
 

 

 

 

 

FROM THE FILES OF NINA DAVIDSON 

The Phantom’s Fixation 

J.J. PAUL 



 

 

 

 

 

The Phantom’s Fixation 

Copyright © 2010 by Jamel J. Paul.  All Rights Reserved. 

This book is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are 

products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance 

to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental. 

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof 

in any form whatsoever.  For information address jdyz2002@yahoo.com, subj.: 

S.D. Investigations. 

Cover art by Studio To ON © graphics-manufacture.com  

ISBN-13: 978-1456344016  

ISBN-10:  1456344013  

Manufactured in the United States of America



 

 

 

 

 

Phantom: the immaterial intelligent or sentient part of a person 

that often possesses a human being, better known as a ghost. 
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1 

Thursday 

The sound of raindrops spattering against the vegetation filled the 

night air as Mylika Evans’s sullen voice jumped out of the 

shadows.  “You just don’t get it, do you?” 

 My nightmare always began that way—last September, in 

the almost midnight hour, when recreational activities in Prospect 

Park had ceased and the working-class had moved on to other 

matters.  Once it started, the nightmare would play out no matter 

what.  Like a drum, my heart kicked against my chest as I stepped 

out of the highland bushes to get a better look at my father, Sharp 

Davidson—a private detective who found himself involved in a 

situation he couldn’t control.  The dark brown trench he’d tossed 

on before the chase hadn’t taken well to the rain.  As I stood and 

watched, I noticed how his raincoat was probably clinging 

uncomfortably to his skin just as my soaked blouse and jeans were 

to mine.  I’m Nina Davidson and this is the chaos of my life. 

 

 



T H E  P H A N T O M ’ S  F I X A T I O N  

 

 

 

-  2  -  

 “I’m not letting this go,” Mylika continued, her arched 

eyebrows dipped in rage.  The purple eye shadow made her look 

all the more menacing.  “I can’t,” she said. 

A chill ran up from my legs to my back as the anticipation 

grew.  I took off in her direction.  My reaction was quicker than 

usual.  Still, the faster I ran, the further away she seemed.  I 

stopped short of the clearing and moved the caramel-colored hair 

from my eyes.  Its squiggly design stretched down to my 

shoulders, its fluffy bounce ruined by sullen-packed heavy rain. 

A recording device captured every word in silence.  This 

was a habit my father had grown accustomed to.  “It was not my 

intention to hurt you,” Sharp’s husky voice rumbled under a thick, 

wet mustache.  “You know that.”  He’d lost sight of Mylika as he 

stood in the clearing, scanning the bushes for any sign of her.  

Water washed over his weathered almond face, splashing 

relentlessly against his smooth black hair.  He made a futile 

attempt to wipe it away. 

 “Liar!” 

 Some water splashed behind Sharp, but he kept straight—

ears alert with half his black shoes submerged in a muddy puddle.  

“You’re not well, Mylika,” he said, easing his hand into the gut of 

his trench.  Thunder roared as lightning sliced through the air.  “I 

wanted to help you, but you’ve taken this too far.” 

 “I’m not the one who needs help, Sharp.”  Mylika was  
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taunting him.  The despair in her voice—a blurry memory—as she 

stepped out of the bushes to train a Thunder .380 pistol at his back. 

 I tried to shout Mylika’s name.  Most times I tried to call 

my father, but the result was always the same.  I didn’t have a 

voice.  I couldn’t reach them.  All I could do was watch. 

 My father probably suspected it would come to this. 

Having never married or birthed children, Mylika Evans 

was the product of an abusive childhood where the blunt hands of a 

drunken father were the usual order of the day.  She’d grown tall in 

the twenty-one years that brought her to this point and, for the 

most part, her physical wounds had healed.  What remained was a 

very noticeable circular scar on the left side of her neck—a 

cigarette burn courtesy of another bad night with her father.  I felt 

regret and cursed myself immediately for allowing it in.  She didn’t 

deserve my pity. 

A navy blue raincoat kept the water at bay, but her 

matching umbrella later found by the authorities had fallen away at 

some point during Mylika’s attempted escape.  Now, strands of 

soaked black hair snaked down to her shoulders and danced in the 

rain as she shook the water away from her light brown face. 

 “I think you know by now that when it comes to love, I can 

take things as far as they’ll go,” Mylika said.  She paused, allowing 

that to settle as her boots splashed into a puddle.  The woman just 

wouldn’t stand still.  “You should’ve stayed out of this.  Can’t  
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really understand why you’re here, knowing what happened to the 

other guy.  At least he knew when to quit.  Just in time, too, 

because if he hadn’t… well, your friend had to find out the hard 

way, didn’t he?” 

“Cut the crap.  I didn’t come here to match wits with you.”  

My father eased his head to either side, mapping Mylika’s position 

from the corner of his eyes.  His nerves winched and I knew his 

hand gripped tight at the Colt Python .357 Magnum snug in its 

holster.  “Your sick little games are over,” he said, aiming his 

voice over his shoulder at Mylika.  “You had your chance for 

leniency; now you’ve gone and tossed that away.  That guy you 

mentioned was a close buddy of mine and I’m going to make sure 

you pay for what you did to him.  You’re not leaving here a free 

woman.  Face it.  Your sad psychotic breakdown has just run out 

of steam.” 

Mylika sucked her teeth and said, “You miserable old 

bastard.  I—” 

Sharp snapped his body around, arm already in position as 

Mylika yelled, “Stop!” under the sound of two unrelated bullets 

cutting through the air. 

� � � 

I shot up in my car seat, screaming at the top of my lungs, 

until someone tapped my window and asked if I was all right.  I 

met his eyes as I gripped the leather upholstery, nodded my head 

mechanically, and then shrugged him away.  The rearview mirror 
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reflected my strained face—a brown complexion—with shoulder-

length caramel-colored hair that rippled down into a wide ponytail.  

The light pink lipstick was a new touch to accentuate my full lips 

along with a set of neatly plucked eyelashes and mascara.  I pushed 

a lock of hair from my eye and studied myself. 

This was nothing new.  I’d been having that same 

nightmare for five months since my father and a love-obsessed 

maniac shot each other to death.  The dream itself was a 

construction of my own, but the ugly truth was that every bit of 

dialogue had been exactly repeated.  I should’ve never agreed to 

meet here.  Bad news and bad vibes were a terrible concoction and 

I’d just stepped up to swallow it. 

Forty minutes ago, I’d arrived at Prospect Park.  For the 

past two days, I’d been working the case of a client whom I was 

now scheduled to meet.  I’d gotten here early and decided to wait 

for her in my Volvo—an eight-fifty platinum sedan bought and 

paid for as a gift from my father, and its only been in one accident 

during its entire ten years of service to the family.  No small 

miracle considering the many times I’d used it to brave the chaos-

ridden streets of Manhattan.  There have been many days that I 

toyed with the idea of turning this thing into a ramming machine, 

easy.  With daredevil assholes just looking for a reason to call their 

lawyers, how wrong would it have been for me to oblige? 

S.D. Investigations, short for Sharp Davidson’s Private 

Investigations, was a business my father had been running out of 
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Brooklyn, New York for over eight years, two of which saw me 

clocking some time as his assistant.  It was a short run, dealing 

with the more embarrassing side of humanity—infidelity, 

molestation, prostitution—that sort of thing, lasting right up until 

his death, after which I felt obligated to takeover and expand the 

business to missing persons.  And then things got…disturbing. 

I knew that not having my father’s credentials would make 

things difficult for me, so much so that I’d considered selling the 

property and using the funds to finish my education in marine 

biology.  Not to say that I hadn’t been attracting potential clients—

a healthy number of them were still seeking my assistance.  It was 

the type of clients that was starting to cause concern. 

Just last week, I was contacted by a landlord who suspected 

his tenant was sabotaging his living quarters so he wouldn’t have 

to pay the rent in full.  Turned out, this landlord I supposedly 

talked with had been dead for several weeks.   

The week before that I got a call from a woman who 

believed an imp had taken residence in her home and was 

superheating the entire house for exactly four hours every Friday 

evening for the last six weeks.  When I reluctantly pulled up to the 

property, I found a burnt-out husk of a two-family home.  An 

electrical fire had claimed the lives of a husband and wife, two 

months prior. 

I hadn’t immediately understood why these people were 

suddenly seeking my services for what were essentially problems 
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of a paranormal nature.  I wasn’t even sure I was having the 

conversations to begin with.  The stress of my father’s death could 

have been causing me to hallucinate—an assumption I had no 

problem accepting as I turned away each and every one of those 

insane cases. 

Then I met Lakeisha Wells and slowly it all began to make 

sense. 

I sat in my car for a few more minutes, occasionally 

stealing glances at the collection of plush marine creatures 

occupying either corner of my rear dashboard.   

And then she finally arrived. 

Ms. Wells was what I called a “capital client.”  Those were 

rare individuals.  She’d driven her spotless BMW to my office two 

days earlier in a stunning black ankle-high v-neck dress that 

allowed a very expensive-looking diamond web necklace to shine 

high on her chest.  Her ebony arms were athletic, her purse was 

Prada, her hair was in an up-do, and her ivory-polished fingernails 

were exquisite.  She had greeted me with a polite “good afternoon” 

and asked if she could smoke inside.  Then she proceeded to tell a 

tale that was worth investigating.  After making a series of unusual 

demands, she informed me that someone had kidnapped her nine-

month-old boy Terrence from her home during a party last 

Saturday evening.  Here was the catch: Lakeisha believed that the 

kidnapper was a ghost. 

I stepped out of my car to greet her.  “Your call sounded 
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urgent,” I said.  My blue, button-up blouse was a bit out of place, 

so I adjusted it over the top of my jeans and hung a black leather 

blazer on my arm, just in case it got cooler.  I normally liked to 

dress more professionally when meeting with clients, but felt the 

casual look was better suited for visiting in the park. 

“Hi… yes,” Ms. Wells replied.  The trouble in her voice 

was clear as she gripped the PDA in her hand.  “There’s a spot 

inside the park where I’d like us to discuss this.” 

Lakeisha’s case was special, though it initially appeared to 

be normal—if you could describe a kidnapping as normal.  She 

seemed tense as we walked through the park—not much said and 

not much reaction to the world around us.  I wondered if she’d lost 

faith in my abilities.  Some clients were like that—impatient 

collections of paranoia and depression looking for instant 

gratification.  Those people usually needed constant updates, but 

Lakeisha hadn’t called me since we’d last met two days prior.  I 

didn’t know whether to label that strange or just a bout with 

depression—maybe both—but a little paranoia from her wouldn’t 

surprise me.  I couldn’t imagine going through the anxiety of 

knowing my child was a hostage.  It’s been said that no one really 

knows fear until they’ve had a baby.  Sometimes I wondered 

exactly what that meant. 

We reached a secluded spot rather quickly on a heavily-

shaded hill that overlooked the ninety-acre Long Meadow.  The 

vast, grassy field was known for recreation and relaxation.  We sat 
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on one of the benches.  Lakeisha held herself in a tight position, 

her arms clinched together against her stomach as the wind 

occasionally jostled her dark cheek-length hair.  If not for the 

sixty-degree weather, I would have thought she was trying to keep 

warm.  The stress she was under must have been unbearable. 

A message had been left for Lakeisha the night of the 

kidnapping.  The letter was in a stone-print envelope and pasted to 

a wall that appeared to be bleeding, but the heavy rainfall had 

washed over the rusted pipes behind the wall and seeped through 

the cracks.  In any case, it was a colorful message that read: 

NINA DAVIDSON, NOW! 

The words were carefully crafted by hand, glamorized in 

fancy print letters with blue, green, or red fill-ins where letters like 

O or D allowed that option and followed with the address to S.D 

Investigations.  It was not every day that my presence was 

demanded by the very person I was hired to bring down.  The 

whole incident was extremely disturbing and I hadn’t had a good 

night’s rest since.  Whoever wrote the message must have spent an 

unnecessary amount of time on presentation, clearly unconcerned 

with being caught. 

“I hope you’ve given up the belief that a dead person has 

somehow kidnapped your son,” I said. 

Lakeisha didn’t answer.  

“Right,” I mumbled.  The burden of this case was the most 

difficult to bear, but I’d agreed to work it.  It was almost like I 
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needed to find this child.  Maybe it was nature’s way of telling me 

to hurry up and have one of my own, but the fit body of a thirty-

year-old was not something I was anxiously interested in screwing 

with.  “I’ve told you before that the only dead people I know are 

my parents and your former employer Allen.” 

Allen Andercun was a billionaire philanthropist I’d seen in 

the media over the years, giving speeches at conferences and 

partially financing special projects like Spirit, one of NASA’s 

Mars Exploration Rovers.  He was killed in his mansion during an 

accident that destroyed the building.  That C in his last name is a 

substitute for the letter S, which was an eccentric matter, to say the 

least.  Allen prided himself on being unique and he often went to 

great lengths to demonstrate that fact. 

“Even if I believed in ghosts,” I went on, “and I’ll admit, 

my mind is opening up to the concept, I seriously doubt any would 

try to contact me by hurting you.” 

 “But it’s not you the kidnapper really wants,” Lakeisha 

finally said. 

 “Well, that part’s obvious.  Two days and I haven’t seen or 

heard anything from this person.  What exactly is all the waiting 

for?” 

Cats often played with their prey before killing them.  

Requesting me as part of the kidnapping ransom was odd enough, 

but to go silent once I arrived was just as irritating as it was 

disturbing.  The stench of a sociopath’s involvement was growing 
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stronger with each silent day.  A series of memories starring the 

people I had pissed off in the last few months flashed before me.  

None of them seemed to be connected. 

“If only I wasn’t so careless,” said Ms. Wells.  “Why was I 

so friggin’ careless?  I should’ve been there… you know?  I 

should’ve seen it coming.” 

 I huffed.  “Your son was taken in his sleep.  Things get 

hectic at house parties and this was your home.  Who would 

suspect something like that under those circumstances?  I mean, 

you couldn’t have known.” 

 She held back tears and looked at me as a stream of black 

eye shadow discolored her cheek.  “Shouldn’t a mother be 

prepared for the worst, at all times, where her child is concerned?”  

Her eyes pleaded, as if waiting for an answer.  When I didn’t give 

one, she set her attention elsewhere.  “I know we’ve had this 

conversation before, but,” she sighed, “I guess you’d have to see it 

from my perspective to understand.  God, I can’t believe it’s been 

nearly a week already.” 

If I was to believe what I’ve been told—and that was a 

loose if considering my recent circumstances—then the spirit of a 

dead person had been harassing Lakeisha for several weeks prior to 

the kidnapping.  Phone calls listed as “unknown” by the Caller ID 

frequently interrupted the quiet hours of the early morning, 

yielding only static-obscured messages on Lakeisha’s answering 

machine.  When that became tiresome, the culprit resorted to 
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tapping rocks against Lakeisha’s bedroom window while she slept, 

always stopping the moment Lakeisha got up to check. 

Whether it was truly a spirit or not remained to be seen, the 

entire ordeal seemed to be centered on a silver locket of some kind.  

Neither Lakeisha nor I understood the significance of this peculiar 

demand, but the kidnapper was very single-minded about the 

locket’s role in this case.  The simple fact was that Lakeisha would 

never see her child again, unless she returned the missing piece of 

jewelry back to the kidnapper.  Lakeisha’s ex-husband, Maurice, 

claimed ignorance of the locket, but his history of lying was reason 

enough for suspicion.  Despite the strange occurrences that have 

been happening to me of late, I wasn’t ready to join the likes of 

people who claimed to see ghosts.  Dead meant dead.  My father 

always thought that there had to be a rational explanation for all 

the reports about paranormal activity.  I tended to agree. 

“I’ve talked to some of the people who were at your party 

and their alibis are solid,” I said.  “There are three people left that I 

need to contact, but for the most part, I don’t think anyone at your 

party has a clue about how this happened.” 

 “I was hoping not to hear that.”  Her attention turned 

toward a squirrel.  It stared back for a moment before scaling up 

the nearest tree.  “Everyone probably thought Terrence was still 

with my ex-husband, who, for whatever reason, was much too 

busy to spend time with his child this month.  It’s typical of  
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Maurice to do things like that.  You can always count on him to 

not come through when you really need him.” 

 “Is that the reason you don’t want him involved?” 

 “What do you mean?” she asked.  “I told you that we’ve 

been having complications, lately.” 

 “Such as?” 

 “He can’t be trusted with sensitive information,” she said. 

 That was just the kind of thing I liked to hear.  A man with 

a loose tongue was a bucket of information just waiting to be 

spilled.  “Can you give me an example?” 

 She sighed.  “Is this gonna be a reoccurring thing?  You 

pressing me for the answer to that?” 

 “As long as I’m curious about it, yes.” 

“I really don’t see the point in knowing the specifics,” she 

said.  “Especially—” 

 “Yes, I’ve heard this before,” I said.  “But if you want me 

to help you, you’re going to have to tell me some things you don’t 

want to, even if it’s  personal.” 

“There’s nothing there, Ms. Davidson.  Believe me.  Just let 

it go.” 

She seemed oddly intent on keeping that piece of 

information a secret and I began to wonder, now more than ever, 

exactly why that was. 

Her eyes searched the trees, scrunched in a relentless  
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examination of the overhead vista.  She focused on the squirrel that 

we’d been watching a moment ago, if it was the same squirrel.   I 

saw nothing spectacular about the little creature, but it seemed to 

catch Lakeisha’s attention so fully that our conversation had 

apparently become the least of her concerns.  The squirrel ran 

circles around the branch it was standing on.  It leveled itself after 

a few turns, then ran along the top until it reached the end where it 

leaped onto the branch of another tree. 

“They do that so easily,” Lakeisha said.  “Look at the way 

he balances himself.  How easily he moves from tree to tree.  They 

never fall, you know.  Not by their own fault, anyway.”  She 

watched the squirrel for a moment longer.  When it climbed too 

high to be seen, she looked at me.  “Wouldn’t it be nice if we could 

have that kind of control over our actions?  Not one slip-up.” 

“I guess,” I said, “but then how would we ever learn 

anything?” 

She huffed.  “You sound just like Maurice.  I can tell you 

right now… the minute that man gets back from the south, he’s 

gonna find some way to screw with this problem, regardless of the 

fact that I told him I’d handle it.  There’s no need for worry, 

though.  Even he’s not stupid enough to take this into his own 

hands.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 

“Rock, paper, scissors,” she said.  “It’s a game, but 

Maurice uses it as his philosophy for complications.  He says, 
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‘You want the rock, but the paper’s in the way.  You have the 

scissors, but you have to cut through the paper to get to the rock.  

Who’s to say that you won’t scratch the rock in the process?’”  

That was a far more sophisticated description of a game 

from my childhood that I very much disliked.  Two or more people 

would stand in a group and recite “rock, paper, scissors,” then 

display their choices.  Rock smashes scissors, paper covers rock, 

and scissors cut paper.  There was simply no rhyme or reason, only 

guessing and guessing in the game of life could get you killed.  “I 

see his point.  You know, we’ve been here for a good few minutes, 

yet you still haven’t told me why you arranged this meeting.” 

She sighed as a Caucasian couple walked past pushing a 

hefty stroller.  The husky man, in a three-piece suit, was in control 

of the stroller, while the blond woman, in a silk aqua dress and 

open-toed high heels, walked by his side.  She tossed her long 

stringy blond curls behind her back and glanced at me.  I watched 

them until they disappeared around the bend, then Lakeisha stood 

up.  She headed out to the mouth of a clearing, several feet away.  I 

followed her—stopped where she stopped, stared where she 

stared—but knew that I couldn’t truly feel what she was feeling.  

Children played in the field below and I could only imagine what 

was going through Lakeisha’s head.  That was, until, she opened 

her mouth. 

“I’ve been thinking,” she eased out, “about the fact that I 

haven’t been contacted by the kidnapper the whole time you’ve 
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been a part of this.  And I don’t have this locket thing this person’s 

looking for.  What’s that all about, anyway?” 

“It doesn’t make sense, I know,” I said.  “A piece of 

jewelry from Melanie’s can run you a couple thousand dollars, if 

I’m not mistaken.  Maybe that’s it?  I’ve only been working on this 

for two days, but I’m confident that I can put the pieces together.  

Still, if you were a ghost, what use would you have with any sort 

of jewelry?”  Giving her the benefit of the doubt was the best thing 

I could do, now.  A little positivity went a long way.  I sighed.  

“That doesn’t explain why my presence was requested, though, 

and just any fancy locket isn’t worth this kind of effort.  It’s gotta 

be a family heirloom.  My father was going to pass one down to 

me last year, but it was stolen.  I’d give almost anything to get it 

back.” 

“Yes, but I doubt you’d go to such extremes.”   

“Well, I’m not insane.”  A baby’s whimper interrupted us.  

When I turned toward the sound, the same couple I saw a moment 

ago stood by the bench.  The man was tending to the child, while 

the blond-haired woman gently rocked the stroller.  She combed 

her stringy curls behind her ear with her fingers and then noticed 

me looking.  I smiled and nodded to avoid a misunderstanding.  

“Maybe the kidnapper is hoping I’ll find the locket,” I guessed, 

returning my attention to Lakeisha. 

“Even if that’s true, I don’t think it matters anymore.” 

“Why would you say that?” 
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She faced me.  “Because I’ve been contacted.  This 

morning.” 

“Really?” I said with guarded surprise.  “How?” 

She wiped her smudged eye shadow away and her voice 

followed the sullen mood.  “I… there was a call.  When I answered 

it…. it was him.  My baby.  It was his voice.  There were 

instructions in what sounded like a digitized voice.  I’m supposed 

to meet them, and this thing is supposed to get solved.” 

There were levels of the word “solved” that weren’t 

particularly desirable, and now the kidnapper appeared to be using 

some sort of vocoder.  I took that as a sign that Lakeisha knew her 

baby’s kidnapper.  I’d felt some temptation to have the police stage 

an ambush at the meeting, but I didn’t think the kidnapper would 

be that careless.  That plan was also too dangerous.  Things could 

go horribly wrong and I’d be at fault.  Something wasn’t right 

about this whole situation and playing along was the best way to 

figure it out. 

“Why didn’t you tell me this right away?” I almost 

demanded the answer.  

“I wasn’t sure what to do,” she replied.  “I needed time to 

make a decision before you made one for me.” 

That didn’t sound good.  Making hard decisions was what I 

got paid for, but nothing was set in stone.  Lakeisha’s fear 

appeared to be spiraling out of control and it was going to lead her 

to make a very big mistake.  Wealthy people had a habit of trying 
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to buy themselves out of undesirable situations, and that shed light 

on the possible reason Lakeisha withheld information from me. 

“You’re going to try to exchange money for your son, aren’t you?” 

I asked. 

“Yes,” she nodded.  “I know the risks, but if I don’t get my 

child back, then it was a no-win situation to begin with.”  I sighed 

and she added, “Do you have the recordings?” 

I nodded reluctantly.  I’d interviewed a total of twenty 

people who’d attended Lakeisha’s party and made recordings of 

each, then downloaded them to my computer.  I copied the 

information to a flash drive and brought it along, as agreed, and 

fished it out of my purse.  “I don’t want you to do this,” I said as I 

handed them over.  “Especially, not alone.  Please, I think you 

should reconsider.” 

She fished out an envelope from her coat purse and handed 

it to me.  There was a rubber band keeping it folded in half.  I 

removed the band and opened it to find a wad of cash huddled 

inside.  It covered ten hours of service and made up the difference 

for expenses incurred beyond what her retainer handled.  None of 

it made up for the lack of a resolution.  Loose ends were a pain in 

the ass, and I knew I’d never get another good night sleep, if I 

didn’t figure out what the hell was going on.  I felt cheated, not to 

mention disgusted.  Kidnapping infants was beyond reprehensible 

and someone had to pay for that. 

“Thank you for all your help, Ms. Davidson.  But at this 
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point, I don’t have any other choice but to take matters into my 

own hands.” 

 I stood in disbelief as Lakeisha walked away and down the 

bush path until she was out of sight.  Moments later, that same 

couple strolled up the path and stopped by the bench.  They stared 

at me for an amount of time that I wasn’t comfortable with.  Were 

they lost? 

 “Can I help you?” I asked. 

 They didn’t answer.  The mother folded her hands and just 

stared. It felt like an examination.  On the off chance that there was 

something happening in the field behind me, I glanced behind my 

shoulder for two seconds to confirm.  Everything seemed normal. 

 When I turned back, the couple was gone. 
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2 
Life was an obstacle course and immortality the prize.  The 

obstacles included jealousy, contempt, greed, lust, ignorance, and 

mischief.  Immortality was an undying name, gained only with 

time and skill and, without a doubt, death was the inescapable 

stalker.  The memory of that lesson filled my mind as the traffic 

light turned green and the ugly bite of jealousy brought me back to 

a neighborhood I should’ve otherwise avoided. 

I made a left onto a block that was lined on both sides with 

two-story brick buildings, small front yards, and porches with 

shingle roofs.  The left curb was devoid of any vehicles, and a few 

cars were parked in scattered distances on the other side of the 

road.  I was looking for apartment three eighty-nine, and when I 

found it, I backed past two other vehicles and parked. 

 I got out and slid on my leather blazer—left it unzipped—

as I approached the home of Clayton Williams.  I hadn’t seen him 

in over a month and it probably should’ve stayed that way.  Love 

was like that.  As long as it gave you purpose, it didn’t always have 

to make sense.  It just had to be satisfying. 

 A flight of stairs led me to the front door and I rang the bell 

three times.  There was a moment of serenity as I waited, but it was  
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interrupted by the occasional swish of a passing vehicle.  Canarsie 

was like that.  Dug out of Brooklyn swampland by Italian and 

Jewish families, Canarsie actually served as a vacation getaway at 

one point.  The times had long since changed and a different flavor 

had blended in.  A generation of immigrants hailing from the West 

Indies moved in, bringing along roti shops and African-American 

interests to spice up the neighborhood. 

 After the third ring of the bell, Clayton’s girlfriend peeked 

through one of the left windows.  Her light-brown complexion 

resembled my own and her hair was made into short black twists.  

“Yes, can I help you?” she asked.  Her name was Alana Jackson, 

and if I said I didn’t like her, I was being very polite. 

 “Morning,” I droned, trying my best to sound cheerful.  

“Can I speak with Clayton Williams?” 

 “Who’s that?” someone asked from within.  The voice was 

heavy and unmistakable. 

 Alana pulled her head back inside and said, “There’s some 

woman here to see you.  Doesn’t she realize how early it is?  Who 

is she, anyway?” 

 “Gal, stop causing trouble and get ready,” Clayton shot 

back in his more recognizable West-Indian accent.  “I wanna get 

there before the place done get too crowded.” 

 The door opened to a six-foot sturdy brown-skinned man in 

his early thirties.  He stood tall, adjusting a black tie affixed to a  
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flashy-looking beige shirt.  I noticed his wool slacks and wondered 

how he’d managed to put together a far better ensemble than I was 

used to seeing on him.  He’d even grown a goatee.  

 Clayton spent a moment taking in my visuals.  It was 

flattering, but I pretended otherwise.  My one-forty-eight pounds 

came at a price called discipline, but it was well worth the time.  

Since we’d last saw each other, I’d been working out every 

morning at six and I was all too happy to show it off. 

 “Nina, I know I said anytime,” he said, “but I didn’t think 

you would’a take it so seriously.” 

 “I’m a very literal person,” I said. 

 He spent a few more seconds going over my new look, 

before replying, “Yeah, you… keep reminding me.” 

 “Well, you know what they say about men—short 

memories and all.” 

 Baggage was a part of life, and if I were to place my history 

with Clayton on a scale, the counter was sure to swing off the 

chart.  He didn’t have the best body, but he was sweet and gentle 

and as strong as an ox when things like that counted the most.  He 

was also arrogant and sometimes brutally straight forward, but I 

never trusted charm and so I was glad he had very little of it.  This 

was love for me—no choice, just pure emotion with little room for 

interpretation—the only man who’d ever made me feel that way. 

 The first time I met Clayton was at a music store in New 

York City, nearly five years ago.  It was muggy out and I’d only 
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stopped there to inquire about an old song I’d long been searching 

for but didn’t know the name of.  Clayton overheard me talking to 

the clerk and offered to help.  He was obviously flirting and since 

he knew the exact name and artist of the album, I furthered the 

conversation.  That led to several dates and it had been a rocky off 

and on relationship ever since.  

 Eventually, I grew to love him, and after realizing he didn’t 

feel the same way about me and was, in fact, aiming those feelings 

toward another woman, I thought I’d be able to move on.  It was a 

nice delusion that vanished rather quickly.  I knew Alana was the 

other woman and felt a surge of anger wash over me.  “I didn’t 

expect you to be so surprised,” I said to Clayton.  “Don’t you 

check your messages?” 

 He gave me one of his trademarked confused looks.  

Clayton wasn’t big on admitting that he didn’t know something.  

Too embarrassing, I supposed.  I guess it was easier for him to go 

the puppy-dog route and hit you with an innocent shoulder shrug.  

It was usually cute, but in this case it only called attention to the 

insecurities plaguing his relationship. 

 “Shock and awe,” I said.  His girlfriend stole looks at us 

every now and then through the window, and I wondered how 

Clayton was able to stomach that kind of jealousy, even if it was a 

little justified.  “I really don’t wanna spend too much time here, but 

there’re some things that I need to get off my chest...”  I glanced at 

the window and added, “private things.” 
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 Clayton cleared his throat and then called out to Alana.  

When she stuck her head out the window, he said, “Give me a few 

minutes, all right?  I need to straighten something out here.” 

 She nodded and then shot me a strange look.  I never 

abused my sleuthing abilities while I was dating Clayton, so I 

wasn’t sure if Alana knew anything about his love life before she 

became a part of it.  She seemed a little suspicious.  Maybe it was 

women’s intuition. 

 Clayton asked me to walk with him.  We headed down the 

stairs and turned left from the house.  The cool April air felt nice 

against my skin.  The morning rush was visibly beginning to die 

down, but it hadn’t mattered either way since neither of us had to 

worry about such things.  Clayton worked club security at night 

and my situation was obvious. 

 Something about the walk felt more comfortable than it 

should have.  I was procrastinating and it made me wonder about 

my behavior with Clayton.  The private things we had done behind 

his girlfriend’s back were inexcusable, even if I was there first.  

Actually, I had to call that into question as well.  He claimed that 

he had met me first, but lie once and easily lie again.  I was going 

to break off our…god, I wasn’t even sure what to call it, but the 

scent of his vanilla cologne teased my heart with what it craved.  

That was my silent shame. 

 “All right, sweetness, what’s going on?” he finally asked.  I 

didn’t like his tone and got the feeling he didn’t want me around.  
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He seemed close to yelling me away.  “I thought we had an 

understanding,” he continued.  “You should not be here.” 

 “Actually, Clayton, I don’t disagree with you.  I really can’t 

do this anymore.” 

 He stopped and jolted his head back.  “What?” 

 “Yeah, that’s right,” I said and turned toward him.  “I 

didn’t wanna do this over the phone because I needed this to be 

real.” 

 “Wait, wait, wait, why you sounding so serious?”  He was 

cautious.  There was a short silence, before he added, “Look, you 

didn’t come here to tell Alana about…” 

 I folded my arms. 

 He went on, “Ay, I’m sorry.  I….”  Clayton sighed as he 

tried to find the right words that wouldn’t piss me off.  He’d been 

educated nicely during our time together and I was glad to see it 

was still going strong.  “Gal, we’ve been through this, already.  We 

agreed to see other people, ‘til we was sure… about us.” 

 “I said I can’t do this anymore.  As in, the end,” I huffed.  

“You’re right.  This isn’t about you or me.  It’s about us… the lack 

of us.  Clayton, we didn’t need space or a change of scenery, and 

we certainly didn’t need to see other people.  All you did was 

create a wedge between us that only gets wider with each day.”  I 

let my attention trail off into the street where a bus had stopped.  A 

giant ad for the latest action movie remake was plastered on its 

side.  Clayton hated remakes and I couldn’t agree more.  It was one 
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of the many ways we clicked and suddenly all the doubt went 

away.  I realized for sure that sharing was not an option.  Our eyes 

met.  “It’s over Clayton.” 

 I turned away and started walking.  He needed to see that.  

It needed to be real and personal. 

 “Nina, wait,” he said as he ran out in front of me and gently 

grabbed my shoulders.  Still, the power in his hands was 

noticeable… and pleasant.  “You know you don’t want this to end.  

Gal, I don’t want it to end, either.  Just…”  He seemed to be 

thinking it over.  “I can make it right, again.” 

 I felt a tingle and suddenly didn’t want him to let go.  It 

was a guilty pleasure, but a pleasure nonetheless.  “I told you I 

couldn’t keep living this lie with you.” 

 “Lie?” he questioned.  “There’s no lies between us.  You 

knew what this was all about.”  He sighed and then stared into my 

eyes.  “Nina, this was a mistake.  I don’t want to lose you.  Just tell 

me to get rid of her and like that”—he snapped his fingers—“she’s 

gone.” 

 I stared back into his eyes, not sure of what I was looking 

for.  Then I said, “Goodbye, Clayton,” and walked away, tears 

stinging my eyes. 

 My hair danced in the breeze as I approached my car and 

got in.  I glanced into the rearview mirror to see Clayton standing 

there with his head down.  I needed to leave, but the office was the 

last place I wanted go.  Casually waiting for another case to fall 
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into my lap was tiresome and I didn’t trust my state of mind, 

anyway.  I needed to focus. 

 Whispers drifted in the air, none of it legible.  The 

neighborhood was nearly barren with a few people standing well 

outside listening range.  This was disturbing.  I fished out the list 

of remaining people who’d attended Lakeisha’s party and settled 

on Paulina Atkinson.  Working an ex-client’s case was almost 

certainly out of the question, but ethics were just as important as 

money, and a simple anonymous tip to the police was all that 

would be necessary to give any criminal case a healthy push.  

Breach of contract, be damned.  Thing is, this case was too bizarre 

for me to let go.  There was more at stake here.  I could feel it.  I 

drove off in determination. 

 Half a mile away was a two-story brownstone owned by 

Paulina Atkinson.  There was a white cat with black trimmings 

sitting on the porch when I arrived.  The breed was Ragdoll and it 

seemed to be more curious than afraid of me.  I have a cousin 

named Hazel, who cared for one very similar, but she’d never let 

her cat outside.  The seller had been explicitly against that, citing 

an unofficial law amongst breeders designed to keep Ragdolls 

from breeding with street cats.  Paulina’s yard was very well kept, 

hedges included, so careless didn’t seem like the right impression 

of her. 

 Paulina was an analyst for a new bank that was mandating 

that some of its employees work from home in order to cut costs 
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during what President Jolie dubbed “The Deficit Reformation 

Act.”  China had grown arrogant over the years once it realized 

how much leverage it could wield over the United States for 

carrying such an enormous debt we seemingly had no way of 

repaying.  The President’s answer to this was complex and 

required the cooperation and sacrifices from the entire nation, the 

most notable to me being the threat to sign a Vehicular Fuel-

Efficiency bill.  I couldn’t think of a single person who was happy 

with that decision, but her drastic actions weren’t without their 

benefits.  Movie tickets were back to nine dollars and fifty cents 

for adults, and that was refreshing. 

 Paulina was a single woman and that was great news—one 

less obstacle to deal with.  This was where Lakeisha’s info ended 

and hopefully my luck began.  Paulina answered the door on the 

third ring. 

 I introduced myself as a friend of Lakeisha’s.  That half-

truth seemed to relax Paulina, so I added, “I was hoping I could get 

a chance to speak with you.” 

 Paulina bundled herself as the breeze washed over her 

exposed chocolate-colored arms.  A yawn crept up and she stifled 

it back, her eyes sunken and dreary.  She must have been 

exhausted.  Her dark and wrinkled short-sleeve shirt, sweat pants, 

and wrapped hairdo suggested that I’d awaken her from her 

slumber.  Maybe it was her day off. 

 “Okay,” she dragged out.  “What is this about?” 
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 “Terrence Wells,” I said. 

 Paulina sighed.  “That poor little boy…  I wish Lakeisha 

would’ve listened to me.”  She leaned into the doorway and folded 

her arms, allowing the outer screen door to close halfway where 

her foot held it steady.  “I admire anyone trying to help her find her 

baby, but the police are the best people to handle this.” 

 “Do you really think that’s a good idea after those threats 

she received?” 

 “Sure,” she declared.  “Personally, I would’ve gone straight 

to the police.  Anyone looking for a ransom isn’t going to give up 

their hand without getting a payout.” 

 Those sounded like words of a risk-taker—a reckless one.  

I didn’t notice a desire to help me and she didn’t bother asking 

why I wanted to talk to her about Terrence, either. 

 “By the way,” I said, “there’s an expensive-looking cat 

sitting on your stoop.” 

 She huffed before I could continue.  “I don’t know how she 

keeps getting outside,” said Paulina.  Then she made some cat-call 

smooches.  “Come here, Mingles.” 

 “Mingles?” I asked as the cat came running passed me and 

into the house. 

 Paulina picked up the cat and began scratching under its 

chin.  It wasn’t long before the cat began to purr and the fur started 

to fly.  I moved just outside of the wind’s direction to avoid the 

assault. 
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 “I’m a party girl who likes to mingle,” Paulina explained.  

“What else do you call a cat who belongs to a mingler?” 

 I didn’t really care.  Cats were not my thing at all.  The 

little bastards were such prima donnas.  It was almost like having a 

child with all the constant meows and furniture scratching.  And 

the litter.  Ugh!  There were some cat-friendly homes I just hated 

to visit on account of the strong smell.  Whether it was the litter 

box or the cat itself—I couldn’t be sure—but I couldn’t be 

bothered with a problem like that in my home.  Pleasant homely 

smells were important to me and I’d die if I had to come home to 

such a potent animal aroma. 

 “I guess this is why everyone talks about you,” I lied. 

 Paulina stood at attention and stared at me, probably unsure 

of what I said.  “Excuse me?” 

 “Oh, it’s nothing bad,” I went on.  “I overheard some men 

at the party, that’s all.  They had some dances with you.” 

 “Really?  I don’t remember seeing you there.” 

 “I only stayed for a little while,” I said as she lightly bit her 

pinky.  The thought of her being nervous crossed my mind, but 

then a lustful smirk grew on her face.  I said, “Maybe you could 

tell me who your dance partners were that night.  Someone made a 

claim and I wanna verify it.” 

 “You’re out of luck, there,” she said.  “I was pretty much 

hammered Saturday night.  I probably danced with anyone who 

asked.” 
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“If that’s the case, then it must be hard for you to remember 

whether or not you’re responsible for Terrence’s disappearance as 

well, right?” 

It was a bold question and it was clear that Paulina felt the 

same.  Whatever fatigue she’d been feeling immediately vanished 

as she shot me an appalling stare.  “No!” she said in a loud 

whisper.  “What do you mean?  Don’t say that.  Lakeisha’s a dear 

friend.  I could never do something like that to her.” 

She put the cat down and it scurried into the house.  Her 

shirt was filled with cat hair and all I could think was how 

ridiculous it was.  I imagined her mornings, frantically rubbing 

tape over her clothing before she left the house.  I found the image 

hilarious. 

“I’m not really saying that you did,” I said as she dusted off 

some of the fur.  “But you do have missing time and anything 

could’ve happened then.”  Strapped to my inner blazer pocket, a 

small digital device silently recorded our conversation.  “You do 

want Terrence back just as badly as anyone else, don’t you?” 

“Of course,” she snapped. 

“Good,” I replied.  “Then try to remember.” 

She looked away and I wondered if she was thinking about 

that night.  Something appeared to be troubling her, and for 

someone who was supposedly just another concerned friend of 

Lakeisha’s, it wasn’t a good sign. 

“Paulina, I don’t know you.  But if Lakeisha invited you to 
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her party, then I’m sure you’re important to her.  I think it would 

be a good thing if you told me where you were when Terrence was 

put to bed and when Lakeisha discovered he was missing.  I mean, 

just to get that out of the way.” 

She seemed to be thinking it over.  Even if she really was 

too drunk to remember what happened at the party, someone 

would have gladly reminded her.  No such information had come 

to my attention, so I figured it wasn’t as bad as she made it out to 

be.  Either way, she was hiding something.  It was all over her 

face. 

Paulina sighed.  “I was with Lakeisha at the time.” 

“Lakeisha never mentioned this to me,” I said. 

“And she never will,” she replied.  “That part about me 

being too drunk—well, it’s not entirely true.  I didn’t want to bring 

this up and I don’t want it to look like I’m paranoid.  Look, my 

heart goes out to Lakeisha, but sometimes I don’t understand her 

decisions.” 

I didn’t like where this was going.  The trust issues I’d 

grown accustomed to feeling were bad enough, due in no small 

part to my new career, but this was insane.  I was prepared to learn 

that Lakeisha suspected that her child was in danger all along and 

neglected to do anything about it.  Her decisions did seem a little 

erratic at times. 

Paulina continued.  “I overheard a conversation.  It was 

between Lakeisha and Trish.  This happened on my way to the 
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bathroom.  They were criticizing Lakeisha’s ex-husband and 

mentioned something about Terrence not being able to sleep, 

which I thought was odd.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m a mother.  I didn’t 

hear a peep out of Terrence half the time I was there, and I’m 

pretty sure I’d want to check on my insomniac baby if he was 

suddenly sleeping through a rambunctious occasion.  Just to make 

sure everything was okay.  Lakeisha never checked on him until I 

asked her about him.  That’s when Trish and I got into it.  She 

accused me of being nosy and demanded that I get away from 

them.  So I did.” 

“I don’t understand,” I said.  “Were you keeping tabs on 

Lakeisha?  How can you know all of this?” 

“Let’s just say curiosity is one of my strong points,” she 

replied.  “It’s like I said.  Terrence was unusually quiet for a long 

time, considering the party and all the noise that was going on.  

That’s odd in my opinion.  Make of it whatever you will.” 
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3 

Friday 

Lakeisha entered the Troy Avenue football field the next morning 

as instructed.  It was no surprise that my warnings had fallen on 

deaf ears, which was why I’d been parked across the street in my 

sedan for nearly two hours.  That time gave me the chance to 

establish a clear view several feet from an intersection.  I’d fully 

loaded my father’s Magnum and brought it along for protection.  

No telling what I was about to get myself into.  The hip holster was 

tied around my shoulder and felt a little slack, so I tightened it and 

then lightly ran my hand across the pistol.  The floral design 

engraved from handle to barrel seemed appropriate for a death 

machine.  I felt intimidated and excited all at once and wondered if 

I was really prepared to fire should it become necessary.  My 

training was heavy, but non-combative, and I knew it would take 

more than just skill to pull that trigger on a living human being. 

 Yesterday, at the office, I spent some time going over 

everything that I’d learned about Lakeisha’s case and compared 

that with what Paulina had told me.  The information wasn’t much 

to go on, but it did give Maurice’s claims about Lakeisha’s bad 

parenting some extra gravity.  After adding Paulina’s contact 
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information to that folder, I decided to give it a name: The 

Phantom’s Fixation.  The title seemed fitting for such a strange 

case, even if it turned out to be just some greedy thug with a 

ridiculous sense of humor.  Lakeisha didn’t pick up her phone 

when I called, so I’d left a message and then crashed in my comfy 

chair for a few hours.  By the time I awoke, Lakeisha’s meeting 

with the kidnapper was almost due and I had to rush out to the 

pick-up zone without a change of clothes.  I did check my 

messages before leaving,  which was part of the reason why I 

decided some heat might be useful for this encounter.  Lakeisha 

hadn’t returned my call and that concerned me. 

Something moved in the field.  I couldn’t tell what it was, 

so I fished out a pair of night-vision binoculars from the glove 

department.  They were a bit weathered from overuse and I 

suppose I could’ve just purchased a new pair, but I kinda like it 

that way.  Scores of bad relationships were dismantled as a result 

of the dark corners these discrete eyes lit up for me and my father.  

It, sort of, felt like a sentimental thing.  Now, the binoculars were 

lighting up dark corners for an entirely different reason as I pointed 

them toward the field. 

Lakeisha held a large silver briefcase close to her bosom 

and waited for the next step.  She was fidgeting like a restless child 

and it was so saddening to watch.  If only I could’ve let her know 

that I was there.  At least she would know that she wasn’t alone as 

she did her best to make sure there weren’t any uninvited guests 
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hiding in the shadows.  Her position in the field was terrible for 

proper surveillance, though.  Even if it wasn’t dark, there were 

blind spots all around her. 

The briefcase had likely contained the money, but I 

wondered what sense it made to give money to a person that was 

supposed to be dead.  Lakeisha was smarter than this and probably 

wasn’t thinking clearly.  I blamed the stress for her actions. 

Something in distance ahead of her caught my attention.  It 

was much farther away from me and toward the other end of the 

field—a dark-hooded figure in a ski-mask stood plainly in the 

distance.  The person looked solid, though.  I didn’t think ghosts 

were supposed to be that way and I wasn’t ashamed to admit that I 

was a little relieved.  It took two hands for this person to keep a 

bassinet hoisted off the ground by its handlebar.  Was that a sign of 

weakness?  I considered it was just a habit and reached for the 

flashlight I kept in the glove compartment.  It was small and 

durable and easily slipped it into my jeans pocket. 

 “I can’t get you what you asked for, so I brought money 

instead.”  Lakeisha’s voice came through the baby monitor loud 

and clear.  I’d painted it green and laid it flat on the grass in the 

middle of the field, knowing it’d be too dark outside to notice.  I’d 

planted one on the other side, where the track was located, just to 

be sure that I had the whole place covered. 

 The monitor had a range of about two hundred meters—a 

gift from my mother when she was alive.  I didn’t have any 
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children and I wasn’t pregnant, but that was exactly the point.  

Mom wanted grandchildren and since I wasn’t making any plans, 

she decided to drop a blatant hint.  Maybe all mothers grew into 

that behavior.  My eighteenth birthday had passed some twelve 

years ago, but the word adult had a dual meaning to Carol 

Davidson.  It was always “mother knows best” with her, and that 

authoritarian attitude had caused problems between us.  

Sometimes, I’d gone months without speaking to her because she’d 

barreled in with another lecture in response to one of my “crazy” 

decisions.  Then the cancer came. 

 That was four years ago.   

Now I was using the monitor for the first time.  It was 

simple enough to learn on short notice, which was great since I 

lacked any experience with the more sophisticated equipment in 

my office.  Then again, I wondered if it was really a sign that I’d 

subconsciously decided to never have kids. 

 The hooded figure placed the bassinet onto the ground with 

gloved hands, but I couldn’t confirm if Terrence was inside.  I 

forced myself to be hopeful, though.  There was no telling how 

Lakeisha would react if she got cheated out of the deal.  I watched 

the kidnapper fish out an envelope and place it inside the bassinet.  

When the kidnapper straightened, a stern finger was shot out at 

Lakeisha and it shook to the beat of dissatisfaction.  She opened 

her briefcase and tilted it in the kidnapper’s direction. 

“There’s at least twenty grand here,” she said.  “It’s not 
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what you were asking for, I know, but I’m sure it’ll make up for 

the loss.  I’m not”—there was static—“to you, though.”  She 

slammed the briefcase shut and threw it beside her.  “If you want 

the money, you’ll have to come and get it.” 

 A short pause set in before the figure stepped closer to the 

briefcase.  Lakeisha took that cue to approach the cradle as she 

unraveled the belt of her leather trench coat.  The kidnapper 

stopped—more stalling, only a bit longer as if they’d come to a 

duel.  Both their arms held straight down to their sides, ready and 

able to draw on guns neither of them appeared to have.   

A gust of wind, now, and the figure twitched.  Like that old 

Bruce Lee flick, I was waiting for a cat’s jagged meow to set 

things off, but the kidnapper made a dash for the briefcase instead.  

Lakeisha kept frozen in place as the kidnapper headed in her 

direction.  Adrenaline pumped through my veins.. 

 Gun in hand, I bolted out of the car and headed straight for 

one of the small openings that had been cut into the fence.  I threw 

off my blazer and squeezed through the hole. A lamppost lit that 

area, so I scrambled to my feet and bolted into the shadows.  Only 

a few steps to the field, I pulled out my flashlight and jolted it in 

the direction of the briefcase.  I was surprised to see that it was still 

there; but the kidnapper was gone. 

I didn’t find anything under the bleachers or beside the 

bathrooms where the doors were locked.  Through the fence, I 

surveyed the field.  Nothing.  I told myself that this wasn’t truly a 
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ghost—that the kidnapper didn’t actually vanish or float away.  

Still, I looked up to be sure.  Then I noticed several holes in the 

fence to the right of the bathrooms. 

“Shit,” I said.  There was no way that person spotted me in 

time to escape.  He or she already knew I was there.  I was sure of 

it.  I shut off my flashlight and tightened the grip on my gun. 

Lakeisha seemed more displeased with the situation than I 

expected, considering the bassinet had been left behind.  She was 

kneeling before it with her hands over her face, and when I called 

her name, she didn’t answer.  I couldn’t see into the bassinet, but I 

could hear the loud wailing of the baby.  It should have been time 

for a celebration. 

 “Are you all right?” I shouted.  “It’s Nina Davidson.” 

 Lakeisha whimpered softly from under her trench, its 

bottom half spread down her back and onto the ground like a cape.  

The crying grew softer on my approach.  It seemed as if I were 

walking away from the baby.  I asked, “What’s wrong?” 

Her refusal to answer disturbed, if not angered me, and the 

sobbing wasn’t helping either.  She wasn’t trying to calm her baby 

and it scared me.  One last look around was a good idea before I 

replaced my gun to its holder.  I stalked around to the front of the 

bassinet and took a deep breath.  Too many negative thoughts were 

racing through my head and so I braced myself.  What I found was 

a small stone-washed envelope.   

“I don’t understand,” I said.  It was a confused response, as 
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there was still no explanation for what I was hearing.  “Where is 

that crying coming from?” 

Lakeisha finally looked at me, her face contorted.  “What 

are you talking about?” she asked, almost annoyed as the crying 

faded away.  “My son isn’t here.  Can’t you see that?  I’ve been 

tricked.  Oh, God.”  She repeated. “What am I supposed to do 

now?” 

I fished out the letter from the bassinet.  The handwriting 

was perfect and colorful and it read:  

ROT DEAD WITH YOUR FATHER. 

NINA!  I WANT MY LOCKET! 



 

 

 

 

-  4 1  -  

4 
Shades of blue, red, and green alternated between letters on the 

page like rows of lights dancing on a Christmas tree—each 

character the mark of a trained hand, written to such crystal clarity 

and precise form as to make every word a veritable work of art.  

Any margin for error had been taken into consideration leaving 

nothing for folly.  So much so, that even the folds in the paper 

were proportionally absolute. 

 Something sharp pressed against my heart and held its 

place.  Not a knife, or even a blunt object, but something akin to a 

bath that was somehow both hot and cold.  The more I thought 

about it, the fiercer it seemed to flow.  I kept reading and soon a 

memory exploded to life.  I felt the rain splash against my skin, 

heard the taunting.  I saw death and then I felt myself reaching into 

the note and strangling the very words as if they were a physical 

representation of the author itself. 

 A massive pulse suddenly brought me back to the Galaxy 

Diner, where I’d been for several minutes since I’d driven 

Lakeisha home from the football field.  I’d stopped at home for a 

change of clothes beforehand.  A simple casual look of jeans and 

sneakers with a sweatshirt felt appropriate considering how 

disgusted I felt.  I just wanted to focus on the case. 
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 A waitress stood by my table, her eyes probing me as if I’d 

lost my damn mind.  No telling how long she’d been there and the 

thought of that was a little embarrassing.  I hated being watched. 

 “Ma’am?” she called. 

 “Excuse me?” I wondered.  “I got distracted.  I’m sorry, did 

you say something?” 

 “Yes.  I asked if you were done,” she kindly repeated. 

 I nodded and watched her take away my half-empty plate 

of sausage and English muffins.  The mocha was really good and I 

sipped a few more times before I turned my attention back to the 

letter.  

That poor woman, I thought.  After the failed attempt at a 

trade, Lakeisha had pretty much shut down.  She wouldn’t even 

talk to me during the ride home—all droning and whimpering.  

Even my questions about Terrence’s unusual silence during the 

party went unanswered.  It was frustrating, but I decided to give 

Lakeisha a chance to collect her thoughts and convinced myself 

that it was the reasonable thing to do. 

My opposing thoughts insisted that it was mistake.  I just 

wish it didn’t have to take something horrifying to get me to utterly 

trust my intuition. 

The crying baby popped into my head and unsettled me.  If 

the kidnapper’s goal was to scare me, I was ashamed to admit that 

it was working.  Months of paranormal situations and suddenly  
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here was a supposed ghost threatening to kill me.  The connection 

would’ve been obvious, if not for the locket.  No one mentioned 

the locket before I met Lakeisha.  It could’ve been a coincidence.  I 

felt better about that conclusion, rather than believe that a phantom 

kidnapper had been playing with my life for the last five months. 

Two more people on my list of suspects and a woman 

named Trisha Bower was the next in line.  Trisha and Lakeisha 

were a known duo—like syrup and pancakes—you couldn’t have 

one without the other and expect not to feel as if something was 

missing.  The guests from the party were very vocal, adding that 

the two were often seen in public together.  Some were a little 

more colorful with their opinions.  I originally took the stories for 

rumors until my conversation with Paulina Atkinson caused me to 

revisit the vocoder call that led to the incident in the field.  If 

Lakeisha and Trisha were more than just friends, things would fall 

into line pretty easily.  Trust in Trisha would’ve led to an effortless 

kidnapping, and jealousy was a well-known motivator for crime.  It 

was all speculation just ripe for the testing, so I slapped my tip on 

the table and headed out the door. 

Trisha Bower lived in an apartment complex not far from 

the Coney Island amusement park.  The neighborhood was fairly 

safe as the word claimed it to be, depending on whether the lack of 

negative media coverage proved anything to be virtuous. 

 The building’s spotless elevator lifted me to the ninth floor  
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where I stepped out to find a woman dumping bags into the 

garbage chute.  Two more bags sat on the floor next to a pile of 

dark clothing. 

 The woman jerked up and said, “Ooh!  You scared me.” 

 “Sorry,” I said. 

 As she continued dumping the bags, I couldn’t help but 

stare.  She stood somewhere near my five-foot-eight stature, with 

long dark hair that fell onto her shoulders.  That pink robe of hers 

seemed to cover most of her slightly-blemished brown skin.  She 

couldn’t have been much younger than my thirty.  I wasn’t sure 

what I was looking for, just a habit of mine that tended to give me 

more information about people than I probably needed.  This 

woman seemed confident to me—someone who wouldn’t hesitate 

to speak her mind.  I quickly turned away for fear of getting caught 

and headed down the left side of the hall, reading the apartment 

numbers until I got to Nine-B. 

 That was when the woman called in my direction.  “Excuse 

me.  Are you looking for someone in particular?” 

 I turned and replied, “I’m looking for Trisha Bower.” 

“That would be me.”  She pushed the last of the garbage 

into the chute and slammed it shut. 

Subterfuge was an on-demand tool I’d grown accustomed 

to over the past couple of years, so the last thing I wanted to do 

was show the makeshift business ID I kept in my wallet.  It was a 

laminated creation of my father’s with my picture, the name and 
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address of S.D. Investigations, a phone and fax number and an e-

mail address.  I’d complained about the legal issues of carrying 

such things and how misleading it was, but my father worked 

under a lot of stress.  He was used to bending the law, even 

breaking it if necessary—whatever it took to get results. 

That game was needlessly risky and had once almost gotten 

us shut out of business, but I never quit on him.  Our bond felt 

unbreakable.  This was almost certainly a consequence of my 

parents separating after I’d gone to college.  They must have 

planned it.  In the middle of one life-changing event, you could 

easily slip into another and they’d both just blend together.  

Suddenly, that feeling of home felt far less reliable and I sought a 

stronger connection with my father.  Remaining in the field long 

enough to get a license was never on the agenda, but since my 

father’s death, I felt obligated to continue his work of changing 

lives for the better. 

Screw it.  I reached into my pocket and grabbed the ID.  

Where was the fun in fixing problems if you couldn’t get your 

hands dirty?  

 Trisha was very cautious to approach me.  She held her 

robe closed with her left arm and swung the other to and fro as she 

bent a clenched fist away from her side.  It was an overly flirty 

walk and I’d always thought any woman who advertised herself 

like that must have been doing it deliberately.  I didn’t know 

whether to feel flattered or insulted.  
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 She tightened her eyes as she stopped in front of me to ask, 

“You’re Nina Davidson, aren’t you?” 

“Yes,” I said and pulled my empty hand from my pocket.  

“How do you know that?” 

“I know what I wanna know,” she nonchalantly replied. 

An alarm went off in my head and I toyed with the thought 

of having to defend myself as I asked, “Excuse me?” 

 Trisha rolled her eyes.  “Lakeisha told me all about you.” 

 Something about her felt childish.  It was odd.  Child-like 

wouldn’t describe it correctly because her body language matched 

the way she spoke.  If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear I was 

talking to a teenager. 

 “Really?” I said.  “That’s news to me.” 

 “Lakeisha tells me everything,” she replied matter-of-

factly. 

 “I’ll have to make a note of that.  Listen, I don’t mean to 

bother you so early in the morning, but I’d really like to talk with 

you.” 

“About what?”  Her dark eyes searched my own as if she 

could actually see what I was thinking.  At the same time, she 

moved her head around in that annoying ethnic teenage-girl 

pattern.  First pants on the ground, the urban style of drooping 

jeans hilariously criticized in a song by a reality show contestant, 

and now this.  It was sad to see a woman who hadn’t grown out of 

that behavior. 
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“It might be a good idea if we talked in a more private 

area,” I suggested. 

“Why?” she countered.  “You still haven’t even told me 

exactly why you’re here.  Are you here to arrest me or 

something?” 

“Well, that’s an odd thing to say.” 

“Don’t give me that crap,” she snapped.  “What do you 

want from me?” 

“Right now, a moment of your time in private would be 

very much appreciated.” 

 A sigh came in response.  Trisha stared for a moment, eyes 

moving from my foot to my forehead before she finally let up on 

the scrutiny.  “Fine,” she said, swinging her hand in the air before 

opening her door. 

When she motioned me inside, I removed my blazer and 

handed it to her.  There was a cuffing noise behind me, and though 

I hadn’t turned around in time to witness it, I could’ve sworn 

Trisha had deliberately and recklessly thrown my blazer onto the 

coat rack.  My eyes bore a hole into the back of her head as she led 

me into the living room. 

It wasn’t what I expected from such an upper-class part of 

town.  The apartment seemed cozy enough, though decorated 

merely with a sectional couch and small entertainment center that 

encircled a fifty-inch floor model television.  Last time I saw one 

of those was when I still living with my parents, nearly fifteen 
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years ago.  Our TV set didn’t actually work; rather, it served as a 

base for a smaller, more sophisticated model.  That was vintage 

mother Davidson all the way. 

Nothing separated the area from the small dining room, 

which provided a god-like view through the double doors that lead 

to the terrace.  It was very neat and clean, too.  A picture of 

Lakeisha and Trisha sat atop the television.  They were posing in 

front of a 2009 model silver Pathfinder SUV. 

 “So I guess you’re the so-called concerned friend who’s 

been going around questioning all of the party guests?” Trisha 

asked,  “I thought Lakeisha fired you.” 

 That cover story was a great way to keep people talking to 

me.  If there was one thing shady folks didn’t like, it was having 

sensitive conversations with anyone even close to being a cop. 

 “Ms. Wells dropped the case,” I made clear.  “I was fine 

with that until earlier this morning when she decided to—” 

 “Raise some money to negotiate a new deal,” she finished 

for me.  “Lakeisha told me all about that.  But lemme just cut this 

short by telling you that I had absolutely nothing to do with her 

baby’s kidnapping.  To tell you the truth, I can’t see how anybody 

could’ve gotten out of that party with the child and not’ve been 

seen in the first place.  It makes absolutely no sense to me.” 

 “I take it you don’t share Lakeisha’s belief—” 

 “In ghosts?” Trisha cut in.  The notion was clearly a joke to 

her as she calmly sat on the couch and crossed her legs.  Trisha 
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gestured for me to follow.  I thought the tension was gone and 

decided to sit opposite her.  “Lakeisha’s a sweet woman,” Trisha 

said, “but she tends to make assumptions when she can’t explain 

something strange.  She’s all kinds of superstitious.”  She waited 

for me to respond and when I didn’t, she added, “A real live person 

came into that house and took that child, all right?  I just wonder 

why.”  

 “Have you and her talked in detail about this?” I wondered. 

 “Meaning, what?” she asked.  “You’re not talking about 

that locket mess, are you?”  A greedy sort of smile arose on her 

face when I didn’t answer right away.  I wasn’t sure what it meant, 

but I didn’t like it.  “You should probably put finding it at the top 

of your list.  One less thing out of the way, you know?  Especially 

since the ransom money didn’t work.” 

“Actually, that’s kind of why I came over to talk.” 

 Like some hungry alligator, she lashed out with a vicious 

grumble.  Skin-ripples of simple caution shifted forcibly into 

multiple frown-lines as she shot up and yelled, “I just told you I 

had nothing to do with the kidnapping!” 

 The words barreled from her mouth with such force, I was 

sure we had gotten the neighbors’ attention.  The tension was back, 

so I stood up ready for anything. 

 “Why do you people always do that?” Trisha probed.  “It’s 

not enough to disrupt someone’s life, but you have to make every 

effort to tarnish a conversation with outrageous ideas and 
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accusations that seem to come out of nowhere.  There’s nothing I 

have to gain from hurting Lakeisha like that.  She’s my closest 

friend.  She doesn’t think that I had anything to do with this, which 

I don’t.  Why else would she tell me about you?  You’re wasting 

your time, Nina.” 

 Before I could acknowledge that we were suddenly on a 

first name basis, she cut me off.  “Before you ignore me and ask 

what I’m doing home on a work day, like I figure you will, let it be 

known that I was laid off a month ago and not fired like a few 

idiots choose to believe.  Another thing… just in case you’re 

dreaming up some silly motive to place on me, I wanna let you 

know that my unemployment package covers all of my expenses.  

So you can just forget about even thinking about that one.” 

There was a moment of absorption.  Maybe I was pushing 

too hard.  Maybe the anticipation of getting off this devil’s-road-

of-a-case and back to a normal life was clouding my judgment.  

Was she paranoid or was I just getting under her skin?  Guilt often 

caused foolish behavior, but Lakeisha’s certainty of a paranormal 

element made me wonder how anyone could pull of that kind of 

deception.  It takes discipline to hold a hostage and manipulate 

people for extended periods.  Trisha appeared to have none. 

 The slightest pressure seemed to be sending Trisha into 

defensive overdrive.  It made me doubt her capability to plan 

something so complex.  Where were the threats; the demands?  

The more I thought about it, the more I was beginning to think that 
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I was wasting my time trying to understand something that 

apparently didn’t make any damn sense.  The best thing to do was 

to find the locket.  If that kidnapper really was a ghost, then there 

was never any stopping it to begin with.  Cooperation seemed to be 

the only hope. 

 Still, I didn’t want the trip to be a total waste and pressed 

on.  “I’m not accusing you of anything, but you were at the party.  

If you and Lakeisha really are as close as you say, then that gives 

you access to information that I might find useful.  But what I’m 

really concerned about is why you’re insisting that I find the locket 

instead of finding Terrence.” 

 She sucked her teeth and headed for the terrace.  

“Whatever.  Who knows what you PIs are thinking, anyway?  I just 

needed to get that clear.”  She opened the door and stepped 

outside.  She grabbed the railing for support and surveyed the 

Brooklyn landscape.  A part of me wondered if she was going to 

jump.  I crept up to the door and stood at an angle so that no one 

could sneak up from behind.  “If I were you,” she went on, “I’d be 

looking for the locket.  At least then you’d have some leverage.  

But that’s just me.” 

 Well, she wasn’t dumb.  I’d give her that. 

 “Look,” I said.  “I’m just curious about what you might 

have seen—things you might also know about Lakeisha’s 

relationship with her ex-husband.” 

 Trisha turned halfway and asked, “What does that have to 



T H E  P H A N T O M ’ S  F I X A T I O N  

 

 

 

-  5 2  -  

do with…?”  She sighed.  “All right, I see where this is going, so 

just stop it.  You’ve obviously been talking to all the wrong people.  

A bunch of assholes that do nothing but burrow holes into your 

head with their gossip.”  She leaned against the embankment and 

rubbed her forehead.  “How do I get into these situations?  I swear 

someone’s always trying to blame me for something.  I don’t know 

what more to tell you.”  She spread her arms across the top of the 

embankment.  “Don’t ask me about any suspicious people at 

Lakeisha’s party because I was too drunk to notice.” 

 “Then what can you tell me about Maurice Hunter?” I 

asked. 

 Trisha winced.  “Nothing much,” she said.  “He’s a jerk—

an ass, really—just the basic stuff that makes up the world of 

Maurice.” 

 “That’s not what I meant.”  This was a bit jarring coming 

from her.  Maurice was Lakeisha’s ex-husband, not hers.  It may 

have just been her juvenile attitude, but I suspected a hint of 

jealousy.  Whether it was about Maurice or Lakeisha, I couldn’t be 

sure. 

 “Well, I don’t know,” Trisha threw out.  “Is he a suspect or 

something?  Why would he kidnap his own son?  He’s got full 

custody for God’s sake.”  She jolted her arm in the air and then 

slapped it against her thigh. 

 The custody comment hung in my mind.  Though Lakeisha 

hadn’t gotten into specifics, she’d given me several implications 
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that she had custody of Terrence.  I wondered if I was reading too 

much into it. 

 “Stranger things have happened,” I said.  “Speaking of 

strange things, I couldn’t help but notice you dumping some 

clothing into the garbage chute when I got off the elevator.” 

 “So?” she asked.  “Is there some new law against doing 

things like that?” 

 “No,” I said.  “I was just wondering why you were doing 

that.  Most people would dump clothing into a bag first.  There’s 

also the Salvation Army.” 

 “I don’t have time for them,” she whined.  “What 

difference does it make how I dump my clothing, anyway?  They 

were old clothes.  Jeez!  You know what?  Since you’re so intent 

on finding out something about me, why don’t you just come over 

here and frisk me?  Shit, you might as well.”  To my shock, she 

opened her robe to reveal a semi-cheer top and panties.  With 

hands on hips, she angled herself so that her large breasts were 

accentuated.  “Do a good job and you might feel on something you 

like.” 

 I sighed and headed for the front door.  This was going 

nowhere.  Trisha quickly followed and was all too happy to pick 

up my blazer and hand it to me.  Our hands made brief contact and 

suddenly an unusual feeling of despair washed over me.  It lasted 

only a few seconds, but it felt so powerful.  There was no answer 

in Trisha’s expression, only an insistence for me to leave. 
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 “This isn’t over,” I said and slipped on my blazer.  Out in 

the hall, I added, “Do yourself a favor and don’t leave town.” 

 I enjoyed saying things like that to people, especially when 

I suspected I was about to have a door slammed in my face.  At 

least then I might have deserved it.  This was one of the many 

times that suspicion turned out to be correct. 

 That encounter was so odd even from the start.  It bounced 

around in my head on the way back to my car.  What interested me 

the most, bags of clothing aside, was Trisha’s reaction when I 

mentioned Maurice Hunter.  He was Lakeisha’s ex-husband for 

five months and at the winning end of a custody battle, a fact that 

made him less of a suspect as far as I was concerned.  Even when 

Lakeisha brought up the subject of the locket, he quickly refused to 

accept that as a reason for the kidnapping.  I had yet to meet 

Maurice, with him tending to another family emergency in the 

Islands.  Curious enough, when he heard that I was working the 

case, he insisted I meet with him the moment he arrived in the 

States.  That little tidbit made him all the more interesting. 

 I had enough time before Maurice’s flight was due and 

scheduled an appointment with the New York Mobile Notary 

Service.  Both notes left by the kidnapper needed to be checked for 

fingerprints and hopefully I’d find some. 

 I opened my car door and felt the hairs on my neck tingle.  

Some people claimed that feeling meant you were being watched, 

but I never took that superstition seriously before now.  Everyone 
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in sight moved with their own agendas, none of which seemed to 

include me.  I decided to look up.  Leaning over the embankment 

of the ninth floor was Trisha Bower.  It was too far to tell for sure, 

but I imagined that she was smirking at me. 
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5 
The cloud cover kept attendance to a minimum in the Troy Avenue 

football field in the late afternoon.  To find a sprinkling of people 

running track or playing basketball was the norm during the spring, 

and more so when a special event was held.  Even on a breezy 

spring afternoon as this, when most of the grass was still a damp, 

rich green and the flat wooden bleachers had remained much 

cooler than buns were used to, the field found an uncommon 

visitor in me comfortably clad in denim jeans.  The pair were 

tattered at the ankles, but matched well against a red sweater with 

the word “SISTA” partially faded on the front—a nice little gem 

from my college years.  I usually kept a set of shabby clothing in 

the trunk of my car for potentially messy situations like this one, 

though the white pinstriped jockey hat I wore was only a month 

old. 

 Minutes melted into hours on a meticulous search through 

the field, my open blazer sailing on the wind as I replayed the 

events of the meeting until I spotted a dark something toward the 

right of the bathrooms.  The object flapped in the wind against a 

thin, oval-like hole in the fence.  I eased the object away from the 

broken link—a soft, black and cottony thing.  Someone must’ve  
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gotten stuck trying to climb through the opening and accidentally 

torn it from their sweater. 

 “Looking for something in particular?”  The heavy West-

Indian accent had come from behind me with a tone that was a bit 

softer than Clayton’s, but startled me to my feet, anyway.  He was 

a dark, husky man whom I instantly recognized from a photo 

Lakeisha had shown me. 

Maurice Hunter was as close to handsome as I preferred 

any man to be, with a pair of closely-fitted jeans that hugged nice, 

healthy legs.  His black leather coat disguised the contours of his 

upper body, but along with a black beanie and boots, it had all 

made for a nice touch.  I hoped his attitude matched his 

appearance. 

 “Don’t worry,” he said, as if reading my mind.  “I’s no 

danger to you.” 

 The words were almost impossible to lip-read from under 

that heavy mustache—so far the only thing I didn’t like about him.  

I felt guilty about admiring someone who’d raised my suspicion 

and quickly pushed the thoughts out of my mind. 

“Then I won’t be a danger to you,” I made clear, smiling 

for positive effect.  Maurice smirked as I slipped the piece of fabric 

into my back pocket.  Something about the way his nose cringed 

caught my attention—a round-shaped feature of his.  I probably 

should have identified myself on contact.  Subterfuge was a habit  
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of mine and it wasn’t necessarily about being bad or good.  These 

mind games were as much useful as they were intoxicating, 

sometimes downright impossible to control and, besides, 

something about Maurice’s attitude didn’t sit well with me.   

He seemed a little agitated and so playing the curious 

stranger was likely to get me further down the road.  I used my 

innocent tone to ask, “Can I help you with something?” 

 “I could ask you the same thing,” he replied.  “A beautiful 

woman like you roaming around a football field looking for 

something, it seems.” 

He gave me a chance to confirm.  I crossed my arms and 

waited for him to continue as the breeze smashed against the side 

of my blazer.  “Okay, maybe I’ll just be a gentleman and introduce 

myself properly.  My name is Maurice.” 

He made a gesture to kiss my hand, so I accepted.  As silly 

as it was, I actually found it appealing.  I didn’t think they still 

made men like that and offered my middle name in return. 

 “Your name is Affinity?”  He sounded skeptical. 

 “What’s wrong with that?” I defended. 

 Maurice cleared his throat and said, “Don’t pay me no 

mind.  I’s not myself these days.”  He turned his attention to the 

bleachers.  The grey set ran along two opposing sides of the field 

and had chipped away in various places revealing the red paint that 

had come before.  Sometimes children liked to play in the space 

underneath nearest to the wall, and I wondered if Maurice was 
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looking for eavesdroppers.  Then he said, “I’s not even sure why 

I’s out here, you know.” 

 “Are you okay?” I asked.  “Maurice, is it?  You look a little 

depressed.  Do you need someone to talk to?  I might be able to 

help you with whatever’s bothering you.” 

 He shot me a confused stare and asked, “Why would you 

bother with my problems?  You don’t even know me.” 

 “What can I say?  I’m trying to be a good Christian.” 

 I didn’t follow any religion, but my mother was heavy into 

Christianity.  My father, on the other hand, had taken to an extreme 

opposite that I couldn’t get on board with.  The insanity of that 

union was only made possible by a long and young love affair.  It 

was the kind where strong convictions, like where one stood on the 

belief in the existence of gods, were still brewing under the radar.  

At this point, I think the proper word for my position was 

agnosticism. 

 Maurice struggled with a reaction that I thought might be a 

smile.  He pursed his lips and then regained that agitated 

expression.  I assumed it was the stress.  “As the situation goes,” 

he said, “some witless idiot kidnapped my son and refuses to give 

him back unless I return something I supposedly have taken.”  He 

grunted and went on, “Nonsense, I tell you.  Me no steal nothing, 

where you see me here, you know.” 

 “Oh my god, that’s terrible,” I said, trying to sound as 

authentic as I could for a person who wasn’t suppose to know this 



T H E  P H A N T O M ’ S  F I X A T I O N  

 

 

 

-  6 0  -  

beforehand.  I found it odd that he’d come to the field, and I 

wondered if he’d been watching me all along.  This was a wild 

guess, but maybe he thought that I had something to do with the 

kidnapping and was actually investigating me.  “How long has it 

been?” I asked. 

 “About a week,” Maurice said. 

 “I’m sorry.”  I let that sink in while the occasional car 

passing broke up the otherwise quiet atmosphere.  “Is there any 

other reason why someone would wanna do this to you?” 

 “I don’t think a psychopath needs a good reason.  You 

would have to be a pretty sick person to actually think of a sane 

reason.” 

 I rocked my head in agreement. 

 “The…” He choked on the word and clenched his fist.  I 

felt my heart breaking.  Even with my professional objectivity over 

the past couple of days, I had trouble holding back my tears as I 

watched this man nearly break down in front of me.   

Maurice regained his composure and said, “The bastard 

took my son and his backsliding mother doesn’t even want me to 

help her find him.”  He must have noticed the puzzled look on my 

face, which I faked, and added, “We’re divorced.  On bad terms.” 

 “Ah,” I said with a raised head. 

“How ‘bout you?” he asked.  “Life hand you that side of 

the stick lately?” 
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 The memory of my father smiling at me as he left for the 

last time flashed before my eyes.  I looked away to hide the pain. 

 “I’m sorry.” 

“Can we skip this part?” I said.  “Actually, that’s kind of 

why I came out here.  I needed someplace to think.  Is that why 

you’re out here?  To think?” 

 Maurice turned and inhaled the wet grassy smell that filled 

the field, his eyes trailing into an area I wasn’t aware of—some 

unseen plane that seemed to disturb him.  He finally said, “A 

meeting went bad out here.  I thought maybe I would be able to 

find something which might lead me to the person who took my 

son.”  He remained transfixed as he nodded in my direction.  “You 

were the only one out here, so I came over to talk to you.” 

 “You really should leave things like that up to the police.” I 

was careful with my words.  “I don’t think they’d have too much 

trouble finding your boy.” 

“Right” he chuckled, seeming unconvinced.  “My ex-wife 

already went ahead and hired a private investigator, and she made 

damn sure that I knew about it, too.  It’s so I won’t try to find my 

son on my own... as if that would ever stop me.” 

The knowledge hadn’t stopped him from discussing the 

case with anyone curious enough to listen, either.  Lakeisha wasn’t 

kidding when she said Maurice couldn’t be trusted with sensitive 

information.  Some men were like that.  Whenever the weight of  
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depression weighed them down, they usually sought out a woman 

who was willing to listen—particularly a pretty one.  I called it 

Mama’s Boy Syndrome, for lack of a better phrase. 

“I’ve noticed that you keep referring to the boy as your 

son,” I said.  “Is there any special reason for that?  You’ve 

emphasized it every time.” 

I was probably reaching, but it sounded as though he didn’t 

want to acknowledge Lakeisha’s maternity.  That kind of tension 

between Maurice and Lakeisha was something I felt a very 

demanding need to expose. 

Maurice took some time to collect his thoughts.  Moments 

later he stammered, “That’s complicated, yes.  Do you mind if we 

sit on the bleachers?”  I moved in that direction and he followed.   

We sat on the third row from the bottom; the wood was 

cold and uncomfortably hard.  After being outside for so long, the 

constant chill had built up to a significant level.  I zipped my blazer 

closed and waited for Maurice to continue.  “To make it simple,” 

he said, “my ex-wife only gets to see my son whenever I allow it.  

So far, I’s been flying him up here every three months just to be 

fair to him.  It’s a surprise she even considered giving up this visit.  

Party must have been real important.” 

“You sound bothered by that.” 

“Who, me?”  He patted his chest.  “Please.  I don’t have the 

time for my ex-wife’s little gossip-filled get-togethers.  I never 

liked them when we were married, and I’s no intention of changing 
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that view just because my son happened to be at one.  I’ll admit, 

the thought did cross my mind.  I tell you, the judge did right by 

awarding me sole custody. 

“After the judge made his decision, I thought the least I 

could do was shine a little heart in my ex-wife’s direction and 

allow her the privilege of keeping him for one weekend, really for 

Terrence’s sake.  And Terrence is my boy; let’s get that clear.  That 

useless mother of his doesn’t deserve the right to call anyone her 

son, or daughter, or anything closely related to family, you hear 

what I’m saying?  One party weekend with her and look what 

happened.” 

 “That’s very sensitive of you,” I sneered. 

 “How you mean?” he wondered.  “Oh, you think just 

because I’s a man I shouldn’t have gotten custody?  Is that it?” 

 “Of course not,” I shot back. 

 “Uh, huh.”  He sounded unconvinced.  “The truth is that 

my ex-wife resents me for that outcome.  It has been a little over 

four months, now, and it’s still eating her up inside.  But that’s not 

my problem anymore.” 

 This was the second time in a day someone claimed 

Maurice had custody of Terrence.  I’d found a conflict of 

information and thought it might explain why Lakeisha was so 

guarded about the issues between her and Maurice.  People don’t 

like being wrong and it wouldn’t be a stretch to suspect Lakeisha 

fudging the truth about her performance as a wife and mother. 
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 “How do you intend to solve this problem?” I wondered. 

Something kept him from explaining.  Instead he said, 

“Tell me something.  Is it just me or are you getting more and 

more curious about my situation than you should be?” 

Maurice hadn’t struck me as a notably intelligent man.  

That much I realized even before I got the chance to speak with 

him—typical seemed a more appropriate word.  Now I was 

beginning to question even that assumption.  Here was a man 

whose child’s future depended on his and Lakeisha’s unconditional 

cooperation, and he was carelessly discussing the most sensitive 

details of the case to a total stranger.  Did he even realize what was 

at stake here? 

I stared at him for a moment.  A well-off man like him was 

bound to have some sense, but I’d be damned if I could find any 

that fit my needs.  The attraction I felt earlier was fading.  Jeez, 

was I really that anal?  I’d had enough with the act and decided to 

let him know the truth about who I was. 

 Several emotions washed over his face as he absorbed the 

information.  From confusion, to anger, he seemed to be unsure of 

how to react.  His eyes looked for something as they searched my 

body.   

Finally, they focused on mine.  “Ms. Davidson,” he started 

to say. 

 I jumped in with, “Nina will be just fine.” 
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 “That’s the name Lakeisha refers to you by,” he replied.  

“But if you’re comfortable being on a first-name basis with me 

now that the truth is out, then I’ll call you Nina.  Now with that 

said and done, I would appreciate it if you would do me a favor 

and tell me what’s really going on here.” 

A gust of wind rustled some of our clothing and I sighed.  I 

told Maurice everything he needed to know about the situation 

leaving out some specifics Lakeisha told me about him.  The blank 

look on his face was only interrupted as he expressed a curious 

harrumph. 

“What did Lakeisha tell you about the meeting that 

happened here?” I asked. 

“She said that you had followed her, but lost the kidnapper.  

She also said that you are no longer employed to handle this case, 

but it looks like you’re still involved and that makes me very 

nervous.  And if I’s to be interrogated as well, then you and I are 

going to come into problems.” 

“Maurice… I’m just as worried about this situation as you 

and Lakeisha.  I just wanna help.” 

“You’ve done enough.”  He seemed sure.  “The only thing 

I’s worried about is this kidnapper and the reasons for taking my 

boy.” 

Something in the distance grabbed his attention again.  As 

far as I could see, there was nothing but dirt, grass, and more dirt.   
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What did come to mind, though, was guilt.  Maybe there was 

something more to the kidnapper’s demands than Maurice had let 

on. 

He climbed down from the bleachers and made several 

strides into the field.  I followed, coming up on his right as he 

stuffed his hands into his leather coat pockets and viewed the area.  

The observation became fixed at his feet, which he began trudging 

along the grass from side to side.  With the effort he was making, I 

was beginning to think that he stumbled onto something, but 

instead of a clue, his efforts served only to unearth a damp pebble.  

He sucked in a deep breath and turned his head, looking off into 

the distance that ended at the far right wall of the field.  

“What I’m about to tell you is for your ears only,” he said.  

“Lakeisha can never know.  Do you understand that?” 

“Understood,” I partially agreed.  If anything he had to say 

compromised this situation even further, I’d make it my business 

to tell Lakeisha every sordid detail. 

“I want you to walk away from this,” he said. 

“What?” I laughed out.  “Are you serious?” 

He sighed and said, “You don’t understand.  I appreciate 

your work, but this is not your problem anymore.  I will handle this 

on my own.” 

“No, it’s you who doesn’t understand the situation,” I said.  

“My involvement in this case is part of the deal.  There’s no if,  
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ands, or buts about it.  We both know I’ve been deliberately 

brought into this.  I couldn’t quit now if I wanted to.” 

“This has absolutely nothing to do with you or any locket,” 

he made clear.  “And I don’t understand why this person keeps 

going on about that.” 

“How could you possibly know that?” I asked, but he 

didn’t answer.  “Wait a minute; so you think this kidnapper is a 

real person and not a—” 

“Of course.”  He sounded annoyed by the notion of a ghost 

kidnapping his son and I suspected he knew something Lakeisha 

and I didn’t.  His insistence to see me made sense now.  Maurice 

never wanted my help.  He wanted me out of the way. 

I asked, “Then what’s it really about, and why did you lead 

Lakeisha to believe that there was some truth to the kidnapper’s 

claims?” 

 “Because I wanted her to believe that there was a chance to 

make a trade, you see.” 

“So you’re giving up?” I asked. 

“I don’t know how I would be able to do that,” he replied, 

“since I can still set up a meeting with this person.” 

“To do what?” I wondered.  When he didn’t answer, I said, 

“You know, that’s the second time you’ve avoided answering that 

question.  What’s really going on?”  There was a pause.  “You 

know this person, don’t you?” 
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 Maurice gave me a brief stare.  Then he turned his attention 

to the pebble he’d unearthed earlier.  He kicked it off into the 

distance and when it landed, he said, “Go home, Ms. Davidson.  

This no longer concerns you.” 

He turned to walk away, but I told him to wait.  I always 

kept business cards for S.D. Investigations in my wallet, so I fished 

one out and handed it to him. 

“What is this for?” he asked. 

“I don’t know about you,” I said, “but when a criminal 

kidnaps a child and demands my presence as part of the exchange, 

I don’t just walk away.  I’ll be around.  You keep that card and I’ll 

be in touch.” 

I studied his body language religiously as he gave the card 

a good look over.  He wasn’t pleased and I didn’t care.  These 

divorcees were jerking me around and it was starting to get under 

my skin.  I left the field and chose a discrete spot near my vehicle, 

which I’d parked on an adjacent block.  I had a clear view into the 

field where I waited for Maurice to leave. 

He left after twenty minutes and entered a tan Altima.  I 

memorized the plate numbers as he started the engine and drove 

off, then hurried into my sedan and tailed him to the Comfort Inn 

Gregory hotel on Fourth Avenue. 

After Maurice disappeared into the building, I sat and 

waited, watched the sun set and then later rise, and waited some 

more until the sky began to turn blue.  Then I fished out the torn 
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fabric I’d found and ran it through my fingers.  Trisha Bower 

dumping clothing into her garbage chute came to mind.  Maurice 

wasn’t likely to go anywhere so early in the morning, so I decided 

it was time for my daily workout and slipped across town to 

Wingate Park.  My subconscious was bound to figure out 

something by the time I got back.  Still, I offered the lobby security 

guard ten bucks and my cell number to let me know if and when 

Maurice left the building. 
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6 

Saturday 

My feet slammed against the pavement in strict succession as 

beads of sweat fell away from my face.  The hill was long and high 

and I pushed on, my self-designated opponents trailing behind on 

the Park Drive.  The three point thirty-five mile path looped around 

Prospect Park and only allowed vehicular traffic during the 

weekday rush hours.  Warm weather usually brought the 

abundance of family activities, but the early morning hours made 

my visit a mostly lonely one.  This was my third and final loop.  I 

would complete it near the hill’s peak and move down the barely-

maintained path off to the right, as I always did.  A bench sat 

halfway up the path and that was where I’d rest. 

 The underbrush in that spot kept a nice shade and it was 

peaceful.  This was the same spot where Lakeisha and I ended our 

business agreement.  I sat down, briskly rubbed my legs, leaned 

back and let the sun warm my face.  My eyes were tired, the lids 

heavy, my head nodding.  I could’ve passed out on the bench, if it 

wasn’t for the sudden sound of Mylika’s voice as she said, “You 

just don’t get it, do you?”  

 I shot up and now the sun was gone, rain slamming against 
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my skin as the dark clouds swallowed the entire sky.  My track suit 

was soaked.  Nothing made sense.  I must have dozed off for a 

second.  I shivered and checked my watch: 7:00 a.m.  I’d hoped the 

guard at Maurice’s hotel had something interesting to tell me and 

planned to follow up, before I went home and got some much 

needed sleep. 

 I stood up and realized that something seemed a little off 

about the park.  I had felt a nagging discomfort the entire time I 

was running—as if someone was watching me.  The area was 

isolated, so I looked further into the bushes, down near the fork in 

the road where the bush had really gotten dense.  A chill ran up my 

spine as I spotted a Caucasian woman standing next to a tree, her 

long stringy blond curls extending to her back.  She stared 

unflinchingly in a silk aqua dress with open-toed high heels of the 

same color, and her skin was much too pale for comfort.  

Something about her sparked a sense of familiarity and I struggled 

to recall the memory. 

 “Is there something I can do for you, Miss?” I asked. 

 She remained silent as she continued her peculiar glare that 

made my skin crawl.  I hesitated to approach her and silently 

cursed myself for falling prey to my anxiety.  She seemed to 

recognize my returning composure and slowly turned away.  The 

encounter felt surreal; like watching a video in slow-motion, she 

seemed to be enticing me to follow her and I did—passed several 

trees, I kept close until I somehow lost sight of her.   
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I’d seen this woman before, the memory finally returned of 

her and her family watching Lakeisha and I talking in the park… 

or rather, she was watching me.  She was a ghost—the little voice 

in my head insisted that was the answer, but I wouldn’t accept that.  

I called out to her anyway.  No answer came in return.  This was 

insane and without a logical explanation, I felt like pulling my hair 

out in anguish.  Would it hurt to take Lakeisha’s claims at face 

value?  I felt stupid for even thinking that, but if I was going to 

entertain something so unlikely, then the best thing for me to do 

was to visit the one young man I’d been avoiding for the past four 

months.  He’d know what I was dealing with and potentially how 

to stop it.  The only thing I needed to do was convince him to 

speak to me again.  

 The drive back to Maurice’s hotel was tiresome, which 

soon turned to disappointment when I learned that he was still in 

his room and had been there since I left.  I’d wanted to invade that 

place and search for any helpful information, but now I had to 

settle for the second option.  I drove to Trisha Bower’s place to 

check the building’s trash closet for those clothes she dumped 

yesterday.  The move was a long shot, but it paid to be thorough. 

The warm weather had enticed sprinkles of children to spill 

out onto the sidewalks that separated the single-lane from the 

expressway.  I was surprised to see as many senior citizens sitting 

on various benches considering their inherent desire for a serene 

lifestyle.  One parking space at the end of the block caught my 
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attention and I gassed toward it.  I would’ve reached it if not for 

some smart-ass, who was traveling perpendicular to the road, 

backed into my lane and stole the spot. 

 “Goddamn it!” I hollered. 

 I pulled up to the intruding car to see a young man dressed 

like he’d just popped right out of a rap video.  He’d been playing 

some slightly profane music and turned it down when he saw me 

giving him a dirty look.  He ogled at me in return. 

 Someone behind me honked their horn and I drove off, 

made four right turns, and double-parked beside someone’s Jeep.  

It was rude, but I didn’t think I’d be gone long enough to cause 

anyone a problem.  A pair of latex gloves sat in my glove 

department, so I slid them into my back pocket and headed into 

Trisha’s building. 

 It took a few minutes before security found the janitor and 

explained my request.  My friend had accidentally tossed some of 

my clothing into the trash was a small enough white lie.  I could 

live with that much guilt. 

When the janitor unlocked the door to the trash closet, I slid 

my gloves on, and then the smell hit me.  The first time I’d 

accompanied my father on a case turned out to be one of the most 

tedious.  That day, my father decided to teach me the ancient art of 

dumpster diving, for which I made a great effort of protesting to no 

avail.  My father had a way of making me feel guilty for avoiding 

unpleasant situations, and if I ever dared quit while trying to 
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achieve a goal, he’d never let me hear the end of it.  “Quitters are 

born to make coffee for winners,” he always said. 

And so I donned a pair of latex gloves and followed my 

father into the damp and rancid wasteland of some urban housing 

facility.  It was hot, baking the smell into the night air.  We were 

on a simple divorce case.  The wife of a client had run off to New 

Jersey with her younger lover and had been in hiding for nearly 

three months.  We knew where to find her because she was using 

her husband’s credit cards to pay for things delivered to her lover’s 

home.  My father said he’d heard people talking and moving about, 

but they wouldn’t answer the door or phone for anything.  They 

didn’t even have an answering machine.  The case was the saddest 

thing, not particularly the divorce, but because of the two young 

children who’d been involved in this back in New York.  Since the 

proper legal procedure needed to be followed to ensure that 

custody could be achieved through appropriate means, we were 

hired to serve the wife with the divorce papers. 

There were financial aspects, as well.  The couple’s credit 

cards were tied to their mutual bank accounts and she was 

spending wildly on her affair.  The best way to stop this would 

have been to get her name off the accounts or have them frozen, 

but the husband needed to provide an affidavit showing that his 

wife had been served. 

We scoured through the adulterer’s trash for days, until we  
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finally discovered a poorly shredded receipt that was frighteningly 

easy to reconstruct.  The wife had been purchasing groceries from 

an online vendor, and listed in the statement were two pounds of 

ground beef.  I remembered watching increasingly ominous reports 

on the news about recalled salmonella-tainted beef and got the idea 

to contact the wife, using the beef-scare pretext.  My father 

acquired a standard memo from the shipping company through a 

friend employed there and constructed a note that he left on the 

lovers’ door.  The note read: 

This is John at Apple Farms and due to the 

recent salmonella scare, we’ve been trying 

to recall a package that was delivered to 

your address, but apparently no one was 

home.  Please call us at your earliest 

convenience to schedule a pickup.  The 

customer’s signature will be required. 

He provided the number to the gambit line at S.D. 

Investigations, which manipulated caller ID into displaying 

whatever business information you wanted, and had it forwarded to 

his cell phone.  The wife called sounding nervous about having 

almost eaten some of the meat and eagerly agreed to a pickup.  The 

friend in the shipping company also provided us with her shipping 

outfit and a labeled envelope where I placed the divorce papers.  

After explaining the situation to the wife’s lover, she finally came  
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to the door and accepted the envelope she thought contained a 

receipt.  That was when I pulled out the papers and said, “You’ve 

been served.”  

Small wonder I kept a pair of gloves stuffed away with 

dingy clothing.  For as long as I could remember, I got into the 

habit of stuffing things in the trunk of my car that had anything 

remotely to do with investigative field work of the undesirable 

kind. 

“You were just in time,” said the janitor.  “A few hours 

later and this would have all been in a landfill.” 

“Lucky me,” I said and I suspected it sounded half 

convincing. 

I bent over and tossed the first set of garbage aside before 

remembering that the janitor was standing behind me.  Moving to 

an adjacent position, I tossed aside another set of trash.  Once 

removed, a set of sweaters and a sweat pants became visible.  

There were four items in all.  I examined them and found a burn 

mark on the blue sweater and an oil stain on the grey one and the 

sweat pants.  The black sweater was faded and worn out.  No rips, 

no grass stains, and no hood. 

The janitor received my thanks and, for a moment, I 

considered returning to Trisha’s apartment.  Our first encounter 

hadn’t gone well and I expected to experience more of the same if 

I opted for a second round.  When I rang her doorbell, two minutes 

later, I started to wonder if I was some sort of closet masochist.  
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No one answered, so I returned to my car and drove to my office to 

file away my evidence and record my findings.  I’d also had a 

nagging suspicion itch that I needed to scratch before I shut down 

for a power nap. 

When my father was alive, he kept old case files neatly 

sorted in metal cabinets in the basement of S.D. Investigations.  

Since then, I’d reverted to electronic filing, but still followed his 

example, keeping both the floors and walls cleaned on a bi-yearly 

basis.  Tools of all sorts were not scattered but placed neatly on 

plastic hooks, which were on the left wall adjacent to the meters. 

 Pushed toward the back just before the trap-door exit sat 

the boiler.  Opposite that and another set of tools and meters, and 

across from a portable cooler stored under the stairs, was the row 

of cabinets—all black and bolted into the concrete wall.  There 

were forty-five altogether.  Forty-one of which were full. 

 Drawer number forty-one was labeled “CN 6,400 - CN 

6,499.  The C and N stood for Case Number, while the numbers 

simply counted the cases.  I opened the drawer and looked for 

folder 6,404.  It was the most recent folder and entailed 

information about my father’s final case.  I was looking for 

anything paranormal and I chose that file deliberately, considering 

what I knew about my father.  He never believed in ghosts—was 

very adamant about how ridiculous the notion was, in fact.  If there 

had been anything weird about the cases he worked before I started 

working with him, he would’ve mentioned it.  Such information 
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would’ve colored his opinions about things of a supernatural 

nature. 

 His last case was almost a complete mystery to me, with 

my only information on Mylika Evans being limited to her 

childhood physical abuse by her father and the fact that she was a 

revenge-prone lunatic.  I hadn’t bothered to read through his notes 

and maybe that was deliberate.  His killer had died the same night 

he had, and so as far as I was concerned the case was closed.  

Maybe I was trying to push the pain away or maybe I was afraid of 

what I might learn.  I couldn’t be sure.  No matter what was in that 

folder, I couldn’t bring him back. 

 The idea of anyone possibly crazy enough to put me at the 

center of some oddball scheme to find a locket played in my mind 

as I flipped through the notes left by the kidnapper and Lakeisha’s 

paranormal claims.  Mylika was the most recent person to be 

investigated by my father and she matched the criterion of being 

dead. 

Thing is, the folder 6,404 was missing and I had no idea 

why. 
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7 
I was never one for excessive ostentatious behavior nor was my 

father, who had, for whatever reason, taken nearly three days to 

decide whether the words to be printed on the office door should 

be a scripted silver font or a more traditional sharp-edged lettering 

in gold.  Should the letters curve or be printed straight across the 

glass?  All caps, small caps, or initial caps?  So many choices from 

a man I’d known to be fairly straightforward. 

The clock read 1:00 p.m. by the time I awoke in my office 

and stared down the door in reminiscence.  I headed for the 

bathroom in the back. 

My father had made an excellent investment in the place.  

The bottom half of a two-story, four-hundred square foot building 

included a small reception area, a front door with S.D. 

Investigations printed on a frosted-glass window, a bathroom with 

a shower, and a basement where my father stored all of his case 

files and tools.  To top it off was a desk decorated with a computer, 

a porcelain statue of two jumping dolphins, a starfish paperweight, 

and various office paraphernalia.  Four double windows allowed 

light into the office—two in front and two facing a yard and the 

next building in the back.  I had covered them with white blinds  
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and thick dark blue curtains to match the jasmine-colored walls 

and hard-waxed floors.  Various credentials hung on the walls. 

 I often gave my cases a title with a brief description of 

events—names and places all changed, of course—with the length 

it took to solve, along with the final cost.  My father never liked 

the idea, but I saw it as a good way to prove my honesty and level 

of competence.  That and the fact I had next-to-no relevant 

background in the field to boast about at the time.  I preferred to 

use titles that were a play on the circumstances of a case, and I 

made these case files available to anyone who wanted to research 

the track record of the business. 

 I turned on the shower in the bathroom that came fully 

equipped with a cabinet, hamper, and a small closet for times like 

these where a change of clothes was necessary.  I found two 

blouses, one skirt, a pair of blue jeans, a black sweater, two pairs 

of black shoes, a pair of white sneakers, and a pair of sand-colored, 

short-neck boots.  I chose the blue jeans and boots, then grabbed 

the white blouse with the purple zipper and hung it on the door. 

 A message blinked on the office answering machine when I 

got out. 

 I hit play and heard nothing but dead air—the soft swishing 

background noise usually heard during blank spots in the playback; 

however, I swore I heard something buried in the noise.  The sound 

went on for several seconds before cutting off.  I pressed play  
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again and skipped to the blank message, then turned the volume to 

max. 

 Something, something, “may be coming” was all I could 

make out.  Or was it a baby crying?  I picked up the phone and 

checked the caller ID.  The display read: unknown name/unknown 

number.  Lakeisha said the same thing happened to her, so I dashed 

to retrieve my digital recorder.  Maybe I could have the message 

analyzed and cleared up. 

 I finished drying my hair and tied it into a ponytail, then  

plopped in my comfy chair and logged into my computer to 

research motives of the criminally insane.  The idea that a person 

might be holding a child captive over a locket was an unacceptable 

reality.  I was hoping to find a case that was similar to Lakeisha’s 

to understand why someone would obsess to the point of insanity 

over an inanimate object. 

 The kidnapper’s messages popped into my head.  They 

were much too short to identify any personality, but it was my 

father’s missing file that bothered me the most.  Although there 

didn’t seem to be a connection between the two cases, I was 

beginning to suspect otherwise.  There was no way my father 

didn’t keep notes about his final case in that folder.  They had to 

have been stolen and that worried me. 

My search engine loaded and I typed in “power seekers.”  

A list of sites loaded and I clicked on a random link.  I read an  
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article about serial killers, but was abruptly cut off with a banner 

that required me to become a member in order to see more.  I 

saved the site to a folder on my desktop and moved on. 

 After an hour of researching, I came across something 

interesting.  Under a list of serial killer traits, the article read: 

“Even though there might be a pattern or victim trait, individual 

murders within a series rarely display a clearly defined or rational 

motive.” 

 I’d never dealt with a serial killer before and I wasn’t sure 

if I was dealing with one now, but I continued reading and came 

across the term “organized killer,” with the names “Gacy” and 

“Bundy” in parenthesis as examples.  Most of the information in 

that section seemed to fit my target, most notably the part that 

mentioned killers who had deliberately left evidence at the crime 

scene.   

The doorbell interrupted me and I buzzed in who I thought 

were the scheduled representatives of the New York Mobile 

Notary Service.  I stepped into the hallway and headed for the door 

that led to the waiting area, where I found Trisha Bower waiting in 

the middle of the room. 

 “What are you doing here?” I asked. 

 She rubbed her hand over her dark blue jeans and then 

placed them on her hips.  The light pink jacket was very distracting 

as she locked me in sight and said, “I was on this side of town and 

decided to stop by.”  Trisha was using a soft tone and I didn’t like 
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it.  She wasn’t that polite when I’d first met her.  I fantasized about 

yanking her ponytail and throwing her out, until I noticed her pink 

short-neck, high-heel boots.  They complimented Trisha’s shirt of 

the same color.  She could easily fall and break her ankle in those.  

Accidents like that happened all the time, didn’t they? 

 “I’m usually closed on the weekend,” I said.  “You’re lucky 

to have found me here.” 

 “Well, then good,” she said, “because this is something that 

should be said in person.” 

 She let that sink in and a thought came to mind.  “Oh my 

god,” I said.  “Is this about Terrence?  Please don’t tell me there’s 

more bad news.” 

 Trisha scoffed.  “Terrence is fine.  The bad news is for 

you.” 

 “I don’t understand.  How is he fine?” 

 “The kidnapper arranged for a pick up this morning,” she 

said matter-of-factly.  “Turns out the kidnapper found what he was 

looking for.” 

 “He?” I wondered.  “Did you see this person?” 

 She shook her head and said, “It’s just a figure of speech.  

But let’s face it.  It’s more likely to be a man, anyhows.” 

 This woman definitely had men issues and I wished I 

could’ve dug deeper into them, but Lakeisha’s case had me at the 

breaking point.  Lakeisha knew that I was personally involved with 

the case, and here I found out from her irritating friend that her 
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baby’s been returned without exchanging the locket.  Were these 

people just assholes or what? 

 “What did Lakeisha say about this?  Is she going to the 

police now?  As a matter-of-fact, where is she?  Is she home?” 

 “She’s somewhere where you’re not gonna bother her,” 

Trisha told me. 

 This wasn’t going to a good place and I wasn’t surprised.  I 

wondered if Trisha had come to harm me, but that was ridiculous.  

I hadn’t done anything to deserve that. 

 She folded her arms and said, “You’ve already been told 

twice to stay out of this, so I’ll make this short and to the point.  

It’s no longer any of your business, so back off.” 

 “And if I don’t?” I asked. 

 “New York comes fully equipped with its own brand of 

lawyers,” she explained and took a step closer.  “I’m pretty sure we 

can find one willing to bleed you dry on harassment charges.” 

 A vicious smile formed on Trisha’s face as she winked and 

calmly let herself out of my office.  I couldn’t believe they’d been 

reduced to threatening me so I’d stay away.  The act was so 

bizarre, considering my continued investigation hadn’t affected 

them.  Everything I’d done for Lakeisha shouldn’t have come to 

this, but the threat of a lawsuit wouldn’t stop me.  Terrence had 

been returned without incident and I’d be damned if I wouldn’t 

find out why. 

 Some twenty minutes later, my business with the Notary 
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Service turned out some curious information about those ransom 

notes.  They were devoid of fingerprints, which was odd since I 

assumed Lakeisha’s fingerprints would have at least turned up.  I 

didn’t think she was smart enough not to contaminate the evidence. 

 The phone rang after I paid the men for their services and I 

decided to let the answering machine pick up.  That swishing noise 

played again, so I dashed in and picked up the phone. “Hello?”  

 The response was barely discernable.  Static played for a 

few seconds and I managed to make out the words, “….to the 

sky!” 

 Then the call ended. 
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8 
It was the fourth house down in a row of identical three-story 

houses with gated first-level windows. The entrance dazzled with 

long embossment stretching down the center creating an ornate 

floral design.  Mahogany wood framed the doorway, and fogged 

glass slices adorned the upper middle portion of the door.  I was in 

the downtown Atlantic Avenue area.  The outer gate door was 

unlocked, so I held it open with my shoulder and waited for an 

answer to the bell. 

 Traffic moved along the expressway at a steady pace and 

ran passed a multi-complex shopping mall not far down the road.  

Spanning all of two city blocks, the mall housed a twenty-four-

hour supermarket that had still been enjoying steady activity, 

which could not be said the same of Cumberland Street.  All along 

the middle of the road sat neatly cut plots of grass in concrete 

slabs.  Rent must have been a small fortune. 

 I saw movement from behind the glass before the door 

unlocked, and then the butterflies came.  The little buggers were 

tickling my stomach and I hadn’t even seen the man responsible 

for them yet.  I would have rather avoided this meeting; in fact, I’d 

been doing so for several months, but if I was going to take 

Lakeisha’s paranormal claims seriously, this was the best move. 
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 The door opened to a shockingly disheveled man, his white 

shirt unbuttoned and barely held closed at the neck with a loosened 

tie.  He wasn’t cleanly shaven and I could swear I smelled a hint of 

vodka. 

 “Oh, great, it’s the chaos bringer,” he said, his dark brown 

chest peaking out from behind the shirt.  “Leaving a message on 

my answering machine just before ringing my bell makes me 

actually think I had time to disappear before you showed up… 

slick.  If I didn’t see your car out front, I would’ve already been 

gone.”  His smooth masculine tone was stable and without anger, 

though the stabbing pain in my gut prevented any relief.  That 

nickname he’d mentioned—chaos bringer—I probably deserved it.  

His stained and worn jeans caught my attention, and I wondered if 

he’d actually left the house looking as he did. 

 “You didn’t have to answer the door,” I said. 

 “Are you kidding me?” he replied.  “You’d have just 

waited outside until I woke up.” 

 Kalleil Adams—a Professional Science Master’s grad I’d 

met during one of my early cases the first month I’d become a 

private eye.  I’d been posing as a student at his college 

investigating a recent shooting there.  The shooter hadn’t been 

caught, and the victim refused to cooperate with the police, which 

led to my hiring by the victim’s father.  I’d been given the names 

of a few students who were suspected of knowing more than 

they’d let on, and spent the time tracking them down so that I 
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could build a rapport.  The entire thing was a huge mistake and a 

part of me knew it.  I had no business taking on a case like that, 

and I haven’t accepted one like it since, but the damage was done.   

 Kalleil decided to be my guide during my time at the 

school, more so because his attempts at courting me had failed.  He 

was a well-informed, part-time employee, and I was an amateur 

private eye with overdue bills to pay.  My plan had been to inform 

the police the minute I discovered who the shooter was, but when 

the shooter turned out to be Kalleil, my desire to know more took 

control.  What didn’t occur to me at the time was why a wealthy 

man was willing to hire someone with no experience to handle his 

case.  By the time I figured it out, the situation had spiraled out of 

control. 

 “You look… terrible,” I said.   

 “What do you want?” 

 He sounded annoyed.  Kalleil hadn’t been the same since 

that night on the Williamsburg Bridge, and I knew I’d always feel 

partly responsible for what happened.  I would never turn him in 

for what he did—not after I learned why he pulled that trigger.  

Even now the tears were fighting to escape, but I wouldn’t let 

them.  Kalleil needed to heal.  We needed to move on. 

 “Kalleil… I wish I could say I was here for personal 

reasons.  I really do, but I need help and I think you’re the only one 

I can get it from right now.” 

 “You need my help?”  He sounded surprised as he trailed 
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off into an intoxicated laugh.  “She needs my help, now.  Okay.  

How in the world can I possibly help you?  Why would I help you?  

You’re a reminder of what happened to her.  Every time I look at 

you, every time I hear your voice… I’m there again.  All I can 

think about is who did you get killed this time?” 

 I didn’t think any man beside Clayton could push my 

buttons so easily.  The words stung like the tentacles of a 

Portuguese Man o’ War and somewhere inside… that deep and 

hidden place of guilt we all like to pretend isn’t there, a voice 

sympathized with his allusion. 

 “This was a mistake,” I said and turned away.  “I won’t 

bother you again.” 

 I’d almost gotten to the outer gate before Kalleil told me to 

wait. 

 “I didn’t mean that,” he said.  “Look, I don’t hate you.  I 

just hate the nightmares that come with you.” 

 “Can we not talk about this?”  He looked away from me for 

a moment, so I closed the gap between us.  “Maybe you should let 

me in.  People are starting to get nosy.” 

 The blinds and curtains of several homes had moved 

slightly once Kalleil decided to vent.  A shadow lingered near the 

first floor window that had been far too unsteady to be anything 

other than an ease-dropper.  Kalleil sighed as he relaxed his arms 

and headed inside.  I locked the door and followed him into the top 

floor apartment. 
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 “Glad to see you’re living well,” I said, taking inventory.  

Two bedrooms with a kitchen, bath, and living room rounded out a 

veritably empty home.  Boxes were scattered about the hardwood 

floors with little furniture to accommodate them aside from a 

couch and a large entertainment center with a forty inch flat-screen 

television at its center.  Men and their toys. 

 “You’ll have to excuse the condition of this place,” Kalleil 

said as he walked into the bathroom.  I heard him turn on the sink 

and added, “I kinda just moved in here.”   

 Four months ago, to be exact.  To say I was keeping track 

of him was an understatement.  I couldn’t bring myself to file him 

away like he was just part of some random case. 

 “Work pays good,” he said, “but it’s not what I was looking 

for.”  The water shut off.  Then he returned to the living room and 

sat on the only couch, which was facing the entertainment center.  

A small table littered with technical magazines and a small glass 

sat between him and the television.  “Don’t get me wrong; 

engineering ain’t bad.  It’s not like a Facility Scientist, slash 

Facility Engineer, you know?  I actually stand a chance.” 

 “Low competition?” I guessed. 

 He nodded.  “There’s a reason for that and it points directly 

to the current economy.  Jobs just disappeared.  So many 

companies went bankrupt.  Others reduced staff like crazy.  Then,  
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of course, there’s the ever welcome outsourcing to China because 

every employee can appreciate having a fist shoved up their ass in 

return for years of loyalty and hard work.” 

 “Really, they actually outsource science jobs?” I asked. 

 “Well, not really, I don’t think.  I’m just making a point.” 

 Never let it be said that there was a limit to the amount of 

greed any man or woman was willing to embrace.  My father was 

adamant about going into business for himself.  He believed it was 

the only road to true freedom and success and he was right.  What 

school said about employability after graduation should be taken 

with a grain of salt.  This took a while to understand, but schools 

needed students for their programs to survive.  For some reason, 

that just never occurred to me.  I was under the fantasy that they 

were all there to help.  Truth was, the teachers needed those 

programs in order to stay employed.  When a program couldn’t 

attract enough students, guess what?  I doubt any professor who 

was passionate was willing to go back to teaching undergrads, 

which was why there was always a tremendous need for such and 

such.  The problem was that the supply far outweighed the 

demand—something that was likely to go unmentioned since 

institutions stood to benefit from that ignorance.  The green-eyed 

monster was alive and living well in academia. 

 “All right, Nina, what’s this about?”  Kalleil reached for the  
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glass on the table.  A quarter of the glass was filled with some 

clear liquid that I assumed wasn’t water, so I quickly walked over 

and snatched it away. 

 “You can have the rest of this after we’ve finished talking.  

Actually, I might share this drink with you, depending on what you 

tell me.”  He gave me a strange look, so I added, “If you don’t 

mind, that is.” 

 “Right,” he said.  “What else to expect from the chaos 

bringer, but more chaos?” 

 I sighed.  “Would you please not call me that?  You’re not 

helping.” 

 He leaned back into the couch and crossed his arms.  His 

eyes seemed to signal for me to go on, so I fished out my digital 

recorder and hit play.  The strange messages from my office 

answering machine filled the air, and when the messages ended I 

pressed stop and asked, “What if I told you that ghosts are real and 

one of them is threatening my client?” 

 The long blank stare Kalleil gave me felt embarrassing.  

What a ridiculous thing to claim, I thought, and yet there I was 

claiming the supernatural to be true.  He finally replied, “I’d say 

you were out of your friggin’ mind.” 

 “I’m serious,” I said. 

 His eyes shot to the side for a second before he responded,  
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“You bring me some noise on a recorder and I’m supposed to be 

impressed?  Nina, there’s no such thing as ghosts.  There can’t be.  

They wouldn’t make any sense.” 

 “The idea was silly to me too, at first, but only because no 

one had real evidence.  Now it seems it’s the only thing that does 

make sense.” 

 “And you think they’re talking to you through your 

recorder?” 

 “Yes,” I was quick to reply.  “I mean, no.  This came from 

my answering machine.  Don’t you hear the voice in the 

background?” 

 “No, I… don’t.  Even if I did, how does that equal ghosts?” 

 He seemed to grow excited and sat up.  Any complex 

mental stimulation always got his blood pumping, especially when 

he thought he was right about something and had finally found a 

chance to explain. 

 “Everything we are is a function of our brains,” he went on.  

“Once that stops working… in fact, if it gets significantly 

damaged, you’re gone.  Oh, you may still be alive, but the person 

you were would no longer exist.  So whatever you’re talking about 

can’t be a ghost.” 

 I sat beside him and folded my left leg onto the couch.  

Then I met his stare and said, “Pretend that it is.  What then?” 
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 “It would fall through the floor.”  He sounded sure, but 

seemed to be having second thoughts, to which he added, “No, 

actually, that’s not right.  Ghosts couldn’t have any weight since 

they’re immaterial, which means they can’t touch anything.  That 

means no walking or poltergeisting.  Your ghost would be a 

useless collection of gas or energy.  It wouldn’t even be able to talk 

since it doesn’t have vocal cords.  If this is your idea of a brain 

teaser, you need to try again.  Fail.” 

 I hated Interlect—my word for Internet dialect.  Those 

message boards seemed to be filled with nothing but inane know-

it-alls with imaginary PhDs who typed in an annoyingly smug 

tone.  If Kalleil was going to take my story even slightly seriously, 

he needed to know where this all started.  I decided to take him 

back to when the odd occurrences began and explained how those 

strange experiences caused me to question my own sanity.  He 

seemed unconvinced and stood up. 

 “Do you know how many times I’ve heard these claims?” 

he said.  “I’m not falling for it because it just doesn’t add up.  I’ll 

play your game, though.  Assuming ghosts don’t bother doing 

anything useful with their afterlife besides harassing the living.” 

 “Actually, this ghost is looking for something,” I said.  “A 

locket.  I’m thinking it has sentimental value.” 

 “For what?”  Kalleil gave me a chance to answer.  When he 

realized I had none, he asked, “I mean, why is it looking for 

anything physical?  I told you ghosts can’t touch anything, 
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remember?  What’s this ghost gonna do once it gets the locket?  

Stare at it for eternity?” 

 “I was hoping you had an answer for that,” I said.  “You’ve 

read a lot about supernatural claims, right?” 

 “Can’t make claims without getting checked by a scientist.  

Best part of the job.” 

 “Good,” I said.  “Then you can help me.” 

 Kalleil sighed.  “Maybe.  Just… hold on.”   

 I watched him enter a bedroom, where he remained for a 

few minutes.  When he returned, he was holding a rather hefty, 

leather bound book.  He dropped it on the table and a dust cloud 

floated away from the impact.  The title was embossed and some 

strange-looking language was printed from cover to back. 

 “Thoryn’s Paranormal Omnibus?” I said.  “I thought you 

didn’t—” 

 “I don’t,” Kalleil made clear.  “I have the supposed 

definitive books on many fantastic claims.  You know, for research 

purposes.  A good skeptic is one who knows his shit.” 

 “Thanks, Kalleil.  I owe you one.” 

 “You owe me two, but that would be counting.” 

 I grabbed the book and opened it to a single quote on the 

introduction page attributed to a Chinese Philosopher named Mo 

Tzu, who died in 391 BC.  It read:  

The way to find out whether anything 

exists or not is to depend on the 
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testimony of the ears and eyes of the 

multitude.  If some have heard it or 

some have seen it, then we have to 

say it exists.  If no one has heard it 

and no one has seen it, then we have 

to say it does not exist. 

 “So what does it say about my issue?’ I asked. 

 “That you’re screwed,” he replied. 

 “Excuse me?” 

 “That’s right,” Kalleil replied.  “If we’re taking this 

seriously, that’s how I see it.  You can’t fight gas and 

electromagnetism.  If this ghost wants something from your client, 

it won’t stop until it gets it.  You can either get some iron and 

temporarily destabilize it, or you can just get out of its way.” 

 “Iron?”  The concept seemed so ridiculously simple. 

 “The Omnibus claims that spirits can’t pass over cold iron.”  

He glanced at my holster and added, “Which means you can’t use 

that gun.”  

 I motioned a query about the cold, but he shrugged it off 

with a confused and annoyed gesture. 

 “This is why amulets are usually made out of iron,” he said 

and then eased the book away from me.  He turned some pages 

until he found something to read and went on, “They supposedly 

protect against the ‘evil eye, bad luck, danger, evil spirits,  
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witches,’ blah, blah, blah.”  He closed the book and added, “Are 

we done playing yet?” 

 “What if this ghost wants to hurt me?” I asked. 

 “Can you find its bones and burn them?” 

 “What?” I blurted out.  “Kalleil, that’s sick.” 

 “Then finding that locket is the only chance you’ve got.” 
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9 
The cream-colored stucco ceiling in my bedroom provided an 

almost endless array of peaks and crevices that allowed my mind 

to wander to places of deep concentration and self-reflection.  As I 

lay, knees bent, on my queen-sized bed, the recent events poured in 

and made a literal silence almost deafening to my inner ear.  

Lakeisha hadn’t returned any of my calls since that morning in the 

football field and it was really starting to tear at me.  Lawsuit-be-

damned, I was tempted to march right over to her home and 

demand some answers… and maybe that was point.  Trisha’s 

threat on Lakeisha’s behalf stank of desperation.  Lakeisha might 

have gotten her son back, but I wasn’t comfortable with how 

quickly she wanted to forget the incident ever happened.  And 

whatever Maurice was up to, it was a dangerous game that was 

bound to get him hurt… or worse. 

 Thoryn’s Omnibus lay next to me.  I’d read through a few 

chapters and put it down feeling rather unconvinced that any of it 

made sense.  The author wasn’t even a scientist and at times 

seemed to be making things up as he went along.  That kind of 

murkiness is exactly why the supernatural hadn’t been taken 

seriously by the modern world, but this author had been very 

detailed.  Iron, for instance, had to be cold because ghosts were 
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cold.  To expand on that, ghosts were made of energy called 

“ether” and this energy could be disrupted by iron.  Iron oxidizes 

readily in the presence of etheric beings and this weakens them. 

 I sat up and cleared my head, then set my eyes on the 

black-arched mirror atop the long dresser.  The reflection held my 

attention for a moment. 

 What happened to you, I thought. 

 I ran a comforting hand along my almond face and wished 

for the less complicated days of a time long passed.  So many 

oddities in so little months, it was enough to drive a person insane.  

My social life had vanished and I wondered how long I’d be able 

to hold myself together.  I thought I could talk to my friends and 

family about anything, and yet the moment I stepped out of their 

comfort zone, their opinions of me started to change.  Had ridicule 

been my only issue with them, I’d have shrugged it off, but it was 

only when I insisted these seemingly supernatural incidents were 

real that the laughter turned into concern for my mental health.  

With my own skepticism beating on my head, I caved and kept to 

myself ever since.   

 Private investigations was my entire life, now—a 

bittersweet reality occasionally interrupted by a couple of sea 

horses… and Clayton.  If it wasn’t for my relationship with him, 

I’d probably be a nervous wreck.  I never told him about those 

paranormal encounters, and I wasn’t sure if it was because I didn’t 

trust him to believe me or if I was too embarrassed to try. 
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The landline sat on the dresser to the left of me and I lifted 

the receiver to dial Lakeisha.  My wall clock read half past six and 

then the answering machine picked up.  Lakeisha never seemed to  

answer her phone anymore and I suspected she was using caller ID 

to screen her calls.  Any message I left would’ve been a waste of 

time, but she’d eventually have to speak with me.  I’d make sure of 

it. 

 My own caller ID lit up with familiar information when my 

phone rang.  I dangled my feet off the bed and let the answering 

machine pick up.   

 A soft female voice full of zest called my name and asked, 

“You there?  Look, girl, you better stop playing games and pick up 

the phone.”  She paused and then added, “Looord.  I’ve been trying 

to reach you for weeks, now.  You’re never home; you don’t 

answer your phone.  Your mail isn’t piling up and your bills are 

being paid, so I know you’re around.  Why won’t you answer my 

messages?  What’s going on, child?”  Her tone relaxed as she went 

on, “I’m worried.  Call me.” 

 This was my youngest cousin, Hazel Lynnette Williams.  

She refused to give up on me, leaving tons of messages via e-mail 

and my answering machine.  If I hadn’t changed my cell number, it 

would likely never stop ringing.  My anti-social act was rude and 

selfish, but whatever.  The burden was mine to bear. 

 I stared at the receiver and felt my heart grow heavy.  A 

sickness soon washed over me and I realized that she didn’t 
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deserve to be treated that way.  Hazel and I were very close and I’d 

been unfairly dodging her for several months.  I picked up the 

phone, but hesitated at the sight of the buttons.  Eventually the 

automated voice came on and instructed me to hang up and dial 

again.  I sighed and simply hung up. 

 This was my dance whenever someone really significant 

called.  Ignoring a few friends was something I could easily fix.  

Most of them thought I’d gone crazy, anyway, and would probably 

be happy to see me again, as long as I didn’t talk about my strange 

experiences so seriously anymore.  However, this was family, and 

family was always more emotional and pushy.  Anything bad you 

did to them hit with twice the passion.  Hazel wouldn’t forget what 

I did, and I was sure that every night there was a little corner in her 

mind that rehearsed one hell of a chastising speech. 

 I pulled my feet onto the bed and grabbed a pillow, then 

turned on the television to a sitcom rerun.  My seahorses came to 

mind and I realized that Sandy and Ginger needed to be fed.  

Ginger was a narrow-bellied seahorse at ten centimeters, while 

Sandy belonged to the long-snouted type and measured in at 

fifteen.  Both were just about the same brownish-gold color, so I 

named them based on that. 

 The twenty-six gallon bow-front tank was located in the 

living room and equipped with live rock and sand, soft corals, a 

protein skimmer, and a picture of the seabed pasted to the back.  

The tank sat atop a wooden stand with cabinets that stored various 
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books on marine life, as well as aquarium buildings and figures I 

wasn’t using.  I also kept several kits for testing things like the pH 

and ammonia levels in the water.  Scores of dead fish and filthy 

water can get a little traumatizing, especially when it kept 

happening to the ones I cared about. 

 The brine shrimp eggs I measured into the tank two days 

ago would have hatched and been completely consumed by today.  

I skipped over to the kitchen and got out a bag of mysis shrimp 

from the freezer, shuttled it back to the tank, and dumped eight of 

them into the water.  Sandy and Ginger rushed out from between 

the reefs and plants and began sucking them up. 

 “You greedy little minxes,” I said.  “You two are so cute.  

Yes you are.” 

 I watched them eat for a few seconds and then fantasized 

about a possible future.  One of these days I’d make it as a marine 

biologist.  I kept telling myself that every now and then, usually 

during feeding time.  Someone had to keep the dream alive.  

 The doorbell interrupted me.  The sound was a little 

surprising since I wasn’t expecting company.  I quickly shuttled 

the bag of shrimp to the freezer, then moved to answer the door.   

Clayton Williams stood there in black shoes and slacks 

with a tucked-in blue shirt and I almost slammed the door in his 

face until I noticed him holding a bouquet of twelve pink roses, 

five stems each of white Phlox and green Hypercum berry clusters, 

some green Bupleurum to fill out the bouquet and—oh my god—
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four stems of pink Oriental lilies!  I tried to hide my reaction, but it 

was too late.  I was such a sucker for lilies. 

 “Hey, sunshine,” he said. 

 Clayton had started using that pet name when things 

between us appeared to be growing more serious.  Then the other 

woman happened.  Now the name seemed out of place, but not 

unwelcome. 

 I cleared my throat and played it cool, anyway.  “What’s 

this about?” I asked, his vanilla cologne secretly exiting me. 

 Clayton ducked his head a bit to give a light scratch to the 

back of his neck causing his platinum chain to jingle.  “I… look, 

I’s just here to get you to understand.  The way things ended the 

other day was…” 

 “Just the way it should have ended,” I finished for him.  

“You think you can fix this with some flowers and that wounded 

puppy-dog look you’re giving me?  Well, screw that.  If you think 

I’m letting you back into my life, especially with that new woman 

of yours hanging around…” 

 I tried to close the door and finish at the same time, but he 

stopped me. 

 “Hold on,” he said.  “You not listening to what I’s telling 

you.  Just give me a few minutes, all right?  If you still feel the 

same after what I have to say, then I go leave and never come 

back.  I promise.” 

 Clayton never broke a promise to me.  Never.  I analyzed 
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him, wondering if he’d had a fight with Alana and was actually 

here looking for a revenge night inside of me.  For a short time 

after our previous separation, we’d continued to entertain our 

sexual advances whenever we felt the need.  I tried to stop it when 

the guilt of going behind the other woman’s back ate at me, but 

after seeing her for the first time in Canarsie, I was no longer 

concerned.  Alana was sneaky and paranoid, and Clayton was 

cheating and arrogant.  She had probably been going through his 

things at this very moment.  Their relationship was a joke and I 

was happy to get in on the laughs.  This was probably a little 

juvenile, but I was there first and the thought of ruining any 

possible future for them was satisfying.  I’d never reveal that to 

Clayton, though.  Too much vulnerability was on display for him 

already.  Besides, it was only a thought. 

 The smell of the flowers—the lily’s in particular—reached 

my nose and I could have melted right at the door.  I took them and 

invited him in.  Clayton sat at the edge of the cushion on the living 

room couch, which told me that he wouldn’t stay long.  He was 

self-conscious about wrinkled shirts and wouldn’t dare relax if 

he’d had plans for later.  That attitude was one of those things I 

loved about him.  I placed the bouquet on the center table and then 

sat on the opposing medium couch. 

 “Look like you finally got things together,” he said, poking 

around.  He glanced over the forty-inch television I’d placed on a 

shelf between two cherry armoires.  I hadn’t covered the floor with 
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a carpet since I preferred the hardwood, but I accented the center 

table with a multi-designed rug with a deep red for the dominant 

color.  His eyes moved from the rug to the light gray walls, to the 

windows and their sheer curtains with the Sara rose panels, scarf 

valance and blinds. 

 He finally stopped at the fish tank and made a point to 

emphasize the words, “Hey, seahorses.”  Then he headed for the 

tank. 

 “That’s Sandy and Ginger,” I said. 

 “I’ve never seen one in the real before.” 

 “Well, they don’t like men who play games, so don’t 

expect them to come to you.” 

 That seemed to sting.  He froze for a moment and then 

glanced at me, clearing his throat.  “Sunshine,” he said, but 

hesitated and came back to his seat.  Once there, he added, “Me 

ain’t come here to fight with you, you know.” 

 “Then you came to the wrong place,” I said. 

 He let a few seconds pass and then asked, “How’s your 

flowers?” 

 “Flowery,” I replied. 

 “That was a hard combination to come by.  I had to go 

through several shops just so I could put it together.” 

 I nodded along with his words as I gave him a serious stare.  

Clayton had a thing about saying he was sorry, and by thing I mean 

never wanting to concede.  You’d think there was actually some 
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special technique to performing such a simple function.  I decided 

his actions held more weight and changed the subject.   

 “You’ve obviously got somewhere to go, Clayton, so 

maybe you should get to the point.  Why did you come here?” 

 “I’s here to do what I always come here to do,” he said.  

My puzzled look got his attention, so he added, “To make you feel 

better.” 

 The phone rang and I didn’t bother getting up to check the 

caller ID.  Clayton stared into my eyes, but I turned away.  I felt 

the damage to our relationship had been done and was determined 

to let it stay that way.  We’d evolve to be friends, but that was all.  

The thought seemed so final and maybe it was true.  Then my 

answering machine changed everything. 

 “What was that?” Clayton asked. 

 The machine had recorded another staticky message from 

an unknown source, with what was now clearly a woman’s voice. 

 “You heard that?” I asked with a hint of excitement in my 

voice. 

 “Gal, yes, why wouldn’t I?  What the hell is going on?  It 

sounded like she said she needed help.” 

 I looked at him and for the first time, I wasn’t embarrassed 

anymore. 

 “Clayton… there’s something I need to tell you.” 
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10 
The soft smell of vanilla accentuated the pleasant thrums of a 

violin and drums as the orchestral sounds of Indian vibes 

sweetened the air.  Our bodies moved in artistic passion, their 

varying skin-tones sliding against each other as the moisture 

accumulated in both sensitive and hard to reach areas.  The sheets 

gathered to the force of my grasp and made the fervent sounds all 

the more enticing, and as the heat of his breath swam across my 

neck, I released in the loudest hush that I could. 

 I’d crossed the line again and that usually meant a round of 

guilt and self-reflection, but this time was different.  Clayton and I 

had spent several hours catching up and reminiscing on the good 

times we used to have, but most of all, when I revealed what had 

been happening to me over the past few months, he listened.  

Every word, every situation… even the most ridiculous of 

experiences I’d claimed to be true, Clayton had listened to it all 

without once questioning my sanity.  Being able to talk to someone 

about my special problems was so refreshing and maybe it was for 

him as well.  You see, Clayton decided to share some of his own 

odd experiences with me—none were as vivid as my own, but it 

was enough that I broke down and cried from the sheer relief of 

finally getting through to someone.  Clayton was a believer; we 
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both were.  And when Clayton moved to comfort me, I had gladly 

accepted. 

 He had originally planned to take me to dinner before nine 

p.m., but I asked him to leave since I was still heavily invested in 

the case.  We never brought up Alana and it was probably better 

that I didn’t know the truth.  We had something special, if only for 

the moment—a moment that grew longer when Clayton delivered 

another trademark promise.  I wouldn’t dare repeat it, though.  Call 

me superstitious, but that would only jinx it.  I’d let time tell that 

story. 

 I headed for the phone in the kitchen and dialed 

information for the number to the Comfort Inn Gregory hotel, 

where the receptionist regarded my request and connected me to 

Maurice’s room.  Maurice sounded pleasantly surprised when he 

answered and realized it was me.  Other voices filled the room, and 

I was tempted to ask who they belonged to, but held my tongue out 

of respect.  I asked if we could meet somewhere private to talk, 

mentioning that it was important.  He offered to take me to the 

Giardino di Rosa and I accepted. 

One time, while I was riding on the subway, a man leaned 

over and asked, “If we don’t know what it feels like to be dead, 

then how can we know what it feels like to be alive?”  I assumed it 

was a rhetorical question.  The man seemed depressed, but the 

question was a bit jarring and I was hard-pressed to find an answer.   
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Had the same man asked me again, I’d tell him to take a stroll 

through Times Square.  That was life. 

 Maurice had called in our reservation to a friend who 

worked at the Giardino di Rosa, so we were able to bypass the 

long wait on a Saturday night.  I’d only been to the restaurant once 

before, but it was an experience that was not to be forgotten.  

These people had class—nothing pretentious.  Everything was 

about presentation and it was done in such a way that made me feel 

like royalty. 

We sat by the large surrounding window that overlooked 

Times Square.  It was a beautiful view at night.  From bar to 

restaurant to souvenir shop, such ostentation was on display.  Not 

even so much as a pharmacy went unnoticed as almost everything 

glowed with bright flashing lights and huge business signs.  The 

further up you looked, it seemed, the more you saw—massive 

billboards covered the sides of skyscrapers and electronic ads 

enticed your wallet to play.  Even the big television high above 

Forty-Second Street had not been alone in its glory, with other 

slightly smaller sets erected in close vicinity, but far closer to the 

ground.  

Across from us, a group of foreign musicians performed on 

the corner of Forty-Seventh Street.  The slab of sidewalk was 

called Duffy Square and was famous for the bleacher seating 

TKTS booth that sold half-price tickets for day-of-performances  
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only.  The wedge-shaped structure sat below wide stairs covering 

the roof, which allowed pedestrians to sit or stand for a panoramic 

view of Times Square.  So dense were the crowds that even 

navigating on foot was a frustrating chore.  The area changed so 

much that it was almost a separate entity all together—a giant 

bustling lightning-bug that was now consuming the expressways 

that struggled to run through it. 

I wondered if the mass of people shuffling around below 

perceived the spectacle in the same way I had.  How could they 

not?  It was wonder and chaos all balled into one.  If things 

continued to evolve this way, the expressways would disappear 

entirely, leaving a twenty-four-hour Big Apple version of Mardi 

Gras, only without the bare breasts. 

I hung my blazer over the chair and then scanned the menu 

as the waitress awaited our orders.  I ordered the parmesan-breaded 

fried chicken with ziti, marinara sauce, and mozzarella cheese, 

while Maurice settled for a Stuffed Chicken Siena, which was 

oven-roasted chicken breast stuffed with Italian cheeses and served 

with a sauce of tomatoes, olives, garlic, and red peppers.  We both 

agreed on having a soft drink to wash it all down. 

Maurice had dressed up for the occasion, dashed in a black 

shirt decorated with beige ferns.  The ensemble went great with his 

black wool pants.  His hair was neatly shaven down to a wooly 

mound, which ran into large side-burns and a beard as thick as it  
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had been the first time I saw him.  I’d pulled my hair back into a 

ponytail, held in place with an oriental pearl-tipped hair pin.  The 

knee-length cobalt-blue dress I’d slipped into turned many heads 

including Maurice’s, with its ruche design and one-sided double-

strap that crossed on my back.  

 “Before you get to the reason of why we’re here,” Maurice 

said, seated across from me, “let me apologize about Trisha.  That 

woman has become a pest, lately, yes.  Reminds me of…”  He 

shook his head.  “Just ignore her and she’ll go away.  I’ll make 

sure of it.” 

 “Don’t hurt the woman or anything.” 

 “If you mean physically, then don’t worry,” he assured me. 

 “I’m not sure that’s anymore comforting,” I said. 

 He laughed.  “I noticed you were a little quiet on the ride 

over here.  Does whatever you have to say equal bad news?” 

 “That all depends on what I learn from this conversation.” 

 “What would you like to learn?” he playfully asked and for 

a moment I thought he might’ve been flirting. 

 “For one thing, I’m just dying to know what you did to 

make that kidnapper return your child.” 

 “Not a thing,” he said. 

 I waited for the punch line, but it never came.  “I was 

hoping it was just a case of Trisha not having the facts.” 

 “No, she’s well aware of what’s going on,” he said.  “Soon  
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as I woke up this morning there was a message on my cell from 

Lakeisha.   I called and she explained  that someone rang her bell 

and left Terrence on the porch in a bassinette.” 

 “Just like that?  No note? No more demands? Nothing?” 

 “Not a thing.” 

 “So you called the cops, right?” 

 “No, and I’m not going to,” he said. 

 I chuckled and leaned in closer.  “Have you lost your mind 

or something?  You can’t just let this asshole get away with this.” 

 The waitress returned to our table with a fancy tray-holder 

and dropped off our appetizers.  My order came with lentil soup 

and salted crackers.  Maurice had a salad. 

 When the waitress walked away, Maurice said, “I told you 

that I would handle it and I have.” 

 “What exactly does that mean?” 

 “I’m taking my child back to Trinidad tomorrow night,” he 

answered.  “He’ll be safe from the kidnapper there.” 

 “Maurice, from all the things you’ve told me, I’m starting 

to get the feeling that you know this kidnapper.  If that’s true, I 

wanna know who it is.  In fact, I’m demanding to know.” 

A group of people approached our direction and Maurice 

allowed them to pass before he said, “Jumping the gun a bit there 

with those words, don’t you think?” 

The question was very guarded and I wondered if I’d just  
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prematurely ended our meeting.  An uncomfortable quiet came 

between us as he turned his attention to eating his salad.  I decided 

to let the tension clear and started eating my soup. 

Outside, a man in a business suit had taken a particular 

interest in the foreign band I spotted before.  He danced as if he 

hadn’t a care in the world—an awkward cornucopia of movements 

that made me wonder if he was drunk or stoned silly.  Someone 

was always looking for attention out there, ever the dream of being 

discovered or making a quick buck. 

Maurice eventually said, “Boldness must run in the 

family.” 

“Excuse me?” I asked. 

He smirked.  “I didn’t want to bring this up because I didn’t 

want to cause you any bad memories.” 

The waitress approached our table and sat our food down in 

front of us.  She set a plate of garlic bread in-between, then a cola 

beside Maurice’s dish and an ice-tea beside mine.  Maurice 

thanked the waitress and removed the partial cover to his straw.  

After several sips, he set his glass down and contemplated his dish. 

“Well?” I said.  “Don’t keep me waiting.” 

“Oh,” he stumbled on the word and put his attention back 

on me.  “I’m sorry.” 

“Did you know my father or something?”  The question 

was very guarded.  I didn’t  sound too eager for an answer. 
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 Maurice contemplated his food a bit more, sipped his drink, 

and when I thought the sheer suspense of it would drive me insane, 

he fixed his eyes on me and answered, “Yes.  I did.” 
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11 
The ample mixture of food and drinks that had been laid before 

Maurice and me turned out to be just as expensive as it was 

delicious.  Dinner had served only as a second appetizer as 

Maurice provided his own blend of what I considered to be the 

main course.  I knew my father was a man of many talents and a 

habitual problem-solver, none of which seemed any less 

painstaking than the other.  With qualities like that, it was easy to 

understand how Maurice had come to know him. 

Two years before Maurice married Lakeisha, he’d lost one 

of his sisters to a hit-and-run accident on the Atlantic Avenue 

Expressway in Brooklyn, not far from where Kalleil Adams now 

lived.  As the story goes, Maurice and his sister Karen were on 

their way to a bus station when they entered an intersection.  A bus 

pulled into the stop as the crossing light changed to walk, which 

was the moment Karen stepped into the intersection.  At the same 

time, an oncoming driver spilled some coffee in his lap and 

slammed the gas, sending the car barreling forward and straight 

over Karen.  

My father saw the whole thing from his car at the next 

intersection.  After the Buick hit Karen, the driver continued up the 

road without hesitation.  My father strapped on his seatbelt and 
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timed its approach.  Once the Buick rushed into the intersection, 

my father accelerated his Nissan into the Buick’s rear end.  The 

collision hadn’t crippled either man, but the objective was 

complete.  Maurice eventually came to realize that any man 

capable of such valor and precision was a man he ought to 

befriend. 

That was my father all the way—the big hero of the town.  

Life provided no shortage of problems that needed to be fixed—

some right that needed to be wronged.  He seemed to be on a 

mission, almost like a compulsion.  I thought about my own 

attachment to this case and wondered if my father’s condition was 

rubbing off on me. 

 I looked across the table, now stripped of everything but its 

cloth and spices.  Maurice held the bill in a tight, two-handed grip, 

examining the figures on the page as though he’d mistaken one set 

of numbers for another.  Gone now was the cheerfulness that had 

come with the reminiscent stories we’d shared about my father and 

his stubborn ways.  I offered to help with the bill, but I suspected it 

would only serve as an insult. 

 “Come on,” he said and stood up. 

I stood and pushed in my chair, then waited as Maurice 

fished out his wallet and extracted his credit card.  He followed it 

up with a dollar and placed that on the table for a tip.  I added five 

dollars more for the sake of courtesy. 

Maurice had parked his Saturn on a street three long blocks 
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from the restaurant.  Manhattan was a place of automotive 

nightmares.  From the traffic to the parking, to the way multitudes 

of people crossed the streets as if they were invincible, it made 

driving in the city an intimidating experience.  As for anything 

claiming to be a parking lot, it came with a price tag that was 

totally obscene.  

The weather was a bit cooler now and it was at least a ten-

minute walk to Maurice’s car.  The walk would have been murder 

on my feet had I not been wearing wedge-heeled shoes.  Strutting 

around in thin-heels for long periods was a science I had yet to 

master.  I sank my hands into my blazer’s pockets as a soothing 

breeze washed over my face and brought the pleasant smell of 

various cuisines served in Times Square.  The newly sectioned off 

streets made our cross to Broadway easier, but not by much. 

“So,” Maurice dragged out, as we came to a less congested 

walkway along Forty-Fifth Street.  He allowed several seconds to 

pass before he added, “You enjoy yourself tonight?” 

“Absolutely,” I said, actually referring to my time with 

Clayton.  I hadn’t agreed to dinner for a night of fun, but I didn’t 

wanna be rude either.  “I hope I didn’t cause too much damage to 

your wallet,” I went on.  “You seemed to have a problem with the 

bill.” 

“Me?” he chuckled.  “Ah, don’t worry about it.” 

I noticed some activity in the distance.  A crowd had 

gathered outside of a bar and they appeared to be growing rowdy.  
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Public drunkenness made me nervous and so I motioned Maurice 

across the street.  “Maurice, ever since I’ve met you, you’ve been a 

source of nothing but surprises.  Lakeisha mentioned something 

about that, but I didn’t quite understand it, until now.” 

 “You don’t like surprises?” 

“Depends on the surprise.” 

He huffed.  “She must have filled your head with all kinds 

of nonsense.”  He chuckled then added, “Love is a strange thing, I 

tell you.”  A discreet belch interrupted him and he excused 

himself.  “I wasn’t trying to surprise you.  Things just happened to 

go that way—last minute decisions and things.” 

“Is that the same reason you waited until now to let me 

know about your association with my father?” 

Maurice didn’t answer.  Instead, he focused into the 

distance as if I wasn’t there.  He suddenly picked up the pace and I 

matched it. 

“Are you listening to me?” I said, but it came off more as a 

whine than a question.  He still didn’t respond.  “Hello?” 

He sighed and said, “Sorry about that.” 

“You’ve been doing that all night,” I said.  “What is it that 

you’re not telling me?  This is going to sound strange coming from 

me, but if talking about my father upsets you—” 

“No,” he made clear.  “Nothing like that at all.” 

“Then what is it?”  I asked. 
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 His pace increased again, his long thick legs skipping 

numerous inches of concrete as I struggled to match his speed 

without actually having to jog beside him.  We reached the corner 

in time to see the Don’t Walk sign go steady.  Maurice ignored it 

and rushed across the avenue. 

 “What the hell, Maurice!” I shouted, coming up beside him.  

We reached the other side and his pace leveled off to one that I was 

comfortable with. 

“Oh, sorry.  That was stupid.  I have a lot of things on the 

mind.  It’s just… crazy.  Lakeisha and her nonsense.  Family.  A 

lot of personal things.” 

“You got your son back,” I said.  “Call me crazy, but I 

think that’d be a pretty euphoric feeling for anyone.”  I walked out 

in front of him and added, “I know you and Lakeisha are hiding 

things about your relationship from me, but at this point I don’t 

care.  I think the kidnapper’s done with her, and now it’s all about 

me and that locket, so you get to go back to your lives.  All you 

have to do is tell me who took your son and maybe I’ll find a life 

to get back to.” 

Maurice stared at me as I waited for an answer, but none 

came.  I got the disturbing idea that Maurice was actually 

protecting this person and that caused me to change my strategy. 

I figured I’d dance around the details as I asked, “Did my 

father ever tell you who his informant was?”  
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 “It was that idiot, Allen Andercun,” he said.  “I never met 

him, but Lakeisha was very clear on who and what he was about.  

Why do you ask?” 

I didn’t respond.  My suspicion about a connection between 

Lakeisha’s case and my father’s death seemed to be growing legs.  

A twinge of excitement and anxiety grew inside of me. 

“Well?” Maurice asked.  “You not gonna answer?” 

 “Annoying, isn’t it?” I said. 

He moaned.  “That man was a blasted cocky fool.  I never 

understood what the media saw in him.  All that philansopist 

nonsense.” 

“Philanthropist,” I corrected him. 

He appeared to run it through his mind to make sure I was 

correct.  Then he said, “The point is, why would a man change the 

natural spelling of his last name just because some so-called ‘lower 

class people’ happened to have the same spelling of the Andersun 

surname?  He deserved to die alone.” 

“Do you always talk about your ex-wife’s employers like 

this?” I asked, but Maurice didn’t respond.  “He made the same 

mistake you’re making now.” 

Maurice gawked at me.  “What, you must be mad?  Come 

now, you can’t be comparing his mistake to the decisions I’ve 

made about my son.  The man knew a potentially dangerous person 

was stalking him.  He could have made that person disappear—all 

that money, you follow?  Between me and you, my house is not 
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going to explode anytime in the future, you hear?  I’m not 

someone you want to upset.” 

“You do know this kidnapper, don’t you?” I said. 

Maurice walked away and I stood in place.  Thoughts of the 

man in question held my comments at bay.  Allen Andercun was as 

much a playboy as he was a mysteriously rich philanthropist.  No 

credit record or licenses, very few claims, no traceable bank 

accounts and medical records.   If it wasn’t for his social security 

number and tax returns, the man almost wouldn’t exist.  I hadn’t 

investigated Allen since I had no reason too, but I did watch a 

television special a network produced shortly after his death.  The 

title went: Allen Andercun: Mission Complete.  Legacy of the 

World’s Greatest Benefactor.  Hell, the way the show spun his 

biography, you’d have thought he was a saint. 

If history were only that simple—people like Allen never 

did anything for free.  That little stunt he pulled partially financing 

NASA’s Spirit project was actually a covert way of trading back 

scratches.  Turns out, there was a space rock floating around called 

Thirty-Five-Fifty-Four Amun measuring in at about two kilometers 

in diameter.  The rock was the smallest known metal-bearing 

asteroid and it was due to cross Earth’s orbit in the next four years.  

What was interesting was that Amun contained roughly 

eight trillion dollars worth of iron and nickel, six trillion dollars of 

cobalt, and six trillion dollars of platinum-like metals.  Amun was 

easier to reach than the Moon, and whoever owned that could 
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become four hundred and fifty times as wealthy as Bill Gates.  

Thanks to Allen, NASA’s rock-collecting satellite, dubbed Midus, 

was due to return soon with a few samples.  For this collaboration, 

the year 2020 never looked so promising.  I thought that kind of 

ambitious patience was alarming.  So, too, were the circumstances 

of his death. 

The reports cited that an unknown assailant broke into 

Allen’s house during a backyard party, blew out the pilot lights, 

and then turned on all the stoves.  Somehow the gas was ignited, 

and in a flash the party had put on one of the most destructive 

“fireworks” display ever.  People who had nothing to do with the 

situation were injured or killed, including three maintenance 

workers who’d gotten caught in the explosion.  The killer was 

never found and it nagged at me, not just because I felt sorry about 

what happened, but because of the person who was likely 

responsible.  I didn’t know it yet, but the incident was a tell-tale 

sign of the danger Lakeisha, Maurice and I had gotten into. 

“You coming?” Maurice called. 

I jogged over to him and we continued ahead.  “I guess 

Allen wanted to handle things on his own.  Just like you… but look 

where it got him.” 

“It’s best to leave old demons crucified, you hear?” 

“Even if they’re really angels in disguise?” I asked.   
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“You’re not fooling me.  You think you know who kidnapped your 

son, and you think that gives you some kind of power over that 

person, but you’re wrong.  You’re going to end up getting yourself 

hurt… or worse.”  I walked out in front of him again and he 

stopped.  “Let me help you.” 

He sighed.  “Not going to let this go, I see.”  

I crossed my arms and gave him a serious stare. 

“I see your father’s influence rubbed off,” he said. 

“That’s a compliment, right?” 

Maurice chuckled.  “I found your father to be a very private 

man.  Kept a lot of things bottled up inside—failures, mostly, 

which I can understand.  But there was something not right about 

him during his last days.  He had this . . . uneasiness about him.” 

“How so?” I wondered. 

“I think something about a previous case had shaken him 

up,” he said.  “Shook him up bad, I tell you.” 

“Did he go into details?” 

Maurice shook his head.  “He mentioned something about 

regretting Allen’s involvement, but didn’t go into detail.  I never 

pushed the subject.  Sharp didn’t like people prying too far into his 

business.” 

“Not the curious type either, I see.” 

“If he wanted me to know, I’d know.  Like I say, the man  
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was private and we were never that close.  But, it was quite 

obvious that Sharp had secrets even his wife probably couldn’t 

crack.”  

That idea didn’t sit well with me.  Client cases were 

confidential and this was something my mother understood, but 

any secrets beyond that… well, that just wasn’t like my father. 

 We started walking again and reached his car on the next 

block.  A green stream of fluid ran from underneath the vehicle 

and pooled by the tire of the following automobile.   

 “Looks like you have a little anti-freeze problem.” 

 Maurice followed my attention and said, “Oh, yeah.  I’ve 

been meaning to get that fixed.”  He opened the door for me, then 

got in and turned on the stereo.  “Allen Andercun wasn’t half the 

man that I am,” he went on.  “A side-effect of being an idiot, you 

follow?  When these crazy people interfere with your life, you 

have to take action, preferably using your own methods.  A man 

like that should have established some kind of deterrent, but he 

didn’t and he paid for it.  Your father’s death was evened by his 

own hand in the same night, so he’s resting in peace.  I think you 

ought to be thankful for that and move on with your life.”  

 Once we crossed into Flatbush, Brooklyn, I noticed a silver 

Pathfinder with tinted windows tailing us.  I’d seen the same one 

on our way to the restaurant, but it changed course before I could 

act. 
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 The Pathfinder kept on our path for much longer than I was 

comfortable with.  Maurice thought I was being paranoid.  I told 

him to drop me off a block away from my brownstone in East New 

York to be sure and thanked him for dinner.  I didn’t see the 

Pathfinder follow Maurice out of the neighborhood, so I assumed I 

was the target.   

 The corner bodega seemed like a great place for cover and I 

ducked inside.  I had to reassure the clerk that I wasn’t crazy and 

shushed him in time to see the SUV arrive out front.  A small part 

of me considered that this might be my imagination, but when the 

SUV stopped, the situation became disturbingly real.  The 

Pathfinder sat there, its engine guzzling gas to a decibel a little too 

high for my tastes.   

 What a fine time to be without my gun. 

 My heart raced with the fear of three, maybe four possible 

killers waiting behind those tinted windows to gun me down.  Then 

I realized that no one had attempted to take my life before.  I’d 

given plenty of chances. 

 I stepped onto the storefront and stared at the silver SUV.  

A dent ruined the otherwise shiny back left side.  The moment 

passed and now curiosity replaced my fear.  I scurried toward the 

SUV, but the engine revved, tires screeching against the road, and 

before I could catch up, the Pathfinder sped away. 
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12 

Sunday 

The Melancholy Man pushed his shopping cart full of metals and 

electronics down the middle of the road early Sunday morning as 

he scoured the neighborhood looking for  scraps that he could sell.  

Mr. M was known for his outrageous lectures, usually rants not 

necessarily directed at humans, at least, none that I or anyone else 

could ever see.  His real name was something I always had trouble 

pronouncing:  Pecklwincle—the w was silent, and because of that 

so was his name.  The kids in the community had a knack for 

creating unique nicknames for people based on their character, and 

since Mr. Pecklwincle Dutchman behaved in such a depressing 

manner, thus was born the Melancholy Man. 

It was a strange name for a strange man with an even 

stranger history, beginning with a mother who was stricken with 

psychosis shortly after he’d been born.  Some people said she used 

to go on about a cake factory and strange little astronauts who 

made impossible demands of her, but I dismissed the stories as just 

rumors, though the term “astronauts” did strike me as particularly 

bizarre.  Apparently, Mr. Dutchman was experiencing a bit of 

psychosis himself.  Alzheimer’s Disease could do that to a person.  
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Not that he had it, but that was my suspicion. 

 Mr. Dutchman sauntered across the street, babbling to 

himself as usual only something was different.  He shifted his body 

and revealed that he wasn’t alone.  A very extravagantly-dressed 

woman was actually having a conversation with him.  She looked 

like she’d just come from a special event of some kind, based in 

the thirties with hat and gloves to match.  I imagine my shocked 

expression was not discrete. 

 “Hey, Mr. M.,” I called from my stoop. 

I’d been reading the newspaper for a few minutes.  The 

white blouse with the purple zipper I’d worn yesterday was lying 

on my bed all night, so I’d slid it on with some black jeans and 

sneakers just to sit on the stoop.  The two-story brownstone sat in 

the middle of a usually quiet neighborhood and had many more 

payments to go before it was officially mine.  To speed up that 

process, I’d rented out the top floor to a young couple named 

Montgomery.  I hoped they’d keep a quiet Sunday for once, but 

that was probably like wishing for rain in the Sahara. 

 Mr. Dutchman shot me a stare, his left eye probing to a far 

wider degree.  The strings that passed for hair wrapped around his 

head and looked something a kin to Linus’s cut from the old 

Charlie Brown cartoon, only with a bit more gray areas.  He was 

often dressed in a dingy, dark blue mechanic’s outfit, though I’d 

never seen him fixing any automobiles.  He had surprisingly 

youthful skin, with not many wrinkles, but the addition of a pale 
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face only screamed zombie to me.  On the other hand, my cousin 

Hazel always cried vampire when she saw him.  Sometimes I 

wondered if she actually believed that. 

 The woman standing with Mr. Dutchman watched me as 

well.  She stood in the middle of street, oblivious to traffic.  Our 

eyes met and she seemed to become confused.  Maybe the two of 

them were relatives and strangeness just ran in the family. 

 “What’s the matter?” I asked the Melancholy Man.  “Not 

talking to me, today?” 

 “You know what’s wrong,” he emphasized, pointing a 

nervous finger at me.  His voice was a deep slowness.  “I’ve been 

watching you, Nina Davidson.” 

 “You have?”  This was something new.  If I ever got a 

response from him it was usually nothing more than a grumble.  I 

folded my newspaper and asked, “What for?” 

 He approached my gate, his walk stiff as a robot with his 

arms clenched to his sides.  “How’s that little business of yours 

fairing?” he asked.  “Anything of interest come your way?” 

 “It pays the bills,” I said with a smile.  “That’s all I need to 

be concerned with right now.  But hey, you’re actually talking to 

me now.  That’s great.” 

 “Yes,” he dragged out.  He nodded his head several times 

as if convinced of something.  “I’ve been watching you... and your 

wrongness.” 
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 “Right,” I said, deciding to play along.  “Silly me.  How 

could I have been so... wrong?  I apologize.” 

 “You’ll run your father’s business into the ground, you 

will.” 

 “Excuse me?” 

“Careless,” he went on.  “He’ll spin in his grave, yes.” 

“Oh, lord.” 

“Spin and spin and spin!” 

“Goodbye, Mr. M.”  I got up and headed down to my door, 

then glanced back.  The woman was gone.  I didn’t hear a car, and 

she couldn’t have run away in that long dress and heels.  I stopped 

at my doorway to make sure. 

“Hear any voices lately, I bet?” Mr. Dutchman asked as I 

got out my keys. 

The comment gave me pause. 

“I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, but that’s none 

of your business,” I said. 

The harmless insanity of this man was starting to get under 

my skin—what, with the audacity of him speaking about my father 

as if he’d known him well.  My father thought Mr. Dutchman was 

bad news—too crazy to talk to and too unstable to be around.  The 

man just made my father uncomfortable.  Anytime he caught Mr. 

Dutchman going through my garbage, he’d chase him away.  Hell, 

he’d chase away Mr. Dutchman just for standing near the house  
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too long.  I was beginning to think I should’ve followed my 

father’s example. 

“You don’t listen enough,” the Melancholy Man went on.  

“Your father never listened either, let me tell you.  But… he 

learned.”  The words were stretched for emphasis.  “You better 

listen.”  He grabbed the top of my gate and added, “Hard!” 

 I slammed the door and placed my back against it, my heart 

burning with anger.  Nothing he ever said really made sense, but 

this was especially senseless.  Maybe I should’ve stopped trying to 

reach him.  Maybe it was time I stopped trying to reach anybody 

and focus on myself for a change. 

I headed toward the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and 

pulled out a box of pancake batter.  The skillet was the obvious 

follow up, but breakfast without instant coffee just wouldn’t be 

complete.  I set the kettle to boil and then poured a five-inch circle 

into the pan.  Two was more than enough to full my belly, which 

was sure to get my friends started with the bird diet jokes.  

Friends—the word hung in my head as a wave of regret washed 

over me.  The term seemed almost alien and only highlighted how 

large the gap in my social life had become.  The first thing I’d do 

once this case was over was rebuild that connection.  Too much of 

my life had fallen to the wayside. 

A loud screech pierced the crackling of the skillet and 

startled me away from the stove.  My grip tightened on the spatula 

as smoke filled the kitchen and spilled out into the hallway.  The 
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smoke detector screamed for attention.  I dashed to turn off the 

stove and then used the spatula to lift the pancake, but it was too 

late.  The color had turned darker than the pan itself. 

 After I prepared a breakfast worth eating, I entered my 

living room and opened iTunes on the computer, where I started a 

playlist I’d generated for soothing music.  Most of the selections 

were oriental orchestras, a few cello pieces from Yo-Yo Ma, some 

Indian twines, and selections from my very essential Sade.  I sat on 

one of the couch sets with the newspaper and began to eat.  That 

was when the moaning and racketing started. 

 The couple who lived above me were at it again.  The walls 

were scarcely thick enough to muffle the daily sounds of Mr. and 

Mrs. Montgomery’s dramatic marriage life.  They were in their 

mid-twenties and had gotten hitched recently, which was a bit 

premature considering their living patterns.  If they weren’t 

screwing each other’s brains out, they were arguing.  If they 

weren’t spying on each other, they were flirting with other people.  

And if they weren’t doing either of the two, they weren’t doing 

anything at all.  That included talking to each other.  As usual, 

Sunday was one of their good days. 

 I sighed and tossed the paper onto the opposite couch.  No 

messages were on my answering machine, so I moved to the living 

room phone and called the office to check that one.  The voice I 

heard was a pleasant surprise. 

 “Hello, Ms. Davidson, this is Lakeisha Wells and…  
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Listen, we mightn’ve parted on very good terms and I sincerely 

apologize for Trisha’s actions, but I need your help again.” 

 Mightn’ve, I silently repeated.  Guilt denial was such a 

rampant disease. 

 Lakeisha’s baby was crying in the background and she 

paused to hush him.  When he didn’t calm down, she became 

frustrated and hurried the rest of her message.  “I’ll just make this 

as short and simple as I can.  Maurice is missing, so we need to 

talk.  You have my information.  Please contact me.  And thanks in 

advance.” 

 The call ended.  “Shit, the Pathfinder!” I announced. 

Outside, I could hear Mr. Dutchman rambling, “Your father 

will spin and spin and spin in his grave!” 
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13 
Lakeisha jostled a wailing Terrence in her arms, her hair wrapped 

in a black scarf while his hair was tied into thick loose braids.  His 

diaper was barely visible under a large white shirt and he was the 

cutest little thing.  Terrence’s round nose was a feature he could 

have only gotten from his father.  Maurice…his name filled me 

with concern as I wondered what could’ve happened to him.  We’d 

had a healthy rapport and I didn’t want to ruin that by pushing my 

suspicions about his deeper knowledge of the kidnapping, but that 

decision may have caused me to lose a lot more. 

 Lakeisha’s wounded façade drew my attention away from 

her desirable polka-dot pajama set with the furry white slippers.  

She’d been trying to explain the situation for several minutes, but 

the information was poorly put together and Trisha appeared to be 

even more discombobulated.  Lakeisha still cared for Maurice and 

that felt comforting.  Time and again, I had to listen to the hate-

filled rhetoric of divorcees and the like as they tore each other 

down for the most trivial of things.  To think that at one time those 

people loved one another only to come to feel such malice in its 

place was so disturbing that seeing enduring love, beyond divorce, 

was a breath of fresh air. 
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 “He was there,” Lakeisha went on.  “And I know you were 

there too.”  She sighed.  “I’m not clearly sure about when it 

happened.  You two saw each other and I thought, well, I think it 

makes sense that you would know something.” 

 “Ms. Wells, I know this is really difficult for you,” I said, 

“but just try to clear your head.  You’re not making much sense to 

me.” 

 Terrence gave me a smiley face and I blushed.  “Hi-ya, 

little darling,” I said with a giggle and waved in return. 

 Lakeisha inhaled significantly and glanced at Terrence.  

She turned her attention on Trisha next, then finally back to me.  

Her eyes focused on my gun, again.  I’d had the piece in my 

holster, partially hidden around my waist.  Lakeisha seemed 

tempted to comment about it the moment I arrived, but didn’t and 

tried to disguise her awkwardness by requesting I remove my boots 

to avoid tracking dirt further into her house. 

 “It’s not an automatic,” I said.  “I know it makes you 

nervous with Terrence around, but it won’t accidentally 

discharge.” 

 She seemed relieved and said, “I checked with the hotel.”  

Her soft words were dawdling.  “No one there has seen Maurice 

since he left last night to meet with you.” 

“Yes, but you said he was missing,” I replied.  “That’s  
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much more specific.  How do you know he’s not just hanging out 

somewhere?” 

“Miss Davidson… I think I know my husband.”  She sort 

of grunted before adding, “Ex-husband.  Something’s wrong.  He 

wouldn’t simply disappear after what we’ve just been through.” 

The drive to Lakeisha’s home in Flatbush, Brooklyn was 

one of the longest twenty minutes of my life.  Like Christmas with 

my parents, I was that little girl who couldn’t wait to open her 

presents and it didn’t matter what was in them.  They were pretty 

and they had a bow and so something great had to be inside.  In 

this case, the box was Lakeisha with a wrapping of mystery I was 

all too eager to tear apart. 

Trisha Bower was occupying space on one of the living 

room couches when I arrived, sporting jeans with a tight logo shirt 

and a bunch of thin gold bracelets.  She didn’t blast me with her 

usual scorn, which should’ve been a comfort that wasn’t.  The 

mood in the house was odd.  I felt very uncomfortable being 

there… and cold even with my blazer on. 

Only little Terrence had disrupted the oddity, his eyes dead-

set on me as if I was the most fascinating creature he’d ever seen.  

He’d grown quiet at the sight of me, while Trisha studied her nails 

and occasionally stared at her expensive boots.  She seemed 

unusually concerned with her appearance and I noticed an air of  

 

 



T H E  P H A N T O M ’ S  F I X A T I O N  

 

 

 

-  1 3 6  -  

restraint about her that I hadn’t seen before.  Had she been 

intoxicated during our previous meetings? 

We sat on separate couches, all of different sizes and 

accented with exotic pillows and throws, and separated by a center 

table holding a glass vase of flowers and a breadbasket filled with 

imitation pastries.  

“This would be a good time to call the police.”  I was 

talking to Lakeisha, but kept my eyes on Trisha.  She didn’t appear 

interested in challenging me, rather turned her attention toward the 

imitation fireplace.  A hidden device projected flames against the 

hollow logs and crackled as though they were truly burning wood.  

“I don’t understand why you came to me,” I continued, my 

attention back on Lakeisha.  “You haven’t gotten any more threats 

have you?” 

“Not at all,” she said. 

I looked at Trisha again and this time she met my stare.  

“You’re mighty quiet today,” I said. 

Her gaze quickly fell toward the hardwood floor and, I 

wasn’t sure why, but it was disturbing.  Maybe she was depressed. 

“Trisha hasn’t been feeling well, lately,” Lakeisha 

explained.  “We’ve all been under a lot of stress.  The poor thing 

hasn’t been behaving like her usual self.  She seems to have 

developed… issues with men.  There’s something wrong with her 

memory, as well.  Thankfully, I’ve convinced her to see a doctor.” 
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 “Issues?” I said. 

“Don’t talk about me, please,” Trisha said.  “This stuff is 

all… personal and… it really doesn’t add anything to the 

situation.”  Trisha’s eyes glanced over me in a shockingly 

wounded manner as she added, “We called you here to help us find 

Maurice, but what’s really going on is Lakeisha thinks he’s doing 

this on purpose.” 

“What would be the point of that?” I asked. 

“She thinks he’s punishing her,” Trisha replied, “but I think 

it’s more than that.” 

I said to Lakeisha, “You haven’t answered my question.  

Why come to me?” 

“What would you have me tell the police?” Lakeisha 

countered.  “That my ex-husband, who doesn’t even live in the 

country, didn’t come back to the hotel last night?  Miss Davidson, 

you’re my only choice.” 

I wiped the sigh from my face and said, “Fine.” 

“However, to be clear, this isn’t a rehire.” 

“Then why am I…”  I trailed off as the answer hit me.  “Oh 

my god, you think I have something to do with his disappearance.” 

“Not exactly,” she said.  “You and Maurice had a meeting 

last night.  I’d like to know where and what it was about.” 

“Times Square,” I said.  “At the Giardino di Rosa.  We 

talked about a lot of things, mostly about the situation with the  
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kidnapper sans any mention of a ghost.  He doesn’t believe in that.  

I’m pretty sure he suspects who it is and why Terrence was 

returned, but he refused to say.” 

“That’s news,” Lakeisha said.  “Maurice and I discussed 

Terrence’s return, but there wasn’t any impression that he knew 

the kidnapper.  And I don’t care what he thinks.  I know how 

ghosts behave and this is definitely a ghost.  No one called 

Maurice.  I was called and offered Terrence’s return and with no 

strings attached, no less.  Then I was told something to the tune of 

‘the chase is over.’” 

“You’ve had a conversation with this person?” 

The surprise in my voice was clear, but Trisha’s shocked 

expression gave me pause.  She should’ve been the first to find out 

about this and I wondered if she was being kept in the dark as well.  

Memory loss or not, they’d have surely discussed this before I 

arrived. 

Lakeisha confirmed my question and added, “The person 

sounded like a man, but there was something strange about his 

voice.” 

I thought about the staticky messages I’d been hearing on 

my answering machine recently and wondered if she’d experienced 

something similar. 

“What do you mean?” I asked.  “Was it the vocoder thing 

again?” 

“I’m not sure,” she replied.  “It just sounded… strange.” 
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“Did you tell Maurice about this? 

She shook her head. “I only tell him what he needs to know 

and you know why.” 

Terrence made some kind of happy noise and tapped his 

hands together.  I stood up and started pacing.  Was this just a 

game?  I couldn’t get the thought of that Pathfinder out of my 

head, or the ransom letters that addressed me by name and that 

missing folder from my father’s records of his final case.  

Maurice’s friendship with my father complicated things further.  I 

was the focus, but my part in the picture seemed small, if not 

invisible.  That silver locket the kidnapper wanted had no 

connection to me. I wasn’t involved in my father’s final case, and 

I’d only met Maurice two days ago.  I toyed with the idea that the 

ghost of Mylika Evans was responsible, but we’d never met.  No 

motive meant no sense. 

I sighed and asked, “What about the locket?” 

Lakeisha shrugged and replied, “Someone else has it, I 

think.” 

“Did you get this person’s name?” 

“No,” she replied, “He did say the locket had been in a 

pawn shop all this time, but he never said where.  That was the end 

of our conversation.  Maurice says that there’s only one pawn shop 

that he knows of that buys goods all the time, no questions asked.”  

I asked for the address and she said, “I don’t see why not.  Trisha, 

can you get me a piece of paper and a pen from the bedroom, 



T H E  P H A N T O M ’ S  F I X A T I O N  

 

 

 

-  1 4 0  -  

please?  Oh, and put Terrence in his crib.  He should be out for a 

few hours.”   

Terrence had fallen asleep during the conversation and I’d 

like to think it was my soothing voice that contributed to it.  I was 

sure that Clayton would’ve agreed.  He’d once said that listening to 

me talk was like leaning into a wall of sweet-smelling cotton.  

Sometimes the lines men hurled at me could be so silly, but I 

couldn’t hide the positive affect they had on me.  Compliments 

were like dirty gold—even if I cringed on site, I wanted more. 

Lakeisha and I watched Trish carefully take Terrence into 

one of the back rooms and then Lakeisha asked, “I get the feeling 

you’re going to investigate this on your own.” 

“Why shouldn’t I?” I said.  “You don’t seem to want me 

involved and that makes me ever more curious.” 

Her demeanor changed and she looked around, as if she 

wasn’t sure of where to focus, her leg bouncing perhaps more 

nervously than habitual.  I’d seen that behavior in her before.  

Those kinds of feelings usually led to incomplete decisions and I 

realized that Lakeisha was holding back something she was eager 

to tell me.  

“Ms. Wells, if there’s something you need to say—” 

She held out her palm and said, “I’m just fine, thank you.  I 

hope to be a little more comfortable with our collaboration this 

time out, if that’s okay with you.”  I motioned to protest about that  
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contradiction, but was quietly shushed.  Lakeisha glanced in the 

direction of her bedroom and then whispered, “I know you don’t 

believe me, but I think the ghost is watching me.” 

That would’ve been somewhat normal to hear if the claim 

hadn’t sounded so ludicrous.  Even though I’d decided to take the 

ghost story seriously, deep down, I’d still had a healthy bit of 

skepticism.  Lakeisha never actually saw this ghost and that person 

in the football field didn’t look like anything of the sort. 

“Lakeisha, I don’t wanna get into this again.  I just wanna 

know what’s going on—about everything.  That includes your 

problem with Maurice and the details of your baby’s return.  

Otherwise, I’m leaving.  If you don’t wanna go to the police about 

Maurice’s disappearance, that’s your business, but whatever I 

learn, believe me, I won’t share it with you.”  I stood in front of her 

and folded my arms.  “There’s also a little thing about you not 

checking in on Terrence at the party I’ve been meaning to ask you 

about, but you never returned my calls.”  I paused before adding 

emphasis to, “I don’t like being ignored.” 

Trisha returned with the supplies and handed them to 

Lakeisha.  She wrote down the address for the pawn shop and 

handed it to me. 

“What’s it going to be?” I finished. 

Lakeisha seemed to be considering her options as Trisha 

studied her.  The air felt warmer and relaxing and a part of me was  
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serious about walking out.  That would’ve been regretful since I 

needed Lakeisha’s cooperation.  I sighed in relief when she finally 

agreed. 

 Trisha had been staring at me the whole time and didn’t 

turn away until she realized that I noticed.  Her reserved demeanor 

held steady as she fiddled with her fingernails.  A red blemish on 

her otherwise smooth neck caught my attention.  I hadn’t seen it 

before, but the mark was sizeable enough not to have been missed 

the first time around.  Her love affairs were none of my business 

and I wouldn’t stick my nose where it didn’t belong.  I was a very 

private person and knew damn well what a violation it was to have 

anyone peeking into my personal business, but abuse of any kind 

was deplorable and it took a special kind of sick to make a man 

raise his fist in anger to a woman he claimed to care about.  I’d 

gladly rain hell down on anyone who’d commit such a crime.   

 As if she’d heard my thoughts, Trisha reached for that 

spot on her neck and scratched it.  Then she stiffened and 

peaked at me for a time that made me visibly uncomfortable.  

The look only lasted a few moments, but I could swear I saw 

a hint of satisfaction. 
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14 
One of the most embarrassing and shockingly frequent things 

about divorce involved the revelation of an affair—that soul-

crushing moment when a lover has to relive the discovery during 

testimony at a court hearing.  Though Lakeisha never learned the 

identity of the woman who’d been sleeping with her husband, 

she’d gathered enough evidence to warrant the divorce.  Terrence’s 

kidnapper and the woman in question had to be the same person.  

When Maurice broke off the affair and flew to the islands, the 

woman must have snapped and kidnapped his child, hoping to 

entice him back to New York.   

 Maybe. 

 Lakeisha’s lack of baby check-ins at the party seemed to 

spell neglect—something she was forced to admit to regain my 

trust in her, but I wasn’t totally convinced.  I’d learned that Trisha 

had offered to check on Terrence throughout the night since 

Lakeisha was so busy with her guests, but I had a feeling 

something more was going on. 

 I assumed the locket was a gift and could explain why 

Maurice insisted on handling the problem himself.  The final 

scenario played in my head: Ghost lover kills ex-lover.  Dead 

lovers rekindle affair in afterlife. 
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 I laughed out loud and turned off my car engine.  That 

scenario didn’t account for my involvement.  Parked outside of the 

pawnshop Lakeisha mentioned, I spied a young couple standing 

nearby.  They were unashamedly playful and affectionate and I 

admired how easy that was for some people.  I was bashful when it 

came to showing affection in public and would usually stop short 

of a kiss that involved any tongue.  I was paranoid that someone 

was always watching. 

 I figured that the kidnapper was smart enough to realize 

Maurice would eventually work out who kidnapped his child and 

go looking for her.  Disguising her voice to call Lakeisha made 

perfect sense.  All of this would explain why the figure in the 

football field was covered so heavily in dark clothing.  If you were 

a ghost, why run?  The answer was as I suspected, yet I wasn’t 

satisfied.  I was beginning to wonder if I’d been nothing more than 

a diversion.  Maybe the locket didn’t even matter.  The gap 

between Lakeisha and Maurice had already been there, but the 

inclusion of my services stretched it further.  That sounded like a 

coherent plan and one that might have worked.  Still, there was 

another layer and I was determined to peel that away as well. 

The pawnshop was located in the Fulton Street area of 

downtown Brooklyn—a busy intersection of shops, restaurants, 

subways and bus stops that attracted all sorts of people.  Two 

customers were browsing the shop, while two saleswomen 

conversed inside.  I found the only salesman and queried him about 
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the locket, giving him a story about how it was stolen from me and 

that I’d been checking all the local pawn shops for it. 

He seemed unconcerned, his Indian accent thick as he 

directed me to follow him to a nearby computer.  He called up 

some information and then asked for my ID. 

“Sure,” I said and fished my driver’s license out of my 

wallet. 

He examined the license carefully and it occurred to me 

that someone might have tried this before, only they weren’t 

authentic.  If he had gotten suckered out of some jewelry, I was 

tempted to say he deserved it, but I didn’t like the thought of 

anyone getting ripped off, good natured or not.  He tapped a series 

of keys on the computer and then nodded his head.  “One recent 

entry for a locket—sterling silver—February 19th, 2016.” 

“Does that mean you have it?” I asked. 

He told me everything I saw was what they had, so I 

browsed the store’s inventory and came across an assortment of 

items that didn’t even resemble a sterling silver locket.  Maybe 

someone realized the locket’s value and scooped it up the moment 

it went on sale. 

I approached the salesman and said, “Listen, that locket 

meant a lot to me.  Maybe there’s some way you can help me track 

it down.” 

He shot off a few rapid nos and said, “We do not set up our 

system that way.  I am sorry, but there’s nothing we can do.” 
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 “Actually,” one of the young Hispanic coworkers cut in.  

Her name-tag read Asia Guárdan.  “I think I know what she’s 

talking about.”  Her bracelets jingled noisily as she headed toward 

me and asked, “Round and frilly-shaped sterling silver locket from 

Melanie’s?” 

 My nodding was mechanical as I played along.  White 

streaks highlighted Asia’s hair, which dangled freely, much like 

my own, and stopped at the midpoint of giant gold loop earrings.  

The red lipstick was a bit much for my taste, and the addition of a 

tight shirt with sneakers and jeans only highlighted how relaxed 

the work environment was. 

 “The Star of David was engraved on the front, right?” she 

finished. 

 “Yes, that’s it,” I guessed. 

 “Yeah, I know what you’re talking about.  It looked like the 

symbol in one of those old manuscripts from the Hebrew bible.  A 

couple of the girls here hated that thing.” 

 “What’s to hate?” I asked. 

 She seemed annoyed by the thought.  “Superstition gets 

around; it’s nothing new.  You know, someone sees the Star of 

David and they think pentagram, as in the devil.  One of them 

thought she saw it glowing at one point.”  Asia snickered and said, 

“Anyway, someone came in here looking for it recently.” 

 “How recently?” 

 “I’m pretty sure it was about a day ago,” she replied. 
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 “Can you describe her or give me a name?” 

 “I don’t remember any of that,” she said.  “The woman said 

the locket was stolen and then she demanded we give it back to 

her.  I didn’t talk to her, but there was a whole big scene.  We 

offered to have it investigated, but she marched out of the store and 

never came back.  You’re not a relative, are you?” 

 I shook my head. 

 She smiled and said, “Oh, good.  We can offer you the 

same, if you’d like.” 

 “That won’t be necessary,” I said.  “Do you know what 

happened to the locket?” 

 “It was probably sold before that woman came asking for 

it,” she replied.  “I remember us having it on display.” 

 “All of that and you can’t remember who you sold it to?  

Why do I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling me?” 

 Asia stared for a moment and then surveyed the store.  We 

seemed to have enough privacy; the salesman I’d been speaking 

with had left to help another customer, but Asia seemed 

uncomfortable. 

 I said, “Maybe we should talk outside.” 

 We held each other’s gaze for a moment and when Asia 

headed out of the shop, I followed.  Traffic filled the air with 

various automobile sounds as the multi-ton objects belted passed 

the intersection.  A bus turned the corner and revealed an ad 

displayed across the side for yet another super hero crossover film.  
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Hollywood had discovered a cash cow in the genre about a decade 

ago and was holding on as if the entire future of the business 

depended on the genre’s continued success.  Most of them were 

significantly bad, but the few good ones that slipped through were 

well worth my time. 

 That couple I’d notice on arrival was gone, so Asia and I 

had our privacy.  I considered offering a seat in my car to make 

sure, but decided our position was good enough.  Asia fished out a 

pack of cigarettes and lit one of the sticks. 

 After a pull, she looked at me and asked, “You know 

information doesn’t come cheap, right?” 

 “You’re kidding, right?” I said.  “You hesitated for that?  

How about a little common courtesy?” 

 “Sure,” she said.  “My landlord would gladly take that in 

place of the rent.  Look, I can get you the sales receipt for that 

locket and all it’ll cost you is the big five-zero.” 

 A silent beat passed before I replied, “You’ve done this 

before haven’t you?” 

 “I don’t have any idea of what-cha talking about,” she said.  

“Do you want the info or not?” 

 I extracted twenty-five dollars from my wallet and handed 

it to her.  She placed the cigarette between her lips and held the bill 

to the sky.  Searching for counterfeits seemed to have become 

second nature for her. 

 “Nada que ver con el verde,” she said with a smile, which 
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meant nothing like the green.  I knew a little Spanish, but not 

enough to carry on a conversation.  “It’s the game, not me,” she 

added.  “Everyday’s a hustle.” 

 “Well, you just hustle that receipt to me and you can have 

the rest,” I said.  “There’s an extra fifty in it if you can get me a 

copy of the surveillance disc, too—the one that shows the 

incident.” 

 She shot a wild stare and said, “Are you crazy?  I can’t 

search through all that footage.  That’s too much work and I don’t 

even know where my boss keeps the discs.  Besides, I might get 

caught.  This is as far as I go.”  She flicked her cigarette to the 

ground and stomped it out.  Then she added, “Wait here a minute,” 

and entered the shop. 

 I followed her back into the store and she disappeared in 

the back. The teller I’d originally spoke with watched me.  His 

demeanor had changed and I thought I might have been making 

him nervous.  He’d had enough time to turn away, but persisted.  I 

stared back.  The way this shop made its money was wrong and the 

temptation to report them was weighing heavy on my heart.  A 

decent pawnshop would be working with the local precinct to weed 

out stolen goods.  The teller cracked and turned away and that was 

satisfying. 

 Asia returned and motioned me away from the door.  “I had 

a feeling somebody was gonna come asking about that locket 

again,” she said.  “After that crazy chick left, I spent most of the 
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day looking for a way to track it down.”  She fished out a folded 

paper from her back pocket.  “The guy’s address is kind of messy, 

but it’s the best I could do.” 

 She gave me a photocopy of the pawn ticket and the name 

Angela Holeman was written neatly in the appropriate space, along 

with an address and phone number.  Asia seemed resourceful and I 

wondered if her talents could be applied to better areas.  S.D. 

Investigations was a big job to run all by myself.  Some help would 

be nice…as would the company. 

 “Thank you, Asia Guárdan is it?”  She nodded in 

confirmation and I handed her one of my cards.  “Before I go, 

there’s one more thing I need you to do.” 

 When she agreed to my proposition, I paid her the 

difference of what I owed, then contemplated whether or not I 

should cold-call Angela and ask about the locket.  The thought of 

her hanging up on me and mentioning the incident to the original 

owner on account of her and the owner being partners gave me 

pause.  Speaking to her face-to-face was a better idea. 

 I got into my sedan and drove to a poorly-maintained three-

story brownstone in Bedford-Stuyvesant.  A gate sectioned off the 

yard, but the swing door was missing and the grass was littered 

with loose boards that were punctured with rusty nails.  Gates and 

blinds covered all the lower windows, and the door at the top of the 

stairs was significantly banged up. 

Angela lived below ground level.  Her place harbored three 
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front doors that included a hefty Victorian-styled gated door, a 

thick wooden front door, and an apparently frail wooden hallway 

door viewable through a window at the top of the previous door.  

Even odder were the crosses made of red tape on the inside of the 

windows.  I found a big one on the front door as well, only, this 

one was painted on… with blood. 

 I waited in the stairwell for an answer and, after the second 

ring, someone peaked through the blinds. 

 A man’s muffled voice said, “What the hell do you want?”  

 The eyes I stared into were intense—not fear but rage and 

paranoia combined. 

 “I’m looking for Angela Holeman.  My name is Nina 

Davidson.” 

 “That supposed to mean something to me?” he growled.  

He’d had one of those hip-hop accents and the stigma of that made 

me a little nervous. 

 “I just need to ask her a few questions.” 

 He didn’t answer, rather the doors unlocked and opened to 

the will of a two-hundred pound dark-skinned man—about five-

foot ten with an athletic build.  He tightened his robe and came out 

bare-footed, which afforded him no shame as his toes were well 

kept.  Add that to the perfect wavy hair and his personality was all 

but an open book to me.  He was one of those kinds of guys—the 

smooth-talking, big-arm-having, persuade-you-into-giving-up-

your-virginity type.  Yet, again with the symbols—he’d had two 
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crucifixes hanging from his neck and I questioned if this was 

something more than religious devotion. 

 He looked me over and asked, “What did you say your 

name was again?” 

 “Nina Davidson.” 

 “Right, right, and who told you that you could find Angela 

here?” 

 “Does that matter?” I asked.  “I’m sorry.  I don’t know who 

you are, but this is a conversation I really need to have with 

Angela.” 

 “Uh, huh,” he said.  “You mean she has something you 

want and you’re here to take it from her.” 

 That was an odd response.  I wondered if he was expecting 

me and I’d walked into some sort of ambush.  I guessed that was a 

ridiculous idea, but sometimes the seemingly ridiculous kept you 

alive. 

 “I’m not here to take anything,” I said.  “But, yes, I do want 

something from Angela.  Maybe you know what I’m talking about.  

A locket.  It’s silver.  Sign of the—” 

 I barely stopped the door with my foot as he tried to slam it 

closed.  The doorknob was the best thing to grab, and I pushed 

with all my strength, but he reversed his momentum.  I stumbled 

inward and within seconds he side-trained a Glock Nine semi-

automatic pistol to the side of my head.  My heart dropped into my 

stomach and then, as if programmed, I dropped back onto my 
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hands and brought my foot up to connect with the butt of his fist.  

His hand shot up and the gun went flying into the ceiling, and as it 

crashed to the floor, I followed up with an elbow to his gut.  The 

sound of him grunting in pain was almost intoxicating.  I delivered 

an opened-palm assault to his chest and then smashed it across his 

face, but the man managed to wrap his hand around my throat and 

squeezed with incredible force. 

 He spun me off my feet and pinned my back against the 

inside wall.  “Who the hell sent you?” he shouted. 

 No answer could escape.  The impact knocked the wind out 

of me and I started to fade.  Self-defense tended to have an element 

that was missing from training and it was called fear.  So powerful 

was the feeling that I’d swore a mad drummer had gone crazy in 

my chest.  But I’d felt this before and there was an answer for it. 

 “Bitch, you better answer me!” the man commanded as he 

eased up the pressure to allow me to talk.  “Who the…hell…sent 

you?” 

 That distraction was all I needed.  His thumbs peeled back 

to my force rather quickly and I rotated his arms inward and down.  

When he lurched forward in pain, I shoved my knee into his groin 

and then scooted out the side where I grabbed the back of his head 

and slammed it into the wall.  He went down hard and fast, and 

without hesitation, I drew my Colt Python and aimed for his body. 

 “Are you out of your fucking mind?” I shouted.  “You 

could’ve killed me!” 
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 He made a surrender gesture with his hands and I used that 

moment to collect some much-needed air.  I closed the doors to 

keep the neighbors from seeing; my aim steady as ever.  No one 

ever pulled a gun on me before, and I thanked the universe for 

lining me up with those self-defense classes I took during high 

school. 

 “Don’t shoot, all right?” he pleaded.  “Look, I don’t know 

shit about no locket.  You got that?” 

 “Right, you just attack all the women who come to your 

door asking about it,” I said.  “Who the hell are you, anyway?  And 

where’s Angela?  Is she in there with you?” 

 “It’s Devon McLene,” he said.  “And, no.  She ain’t here.” 

 “Get up,” I commanded.  “Move your ass inside.  Move, 

move, move!”  He cooperated, but I stopped him halfway down the 

dark hall.  “That’s far enough.”  I didn’t want to take the chance 

that he was lying about being alone.  My back was to the door and 

it was safer that way—easier to take cover if someone started 

shooting.  “Who did you think I was, anyway?” I asked. 

 “What, you gonna pretend not to be her, now?” he said and 

licked the blood away from his lips. 

 “I have no idea what you mean by that.  I came here to find 

out what happened to that locket and I’m not leaving until I get 

some answers.” 

 Devon took a deep breath and allowed his chest to push  
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open his loosened robe.  It revealed his bare torso and that looked 

like intimidation.  I braced myself for round two. 

 “If you’re not her, why the hell do you care about it so 

much?” he asked.  “How else would you know Angela had it?” 

 I clicked the hammer back and said, “That’s me not getting 

an answer.  You don’t wanna hear the sound of me loosing my 

patience.” 

 The bluff seemed appropriate.  Devon had pushed me to 

feel something I hadn’t felt in quite a while, and I wanted so badly 

to smash him over the head with my gun for that.  That kind of fear 

was dangerous, but his seemed to be causing him an unhealthy 

level of paranoia.  He sat up against the wall and dusted off his 

hands. 

 “Someone’s been threatening you, haven’t they?” I said. 

 Devon froze for a few seconds and then finished dusting 

off.  He didn’t seem like the kind who’d want to go to the police 

and that was useful.  What was more interesting was the way he’d 

grilled me.  Something significant had happened here.  I could feel 

it.  

 I signaled him with my palm to relax as I lowered my gun.  

“We might be able to help each other,” I said.  He watched me 

lower my gun and then our eyes met.  I said, “I work for S.D. 

Investigations and I’m investigating the person who’s been looking 

for that locket.  I don’t know who she is, but you’re the first person  
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I’ve talked to who seems to know something about it.  This woman 

has already kidnapped a child and I’m not sure she won’t graduate 

to killing for the locket next.” 

 An odd burst of laughter exploded from him.  I was even a 

little embarrassed.  Devon grabbed his chains and examined them.  

Then he said, “You can’t help me.  Angela’s gone, and the chick… 

the thing that made her go away wants me gone, too.  This is way 

out of your league, lady.  There’s an evil spirit in Brooklyn and 

she’s come to take my soul.” 
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15 
Daubs of red swiped into crosses filled the walls from exit to 

entrance.  Distorted and without symmetry, the paintings were a 

reminder of how eerie religion could be, especially when it came to 

sacrifice and blood—lots and lots of blood.  The odd shapes on the 

walls hadn’t caught my attention when I’d forced Devon inside his 

dark hallway, but once the lights came on I realized how disturbing 

the situation truly was. 

 “Lambs blood,” I said.  “That’s what these are made of, 

aren’t they?” 

 Devon coddled his lip as though it was the source of his 

despair.  I knew better.  The only bruising he was likely concerned 

about was that of his ego.  He’d thought a woman was stalking 

him, and now here was another woman holding him hostage in his 

own home.  A memory from Thoryn’s Omnibus interrupted. 

 The color red was historically linked to warding off bad 

things, especially spirits.  Words like welcome and safe place were 

associated with the color.  In Feng Shui, a red door symbolized the 

mouth of the home.  This act ensured that chi, or positive energy, 

would be drawn to the house and was seen as the entry point in 

which abundance and opportunities would find you.  During the  
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Chinese New Year, many doors were painted red to invite good 

luck and happiness, while in Ireland a red door was thought to 

ward off ghosts and evil spirits.  Red symbolized safety and 

warmth or a sign that a required sacrifice had been made.  Lambs 

blood created a sanctuary, where not even the Angel of Vengeance 

was tempted to pass. 

 I reached into my blazer pocket and hit the red button on 

my digital recorder.  Then I asked, “Does this stuff actually work?” 

 “What do you think?” he said. 

 “I think I’m a pissed-off woman with a gun who wants 

some straight answers.  You said Angela was gone.  What did you 

mean by that?” 

 Devon surveyed the walls.  He seemed to be studying the 

crosses, but that was pointless.  We both knew very well what they 

stood for.  “Gone,” he said.  He gave me a wounded look and 

added, “Just… gone.”  He hesitated and then added, “She never 

came back yesterday and nobody’s heard from her.  We ain’t have 

a fight or nothing.  Everything was cool.” 

 “Did you go to the police?” I asked, but he didn’t answer.  

He seemed strangely silent and uncomfortable with the question.  

Trouble with the authorities was my guess.  “I’m assuming you 

and Angela are a couple, yet you’re not even trying to get help?” 

 He chuckled. 

 “I swear, Devon, if you’re jerking me around…” 
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 “You’re not understanding,” he said.  “The locket is 

cursed.”  He stared at the wall and added, “Each one of these 

crosses is a savior.  Without these, I would’a never made it to 

today.  I know Angela’s gone because the spirit told me so.” 

 “A woman spirit,” I said. 

 Devon nodded at me.  “Yeah.  This is gonna sound  

crazy—” 

 “Er,” I added. 

 “I heard her voice in the television,” he assured me.  “She 

was there, even when I unplugged it.  She said she took Angela’s 

soul and was coming for mine next unless I gave back her locket.  

But I ain’t got it.  I told her I ain’t have it and I ain’t know where it 

was.  Then she came for me.” 

 The crosses were not the source of his protection, that 

much I was sure.  If the description of the locket was any 

indication, this woman was Jewish.  No crosses would work on 

her.  The more likely scenario was that this so-called spirit was 

trying to scare Devon into telling her where the locket was.  She’d 

be back, only with better material.  I realized then that whoever she 

was, she was new at this…and I was apparently still skeptical. 

 Lakeisha mentioned a digitized voice instructing her on 

how to get her son back and that made me wonder if she was 

unknowingly familiar with his kidnapper.  Devon’s experience 

with an undisguised voice only confirmed that we were dealing  

 



T H E  P H A N T O M ’ S  F I X A T I O N  

 

 

 

-  1 6 0  -  

with a woman from Lakeisha’s past and put me that much closer to 

proving it was actually the mistress of Maurice Hunter. 

 “What about Angela’s personals?” I asked.  “You must’ve 

gone through them, looking for the locket.” 

 “She didn’t live here,” Devon replied.  “Ain’t nothing in 

this house belong to her ’cept for the change of clothes she 

left…and a toothbrush.” 

 Devon grabbed his chains and seemed to mumble a prayer.  

He was up the next minute and that startled me.  I trained my gun 

on him, but he either didn’t notice or care as his eyes fixed on the 

wall ahead of him.  He approached it and eased his palm across 

one of the crosses. 

 “I don’t know much about religion,” I said, “but I think 

you’re going about this the wrong way.”  That got his attention.  

“The locket is engraved with the Star of David, right?” 

 “The Jews are wrong,” he said almost in anger.  “If this 

demon spirit wants to chase a Star of David locket thinking it’ll get 

her into Heaven, she’s fooling herself.” 

 “You think a demon wants to go to Heaven?” 

 “Everyone wants to go to Heaven,” he replied, “just not 

today.” 

 “So you’re never going to leave this house?”  That surely 

seemed to be what he was implying. 

 “I do that and I’ll disappear, just like Angela.  There’s no  
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leaving.  Not for me,” he looked at me and added, “and not for 

you, either, if you care about your life.” 

 I placed the recorder on the floor and eased back toward the 

front door where I spotted Devon’s gun lying in the corner.  The 

Glock was loaded, and that was a problem I fixed once I carried it 

back into the hallway and released the clip.  Once the magazine 

crashed to the floor, I pushed back the slider and popped the 

strange-looking bullet from the chamber.  The inside of the barrel 

was messy with white powder and the bullet seemed lighter than it 

should’ve been.  Even the sound it made on impact with the floor 

was wrong.  I wiped my fingerprints off the gun with my shirt and 

tossed it aside.  Then I lifted the bullet to examine it. 

 “This is rock salt,” I said in disbelief.  “You were going to 

shoot me with rock salt?  Handguns can’t fire this stuff, you know.  

It would’ve exploded in your face.” 

 “That gun’s been modified to fire those rounds,” he said, 

“and trust me it’ll do what it needs to do when the time comes.  If 

you’re smart, you’ll do the same thing.  That spirit bitch is gonna 

pay for what she did to Angela.  I swear to God!” 

 “The locket is the only thing keeping that woman after 

you,” I said.  “Tell me where Angela lives and if the locket is 

there, that’ll solve both of our problems.” 

� � � 

 Two opposing triangles intertwined at the center of my  
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notepad as I listened to the recording of the last conversation 

between me and Devon McLene.  I’d drawn the Star of David as a 

focusing device; it was a tool that usually helped me see deeper 

into a case.  The drawing had to be related—sometimes it was a 

person, other times I’d drawn entire landscapes, but in the end I’d 

come out with a clue I hadn’t notice before.  This drawing brought 

me back to my own sentimental jewelry that had gone missing. 

 After my father was murdered, I inherited everything he’d 

owned—his private eye business being the most precious, but 

beyond that there was one item that hadn’t been accounted for.  A 

Yin Yang symbol encased into marble and crafted to fit a silver 

chain to which he declared a family heirloom the night of his 

murder. 

 The marble was actually a parting gift, celebrating an 

internship I’d landed at an aquarium in Atlanta, Georgia.  Billed as 

the “world’s largest aquarium,” the twenty-acre site was a dream 

come true that would see me spending many months there with 

more than a hundred thousand animals spanning five hundred 

different species.  My house had been filled with family and 

friends that night.  None of them probably understood how 

significant the opportunity was, but they knew I was extremely 

excited about it.  I was happy and they were happy for me, and my 

father was even happier that the college money didn’t go to waste 

as he secretly suspected.  My mother, on the other hand, was  
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delighted someone from her side of the family was actually 

attending college.  If only she’d lived to see me graduate.  

 People never did well trying to hide things from me.  

Usually something in their voice got my suspicion going.  Strange 

body language, odd behavior—these things only exacerbated the 

issue.  I’d eventually find out and it annoyed the hell out of some 

people.  My father never asked too many questions about what I 

was learning.  His only concern up to that point was whether I was 

passing my courses, and forget about discussing marine biology 

altogether because it was clear that the subject was a complete 

bore.  He did try to be interested, though.  I gave him that. 

 The memory of that night flooded through and then the 

nightmare came.  Once the gunfire sounded in my head, I came to 

and set the notepad down, turned the ignition key and drove off to 

Angela’s apartment. 
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16 
Angela’s apartment building was located in the midst of 

Manhattan’s West Village, which was a neighborhood I knew well.  

Nearby was a Chinese restaurant where Clayton and I had once 

eaten nearly four years ago.  The restaurant was decorated in a 

lovely manner—dim lights, stunning silverware, and decorative 

table dressings.  There was somewhat of an outside seating area, if 

it could even be called that.  Large tinted windows partially 

enclosed the space, and there was also a separated glass roof in 

case of unfavorable weather conditions.  But, memories of that 

place were not without their nightmares. 

Clayton had been a real son of seduction that night.  

Decked out in a flashy almond shirt with pants and expensive 

shoes to match, Clayton had convinced the attendants at the 

restaurant to surround our table with a display of lilies—my 

favorite flowers.  An oriental chorus soothed the air and the 

delicious smells of foreign cooking toyed with my senses.  This 

could have gone well had Clayton not persuaded me to order some 

sort of shrimp combination that he claimed was “one of the most 

mouth watering dishes the restaurant had to offer.” 

I had no reason to question his tastes.  Two minutes and a  
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weeklong home stay later, I realized just how much discomfort an 

allergic reaction to shrimp can cause—inside as well as out. 

Angela lived on the fourth floor of a six-story building with 

no lobby guard.  The elevator was clean and the hallway lacked 

any graffiti.  This was a great neighborhood, but the rent—for what 

was virtually closet space—was atrocious.  I came to Angela’s 

door and rang the bell several times to no avail, and then 

considered breaking in.  That was going to be a challenge, without 

lock-picking tools, and a nightmare if anyone was inside.  The last 

thing I wanted was a repeat of the incident that saw my father and I 

caught breaking into the home of a suspected pedophile. 

The incident was several years ago, when my father took a 

case he claimed to be his first “serious case,” which was something 

that was likely to get him killed.  Sharp was the headstrong, burn-

the-book type of detective.  Not many things frightened him, which 

was probably the reason the fear of getting caught didn’t cause him 

to be more careful, even when I warned he was making a huge 

mistake. 

Our third day of working the case was supposed to have 

been a routine surveillance of the suspect’s home.  Different 

children had been seen entering the home with the suspect on 

several occasions and the neighbors had gotten suspicious, but 

without any evidence it was all just a bunch of nosy old women.  

We were eventually hired by a sixty-year-old woman who’d lived  
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next door to the suspect, and who had grown tired of guessing 

about what was going on. 

The dreary day would have kept the non-working class 

indoors.  That was my father’s reasoning.  We knew the suspect 

had gone to work, and since the suspect had no wife or girlfriend, 

my father believed the house was shelter solely to its owner.  

Should he be wrong and children were living there as well, they 

were sure to have gone to school.  I wasn’t convinced.  Some 

people were extreme introverts and could go days in a house 

without anyone on the outside realizing someone was inside, 

especially if the person slept during the day. 

My father’s plan?  Pick the lock and gather whatever 

evidence he needed to incriminate the suspect while I kept watch 

outside.  What we didn’t know was that a relative had become ill 

and was left in the care of the suspect who happened to be out to 

the local pharmacy for medicine.  My father’s actions in that house 

were monitored the whole time by a thirteen-year-old boy who 

simply called the authorities.  If it wasn’t for my father’s PI 

license, that situation could’ve ended with some very real jail time, 

something I was now tempted to risk. 

But I got lucky. 

 “I wouldn’t ring that bell too many times if I were you, 

gorgeous.”  The compliment wrapped in a warning came from a 

man down the hall.  He was halfway out of an apartment when he 

saw me, then locked the door and headed toward me.  He kept his 
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keys out and swung it randomly around his finger, which 

suggested he was nervous about something.  Maybe he didn’t 

approach many women. 

 “You know Angela Holeman?” I asked. 

 “Sure do,” he said.  He arrived and stared at the door.  

“She’s been a tenant here for six years.  A wild one.  Gotten many 

complaints about her, but she’s one of the few who always pays 

her rent on time, so meh.  I deal with it.” 

 “So you’re the super,” I said. 

 “Yes,” he replied. 

 “You think she’s inside?” 

 “Hard to tell,” he said.  “I can give her a message if you 

want.” 

 This seemed like the best time to flash some ID and explain 

the situation—part of it, anyway.  He was trying to schmooze his 

way into my life and I figured I’d use that to get inside. 

 “Actually, you can help me,” I said with a smile.  I softened 

my voice a little more for effect.  “Angela’s boyfriend thinks she’s 

gone missing.  He’s worried about her, but he doesn’t wanna go to 

the police for personal reasons.  So that leaves me.  I’m a private 

eye.  Nina Davidson.” 

 “Really?’  He seemed pleasantly surprised.  “If I knew 

private eyes could be so gorgeous, I would’ve committed a crime a 

long time ago.” 

 “That… isn’t as cute as it sounded, Mr…” 
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 “Just call me Rob,” he said. 

 “Sure.”  That response wasn’t very enthusiastic, but he 

didn’t seem to notice or care.  I asked, “Are you going to help me, 

Rob?  I just need to get into this apartment to search for anything 

that’ll help me figure out what happened to her.” 

 He scratched his head and said, “I… I don’t know.  If she’s 

in there, she’d be pretty upset.” 

 “And if she’s dead, what then?  Aren’t you the slightest bit 

curious?” 

 Rob stared at me for a moment.  I wanted to keep pushing 

the scare factor, but he seemed to be taking the possibility of 

Angela’s death seriously.  He sighed and when it sounded like he 

was going to deny me again, I did the only reasonable thing a 

beautiful woman could do. 

 I said, “Please.” 

 Something scurried across the living room as we entered 

Angela’s apartment and closed the door.  I assumed it was a 

mouse, but didn’t bother asking.  There were two small bedrooms, 

a tiny kitchen, bathroom, and a living room, and lying on the 

center of the floor was a nice white shaggy rug that looked like 

polar bear fur.  I felt the urge to dive in and snuggle up. 

 Rob called out Angela’s surname as I looked around.  

Someone was whispering nearby.  The voice sounded female and 

barely legible.  Rob called again. 

 “Do you hear that?” I asked. 
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 “Hear what?” he replied.  “I don’t think she’s here.” 

 “There’s someone whispering,” I said and shushed him.  

“Listen.” 

 We stood silent as I tried to make out what was being said.  

The voice was coming from the back, probably from one of the 

rooms. 

 “Sorry, gorgeous.  Whatever you hear, I just don’t hear it.” 

 “Nina,” I said.  I was a little irritated by the pet name—

something he had no business using.  “My name is Nina.” 

 He put his hands up in surrender and signaled for me to 

lead the way.  I followed the faint voice to one of the bedrooms 

and flicked on the light.  The bed was made and the rug was well 

kept, along with a dresser and small entertainment system with a 

picture tube television set.  The whispering hadn’t gotten louder 

and no one was there, but it was definitely coming from that room. 

 The closet door caught my attention and I headed for it.  

Inside were two rows of clothing, which I pushed apart to find 

clutters of fur balls and used stationary scattered on the floor.  

Some sort of animal was living in the apartment with Angela, most 

likely a cat.  The poor thing must have gone into hiding when we 

arrived.  I used my foot to spread some of the cluttered papers and 

uncovered two envelopes.  One was a phone bill; the other was a 

magazine invite. 

 I slipped on my winter gloves—the ones I always carried in 

my blazer’s pockets—then stepped halfway into the closet to 
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gather up the bundle of papers.  The floor squeaked.  Most of the 

papers were bills and only a few had written messages on them, 

none of which were relevant to me. 

 Bags of clothing sat above the shelf as well as a plethora of 

pocketbooks, which I pulled down and searched.  Once I cleared 

the two shelves and lowered from my toes, the floor squeaked and 

I felt the weakness in the boards under my feet.  I still heard 

whispering, but Rob was oblivious to it and I started to wonder if I 

was hallucinating.  Maybe the squeaking was a hallucination, too. 

 I pressed my foot against the floor, following with my 

eyes—nothing.  Then I tapped my foot all over the floor and it 

squeaked.  Two wooden panels were damaged on both ends. 

 Out with the flashlight, I kneeled to get a closer look and 

found a hole big enough to stick my index finger in.  The panel 

wouldn’t budge on the first try, so I set the flashlight down and 

braced myself before yanking with all my strength.  The sudden 

jolt threw me back as the panel ripped away and ricocheted off the 

wall. 

 “You all right?” Rob asked as he helped me up. 

 “Thanks,” I said as I dusted off. 

 The dust and fur swirled to the waving of my hand as I 

grabbed my flashlight and shone it into the hole.  The beam lit up a 

bundle of items—a couple of rings and a necklace, a wad of 

hundred dollar bills, and a long brown rectangular box.  I fished 

out the box and walked it back to the bed where I sat it down next 
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to me.  Once opened, the whispering grew to a level that couldn’t 

be ignored.  The curious look on Rob’s face confirmed that only I 

had been hearing the whispering.  None of it made sense, and when 

I looked inside, I found a silver locket with the Star of David 

engraved onto its face. 

 Rob blurted, “Holy…That’s devil’s jewelry.” 

 “This isn’t a pentagram,” I said as I fished out the locket. 

 A blue haze grew around the locket and I found it strangely 

appealing.  My body tingled with excitement, and then I realized I 

wasn’t in Angela’s apartment anymore.  The locket had stopped 

glowing and was now hanging around my neck.  I was still holding 

it, but the whispering was gone. 

� � � 

 A pair of firm hands caressed the back of my shoulders and 

it was comforting.  The room seemed unusually extravagant, with a 

single wooden bed adorned with six pillows, designer duvets and a 

fluffy comforter.  Two black and white pictures hung over the bed, 

while a rectangular lampshade gave the room a candlelit glow. 

 “I love it,” I heard myself say from some kind of square 

cushion seat.  My voice was like an echo—a dream state—but the 

emotion was so real.  I felt extremely loved. 

 “A beautiful woman needs beautiful things,” a man said.  

Those hands belonged to him and the comfort in his West-Indian 

accent was so familiar. 

 I touched his hand and looked at the stunning draped 
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windows.  They were curved at the top, like a half moon, and the 

sky outside was evening blue.  Incense burned somewhere in the 

room and a flat-screen television sat atop a dresser nearby.  I think 

we were in a hotel. 

 “We should do it this time,” I said.  “We should just never 

go home.  You promised to show me the world.” 

 The man leaned closer and whispered into my ear, “When 

the time is right, baby.  You know that I love you, right?” 

 I turned around and grinned.  “I love you too, Reece.” 

� � � 

 Another man was breathing over me.  He didn’t smell as 

nice and the room wasn’t as beautiful.  The last remnant of the 

whispers was clear as they disappeared from my mind.  “I love you 

too, Reece,” was what the voice had been saying the whole time. 

 “Are you all right?” Rob asked. 

 I blinked out of the trance and tore the locket from his 

reach.  He felt like a threat and I wanted him dead.  The confused 

look on his face snapped me out of whatever trance I was in and I 

stood up. 

 “I need to go,” I said. 

 “Wait,” he said as I headed out the door.  “Is that what you 

came for?  What is that supposed to…  At least leave your number, 

in case…” 

 I tuned him out as I left the apartment and rushed down the 

stairs, shooting off a quick thank you as I left.  I wasn’t sure what 
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I’d just experienced, but it was frightening.  That was someone’s 

memory of Maurice.  If only I…she’d looked into a mirror… 

 The locket jostled in my grip and I stopped outside to 

examine it.  This was more than a simple piece of jewelry.  Devon 

thought it was cursed, but that wasn’t quite it.  The memory was so 

real, so comforting…I wanted to stay there forever.  Whoever the 

woman in the memory was, she’d been intoxicated by her love for 

Maurice and anything he gave her was priceless to the point of 

compulsion.  The locket wasn’t cursed; it was haunted. 

 “Hello, Lakeisha?” I said into my cell when she answered.  

“I’ve found the locket and I’m coming to see you.” 

 She hesitated to respond and that was a little jarring.  I’d 

expected her to be elated. 

 “Where’s Maurice?” she asked and I sighed.  “I’m sorry, 

but I…I’m just not interested in the locket anymore.  I’m out of the 

loop and I just want to know where my ex-husband is.  Don’t take 

this the wrong way, but I really don’t want you to waste time with 

this if it doesn’t mean you at least know where to find Maurice.” 

 “You don’t understand,” I said. 

 “I’m sorry, but I have to go now.  Please, just…find 

Maurice.” 

 “What the hell?” I said after she hung up. 

 Lakeisha was being plain reckless now and I was all but 

through dealing with her.  She was going to see me whether she 

liked it or not.  I called Devon.  He should know that I’d found the 
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locket and I hoped the news would ease part of his fears. 

 Someone picked up on the second ring.  The male cleared 

his throat and proceeded to speak in a voice I didn’t recognize. 

 “You’ve reached the residence of Devon McLene,” he said.  

“To whom am I speaking with?” 

 “This is Nina Davidson.  Can I speak to Devon, please?” 

 “Are you a family member?” he asked. 

 “No,” I eased out. 

 “Then you’re a friend, right?” 

 “No,” I said.  “Excuse me, but who am I speaking with?” 

 “What is your relation to Mr. McLene?” he went on. 

 “Look,” I said, “I don’t know what this is all about.  I just 

need to talk to Devon.” 

 “Mr. McLene is no longer available.” 

 “Why not?” I asked. 

 “I’m not allowed to release that information right now, but 

if you could immediately contact a family member of his and tell 

them to call, that would be greatly appreciated.”   

 People were bustling about in the background and I heard 

an occasional muffled sound of some kind, like static on a walkie-

talkie.  “Oh my God,” I said as I realized what was going on.  

“What happened to Devon?” 

 The officer sighed and cleared his throat again.  “Actually,  
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Miss Davidson, we’d like to ask you a few questions ourselves.  If 

you would just come down to Mr. McLene’s apartment—”  

 “Officer, you couldn’t keep me away if you tried.” 
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17 
The brilliance of red and blue capsule lights washed across the 

neighboring buildings in an artistic spin, dancing from bystander to 

car to building and back.  They dazzled the surroundings, 

demanding attention in their wake as a set of yellow flashes moved 

almost surreptitiously within the first two lights—a symbolic 

kaleidoscope that ordered all to yield before the law.  The small 

crowd outside Devon’s apartment talked wildly amongst 

themselves—some in shock while others in despair and all 

cordoned off by four squad cars.  In the mix sat two conspicuous 

sedans and one telltale ambulance. 

 A tingle maneuvered its way through my body as I shut off 

my engine and allowed a couple of scenarios to run through my 

mind:  I half expected to walk inside and find a lifeless Devon 

McLene lying on the floor, while my next thought saw him firing 

that ridiculous modified pistol of his.  I was sure it would’ve 

backfired and he was probably being loaded onto a stretcher right 

now with his face virtually on fire with rock salt.  The whole scene 

must’ve been comical. 

 I opened my car door and spotted a silver Pathfinder 

slowing to a stop on the previous block.  When I drove away from 

Devon’s apartment earlier, I suspected someone was tailing me, 
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but I hadn’t seen a SUV and shrugged it off.  A woman got out of 

the Pathfinder and fixed her shirt.  She was shorter than me by at 

least five inches, with dark skin and loose-fitting clothing.  The 

woman was slightly on the heavy side and walked the other way 

without even so much as a glimpse in my direction. 

 I sighed.  Paranoia was setting in. 

 Two officers watched me from the staircase leading above 

Devon’s apartment.  They were tall and slender Caucasians—one 

holding a notepad and the other with a thick blond mustache and 

porous skin.  My best guess was that it was one of these men 

who’d spoken to me on the phone. 

 “Hello,” I said on approach.  They met me halfway and 

stopped just short of the police tape that had sectioned off the yard 

outside Devon’s stairwell.  “I’m Nina Davidson.  I spoke with 

someone on the phone and was asked to come here.” 

 “You spoke with me, Miss Davidson,” the one with the 

pale and porous face answered.  He pointed at his partner.  “This is 

Officer Delancie and I’m Officer Giovanni.” 

 “Pleasure,” I said.  “Now what’s going on?  Is Devon 

okay?” 

 “That information isn’t ready for public consumption,” 

Officer Giovanni said.  “However, our information points to a Nina 

Davidson who may or may not have been hired by Mr. McLene for 

unknown private investigative purposes.  Can you tell us what 

those purposes were?” 
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 These guys didn’t waste time.  The last thing I wanted was 

for them to start asking all sorts of specific questions that would 

only serve to have me ordered off the case, effectively screwing up 

my investigation and destroying everything I’d been working so 

hard to achieve.  I didn’t dare mention the locket or its significance 

to Terrence’s kidnapping or even the kidnapping itself.  They were 

sure to demand I hand over the locket, but this was outside of their 

jurisdiction, so to speak.  They’d only file it away and forget it 

even existed. 

 “Devon didn’t hire me to do anything,” I said.  “I just met 

him today.  We talked about his girlfriend, Angela.  I think they’re 

having problems.” 

 Officer Giovanni looked at his partner in an odd way, as if 

Angela’s name was significant to them.  By this time, Delancie had 

out a notepad and began jotting down some notes.  His partner 

lifted the police tape and invited me over, where they crept toward 

the stairwell. 

 “We know you have information about what happened 

here, Miss Davidson,” Giovanni said.  “These crosses, for 

example.  If Devon was trying to protect himself from someone—

his girlfriend maybe—we need you to tell us.  It would be better if 

you cooperated here rather than having to go back to the station 

with us.  We’d like to spare you that inconvenience.” 

 I was lucky to get as far as I did, but they were killing me 

with vagueness.  Something had to give.  I said, “You’re not giving 
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me a lot of information here.  You guys think Angela’s a suspect?  

You’re wrong, but if you want my help, you’re going to have to 

share.” 

 “This isn’t a negotiation, Miss Davidson,” Giovanni said.   

 He looked like he was going to say more, but his partner 

tapped him on the shoulder.  They turned away from me and 

conducted a private conversation.   Paramedics approached the 

stairwell from inside and rolled out a gurney carrying a body bag.  

I rushed over and unzipped it far enough to see Devon McLene’s 

salt-covered face inside. 

 My mouth dropped in shock as I backed away.  I’d never 

seen a dead body outside of a funeral before, and it was little 

jarring especially since I’d talked to Devon less than two hours 

ago.  I turned toward the officers and asked, “How did this 

happen?” 

 “That’s what we were hoping you could tell us,” Officer 

Giovanni said.  “Aside from the foreign material on his face, Mr. 

McLene appears to have been literally frightened to death.” 

 Interesting.  Devon was a big guy and I would think that if 

any scaring could be done, it would’ve been by him.  Superstition 

was a crippling disease I was glad to be without. 

 “Can I get in there?” I asked.  “I’d like to see where he 

died.” 

 “The crosses, Miss Davison,” Officer Delancie said.  I was 

amazed his voice was so gruff and commanding, considering he 
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seemed timid and easily toppleable.  One good sneeze in his 

direction and he might just have fallen over.  I guess skinny guys 

were full of surprises.  He asked, “What’s their significance?” 

 “Devon was afraid of ghosts,” I said.  “He thought a ghost 

took his girlfriend and was coming after him next.  He had a gun 

and I’m assuming he fired it.  That’s why there’s rock salt all over 

his face.” 

 Officer Delancie made one of those thinking harrumphs 

and said to his partner, “What’d I tell you?  Let’s go with it and see 

where it leads.” 

 Officer Giovanni looked at me for a moment, his façade 

betraying the fact that he was fighting with a decision he wasn’t 

sure how to make.  He lifted an eyebrow at Officer Delancie as he 

sighed and said, “It’s your call.” 

 The officers led me into Devon’s apartment where several 

business-casual and uniformed personnel were carrying out their 

duties.  The casuals were CSI and I spotted a brown-skinned 

woman in a raincoat as she disappeared into the kitchen.  Also odd 

was that some of the men were wearing short-sleeves and I thought 

that was crazy.  The apartment was so cold that I had to rub my 

blazer’s arms to keep warm.  We passed a policeman checking the 

cabinets of an overturned center table before I was led to the 

bathroom. 

 That was when the tingle returned. 

 The crime scene investigators were taking pictures at the 
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direction of the medical examiner, who pointed to one spot in the 

chaos.  An extension cord ran from the floor, through the opening 

between the door and the doorway, up and around a broken light 

fixture, and finally to the shower curtain rod.  The shower curtains 

had been torn down and there were pools of blood in the sink. 

 I didn’t see any traces of blood on Devon’s face, but there 

were bathroom items and a fractured mirror lying all over the floor.  

The pattern of blood splattered suggested that someone had 

punched the mirror with their fist.  The wound from impact 

would’ve been harsh and I wondered if a woman could cause that 

much damage with a single blow.  A ghost could. 

 This was my fault.  I should’ve never left him alone. 

 “What we can discern from the state of this room,” Officer 

Delancie said, “is that this cord was the initial attempt to kill Mr. 

McLene.  That light fixture obviously couldn’t handle the weight 

and the curtains were likely ripped down by Mr. McLene as he 

tried to fight off his attacker.”  He nodded toward the sink and 

said, “We don’t know where the blood came from or who shattered 

that mirror.  Devon’s only significant bruise was a busted lip.” 

 “That’s…actually my fault,” I said.  The officers looked at 

me with wrinkled eyebrows, so I added, “He attacked me when I 

visited him a couple hours ago.  Like I said, he believed a ghost 

was after him…and, as paranoid as he was, decided that was me.”  

I sighed.  “I really wish I took him with me, but he didn’t look very 

stable.  I thought he might attack me again.” 
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 “I’m not buying this ghost crap,” Officer Delancie said. 

 “I didn’t say I believed him,” I replied.  “He seemed to 

think someone was after him and clearly he was right.  Whether he 

believed it was a ghost or not doesn’t matter.  He’s dead and we 

need to find out who killed him.”  I noticed a broken stool toppled 

over on the floor and imagined Devon had been attacked with it.  

There must’ve been some struggle.  “How did this person get in?” 

I asked.  “I didn’t see any damage to the front door.” 

 “We think he knew his attacker,” Officer Delancie said.  He 

glanced at his notepad and added, “We think you know, too.” 

 “Why in the world would you think that?” 

 The officers asked for the bathroom to be cleared as they 

motioned me inside. 

 Then Officer Giovanni closed the door and said, “Just call 

it a hunch.” 

 He folded his arms and looked passed me. I followed his 

eyes to the bathroom door where a message was written in blood: 

ALLEN ANDERCUN 

SHARP DAVIDSON 

ANGELA HOLEMAN 

MAURICE HUNTER 

DEVON MCLENE 

 “What the hell?” I said.  My heart pounded as I read the list 
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and realized its consecutive layout.  Those names weren’t funny at 

all and if not for the authorities, I might have thrown something at 

that door.  My father’s name had no business being up there.  The 

person who killed him was dead and dead people didn’t come 

back.  They just didn’t.  I didn’t care what I thought I saw or heard 

or even what Lakeisha and Devon believed.  Someone was playing 

a sick game and they were going to pay for it. 

 I held back tears and said, “No.  This…can’t be true.” 

 I heard a pen click. 

 “You care to elaborate?” 
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18 
I saw lights again—none flashing—but brilliant white and prickly 

disks that blinded more than dazzled.  The sun was setting, and 

with the dawn of a moonlight haze and an almost starless bluish-

black sky, the legion of head and tail lights had once again claimed 

the road.  My drive was nowhere specific.  I needed some air and 

the cool breeze flowing in through my sedan window should’ve 

done well to relax me.  It didn’t.  I smelled the muggy grass in the 

wind.  Rain clouds must have been miles from here.  I even felt 

wet. 

 The sound of thunder in the distance only forced back the 

voices of the two officers grilling me for answers to questions I 

wasn’t even aware of.  I wasn’t sure if Terrence’s kidnapper was a 

serial killer, and my father’s involvement was unexplainable.  The 

suggestion as to what was really going on was something I left out 

of our conversation.  Of that, I wasn’t even sure.  To suggest that a 

psychotic woman who’d been dead for five months had somehow 

returned as a serial killer determined to acquire a silver locket 

would not have gone over well. 

 “You just don’t get it, do you?”  The voice was muffled 

and I almost didn’t hear it.  I knew what it was…who it was.  

September was here again and the hour was midnight. 
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 I tried to hold back.  This was too painful, and after what 

I’d just learned, I wanted to bury my head somewhere and wish it 

all away.  Someone was pretending to be the ghost of Mylika 

Evans.  I wanted so badly to believe that.  We don’t always get 

what we want. 

 The bodega on the corner brought me to a stop.  I’d taken 

refuge there on the night Maurice disappeared.  Home was several 

blocks away and my bed was calling.  Those sheets would comfort 

me, but it would be a comforting lie as I didn’t know how to 

protect Lakeisha from harm other than warning her that her life 

was in danger.  I got out and traveled to the spot where I’d seen the 

Pathfinder waiting.  This pain belongs to you, I thought.  I promise. 

 My heart kicked against my chest like a drum.  Still, I held 

back.  A green splotch had stained the road far enough from the 

sidewalk to suggest a double-parked car had been sitting there.  I 

stood over the spot and remembered the anti-freeze that was 

leaking from Maurice’s car at the Giardino di Rosa.  He’d stopped 

at the bodega to let me out.  More anti-freeze stained the road 

further along the way. 

 I spun around toward my car and my clothing suddenly 

became soaking wet.  Out of the highland bushes, I emerged to get 

a better look at my father.  The dark brown trench he’d tossed on 

before the chase hadn’t taken to the rain well.  Even now, it was 

probably clinging uncomfortably to his skin just as my clothes 

were to mine. 
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“I’m not letting this go,” Mylika Evans continued.  “I 

can’t.” 

 A chill ran up from my legs to my back as the…No!  My 

clothes instantly dried and I was back outside the bodega.  I rushed 

into my sedan and eased the car behind the trail of anti-freeze.  

This wouldn’t be easy.  Some of the stains were small and spread 

significantly apart.  I’d have to— 

Mylika was in my sight, but the faster I ran, the further 

away she seemed.  I stopped short of the clearing and moved the 

caramel-colored hair from my eyes.  Its squiggly design stretched 

down to my shoulders, but the sullen-packed heavy rain ruined its 

fluffy bounce.  A recording device captured every word in silence. 

“It was not my intention to hurt you,” Sharp’s husky voice 

rumbled under a thick, wet mustache.  “You know that.”  He’d lost 

sight of Mylika as he stood in the clearing, scanning the bushes for 

any sign of her.  Water washed over his weathered almond face, 

splashing relentlessly against his smooth black hair.  He made a 

futile attempt to wipe it away. 

 “Liar!” 

 Someone honked a horn at me.  I’d been driving erratically.  

The trail was found then lost then found again.  Maurice could 

have driven for tens of miles and had he used an expressway, the 

trail would surely be lost for good.  But, he was headed back to his 

hotel.  Since he never made it back, his car had to be parked 

somewhere along the way. 
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 My heart was pounding.  One moment it was the present 

and the next it was five months ago.  I tried to keep the nightmare 

at bay, but I couldn’t hold out for long. 

 A circular intersection branched off into four different 

routes, one of which disappeared into Prospect Park.  I drove 

around my side of the circle, passed that lonely road and made a 

right turn at the Central Library.  Then I kept on until I reached the 

park’s outer center and stopped behind a black Saturn.  I fished out 

the silver locket from my inner blazer pocket and hung it around 

my neck, but tucked it under my blouse.  This was getting real and 

I didn’t want to get caught with my pants down, so to speak.  Any 

chance I had at trapping this lunatic was better off done with the 

locket on hand.  I was sure it would save my life should it come to 

that.   

 I got out and inspected the vehicle.  The plates matched.  

I’d found Maurice’s car. 

 The night sky obscured the inside of the vehicle.  I 

wondered if the spot was deliberate.  Our cars had been parked 

between lampposts, and as a result, the area was nearly pitch black 

at night.  I fished out my flashlight and shone inside.  No one.  I 

panned around toward the long-running gate that sectioned off the 

park and shone my flashlight there.  A gaping hole was what I saw. 

 The nightmare returned and I heard a splash behind my 

father.  His ears were alert and he kept straight as half his black 

shoes submerged in a muddy puddle. 
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 “You’re not well, Mylika,” he said, easing his hand into the 

gut of his trench.  Thunder roared as lightning sliced through the 

air.  “I wanted to help you, but you’ve taken this too far.” 

 My clothes were dry again as I crept through the gap and 

entered Prospect Park.  The walk lasted for a few minutes.  

Maurice could have only followed the same path I was following.  

The surrounding bush didn’t provide much leeway for reasonable 

travel.  Something came in with wind—stale and nauseating.  Like 

the smell of death.  I gagged and almost spilled my guts in disgust.  

 The sound of raindrops spattering against the vegetation 

filled the night air as Mylika’s sullen voice taunted my father.  

“I’m not the one who needs help, Sharp,” she screamed.  The 

despair in her voice—a blurry memory—as she stepped out of the 

bushes to train a Thunder .380 pistol at his back. 

 I tried to shout my father’s name.  Other times I tried to 

shout Mylika’s name, but the result was always the same.  No 

sound from my mouth, and all I could do was watch. 

 Her navy blue raincoat kept the water at bay, but the 

matching umbrella later found by the authorities had fallen away at 

some point during Mylika’s attempted escape.  Now strands of 

soaked black hair snaked down to her shoulders and danced in the 

rain as she shook the water away from her light brown face.  I 

noticed the cigarette burn on her neck and cursed myself for 

feeling regret.  She didn’t deserve my pity. 

 “I think you know by now that when it comes to love that I 
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can take things as far as they’ll go,” Mylika said.  She paused, 

allowing that to settle as her boots splashed into a puddle.  The 

woman just wouldn’t stand still.  “You should’ve stayed out of 

this.  Can’t really understand why you’re here, knowing what 

happened to the other guy.  At least he knew when to quit.  Just in 

time, too, because if he hadn’t…well, your friend had to find out 

the hard way, didn’t he?” 

 “Cut the crap.  I didn’t come here to match wits with you.”  

My father eased his head to either side, mapping Mylika’s position 

from the corner of his eyes.  His nerves winched and I knew his 

hand gripped tight at the Colt Python .357 Magnum snug in its 

holster.  “Your sick little games are over,” he said, aiming his 

voice over his shoulder at Mylika.  “You had your chance for 

leniency; now you’ve gone and tossed that away.  That guy you 

mentioned was a close buddy of mine and I’m going to make sure 

you pay for what you did to him.  You’re not leaving here a free 

woman.  Face it.  Your sad psychotic breakdown has just run out 

of steam.” 

 Mylika sucked her teeth and said, “You miserable old 

bastard.  I—” 

 My father snapped his body around, arm already in position 

as Mylika yelled, “Stop!” under the sound of two unrelated bullets 

cutting through the air. 

 I flashed back to the present and screamed at the top of my 

lungs. 
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 “Wow,” someone said to me.  “I bet the men get a kick out 

of those set of lungs.” 

 The voice came from the darkness, but it sounded 

strange—like it wasn’t real.  Lakeisha had mentioned something 

about a strange-sounding voice over the phone.  This person had to 

be using one. 

 I drew my gun and shone the flashlight through the bushy 

darkness.  Something moved and I aimed for it.  A startled squirrel 

scurried up a tree. 

 “I know that voice you’re using isn’t yours,” I said.  “You 

want me to believe that you’re Mylika Evans, but that maniac died 

months ago, so who are you?  What’s this all about?” My heart 

hardened as I anticipated the greatest takedown of my career. 

 “You private eyes are so arrogant,” the voice said.  

“Always believing you’re on the right path, that you know what’s 

best for everyone.  Never considering the fact that everything you 

do could be ruining someone’s life.  I look at you and it makes me 

sick.” 

 She was using her real voice now, and oh my God, it was 

true.  That voice was unmistakable—burned into my memory from 

all those late nights listening to my father’s recording of his death.  

Mylika’s ghost was out there, but she was dead and that meant I 

couldn’t hurt her.  Someone really was playing a game with me 

and that someone was life. 
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 My heart pounded with fear and sorrow.  I saw my father’s 

face—chiseled jaw, deep-set eyes, the stubble on his chin.  How he 

used to bounce me on his knee when I was little; how he told me 

everything was going to be all right.  Rage surged through my 

veins.  I wanted to fire into the darkness like a madwoman.  Maybe 

the bullets would work and I could send Mylika straight to Hell 

where she belonged. 

 “Come out where I can see you, you coward!” I shouted. 

 “You have something that belongs to me,” Mylika replied 

and I wondered how she knew.  Had she been following me the 

entire time?  I realized that might have been why she’d been silent 

for two days after I’d been hired.  “Be a nice little girl and give it 

back,” she said. 

 Her voice seemed to be coming from everywhere at once.  

Maybe this had all been in my head.  My breathing sped up as I re-

gripped my gun.  This was one person I would not hesitate to 

shoot.  I heard laughter. 

 “Really, Nina, a gun?” she mocked.  “Did you forget your 

father killed me already?  It doesn’t matter what you believe, 

sweetie.  This is happening.  I know you have the locket.  I see it 

glowing under your blouse.” 

 “Then come take it,” I said. 

 She was right.  The locket was glowing again, but no 

flashback—I was in the present, here and now.  Another string of  
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laughter blasted through the air and cut like a knife.  My next 

breath made me gag uncontrollably.  The stench in the air was 

stronger now.  I spat and regained control of myself. 

 A breeze passed through and rattled the bushes revealing a 

pair of boot-covered feet hidden underneath.  I shone my flashlight 

there as I approached.  The wind washed over a pair of legs in 

closely-fitted jeans, and I rushed over to part the underbrush.  The 

stench there was overwhelming and I briefly turned away to cough 

it out. 

 I fished out my glove and used it cover my mouth and then 

shone light further into the bushes where the body was laying.  The 

clothes were familiar.  I suspected who it was, but I wanted 

confirmation.  I moved closer and noticed some movement toward 

the head.  He was lying face down and there was a serious blunt 

wound to the back of his head that had bled out and dampened the 

soil.  Maybe something—a mouse, a squirrel—was moving his 

head. 

 The wind stopped and my attention shifted to the lack of 

conversation.  Mylika wasn’t talking anymore and if that maniac 

wasn’t talking…. I scanned my surroundings.  Nothing was out 

there, but with all the surrounding plant life it was impossible to be 

sure.   

 I allowed a few seconds to pass before I asked, “Are you 

done?” 

 Only the continuing hum of the traffic in the distance 
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answered.  Several more seconds passed before I turned my 

attention back to the body.  I moved closer as the dread of what I 

was about to discover filled my mind.  

 “Please, please, please don’t let it be maggots,” I 

whispered. 

 Even without using my nose, the stench wouldn’t quit.  I 

could almost feel the noxious fumes as they glided down my 

windpipe and into my belly, where they made a grand attempt to 

churn up some unpleasantries. 

 I was able to get a better view of the man’s face from the 

side. It was Maurice Hunter.  In horror, I gasped and stumbled 

back, pushing away the sight of maggots eating at his face. 

 “Oh my god,” I said. 

 “Someday those maggots will be eating you,” Mylika said 

from behind. 

 I spun around and aimed my gun at a brown-skinned 

woman several inches shorter than me.  Mylika was standing no 

more than a few feet away dressed in a very revealing black skin-

tight outfit.  The top had shown nearly half her cleavage as it 

opened into a wide v-shape and ended in an upturned collar.  

Locks of hair squiggled down both sides of her face from a dark 

up-do that splashed at the top.  I’d seen her once before in a body 

bag, wrapped tight with a bloody raincoat the day she died.   

 I looked into her purple-shadowed eyes and said, “No, 

this….You can’t be real.”  My flashlight seemed to light up her 
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semi-transparent body as the slightly visible underbrush directly 

behind her swayed in the wind.  The first question demanded to 

know where my father’s spirit had gone.  He should have visited 

me, not this murderer. 

 “Life’s funny that way, Nina.  Someone upstairs must like 

me.” 

 “You murdering bitch,” I scolded.  “No one gives a shit 

about you.  Is that why you did this?  You didn’t have to kill him, 

damn it.” 

 “You mean like I didn’t have to kill your father?” 

 I stared knives into her eyes, my grip tightened on my gun. 

 “You’re right, though,” she went on.  “I didn’t have to kill 

him.  When I saw him and heard his voice after so long, I 

just…wanted to.  So I did.  Serves him right.”  She laughed.  “He 

didn’t even know it was me.” 

 “What?” I asked. 

 Mylika smirked.  “Small talk’s over, heifer.”  She was in 

my face before I could react and added, “Time to collect.” 

 I stumbled back in shock and tripped over Maurice’s 

corpse, crashed onto his back and slid off to the side, where I 

quickly pushed away.  Mylika laughed hysterically as the locket 

glowed brighter in the pitch-black setting.  Her attention shifted 

there, her demeanor mesmerized and excited all at once. 

 By the time I realized the two bullets I fired had passed 

through her semi-transparent legs and hit the dirt, she was already, 
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impossibly, standing over me.  I was scared, more so than I’d ever 

been, and when her hand shot toward the locket, I grabbed her 

wrist without thinking.  She was ice cold and suddenly we weren’t 

in the park anymore. 
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19 
An infinite fuzzy white light stretched in every direction and 

blurred out a series of objects near the ground.  Strange sounds 

echoed in the distance as I squinted, eyes searing in pain from the 

sudden flash.  Eerie whispers from two shapeless masses trickled 

through the air.  One of them was a woman’s voice.  Hers were 

sobs, but the man’s obscured voice was erratic.  He seemed to be 

trying to get her attention as the fuzziness was beginning to clear. 

 The two light-washed bodies walked away from something 

in the ground.  More bodies were further along and some even 

disappeared into square-like masses on wheels.  Those must have 

been cars and this was a funeral.  I could see the woman from 

behind, her squiggly caramel-colored hair stretched down to her 

shoulders.  Like most of them, she’d been dressed in black.  She 

seemed oblivious of her companion—a taller man, dressed in a 

dark brown trench and black shoes.  He stopped talking and 

walked alongside her.  When she stopped, the man stood in front of 

her.  The heavy mustache against a weathered almond face begged 

me to explode with emotion—joy, relief, love, anything but the 

intense anger I felt.  It was my father and I wanted him dead. 

Oh, my god.  What was I thinking?  I felt disgusted.  Some 

of these emotions weren’t mine, but they felt so real. 
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 The mourners had come away from a hole in the ground, 

where a tombstone read my father’s name along with the birth date 

December, 12th, 1966, followed by his death on November 27th, 

2015. My body shook with fear and and I checked my hands to 

confirm they were there.   

 I turned around and looked at the woman.  It was…me 

from several months ago.  This wasn’t the way I remembered it.  

I’d been thinking about my future at the time, how empty my life 

felt now that both my parents were gone. 

 The past version of me wiped her eyes and then walked 

right through my father as though he wasn’t there.  The shock was 

overwhelming for Mylika as we watched my confused father 

examine his hands in disbelief.  I think he realized what happened 

to him and then he looked in our direction.  Our eyes met and just 

before everything went black, my father quickly walked toward the 

me of the past and disappeared inside of me. 

 Suddenly, the funeral disappeared.  The onslaught of 

raindrops on a stormy night smacked against the underbrush as I 

moved through an area I was all too familiar with.  I could see a 

man in the distance, his dark brown trench coat soaking wet as he 

searched relentlessly for a woman standing at his rear.  My heart 

raced with anticipation.  Mylika’s confidence at its highest, we 

stepped into the clearing and trained a Thunder .380 pistol at his 

back.   

 I said, “You just don’t get it, do you?”  Not my voice—
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Mylika’s.  This couldn’t be happening.  I wanted…no, needed this 

to stop, but the nightmare played, only not as it always did.  “I’m 

not letting this go,” Mylika said, our fake eyelashes clapped 

against the raindrops as purple eye shadow mixed with eyeliner  

washed down our face.  “I can’t.” 

 We felt scorned and rejected.  Mylika’s lover, Maurice, had 

taken something that we cherished—a symbol of love.  It wasn’t 

right, and this Sharp idiot was trying to prevent us from getting it 

back—from getting him back. 

 These details were slightly different and chaotic.  Mylika 

was a mixture of fright and excitement, but she hadn’t run into the 

park by accident.  She wanted my father there.  These were her 

memories, and when the gunshots rang out, I was thrown even 

further back into her life. 

 Mylika scaled a tall gate with spiked rods in the afternoon 

sun.  The scorched metal burned our hands, but she kept on.  Her 

feelings were my feelings.  She was determined to get on the other 

side where we’d tossed over a heavy book bag.  Someone was 

throwing a party in the yard of a three-story mansion on a lonely 

slab of bush country in suburban New York.  I think we were in 

Smyrna, so lonely were the roads and that building…I’d seen it 

before.  No one would see what she…we were doing, for this was 

the home of Allen Andercun and he heavily valued his privacy. 

 The grass crunched beneath our weight as we bowed under 

the trees, snuck passed the guests and dashed our way around to 
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the side of the mansion.  She didn’t need to be so quiet.  The 

orchestral music played just above the crowd’s own small talk and 

covered our journey to an open wrought-iron door the servants had 

been using to shuttle hors d'oeuvres to and from the yard.  The 

brief reflection in the glass revealed a black ponytail that dropped 

out from behind the cap Mylika had pulled down to her forehead.  

We were wearing a tight-fitted shirt and jeans with sneakers, and 

the adrenaline pumped heavily as we made our way inside to the 

impressive jasmine-colored kitchen. 

 The large stainless steel refrigerator caught our attention 

and our eyes followed that around to the dangling oriental-styled 

lighting, the beautiful hardwood floors, and pristine countertops 

with their exquisite stools.  We took it all in and paused in awe.  

Mylika never had anything close to this level of comfort.  The rage 

was back as beads of sweat raced down our face.  This alien way 

of life only reminded us of the life Mylika never had and we 

remembered why we were there—the stove. 

 We set the bag down and blew out the pilot light.  I reached 

for the knob and we turned them all to max.  Then something went 

wrong. 

 “Excuse me, you shouldn’t be in here.” 

 We sucked our teeth.  The female servant was scrawny and 

nosy.  I didn’t appreciate being interrupted and Mylika was afraid.  

We grabbed a stool almost immediately and delivered it to the 

servant’s head.  I enjoyed the cracking sound it made on impact.  
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We didn’t know hurting people was so intoxicating and grabbed 

the book bag in order to cause more pain.  I fished out a bottle of 

kerosene from the set and unscrewed the top.  Mylika jammed the 

door leading further into the mansion with a large knife and then 

tossed a few stools in front of it to make sure.  Out of the house, I 

poured a trail of kerosene until it was done and fished out the other 

bottle.  Mylika continued into the yard and by the time she made it 

back over the gate, we’d emptied both bottles in a trail we weren’t 

sure would work.  I fished out a lighter and Mylika looked at our 

watch. 

 Five. 

 I lit the alcohol.  The fire was swift. 

 Four. 

 Mylika ran like hell.  The road was long and lonely.  We’d 

parked our car half a mile away. 

 Three. 

 I smiled.  This was the most fun we’d ever had. 

 Two. 

 We heard screaming and almost hyperventilated from the 

excitement. 

 One. 

 The explosion blew me into an earlier time.   

Someone was stalking us.  Mylika didn’t know who he was 

or what he wanted, but we ditched him in the Kings Plaza mall in 

Brooklyn and decided to transpose the stalking.  We heard that 
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man talking on his cell to someone named Mr. Andercun.  We 

didn’t like nosy people. 

 I felt the pull again and further back I went in time. 

 “You were repeatedly asked to stay away from Maurice,” 

Sharp Davidson said from Mylika’s front door.  She lived in an 

apartment building on the fourth floor.  Sharp added, “I’m here to 

deliver the consequences,” and handed us an envelope.  “Mylika 

Evans, you’ve just been served.” 

 “But I love him,” we said. 

 “Get over it,” Sharp replied and walked away. 

 I was insulted.  We didn’t like him. 

 The cool breeze of the night air trickled in as the half-moon 

took shape in the sky and it made me think about spirits traveling 

in space.  The thought intrigued me and I wondered if Mylika had 

taken the leap, but the luminous blue washed over some plant life 

in an eerily morose fashion and sucked me back into reality.  I 

could smell the underbrush as it mixed with the stench of death—

the icy feeling in my hand as I held on tight to Mylika’s wrist.  We 

were in the park again and by the contorted look on Mylika’s face, 

she’d shared the experience with me.  My grip slackened in the 

disorientation and when Mylika realized what happened, she 

yanked herself away and swiftly faded out of sight. 

 “No!” I screamed and scrambled to my feet.  I’d been in 

mystery hell for months since my father’s death, constantly 

wondering what caused the situation but being too afraid to find 
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out.  He might have died for something trivial and I couldn’t bare 

that.  I didn’t want to find out that his last case was a routine job 

gone awry.  He appeared to have gone down fighting for 

something significant, but I couldn’t hide from it any longer.  My 

father died for nothing, shot simply because he was in the way of 

some stupid affair gone wrong. 

 “You sick, murdering bitch!” I shouted.  “Get back here!  

I’m not done with you.  You hear me?”  A few moments passed 

before I hollered, “Damn it!”  A twig snapped in the distance and I 

spun around in its direction.  “Who’s out there?” I demanded an 

answer. 

 “Nina, I need your help,” a woman said. 

 “Miss Davidson, can you hear me?” came another woman’s 

voice. 

 They were like whispers in the night air and for a moment, 

I thought I was imagining them. 

 Then a man asked, “Can you see us, Nina?  You have to 

see us.” 

 “Nina,” came another male voice.  They were starting to 

blur together now and they grew louder. 

 “Miss Davidson.” 

 “Help us.” 

 “Can you hear me?” 

 “My name is…” 

 “I can reward you for…” 
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 “Listen to me.  This is getting out of…” 

 “We need to keep her away from…” 

 “I need you to see me!” 

 “Her father never came back.” 

 I shut my eyes and grabbed my head.  Too many voices, 

tens maybe even hundreds, all talking at the same time.  I fell to 

my knees, hands pressed firmly against my ears.  Then I screamed, 

“Stop it!” 

The silence was immediate.  

Only a single set of footsteps crunched the grassland in the 

darkness.  Someone was running away as the trampling became 

weaker and quicker until there was mostly the swish of traffic in 

the distance.  I replaced my gun in the holster and dashed in the 

runner’s direction.  Whoever it was panted like a madman, his tone 

masculine and sort of desperate.  He couldn’t have exercised much 

as it slowed his pace and I closed the gap between us.  I could see 

him now—a familiar skinny dark-brown man in jeans and a white 

shirt. 

I grabbed his shoulder and when I spun him around, I said, 

“You?  What the hell are you doing out here?” 
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20 
The bluish-silver gleam of a dead woman’s locket lay across a 

solid mahogany desk at the office of S.D. Investigations.  Forever 

embossed inside was the forbidden embrace of two lovers, an 

illusion of happiness grown out of an affair with repercussions 

neither could ever imagine.  The likenesses of Mylika and Maurice 

were uncanny and suggested that Maurice had taken the 

relationship far more seriously than I’d expected. 

 Barring mention of any names or the use of my personal 

phones, I had put in a call to the authorities stating that a dead man 

was lying in Prospect Park near the scary-looking water fountain.  

The structure had been rundown by vandals only a week after it 

had been installed, and so the fountain became a well-known spot, 

mostly for the rumors associated with it. 

 I stood by the side of my desk and folded my arms as I 

waited for an explanation from the man I’d captured in the park.  

He was smart, he was savvy, and I until this moment I trusted him 

implicitly.  I watched him accusingly as he slouched in the client’s 

chair, still shaken from his experience some fifteen minutes prior. 

 “You haven’t said a word since we got here,” I said.  “Were 

you spying on me?  What exactly did you see?” 

 Kalleil Adams didn’t even look at me.  His white shirt was 
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stained with the underbrush he’d fought through as he tried to 

escape.  The locket seemed to be all that mattered and he continued 

to stare.  A moment later, he lifted it from the desk and analyzed 

every part of the thing. 

 That little chase was sort of a relief—it being my saving 

grace against paranoia.  My instincts had been right all along.  

Why or how Kalleil found me wasn’t as important as my desire to 

get him out of there as quickly as possible and I demanded that he 

follow me back to my office.  Mylika never visited S.D. 

Investigations as far as I knew, so there couldn’t have been a safer 

place.  Kalleil didn’t share that comfort.   I signaled that there was 

a stray leaf on his fade and he wiped it off his head. 

 “The Hebrews call this the Shield of David,” he finally 

said.  “Sometimes, it’s the Magen David and anyone today’ll tell 

you that it’s the symbol of Judaism.  They’ll substitute the word 

“Shield” with “Star,” but its history is very complicated.  The title 

alone predates the use of the hexagram symbol.” 

 “Kalleil, this is all fascinating, but I’m not interested in a 

history lesson.  It’s religious jewelry.  I get it.  What I don’t get is 

why it’s so important.  I want an explanation.” 

 “Maybe she thinks it’ll get her into Heaven,” he said and 

sat the locket on the desk.  Then he swerved his chair to face me 

and added, “Look, we’re both riding the same train, Nina.  What I 

saw just doesn’t compute.” 

 That train he mentioned must have decided to take 
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passengers, what with Lakeisha and I being the only ones who’d 

been seeing and hearing ghosts.  The many stories told through the 

media and word of mouth never struck me as anything but spooky 

tales people liked to tell.  That kind of thing always drew attention 

and if there was one thing the average person craved, it was lots of 

positive attention.  I was humbled. 

 “I’m sorry, I…”  He hesitated on the words.  “This is just 

really hard for me to deal with.  I mean, I was only out there 

because of that conversation we had earlier.  I felt guilty for the 

way that I treated you.  It was bugging me, but for the most part, I 

was worried about you.  That weird stuff you were talking about...I 

mean, you were serious.  I thought you might’ve been working too 

hard, you know, not getting enough sleep.  People see things when 

they don’t sleep much.” 

 I sighed and said, “You thought I was sick and so you 

decided to stalk me?  Kalleil, I’d say that was sweet if it wasn’t so 

creepy.” 

 “Yeah, well…” he trailed off.  “I was trying to help and 

when I saw you walk into the park this late, I got nervous.  I mean, 

you have a gun.  You could’ve shot the wrong person.” 

 “Wow, that’s faith,” I said.  “Thanks.” 

 “Not enough sleep, remember?” he replied.  “It looked like 

you were having a conversation with yourself, at first.  I saw you 

trip over something in the bushes, but you didn’t get up and I just  
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knew you were going crazy until you reached up to grab 

something.  That’s when a woman appeared…out of nowhere, but 

you and her didn’t move for at least a few minutes.  Once you let 

go, she just…vanished and I can’t believe I’m having this 

conversation from your point of view.  Ghosts don’t exist.  There’s 

gotta be a rational explanation.” 

 He sounded as stubborn as I had been before the incident.  

Kalleil was the biggest skeptic I knew and not in any shabby way.  

You couldn’t hope to make a fantastic claim in his presence and go 

about your business without backing it up with some hardcore 

evidence or you’d never hear the end of his criticism.  And you 

couldn’t label him ignorant or close-minded, either.  That would 

only highlight your own ignorance as Kalleil was very well read 

and wouldn’t hesitate to heavily educate himself on the history of 

whatever claim he was presently trying to dismantle.  Watching 

him stumble to find an explanation for his own blatant supernatural 

experience was surreal. 

 “I think we’re beyond that,” I said.  “This is happening and 

I need a solution.”  The memory of my father trying to 

communicate with me at his funeral flashed in my head and I 

added, “For more reasons than you know.” 

 Kalleil seemed to be reading my body language, his 

eyebrows scrunched in revelation as he asked, “Wait, Nina, you 

know this woman don’t you?” 
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 I stood and walked to the windows that overlooked the 

small parking lot in the backyard.  The blinds were near open and I 

looked out, arms folded. 

 “I saw something tonight that changed everything,” I said.  

“I don’t know her personally, but that…woman has been haunting 

me for the past five months.  Not literally, but that doesn’t really 

matter.  What matters is who she is.”  I closed the blinds and 

turned around.  “The woman who murdered my father, Mylika 

Evans…it’s her.”   

 I fought back tears.  Struggling with my father’s death for 

months was more than I should’ve had to bear, and it was bad 

enough to see his death with my eyes closed, but now I’d seen 

Mylika in person and that made my life many times more 

distressing.   

 “She’s killed two people since she’s come back,” I said, 

“and I don’t know how to stop her.  But now you can see her and I 

think my father has something to do with that.” 

 Kalleil sat up, his wrinkled shirt made semi-transparent in 

the direct light as he said, “Hold on, you didn’t say anything about 

talking to your father.  Is his ghost here?  Can we talk to him?” 

 “That’s just it, Kalleil.  I think he’s…with me.”  I patted 

my chest and said, “Inside.  When I touched Mylika, I saw some of 

her memories.  It was so weird.  Everything was connected to this 

case.  I saw my father trying talk to me at his funeral, but I 

couldn’t hear him.  The me from the memory, I mean.  But he 
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spotted Mylika and instead of confronting her, he…jumped… 

inside of me.” 

 “Possession,” Kalleil said.  “Or something like it.” 

 “You mean like assimilation,” I said.  “You think I 

assimilated my father’s spirit?” 

 “Sure,” he said, “if you want to sound like a trekkie.  

Assuming I’m conceding that any of this is true, I guess your 

father thought the best way to protect you was to make it possible 

for you to see ghosts.  And touch them, too, apparently.” 

 I touched the top of my chest and replayed what I saw in 

that cemetery.  The thought of my father’s spirit watching over me, 

yet never able to communicate was so…alien.  I didn’t know if I 

should cry or shout for joy.  

 I lifted the locket off the desk and said, “The first time I 

touched this thing I was thrown into one of Mylika’s memories.  It 

was the day she was given the locket.  If what you’re saying is 

true, then not only can I interact with spirits, but I can also see why 

they haven’t crossed over.” 

 Kalleil chuckled in annoyance.  “Let’s not start that 

conversation.” 

 “Kalleil, I don’t need you to believe in gods.  I just need 

you to believe your own eyes and help me find a way to get rid of 

this ghost.  You mentioned burning her bones.” 

 “Actually, that wasn’t in the Omnibus.  It was just 

something I saw on a TV show.” 
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 “Okay, what if I destroyed the locket, somehow?  You 

think it would make her go away?” 

 “Either that or it’ll make her really, really angry,” he said. 

 “I think it might work.  I think the only reason she’s still 

here is because it’s still here.  She’s connected to it and so am I.  

My father knew about the locket and now that he’s a part of me, 

she probably thought I’d know where to find it.” 

 “Well, she was right,” Kalleil said. 

 I hung the locket around my neck, under my blouse, and 

headed for the door.  “Come on,” I said.  “Grab something iron 

from the basement.  We’re leaving.” 

 Kalleil stood up and asked, “Where we’re going, now?” 

 “Lakeisha’s house,” I replied.  “Since Mylika can’t take the 

locket from me, that’s the most likely place for her to go next.” 

� � � 

 Love can easily become a lethal dose of poison when split 

several ways.  Blowfish was what I called it—named after the 

ability to inflate itself to several times its normal size by 

swallowing water or air whenever it felt threatened.  The fish’s 

highly-toxic insides were considered a delicacy in Japan.  A 

dangerous game where the rules were as simple as they were 

deadly: cut the flesh wisely so no one got hurt.  Maurice and 

Mylika had their taste of love, but they’d been cut the wrong slices.  

Now they were dead, along with most of the bystanders, leaving  
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Lakeisha and I to take turns tasting a dish whose semi-resurrected 

preparer was all to eager watch. 

 I knew the trip to Lakeisha’s house would be a quiet one as 

the thoughts of Mylika’s ghost loose in Brooklyn filled my mind.  

Kalleil had that look on his face I’d come to recognize as 

overanalyzing.  He was still looking for a rational explanation and 

he was still drawing a blank.  I could see the frustration in his eyes 

as he leaned against the car door with two fingers to his head. 

 The memory of that abandoned fire-damaged house I’d 

investigated before I’d taken this case came barreling in along with 

the dead landlord I’d met a week ago.  I remembered the couple 

and their baby in the park when I met with Lakeisha, how that 

mother watched me and appeared again when I returned.  Even 

those strange phone calls I’d been receiving—those were all 

connected to spirits trying to contact me.  I saw the Melancholy 

Man in a new light, now.  All those years of him seemingly talking 

to himself—he wasn’t crazy.  He saw them, too. 

 My father never mentioned a locket; it was never in my 

nightmare and the paramedics hadn’t found it on his or Mylika’s 

bodies.  I realized that Maurice had taken the locket from her at 

some point before my father was hired to serve a restraining order.  

That was why she’d been so angry the night of her death. 

 The mighty roar of several motorbikes smothered my 

thoughts as I stopped at a red light.  Eight pairs of orbs lit up my  
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vehicle’s rear and blinded out the rear-view mirror, their slender 

frames approaching at breakneck speeds.  Kalleil barely noticed 

and kept his eyes straight even when the motorbikes drove to a 

stop around us.  They’re movements seemed odd with one bike on 

each side and two in the back.  I watched them, my nerves growing 

ever so uncomfortable as the cold black helmets shot back 

indecipherable stares.  These were all men.  I could tell by the 

bulky black racing outfits. 

 “Kalleil, sit up.”  I tapped his shoulder. 

 “Are we here?” he asked, still leaned against the door. 

 “I don’t like the way these guys are looking at us.” 

 The men revved their engines.  With the light still red, they 

were surely trying to intimidate us.  Maybe they wanted to race.  I 

wouldn’t get far in this jalopy, and mixed vehicular races weren’t 

popular in these streets.  They had Kalleil’s attention, now.  We 

watched one of the motorbikes pull out from behind and ride out to 

the front of the car where it turned and stopped.  I squinted for a 

second before I grabbed my gun and prepared to draw. 

 “What are these, more ghosts you’ve pissed off?” asked 

Kalleil.   

 I didn’t think he was serious, but he seemed genuinely 

worried and I didn’t blame him.  I knew what this was about.  The 

pentagon logo on one of the Suzuki motorbikes made that clear.  

These were businessmen. 

 “They’re not ghosts,” I said.  “I’ve seen this before, but it 
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shouldn’t be happening anymore.”  I released my grip on my gun.  

“We need to get out.” 

 Kalleil kept still, his eyes scanning the area until they came 

to the wrench on the dashboard.  He’d gotten the tool from the 

basement of S.D. Investigations and I half expected it not to work 

for what the Omnibus claimed it could do, but Kalleil was 

apparently considering it for a far more certain use. 

 I stepped out and closed the door.  Kalleil followed my lead 

and the cyclists stopped revving their engines. 

 “Your presence is requested, Miss Davidson,” the man in 

front of me said.  He kept his helmet on.  “My client wishes to 

speak with you.” 

 “Then tell your client to use the damn phone,” Kalleil 

commanded, “because we’re not going anywhere with you.” 

 “Kalleil, wait, you don’t under—” 

 The cyclist on Kalleil’s end jumped off his bike and 

attacked Kalleil with a sleeper hold.  These men moved so quickly; 

I barely managed to duck in time to avoid my attacker’s advance.  I 

delivered an elbow to his stomach and spun around him to finish 

with a kick to the back of his knee.  The cyclist who’d parked in 

front charged before I could get my gun, and I dashed out of the 

way in time for him to crash into the last attacker, who’d been 

trying to ambush me from behind.  Kalleil was already knocked 

out by the time I realized his attacker was coming for me. 

 His advance was the quickest.  I didn’t expect him to grab 
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my shoulders as he spun me around and slammed my back against 

the car.  The piercing screech of a car’s tires skidding on the street 

caught his attention and I kneed him in the groin, followed by an 

elbow to the back.  He crashed to the ground, but when I tried to 

run around to Kalleil, one of the three guys I’d taken down 

grabbed my leg and yanked me to the floor.  A limo raced to a stop 

beside us and the last attacker opened the door.  My struggles were 

unsuccessful as all four attackers muscled me into the limousine 

and slammed the door. 
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21 
The mobile living room sported an off-white interior whose comfy 

leather chairs radiated a highly-elegant style as several slits and 

globes gave way to a candle-like luminosity.  Several thin bands of 

blue neon lights accented the ceiling corners and ran along the bar, 

where bottles of liquor stretched across the limousine and ended at 

the privacy window.  A man sat there, his expensive-looking three-

piece-suit the mark of excellence as he sipped his amber-colored 

drink.  The other three seats were empty—two doubles on each end 

and one long seat in-between and all reflected in heavily tinted 

windows.  I was sprawled on the floor below the sunroof with my 

gun trained just above my captor’s thin rectangular glasses. 

 “Who the hell are you and what do you want?” I snapped. 

 I was half terrified, but mostly curious.  Before the death of 

Allen Andercun, rumors spread that he spontaneously had people 

coerced into meeting him for unknown reasons.  No one could 

prove this was happening, and no one who’d actually experienced 

the act was willing to explain Allen’s motivations.  One man even 

claimed Allen’s representatives were waiting inside of his home 

with a proposition he couldn’t refuse, but I hadn’t been made any 

offers, and Kalleil was lying in the street some blocks behind with 

four cyclists who were doing who knows what to him. 
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 “For a woman who talks to ghosts this can hardly be a 

surprise,” the man said. 

 “You’re not a ghost,” I replied and made my way up to the 

seat behind me. 

 That smooth voice was familiar, but he didn’t look exactly 

like the Allen Andercun I remembered.  This man was easily in his 

forties—a slender Caucasian with a full silky silver hair-do that 

was lightly shaven on the sides, and, if it wasn’t for the glasses, 

that ugly scar over his right cheek and his silver goatee, I wouldn’t 

have been so skeptical. 

 “Indeed,” he said and set his glass on the counter.  

 “You still haven’t answered my question.  You can’t be 

who I think you are because that person is dead.  Why are you 

playing his cryptic games with me?” 

 “Forgive me,” he said.  “Where are my manners?  I am 

Allen Andercun and it’s a pleasure to finally meet you.” 

 He extended his hand for a shake that I refused, opting for 

the sound of my gun’s hammer as I pulled it back in defiance. 

 “Stop this car, right now,” I demanded. 

 “Or else what, Miss Davidson?  I’ve been dead once 

before.  Dying a second time would hardly get you the information 

you so desperately seek.” 

 “What are you talking about?” I asked. 

 “That phantom you’re chasing,” he replied.  “She needs to  
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go away…permanently and you’re the only known person who can 

achieve that.” 

 My father loved a good mystery, so much so that it became 

an obsession that often resulted in pissing people off.  The simple 

things were really something complex in disguise with questions 

turned into riddles or gift-giving made into some brain-teasing 

chore that cost you the prize should you happen to fail, which was 

highly likely.   

 “Do you know what happens to people who lack 

ambition?” he would say after the person walked away in 

frustration.  But it really wasn’t a question because there was only 

one possible answer.  “They never accomplish anything,” he said.  

“The people who lack ambition are those who spend the rest of 

their lives complaining about the things they don’t have.” 

 My father’s little speeches were inspiring, but a part of me 

suspected that he’d really done that to avoid giving gifts to people.  

And so, one Christmas, two years ago, I decided to beat him at his 

own game.  

 The smell of pasta filled the air of my childhood home on a 

December night that saw one of the worst snowstorms of the 

decade, but the sounds usually associated with the month were not 

to be heard.  Sharp Davidson had all but done away with the pagan 

holiday, slowly phasing it out since my mother, Carol Davidson’s, 

death two years prior.  He’d gotten down to just a Christmas tree  
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and flashing lights and had only done so to appease my tastes, 

since I continued to celebrate. 

 My blindfold felt tight and I jostled it to regain some 

comfort.  I’d been sitting on one of the living room couches just 

under one of the adjacent wall mirrors waiting for my father’s next 

move in this bizarre game of “do you really deserve it?”  Getting to 

this part was a little tricky.  His qualifying riddle was nonsensical. 

 “There’s a man trapped in a room,” my father had told me.  

“Four walls, a ceiling and a floor.  At the center of the room is a 

table perfectly broken in half and a chair where the man sits.  

Doesn’t matter how he ended up there.  What matters is how he 

escaped.  Solve the riddle and I’ll take your challenge seriously.” 

 The answer only made sense if you were willing to ignore 

reality for a bit.  This was a math riddle in disguise, and the key to 

solving it was the seemingly pointless table in the room.  What 

happened was that the man used the chair as a brace for the two 

halves of the broken table, which made a whole.  But this riddle 

takes advantage of the homophone and substitutes whole with hole, 

which allowed the man to exit the room. 

 The pasta was done and my father had gone to prepare our 

plates, but I could hear something rattling like paper.  He’d bought 

something for me and as agreed, I’d only get to open it if I beat his 

game.  His stifled laugh was almost mustache-twirlingly evil as he 

hustled about.  The sound of his body in motion seemed important,  
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his series of footsteps heavier than usual, and the fact that he didn’t 

offer me any food was significant.  He never served himself first. 

 “You ready?” he asked, his husky voice more prominent 

because I couldn’t see.  I nodded.  “Good,” he said. “After you 

finish loosing, there’s a game of twenty-one I want to kick your 

tail in, too.” 

 “Oh, whatever,” was my enthusiastic reply.  “Would you 

get on with it, already?” 

 “Now count until nine, then take the blindfold off.” 

 The first thing I noticed after doing so was his jeans.  The 

denim pair was stained with a single smear of pasta sauce.  Further 

up, I spotted the third button of his shirt was unhinged, the second 

of six, which hadn’t been that way minutes earlier.  Under the tree 

were four boxes of various sizes, the smallest of which was tagged 

with my name and no bigger than a shoebox.  My father hid the 

real gift someplace in the house and that box was his most obvious 

clue.  He picked up the box and handed it to me, then wiped his 

hands on his jeans. 

 “You’ve lost already,” I said. 

 The crumpled contours on my father’s face gave up the 

confusion he was trying to hide.  “I think you’ve overestimated 

yourself,” he said, the confidence in his voice ever present.  My 

father didn’t play these games all the time, but when he did the 

only winner who walked away was him.  This time was going to be  
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different.  “But if you think you’ve solved the puzzle,” he went on, 

“by all means open that box.” 

 He dropped onto the couch near the faux fireplace just 

under the ceiling television set and locked his fingers behind his 

head.  A sinister smile grew on his face as I brought the box into 

my sight.  I gave him a similar smile of my own.  The box had 

significant weight and had been wrapped in purple paper that was 

accented with a white ribbon and bow.  

 “You remembered my favorite color,” I said, referring to 

the paper.  “I’m surprised.” 

 “Everything about my daughter is important,” he replied.  

“When is she ever going to come to realize that?” 

 “Probably as soon as you stop referring to me in the third 

person,” I said and pulled the ribbon off.  Inside the box was the 

number twelve along with another smaller otherwise identical box.  

“Cute, but I’ve already told you, you’ve lost.  This is a twelve days 

of Christmas mystery.  You’ve put twelve identical boxes of 

consecutively smaller sizes in here, each with a number counting 

down to one.” 

 “Really?” he said, still sounding sure of himself.  “I still 

don’t see a gift in your hand.  Maybe it’s in the smallest box.  Keep 

going.” 

 I opened the second box and found the number eleven 

along with another smaller box.  “Eleven blinking lights,” I said 

and glanced at the Christmas tree.  “That star at the top isn’t 
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working properly.  I think you removed some of the light bulbs.  

The next number is going to be ten and it refers to the number of 

bells on this tree.  We’ve been using the same bells since I was in 

middle school.”  As I opened each box, I explained the 

significance of the numbers.  “Nine is the number you asked me to 

count to before taking off my blindfold, but the number is 

meaningless.  You just wanted to confuse me, so I wouldn’t realize 

that you and I have never played the game twenty-one.  Boxes 

eight, seven, and six add up to that number.  I stopped at the fifth 

box.” 

 My father sat up and asked, “Ready to quit?”  I pursed my 

lips in refusal.  “I’m impressed, so far.  No one makes it this far.  

Sleuthing must run in the family.” 

 I scoffed.  “Don’t even think about it.  You can forget about 

me joining your tediously boring career.” 

 “I can’t imagine that watching fish all day long is a better 

job,” he said.  “Maybe I’ll take you on a case some day.  Then 

we’ll see.” 

 “We’ve been through this, Dad.  I’m not changing my 

mind.”  I noticed he was still wearing casual shoes and added, 

“Five footsteps from the kitchen to the living room.” 

 He nodded in appreciation. 

 I continued to the fourth box.  “This is how many boxes 

were under the tree.  You have an extra loose button on your shirt, 

the third one up from the bottom, which is the direction you always 
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start from.  Box number two represents the two of us, one of which 

hasn’t been served—me.” 

 “Very good,” he said, “but still no prize.” 

 “It’s in the pot,” I replied and he seemed genuinely 

shocked.  I moved to the kitchen and explained, “You made a 

mistake and stained your jeans with pasta sauce.  The only way 

that could have happened was if you wiped your hands, after 

handling a package, like you always do.”  I opened the larger 

stainless-steel pot that was sitting on the back of the stovetop and 

opened the lid to find a new feature-heavy cell phone I’d been 

circling for months. 

 “Merry Christmas, sweetheart,” my father said. 

I blinked back tears.  Allen Andercun was sitting across 

from me, staring a peculiar smirk on his face.  

 Allen’s survival wasn’t as surprising as his sudden interest 

in me.  He was, after all, once nicknamed the “Man with the 

Ultimate Plan.”  I stared at him.  With a drink in his hand, he stared 

back with flair seemingly looking for a chance to wink at me but 

remained neutral instead.  My gun might have had some influence 

on that decision. 

 “The explosion at your mansion was highly catastrophic,” I 

said.  “How did you manage to survive?  In fact, why haven’t you 

told anyone you’re still alive? 

 Allen sipped his drink and then twirled the amber liquid 

around in his glass as he silently stared into it.  “My ways are my 
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ways, Miss Davidson.  One has to employ these enigmatic tactics 

in order to deal with enemies who are apparently too overzealous 

and intellectually defunct to use diplomacy.  Speaking of which, 

you can put that gun away, now.  Your concern for your well being 

is quite overextended.” 

 “Your men attacked us,” I made clear.  “I don’t even know 

if my friend is okay.” 

 “That was regrettable,” Allen said.  “The situation requires 

that I moved quickly, but, rest assured, your friend is safe.  My 

men will see to it that he gets home safely.”  I held my ground and 

he added, “Miss Davidson, please.  You’re in a limousine of my 

own design and will.  If I wanted to harm you…well, I think you 

understand my point.” 

 I got out my cell phone and dialed Kalleil.  Allen Andercun 

was not on my list of most trusted people, and this little stunt only 

pushed him further down the list.  The phone rang for nearly a 

minute before someone picked up. 

 “Nina?” Kalleil asked frantically.  “Please tell me it’s you.” 

 “Oh, thank God,” I said.  “Are you all right?  What’s 

happening?” 

 “Never mind me,” he said.  “Are you okay?” 

 “I’m fine.  I just need to know if those guys are gone.” 

 “No,” he said.  “I’m being…escorted back to my house in 

your car.  Look, whatever’s going on, Nina, just be careful.” 

 “I will.” 
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 My concession was slow as I hung up and eased my gun 

back into its holster, slid my phone into my pocket, and took a 

second look around.  I didn’t know Allen was an engineer.  The 

interior of the limo had been constructed in an odd way, with the 

floor appearing to be made of hardwood but it wasn’t.  Strange 

grooves on the walls circled around and across the roof.  They 

appeared to be words, so tiny that I’d need a magnifying glass to 

read them.  The floor was devoid of the words and yet it was as if 

the limo was made of…iron.  I touched the wall and realized it was 

nearly ice cold. 

 “At the risk of sounding like a deviant,” Allen said, “the 

grooves you see map out a protection spell. 

 I shot him a perplexed stare, but I couldn’t find words to 

express myself.  The grooves felt comforting against my fingers as 

I ran them across the letters.  Ghosts were one thing.  That was 

becoming easier to handle, but magic was going overboard.  The 

supernatural world was becoming a lot less super and a little more 

natural as the days went by. 

 I looked at him and said, “You know about the locket.” 

 He seemed to grow uncomfortable and shook his drink.  

“As long as you hold that locket in your possession, the spirit of 

Mylika Evans will never stop haunting you.” 

 A chill ran up my spine.  I felt bad enough having to say it 

out loud, but hearing someone mention that woman’s name outside 

of my nightmare was all sorts of displeasing. 
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 “You question my methods,” he went on.  “I say they are 

essential to my survival.  The Lincoln expansive you find yourself 

in will never feel the unholy presence of Mylika or any spirit 

thereafter.  Though, she isn’t aware of my continued existence, I 

elected not to take any chances.  This gives me the upper hand in 

several ways, the best of which is the act of providing you with the 

information you need to deliver my vengeance.  Unfortunately, the 

rest of the world had to believe I was dead for this to play out.  It 

was a huge sacrifice, but a necessary one.” 

 The limousine slowed to a stop and I peered through the 

tinted windows—we were outside of Lakeisha’s home in Flatbush.  

I spied Allen from the corner of my eyes and said, “You’re the one 

who stole my father’s files on Mylika, aren’t you?  I couldn’t 

figure out how or why the folder had gone missing, but you being 

alive explains it.  You’re the only other person who knew those 

files were in the basement, and it could’ve only been you who 

knew where to look for her folder.  What exactly did you find?” 

 He took the final swallow of his drink and set the glass 

down.  Then he tapped the privacy window behind him, which 

opened to reveal a very husky-looking driver. 

 “Sir,” the dark-skinned driver said as he handed Allen a 

folder and shut the window. 

 Allen tossed the folder onto the seat next to me and said, 

“Your father and I had quite a distinct business relationship.  

Solving mysteries usually meant having someone running back up.  
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Something I’m sure you will, if not already, come to realize in the 

near future.” 

 I ran my hand over the cover and read the title—CN 6,400 

– CN 6,499:  The Evans Affair.  I’d avoided that folder for so long, 

so much emotion held in check just to keep from breaking down.  

The fear was building.  A part of me didn’t want to see what was 

inside, but this was happening. 

 Allen was patient, occasionally watching me as I flipped 

through the folder.  My father wasn’t a writer, at least not a 

charismatic one.  His notes had all been written in a dreary 

monotone that only stated facts and situations, a data-driven 

collection that pieced together a rather simple case of a court order 

serve that was getting out of hand.  Not much of it was news, 

considering what I’d learn working Lakeisha’s case.  I matched my 

information about Maurice’s affair to the names and situations in 

the file and then came to something unusual near the end. 

 I read aloud, “Subject seems to have an unhealthy 

obsession with a piece of jewelry reclaimed by the client’s husband 

in question.” 

 I looked at Allen and he stretched out the word, “Yes,” 

before adding, “This started before her death.  This isn’t an 

ordinary spirit, Miss Davidson.  I’ve already had her bones burned 

to nothingness.” 

 I gasped.  Kalleil had suggested I do the same thing—the 

thought alone was insane, yet here was a man who’d done the deed 
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and he seemed okay with it.  Allen was a man of many things, but 

this….   

 “She’s trapped,” he went on.  “Forever locked in a loop-

like state where her repossession of that locket will see her losing it 

again.  She will then restart the entire scenario again and again ad 

infinitum, with each situation different from the last, yet all 

centered on the repossession of that silver locket.  This is her 

second turn.  I failed to stop the first.  You will not.” 

 I leaned forward and asked, “How exactly do you think I’m 

able to stop this?” 

 “Oh, it’s quite simple, Miss Davidson.  Like your father, 

you are going to coerce Mylika into becoming a part of your soul.” 
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22 
Trisha Bower opened the kitchen door of Lakeisha’s home and 

strolled passed the carpeted staircase onto the hardwood living 

room floor—the pre-brewed mug of coffee steady in one hand, a 

glass of ice in the other, and set both on the table before me.  Her 

tight-fitted shirt bore the same logo I’d seen earlier—the pink 

socks, however, were the difference with her noisy bracelets 

nowhere to be found.  Hot coffee was a comfort I hadn’t the time 

for and so I thanked Trisha and filled the glass of ice halfway, then 

sipped a mouthful of the lukewarm brew.  A jolt came next—that 

spine-tingling feeling of yuck from java at a temperature nestled 

between unbearable and pleasant.  This was my routine whenever I 

needed a good push toward the reality of what was happening.  My 

mind filled with thoughts and the pieces of this puzzle finally 

began to come together. 

 Allen insisted he stay inside his limousine—the self-

designed, ghost-proof haven that had not only allowed his survival, 

but provided excellent cover from which he could spy on me.  He 

hadn’t revealed how long he’d been doing so, but I suspected it 

had only been as long as I’d been on this case.  His knowledge of 

the locket wasn’t as extensive as mine, extending only as far as the 

day my father’s spirit connected with my own.  That was one 
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theory shared only between myself and Kalleil, but Allen’s 

knowledge of it surely meant he’d bugged my office.  Nasty cool 

java slipped down the back of my throat and shocked that 

disturbing thought away. 

 The spirit of Mylika Evans had come into the lives of a 

divorced family prior to the situation with Lakeisha and Maurice.  

The bits of information Allen was able to gather revealed chaos 

and death very similar to what had gone on over the past few 

weeks with Lakeisha including my time on the case.  That situation 

hadn’t ended well for any of them, with the former couple turning 

up dead and Mylika left separated from the locket again. 

 The story of a tortured spirit trapped in an endless loop was 

the stuff of tragedies and was where I’d been due to let the 

emotions go free.  I hated Mylika more than I’d hated anything in 

my entire life.  She didn’t deserve my sympathy and I wanted her 

to die…again.  I visualized her screaming in pain as red devils 

dragged her into whatever boiling pit passed for Hell and then I’d 

let the compassion in.  This was something you had to do, even if it 

only lasted a moment.  That exposure preserved your humanity… 

your soul. 

 My blazer hung from the coat rack in the foyer of 

Lakeisha’s home.  The uncomfortable chill I felt last time I visited 

was odd, but the warmth had quickly returned.  Something similar 

happened in Devon’s apartment after he’d been killed.  The 

Omnibus did a good job of explaining how spirits didn’t give off 
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any heat, and even without reading further, I had a good idea of 

what was going on.  The Pathfinder that followed Maurice and me 

back from our dinner; the figure in the football field the night 

Lakeisha wanted to make a trade; Paulina Atkinson’s concerns at 

Lakeisha’s party; even that picture of Lakeisha and Trisha on the 

television in Trisha’s home—all of it formed a picture of an awful 

taint that I wouldn’t allow into even the darkest part of my soul, 

but that seemed to be the only choice.  Mylika was probably in the 

house with us and something had to be done about her.  I couldn’t 

allow anyone else to die, even if it meant sacrificing a part of my 

soul to prevent it. 

 I looked at Trisha and asked for Lakeisha.  “I thought she 

would’ve been down here by now.  Didn’t you explain the 

situation to her?” 

 The words met with silence, Trisha’s eyes busy with the 

locket pressed against the inside of my blouse.  “I think you made 

that clear enough over the phone,” she said and met my stare.  

“You don’t have to beat it into my head.  She knows.” 

 “You don’t seem concerned,” I replied.  “Maybe I didn’t 

make this clear.  Lakeisha’s not safe here.” 

 Trisha scoffed.  “That’s no surprise, all things considered.”  

She made a head gesture toward my chest and asked, “Is that it?” 

 I fished the locket out from under my blouse and let it hang 

freely—it’s disturbingly blue glow was missing from the scene.  I 

wasn’t sure the locket would glow in Mylika’s presence, but that 
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expectation seemed totally reasonable after what happened in the 

park. 

 “Give it to me,” Trisha said.  “I’m dying to know what’s so 

special about that thing.”  She extended her hand.  

 “The only person I’m giving this to is Lakeisha.  Whatever 

she does with it from there is her business,” I said.  

 That was a lie.  The locket belonged to me now, but those 

words were specifically part of my plan. 

 Trisha said, “That thing’s been the source of all these 

problems and you thought bringing it here was a good thing?  Why 

didn’t you just give it back so we could get on with our lives?” 

 I set my glass on the table, stood up and called out 

Lakeisha’s name, but no one responded.  Trisha seemed startled by 

that.  Her eyes lurched toward the locket again and then she eased 

over to the stereo and switched it on. 

 A smooth instrumental played low enough so that I could 

hear her say, “You’re free to go up there if you want.”  She 

approached the smallest couch and added, “But you won’t like 

what you find.” 

 “What do you mean?” I asked. 

She sighed.  A small purse on the couch was her target as 

she yanked it up without realizing that some of the contents had 

spilled out before I’d arrived.  A cosmetic case fell out and joined 

the group.  The compact bounced off the couch and gently crashed 

to the floor as Trisha shuttled her purse out to the foyer.  I waited 
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until she was out of sight.  Among the stray items was a small 

mirror that slanted against a vial of burgundy lipstick, two nickels 

and a quarter, a pen, and a small bottle filled with half black/half 

white capsules.  I lifted the bottle and noticed the pills were 

marked D&E on the red side, while on the black side read 260 

milligrams.  I was looking at a bottle of a thousand caffeine pills. 

 “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”  Trisha had 

returned from the foyer, her eyes filled with rage at the sight of me 

reading the label on the bottle.  She entered my personal space 

faster than I’d expected and snatched the bottle away.  “First you 

interrogate me,” she said, “now you’re going through my things?” 

 “These were lying on the couch,” I said.  

 She sucked her teeth and said, “Yeah, right,” then stuffed 

the bottle into her jeans pocket. 

 My college roommate used caffeine pills almost 

addictively.  The workload was more than she’d been accustomed 

and she’d ordered the pills on the recommendation of another 

classmate.  They were popular for keeping you going on those long 

nights of crash-studying, but it was easy to abuse them and that 

was dangerous.  Trisha wasn’t spending her nights cramming for 

tests, though.  This was something else. 

 “You didn’t answer my question,” I said. 

 Trisha strolled over to the couch where the items had fallen 

and collected her things, then shuttled back to the foyer where 

she’d left her purse.  Once done, she sat and sighed. 



J . J .  P A U L  

 

 

 

-  2 3 3  -  

“Lakeisha isn’t talking to me right now, and she definitely 

doesn’t want to talk to you,” she said.  The phrase sounded riddled 

with condemnation and the face that went with it looked even more 

resentful.  “She hasn’t been feeling well since you left here this 

morning.  She was so broken up about Maurice’s disappearance.  

She thinks you’re responsible.” 

 Trisha stared into my eyes as if she’d been looking for 

guilt.  I knew what she was trying to do, but I let it go on.  I only 

had one chance once I got Mylika to show herself and I couldn’t 

let Trisha distract me. 

 “Lakeisha regrets putting you on the case,” Trisha went on, 

“and then there was that incident in the football field that just 

aggravated everything.” 

 “I wasn’t responsible for that,” I defended. 

“Why else would that guy run away like that?” she said.  

“It had to be because of you.  Lakeisha and I started going over the 

situation, trying to find a reason for it all, but she eventually 

blamed you for what happened.” 

I folded my arms and said, “I don’t believe a word you’re 

saying.  This guilt pitch you’re throwing isn’t working.  Lakeisha 

didn’t send you to threaten me with that lawsuit the other day, did 

she?  I’m pretty sure that was your idea.” 

 “I did what I had to,” she defended and stood up.  

“Lakeisha was under enough stress and she didn’t need some 

overzealous private eye screwing around in her life.  Terrence was 
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back, so there really wasn’t any need for you to be around.  I don’t 

see the problem.” 

 “You don’t see many things…,” I said, “like that new scar 

on your neck.” 

 I’d noticed the circular blemish there when I visited the 

house earlier and thought she was being abused.  Part of that was 

true.  Trisha caressed the cigarette burn and her eyes trailed off in 

thought as the yellow light that had been shining in my head the 

day I started this case switched to red. 

 Trisha seemed genuinely confused and puffed as if 

insulted.  She closed the gap between us and with patient cruelty 

said, “That’s none…of your fucking business.  Lakeisha and I are 

friends.  You don’t fit into that description.  You’re just a private 

detective who won’t even exist in our lives once this situation is 

over.  Just give me the damn locket and get out.  We’ll deal with 

this on our own.” 

 “Fine,” I said.  “Take it from me.”  I waited for a reaction.  

She didn’t seem to know what to do, so I added, “Go ahead.  I 

won’t stop you.” 

 She extended her hand half the way and then jerked it back, 

her fingers fiddling with the air as the hazy blue glow of the locket 

lit up her nervous façade.  When our eyes met, she sucked her teeth 

and complained, “Damn it, why are you playing games with me?” 

 I replied, “Because you’re not you.” 

 The strange blue glow of the silver locket brought the story 
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of chaos and death full circle—its hazy light the mark of a power 

and purpose no one understood but for the revelation it allowed to 

pass.  Possession—the word alone was a terror best spoken from 

the baritone of a large burly man whose entire face should never be 

seen.  To do so would ruin the air of mystique, the coup de grâce 

of a kidnapping mystery turned upside down by the devotional 

woes of a woman long since dead. 

 Trisha stood silently for a few moments as her annoyed 

expression slowly dissolved into smugness.  “You think you have 

things under control,” she said.  “That if you grab me right now, 

you can force me out of this body.” 

 Words spoken through lips of a woman I never knew, but 

the mind behind them was all too familiar.  Her maddened eyes 

glared at me as a sickening smirk carved out the remaining clue—

Trisha had been possessed by the ghost of Mylika Evans. 

 I faced her and said, “You’ve been in there since the party, 

haven’t you?” 

 “I don’t have to answer to a heifer like you, especially 

when you think I’m stupid enough to try this body trick with you.  

I saw what happened to your father.  You’re not normal and I don’t 

want anything to do with you anymore, but you’ve got my locket 

and I want it back, and you’re going to give it to me or more 

people you care about are gonna die.” 

 My fist connected with her jaw with all the rage and sorrow 

I’d built up since the night of my father’s death—an impact of pure 
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emotion that wouldn’t hold back despite the sight of a face that 

didn’t belong to a murderer.  Trisha crashed to the floor and 

knocked over my glass—its coffee-streaked-ice skated across the 

floor as her head banged against the table edge.  She went down so 

easily.  I felt a little cheated. 

 “Get up,” I commanded.  The impact couldn’t have been 

that devastating.  “I’m not finished with you.” 

 She squirmed, face-down on the floor with one hand under 

her stomach.  I wasn’t sure if she was cradling an injury, but I 

allowed her to stumble to her feet, her back still turned to me.  The 

whole incident seemed like a joke and I thought: this was the 

woman who killed my father?  The fire in my bones flared and 

when I grabbed her shoulder, she spun around and sliced a small 

kitchen knife across my arm.  I screeched and backed away, my 

arm quick to bleed as I covered the superficial wound.  Trisha 

moved in for another swipe, screaming all the way. 

 She plunged the knife toward my stomach and I stepped 

aside, threw my arm under hers and lifted up, bending it into a 

lock.  My other hand chopped just above her arm joint and I 

twisted back, taking the knife with me.  Trisha grew angrier and 

charged.  Even with me threatening to stab her, she kept on and 

collided with me, slamming us through the partially-closed kitchen 

door.  Onto the floor we crashed as the knife popped out of my 

hand and slid toward a woman wearing polka-dot pajamas and a  
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head scarf.  She was propped up against the sink cabinet, bound 

and gagged with duct tape. 

 “Lakeisha?” I said as the possessed Trisha Bower tried to 

grab the locket from my neck.  I caught her wrist and she reached 

out with the other hand, but I shoved her away and scooted back to 

get some room.  The kitchen was large and very neat, with stools 

surrounding an island and cooking ware hanging above.  

 Trisha rose in confidence, her logo shirt stained with my 

blood.  “I can do this forever, Nina.  Just give me the damn locket.  

I promise I’ll go away.  That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 

 I stared into her eyes and wondered if the real Trisha was 

conscious in there.  Was she even alive?  Mylika was going to use 

her up until there was nothing left, so I grabbed the locket and 

considered the unthinkable. 

 Mylika’s head shifted out of Trisha’s for a moment, her 

semi-transparent self shooting out a quick scream before she was 

yanked back inside.  I let go of the locket and stood up, my 

confused face a match for Trisha’s. 

 “What…,” she said and trailed off. 

 I touched the locket again, but nothing happened.  The 

speckles of blood from the accessory felt cool in my hand 

and…wait.  I looked at my other hand, the blood from holding my 

wound smeared all over the palm.  I grabbed the locket and the 

strange shift happened again.  Mylika screamed, but this time  
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Trisha threw down one of the island chairs and barreled out of the 

kitchen. 
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23 
The slightly ash dark sky barely allowed the twinkling of a few 

stars, their tiny blue lights peppered across the horizon as the early 

morning hour gave way to a silence sparsely interrupted by the 

whir of a vehicle or two.  Sock-covered feet stamped against 

concrete, the sound quick to dissipate with each further step as the 

stolen body vaulted over the gate and sprinted across the street.  

An engine growled to life down the path as the lights of a double-

parked Lincoln lit up the neighborhood and auto-descended its 

tinted passenger window to reveal the billionaire Allen Andercun. 

 “Get in there and help Lakeisha!” I shouted at him as I 

yanked open Lakeisha’s front gate and ran passed.  “She’s in the 

kitchen!” 

 Trisha fumbled with her keys against the lock, unable to 

find a connection as the pressure of me approaching convinced her 

to leave the vehicle behind.  The silver Pathfinder was parked 

several houses from Lakeisha’s—its tinted windows a familiar 

sight with a dent smashed into the very spot I’d seen before.  I 

grabbed the locket with my bloody hand, hoping that it would slow 

her down, but nothing happened. 

 Mylika turned the corner and kept on, extending two whole 

blocks without missing a beat.  She was fast, but I was faster, the 
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gap between us steadily closing as we swept passed several city 

blocks and into a familiar setting.  The dull brown apartment 

building at the end of the sidewalk stood several stories from the 

ground and brandished an old fire escape that hadn’t been 

varnished in years.  Patches of rust ate away at the dry, crinkly 

black rails and I wondered if the thing was still as unstable as I 

remembered. 

 I’d been directed there by the authorities several days after 

my father’s funeral—a personal request they were kind enough to 

grant as they went on to explain how Mylika used that route to 

escape from him.  The ladder had collapsed under my father’s 

weight during the chase and given Mylika the time she needed to 

enter Prospect Park.  This was her home—the place where she had 

probably planned my father’s death.  I found it fitting this 

nightmare would end in the same neighborhood. 

 Trisha dashed beyond the entrance of Prospect Park and 

crossed Ocean Avenue.  The few cars passing  barely missed her as 

she ran into the subway cubicle where the Q trains ran.  I arrived 

inside just in time to see her grab the turnstile and slide under, then 

run down the stairs to the Coney Island-bound platform.  The token 

clerk caught a glimpse of the ID I flashed as I vaulted over the 

turnstiles, skipping over several stairs until I bypassed the final 

four entirely.   

Trisha slowed to a stop by the revolving-door exit at the far  
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end of the platform.  The gate must have been locked. “There’s 

nowhere else to go,” I said jogging toward her. 

 Trisha fought with the revolving door and for a moment I 

thought she might’ve had a kind of supernatural strength to break 

the lock.  I closed in and the shifting returned.  The locket had 

enough of my blood on it now to work on its own, I guessed.  

Trisha spun around and screamed in what I hoped was agony, 

frantically smacking her forehead as if to keep the spirit inside. 

 “Fight her, Trisha,” I said.  “She’s loosing control.” 

 Sweat ran wild from Trisha’s forehead as she shouted, “Get 

away from me!” 

 I stopped several feet from her, the two women locked in a 

struggle for one body, and said, “I didn’t want to believe this was 

true, thought you were just my imagination playing tricks on me, 

but you don’t belong here.  Hell is where you should be, and as 

much as I’d love to send you screaming all the way, I can’t 

because you’re already there, aren’t you?”  She stared into my 

eyes, her breathing heavy as she kept her hands pressed against her 

head.  “Everything you’ve done is a reflection of your last night 

alive, but instead of Allen Andercun and some innocent victims, it 

was Devon McLene and Angela Holeman.  Instead of that mystery 

guy you mentioned to my father, you killed Maurice.  You must 

have met him in the park while you were in Trisha’s body.  That’s 

why he didn’t recognize you and that’s why you chose her.  She  
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represents the other woman on the side that he left you for, while 

Lakeisha played the role she always did—the distraught wife…or 

ex-wife.  Either would do.” 

 I paused at the thought of what Allen had told me and 

realized he’d gotten some things wrong. 

 “You have to die to complete this,” I said. “That’s where I 

come in, isn’t it?  Somehow a detective is supposed to kill you and 

then you’ll reset to the beginning.” 

 “I don’t want…”—she wrenched in the throws of another 

shift—“I can’t resist doing these things, but I made some of the 

same people get involved this time.  I think that might be the 

answer.  That’s why you’re here—your father.”  She screeched and 

said, “Just give me the locket so I can be free.” 

 “No,” I said.  “Whatever’s keeping you here won’t allow it.  

But you and I are connected and that changes things.  My father 

saw to that and now I’m the one who’s going to put you to rest.” 

 Her attention fell toward the tracks where a wall blocked 

most of the view to the other three.  Little slots were carved out at 

the bottom of the wall and were large enough for a person to crawl 

through, but the gravel between the adjacent third rails made things 

more complicated.  One wrong slip and that would be the end. 

 Trisha dashed for the tracks, but I slammed her into the 

gate—the muffled clang of impact mixed together with groans of 

pain.  Two consecutive fists got through my defenses and crashed 

into my jaw.  I stumbled back and she reached for my neck, 
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digging her nails in as she constricted her grip.  Her hands refused 

to let loose and like vises they closed off my windpipe, so I spat in 

her eye.   

She stumbled back to wipe her face, and I shoved her 

further along where I pinned her against the gate.  She screeched as 

a more violent shift tore half of Mylika’s body away from Trisha’s. 

 The pairing of my blood and the locket seemed to be 

ripping Mylika’s spirit from Trisha’s body.  Allen’s plan wouldn’t 

be necessary.  My heart paradoxically raced with excitement and 

relief.  I knew exactly what to do. 

 The locket glowed almost in anticipation as I tore it from 

my neck—its metallic frame nestled within my bloody hand—and 

pushed it against her chest.  A bright flash lit up the station as 

Trisha’s body went limp and the locket’s hazy blue glow vanished 

for the last time. 

 “Checkmate.” 

 The thundering sound of steel grinding against steel shook 

the ground as the Q train pulled into the station.  I wrapped 

Trisha’s arm around my shoulder and propped her against the gate 

as we remained the only two people in the station.  She seemed to 

be conscious, but exhausted and confused. 

 Trisha stood under her own will and I gave her some room 

to collect herself.  The cool breeze washed over my face and 

rustled my hair.  I sighed in relief as I looked at the locket in my 

hand.  My wound should’ve been stinging like crazy, but all I 
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could feel was pure happiness.  The moment was almost surreal.  I 

even pinched myself to be sure this wasn’t just a fantasy, but it was 

all so magnificently real.  Finally, my father could rest in peace. 

 “Trisha?” I said.  “Are you all right?” 

 She looked around, tears running from her eyes, and then 

hugged me. 
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24 
The dead air between Lakeisha and I hung for a time far longer 

than I was comfortable with, her mouth agape with shock as she 

stared at her exhausted best friend from the love seat.  Trisha lay 

silent on the adjacent couch, her hand caressing her head as she 

occasionally sipped a glass of chamomile tea.  She’d replaced her 

blood-stained shirt with one of Lakeisha’s white tank-tops and then 

collapsed onto the furniture. 

 I’d explained most of what went on but hesitated to 

mention the death of Lakeisha’s ex-husband or the suspicion that 

he and Trisha were involved before this mess began.  The relief in 

Lakeisha’s eyes when I confirmed that I’d gotten rid of her ghost 

was so satisfying that I wanted it to last, at least for a little while 

longer. 

 “Oh my God,” Lakeisha said and crossed her legs.  The 

furry white slipper on her top leg dangled as she looked at Trisha 

and said, “The whole time?  I thought it was strange the way you 

treated Paulina during the party.  She was only concerned, but 

you… I’m just flabbergasted.”  Her attention came to me as she 

asked, “So where’s Maurice?  It’s strange that he’s not here and I 

haven’t heard you say anything about him.  You did find him, 

didn’t you?” 
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 I cleared my throat and tried not to make eye contact as I 

fiddled with the bandage on my wounded arm.  Then I answered, 

“Yes.” 

 The smile vanished from her face.  “But you don’t seem 

very happy about it.” 

 “Lakeisha, I just wanna apologize for doubting you.  I 

didn’t wanna believe that this woman…”   

 “Was a ghost?” she offered.  “That’s okay.  I didn’t expect 

you to believe me.  After all, it’s not something you see everyday.”  

She sounded nervous.  She should be.  “But I…don’t understand 

where you’re going with this.” Lakeisha wrung her hands together 

and added, “Who was the woman?  Did you find out?  Why did 

she do this to me?” 

 A silent moment passed before I said, “Her name was 

Mylika Evans.” 

 Lakeisha covered her mouth, her head shaking side to side 

in disbelief.  “You’re not serious,” she said.  “You can’t…..”  She 

puffed.  “I asked you a question, Miss Davidson.  Where is my ex-

husband?” 

 Hearing my surname like that felt awkward.  This wouldn’t 

end well; it wasn’t even going to end slightly well. 

 “I really don’t have any way to make this easier for you,” I 

said. 

 Lakeisha leaned outward and cradled one hand with the 

other, her eyes begging for me to tell her something…anything 
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other than what needed to be said.  Trisha found the strength to rise 

up and she set her mug on the center table, waiting for an answer 

as well. 

 Lakeisha lost patience and said, “The news is terrible, isn’t 

it?”  She was shaking and when I didn’t say anything, she added, 

“Lord have mercy.  You can’t even come out and say it.  Oh, 

God.”  She struggled hard to hold back her tears.  “Just tell me.  Is 

he hurt badly?” 

Another pause as our eyes met.  Hysteria followed and she 

continued, “Just… That is not what you came here to tell me.  

Please, oh, God.  No!” 

 Trisha grew emotional as she hung on every word. 

 “I’m sorry, Lakeisha,” I said, “but Maurice is dead.” 

 Her mouth dropped, eyes filled with water and then without 

an ounce of shame, she and Trisha began to sob. 

 I excused myself and stepped outside.  The cool early 

morning breeze felt comforting against my face, streaks of tears 

slowly drying as I wiped them away and collected myself.  

Maurice wasn’t a personal friend of mine, but I felt bad for him.  

The bright full moon beamed down the path as I approached my 

car, my leather blazer keeping the heat near my body.  I sat in my 

car, turned on the engine and then realized that Allen Andercun 

was nowhere to be found. 
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25 

Monday 

Two oval stone pillars sat partially fixed within the soil, their 

smooth grey marble formed the handiwork of a people whose craft 

would never fade away for all living things would find themselves 

here, in the ground, and one with a planet bearing secrets that get 

stranger with each new revelation.  The words inscribed bore the 

names Sharp and Carol Davidson respectively. 

 The sun burned through the spaces between the clouds and 

heated the Queens Cypress Hill Cemetery to a comfortable sixty-

five degrees.  A calm breeze played with my ponytail and I 

embraced a bouquet of red roses.  They rustled within their plastic 

cone along with several wayward leaves whose sounds went 

contrary to the wind.  Sneakers and jeans were the order of the day 

as I zipped up my blazer and sighed. 

 “Well, Daddy,” I said.  “I’ve finally embraced the career 

you’ve always wanted for me.  I wish you were here.  But if you’re 

watching, and I hope you are, then I know you’re proud of me.  I 

love you always.” 

 I placed the roses against the gravestone and headed back 

to my sedan.  Someone was waiting for me when I arrived. 
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 “I was wondering how long it would take for you to show 

yourself,” I said. 

 Kalleil pushed off my car, his jeans almost baggy enough 

to blow in the wind like his blue t-shirt.  Gravel smashed beneath 

his boots as he met me halfway where we stopped under a tree. 

 “Glad to see you’re still alive,” he said, my reflection in his 

shades.  “When were you gonna tell me?” 

 I sighed and hugged him.  “I’m sorry, Kalleil, I just needed 

some time to disconnect from what I’d been through.  This 

business gets very…emotional at times.” 

 He watched me for a moment and then turned his attention 

to the background.  “I visited her grave, today.” 

 “Kalleil—” 

 He put out his palm and said, “Just hear me out.” 

 I had tried so hard to avoid this conversation.  Kalleil and I 

had managed to add another patch to our broken friendship over 

the past couple of days, but some things just wouldn’t fade away.  

Somewhere in the cemetery was the victim of an attempted rape.  

A young woman named Jeneatte who was smart and lovable and 

who’d lost her life in a terrible accident Kalleil and I had been a 

part of.  The vision of a terrified Jeanette plummeting off the 

Williamsburg Bridge after being shot flashed before my eyes and I 

shivered. 

 “This recent experience with you,” he went on, “I don’t 

know.  I’m still trying to wrap my head around what happened, but 
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it reminded me of the time when things were better between us.  I 

loved Jeneatte, you get me?  I never told her that, but…Nina, if 

what’s happened over the past couple of days is really what it’s 

screaming to be, then you and I have a very long conversation 

ahead of us.  I wanna move on and so I want you to know…I don’t 

blame you for what happened.  I just wanna be friends again.” 

 I looked into his eyes, moved by the compassion I saw 

there, and smiled. 
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Epilogue 

I sat basking in the warmth of a new day listening to the soothing 

sound of chirping and cooing that filled the air with excitement and 

prosperity.  Prospect Park had grown comfortable, almost 

intoxicating for me, even in light of all that had happened in and 

around it seven days before.  This was my favorite bench and 

secluded spot, dense with plant life and elevated to a point that 

allowed me to see—should I decide to turn and observe—not only 

the two-way road that ran through the park, but also the Long 

Meadow many had chosen for picnicking that Wednesday 

afternoon.  

 Asia Guárdan sat beside me, her bracelets jingling with 

each repetitive leg bounce as her white-streaked hair played in the 

wind.  I’d invited her to the park as a way to strengthen our 

rapport, figure out her goals, and help steer her in the right 

direction.  Though not far removed from our business in the 

pawnshop, Asia had come in handy for all the filing duties I’d 

piled up out of sheer neglect.  I was grateful to have such a tedious 

and boring job taken off my hands so that I could concentrate on  
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more important matters…like illusive rich men who liked to play 

dead. 

 Stretched across the front page of my newspaper were the 

words: Billionaire’s Amnesia Cured, see Page Three. 

 “I swear, this man is never without surprises,” I said to my 

funky-dressed assistant.  “Listen to this.”  I turned to the referred 

page and read: “Billionaire philanthropist Allen E. Andercun was 

believed dead following a mysterious fire that had completely 

destroyed his secluded mansion in Yonkers, New York several 

months ago.  Although no remains were ever found, police 

concluded that Mr. Andercun’s body had been completely 

destroyed.  However, based on a fax received late yesterday 

evening and confirmed reports from other sources, Mr. Andercun 

has resurfaced.  His claim: a recent battle with amnesia as a result 

of the terrifying accident.  He is set to appear tomorrow morning 

for an interview with his amazing story of how a bathtub full of 

water saved his life.” 

 “Sounds like an interesting man,” Asia said.  “I don’t listen 

to the news much, anymore.  It’s all about entertainment these 

days.  El espectáculo.  I only know what your files tell me about 

him.” 

 “Trust me,” I said.  “The more invisible you are to him, the 

better.” 

 I searched for the crossword puzzles and came across an ad  
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for a jewelry sale.  The showcase included some lockets and it took 

me back to Mylika’s situation.  The locket seemed to behave like a 

prison for her and so I’d buried the haunted thing in the spot where 

Mylika and my father had died.  Since then, my life had returned to 

normal, leaving me without dead clients, strange phone calls, or 

sights of spirits walking the street.  I was even able to reconnect 

with the some friends and family I’d shut out of my life—my 

cousin Hazel being the first on the list.  This was peace. 

 A leaf fell onto my denim jacket.  I brushed it off and then 

shaded my eyes from the sun long enough for the breeze to rattle 

my paper.  A large section fanned out to the ground and I sighed, 

gathering the pages together until I came to a curious article that 

read: 

MAYOR VOWS CROP CIRCLE 

MURDERERS WILL BE CAUGHT 

 The article posted a small, boxed picture of the mayor in 

the bottom corner over a sky-high shot of Central Park with a 

carving so elaborate it defied reason.  Thousands of shapes, four of 

which were perfectly drawn circles interlocking, were cut into the 

grass. The largest circle was a disk, and while I wasn’t an 

astronomy expert, I understood what this represented. 

 The incident happened three days earlier—some crop 

artists looking for the greatest challenge of all time boldly chose 

New York for their grand presentation, but during the near  
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midnight hour, something had gone horribly wrong and ten people 

were burned beyond recognition. 

 “He doesn’t understand,” a female said from behind. 

 I swung around to find a slender woman staring at the 

article from over my shoulder, her hands clasped to the bench as 

she straightened and stepped away.  I saw a tattoo on her left 

wrist—its number symbol written in script with a single-jeweled 

crown. 

 “Vandals didn’t make that,” she went on as she circled 

around to the front of Asia and I.  “It’s a star system.” 

 The words left her mouth comfortably as her long, heavily-

beaded aqua silk dress that turned sheer at the thighs flowed 

effortlessly in the wind.  There was something eerie about her as 

she invited herself to sit beside me.  Her milky skin and blond 

stringy curls almost radiated a mild glow as the crunch of her high-

heels sounded the way.  I’d seen this woman twice before. 

 “You’re the woman I kept seeing in this park,” I said.  

“Who are you?” 

 “Not what are you?” she said, nodding.  “You’re a believer, 

now.  That’s good.”  She looked at Asia, who met her stare and 

added, “Well, well, that makes two.  This is even better.” 

 “I don’t understand,” I said.  “I shouldn’t be seeing—” 

 She made some sort of disappointed noise and said, 

“Haven’t you been listening to my messages?”  She threw her  
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hands out as if to say stop and added, “Never mind.  Clearly you 

haven’t, otherwise you wouldn’t have said that.”  She sighed.  “All 

right.  Let’s try it this way.  Below your office, there’s a row of 

black cabinets.  You’re going to want to check CN Sixty-Four-

Hundred.” 

 “How do you know about that?”  My anxiety was growing. 

 She pushed away from the bench and said, “Sometimes 

tragedy opens our eyes to things we’re either unable or unwilling 

to see—your father’s death, for example.  The universe wants 

something from you.  You can’t deny it, and if it were up to me, 

I’d just say what had to be said and be done with it.  But such is the 

nature of the mysterious powers that be.”  She wiggled her fingers 

in the air to emphasize that point.  “Don’t think to hard on it; it’ll 

only boggle the mind.  All you need to know right now is that I 

need your help, and when you find out what’s been sitting below 

your office this entire time, you’ll be back and you’ll be more than 

willing to believe everything I have to say.” 

 The wail of an infant pierced the air and caught our 

attention.  I turned away from the woman and saw a husky man in 

a black three-piece suit standing not far away.  He rocked a hefty 

stroller as the woman approached them.  I noticed another tattoo, 

this one on the top middle of her back.  It was an ankh—a cross 

with a loop for its upper vertical arm symbolizing the ancient 

Egyptian emblem of life. 
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 The woman calmed the child with her touch and when they 

moved toward a dirt path in the bushes, the woman turned and 

smiled then vanished along with the rest of her family. 

 Asia and I traded startled looks as we said, “Did you see 

what…” 

 Asia and I were alike, but I didn’t have the time to get into 

it.  “Take the rest of the day off,” I said.  “There’s something I 

need to do.” 

 I rushed back to my office and headed into the basement 

where I came across the first empty drawer near the top of cabinet 

forty-two.  The label read: CN 6,500 - 6,599. 

 The drawer was stuck and I yanked it without success.  I 

gave it another try, harder this time, until the drawer came loose in 

my hands along with the cabinet itself, as the whole thing came 

crashing toward me.  I threw myself out of the way in time to see it 

hit the floor. 

 The cabinet must have been bolted incorrectly.  I noticed a 

hole neatly cut into the bottom of the wall.  Resting inside was a 

flat metal rectangular box, which I fished out and tried to open.  It 

was locked and I sighed. 

 I saw two small round silver stubs on respective sides of 

the lock, which was smaller than the hole it had been placed in, 

and found a thin lever situated just diagonally above it.  I sought 

out a hammer and flat-head screwdriver, returned and started  
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pounding away at the stubs until they gave way.  Then I pushed 

aside the lever and banged in the lock.  I tried the lid again and this 

time it opened. 

 A note lay inside written in my father’s handwriting along 

with a silver chain.  At the end of that chain was a marble.  When I 

lifted the marble, I noticed a Yin Yang symbol inside.  My heart 

pounded with joy. 

Dear Nina, 

Remember what I told you.  Life is an 

obstacle course and immortality is the 

prize.  The obstacles include jealousy, 

contempt, greed, lust, ignorance, and 

mischief.  Immortality is an undying 

name, gained only with time and skill, 

and death is the inescapable stalker.  The 

runners have taken their stance and the 

gun has sounded.  Now show the world 

what legacies are all about. 

 I replaced the letter into the envelope and slipped it into my 

jeans.  The marble was slightly weighty and that made my back 

tingle.  This was a family heirloom and had been missing from my 

life since the night of my father’s death.  The thought of that night 

was the trigger for my nightmare, and I waited for the darkness to 

begin, but it never came.  Not the voice of a killer; not the  
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spattering of the raindrops against the underbrush.  I stood up, 

stretched the chain loop around my neck and climbed the stairs 

toward a much happier future. 
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