed that I had only been drinking soda. But before I could say anything, Otto’s demeanor changed. His entire face relaxed and he looked almost kind.

      “Look, I know that you’ve been through hell, son,” he said. “Getting reintegrated into society after living in a place like Ramsdale isn’t easy. I get that. I read your file and I know what was done to you. So I want to give you another chance to do the right thing. Stay on the up and up from now on and we can forget about this little incident, okay?”

      I could hardly believe what I was hearing. He was going to let this slide after having called me all the way down to his office for a special meeting? It seemed too good to be true.

      “Um, okay,” I said, at a loss for words.

      “Good. But just because I forgive you this time, don’t think it can happen again. I promise you that if I hear about you so much as looking at a drink again, I’m telling the parole board. Okay?”

      “Okay.” I remained in the chair, still a little shell-shocked.

      He nodded, then said, “Well, what are you waiting for? Get out of my sight!” He waved a dismissive hand at me. “I have stuff to do. Come back here for our regular meeting on Thursday.”

      Quickly, I pushed the chair back and got out of his office. As I hurried out of the courthouse, I ran through what had just happened in my mind. Someone had claimed they’d seen me drinking at Papi’s yesterday and informed Otto about it. Otto, who had decided to all of a sudden become a good guy and not make a stink about my alleged boozing. It didn’t make sense. Had I misread Otto that much and he was not as bad a guy as I had thought?  Or was this just another ploy by my mother, wanting to lull me into a false sense of security, thinking Otto was really a good guy? That he would never do something he shouldn’t, that he was on my side? Well, that didn’t quite fit either, since he’d promised me he’d report me should I make another misstep, no matter how small. Someone who was on my side wouldn’t be that harsh. Not that I actually had made a misstep yesterday, and I felt reasonably certain the waitress would have backed up my version of the night.

      What the hell was going on here?
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      As the first time I visited Ariel and Mom at their house, the square-faced butler greeted me when the elevator door slid aside. I was about to have dinner with them, and I had yet to hear from Sophie. By now, she had been gone for at least 36 hours and I was going out of my mind. I refused to believe I had been so wrong about her that she had just lied to my face at Papi’s, assured me she was sorry for having agreed to work with Mom, and then promised to go out of her way to help me now that she knew the truth. Instead, my belief that Mom was behind her disappearance had strengthened and I was hell-bent on figuring out what she had done.

      I had spent far more time with her than I had with Otto, so my assessment was more likely to be correct with her.

      Mom came up to me with Neera in her arms as the butler took me into the main sitting room.

      “Hi Shay!” the little girl cried out, as always grinning big. “I missed you.”

      “Hi Neera,” I said and returned her smile. “I missed you too.” I gave her a kiss on her chubby cheek. Only because I could see both the butler and Ariel out of the corner of my eye did I give Mom a kiss on the cheek as well.

      My stomach turned as my lips connected with her smooth skin. To hide my intense dislike, I forced a smile and turned to Ariel, who gave me a big man hug while also shaking my hand.

      “Good to see you, my friend,” the aging Israeli said and patted my back affectionately. Boy, was it a turnaround from the other time I had been here when he’d acted distant and uptight. Tonight he greeted me like I was part of the family.

      We walked into an adjacent sitting room where we all had a seat on the sofas. There was a big fireplace with a marble mantle at the end of the room. Several photos were placed on top of the mantle. I sat near the fireplace, so I had a good view of the couple of silver-framed pictures closest to me. One of them was of Ariel and my mother getting married. They were standing in a sunny garden somewhere. My mom looked lovely, almost angelic in a cream-colored, sleeveless wedding dress and Ariel looked handsome in his black and gray suit. He also appeared deeply proud of Mom, of their union, his chest puffed up like a peacock’s.

      The fact that I was working toward undoing his blissful ignorance, revealing the truth about my mother made my heart hurt. As I had gotten to know the man better, I’d come to notice that he was highly sensitive. His rugged features, hoarse voice, and inelegant accent gave one the impression he was a cruder person. When he discovered what a monster he had married and with whom he had fathered a child, he would no doubt be crushed.

      “You like that photo, Shane?” my mother asked me, pulling me back to the here and now.

      “It’s a beautiful picture,” I answered, my eyes still admiring it. “I wish I had been able to be there with you guys that day.”

      “Yes, it’s too bad you couldn’t make it,” Mom said. “How’s Sophie doing? Have you seen her lately?”

      I swiveled my head in her direction. There had been a pointed quality to her questions, as though she wanted to stir my emotions, piss me off. I had to take a deep breath to restrain myself from throttling her, squeezing the truth out of her wretched mouth for everyone to hear. She clearly knew Sophie was gone or she wouldn’t have used that tone, never mind asking such questions.

      I managed to calmly ask her, “Why do you ask?”

      She shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly. “No specific reason. I just know the two of you are good friends. I’m happy that you’ve been able to make friends so soon. It’s a good sign.” She gave me a taunting little smile.

      “Look!” Neera cried out then. All of us turned our heads in her direction where she had positioned herself in the middle of the large room, on a Persian rug that covered a big part of the floor. She was twirling around, doing some weird dance. She proceeded to skip back and forth a couple of times, then kicked her legs out in a dramatic fashion. Finally, she bowed deeply, which told me her spontaneous performance must be over.

      Automatically, the three of us burst into enthusiastic applause.

      “That was great, Neera,” I said. “Where did you learn to dance so prettily?”

      “Neera goes to dance class three times a week,” my mother explained.

      “Well, it’s definitely paying off,” I said.

      “What would you like to drink, Shane?” Ariel asked. “I just received this great red wine from Tel Aviv. You should have a glass.” He looked at Mom. “We won’t tell anyone you’re having some alcohol. I think you’re old enough to drink. This country has silly rules. In Israel we don’t abide by such stupidity.”

      “Fine, he can have a drink if he wants to,” Mom said. “He’s among family.” She shot me a glance and smiled coolly. “Would you like a drink, Shane? A margarita, perhaps?” Her smile widened a touch and her eyes flashed meaningfully. The message was crystal clear.

      “So you did follow me then?” I blurted out before I could think twice about it.

      Her smile fell off her face and she let out a small gasp, as though outraged by my suggestion. “Followed you? What are you talking about?”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about,” I said in as calm a voice as I could manage. I could feel Ariel’s eyes going between me and Mom. I needed to stay cool.

      “No, I don’t know what you’re talking about, Shane,” Mom snapped. “All I know is that you won’t be drinking tonight. You can’t control yourself with alcohol in your body. You do stupid things.”

      I glared at her. “And you know that how? You’ve never seen me drink alcohol.”

      “Yes, I have, Shane, and we both know it.” She held my gaze for a couple of tense beats. “Now let’s please change the subject. You never told me how Sophie’s doing. Have you seen her lately?”

      “You know I haven’t,” I snapped. Control yourself, Shane, I urged myself as I fisted my hands, squeezing them hard at my sides. I willed myself to relax my fingers.

      Don’t let her get to you. That’s what she wants.

      “I do?” Mom pressed a well-manicured hand to her chest.

      “Yes, you do because she’s gone,” I muttered. Quietly, I breathed in and out. In and out. In and out. I had to relax, stay in control of my emotions, but the sleepiness and my ever-present paranoia made it difficult. I shouldn’t have come here tonight. I should have canceled. I was in no state to deal with my mom. I should have taken care of this when no one else was around. Met up with her somewhere.

      Neera went up to Ariel then and asked to sit in his lap. He pulled her up from the floor and positioned her in front of him. Out of the corner of my eye, I could feel Mom watching me instead of her husband and daughter, who whispered something to her father. He laughed and pinched her cheek. The kid whispered something else. Mom’s eyes boring into my head annoyed me. Suddenly, I couldn’t take it anymore, so I turned my head toward her. I was about to ask her what she was looking at when a devilish grin stretched her lips and she mouthed, “Yes, I do,” while nodding her head ever so slightly. “I took her. I took Sophie.”

      I just reacted, the words out of my mouth before I could stop them: “You fucking bitch, you killed her, didn’t you?” I got up on my feet. Somewhere inside me a small voice urged me to pull myself together, sit down again, apologize for the wild accusation, but it wasn’t loud enough. Instead, I crossed the distance between us in a few long steps, grabbed Mom from the sofa, and shook her. “Tell us what you did. Tell Ariel who you are!”

      I felt strong arms and hands grab me then and pull me off her. I tried to get them off of me, but the grip around me only tightened. Turning my head slightly sideways, I saw that it was the butler and another man who had grabbed a hold of me. Realizing how stupidly I had behaved, I stopped resisting and relaxed instead. She had baited me and I had taken it. I had walked straight into her trap, even though I knew what she was like. For all I knew, she had no idea where Sophie was, only that she was missing. She might have pretended only.

      I was such a moron.

      “Please escort him to the exit, James,” Mom said to the butler, pretending to look shaken now.

      I knew that if I made myself apologize profusely for my outburst, maybe, just maybe I would have a chance to rectify my huge mistake, but I couldn’t make myself. The mere idea of asking for forgiveness when it was so clear what had happened, Mom goading me when only I was watching her, was too upsetting. I just couldn’t humiliate myself that much right then.

      So I let James walk me to the elevator with Ariel and Neera watching all the while. When we reached it, someone had already made the car arrive and I was shoved inside.

      “Don’t come back here,” were the last words I heard before the door slid shut.
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      I remained seated on the sofa as James and Robert escorted Shane out of the house. My little ploy had worked even better than I could have imagined. Ariel was still staring at the wide arched opening between the two sitting rooms through which my son and the men had just walked.

      I chuckled inwardly. The boy was such an emotional idiot. Hypersensitive as always. You would have thought spending five years in juvie would have taught him a lesson or two in that department, toughened him up a little. But no. It seemed it had had the reverse effect. Not that I’m complaining.

      “Why did Shay hurt you, Mom?” my nosy parker daughter wanted to know. She was still seated in my husband’s lap, whose face had paled significantly underneath that olive skin. “Why was he so mad at you? Were you bad?”

      I smiled warmly at her, even though all her questions drove me bananas. Unlike Shane at that age, the girl just didn’t know when to shut up. In my mind’s eye, I pictured walking over to her and slapping her face hard. That would teach her how to behave. But I would never do such a thing. Not yet at least, and certainly not in front of Ariel, that old fool. Things would change when he was gone, though. There would be no more spoiling of the kid. She would finally know her rightful place on earth.

      “Shane has some anger problems, honey,” I explained to her. “He also has a very vivid imagination. Just like you do. He likes to come up with scenarios in his head and sometimes he believes they are true.” I sent her a wink. “For you it’s normal to fantasize a lot. It’s not for someone Shane’s age.”

      “He said bad words,” Neera said, crinkling her little nose and looking confused at the same time.

      “Yes, he did, darling,” Ariel said and patted the side of her leg. “Please try to forget what he said. It was very bad.”

      “Why did James and Robert take him out to the elevator?” she asked, ignoring her father and focusing on me. She had quickly come to learn that I would give her the truth straight, unlike her protective father. “Will he come back for dinner?”

      “No, honey,” I said curtly. “He won’t. He needs to be on his own and calm down.”

      “Will he come back for dinner another day?”

      I gritted my teeth. I could hardly wait until the day I would be able to bring her up properly. The kid loved to be the center of attention, and with a father like Ariel, she usually got her way. I wanted to tell Karen to come and put Neera to bed, but I couldn’t do that. Ariel would not approve when Neera had so many questions. He never tired of answering all her questions.

      “I don’t think so, honey,” I said and sighed as though the thought upset me. In reality, I couldn’t be happier. I really should celebrate that I had been able to sever ties with Shane so fast, especially given the burgeoning relationship between him and Ariel. I had wanted Ariel to develop a relationship with Shane—I had known my husband would take my son under his wing when he found out about his talents—I just hadn’t counted on Ariel liking him that much. That could have derailed quickly. Now I was back in control over Ariel, the way it should be.

      Neera turned to face her father then. “What about our painting, Daddy? Will we continue with the painting?” She gazed at Ariel imploringly, about to accept only an affirmative response.

      Ariel glanced over at me and I could tell he wanted me to answer in his place.

      “Neera, that’s not a good idea,” I said, more than happy to do so. “I know you want to spend time with your brother, but right now, he needs to be alone and not spend time with anyone. He needs to get a hold of his temper before you can see him again.”

      As expected, she puffed out her cheeks in frustration and crossed her arms over her small chest, frowning deeply. She turned her face to Ariel.

      “What will happen to the painting, Daddy?”

      Ariel sighed, looking miserable. “I don’t know, darling. I don’t know.”

      I zoned out their ensuing chatter and relived the previous moment in my head. Shane had been so transparent the second I even mentioned Sophie. The pointed way he’d asked me why I wanted to know about her had told me everything I’d needed to know to go on. Something had happened with Sophie and he was convinced that I had something to do with it. Made her disappear. He must have developed strong feelings for the girl reacting that emotionally. As soon as I’d realized that, I knew I had found the perfect way to push his buttons.

      Then, of course, my bratty little daughter had to get everyone’s attention, interrupting my progress. Thankfully, I had quickly been able to get the conversation back on track, though.

      The hint about the margarita had been masterful, if I may say so myself. It was only to be expected that he would accuse me of having stalked him then. The truth was, I had stalked him. From the moment he’d left his building that night, I had been after him. I hadn’t planned on doing that, but my friend had canceled on me and I had been dying to get away from home that night, so I had pretended our date was still on and gone out anyway. I’d figured I’d swing by my son’s house and see what else I could learn. See if he could tell me more about Sophie that I could use against him. She was too good an opportunity to miss.

      But then, as I had been about to turn up the flagstone path that led to his apartment building, he had come out of the entrance. Grateful it was getting dark, I managed to hide behind a bus stop as he’d walked by, and then I followed him to Papi’s, keeping my distance all the while.

      I went into the Mexican joint about a minute after he’d disappeared inside. By then I thought he’d gotten a table or a place in the bar, deciding to stay there. Sometimes, people changed their mind about a place and came back out. The last thing I wanted was to bump into my son as he was on his way out.

      When I’d entered the dark, loud bar, it had taken me several seconds to spot him among all the people there, making me worry that maybe he’d left through another exit. But then I saw him at a table in the back, talking to a waitress.

      I sat down on a barstool, ordered a beer, and got ready for a great show.
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      I hate Ariel almost as much as I hate Shane. I can only thank my lucky stars that I’m such a good actress and am able to hide my true feelings. The evening I met Ariel, which was a little more than four years ago now, I was in a trendy bar down in Tribeca, drowning my sorrows in a dirty martini. Well, in several of those; one was not nearly enough to dull the pain inside me. All of a sudden, the movie company that had optioned my screenplay had decided to pull the plug on the movie. It’s not a good time for such a dark subject matter, Larry Levy, the executive producer, had explained to me over the phone. But things change. Maybe we’ll pick it up in the future. I’m sorry. Shortly after that he’d hung up the phone. The decision had come out of nowhere and there was nothing I could do about it until the option expired or they came to their senses. I wasn’t about to return the million bucks they had given me; I had already spent a good chunk of it. By the time Ariel approached me in the bar, I think I was on my fourth dirty martini, I was so upset.

      I’m the kind of person who can get away with being very drunk. People are rarely able to tell just how shitfaced I am. I have used this fact to my advantage on many occasions.

      I also rarely suffer from blackouts during my drinking bouts. I have an excellent memory. That is another advantage, as that means I’ll never forget if someone screws me over. I never ever forget and I certainly don’t forgive. It is a great quality to possess. Think about it. No one will ever be able to do something to me and get away with it. I always make sure people pay for fucking with me, and that they pay dearly. I’ll wait forever till I’ll get my chance. I know I’ll get it eventually, and I’m not one to be careless. This approach is how I have managed to stay incognito for all these years. And I’m planning on keeping it up in the future as well. Trust me, I’ll get to that executive producer eventually. He’ll regret pulling the plug on the movie then.

      Only amateurs get caught. And I’m no amateur.

      The first person who screwed me over was a girl in kindergarten. Her name was Kate. Kate spilled soda on a picture I was drawing, completely destroying it. She claimed it was an accident, but I knew better. She had done it on purpose. Not that I let on to anyone that this was how I truly felt. I pretended I believed her stupid story, and I told her and everyone else that I forgave her. That was how, three years later, I was able to feed her peanuts and hide her epinephrine auto injector. Her peanut allergy soon got the best of her and no one suspected for a second that I’d had anything to do with Kate choking to death. It was an amazing feeling, being able to trick everyone.

      A small part of me had been annoyed by the fact that I had to keep quiet about my deed, though. I wanted other people to know about it, know that you didn’t screw with Jennifer Hanson. I had dealt with my frustration by writing about it in my big blue journal instead. I dramatized it so it seemed like a story. A very short story.

      I’ve kept a diary of sorts since my brother started to sexually abuse me at age seven. Okay, maybe I began about a year or so after he came to see me at night. It took me a while to get up my writing chops to make much sense. I drew dark pictures in the meantime. Not that anyone thought much about them. My life might have turned out differently if someone had taken more of an interest in me and my pictures.

      My older brother Jack had free reign over me. Not only was he six years older and much, much stronger than me, but I spent a lot of time alone with him when he was babysitting me. To this day, I don’t think my parents have any idea what he did to me. But I took care of him. My boyfriend at the time beat him to death for me several years later. I was the one who set up the bar brawl, so I consider myself responsible for his death. My boyfriend was merely the tool I used to make it happen.

      Jack became the first male killing in my journal. Before him, there were only girls. Four girls. The first girl I entered was Kate. She earned a combined score of seven. I used three different categories to score my revenges, all of them receiving a number between one and ten. The first category is how good it made me feel, the second how difficult it was to complete, and third, how creative it was.

      See, I like to come up with unique ways to get revenge on people, and they don’t necessarily have to involve immediate death. Sometimes, making someone suffer a long, long time before they die is more rewarding. Like, for example, what I’m doing with my son Shane. It was a lot more rewarding to make everyone believe that he is a psychopath and responsible for murders I’ve committed. As you can imagine, what I put Shane through deserves almost a ten in all three categories. You have to admit, it was pretty damn clever! If only I had managed to get him to stay behind bars till he died, it would have been a full ten, but, as you know, the little bastard got out. Oh well. I’ll soon get him back where he deserves to be.

      Back to Ariel. He couldn’t have shown up at a better time. Had he come up to me even a day before, I would have just blown him off. But now that my movie wasn’t going to be made and there was nothing I could do about it for another four years unless I paid the movie company back, I had to come up with another plan. There was no way in hell that I was going back to my old life, editing bad novels for Lovestruck, which was my old job. The money my husband Peter had left me was almost gone, and soon the million I had gotten for the movie would be, too. I needed another source of income if I wanted to keep living my new, luxurious life.

      Ariel was the perfect person to make that happen, as rich as he was.

      It had taken me a few seconds to make out who the short, old, ugly man bothering me was. But when I had, my spirits lifted considerably. Yes, he was an unattractive man, but he was also filthy rich. I had recently read a piece about him in The New York Times in which his rags to riches story had been featured. He had come to the United States with very little and had managed to turn his life around, becoming nearly as rich as Donald Trump, an even more successful real estate mogul. The best part had been that, apparently, Ariel was interested in me.

      When this fact filtered through my alcohol-ridden haze, I put on my best smile and from that day onward, Ariel and I were a couple.

      The only good part about Shane being released from jail so quickly is the fact that I will use him as the fall guy for Ariel’s death. It would be much too obvious if he died otherwise, the little Israeli. With the exception of his heart, he was healthy as a horse despite his rather advanced age. His latest physical hadn’t found anything wrong with him and our doctor thought it was a good chance that Ariel could live to be a hundred. That is, as long as he could avoid stressing his weak heart. He did have an unusually weak heart, but since he was aware of it, he always took precautions not to bother it, so it wasn’t that big a deal really.

      Well, I sure hadn’t counted on having to spend another twenty-five years having to give this cheap, fat prick a blowjob most nights. See, the man wasn’t so stupid that he’d married me without an ironclad prenup. If I left him or he decided to divorce me, I would get practically nothing.

      The only way I’d get my hands on all his money was if he died. And that was something Shane would help make happen.
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      My son is in severe need of psychological treatment. In fact, he’d likely benefit from spending a few days at a good psych ward. This dawned on me the day I visited his apartment in Astoria to plant some evidence that would tie him to Ariel’s soon-to-happen murder. (I never got a chance to plant anything, unfortunately. Shane returned home sooner than I had anticipated.) I discovered then that he was experiencing visual as well as auditory hallucinations. That was the only explanation for the incident with the imaginary person he was talking to out in his stairwell. He was clearly convinced of the fact that a girl, a good-looking girl in his mind, was standing outside his door, near the top of the stairs.

      At first, I had been dumbfounded by his strange behavior, but it didn’t take long before I understood. I understood what was going on thanks to my years of studying psychology. When I was working on getting my revenge on Shane, I took my Master’s in psychology. I wanted to seem super sincere about wanting to help my son develop into a functional, good person. Cure his supposed psychopathic tendencies. I’m anything but not thorough. I’ve come to find that all that studying in the field of psychology was one of the best things I ever did in my life. All that knowledge I stuffed my head full with came handy once Shane was imprisoned. I was able to pick up on signs that he was getting increasingly paranoid even though he tried hard not to reveal this to me. The kid may be a little shit who should never have been born, but he’s no idiot. He has finally learned that it’s wiser to share as little as possible about himself with me.

      Toward the end of his stay at Ramsdale, he became so paranoid he couldn’t look me in the eye for more than a few seconds before his gaze began to flicker. I could tell what he really wanted to do was turn his head and verify that no one was coming up behind him to do something to him. The smallest sound made him jump. I could tell he barely slept because he was forgetful, clumsy, more depressed than usual, and he could hardly focus. He looked remarkably well for someone who didn’t sleep much, though, fresh-faced and clear-eyed. Ah, the benefits of youth!

      I was surprised that the counselor he was working with didn’t seem to have picked up on his paranoia and poor sleep. Clearly, that person was not very good at his or her job. Or maybe the counselor just didn’t care.

      Whatever the reason, I was pleased with Shane’s developments. I wanted him to be a wreck when he got out on parole. And he was. He didn’t even bother to hide his ticks during the car ride to his new home in Astoria. His eyes kept flickering and he drummed his fingers impatiently against his knee. He struggled not to yawn. He was jumpier than ever.

      I had no doubt he would stay this way now that he was out. Knowing me, he had reason to remain truly paranoid at all hours; I was mad that he had gotten out so soon, even though I pretended to have forgiven him. He wouldn’t be able to relax any time soon.

      What I hadn’t counted on was that his sleep deprivation and paranoia would lead to him developing hallucinations. But, hey, now that I could see that it had, I was going to make the most of it. It was like I had been given a well deserved bonus out of nowhere. My first step had been to turn Ariel against Shane. Well, technically, it was the second step in my plan; the first had been to make Ariel develop a fondness for Shane, which had worked out marvelously. As a matter of fact, it had worked almost too well, them getting a little too close for comfort and it all happening a touch too fast for my liking. But then I had been able to rectify that when my friend Beth all of a sudden canceled on me one evening. Come to think of it, I should thank her for doing so. Send her a nice gift.

      If it hadn’t been for Beth, I don’t think I would have been prompted to begin stalking Shane myself, and doing so has been a game changer. I would have kept using hired stalkers for who knew how much longer. These people are either acquaintances from when Peter and I were actively killing people together, or they are suckers I have managed to convince my son needs to be watched for his own good. I told them I worried about him doing things that could get him in trouble. Those people are truly naïve with too much time on their hands. I pay them very little for their efforts.

      Anyway, at first I assumed that Shane was using Bluetooth on his cell phone as he left his apartment building that night. It didn’t take long, however, before I began to suspect that he was talking to his imaginary friend Sophie instead. Or some other imaginary friend. I couldn’t hear what he was saying.

      When I spotted him at the table deep inside Papi’s leaning forward, talking to someone who supposedly sat across from him, I was 100 % certain he was once again hallucinating. And I wasn’t the only one who thought it was fascinating to watch him drink all those margaritas while he kept talking and eating. The waitress and a couple of her coworkers were witnessing that happening as well. I was impressed by how well the waitress kept it together while serving Shane. I don’t think she let on even once how crazy he was behaving.

      Given the fact that she didn’t bother to card him, I don’t think she kept it together so well because she was such a professional. No, it was more likely she was entertained by his freaky behavior and wanted to see what he was going to do next. I sure was.

      The next day I called Otto and told him it had been brought to my knowledge that Shane had been seen at a bar in the area, drinking margaritas with a friend. I thought he should know what was going on so he could make good decisions about my son’s future.

      I was only taking a chance that Shane had been out with Sophie in his head that night. I never heard what he was saying, so it could have been another imaginary person. But when I had asked him how Sophie was doing, his reaction had told me everything I needed to know and more. Something was going on with Sophie and he was convinced I had something to do with it.

      When he claimed I knew why he hadn’t seen her lately, the fury making his eyes bulge, I just kept going with it. Pushing him, prodding his delusions until he couldn’t keep it together any longer and not only accused me of having killed Sophie, but also throttled me.

      The evening couldn’t have ended on a more expedient note. Shane’s crazed attack on me was all Ariel had needed to flip back to his old views, the ones that didn’t trust Shane, feared that he was a dangerous creature. Too bad for Ariel that he’s gotten it backwards.

      I’m the one he should fear, lol.
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      “You’ll be telling his parole officer about his behavior, no?” Ariel asked me as we had breakfast the following morning. Neera was still sleeping after having stayed up later than normal the night before, so this was the first time my husband and I got the chance to discuss Shane’s outburst and what to do about it. Anger issues or not, he was still my son.

      I broke off a piece of the croissant on my plate. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, dear. He didn’t mean much with it. He has a flair for drama. He gets that from my mother. She overreacts and jumps to conclusions all the time, as you very well know.”

      He glanced at me over his cup of coffee that he had been about to bring to his mouth. “I do know that your mother is a drama queen, yes. But I think this is not the same. Your mother never accused you of killing another person.”

      “No, that she never did,” I agreed and stuck the flaky piece of bread into my mouth.

      “That’s why you have to tell the parole officer and let him decide what to do with Shane. If Shane should go back to jail.”

      It was important that Ariel didn’t start mouthing off to people, specifically not to Otto, about what Shane had done. Combined with him getting drunk at Papi’s, the outburst was likely to send him back to jail. I couldn’t have that happen yet. Not before Ariel was dead. So I said, “Ariel, please don’t be so hard on Shane. He’s not doing well mentally right now. That’s why he lashed out at me like that. Remember, I’m a licensed psychologist. He didn’t mean what he said. See, this Sophie person is just a figment of his imagination.”

      Ariel glanced at me uncomprehendingly. “A figment of his imagination?”

      “Yes. She’s not real. Shane’s experiencing hallucinations. I did follow him the night I was out with Beth. Well, Beth canceled when I was already out, so I decided to go pay Shane a surprise visit. I got lots of things confirmed that I had suspected, one of them being the fact that his friend Sophie exists only in his mind.”

      “Huh… And why does he say that you killed her?”

      I shook my head wearily and sighed. “I don’t know. He harbors a lot of anger toward me for him ending up in juvenile detention. Losing the bulk of his teen years.”

      Ariel huffed and slammed down his coffee cup on the table. “Why would he be angry with you for going to jail? The boy killed people! He should be happy he’s not still there!”

      “I know, Ariel. I know. But children don’t always think rationally. Remember, he was only 13 when he was on trial. He thought I should have done a better job protecting him. Part of me agrees with him.”

      Ariel tsk-tsked and reached for a cracker on a plate. “Unbelievable.”

      “It is and it isn’t. I understand why you feel that way. But I also understand him. He’s my son. I know him so well. So I understand what happened yesterday. After I have spoken to him, he will understand what’s going on, that he needs to pull himself together. But right now, he needs a few days on his own. Let all the anger diffuse. He’ll calm down and be ashamed for accusing me of something so callous. For laying hands on me. Deep in his heart, he knows I could never kill anyone. If we’re lucky, Sophie will make another appearance, and then he’ll see with his own eyes what the truth is. He’ll see I had nothing to do with her missing.”

      “But what if… what if Sophie tells him you did something to her and wants him to punish you?” Ariel looked like he believed this was very much a possibility. He was making a good point actually. That was a plausible scenario and I should prepare for it.

      I didn’t want to rattle Ariel, however, so I said reassuringly, “I highly doubt she’ll do that. His mental issues aren’t such that he would ever imagine that. Right now, he’s deeply ashamed of what he’s accused me of and, frankly, if Sophie does make another appearance, it’ll be to tell him what a bad person he was for accusing me of such awful things. Hallucinations are all about projection, Ariel. Trust me, I know my son. He’s feeling horrible right now. He won’t try to do anything bad to me.”

      He looked past me, tenting his fingers over the table and exhaling slowly.

      “What are we going to tell Neera? She’ll want to see him again, continue the painting we started. I won’t let him see her right now. God only knows what he’ll say or do next. He’s too unstable. It’s not good for a little kid to be around a young, violent man like him. I should never have agreed to you talking about him to her in the first place.”

      “Please don’t be so hard on him,” I said. “He’s not a bad person. He just has a lot of demons in his head. Why don’t you let me talk to Neera about Shane? I’ll have ways to distract her until she begins to forget about ever having known Shane. When she does bring Shane up again, just tell her that he had to go on an urgent trip and we don’t know when he’ll be back. When he’s back, you guys will continue with the painting. By then, she won’t remember his name.”

      “Okay.  What about the studio in Astoria? I don’t want him to go back there. I’ll need the keys back. How will I get the keys back?”

      “When I have spoken to him, I’ll tell him that, for right now, you don’t want him to be using the studio.”

      “Fine. And you’ll take the keys from him?”

      “No, it’s better if you do it. After I have spoken to him. He can give them to you directly.”

      He glared at me. “Why? I don’t want to see him again. Why can’t he give them to you?”

      I attempted a patient smile. “Ariel, it’s better if he hears why he’s being punished directly from you. He’ll understand and respect you for doing it. In fact, once he realizes how out of line he was, I’m pretty sure he’ll be telling you that he doesn’t deserve to be using your studios and offer the keys back by himself. All you’ll need to do is show up.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      Ariel gave a defeated nod. “Then that’s what I will do.”
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      I was lying in a hotel bed, naked, waiting for the man who’s made me come alive to come join me again. He’s in the other room, picking up champagne for us. Physically, I desire him almost as much as I desired Peter. I never thought that would happen. I never thought I would meet another man that would make me lust after him like that, give me multiple orgasms. That’s why you never should say never. I met him only a couple of months after I’d gotten married for a second time, and under similar circumstances as I had met Ariel. Well, I wasn’t in a bar, pouring alcohol into my system; I was in a restaurant. But I was seated at the bar counter where I was enjoying a late lunch on my own, wishing I’d be able to have a drink with my meal. I was four months pregnant with Neera and trying not to eat more than I usually did. Because I couldn’t drink, I had resorted to overeating instead. Unlike when I had been pregnant with Shane almost two decades earlier, I craved carbs all day long, and the worst kinds. I wanted to eat dessert, and primarily American cheesecake or flour-free chocolate cake. There was something about the consistency of cheesecake and that rich kind of chocolate cake that satisfied me on a primal level.

      Unfortunately, the urge for sweets had made me balloon three sizes, far more than needed for a healthy pregnancy. In fact, the doctor had warned me not to gain more as my blood sugar levels were already high, and so was my blood pressure. He had encouraged me to start exercising, but I rarely felt like it. I preferred to just sit down and write on my new movie, or watch movies on my laptop for inspiration when I got stuck with the writing. I did all of that and more in my cushy home office, which had become my sanctuary. I was working on a movie that I’d hopefully be able to sell before I got the rights back to Born Evil. My goal was to write something that wasn’t dark. Something more along the lines of Pretty Woman. Pretty Woman was the only commercially successful chick flick I could stand. That is, unless Gwyneth Paltrow starred in the movie. She is the only commercially successful actress I like, but she hasn’t done anything good lately. In fact, there was little coming out of Hollywood I enjoyed these days and I wanted to correct that. I wanted to write a great movie. Well, a second great movie. Born Evil was most definitely a great, original movie. Each time I thought about how Larry, the executive producer, had pulled the plug on it, I went hot with anger. I’d make him suffer for as long as possible before I killed him. The thought of it always made me smile.

      My soon-to-be lover sat down beside me at the bar counter and ordered a tuna tartare and a beet salad plus an iced tea. I felt like a pig eating my giant cheesecake when I heard him telling the bartender what he wanted to eat.

      He was tall and well-built, attractive in a boy-next-door way. I estimated him to be at least three years younger than me, maybe more. We got to talking and I instantly liked him, and I could tell he liked me, too. It turned out he was a trainer at a studio in the city. When I asked him if he took on new clients, he told me, “Only very special people” with a meaningful glint in the eye.

      That’s how our relationship began. He became my trainer and I used him six days a week. He had the magic touch, enabling me to stop gaining weight by making healthier choices and taking me for long walks when we weren’t in the studio. When Neera was born, it took him only four months to get me back in the shape I used to be. Better even.

      At some point after that, our relationship began to change and we became lovers. I took up running and swapped half of our workout sessions for secret sexual encounters at various hotels in the city. Being a popular trainer, he didn’t mind. Another year passed and I developed a taste for working out on my own, but I kept seeing him for sex a few times a week. To simplify our encounters, I hired him as my driver. He’s still my driver. Well, he drives both me and Ariel. His name is Jordan Black.

      Lately, Ariel and I have separate bedrooms and rarely get it on, thank God. I barely have to give him blowjobs any longer. Only once a week now instead of every other night. When I do, I make sure I’ve had a few drinks before. It sucks—no pun intended—but at least I don’t have to spread my legs for him. I have never been able to stand that old man touching me, but I knew that, if I could produce a child for him, I was set for life. Even if he chose to divorce me, which he scarcely would but one could never be too careful, he would have to give me lots and lots of alimony. After all, I’m used to a certain lifestyle, and so is Neera.

      It was when I found out that Shane would be released on parole after his first hearing with the parole board that I decided I’d use Shane to kill Ariel. Not only would I get all of my husband’s money, but I would also send Shane back behind bars. I’d kill two flies with one stone. Neera would never be able to access her money because I’d be sure to kill her long before she turned 21. All of his fortune would remain in my hands.

      “You’re looking good enough to eat,” Jordan said and handed me a tall flute of chilled champagne, running his fingers over my stomach.

      I took it and smiled at him. “Then that is what you should do.”
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      I went to visit Shane three days after he had come for dinner and accused me of killing his imaginary friend. I wanted to see how he was doing. If he had calmed down since he’d been escorted out of our penthouse. Neither Ariel nor I had heard from him, but I knew from my lover, who also acted as one of my spies once in a while, that Shane seemed okay. He was going to work and to the gym every day.

      Since I had the keys to Shane’s apartment, I helped myself inside and took a seat on the loveseat while I waited for him to come home. He usually ate right after hitting the gym on weekday evenings and there was no reason for him to deviate off schedule tonight. I kept lover boy in the vicinity in case Shane snapped when he saw me and tried to do something to me. As big and strong as he had become, I wasn’t about to take any chances. I’d developed ugly bruises on my arms where he had grabbed me the other day. By vicinity, I meant Jordan was currently in the apartment above Shane’s, where Sophie supposedly lived. No one had lived there for a few weeks.

      As soon as I discovered that my son was hallucinating, I bribed the woman who lived there and rented the place myself. The second I had figured out that Shane had an imaginary neighbor, whose full name he’d told me, I even had the name on the mailbox downstairs changed to Sophie Restivo. When I left his apartment that day, I went to a neighborhood drugstore where I bought a black Sharpie marker and some blank white labels. I hurried back to the apartment building and put a sticker with Sophie’s name on the mailbox belonging to the apartment above Shane’s. Then I tiptoed up to the third floor and knocked on the door for apartment 3 A. If I was lucky, Ella Stoyanova, which was the name of the woman who rented the apartment, was home.

      She wasn’t, so I wrote her a note that I shoved under the door. I briefly explained that it was crucial she contacted me. I claimed to have found something very personal that belonged to her that could be potentially embarrassing. I hadn’t of course, but that line was usually effective when you wanted strangers to get back to you and not first call the police.

      Ella did call me that same night and agreed to meet at a bar in Queens so I could explain what I had. I told her it would be much too complicated to do so over the phone. Thankfully, she didn’t argue.

      She showed up with a beefy guy about her age, 25ish. I apologized for having to lie to her, but I hadn’t been able to think of another way to get her to see me in person so fast. Then I proceeded to offer her $50,000 in cash if she moved out of the apartment the following day during the hours Shane worked. I had originally planned on offering $100,000, but when I saw that Ella and her boyfriend looked like homeless people, I instantly cut my offer in half. The apartments in the building rented for $800, so $50,000 must be a small fortune to her.

      As I had expected, she accepted my offer, went back to her place and started packing. I told her I’d add another ten thousand bucks if she left most of the furniture, which was very cheap. I wanted to minimize the chance that she ran into Shane while carrying stuff down the stairs. It was an offer too good for her to refuse, and she didn’t, just insisted on bringing the rugs and curtains. I let her.

      She told the landlord that she had to go back home to Bulgaria to take care of her sick mother, and that she had found another tenant to take her place. The landlord hadn’t objected to any of our dealings, as long as he could jack up the monthly rent 200 bucks and I accepted.

      When Ella was gone, I left the front door unlocked.

      I needed for Shane to really believe Sophie existed, so it was all about the details. Now that I was the tenant, I didn’t have to worry about anyone complaining about the sticker on mailbox 3 A saying Sophie Restivo. I could put whatever name I wanted on it. Maybe Shane wouldn’t ever bother to check the name on her mailbox, but it was best not to cut corners. I could always tell Ariel I had used all the cash I’d given Ella for charity. He was well aware how much I loved to donate to charities. (In reality, all the donations went to a secret bank account in Switzerland.) This diligence, combined with my patience, is part of why I have managed to do whatever I want throughout my life with impunity. It pays off to be extremely careful.

      A lesser person would have gotten caught eventually, but not me. I don’t make mistakes. Ever.

      I heard a key enter the lock and then Shane’s front door swung open. And there he was, my son, all six two of him. It never ceased to amaze me how much he had grown during his stay at Ramsdale Juvenile Detention Center. When he had been jailed at age 13, he had been a scrawny kid. Yes, he had been fairly tall for his age, but his long arms and legs had been thin like reeds. Not so any more. He was a man now, muscular and strong, and with a handsome face that reminded me of Peter. The pretty blue-green eyes were exactly the same, and so was the defined jawline and the light brown hair, which had grown out about half an inch. It was strange that I didn’t feel any warmth toward him given the likeness to his father. It didn’t matter that he was part of me, either. All I could feel was an intense hatred for this creature who’d killed my husband, the love of my life.

      If Shane was surprised that I was in his apartment, he didn’t let it on. He just took me in as he shut the door behind him, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Are you here to tell me what you did to Sophie?” he asked, holding my gaze.

      So his imaginary friend hadn’t made another appearance then. Very good to know. Even so, I would stick with my original plan.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Shane,” I said calmly. “I’m sorry your friend appears to be missing, but I can assure you that I have nothing to do with her disappearance. I promise.”

      He laughed unhappily. “Do you seriously expect me to believe anything you’re telling me?”

      I feigned outrage, even though we both knew he was making an excellent point. “Yes, of course, Shane! I’m your mother. I told you that I’ve forgiven you for what you did. It’s in the past now. Please, let’s just move on.” I had to be very careful when I spoke of having forgiven him for killing Peter. I could never be specific, mention anyone by name in case Shane was taping me. I couldn’t allow him to have any evidence in regard to what I had done to him, not to mention why.

      He shook his head in disgust. “Please stop it. Just stop it. You have not forgiven me for killing Dad, which was an accident anyway, and I don’t think you ever will. You’re not capable of such acts. It would make you human and you’re not.”

      “‘It would make you human and you’re not’… What an awful thing to say to your mother!” I glared at him, smiling inside. This was quite entertaining. Well, it didn’t seem like he was taping me then.

      He exhaled, looking defeated. “Where is Sophie?”

      I ran a hand over my hair, pretending to be weary. “I told you I have no idea what’s happened to your friend, Shane. Maybe you should report it to the police? I came here only to see how you were doing. To tell you that I’m not mad at you for accusing me of having killed Sophie, never mind for assaulting me. I want us to make amends. Is that too much to ask for?”

      He took a couple steps toward me and hissed, his eyes slits, “Please explain why you mouthed that you did know where Sophie was when I was in your apartment for dinner.”

      I twisted my face into a shocked expression. “I did what? I mouthed I knew where Sophie was?” I scoffed like I had never heard something so ridiculous in my life. “I did no such thing! That would be crazy. I’m sorry to say that you’re imagining things again, Shane. You often did that as a kid.”

      He looked at me with a blank face. “I did, huh? So you’re telling me it never happened?”

      “Yes, I’m afraid I am. And if you keep it up, I’m going to have to tell your parole officer about it.”

      That seemed to do it. Shane’s whole appearance changed and his shoulders slumped, like he was done. “Fine. Don’t tell me. I’ll find out what you did on my own.”

      I sighed heavily. “Shane, all I want is for you to get better. Can’t you see that?”

      He didn’t answer.

      “Shane, why don’t we start over? Pretend what happened that unfortunate night never did? Ariel is willing to do so as well. He’ll even let you keep using the studios. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “That you apologize and cut all ties with Neera. For now, at least. We’ll reevaluate later.”
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      My big son stared at me and he did not look happy. I supposed I couldn’t blame him; he and his sister had hit it off from the get-go. I could tell he really enjoyed her. But Ariel didn’t want Shane near Neera any longer, so there was nothing I could do. I needed for Ariel and Shane to see each other at least once more in the warehouse. I was of course pleased about not having Neera around when they met up there and I made it seem like Shane had attacked Ariel, killing him.

      The situation was already complicated enough without a bratty, nosy kid running around. So many things could go wrong with my plan, and I needed for it all to work out. Who knew when I’d get a chance like this again? Most likely never and it was getting increasingly difficult for me to play the happy wife around Ariel. I hated his guts. Being around him and Neera was making me want to drink more, and I couldn’t consume more alcohol than I was already doing. It wasn’t healthy.

      It will all work out, I reassured myself as my son and I stared each other down. I had the waitress and her coworkers to vouch for how unstable Shane was to the authorities. Combined with James and our server Robert having seen Shane lash out at me the other night, no one would question his temper and violent tendencies. Our house staff would make excellent witnesses in court. It didn’t hurt that Otto Barini could confirm that Shane was drinking, violating his parole rules. He could easily have been drunk when he met up with Ariel. After Ariel was found dead afterward, no one that mattered would question who or what had killed him. Shane belonged behind bars in an adult prison. He was an incurable psychopath.

      “What about the painting I’m doing of Ariel and Neera?” he finally asked, sounding years younger suddenly and I knew I had won.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess you’ll have to either finish that from memory or toss it out. The good news is, Ariel still wants you to paint him if you agree to not see Neera at least for the time being and apologize profusely for what you said and did to me.” I leaned toward him beseechingly. “Do it, Shane. Show your goodwill and how sorry you are for acting out like that at his house. When Ariel sees how nice you are and that it was only a mistake, he’ll let you see Neera again. He just needs some time to get over it. So please accept his offer. You may not get another chance.”

      Shane raked a hand through his short hair and glanced out the window for a moment, looking like he was pondering my words. He would make my life so much easier if he just said yes. The sooner I could get the two of them together, the better.

      He blew out a long breath and faced me. “Fine. When does he want to get started?”

      I cheered inwardly. He was so damned predictable! But who was I to complain?

      “Let me ask him and get back to you,” I said, forcing my features to stay unmoved. I had to seem like there was absolutely nothing funny about this subject. “He’s going away for a short business trip tonight and won’t be back till the weekend.”

      “Okay,” Shane said, then added in a cool voice, “If there isn’t anything else, will you please excuse me? I haven’t eaten for several hours and I’m starving.”

      I got to my feet. “No, that’s all. I just wanted to make sure you were okay and that we were on the same wavelength. I’ll be going then.”

      I walked past him and up to the front door.

      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t just show up at my place,” Shane said. “Could you call me before you come here, see if I’m here first?”

      “Fine. I’ll do that in the future.” I opened the door and gave Shane a quick wave goodbye.

      Once I was back down on the street, I texted Jordan to tell him I was done and for him to leave Sophie’s apartment. I stressed that he must wear the baseball hat, the glasses, and the fake teeth in his mouth or Shane might recognize him. Sometimes, he forgot how crucial that was. Wearing different clothes wasn’t enough of a disguise. The chance that they would bump into each other in the stairwell was small, but I wasn’t about to risk it nonetheless.

      I inhaled the pleasant May air, enjoying the smells of late spring. Now all I had to do was to get started working on the remaining details of Ariel’s murder.
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      I was still shaking, even though Mom had left my apartment minutes ago. I hadn’t seen or heard from her or Ariel since the night I’d throttled her, and I was still mad at myself for having fallen for her hoax. It was exactly the kind of stunt she’d pull and I had walked right into it. I had just reacted, like a trained monkey. I needed to learn how to control myself better. Well, at least I had managed to keep it a secret today that I actually knew where Sophie was.

      That was a step in the right direction.

      Sophie had called me on my cell phone the night before, telling me in her own words what had happened to her. She’d called from somewhere in California. She hadn’t wanted to tell me exactly where.

      We had spoken for about ten minutes before she’d had to go. Well, she had been the one talking mostly while I had listened. She explained that she had called primarily to ask for my forgiveness. She felt terrible having ditched me like that, but she just couldn’t handle any more drama in her life right now. She had freaked out when she’d sobered up after our night at Papi’s and decided it was best that she took off. She desperately wanted to help me, but she was so scared that she would accidentally reveal her betrayal to Mom and then she would die.

      When I had asked her why she was so convinced Mom would kill her, she told me that, a few weeks ago, when they had met up, she had spotted a thick, blue, leather-bound journal in Mom’s tote bag. It looked like an old school diary, big and unwieldy with a lock on it. When Mom went to use the bathroom, she had pulled it out and discovered that it wasn’t locked. She opened it at a random page and read about a triple murder Mom and Dad had committed decades ago. The dramatization of the gruesome murders reminded her about a triple murder case that a friend of her mother’s, a detective, had been working. The unsolved case had eventually led to the detective’s wife divorcing him.

      Sophie had paged through the thick diary and seen other murders described—dramatized—with numbers after them. It didn’t take long before she had figured out that the numbers were some form of rating. Unfortunately, she had been so immersed in what she was reading that Mom caught her and told her that if she told anyone about it, she would kill Sophie’s mom and then kill Sophie, too. And those murders would receive a ten-rating, because Mom would see to it that both were as grisly and inventive as possible. She would see to it that especially Sophie’s mom suffered.

      At the end of our phone call, Sophie promised she would get back to me in a few days. She hoped that, by then, she would have found the courage to do the right thing, come back and help me destroy Mom. The woman had to be stopped. She was true evil.

      I had thought about her call for several minutes afterwards, wondering if Mom might have put Sophie up to it. Nothing in her voice had indicated her being forced to say what she was saying, but maybe she was a great actress like Mom. Then I remembered how she had told me about having found Mom’s diary and how Mom had written about and graded her murders. In other words, physical evidence existed connecting Mom to lots of murders. It was very unlikely that Mom would reveal that physical evidence of any kind existed, which led me to conclude Sophie had called of her own volition.

      I had a fleeting memory of finding a blue leather-bound journal somewhere in Mom’s drawers when I was about eight and reading about just what Sophie had mentioned. It had a lock on it that I had easily picked. Was that the diary Sophie had been referring to? It had to be. I dug as deep as I could into my memory to see if I could retrieve any more information about the big journal, but all I could remember was that I had asked Mom about it and she had brushed it off by saying that I must have found the notebook she used to work on scenes and jot down plot ideas. She then told me to forget about it; the contents weren’t meant for young kids to read.

      I suddenly remembered having seen a similar blue, leather-bound journal on a side table in the sitting room in Ariel’s penthouse. I had been so busy wondering what Mom had done to Sophie that I didn’t think about it at all until Sophie had brought it up yesterday.

      Had I seen Mom’s old journal? Could she really be so stupid that she left it out for anyone to see? I didn’t think so. It had probably just looked similar. I did think she still had the journal somewhere, and that she kept writing in it. She wouldn’t be able to stop herself. If only I could get my hands on those writings…

      I had figured that Mom would be in touch with me one way or another, hopefully revealing her next step. Now I knew she wanted to make nice. She clearly had something else on her mind that she needed from me.

      I went into the kitchen to make myself some eggs to eat as I pondered what that could be. Opening the fridge, I discovered nothing but Coke, peanut butter, and jelly there. I had totally forgotten to go grocery shopping, I had been so out of it lately. Forget about sleeping. I didn’t think I had gotten any sleep since the morning I discovered that Sophie was gone.

      It was only seven p.m., so there was plenty of time for me to go food shopping before the grocery store closed. Swiveling around, I grabbed my wallet and headed out.

      When I was about to leave the apartment building I bumped into the grumpy, thirty-something guy who lived on Sophie’s floor. I might as well ask if he’d seen Sophie leave:

      “Um, excuse me, but I was just wondering if maybe you saw Sophie—you know, your neighbor—the other night. Like, late at night, leaving with a suitcase?”

      He glared at me with that sour, now clean-shaven face, then said, “My neighbor’s name is Ella Stoyanova, not Sophie. Well, it was Ella. She moved a couple of weeks ago without explanation. No one has lived in that apartment since then. I’ve seen you knock on the door a couple of times. I wanted to tell you not to bother, but, then, um, I never did.” He looked suddenly uncomfortable.

      I stared at him. What the hell was this dude talking about? No one had lived in the apartment for weeks? Why would he say that? And who was Ella Stoyanova?

      “Did you see a psychiatrist yet?” he asked before any of the thoughts in my mind could become questions and squinted at me with a kinder face. It made him look way more appealing.

      “A psychiatrist? Why should I see a psychiatrist?”

      He cleared his throat. “I’ve seen you around a lot since you moved in. Please don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you’re experiencing some kind of… some kind of hallucination.” He sighed. “I don’t know what else to call it. All I can tell you is that you’ve been talking to air a lot. You should see someone to figure out why you do that. It doesn’t seem normal.”

      “I’ve been talking to air?” I eyed him, searching for clues that told me this guy was pulling my leg. He had to be. When I couldn’t find any, I thought I knew what was going on. Mom must have put him up to this.

      “How much is she paying you?” I demanded to know, locking him with my gaze.

      He frowned at me. “Who?”

      “My mother. Jennifer Hanson. How much is she paying you?”

      He took me in for a short, silent beat, then said, “While that name does sound familiar, I have no idea what you’re talking about. I just told you what I’ve seen. I thought I was doing you a favor, but clearly I was mistaken. Now, if you’ll please excuse me, I have to make an urgent phone call.” He pushed past me and strode into the small lobby where he began climbing the stairs to the next floor.

      I watched him as he disappeared, utterly confused.
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      I remained deep in thought when I returned from the grocery store later. I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe my grumpy neighbor had been telling me the truth. Basically, he had told me I was nuts and that Sophie was only a figment of my imagination. After he left, I had spent the next several minutes wanting to beat his skinny ass until he confessed that he was working for Mom, who loved to fuck with my mind. But now I had this weird sensation in my gut that he might be right, and it was terrifying me. While waiting in line to pay in the grocery store, I had checked my phone’s call log for the California number Sophie had used to call me yesterday. When I found it, I would call it and see who answered. But I never found it. I checked many times. The number was definitely not in my phone.

      For a brief moment, I had been able to assuage my fears by telling myself that it had to do with some kind of technical malfunctioning. But now that I had gotten back to the apartment building, I stopped near the mailboxes. I took a closer look at the handwritten label on Sophie’s mailbox. A painful knot formed in my stomach. Not only did it appear uncomfortably fresh for someone who had lived a year in an apartment, but the handwriting, now that I studied it, looked very much like my mother’s… Putting down the grocery bags, I peeled off the sticker only to discover that the name under it was Ella Stoyanova.

      I felt suddenly dizzy. Pull yourself together, Shane, I ordered myself. There will be a reasonable explanation to all of this. The guy is working for Mom.

      The words made me calm down and get going, but deep inside I already knew they were only lies I was telling myself to feel better.

      I decided that I would call the building management the next morning and ask them what was going on with the apartment. They should know. I wished they were open late at night so I could ask them immediately, but of course that wasn’t so. I would just have to grin and bear it, wait until the next day rolled around.

      I tossed and turned in bed until it was morning again, then I had some breakfast consisting mostly of strong coffee. When it was past eight, I called management, praying they started the day early at least.

      A female voice picked up, informing me that I had called SVT Management.

      “Hello, my name is Shane Hanson and I live in apartment 2 A on 142 West Ninth Street in Astoria. Well, my mother is probably on the lease, but I live here.”

      “Yes. How can I help you?”

      “The neighbor above me is being very loud. I can’t sleep. They’re playing music late at night. Is there something you can do about that?”

      “Hang on a sec.” Classical music began to play as she put me on hold.

      A minute later, she was back. “We have a new tenant in that apartment. Her name is SueAnn Beck. Do you want us to call her and talk to her?”

      SueAnn Beck… Why did that name sound so familiar? Did I know this person? Either way, I didn’t want management to call her and complain. “Um, no. Is it possible for me to do it myself? I mean, call her myself? See, I don’t want to be sneaky about it. I feel that it would be better if I called and spoke to her directly.”

      “We’d prefer to do it. Situations like these are best handled by management.”

      “Do you know what? It was only the one night that she was loud. Now that I think about it, maybe she was having a house warming party. How about if I go upstairs and talk to her myself if it happens again? On second thought, I don’t want us to start off on the wrong foot.”

      “You can do that. You don’t want us to contact her then?”

      “No, please don’t. I feel bad calling now. I don’t want to get her in trouble. It really wasn’t that big a deal.”

      I apologized some more, said goodbye, and hung up the phone. Then I left my apartment and climbed the stairs up to the third floor and knocked hard on my grumpy neighbor’s door, feeling sick all the while. As I had disconnected the call, it had dawned on me why the name SueAnn Beck had sounded so familiar. It was the name of my elementary school teacher.  I strongly suspected it was actually Mom, though, using that name as an alias. I soon heard footfalls on the other side and then how someone turned the lock. The door swung open and he stood in the hallway, wearing gray sweatpants, a ripped white T-shirt, and his ashy blond hair was all messed up. He rubbed his eyes and stifled a yawn, like he had just awoken.

      “I’m sorry to come here so early, but I really need to talk to you,” I rambled, feeling like an ass. He must have been sleeping. “I’m really sorry for waking you up.”

      Much to my surprise, he stepped aside and offered me to enter his apartment. I did.

      He walked into the adjacent living room and told me to have a seat on the old green canvas couch there. He plopped down on an armchair and said, “I’d offer you some coffee, but I’m out of it. All I have is water and really bad herb tea. What’s up?”

      I waved a dismissive hand. “It’s fine, thanks. I’ve had plenty of coffee already. You told me yesterday that I was talking to some… um… imaginary person?”

      He cleared his throat. “Yes, I did tell you that. I’m sorry if I upset you—I can be a bit blunt—but I thought you should know. I would’ve wanted to know if I were in your shoes.”

      “It’s okay. I just wanted to talk to you some more about it.” I swallowed hard. “See, it looks like you might be right.” I felt like I was about to start crying. It took all I had to control myself. I couldn’t fall apart in front of my neighbor.

      He didn’t say anything, just contemplated me with compassion in his gray eyes. Then he gave a small, close-lipped smile. “I’m happy to talk to you about it. Don’t worry, it’s not that unusual to have imaginary friends even for adults. Or hallucinations, as that is what they really are. I would’ve told you sooner, but I was working on this website and I was on a deadline. I develop websites for a living. I couldn’t allow myself to get distracted. But better late than never, right?”

      “Right,” I muttered, still struggling with my emotions. So I was crazy then? The fact that lots of other people might be crazy, too, didn’t make me feel any better.

      “I know someone who hallucinated,” he continued. “She used to hallucinate a lot. It’s my brother’s girlfriend. That’s how I knew what must be going on with you. There’s help, you know. You should be able to make the hallucinations stop.”

      “Help?” I croaked, staring at Steve. I was feeling horrible all of a sudden. Only a moment ago, it had dawned on me that, if I was crazy and experienced hallucinations, Mom had been playing me all along. Oh God… I groaned and grabbed my head, leaning my elbows against my knees. Somehow, she had known that Sophie didn’t exist. She had known and had wanted me to lash out at her in front of Ariel. She had wanted him to turn against me, and she had succeeded.

      “Are you okay?” my neighbor asked, sounding worried.

      I removed my hands from my head and blinked a couple of times. “Yeah, I am. Sorry, I just realized that someone has been using my… um, hallucinations against me.”

      “Who?”

      “My mother.”
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      “You’re absolutely sure it will work?” I asked Jordan. He and I had just finished making love in a boutique hotel in downtown Manhattan. I was lying on my back and he was next to me, propped up on his elbow, gazing down at me with love in his gaze.

      He stroked hair away from my forehead. “Yes, Jen. I am 100 % sure. I told you I’ve seen it happen with my own eyes more than once.”

      That was true; he had told me, using lots of detail since I had demanded it. During his many years working as a personal trainer at a chichi fitness studio here in Manhattan, he had witnessed not one, but two older men dying from heart attacks related to anthracyclines. Anthracyclines are a class of drugs used to treat leukemia, lymphoma, multiple myeloma, breast cancer, and sarcoma. While an effective cancer treatment, they are toxic for the heart, severely weakening the heart muscle. Both men who had died from heart attacks in Jordan’s studio had been taking anthracyclines, one because he had cancer and the other because his wife had been taking the drug to treat her breast cancer. He had mixed up his own meds with hers, ingesting a large dose of anthracyclines by mistake.

      The former had been Jordan’s client.

      Jordan leaned down to place a soft kiss on my forehead. I smiled at him, thinking about how sad it was for him that I didn’t feel as strongly for him as he did for me. I loved having sex with him and he was a great partner in crime. But he was still dispensable. If there was an autopsy of Ariel and they figured out he had ingested anthracyclines, Jordan would have to disappear. I would have to kill him and hide his body well. I could then blame Ariel’s murder solely on him. The motive would be his love for me. He’d wanted me all to himself. I had plenty of evidence that would support this theory. Plenty of evidence that Jordan was practically obsessed with me, and that he had not only gotten the anthracyclines, but that he had also given them to Ariel. I would make sure I wasn’t around when that happened so the murder couldn’t be pinned on me. I’d make sure the authorities found out that one of the men who’d died at his fitness studio had been Jordan’s client. In other words, he had intimate knowledge about the side effects of anthracyclines.

      Hopefully it wouldn’t have to come to that, though. I would miss all those multiple orgasms this man was capable of giving me. He was truly amazing in bed. Besides, I knew I would be the cops’ prime suspect if someone figured out there had been foul play. Sadly, I did have a great motive. A few hundred million of them. Even with all the evidence, it would be a challenge pinning it on Jordan only.

      “The best part is that Ariel already has a weak heart,” Jordan said and ran his fingers through my hair.

      “Right. You mentioned that. Why was that again?”

      “Because that means I only have to give him a tiny dose. He’ll never notice that he’s ingesting it. It won’t taste like anything.”

      “And you think that’ll still do the trick?” It would be so annoying if Ariel didn’t experience a deadly heart attack after all the trouble I had gone through. All the risks I was taking. “Isn’t it better to give him a little extra? To be sure he’ll die?”

      Jordan smiled at me. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll give him extra. The coffee has a strong enough taste to hide the meds.”

      I smiled back at him. “Yes, that would make me feel a lot better. We want to make sure he’s gone so you and I can be together for real.” I pulled down his head to mine and gave him a kiss.

      “Yes, my love,” he said obediently as I pulled away. Then he slid on top of me to bring me another orgasm.
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      It turned out that my grumpy neighbor, whose name was Steve, was a very nice guy, not grumpy at all once you got to know him. I spent the rest of the morning in his apartment, telling him about my mother and what she had done to me. Much to my relief, he believed me. When he found out who I was, he told me that he had followed my trial and that he had always been suspicious of my mom. She’d seemed too good to be for real.

      What had clinched the deal for him was the fact that my mom had rented Ella Stoyanova’s apartment. He agreed that SueAnn Beck just had to be Mom’s alias. There was really no acceptable reason for her to rent the apartment and lie about her name to management only days after I had moved in. Just so we could be absolutely sure, though, he would text Ella and ask her if she’d had any dealings with Mom.

      I had managed to get him so pissed about what had happened to me that he was offering to help me put Mom in jail. She was obviously a grave danger to society in general, he’d added.

      “What really worries me is that I can tell she’s up to something,” I told Steve. “As you can imagine, she’s doing everything she can to get me back in jail. At first I thought my parole officer was working with her, but now I’m no longer so sure. He was being too nice to me about my drinking. Too understanding. It doesn’t fit.”

      “Why not just kill you to get rid of you? She wouldn’t be the first person people would suspect, given how much she has done for you.”

      “Trust me, I’ve been wondering that myself. Why not just kill me? Have a car hit me or something? Should be easy enough. I guess that could still be her plan, but I don’t think so. She’s putting way too much effort into turning Ariel against me.”

      “Ariel is loaded, isn’t he? Maybe she is planning on killing him and pinning it on you. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d pinned murders on you.” He gave me a lopsided little grin.

      I stared at Steve for a couple of silent beats, wondering what he was getting at. And then it hit me like a mountain of bricks falling on my head. Of course. Of course that’s what she’s trying to do!

      I grinned big at Steve. “Yes, you’re right. She’s trying to get rid of Ariel and pin his murder on me. That way she’ll get all his money and I won’t ever again see the light of day. It’s gotta be what’s she’s up to!”

      He returned my grin. “Yes, it’s gotta be. It makes too much sense. How do you think she’ll make it happen?”

      The excitement inside me vanished. “If only I knew that. See, that’s the problem. She’s brilliant. She won’t make it obvious. She’ll find a way to make it happen that I can’t figure out in advance. Before it’s already too late.” I sighed heavily. “Like she did with the other murders.”

      “Don’t worry, it’ll come to you. In the meantime, be super careful. Plus, you need to do something about your hallucinations.”

      “I’d love to do that, though, I have to admit that I’ll miss seeing and talking to Sophie.” I chuckled. “She really is an awesome chick. Like, my dream chick.” Which should prove to me further how unreal she had to be. My mind had created my dream chick for me to hang out with. It really was too bad. “You said something about seeing a psychiatrist?”

      Steve nodded. “Yes. My brother’s girlfriend used this Spanish lady who hypnotized her. It did wonders for her in general, but in particular it helped cure her psychosis. I can ask her for the woman’s contact information. Do you want me to do that?”

      I shrugged, unconvinced. I wasn’t sure if I thought hypnosis would fix me, but I supposed it was worth a try.

      “Sure,” I said. “It’s not like I have anything to lose.”

      He pressed his lips together and nodded grimly. “No, it isn’t.”

      He promised he would have the contact information for me by the time I was back from my lunch shift that I had to leave for then.

      A few hours later, Steve was texting me that he had not only found the psychiatrist’s info—her name was Anita Navarro—but that he could also get me in to see her later in the day if I was game.

      I texted him back that I could see her any time after three thirty today.

      At seven that evening, I rang the buzzer to a brown apartment building in Brooklyn. Dr. Navarro’s apartment was located on the fourth floor. It had struck me that it would be better if I could see the doctor at her house instead of at her office. If Mom had me followed, she would likely wonder why I was seeing a psychiatrist. She might suspect that I had figured out I was experiencing a psychosis, and I couldn’t risk that. She obviously wanted me to keep thinking Sophie was for real. Thankfully, Dr. Navarro hadn’t objected to my suggestion.

      The front door to the building clicked open and I took the elevator up to the fourth floor.

      As I exited the elevator, I spotted a short, dark-haired woman in her fifties standing in the doorway to one of the apartments. She gave me a warm smile with her red-painted lips.

      “Shane?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes, that’s me.”

      She waved a hand with lots of rings on it for me to enter her place.

      I walked into a cozy living room with lots of flowers, a big couch with lots of throw pillows that matched the curtains in the windows, and colorful wooden furniture. She extended a hand at me. I shook it.

      “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice,” I told her.

      She took a seat in a tall armchair in a corner, motioning for me to have a seat on the couch. I plopped down on the couch so that I was facing her.

      “I’m glad you came to see me, Shane,” she said and placed her hands on her lap. “I’m very excited to work with you. Hypnosis and hallucinations are my specialties. Because you’re Rita’s friend and are paying cash, I’m going to give you a special price. Only $150 a session. Normally I charge $300.”

      Rita was the name of Steve’s brother’s girlfriend.

      “That’s so nice of you,” I said, glad I was getting a discount. I only had $200 in cash in my wallet. “I appreciate it very much.”

      “You’re welcome.” She grabbed an iPad from a side table and glanced down at it. She had sent me a health questionnaire that she had emailed me, and that I had filled out on my way over to her office. “I see that you’re a very healthy young man. Except for insomnia and anxiety, you have no issues. And you’re not taking any drugs for the insomnia?”

      “I tried, but nothing helped. The one drug that did make me fall asleep a few hours made me all groggy the next day, so I stopped taking it. I should be able to fall asleep on my own eventually, right? Lately, I actually managed to fall asleep for an entire night on my own.”

      She studied me across the room. “You should be able to fall asleep eventually, but being so young and strong, it might take a while. Your body will be able to endure a lot of stress at this age. It would be better if we could figure out why you’re not sleeping. I’m thinking the fact that you’re sleeping so little is the reason you’re experiencing hallucinations. It’s quite common. Can you remember if you ever hallucinated when you were extra tired?”

      I thought about her question. The more I considered it, the more it felt like she may be right. I had always been extremely tired when Sophie had popped up.

      “I think so,” I told her.

      She nodded. “Good. I’m sure all the anxiety you’re experiencing isn’t helping. Steve told me you’ve been through a lot, that you spent the majority of your teens in juvenile detention. Is that true?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Okay.” She put away the laptop. “Let’s see what I’ll find out when I hypnotize you. Have you ever been hypnotized before, Shane?”

      I smiled at her, attempting a joke. “Not as far as I know.”

      She ignored it, stood up, and said, “Well, let’s see how you do.”
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      Dr. Navarro told me to lie down on the big couch, make myself comfortable. When I was stretched out, leaning against a bunch of pillows at the end, she pointed at the green lamp in the ceiling.

      “You see the lamp?” she asked.

      “Yes, I do.” It was a pretty lamp, made of crystal.

      “Look at the lamp. Focus only on the lamp. It’s a beautiful lamp, isn’t it?” Her voice had become soothing, and she was speaking slower.

      “Yes,” I said, staring at the lamp.

      “Put your hands on your belly and breathe in deeply through your nose. Breathe in all the way to your stomach. Deep down into your stomach. Don’t force it. No need to force anything.”

      I did as I was told, slowly breathing through my nostrils so deeply I felt my stomach expand in my hands.

      “Breathe in, breathe out… Breathe in, breathe out,” she continued in a soft voice. “Feel how you’re relaxing. Keep looking at the lamp. Breathe in, breathe out… Breathe in, breathe out. All the tension in your body is leaving you. Breathe in, breathe out… Breathe in, breathe out.”

      She kept repeating the same calming phrases, and much to my surprise, I felt myself drifting away, as though I was floating in the air all of a sudden. It was a weird but pleasant sensation. I kept breathing deeply into my stomach, feeling more and more relaxed.

      “Close your eyes now,” she instructed and I did. “Breathe in, breathe out… Breathe in, breathe out… Breathe in, breathe out…” Over and over, she repeated the same words, soothing my mind. I felt like I was entering a dream of sorts, yet I was still awake. I couldn’t remember ever having felt so at ease, so relaxed as I did right then. A sense of goodwill enveloped me, lulling me into a soft trance.

      Suddenly, Dr. Navarro whispered, “What are you so scared of, Shane?”

      Scared? I wasn’t scared. Why was she asking that?

      “Why are you so scared, Shane?” she repeated with a touch more urgency, gently cutting through the trance-like aura surrounding me.

      But I wasn’t scared. Could she please stop saying that? I didn’t like it.

      “Why are you so scared, Shane?”

      Please stop asking me that…

      “Tell me, Shane. Why are you so scared?”

      I could feel tears forming in my eyes. Hot, sticky tears burned my eyelids.

      “Shane, it’s okay to tell me why you’re scared. I promise.”

      More and more tears filled my eyes.

      “Tell me what you’re so scared of, Shane.”

      The tears kept coming and soon they were sliding down my cheeks.

      “That’s good, Shane,” she said soothingly. “Let it out. You’re safe here with me. Let all that you are so scared of leave you. Once you let it out and confront it, it won’t control you any longer. It will go away. You will no longer be scared.”

      My eyes were overflowing with tears now, my face wet.

      “Can you tell me what’s scaring you so much, Shane?” she repeated softly but with a distinct urgency. “Remember, you’re safe here with me. Nothing can happen to you. No one can do anything to you. No one can hurt you. It’s just you and me here. You’re safe with me. Please tell me what you’re so scared of.”

      “My mother,” I stuttered then, and it prompted me to cry harder.

      “Your mother?” Dr. Navarro repeated. “Why are you so scared of your mother, Shane?”

      “Because she hates me and wants to hurt me. And I know all the bad things she’s done. I read about them in her blue diary.”

      “Good, Shane. Good. When did you read about them in the diary?”

      “When I was little. Only eight. She told me they were all part of her story telling, but I could tell that she was lying. She was lying. The scenes were about her and Dad. What they had done to people. But I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to believe my parents were capable of such bad things. So I made myself forget about them. I wiped it out of my mind.”

      “Can you remember them now?”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to think about it. It’s so bad. So evil. So gruesome.” I could feel my throat closing up as memories of gouged eyes and chopped off limbs came back to me. It was suddenly hard to breathe. A wave of nausea floated through me.

      “Stop thinking about the contents in the diary,” Dr. Navarro ordered me softly. “Tell me instead where you found the diary. Where did you find it, Shane?”

      “In a drawer. In a drawer that was broken. In her desk.”

      “In a drawer that was broken? What part of it was broken?”

      “The bottom part. It fell out when I dropped the drawer on the floor.”

      “You dropped the drawer on the floor?’

      “Yes, I was looking for candy and I pulled out all the drawers in Mom’s desk. One of them slid out of the desk and I dropped it. It broke on the floor. The bottom part fell out and the diary was there.”
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      I was deep in thought when I left Dr. Navarro’s apartment forty-five minutes later. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt as good as I did right then, walking down the street toward the subway station. I felt relaxed and no longer as anxious. The hypnosis she had put me through had definitely released something inside me, calmed me down. Fortified me.

      The best part of the session had been when I had suddenly remembered Mom’s preference for secret stash places. Was she still using those to hide her journal? I couldn’t see why not. She was a creature of habit, and she didn’t know that I had found her old stash place in her office. I had been too freaked out to say much about what I had read in the blue book. I preferred just forgetting about it, and she hadn’t really understood what I was talking about anyway.

      Surely, she kept her journal in some stash place in her new office, I thought. She had mentioned that she was doing all her writing in the giant space when she and Ariel had given me a quick tour of the penthouse. If only I could get my hands on it… Maybe I would then find out what she was planning on doing to me. How she would make it look like I had killed Ariel. The more I considered her planning to kill her husband so she could pin it on me, the more sense it made.

      It had to be that.

      As I waited for the subway train to arrive, I texted Steve, thanking him for hooking me up with Dr. Navarro. Then I asked him if he had time to get together.

      He told me that he did, but only briefly. We could have a quick bite for dinner together. Perhaps I could bring some Chinese takeout on my way home?

      I told him I would pick up rice, sweet and sour chicken, spring rolls, and beef with broccoli at the local Chinese restaurant. All of it would be on me. That was the least I could do for his help.

      An hour later, I was back in his apartment, feasting on all the Chinese takeout. I didn’t realize just how hungry I had been until I had gotten started on the spring rolls.

      “She’s cool, huh?” Steve asked me in between shoveling sweet and sour chicken with rice into his mouth.

      “Very,” I replied and chugged the rest of my Coke. “A hundred times cooler than the other therapists I’ve dealt with before.” I had told Steve about the guy I was forced to see for several months after I had accidentally shot Dad, and then briefly about the woman I had dealt with in juvie. Actually, there had been three different therapists who I had dealt with at Ramsdale, but Dr. Cogan had been my main person. She had meant well, but she had always been exhausted and stressed out, the state overworking her. At least that’s what she had told me each time she had zoned out, not paying attention to what we were doing or talking about. Sometimes she had snapped at me when she was really tired, and it had been obvious that she had just gone through the motions. I was still grateful to have been assigned Dr. Cogan, as she had been the one recommending that I started to paint as therapy. I’m pretty sure that had only been to get some more time for herself, but getting to paint instead of talk had been a huge relief for me. I hated talking about myself and my life with the therapists at Ramsdale. Maybe it was because I sensed they either didn’t care or, as in Dr. Cogan’s case, didn’t have the energy to do their job properly. When I remembered that Dr. Cogan was the one whose final evaluation of me had resulted in me getting approved for early parole, I felt bad for thinking any negative thoughts about her. It wasn’t her fault that she’d been a wreck most of the time.

      “Oh, I almost forgot,” Steve exclaimed.

      “What?”

      “Ella got back to me a couple of hours ago and told me that a tall, elegant, blond lady had paid her 60 grand for moving out the following day and leaving most of her furniture. She and her boyfriend met up with the woman in a bar. That’s gotta be your mom.”

      I chuckled unhappily. “Yeah, that sure sounds like her.”

      I told Steve about Mom’s journal, and how I suspected it could be found in a stash place in one of her drawers in the office she used to write.

      “That was another thing I got out of getting hypnotized,” I finished, grabbing a spring roll from the Styrofoam container on Steve’s coffee table. We had made a complete mess of the space, but Steve didn’t seem to mind. “I remembered what was in Mom’s journal and where she kept it. I really don’t think that the blue book I saw was her old journal. She wouldn’t be so stupid to keep it out in the open, even with a lock on it. The lock is so easy to pick a child can do it.” I smiled at Steve, using the spring roll to indicate myself. “This child did it.” I shoved the spring roll into my mouth and chewed it a couple of times before swallowing. “Then again, I was pretty smart for an eight-year-old if I may say so myself. It’s probably not that easy to pick that lock, but still. I’m sure it was just a blue book that looked like her journal.” Then I started coughing, having gotten half the spring roll stuck in my throat.

      Steve banged my back so hard it came straight back up. I chewed the piece more carefully.

      “If you don’t take it easy, you’ll end up killing yourself,” he said and shook his head at me. I chewed a little more before I swallowed the piece again.

      “But you’re right,” he continued, watching me as I drank some Coke straight out of the bottle. When I attempted to put the bottle back on the table, he said, “No, finish that. It’s all yours now. I’m not having any of your slimy saliva. Plenty of that’s mixed in with the soda now.”

      I shrugged my shoulders and grabbed the bottle, putting it in my lap. “You were saying I was right. What was I right about?”

      “That your mother probably doesn’t keep her journal lying around the house,” he replied. “Only an idiot would take such a risk.”

      “True. My mom is evil, but she’s no idiot, that I can promise you. I wish she were, because then we could figure out a way to get into the penthouse and just pick it off that side table. Now we’re gonna have to search for it.” I sighed despondently.

      Steve cocked a brow at me. “We? Are you insinuating that I should help you break into someone’s penthouse?” He tsk-tsked at me, wiggling his index finger like an old school teacher. “I don’t think so, Mister.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “I didn’t actually think we would break into her house. I might as well call up my parole officer and give him a heads up before I do something like that. How stupid do you think I am? I’m not about to do anything with even a small possibility of getting me back in jail.” I frowned at him. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Steve was all of a sudden contemplating me with a mischievous glint in his gray eyes. He reached for his phone and unlocked it. “Hang on,” he told me.

      I waited for him to finish whatever he was doing. He lit up. “Here we go.” Smiling mysteriously, he handed me his phone. There was a pic of a lady with long red hair and tons of makeup on. Way too much, if you asked me. It made her look a bit like a clown.

      “Who’s that?” I asked Steve. “Your girlfriend?” I nudged his leg playfully with my foot.

      “No, it’s the woman who’s the answer to your predicament. Her name’s Gloria.”

      I could feel my brows hike. “It is? How will Gloria help me?”

      “She’ll find a legitimate way to get into your mom’s penthouse and search for the journal. You told me Ariel’s gone for a couple more days. That means we have a couple of days to figure out what your mom’s planning to do with Ariel. Gloria should pay her a visit at her house and see what’s up.”

      “Really? She’ll do all that for me, a complete stranger? And you know that how?”

      “Because Gloria is me.” He smiled triumphantly at me and I could see the similarities between them then. “I’m a cross dresser in my spare time.”
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      I would have Shane and Ariel get together this Saturday afternoon, just hours after Ariel had returned from Chicago. I had spoken to my husband about it and he had been okay with meeting Shane then, listening to his apologies. Not that Shane would get to apologize even for one second. No, I’d see to it that Shane erupted long before that happened, threw himself over Ariel, shook and yelled at him. My husband’s already bad heart further weakened by the drugs Jordan would give him would not be able to handle the stress Shane’s violence resulted in. Ariel would have a big fat heart attack that would end up killing him on the spot. He might attempt to call me, ask me to send for an ambulance so that he could get help quickly. If he did, I would of course pretend to send for one immediately. He would be dead long before he’d realized that I had lied.

      I was excited to be able to write about this death in my journal. If successful, it would definitely be one of my top three kills ever, at least when it came to creativity. The one that might take the crown eventually would be the method I used to kill Neera. I had to be exceptionally careful when I took care of her. I couldn’t have anyone suspect I was behind her death, just like I couldn’t have anyone suspect I had anything to do with Ariel’s. I had to get rid of her somehow, though. I couldn’t stand the little brat. The way Ariel insisted on spoiling her, she got more insufferable by the day. She knew just how to ingratiate herself with him, wrap him around her little fingers. It was almost as if she was aware how much her behavior pissed me off. I thought I could see it in her eyes whenever she got her way and looked at me, smiling big. Okay, I didn’t really think she was aware of it, but sometimes I liked to pretend she was. It gave me yet another reason to despise her.

      She was a cute child—fortunately for her, she has taken after me, not Ariel—but I was completely immune to her good looks and games. All I could think of when I saw her was how annoying she was. How shrieky her voice was, how shrill her laughter was. Shane had been far easier to deal with. A quiet, nice child. That was how he had survived. Also, his father had found ways to enjoy him. If I killed Shane, Peter would have been so mad at me. I couldn’t have that. How ironic that Shane ended up killing Peter instead!

      Truth is indeed stranger than fiction sometimes.

      I had been doing what I could to avoid the little brat now that Ariel was gone. Thankfully, our nanny Karen loved to take care of Neera, so it was easy to just dump the kid off with her. She was truly a godsend, as Neera adored Karen and didn’t mind spending time with her. Except for when it was time to go to bed, that is. She insisted I read her a goodnight story every single night. It was almost as if she could tell how much it irked me, having to read to her. Now, of course, the kid couldn’t tell. I was an amazing actress. The kid thought I loved her just as much as her daddy, even though I was the tough one out of the two. But that was only because I wanted to make sure she got strong and learned to behave appropriately. Everyone knew that was the only reason I admonished her. Everyone also knew just how much it pained me having to do so. Obviously, it didn’t.

      I’m pretty sure having to act like I loved the spoiled child so much would end up giving me an ulcer. I might already have developed one; my stomach had been hurting a lot lately. When I had my next physical in a couple of months, I would have our doctor check for one.

      It had begun to hurt this morning after breakfast, so I took a couple of Advil to make it go away before it could develop into something unmanageable. I couldn’t be moaning about my stomach when, Jackie O’Neill, the lady who wanted to produce Born Evil came to see me. She was friends with Larry Levy, the executive producer who was on my death list, and he had told her he didn’t want to produce the movie after all. She’d told me she could hardly believe it, as the movie was so great! How could he not do it? It was bound to be a huge commercial and critical success. She had asked for my number, telling Larry that if he didn’t want to produce it, she would. As long as I was okay with her buying him out, that is.

      Um, yeah, of course I was okay with her buying him out. I wanted to work with someone who believed in the movie as much as I did. She clearly did. At the very least, it was worth us having a meeting to discuss it. She had seen how lovely my home was in an issue of Architectural Digest, praised me when I explained that I had been the one to design everything inside it, not a professional. That was a lie, but she didn’t have to know that.

      She seemed so impressed by my skills that I felt we might as well meet in the penthouse. There were other parts of the house that hadn’t been featured in the magazine, and I’d love to hear her oh and ah over how beautiful and creative they were.

      In fact, my office made for a good space to discuss the movie. We could use the sofas near the fireplace. I’d mention to her that I was working on another movie. Maybe she would like to read it and produce that one, too. There was a role in that movie that was ideal for me. In fact, I had written it with myself in mind. I might be slightly too old to play myself in Born Evil, but the role as Ann in my other movie had been custom-made for the current me. I’d definitely point out that I wanted to appear in that movie. I could use my printer to print pages for her to peruse the movie as we spoke about it.

      I chewed on my lower lip. Actually, I could play myself in some parts of Born Evil. In the parts when I ran away with Shane. That was less than six years ago. They could make me look younger with makeup and proper lighting. It would be a great selling point, having me, the real mother, play myself. A smile grew on my lips. Yes, I’d tell Jackie that I wanted to be in Born Evil as well. I’d insist on it.

      I checked my watch. The woman should be here shortly, so I should go and freshen up a little.

      James came to tell me that she was waiting in the main sitting room ten minutes later.

      “Thank you, James,” I told him and adjusted my crème-colored pantsuit, then I went out into the sitting room. A tall woman with red, long, Farrah Fawcett-style locks sat on one of the sofas, wearing a purple jacket, beige slacks, and stiletto pumps. Her long legs were crossed and she kept her manicured hands folded in her lap. I couldn’t help but notice that her nails were a scary pink color. She must have heard me approaching because she raised her head and met my gaze.

      “Ms. O’Neill?” I said and stretched out my hands in her direction, smiling pleasantly. She got to her feet, so tall she was more than half a head taller than me and I was no dwarf. I couldn’t help but wonder why she was wearing those heels being such a big woman. They made her at least four inches taller. Given her athletic build with the wide shoulders, it made her intimidating. Maybe that was what she was going for.

      “Hello, Mrs. Friedman,” she said and took my hand and sandwiched it between her big ones. I noticed that she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. “Thanks so much for agreeing to meet me here. Your house is so much lovelier in person!”

      I tried my best not to stare at her heavily made up face. That deep voice combined with the big hands and her size could only mean one thing—this was a transgender woman. I tossed a quick glance at her thick-ish neck and discovered a small Adam’s apple. I was dying to lower my gaze farther, all the way down to her crotch to check if she’d had the sex change operation already. Unfortunately, that would be rude and far too obvious. She must be used to people checking her out inappropriately. I didn’t want her to be insulted before I had decided I had use for her or not.

      I gave her my warmest smile. “Thank you! I’m so happy you think so. Would you like a tour of the penthouse?”

      She pressed one of those obscene-looking hands to her ample chest. “Oh, I would love to see the rest! If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Some soda water with lime would be nice.”

      I turned to James, who had lingered behind in the arched opening between the two sitting rooms and nodded my head. Knowing what to do, he disappeared to get our drinks.
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      Jackie and I were seated in my airy home office now, which was the size of a large studio apartment and my haven. No one was allowed in here without my permission. Two of the walls were covered with floor-to-ceiling bookcases filled with the classics, bestsellers, and my all-time favorite books. A third wall consisted of windows that were often covered by blinds, as I couldn’t write or watch movies when the sun shone into the office. A balcony that was rarely used stretched alongside the glass wall. My wide mahogany desk with the giant desktop screen, the tall leather swivel chair, and the copy-slash-printer-slash-scanner took up a good chunk of the space at the opposite end so that I faced the city when seated there. On the other side of the desk, near the fireplace, were a couple of blue sofas facing each other and a glossy black coffee table in between. I sometimes took naps on those sofas when I felt I needed some rest. Other times I meditated. It helped me get centered when my mind was all scattered.

      At the moment, Jackie and I sat on either sofa, enjoying our drinks. She was on her second soda water, while I was on my third chardonnay. We had spent a good thirty minutes touring the penthouse, as not only was it very big, but Jackie was so impressed with everything and had taken her time absorbing it. The more I got to know her, the better I liked her. She was a bit kooky, but that was to be expected from Hollywood people. Most of them were a little nuts, especially the successful ones. Everyone knew that. I was glad that she had contacted me and that I had invited her to my house instead of meeting her out somewhere.

      “So,” I began and smiled at Jackie over the rim of my wine glass. “Wanna discuss the movie?”

      “Oh, yes,” Jackie said and clapped her large hands together. “I see a very beautiful, charismatic blond woman playing you, since you are both.” She smiled sweetly at me and had a sip of her soda water. “Someone like, hmmm, let’s see, Rosamund Pike perhaps?”

      “That’s the girl starring in Gone Girl?” I asked, the name ringing a distinct bell. I’d hold off on mentioning me starring in most of the movie. See what she had to say first.

      “Yes. Yes. She’s gorgeous. Or what about Charlize Theron, if we can get her? Or Rachel McAdams. She looks great as a blonde and she kinda looks like you, now that I think about it.”

      “Yes, I like all those, but I like Charlize the best. You think she would be hard to book?” Charlize Theron would be great as me! How could I have forgotten her? If we could get her, I’d step aside. She had major star power. As long as we could agree that I would play Ann in my next movie. Which Jackie would have to produce if she wanted to produce Born Evil.

      She fluttered her black eyelashes, which simply had to be fake they were so thick and long. “Yes. But I think if we can get her to read the screenplay, which is absolutely fabulous, she may decide to do it. I’m sure she’ll be as impressed by the story as I was. It’s really amazing, and so is your writing. It really comes across in it how much you love your son despite everything he put you through. It made me cry, certain scenes were so poignant!”

      I couldn’t help but grin big. Larry Levy would be so pissed when this movie that could have made him not only a very rich man, but also an Oscar winner became a huge success. I had carefully explored Jackie’s financial situation during the penthouse tour and she had described it in three words: filthy rich, honey. She used to be a real estate broker and that was how she had gotten to Larry, selling him his house in the Hamptons. The job had brought her so much money she didn’t know what to do with it. Lately, she had been looking to get into the movie business, though, and had been looking for the right project. Now she had finally found it, she’d explained, looking ecstatic.

      “Thank you,” I said and had a sip of chardonnay, feeling more and more excited about how much Jackie loved my movie, the potential she saw with it. “I really would like to get Charlize to play me. How do we get the script in front of her? Any ideas?”

      She screwed up her features, making me think of a colorful parrot. “Well, I do know the broker who sold Charlize her home. We’re good friends. Maybe we can get Lauren to talk to her…” She narrowed her eyes and gazed into the distance, as though pondering something. She nodded to herself. “Yes, I think Lauren can help us.”

      “Lauren is your broker friend?”

      “Yes.” She relaxed her face and met my gaze again. “Lauren followed your son’s trial in the media and she was as taken by the story as I was. Yes. I have a strong feeling that Lauren will love the movie as much as I do when she reads it. She likes reading in general.”

      “Great,” I said. “Let’s get it in front of her as soon as possible then. I really, really want Charlize to play me. She’s so beautiful and, if I may say so, I think we do look more alike than Rachel and I do.”

      Jackie squinted at me for a few beats. “Yes, you’re right. You do look like Charlize now that I’m taking a closer look. It’s almost like you could be sisters!”

      “Great. So why don’t you get started with Lauren and we’ll go from there? Would you like me to print out the screenplay for you or do you have a copy already?”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d love a hardcopy. I can read it again on my way home and then send it to Lauren once I’ve spoken to her.” She suddenly gasped, her eyes widening.

      “What?” I asked, a jolt of nerves shooting through me. Had she changed her mind?

      “I’m supposed to see her for drinks tomorrow!” Jackie exclaimed and grinned big, some coral-colored lipstick stuck on her front tooth. I considered telling her but changed my mind at the last second.

      “I’ll bring the screenplay with me then,” Jackie continued.

      Relieved, I exhaled a quiet breath and smiled. “Really? Yes, that would be great. Let me go print a copy for you right now. Can I get you some more soda water to drink? Maybe something to eat?”

      “Another soda water would be great. Where is the ladies’ room?”

      “There is a bathroom right there,” I said and indicated a door near the office entrance. “I’m soon going to have to use it myself.”

      She waved a hand in the air. “Oh, why don’t you go before me? I may take some time in there. Um”—She looked suddenly embarrassed—“I may take a while. I suffer from, um, a mild case of, um, constipation.”

      “Ah,” I said, feeling slightly nauseated at the thought of Jackie doing number two in my bathroom that only I used. But I couldn’t tell her no. That would seem very strange. I guess second best is for me to use it before her at least, I thought grimly. I could always have it scrubbed down and disinfected afterward. Who knew what diseases transsexuals had that were contagious? “Okay, I’ll go before you then. I won’t be very long.”

      “Oh, take your time, dear,” Jackie said. “It’s not an emergency. It rarely is for constipated people. Please do take your time.”

      I got to my feet and gave her a close-lipped smile. I would take my time. All that talk about constipation was making me ill. I needed a few minutes to get my bearings back.
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      “You saw it, but you didn’t take it?” I stared at Steve, who was sitting on a kitchen chair, shocked to hear how badly our crucial mission had ended. He had just returned from his visit to my mom’s house. Everything had gone according to plan until the very last moment—when Steve was supposed to stick Mom’s journal in his Louis Vuitton tote bag but hadn’t.

      He sighed despondently and ran two hands through his shaggy hair. “Yes, that’s right. I saw it, but I didn’t take it. I’m sorry, I really, really tried my best. I almost didn’t get a chance to hide the fact that I was snooping around in her study, for Christ’s sake! She could tell I was up to something. It was written all over her face and she was not happy about it. I can assure you that she didn’t buy my explanation.” He tsk-tsked and gave a wry grin, adding as if to himself only: “It was pretty lame, so I can’t really blame her. But it was the best I could do considering the circumstances. She took me by complete surprise.”

      Pacing Steve’s living room, I pictured my mom in her office with Steve-as-Gloria and spotting him going through her desk in search of stash spaces. He couldn’t count on getting another chance to do it, so he’d known he’d better get his hands on the journal while she was in the bathroom. And he almost had. When he had gotten to the third drawer, he had run into a fake bottom. He had been able to quickly move all the stuff in the drawer and pull out the bottom plate. And there it was, an old, blue, leather-bound journal with a lock on it. But at the same time as he had laid his eyes on it, he heard the lock in the bathroom suddenly scramble. Mom was on her way out.

      He’d tried grabbing it, but it was stuck somehow. He’d had no choice but to stick the fake bottom back in place and toss the stuff that